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But it's your last night of freedom, Alanna! I can't believe you're going to spend it working."
Alanna Moore carefully set the twenty-three-hundred-year-old gold bracelet on top of its nest of bubble wrap, then shifted the telephone to her other ear, and tipped back her chair. "There are things I need to do before the honeymoon, Fleur. It's bad enough that I'll be taking two weeks off at the museum's busiest time of year. I really should finish cataloguing this new shipment, so thanks for the invitation, but—"
"There'll be men," Fleur persisted.
Alanna's laughter echoed merrily off the steel shelves and cement walls that lined her office. She swiveled her chair around, her gaze going to the storeroom beyond the doorway. The last of the three wooden crates that had arrived this morning was still resting in the center of the worktable awaiting her attention. ‘‘The only men I'm interested in seeing tonight will be made of bronze and be a few millennia old."

"Fleur!" Alanna sputtered. "Shame on you!"

"Ah, the ones I'm talking about will be hard, too, but they'll be young and naked."
"Don't tell me the blushing bride is saving herself for her wedding night."
Her laughter faded as a knot of something Alanna didn't want to think about tightened her stomach. It wasn't fear. It was.... anticipation. Of course that's what it was. She wanted to get married. She really did. Despite the fact that every one of her friends had been trying to talk her out of it from the moment she had announced her engagement. "Well..."
"Come on, what's the harm in watching a few male strippers? All of us are going."
"Again, thanks for the invitation, but I'm sure Regin​ald wouldn't like the idea. I don't want to hurt his feel​ings."
‘‘Do you honestly think your hubby-to-be is moping around by himself tonight?"
Alanna hesitated just a beat. No, Reginald Ainsworth III wouldn't be alone on the eve of his wedding. Besides, he never moped. He was far too elegant to mope. She turned back to her desk and picked up the bracelet again, rubbing her thumb over the delicate design that had been worked into the gold. "He said his cousin is taking him out to a concert. Reginald loves Vivaldi."
"Is that the name of the girl who'll jump out of the cake?"
"Fleur, Reginald isn't like that."
"Scratch away the civilized veneer and all men are barbarians under the surface. You've been living in that basement too long, Alanna."
"I don't live down here," she said automatically.
A hissing noise came through the receiver. At first Alanna thought it was Fleur's reply, but then she real​ized the noise was coming from the line itself. She glanced at the telephone. The buttons along the side were all dark.  

"Fleur?" she tried. "Hello?"

The hissing ended with a sharp crackle and the line went dead.
This was the second time in a week the telephone had gone out on her. The renovating crew on the first floor had probably cut through the wires again. She was sur​prised that they were working this late in the evening, but then she was still here, wasn't she? Well, whatever the cause of the dead phone, at least it was one way to end the discussion.
With a sigh of relief—and a quick feeling of guilt over the fact that she was relieved—Alanna dropped the receiver back into its cradle. She didn't want to argue with her friend. And she was tired of having to make excuses for preferring the peace and solitude of the mu​seum to the excitement of a strip bar on the night before her wedding.
Sure, she had plenty to do here, what with the new exhibit of Celtic artifacts scheduled to open next month. She truly enjoyed handling these objects from the past. And while the basement of the Royal Ontario Museum might seem bleak to most people, it was her favorite place to be.
Besides, as long as she could immerse herself in her work, she wouldn't have to dwell on the fact that she was about to marry a man she didn't love.
Then again, Reginald didn't love her, either. They were two mature, sensible adults who enjoyed each other's company and had decided they had reached a point in their lives when they would like the comfort and security of a permanent relationship. Actually, they had discussed the matter of love quite openly and they both agreed that love was a myth, an illusion, a conven​ient rationalization to justify the natural urge to find a life mate.
No, not a mate. Reginald Ainsworth III couldn't be described as anything so.... primitive. He would be her spouse.
And that was what she wanted. Yes, indeed. She had outgrown her romantic dreams long ago. She had thought it al! through carefully, and it was far too late to have doubts now. She'd lose her deposits on the ca​terer, the florist, and the photographer. Her wedding dress was already paid for, and Reginald's mother would be arriving in Toronto tomorrow for the ceremony, and....
So much for not thinking about it. Maybe she should have accepted Fleur's invitation after all.
Blowing out her breath in exasperation, Alanna turned her attention back to the bracelet she still held. It had been in the first crate she'd unpacked, but somehow she hadn't yet gotten around to checking it off on the in​ventory. The gold had grown warm where she'd been holding it, sending an odd tingle along her fingertips. She rubbed her thumb across the design again, tilting it toward the light to get a better look.
The workmanship was exquisite. The metal had been shaped into two smoothly twining strands that ended in a pair of delicate knobs. A stag with whimsically swirl​ing antlers danced at the base of one knob while a doe tilted her head coyly to watch him from the other.
Alanna's lips curved in pleasure. The professional in her noted the traditional Celtic fondness for nature im​agery and the Greek influence in the realistic detail and the high-quality workmanship. Yet the woman in her wondered at the person who had owned this piece of jewelry. Had she found it beautiful? Had she been proud to wear it? And how had she felt about the man who had given it to her?
Alanna thought of the flashy diamond engagement ring that she kept locked in a box in her desk drawer. It wasn't practical to wear it while she was working—the large stone tended to catch on everything she brushed against. Naturally, the diamond was of the highest qual​ity, but it was meant more as an investment than as a token of love. It had none of the vitality of this age's old gold.
And yet once she finished documenting all of these artifacts, this bracelet would be locked away, too, placed in a glass display case. What a shame if it wasn't worn for another twenty-three hundred years. She held the bracelet against her arm, imagining the way it must have looked. No one was here to see her. What harm would there be if she....
Seized by a crazy impulse, Alanna slid the bracelet over her wrist.
The odd tingle she'd felt in her fingertips earlier now spread to her arm, .as if tiny electric shocks were trav​elling over her skin from the place where the bracelet rested. Puzzled, she tipped her head to take a closer look.
The fluorescent light that hung from the ceiling flick​ered. Thunder rumbled beyond the thick walls of the museum, setting up a vibration that rattled the metal shelves and sent a tingle through the soles of Alanna's feet.
Maybe it hadn't been the workmen who had cut off the phone line. Maybe it was a storm—the weather had been hotter than usual for June this past week, so it would be a relief to get some rain. That might explain the electricity in the air. She rubbed her arm, surprised to feel the tiny hairs standing on end. Her fingertips grazed the bracelet. ... and the gold appeared to glow.
"Maybe Fleur's right," Alanna murmured, shaking her head. "I've been down in this basement too long." She started to slip the bracelet off, but it wouldn't go past her wrist. That was odd, she thought. She hadn't had any trouble getting it on. She tugged harder and had just managed to wedge it over the base of her thumb when a sudden draft curled past her ankles, as if some​one had opened a door in the storeroom outside her office.
She jumped out of her chair and turned to face the doorway, thrusting her hand guiltily behind her back. It was probably only Gilbert, the security guard. Just her luck that he had decided to come down here—he seldom strayed far from his little TV set during baseball season. She'd be in trouble if word got out that she was starting to wear the exhibits. "Hello?" she called.
Another rumble of thunder shook the shelves. This time she felt it ail the way through her bones to her teeth. The draft that swept through the office doorway strengthened as the lights flickered and dimmed.
"Gilbert?" Alanna called once more. "I hope you have your flashlight with you because it looks as if the power—''
With a muted tick, the light winked out and the base​ment was plunged into blackness.
"—might go out," she finished weakly.
There was a sudden crash, accompanied by the omi​nous sound of splintering wood.
"Don't move!" Alanna ordered, fumbling her way toward the door. ‘‘The contents of that crate are price​less."
A low, masculine groan came from the darkness.
Alanna didn't even think to be worried about who might be out there. All she was concerned about were the treasures that had been left in her care. Holding her hands out in front of her, she moved as quickly as she dared toward the direction of the sound. Her shin struck the metal support of the worktable and she swallowed a cry of pain. Leaning down to rub her leg, she paused to call out. "Hello? Where are you?"
Something scraped across the cement floor to her left.
Pivoting in that direction, she moved forward more cautiously, stopping when her toe nudged a loose object. She bent down, groping in front of her until she felt a piece of rough wood. "Great," she muttered, picturing the damage that could have been done when this crate had cracked open. She got down on her hands and knees, feeling along the floor in front of her so that she wouldn't step on some artifact by mistake. Wonderful. If she wasn't fired for wearing the inventory, she'd be fired for letting the Celtic exhibit get ruined. "Gilbert, I told you we need emergency lighting down in this end of the basement. If one of these pieces gets damaged— oh!"
Her fingers encountered warm, rough-woven cloth. She moved her hand, her fingertips tracing along the contour of what felt like a shoulder. ... a very broad, very hard shoulder.... that led to a smooth expanse of taut skin that stretched over a very hard muscle—
"Oh, excuse me!" she exclaimed, yanking her arm back.
Another moan, this time from right in front of her.
Alanna sat back on her heels. "Uh, Gilbert?" she tried, although she knew it couldn't be the elderly se​curity guard, not with biceps like that.
There was a silence. Then without warning, a hand clamped over her knee.
She shrieked and scrambled backward.
"Alanna? 'Tis you?"
At her name, she paused. The voice wasn't Gilbert's raspy drawl, that was for sure. No, this voice was deep and rich, like the rolling green of the valley that stretched beyond the village to the mountains—
Good heavens. Where had that thought come from? "Who's there?" she demanded.
"Sweet stars, 'tis the voice of my dreams. Alanna, my love. I have found you."
She would have remembered a voice like that. Any woman would have. It was so.... male. It was sending shivers and tingles over her skin just like the thunder. "Listen, whoever you are, you have to be very careful not to move because the floor could be covered with delicate artifacts."
There was a whisper of movement, then the hiss of an indrawn breath.
Belatedly, Alanna remembered the moans. "Are you hurt?" she asked.
"How could I suffer when I am reunited with you at last?"
The incredible voice was getting closer. The words carried the hint of an accent she couldn't identify, some​thing like a cross between the strong tones of German and the musical lilt of Irish. And over the typical base​ment scents of dust and stale air she caught a teasing hint of.... pine. And sunshine. Freshness and freedom and endless horizons....
Okay, so he was wearing fantastic cologne. That was no reason to sit here and let him grab her again. She inched backward, her knees sliding over the cold cement as her dress hem dragged across the floor. She bumped into another fragment of splintered wood and she set it to one side. "That packing crate was heavy," she said. "Do you remember hitting your head when you knocked it over?"
"Nay, but why do you choose to be in such darkness? What is this place where there is no glimpse of moon or stars to guide me to your side?"
Oh, yeah. He must have hit his head, all right. He'd have a killer of a headache when his brains unscrambled. "We're in the storeroom. And until we get some tight in here, I'd really prefer it if you didn't come any closer."
"Sweet Alanna, why do you flee from me when I have journeyed so far to find you?"
"It would probably be best if you don't move," she said, continuing to retreat. It couldn't be much farther to the doorway of her office. If she could just reach her telephone, she could call for an ambulance or maybe some men in white coats with big nets....
But her phone had gone dead, she remembered.
"My love." His voice echoed softly through the cav​ernous room and settled around her like a gentle caress. "Alanna."
She couldn't understand it. Logically, she should be starting to get worried right about now, and not only because of the possible damage to the material for the new exhibit. Whoever this stranger was, he seemed to have decided that he ... well... had a thing for her. And he was between her and the only way out of the basement. No one would hear her if she screamed since the walls of this old building were several feet thick, which the workmen had been grumbling about for the past week... .
Aha! The workmen. This stranger was probably one of the men who were working on the renovations. That would explain the broad shoulders and the muscles. And it would also explain what he was doing in the museum after hours, and how he would know her name. He'd probably been responsible for cutting her phone line af​ter all, and he had been on his way to let her know when the power had gone off and he'd stumbled over that crate and hit his head and become delusional.
Good. Fine. She had a logical explanation for not feel​ing as alarmed by her situation as she should have been feeling.
"Hold on," she said, reaching behind her. Her elbow hit the side of the office doorframe. Wincing, she hung onto the doorframe and pulled herself back to her feet, then waved her arm through the blackness until she felt the edge of a shelf. She didn't have a flashlight, but the last time Reginald had visited here he'd left one of those disposable lighters in one of his cigarette packs. She'd given the cigarettes to Gilbert—Reginald had promised to quit once they were married—but she'd kept the lighter. If only she could remember where she'd put it.

"I would dearly love to hold on, Alanna, as long as I could hold you."

For a construction worker with a serious knock on the head, she couldn't deny that he had a certain . . . charm. She twisted around to fumble through the items on the shelf. "I meant, stay put. I don't want you to break anything."
"The only thing in danger of breaking is my heart, my love, until I can hold you once more."
Her lips twitched into a smile at his over-the-top ro​mantic language. Again, she probably should be feeling some misgivings by now, but those words, and his deep, resonant voice ... and the fresh tang of his scent... all of it was stirring something inside her—-
Hmm. Maybe Fleur was right and she had been spending too much time down in this basement. "Here it is," she said, feeling an edge of smooth plastic un​derneath the knapsack that held her spare sweater.
"My heart?"
"The lighter." She flicked her thumb over the wheel. With a grating click, a small flame sprang upward. Hold​ing the metal tab down with her thumb, she extended her arm and turned back to the doorway.
The blackness of the storeroom was too deep for her wavering light to penetrate. She took a step forward, moving the lighter in an arc so that she could see the floor. There were scattered pieces of broken wood every​where, but no gleam of bubble wrap or glint of gold or bronze ... unless she counted the gleam of bronzed skin less than an arm's length away.
The stranger was standing in front of her. She hadn't heard him approach. Her pulse thumped as she raised her gaze from the sculpted ridges of his washboard stomach to the broad expanse of his bare chest. A loop of metal chain joined twin brooches that were fastened to the sides of a cloak....
A cloak?
She lifted her gaze further. A heavy gold necklace glinted beneath the upper edge of the cloak, its knobbed ends resting in the hollow of the man's throat. The man was tall, at least two inches over six feet. His jaw was square, his cheekbones high, and his nose bold and in the past. It was impossible to tell the exact color of his hair, but she could see that it was dark and brushed straight back from his forehead. Deep lines bracketed his lips, which were curved into a smile that softened the otherwise unrelenting masculinity of his face.
Her gaze finally met his. And the smile that played around his lips crinkled into tiny laugh lines at the cor​ners of his eyes. Incredible eyes. Shadowed by arching black brows, surrounded by thick dark lashes, his gaze was as blue and clear as the river that flowed past his grandmother's hut. . . .
She blinked hard, trying to dispel yet another one of those weird images. She had to get a hold of herself. All right, he was without a doubt the most spectacularly handsome man she had ever seen. That fact alone would be enough to rattle any woman's thought processes, but add to it this power failure and his unconventional cloth​ing and the way he sounded and the way he smelled and was it any wonder her mind was playing tricks on her?
"Alanna, my love. You're more beautiful than I re​member in my dreams."
Even though he was looking straight at her, he still seemed to believe that they knew each other. But she had never seen him before in her life. She was certain of that. Because any living, breathing woman would re​member this man if she'd met him before.
Wouldn't she?
Her hand shook. "You're not one of the renovators, are you,’‘ she said.
His smile dimmed. "Alanna, have I changed so much that you do not know me?"
"Mister — "
"Look at me," he said urgently, flinging out his arms.
His cloak flapped behind him dramatically, revealing even more bronzed skin and rippling muscle. "It is I. Conyn."
Her mouth went dry, her palms went damp. She wiped her hand on her skirt and tightened her grip on the lighter. Think, don't ogle, she ordered herself. But he had invited her to took at him, right? Her gaze moved over him once more. This time she noticed the sheen of leather trousers, very tight leather, that molded thighs as impressive as his arms. More leather crisscrossed his shins, binding what appeared to be boots made of animal hide. Metal glinted from the shadows at his side, looking suspiciously like some kind of sword....
The details of his clothing finally registered. Hide boots, leather pants, coarsely woven cloak, the twin brooches, the necklace that looked like an antique torque ... the sword...
He wasn't dressed like any construction worker. He looked more like a character out of one of the early Schwarzenegger movies about barbarians. "Oh, this is too much. Did you say your name is ... Conan?"
"Conyn ap Rhys."
Something niggled deep in the recesses of her mind at the sound of his name. No mystery there. She'd prob​ably heard it on some late-night movie. "All right, Conyn ap Rhys. Why are you really here?"
"I have come for you, Alanna."
"You're an actor, right?"
"I am a warrior," he said, his hands dropping back to his sides. ‘‘It grieves me that you do not remember. I did not intend to be gone from you so long."
Of course, he had to be an actor, she thought, glancing at the muscles that bulged on his impressive body. With pecs and biceps like that, he could probably earn a good living as a male stripper—
"Oh, my God," Alanna murmured, shaking her head. "Fleur put you up to this, didn't she?"
"Who?"
"What was this supposed to be, one of those singing, stripping telegrams?"
His smile disappeared. "Singing? I am no bard, I am a warrior. I have fought Epaminondas and the Boeotians. I have travelled over the mountains to the land of the southern sea."
"It's okay, you can cut the act now," she said. "Let me see if I can find some candles and I'll show you the way out. I don't know how you got in here in the first place. Is Gilbert in on this, too?"
"I do not know of this person."
"Well, while your performance didn't go as planned, I did find it entertaining, so—"
Her words cut off on a startled squeak. He moved so swiftly, she didn't have a chance to step back before his hand clamped around her wrist.
"Please, do not send me away, Alanna."
She could feel restrained strength humming in his grasp. His hand was so large, his fingers easily spanned her wrist. He could snap her bones with one squeeze.
She should probably be starting to get really, really worried right about now.
And yet beneath the undeniable strength of his grip, she felt something else. Awareness and a spark of... familiarity. It was as if his touch were telling her things her brain couldn't quite accept, as if something were bypassing her logic functions to suppress her fear and stir up a response on another level altogether.
His thumb moved tenderly over her skin, stroking the underside of her wrist in a way that sent tremors up her arm. ‘‘Please, Alanna. Let me help you remember our love."
Love. How many times had he said that word in the past few minutes? Probably more times than she'd ever heard it. But he was an actor. That kind of romantic language would come easily to him. Because love was a myth, an illusion, just a word that he could use like the costume he wore.
But God, the things he was doing to her just by mov​ing the tip of his thumb. She straightened up, realizing that she'd been swaying toward him. "Excuse me, Mr. ap Rhys, but I have work to do. I'm really very busy."
"The bracelet!" he exclaimed suddenly. He caught her hand and brought it closer to the flame of the lighter.
With a start, she noticed the circle of gold on her wrist. She'd forgotten that she still wore it. "Uh, I was about to take it off when the lights—Oh!"
He bent over and brushed his lips across the back of her hand. "Does it please you?"
The sensation of his mouth on her skin stole her breath. Surprise, that was all. ‘‘What?''
He lifted his head, stepping closer. "I thought of you wearing it. The goldsmith struck a hard bargain. He de​manded two pounds of salt and the harnesses from my team, but I knew it belonged on your arm, Alanna."
Well, she had to give him credit for sticking to the role he'd decided on. "Are you claiming that you bought this bracelet, Mr. ap Rhys?"
"Aye. 'Tis no spoil of war. I did not wish to bring you goods that had been looted."
"How ... upstanding of you."
"The stag and his mate reminded me of us. Two halves of one whole." He enclosed her hand within his. "Joined for alt time."
Once again, her breath caught with surprise. He couldn't possibly have made out the detail of that en​graving. And how could he have known about it be​forehand? She'd just unpacked the ornament herself this afternoon. Had it been a lucky guess?
Well, what else could it be? It wasn't as if he could be telling her the truth, was it? "As I said, you can cut the act now. Nice try, Conyn, or whatever your real name is, but I know for a fact that you didn't buy this bracelet."
"I do not understand."
"This piece comes from a collection that spent the past fifty years on display in the Bern Museum until it was shipped here as part of an exhibition. The estimated age of this particular artifact is twenty-three hundred years, give or take a few centuries."
"Nay. It is not so. I watched the goldsmith complete it myself."
"That would have been impossible." She paused. "Unless, of course, you happen to be twenty-three cen​turies old," she said wryly.
A tremor went through his body. For a moment, he stared at her without speaking, his blue gaze burning with intensity.
She could see that her statement had jarred him. Per​haps she shouldn't have been so direct about popping the fantasy he'd tried to construct.
"The woman did not lie," he said finally, his voice hoarse.
"What woman? Do you mean Fleur?"
"The old woman who sent me said I would cross a great distance to find you. I had not known she meant a distance of time."
"Time? What on earth are you talking about?"
He closed his eyes briefly, his chest heaving with an unsteady breath. Then he lifted her hand to his mouth and pressed his lips to the back of her knuckles. "Oh, my love. I have indeed travelled a long way to claim my bride."
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His bride? Alanna thought, lighting one of the fat white emergency candles she'd found. He had come forward in time twenty-three centuries to claim his bride? Well, for an act, it was certainly original. Fleur had probably told him about the upcoming wedding, so like any good actor, he'd decided to improvise.
And he was more than good. He was fabulous. The amount of background research he must have done for this role was mind-boggling. And he'd taken such pains to make sure his costume was authentic. How many strippers—no, they probably preferred being called male exotic dancers—happened to have a routine that neces​sitated dressing up as an ancient Celtic warrior?
That must be why Fleur had decided to hire this par​ticular man, Alanna thought. Her friend had known about the Celtic exhibit, and how wrapped up in her work Alanna was. As a matter of fact, the history of the Celts had intrigued her even before she'd come to work at the museum. They were a fascinating people. They had populated much of Europe and coexisted with the Greek and then the Roman Empires, establishing their own distinct culture despite their wanderings and their fierce individualism.
"Forgive me if I seem impatient, my love, but I have waited for this day so long. I do not wish to wait another moment to marry you."
She tilted the candle, using the drops of melted wax to fix it upright on the lid of a jar. The sensible thing to do would be to escort this... this warrior out of the basement and up the stairs to the main reception area, then wake up Gilbert, who was undoubtedly either snoozing at his desk or wrapped up in the ball game, and have him unlock the door to let the man out in time for his next show.
But if Fleur had paid for Conyn's time, why not let him finish his act? What harm could there be in that? He seemed determined to give her her money's worth.
Oddly enough, Alanna still didn't feel even the slightest inkling of alarm over being alone with this strange man. It was more than his astounding good looks. It was his manner. In spite of his size and his obvious strength, there was a gentleness about him. It was in his movements, and his smite, and his scent of pine and sunshine.
And the simple truth of it was, Alanna was enjoying herself. Very much.
"Sorry, Conyn," she said, setting the candle on the center of her desk. She brushed the dust from the front of her dress before she sat down in her chair and swiveled to face him. "But I have no plans to get married today."
"You still do not remember me."
The disappointment on his face looked so genuine, she felt her heart turn over. ‘‘It must have been the time lapse," she said, playing along.
"I understand. You wish to be wooed anew before we pledge to each other."
Wooed? Reginald had never wooed her. They were both far too sensible for any of that romantic nonsense. "Uh, Conyn, let's not get carried away."
"I will help you remember, Alanna. I will give you this night, but tomorrow, before the sun sets, you will be my bride."
If everything went ahead as planned, she would be married before the sun set tomorrow all right, but not to him.
Pulling the spare chair close to her desk, Conyn re​versed it so that he could straddle the seat. The tip of his sword sheath clunked against the floor. "I always loved watching you in the firelight, Alanna. Your hair gleams like the breast of a raven."
She lifted her hand and tucked a curl behind her ear self-consciously. "Thank you."
"You have cut it since I last saw you. Your tresses once fell to your knees." He studied her for a moment. "I had not believed it possible, but you are even more beautiful like this. Your short curls have the innocence of a child's but the sensuous depth of a woman's."
"Thank you again."
"Without the long strands to become tangled around my fingers, perhaps even this clumsy warrior would not cause you pain when I thrust my fingers into your hair."
"Uh..."
"Did you like the mirror?" he asked, his voice drop​ping.
"Mirror?"
"It was not as fine as the bracelet, but I wanted to think of the polished surface caressing your image when I could not be there to touch your beloved face myself."
Oh, he was good, she thought, feeling a warmth steal into her cheeks at his continued flattery. "Sorry, I must have misplaced the mirror. Which reminds me," she said, tugging at the bracelet. "I'd better take this off before—"
"Nay, Alanna. 'Tis meant for you, an adornment for a woman more precious than gold."
As before, the bracelet wouldn't go past her wrist. She
hesitated, not wanting to pull any harder and risk dam​aging the artifact. She'd have to try soap later. "About this bracelet, I'd appreciate it if you don't, uh, tell any​one that I, well, tried it on."
"But it is yours."
"We'll keep that between the two of us. My museum board of directors frowns on the staff playing with the inventory."
He smiled. "Your wish is my command, my sweet."
Her pulse did another quick thump. Why did he need to wear a sword when he had a smile that deadly?
He'd been attractive enough before, by the flickering flame of the lighter, but here in the cozy shadows of her office, with his face bathed in the intimate glow of can​dlelight, he was downright gorgeous. She could see now that his hair was dark auburn, pulled into a no-nonsense queue at the nape of his neck with a strip of leather. The laugh lines around his eyes were echoed by twin dimples that she could glimpse at the corners of his mouth. And there was an intriguing hint of a cleft in his chin that she itched to explore with her fingertips.
But he was gorgeous because he was a professional performer. It was all an act, she reminded herself, meant for her entertainment. "So, Conyn," she said, clearing her throat. ' Tell me more about how you happened to come forward in time."
He folded his arms across the back of the chair and leaned toward her. "I do not know what method of magic the old woman used, Alanna. All I remember is walking into the circle of standing stones on the eve of the summer solstice and fixing my mind on the woman who holds my heart."
Circle of standing stones? Well, there were people who believed places like Stonehenge had some kind of mystical powers related to the calendar. Furthermore, the equinoxes and summer and winter solstices were con​sidered important days to the ancient Celts, and today was the first day of summer, so his story wasn't all that bad, in a vague, New Age kind of way. "All right, I'll give you points on that one. What about the language problem?"
"Language?"
"If you're really a Celt from the third century b.c., then why do you understand English?"
"English?"
"It's the language we're speaking."
"In my travels, I learned many new tongues, but not this one. 'Tis strange indeed." He paused as if to con​sider it. ‘‘Perhaps the gift of this new language was part of the old woman's magic so there would be no further gulf between us when finally we were reunited."
"Mmm. You're going to have to work on that one. It's not as good as the time-travel answer."
He quirked one eyebrow. "I hear in your voice that you are not ready to trust my word, Alanna."
"No offense, Conyn, but—"
''I would expect no less of you, my sweet. You were always one who wanted to understand the workings of the world."
"Oh, really?"
"When we were young, you were forever searching through the stones near the riverbank to find the bones that were trapped in the rocks. Although others might have mocked your belief in those ancient creatures, your thirst for knowledge was a source of great pride to me." He reached into the leather pouch that hung by his waist. Loose change jingled under his fingers before he pulled out a small stone. "See, my love? I still carry the tiny animal you gave me in my sixteenth summer."
Curious, she stretched out her arm to take the stone from his hand. Even in the candlelight, she could see the pale outline on the rock. ''Why, this is a fossilized trilobite," she exclaimed. She looked up quickly. "How did you know I used to collect fossils when I was a kid? Did Fleur tell you?"
He tilted his head, a wistful smile curving his mouth. "Nay. I saw for myself."
"But—"
"Many is the time I would return home to my grand​mother with wet leggings because I had followed you into the water in pursuit of your rock creatures. She would scold me and pour her vile onion broth down my throat."
Yes, his grandmother's hut was beside the river near the shallow bend with the best rocks. Granny Ula grew onions in her garden and brewed a tonic from them every autumn, convinced it would ward off colds. Conyn stayed there in the summer months to help her with the sheep....
Alanna shook her head to dispel the unexpected im​age. Not counting the thin explanations for the time travel and the language thing, he truly was a phenomenal actor. He must be, since he was even getting her to share his fantasy. She handed back the fossil. "Very clever, but this doesn't prove anything."
Shrugging his massive shoulders, he tucked the stone back into his pouch. "I am a warrior, not a philosopher. I could never match wits with you, Alanna. Your mind is as swift as the fox and as nimble as the swallow. During all my travels I never met man or woman who could be your equal."
She swallowed a sigh. Too bad this was only an act— a woman could get accustomed to hearing compliments like that. A barbarian who was proud of her ‘‘thirst for knowledge'' and believed in the intellectual equality of females? This was some fantasy he was weaving.
"I did not intend to be gone so long, my love," he continued, his voice growing deeper. "When I arrived in the village to find you gone, I thought my life had ended. How could I exist without my Alanna? For ten years, the thought of returning to your arms gave me the strength I needed to survive every battle. The memory of the taste of your lips sustained me through the winters when many others perished. The hope of holding you at my side when I slept gave me the will to arise each morning."
She swallowed again, although this time it was be​cause of the sudden lump that had come to her throat. He sounded so sincere, it must be more than an act. Had . he lost someone he had loved? Was he drawing on his own remembered pain in order to play this role?
He looked at her in silence for a moment, his gaze stark. Then he reached across the space between them and tenderly stroked her cheek. "I wager you will re​member me if I kiss you."
Oh, yes. Any woman who had been kissed by this man would remember the experience, she thought, her gaze dropping to his lips. Kissing Conyn might even make a woman start believing in other fantasies, like love and romance and happily ever after.
Only, she didn't believe. Any of it.
Once, long ago, she had. With each new set of foster parents she'd been transferred to, she'd hoped to find love that would ease her loneliness. While the succession of temporary homes had provided her with the necessi​ties of life, from the time she'd been old enough to un​derstand what "foundling" meant, she'd longed for a place to belong. Not just a physical home, but an emo​tional one.
That was probably why she'd been haunted by a feel​ing of incompleteness when she'd become an adult. But she'd learned to cope. She knew nothing of her own history before the moment she'd been found abandoned on the steps of Trinity Church, so she channeled her desire to know about the past into her work with an​tiquities at the museum. She had reasoned that since she would never know the security of a real family, she would compensate by marrying Reginald and becoming part of his.
Right. Reginald. Her fiancé. She'd thought it all through, she reminded herself. Marrying Reginald was the sensible, logical thing to do. She didn't believe in love. Her childhood had taught her that yearning for what she couldn't have invariably led to pain and dis​appointment.
So she had no business whatsoever yearning for the feel of Conyn's lips on hers.
But oh, his face looked so handsome in the candle​light, with his eyes sparkling and the taut skin over his cheekbones gleaming and his mouth curved with a smile that hinted at sensual pleasures the likes of which she'd only known in her most secret dreams....
Abruptly she pulled back her head, breaking the con​tact with his hand. "I've kept you here long enough. You can take one of the candles and find your way out."
"I will not leave without you, Alanna."
The words had the ring of a vow, and that should have worried her. Dammit, this whole situation should have sent her screaming for help by now. But for some crazy reason, the determination in his voice caused a twinge of... satisfaction.
He wouldn't leave her.
But he'd abandoned her before, when he'd gone to seek his fortune as a mercenary. Just as she had been abandoned on the doorstep of that church—
Whoa. This story of his was really messing with her head. She rubbed the gold that warmed her wrist. It seemed to be an evening for craziness, and it had all started when she'd slipped on this bracelet. "Conyn, I think this has gone far enough. It's not that I don't ap​preciate the entertainment, it's just that it's time for you—''
Her words were cut off on a startled cry when the lights suddenly came on. After the semidarkness, the fluorescent bulbs in the ceiling fixture seemed painfully bright. She squinted and shaded her eyes just in time to see Conyn leap off his chair. Metal whispered over metal as in one smooth movement, he slid his sword from its sheath.
"Do not fear, my love," he said. Before she could utter a protest, he slipped his free arm around her waist and lifted her from her chair. Holding her back to his chest, he raised his sword and pivoted so that his body shielded her from the humming overhead light.
"Conyn, what—"
"Whatever manner of sorcery this is, I will not let it harm you, Alanna."
"Conyn!" She grabbed the arm he had clamped around her waist, trying to loosen his grip, but his mus​cles were like steel. She kicked her feet, which dangled several inches off the floor, but only managed to tangle her legs in the folds of his cloak. "Put me down!"
He was taller than he'd appeared in the candlelight. With his sword arm extended, the tip of his weapon could easily reach the light fixture.
And for a theatrical prop, that sword looked discon​certingly real. The iron blade was broad and heavy, the edges honed to what had to be a razor's sharpness and tapering to a deadly point. A design of finely etched intertwining curves ran from the center of the blade to the T-shaped hilt that fit Conyn's large hand as if it had been custom-made for him.
No, it had been forged in the village for his father, Alanna thought. Conyn had inherited it when he'd still been a boy and had scarcely had the strength to lift it that day his uncle had brought it home for him. Arms trembling, he'd rested it on his shoulder as he'd bravely blinked back the tears of loss and had vowed to become a warrior as great as the father he'd so admired....
Alanna's breath hissed through her teeth as she in​creased her efforts to break free of Conyn's hold. Must be lack of oxygen to the brain that was making her imag​ination act up like this. "All right," she gasped. "The joke's over. Put down that sword before you electrocute both of us."
Muscles ridged like coiled rope down his arm from the effort of holding the iron weapon aloft, but the tip of the sword never wavered. One step at a time, he worked his way around the light until they were at the doorway. He lowered his head so that his lips brushed her ear. "The instant I release you," he whispered, "seek shelter in the far chamber. I will defend you with my life."
"But—"
"Go, my love." He set her feet on the floor and spun away. "Now!"
In disbelief, she saw him step back to the center of the room and raise his sword over his head, as if he meant to slice the bank of fluorescent lightbulbs in half.
Ringing out her arm, she hit the light switch.
"Stand and fight, you demon!" he challenged into the darkness.
"Conyn—"
"Alanna, you must hide yourself. It could return."
"What? You mean the light?" she asked, flipping the switch back on.
He kept his sword pointed at the bulbs, moving his head only enough to glance at her over his shoulder. His eyes narrowed in a wary frown.
Alanna turned the light on and off a few more times. Conyn's gaze darted between her hand and the glowing, humming bulbs, and gradually his frown turned to an expression of bewilderment. Backing toward her, he reached out to flick the light switch himself. "By the stars," he murmured. "What marvel is this?"
"A pair of hundred-watt lightbulbs."
"Where is the flame? How do you light the lamp's wick from this distance? And why is it so bright?"
She pressed her hand over her stomach and took a few deep breaths. "I've heard of method acting, but you're really into this Celtic warrior gig, aren't you?"
"I am a warrior."
She stared at him, torn between laughter and awe. His reaction to the power being restored was completely in keeping with the character he was portraying. "Well, you can put down your sword. The light won't hurt any​one. It's just one of our modern conveniences called electricity."
Conyn flipped the switch half a dozen more times, then slowly lowered his sword, his eyes round with won​der. "Much has changed in the world."
"Oh, yeah. Electricity, internal combustion engines, space shuttles, computers, pollution. We've come a long way in twenty-three centuries."
He looked at the light again, then at his sword. And gradually, a dull flush crept into his cheeks. "You must think me a fool."
"No, you acted very convincingly when you, uh, grabbed me,'' she said.
One corner of his mouth lifted in a lopsided smile. "I might regret behaving like a fool before you, but I can​not regret finally having you in my arms, however it came about."
If she was honest, she'd have to admit that the sen​sation of being held so securely against his taut, mus​cular body was far from unpleasant—tingles of awareness were awakening in the places where he'd touched her. Just as her passion had awakened the first time she had gone to him and they had lain together in the meadow with the wildflowers dancing in the sun​shine and Conyn's embrace so warm and tight around her....
Alanna clenched her hands, pushing the image away and concentrating on what was real.
Yet reality was no less disturbing than her imagination. In the unforgiving harshness of the fluorescent light, Conyn looked more impressive than ever, from his broad shoulders to his six-pack abs to his perfectly shaped leather-clad legs. She focused more carefully. His muscles were too lean and rangy to be the product of some narcissistic health club. No, he'd come by that build the honest, old-fashioned way, through years of hard work.
What had he done before he'd become an actor? And why would someone who was such an exceptional actor be working as a stripper? Maybe she was wrong about the stripper part. So far he hadn't made a move to take off any of his clothes. But she had to admit, she wasn't sure she would protest all that much if he did.
She bit her lip, her gaze going to a jagged white slash that snaked down his sword arm. More scars crisscrossed his chest, some of them recent enough to bear the pink of healing skin. Stage makeup? Would an actor go to that much trouble to appear like a genuine warrior?
Without pausing to think, she lifted her hand and touched her fingertips to a long, thin scar that curved down the side of his neck.
This was no stage makeup. It was real. If he was an actor, wouldn't he have sought plastic surgery to elim​inate this?
But if he wasn't an actor, then what was he?
"Time has brought changes to my appearance," he said. "I apologize if it no longer pleases you."
"What? Oh, no," she said, snatching her hand back. "There's nothing wrong with your appearance." And that had to be the understatement of the millennium.
"Do not move away, my love. Your touch is dew to parched earth. A taste of bliss, leaving me longing for more." He placed his hands on her hips, drawing her nearer. "Perhaps if you touch me again the veil will lift from your mind."
It wasn't her mind that concerned her right now; it
was her body. His hold on her hips was light, more of a caress than a grasp, but for the life of her, she couldn't move away now any more than she could have freed herself before.
His fingers curled, tracing the shape of her buttocks through the folds of her cotton dress. "Ah, my love," he murmured. ‘‘If your touch is the dew, then your scent is the very air I breathe." His nostrils flared as he in​haled slowly. "No perfumed oil of the East could com​pare to my sweet Alanna."
"Uh, Conyn..."
"Many was the night when cold stone was my pillow mat I warmed myself with the memory of your scent. You are like the flowers in the meadow and the forest after a rain." He dipped his head, rubbing his cheek against her hair. A low, masculine sound of pleasure rumbled from his throat.
She brought her hands between their bodies, intending to push him away. But then she touched the bare skin of his chest and instead of drawing back, she swayed closer.
Oh, but his chest was magnificent, scars and all. She splayed her fingers, absorbing the smooth warmth of his skin, feeling the teasing softness of his whorls of dark hair. Beneath her palm she felt the steady rhythm of his heart, and her own heart skipped a beat.

"Do you feel my blood pound for you, Alanna?" He nuzzled aside her hair to brush a kiss over her ear. '‘‘Tis like the time when the autumn snow caught us far from shelter and we thought to warm each other. Remember how our hearts near burst with love?''
She slipped her fingers under the edge of his cloak. The scent of pine and sunshine rose from the homespun fabric and she closed her eyes, helpless to stop the image it evoked.
There were two young lovers, huddled together in a shallow cave while they watched a blanket of white muffle the world outside. He took the cloak from his shoul​ders and spread it over the bough-strewn floor, then smiled and took her hand to draw her down with him. The pine needles rustled under their weight, tiny twigs crackling when Conyn moved, but he laughed at the sounds and pulled the cloak around them both. His laughter became a yelp of surprise when Alanna placed her icy hands on his back. He cupped her cold ringers with his and breathed on them until they wanned, then grinned and placed them beneath the waistband of his breeches. And then neither of them felt the cold....
Her eyes flew open. She gulped in a few short, rapid breaths. No cave. No lovers. She was in her office.
But the image had seemed so real, she could almost remember the sleek skin and crisp curls under Conyn's tight leather breeches....
With a choked cry, she jumped back.
Conyn dropped his hands to his sides. "What is wrong, my love?"
What could she tell him? That she was fantasizing about putting her hands down his pants? Was that wrong enough for him? Was she losing her mind? ''Hypnosis. That's what you're using, right?"
"I do not understand that word. Is that another one of your modern conveniences?''
She rubbed her eyes. Maybe she should have taken the evening off after all. "Conyn, I think it would be best if you leave now."
"What have I done to displease you?"
"It's not you. I'm just under stress. Yes, that's it. I'm stressed and I'm not thinking very clearly."
"Alanna...," he began, moving toward her.
"I really have a lot of work to do." She backed out of the office to the storeroom, then hurried to the elec​trical panel on the wall and flipped every one of the switches until the room blazed with light. "And I have to check the damage that was done when you knocked that crate... over..." She stared, her words trailing off.
The last remaining crate of Celtic artifacts was still in the center of the worktable where she had left it. It was completely undamaged. Except it was missing its lid.
Her gaze went to the floor. There were pieces of wood everywhere, ranging from splinters to a few large chunks. On the largest, there was still a remnant of the pink shipping label she'd signed that morning.
Evidently, those pieces of wood were all that was left of the lid.
How had Conyn managed to cause that kind of dam​age to the lid while leaving the rest of the crate intact and in place? Not by knocking it over. Not by prying the lid off, either. No, if she didn't know better, it looked as if the lid had exploded outward, as if something that had been inside the crate had burst out.
She rubbed her eyes again. Stress. Yes. That's all it could be. Nothing had burst from the inside. The crate could have fallen on Conyn and the lid could have cracked and then he could have put the crate back on the table while she'd gone to find the lighter.
Conyn's cloak billowed behind him as he strode across the floor. His hand went to the hilt of his sword and his steps slowed briefly as he glanced at the over​head lights, but then he set his jaw and continued toward her. "Tell me what troubles you."
The gold bracelet felt heavy on her wrist. She grasped it and tried once more to tug it off, but it seemed more solidly fixed than ever. Could the gold have contracted somehow? Or her wrist swelled? "I, uh, really have to get to work."
"Then I will share your task to ease your burden. What is it you must do?"
This was getting really crazy. How could she be carry​ing on a conversation with a virtual stranger, especially considering his outlandish costume, and her even more outlandish fantasies? She gave up trying to pry loose the bracelet and waved her arm at the table. "I have to in​ventory those artifacts before I leave. Thanks for the offer of help, but unless you happen to be an antiquities expert—"
"By the stars, you didn't misplace it," Conyn said, reaching into the crate.
She lunged forward to stop him, but she was too late. He had already withdrawn his hand. "Conyn, you'd bet​ter let me—"
" 'Tis yours."
"What?"
"As I promised." He offered her the object he held, his face stretching into a pleased grin. "For you, my love."
She took the object from him carefully. It was made of bronze, the handle curving gracefully into a flat cir​cular surface that was about seven inches across and smooth enough to hold a reflection if it was polished....
Her fingers tightened over the handle, the bronze slip​pery on her palm. She swallowed hard. "It's a mirror."
He nodded, looking immensely pleased with himself. "Your mirror, Alanna."
She stared at him. Back when she'd first seen him, he'd asked if she'd liked the mirror. She hadn't paid much attention then. She'd assumed it was more of his actor patter. How had he known about this, and how had he known about the design on the bracelet? Coinci​dence? Another lucky guess?
Her gaze moved back to the twenty-three-centuries-old artifact that she held. And for an instant, she caught the flash of a familiar face in the metal surface. A woman, with green eyes and a pointed chin and raven-black hair that fell to her knees.
A bubble of something that could have been hysteria rose in Alanna's throat. Of course she recognized that face. It was her own, Who else's face did she expect to see when she looked in a mirror? As for the hair, well, the edges of the metal were tarnished, so it only ap​peared as if her hair were long.
"And look, Alanna. Here is the dagger given to me by the Spartan general after we defeated Epaminondas."
Biting her lip, she looked back at Conyn. He was continuing to delve into the crate, pulling objects from their wrappings and setting them on the long table. He handled the millennia-old artifacts as casually as if they were ordinary items, as if he saw this kind of treasure every day.
"Now, how did these old halter studs get in here?" he muttered, tossing a pair of metal disks aside.
Alanna came out of her stupor and fumbled to catch them an instant before they would have hit the floor. "Conyn!"
He straightened up, a happy smile still dimpling his cheeks. "Yes, my love?"
Moving very, very carefully, she put the metal disks and the mirror down on an empty spot on the table. Then she tucked her hair—her short hair—behind her ears, straightened her shoulders, crossed her arms, and lifted her chin. "All right," she said. "Who are you? Really."
3

Well, ask a stupid question ...
Who was he? He was Conyn ap Rhys, of course. He insisted that was his name, although evidently he didn't carry any ID along with the loose change and trilobite fossil he kept in that leather pouch that hung from his belt. And there was no sign of the outline of a wallet in those tight pants of his. And it seemed that he had left home without even his American Express card.
The real question wasn't who he was but what he was. Alanna was pretty certain now that he wasn't an actor or an exotic dancer, although with his phenomenal looks and his flair for drama, he could probably make a good living as either one. No, despite his physique, he had to be some kind of scholar who had extensive training in archeology. His expertise in the area of Celtic artifacts was genuine and quite possibly surpassed her own.
Yet for some reason known only to him, he was de​termined to stick to his insane story about a time-traveling groom.
Sighing, Alanna set her clipboard down on the work-table and propped her chin on her hand. Was he insane? She didn't want to think so. She clearly remembered the crash and the sound of his moans when the lights had gone out, so his confusion was probably the result of a knock on the head, that's all.
She moved her gaze to the other end of the table where Conyn was inspecting a stone figurine. He'd fol​lowed through on his offer to help her with her work. Between the two of them, they had unpacked the crate and sorted through the contents in no time. As a matter of fact, the kind of ease he'd displayed with those ob​jects could only have come from years of experience, perhaps in a position similar to hers at some other mu​seum. ...
"Aha!" she said, struck by a sudden thought. "You work at the Bern Museum, right? That's how you know so many details about these particular artifacts. You're really their antiquities expert."
Conyn set the figurine down and walked over to where she was sitting. "Why are you so determined to believe I am something other than what you see?' *
Was she imagining the trace of hurt in his tone? "No offense, Conyn, but—' *
"I know you did not approve when I chose to follow a warrior's path like my father, yet it was my destiny to do so, Alanna," he said, kneeling by her chair to bring his face level with hers. He took her hands and folded them within his. ‘‘Just as it was our destiny to find each other through time. Once more, I apologize for being gone from you for so long, my love. But do not fear I will hire my sword to anyone again. My days of war are over. I wish only for peace and a long life with you as my bride."
She really should yank her hands away—she was get​ting far too accustomed to feeling his touch. "Did the museum send you here to supervise the unpacking? Or was it your idea?"
"I came through the standing stones."
"You would have read the shipping invoice, so that's how you would know my name," she continued. The more she thought about it, the more sense this expla​nation made. "That's why in your confusion you'd think these things were for me.''
"I chose these gifts for my bride. And your name has been echoing in my soul from the day we met, my love."
‘'I knew ap Rhys sounded familiar. I probably read it on one of the forms."
He inhaled slowly, as if striving for patience. "I will be whatever you want me to be, Alanna. A farmer, a carpenter, a smith, it matters not, as long as it does not take me from your side again. If it would make you happy for me to be this expert of antiquities," he said, pronouncing the word carefully, as if it were unfamiliar to him, "then that is what I will be."
She tried to withdraw her hand, but he didn't release it. Yet she still felt no reason to be alarmed, especially now that she was finally starting to figure things out.
Of course, he must be connected with the museum in Switzerland. That would explain his accent. And he might have come by those scars in a... a mountain-climbing accident or something. As for his outfit, well, wasn't she still wearing the bracelet that had been part of the exhibit? Wasn't it possible that Conyn was a tad eccentric and had done something similar, only on a larger scale?
All right, so her explanations still had a few holes in them, but at least they were more plausible than his. He was going to be terribly embarrassed when his concussion-induced delusion finally wore off. She wasn't sure whether she should continue to confront him—perhaps the kindest course of action would be to humor him until he came to his senses. "Well, Conyn, I think we're making progress."
"Good." He straightened up smoothly, drawing her to her feet. "Is your work here completed now?"
She glanced at her clipboard. With a start of surprise, she realized it was. "Yes. Thank you for your help."
"It was my pleasure, Alanna. And now that you have finished your task, let us leave this place."
Leave with him? Well, why not? Maybe fresh air would do him good. Actually, it might do them both good, considering those strange images her oxygen-starved brain had been producing. And maybe once she got him away from the isolation of this museum base​ment and insisted on behaving normally, his delusion would fade. It was the least she could do for a colleague and a fellow history buff.
"All right," she said, walking back to her office to retrieve her purse. She flipped off all but one of the light switches and returned to where Conyn was standing. ‘‘I haven't had dinner yet, so we could stop at a restau​rant." She hesitated, glancing at his costume. "Or we could get takeout. I'm sure you'll feel better if you eat something."
''Then we are near a village?''
"I'd say two and a half million people more than qualifies as a village."
"Million ..." He shook his head. "It matters not as long as we can find a priest."
"A... priest? Why?"
"To perform the wedding," he said. And with that, he bent over, swept her into his arms, and started for the door.
Had she thought they were making progress? "Conyn, what are you doing? For heaven's sake, put me down."
"Why? Does my sword cause you discomfort?"
"No, but you can't keep grabbing me and carrying me around like this. It's just not done in my world."
He halted when he reached the storeroom doorway and very demonstratively peered up and down the cor​ridor. "I wish to protect you from the evil demon in those lamps."
"The what? Conyn, you're not going to start trying to fight the lights again, are you?"
"Fear not, Alanna. Whether I am a warrior or this antiquities expert you want me to "be, I will let no harm come to you."
"But—-"
"Hold tight to me, my love," he murmured, settling her more securely against his chest. "And give me a kiss for strength."
She braced her hands on his shoulders and tipped back her head to see his face. Although his muscles were tensed as if he as prepared to do battle, and his jaw was set and his eyebrows lowered fiercely, the effect was spoiled by the twinkle in his eyes.
And Alanna suddenly realized that he was joking. "You're not serious, are you," she stated.
In reply, he lifted one shoulder. An adorable, lopsided smile was twitching around the corners of his mouth.
"Conyn..."
"Ignorance of your ways served me well for an ex​cuse to hold you before."
"Conyn..."
"Who knows what perils of your modern world await us beyond that doorway. Would you have me face them without the taste of you on my lips?''
She felt her own mouth curve in response to his teas​ing. It was hard to resist a man who could laugh at himself.
"Just one kiss," he coaxed, his smile spreading to his dimples.
Oh, she was tempted. More than tempted. But when he started to lower his head, she retained enough sanity to press her fingertips to his lips. "Nice try, Conyn, but I think you can manage to get from here to the subway without encountering any demons."
"Subway?" he mumbled, catching her index finger gently between his teeth.
The sensation of his teeth on her skin sent a shudder through her body. Reflexively, she curled her other hand around his neck. "It's a public transit system."
He flicked her captive fingertip with his tongue.
"You, uh, board this underground train and it takes you ..." She drew in an unsteady breath. "Mmm."
Closing his lips around her finger, he sucked on it hard.
"Mmm," she repeated. That's all she seemed to be able to say. What was the matter with her? She had a bachelor's degree in history, a master's degree in me​dieval architecture, and a doctorate in anthropology, and yet her brain couldn't come up with anything better than a throaty mumble.
He shifted her higher in his arms, and her dress slid upward, baring her knees. He released her finger to turn his head. "These garments you wear, are they more of your modern wonders?"
"Uh..."
‘‘The weave of the cloth is so fine, it slides over your skin like thistledown." He moved the arm that supported her legs so that he could slip his hand under the hem of her skirt. His fingertips rubbed warmly over her thigh. "Your tunic is the color of new ferns, yet it cannot com​pare to the springtime beauty of your eyes, my love."
Oh, he must be quite the man when his mind was clear if he was this romantic when he was deluded. "Urn..."
"We can find the priest tomorrow," he murmured. He lowered her feet, letting her slide down the length of his body as he backed her against the corridor wall. With his hand still under her skirt, he braced his legs and cupped her bottom, fitting her boldly against him. "I will try to be gentle in my wooing, but it has been so long since we loved."
Shock—it had to be shock—at their intimate position knocked the air from her lungs. She gripped his shoulders, her fingers digging into the rough wool of his cloak.
And she thought about how much softer the mantle of fox pelts had felt under her fingers when Conyn had laid her down on the floor of his hunting tent. The fur had tickled and teased her, turning her skin so sensitive that the merest whisper of his breath had made her quiver. The heavy warmth of Conyn's body on top of her, the luxurious fur sliding beneath her, the crackle of the wood fire, the distant calling of the owl...
"My love," he murmured. "Ah, how I've missed you."
She tried to blink the fantasy from her mind, but it persisted. The embers in the fire pit glowed, casting dancing shadows over Conyn's bronzed skin. Alanna tossed her head, moaning her pleasure as he picked up a scrap of fur and used it to stroke her from her forehead to her toes. Trembling, she wriggled out from beneath him and reversed their positions, straddling his legs as she took up the fur herself and returned the torment, building their need to a fever pitch ...
"Hey, Miss Moore! Everything okay down there?"
At the sound of the voice, reality snapped back into place in a sobering rush. Alanna gulped in a deep breath. Her pulse was racing, her body throbbing, and a bead of perspiration trickled down the side of her temple.
God God, what had come over her?
Conyn stepped away from her and spun around, his sword already in his hand.
"No, Conyn," Alanna gasped, making a grab for his arm. "Put the weapon away."
Footsteps shuffled slowly from the direction of the stairwell. "Miss Moore?"
"It's only Gilbert," she whispered. She pushed her hair off her forehead and gulped again. "He's the mu​seum's security guard."
"He guards this place?" Conyn asked, lowering his sword.
"Yes. Please, put that thing away or you'll give him a heart attack."
"Miss Moore?"
"Everything's fine, Gilbert," she called, giving Conyn's arm a jerk.
"It's getting pretty late. The ball game's already over." A short, white-haired man moved into view at me corner of the corridor. "Hey, I didn't know you had someone down here with you."
"This is your guard?" Conyn muttered disdainfully, resheathing his sword. "He does not look fit to guard a crop from the crows."
Gilbert paused, squinting toward them. ‘‘Hey, are they shootin' a movie here again?"
"Something like that," Alanna said. "Has the rain stopped yet?"
"Rain? What rain?"
"There was a storm earlier. It knocked out the power and the phones."
"I never noticed nothin.'"
He had probably been asleep, she told herself, tucking her hand into the crook of Conyn's elbow and tugging him forward. She endeavored to smile normally as she said good night to Gilbert and headed for the stairs. But then the side of her breast brushed Conyn's arm, and a quiver as gentle as the teasing brush of fox fur snuck over her skin.
Had she thought she was in need of fresh air? What she really needed was a long, very cold shower.

Naturally, she knew he would stop traffic.
Yet although people stared, no one dared to approach them on the short walk—on an oddly dry, puddle-free sidewalk—from the museum to the subway. Alanna sus​pected many people assumed the same thing Gilbert had, that Conyn was involved with some movie shoot. And compared to the other colorful downtown characters with their spiked green hair or pierced body parts, Conyn's appearance wasn't all that wild.
Still, it wasn't only his outfit that attracted attention. With his looks and his bearing, he would cause a stir in a three-piece suit. He walked with the relaxed, easy stride of a predator, his entire body moving in well-honed harmony. His blue eyes were alert with interest and glowing with intelligence as he took in his surround​ings. Overall, he projected the innate confidence of a man who was completely secure about his masculinity, and that confidence would be recognized in any culture ... or any era.
Contrary to what Alanna had hoped, his delusion showed no signs of fading. Yet somehow she found the way he approached each new modern "wonder" very . . . endearing. The glass windows of the subway ear fas​cinated him, as did the plastic seats and the tile floors. His wariness when the train began to move changed to sheer delight as the car picked up speed. And when they finally emerged from the tunnel and boarded a streetcar, he pressed his face to the window and demanded to know the names of each type of vehicle that passed them.
He seemed particularly impressed by the cherry-red Corvette and the black Jeep, but when he spotted the motorcycle, Alanna had to swallow her laughter at his expression of awe. Evidently, antiquities experts who believed they were Celtic warriors were partial to Harleys.
"How about a pizza?" she asked. They had gotten off the streetcar a few blocks from her apartment. She was trying to steer him toward a nearby restaurant but he'd spotted a television set in the window of an elec​tronics store and wasn't budging.
"Pizza?" he asked, tilting his head to one side to watch the soaring plane on an airline commercial.
"Or if you'd rather have chicken, there's a place on the next block. What would you like?"
"How does the metal bird fly within that box, Alanna?"
"That's just a picture, Conyn. A television station sends a signal through the air to that box, and it projects what you see on the screen."
He glanced at her sideways. "You jest."
"And that thing flying is another passenger vehicle."
He returned his gaze to the screen, his mouth moving into a wide smile. "It is truly a world of miracles."
"Most of these things we take for granted."
"I have much to learn here."
"You're doing all right so far."
He shook his head, his smile dimming. "The world has changed so much, there would be no need for the skills of a warrior. Or for a farmer or a smith."
"Oh, we still have all those occupations, in one form or another."
"But you wish me to work in a place you call a mu​seum," he said, turning to face her. "So that is what I will do."
Had she ever met a man who was so open with his emotions? she wondered. He smiled readily, but he made no attempt to hide his other feelings from her, even when he was embarrassed or puzzled or uncertain, as he seemed now.
That couldn't be a product of his delusion, she thought. His honesty must be part of his basic character. It went along with the confidence he projected, the un​derlying strength that she had felt from the start. He wasn't afraid to admit his ignorance. He didn't seem to feel the least bit threatened by her knowledge. He re​spected her intelligence, even when he was trying to coax her into giving him a kiss.
And, Alanna realized, she liked him. She felt comfortable with him, as if she'd known him for years in​stead of only hours.
Then again, the rapport she felt with him probably stemmed from their similar professions and their shared interest in the past. And her unwillingness to leave him alone to fend for himself was simply professional cour​tesy, right?
But like her explanations for everything else that had happened tonight, she didn't want to delve into that one too deeply, either.
They ended up getting a pepperoni pizza, a bucket of fried chicken, and the number three dinner special from the Dragon Moon Cafe. Grinning like a kid in a candy store, Conyn carried everything into Alanna's apartment and arranged their feast on her living-room coffee table. He tossed the pillows from her easy chair on the floor and sat down cross-legged, waiting until she took the pillow beside him before he started to eat. And for a Swiss scholar, he displayed a healthy appetite, alternat​ing between wolfing his food down like a barbarian and savoring each new morsel, as if he truly hadn't tasted it before.
Throughout their meal, he continued to ask her about her world, but Alanna soon found herself out of her depth as his questions grew more and more technical. So she decided to change the subject.
"Conyn, tell me about your home."
He swallowed the last piece of fried chicken and was about to wipe his hands on his pants when he stopped himself and picked up one of the paper napkins she had used. He studied the paper as he cleaned his fingers. "How is this woven? These fibers are so fine, why do they not break?''
"I'm going to have to get you an encyclopedia."
"Is that another device for cleansing?"
"No," she said, smiling as she remembered his en​thusiasm at his first sight of her bathroom. "It's a record of information. But it's my turn to ask the questions. Where are you from?"
He sighed and pushed the coffee table away, then un​fastened the twin brooches at the neck of his cloak and let the garment fall to the floor behind him. "You still do not remember?"
She tried to keep her gaze on his face. Apart from the gold neck torque, he was naked from the waist up. Yet he seemed perfectly at ease. And unlike most good-looking men, he seemed completely oblivious to the ef​fect of his appearance. She probably should have offered to take his cloak before this, but what was the usual etiquette when entertaining a scholar-barbarian? ‘‘Is it in Bern? Somewhere nearby?"
"Our village is beside the lake where the river flows from the mountains, Alanna."
The river. The same one where she hunted fossils near Granny Ula's hut... .
She drew her knees to her chest, tucking her skirt around her ankles. Mountains. Sounded like Switzer​land. "What's your place like?" she asked, hoping to trigger a more specific memory. ‘‘Is it an apartment? A house?"
"I have no place there now," he said quietly. "My grandmother's home was swept away in the spring flood the year after I left. My uncle's cabin was burned the next winter when he and his family died of the spotted fever. I have no family left there, either."
"I'm sorry, Conyn."
"I knew I would be gone many years when I chose the path of a warrior."
"You mentioned that your father was in the mili​tary?"
"Yes. I vowed when I first picked up his sword that I would someday follow him. It was because of you that I delayed as long as I did." He stretched out his legs and leaned back on his elbows, turning his head to look up at her. "And it was because of you that I finally chose to go."
"Me? Why?"
.
"It was the only way to gain the wealth I needed."
"Needed?"
"To make you my wife. Your parents would not agree to a match with a poor man."
"My parents," she said. "Conyn, I never knew my parents."
He shook his head. "Your family was the most pow​erful in our village. They called you a princess and would not permit anyone with callused hands or earth beneath his nails to aspire to touch you. To them, their position of power was all that mattered. They did not believe in love."
Neither did she, Alanna thought. It was just a myth. It led to nothing but heartache.
"I loved you from the first moment I saw you, Alanna," he went on. "Yet I was content to be your friend until your body had blossomed with the curves of womanhood and you stole out to the meadow to meet me."
Meadow? Hadn't she remembered something about lying with him in a meadow in the sunshine?
No, not remembered. Fantasized.
"Oh, how we loved," he murmured, reaching out to stroke her leg. "It mattered not where we made our bed, our passion put the stars that burned in the night sky to shame."
Fox fur. Pine boughs in a cave. Sunshine in a meadow of wildflowers....
She cleared her throat. She should really think about fixing some coffee to clear her head.
"But stolen moments were not enough for me, Alanna. I wanted to love you in the light of day, to declare to the world that we belonged together. I wanted to have you by my hearth each night and see you nurse our babe and someday watch you hold our grandchild on your knees."
His words touched a chord inside her. She understood the need for security, the desire to belong, to have a family. Conyn spoke with such feeling, she knew he must have wanted exactly the same things that she used to long for.
"We were destined for each other, Alanna," he said. "Because your parents demanded wealth, then I would give them wealth. For ten years I earned my way with my sword and my wits so that I could gather the gifts that would give me the right to claim you as my bride." He moved his hand to her wrist. "Many was the time my courage faltered, but thoughts of our future led me through each hardship. And each treasure brought me one step closer to you."
She sighed, knowing she probably shouldn't encour​age him to expand on his delusion, but right now, she couldn't pull herself away from the romantic tale he was weaving.
Suddenly, he sat up to kneel in front of her, twining his fingers with hers. "I vowed to come back to you, Alanna. But when I arrived in our village, you were already gone."
"What?"
"I tried to be in time, I swear it."
"But—"
"My horse went lame before I reached the pass through the mountains, but I took up my packs and walked three days without rest to reach you."
‘‘What happened?''
He bowed his head. A lock of auburn hair that had pulled loose from his queue brushed across her hand. "Your father had lied. He never meant to give you to me. He had promised you to the son of a noble in the next village."
"And I... married him?" she asked, caught up in the story.
"Nay, Alanna," he said. "Your love for me was too strong. You waited for my return for ten long years, refusing to wed another. When your father learned I was one day's travel from the valley, he knew his plans would come to naught unless he sent you away."
"And that's why I was gone when you got home?"
His grip on her ringers tightened. "Nay. You would not agree to leave, so your father told you I was dead."
"No," she breathed.
"They said you would not believe him and ran into the night to find me."
She waited for him to finish, but he remained silent. "And then?"
He met her gaze, his eyes shining with moisture. "Oh, my love. It matters not now that I have found you again."
"Conyn, tell me."
His jaw flexed. He paused to swallow before he could go on. "The same storm that delayed my journey through the mountain pass made the river overflow its banks. You tried to cross it to reach the mountains when the old wooden bridge gave way beneath your feet."
A cold draft swirled across the floor. She shivered. "What do you mean?"
"By the time I reached you and pulled you from the water, you were already gone."
"Gone?" she repeated. "You mean... drowned? Dead?"
He nodded. A tear brimmed over his lower lid and traced a jagged path down his cheek. ‘‘I wanted to die myself. There was no reason to keep living without my Alanna."
The torment in his voice made her own eyes sting. The love he described was the stuff of legend. Of classic literature and timeless tragedies. "Oh, Conyn."
‘‘The wealth I had gathered for a decade meant noth​ing. I was preparing to cast it all into the river when the old woman came to me with her bargain."
"Old woman?"
"The one who lives by the willow grove and practices the rituals of the ancients. She said she would reunite me with my Alanna in exchange for all my treasures."
She lifted her hand to his face, touching her fingertips to the tracks of his tears. Raw emotion shone from his eyes. There was no doubt whatsoever in Alanna's mind that Conyn's heartache was real. He had lost someone he loved. Love might only be a myth for some people, but not for him. His belief was so deep and unshakable, it was pushing aside barriers and surging past defenses that she'd spent her entire life building.
But love meant pain and disappointment. He should know that. Just as she did.
"I have indeed travelled far to claim my bride," he said, echoing the words he had said when he'd first seen her. He pressed a fervent kiss to her palm. ‘‘It was well worth the price."
Alanna's breath hitched on a sob. How could anyone just sit here and listen to this story without being moved? It was the most beautiful tale of true love she'd ever heard. So what else could she do? She pulled Conyn into her arms.
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At first he didn't move, his body trembling with the same emotion that still shone in his eyes. Alanna shifted closer, smiling tentatively in an offer of comfort.
Conyn's shoulders heaved on an unsteady breath. Then he wrapped his arms around her and crushed her to his chest so tightly her head spun.
"My love," he murmured, his voice hoarse. He dipped his head, pressing his face to the crook of her neck. "My Alanna."
She slid her hands up his back, her fingers splaying over his bare skin. "I'm sorry, Conyn. So sorry."
"I have no regrets now that you are in my embrace once more."
"You must have loved her so much."
He rubbed his cheek against hers, spreading the last of his tears on her skin. "You," he said. "I love you."
She should stop him now. She should set him straight once and for all. But hearing those three words did something strange to her sensible, logical heart.
No one had ever said that they loved her. Oh, they had complimented her on her dependability, or they had appreciated her usefulness, or they had admired her knowledge, but no one had ever simply loved her.
So maybe she would hold him, and let him hold her, for just a little longer. What could be the harm in that?
Conyn dragged his lips along the edge of her jaw, his breath hot and rapid. "I love you, Alanna," he whis​pered. "I always have. I always will."
The feel of his lips on her skin scattered her thoughts. How could any living, breathing woman resist this man? she wondered, her head falling back as he kissed his way downward, his tongue moistening the hollow at the base of her throat.
He opened his mouth over her collarbone, his teeth grazing the delicate skin in desperate passion as he grasped the neckline of her dress and yanked it aside to bare her shoulder. "To taste you again," he said. "To draw your sweet scent into my lungs. How I have longed for this."
She shuddered, her hands going to the strip of leather that held back his hair. She pulled the knot free and tossed the leather aside, then closed her eyes and sighed with pleasure as his long, silky locks slid over her fin​gers. "Mmm."
She had always loved the feel of his hair. Even as a young man his body had been hard with muscle, but the sensuous softness of his hair had been an unexpected delight. She was glad he hadn't bleached it like so many other warriors. The dark auburn color reminded her of the autumn, when the nights grew longer and the fires grew brighter and Conyn wrapped her in furs after they loved....
No, wait. That was only part of his story, right?
With one arm around the small of her back, Conyn guided her down to the floor. He rolled on top of her, his hand closing over her breast.
Alanna's eyes flew open. "Conyn."
"Let me taste you, love," he murmured. "I want to feel the way you swell and ripen on my tongue."
Her heart thumped with a sudden, mindless surge of desire. "Uh..."
He kissed his way to the edge of her neckline, then gave a quick, teasing lick beneath. He tugged at her dress again, but the fabric had stretched as far as it would go. Making a low sound of frustration, he lowered his head and closed his lips over the layers of fabric that covered her nipple.
"Ahh . . ." Alanna arched upward, her nails digging into his shoulders. "Conyn."
With a decisive tug, he drew the nipple into his mouth.
Her vision blurred with another image. And somehow she was looking down, watching the way Conyn's dark hair slid across the pale skin of her naked breast. He turned his head to look up at her, a dimple flashing at the corner of his mouth, but he wouldn't release his hold. It was late, and she had to start home soon, but Conyn had promised to show her the stars. He swirled his tongue in a lazy circle as he slipped his hand between her thighs. And the stars burst across the meadow just as he had promised.. . .
Alanna blinked. It was starting again. The memories. What was happening?
Conyn grasped the hem of her dress and pushed it upward. Warm, supple leather glided over her skin as he slipped his leg between her thighs. "I ache for you, Alanna," he said. "I burn."
The passion in his voice sent a shiver of response all the way to her toes. "Conyn ..."
‘‘Join with me now, and the years we have been apart will be but a memory."
She struggled to think. No, it wasn't a memory. It was a fantasy. A delusion.
"We were meant to be together. Always."
The feel of his fingers at the apex of her legs jolted through her like lightening. This was no fantasy. This was as real as it got. Gritting her teeth, she pushed at his shoulders. "Conyn, wait!"
He braced his arms on either side of her and lifted his head. His eyes were dark with hunger, his nostrils flared. His hair was wild and loose, brushing over the stiffened tendons of his neck where his pulse throbbed hard against the ancient gold torque.
And he looked exactly like a barbarian warrior. A very desirable, very aroused warrior. A man who could snap her bones with a twist of his wrist. A man she had known only a few hours. A man whose tears were drying on her cheek.
Oh, God. What was she doing? Was this how she gave comfort? "Conyn, I, uh, we...."
His mouth thinned. A muscle in his cheek twitched.
"Oh, Conyn, I'm sorry. I never meant..."
His eyebrows lowered.
"I only meant to hug you," she finished weakly.
"Alanna."
That's all he said. Just her name. But there was so much pent-up longing in his voice that it brought a lump to her throat.
But it wasn't longing for her. "This is wrong," she said.
"Nay, it is destiny."
"We shouldn't... we can't..." She bit her lip. "It's wrong. You don't really love me. You love some woman from your past and you're confusing me with her."
His frown eased. "Alanna, I am not confused."
"Yes, you are. And it would be completely wrong for me to take advantage of you."
He stared at her, his nostrils quivering as he took a deep breath. "Go ahead. Take advantage of me." A sheen of moisture dampened his forehead. The muscles in his arms shook with restraint. "Please."
"Conyn, I'm sorry for your loss," she said softly. "I really am."
"Then kiss me, Alanna."
Her gaze dropped to his mouth. And she shuddered again as she thought about how he'd used it on her body. "You're going to be so embarrassed when you come to your senses. I can't let this go any further."
"It is you, not I, whose mind is hazy. Kiss me and the fog will clear."
"Conyn, I want to, but it would be wrong."
"Why?"
"Because I don't know you."
He clenched his jaw and tipped back his head, his lower body pressing into hers for one sizzling, breath-stealing moment before he dropped his head on her breasts.
"I'm sorry, Conyn. Really, I am. I'm just not that kind of woman."
A minute went by as he lay without moving, the ten​sion slowly easing from his muscles. Then his shoulders began to tremble.
"Conyn, are you all right?" she asked.
His shoulders shook again. A muffled snort escaped his lips.
"Conyn?"
He rolled to his back, flinging his arm across his eyes. His chest heaved with laughter. "By the stars, Alanna," he gasped. "In twenty-three centuries you have not changed."
She pushed herself up, straightening her dress as best she could. "I can't understand what you find funny about—"
"Indeed." He snorted again. "My uncle always coun​seled me to marry a stupid woman. But no, I chose to love the one woman in the whole valley who demands to understand how the sun rises in the morning before she will open her eyes."
"What?"
"You will not kiss me until you remember. And you will not remember until you kiss me. 'Tis enough to send a philosopher to the horse trough to soak his head."
"Conyn .. ."
"I have waited ten years and traveled twenty-three hundred more," he said. "I can wait one more night."
"But—"
"But tomorrow we wed," he stated, his voice firm despite the lingering trace of humor. He sat up, raking his hair back from his face in a quick, impatient move​ment. "I can see now that I must convince your mind before your body remembers. What will persuade you that I tell you the truth, Alanna?"
She hesitated. ‘‘I believe that you did love someone, Conyn. And that you lost her tragically. That probably has a lot to do with this delusion—"
"It was you, Alanna. Your lips I tasted. Your thighs I lay between." He ran his fingers through his hair again and narrowed his eyes. "It was your mark in the shape of a crescent moon that I kissed."
"My ... my what? How did you ... I mean, who told you—''
"It is the color of a ripe apple and the width of my thumbnail and it lies there," he said, touching his index finger to the side of her left hip.
She jumped. He had pinpointed the exact location of her crescent-shaped dark red birthmark. ‘‘How ... no, you must have seen it when you pushed up my skirt."
"And here is the place where you fell on your mother's spindle when you were a babe," he went on, moving his finger to her right arm.
She looked down. The short sleeve of her dress hid the small white pockmark. Its origin had always puzzled her, She had assumed it had happened when she'd been very young, and the knowledge of what had caused it had been lost when she'd been transferred from one fos​ter home to another. How could he ...
"Lucky guess," she croaked.
"Your skin swells with small red spots when you eat strawberries. You sing when you bathe. You cross your arms and drum your fingers when you are angry and you bite your lip when you are uncertain. And you like to sleep on your stomach with your left knee bent," he added, dropping his hand to her thigh.
Somehow she couldn't seem to catch her breath. Everything he had said was true. But how could an an​tiquities expert from Bern know all of those personal things?
"You are my Alanna," he said, cradling her chin in his hand and turning her to face him. "It is you I love. You."
"But..."
"Our love was too strong for fate to keep us apart." He looked at the bracelet that she hadn't been able to get off her wrist. ‘‘Even my gifts were destined to find you."
What he said was impossible. It was ridiculous. In​sane. There had to be a logical explanation for every​thing, right? Right? Like the way the packing crate had burst open ... and the way there had been thunder with no storm ... and the way the lights and the phone had gone out only in the basement and the way this gold bracelet refused to leave her wrist.... "This is too much," she said, her voice breaking. "I don't under​stand it."
"Then do not try," he said, scooping her into his arms. He rose to his feet and walked over to the couch, then sank down on the cushions with her on his lap. "Just feel. What does your heart tell you?"
Her heart? She couldn't listen to that, because it was screaming about love. And she didn't believe in love any more than she believed in time travel or reincarna​tion or destiny.
But where had she come from? Who were her par​ents? How had she ended up on the steps of that church?
Why had she always yearned for a place to belong, and why had she been so certain when she grew older that love only brought pain? And then there was the way she had chosen a profession that dealt with the past, and the way she had felt such intense interest in the history of the Celts. Was it because she was ... remembering?
Or was it because she was so incredibly attracted to this man that she was willing to consider this bizarre theory in order to excuse her behavior?
Conyn's arms were warm and strong around her, his heartbeat steady beneath her ear. ‘‘Do not be afraid, my love. We are together now. As we were meant to be."
She turned her face to his chest. ‘‘You are an eccentric scholar from Bern," she said unsteadily. "You hit your head when the lights went out. You're a ... a ... lucky guesser."
"I am the man who loves you."
If she were a different woman, she would want to believe him, she thought, closing her eyes as she drew in his scent, that mixture of pine and sunshine and an underlying sweet musk that was purely Conyn.
But love hurt. She didn't want to love. She had cried for days after he'd left. She had walked the path from her father's house to the bridge each night to watch the trail from the mountains, hoping against hope that Conyn would change his mind and come back to her....
"I love you, Alanna," he whispered, his broad, callused hand achingly gentle as he stroked her hair.
Oh, yes, how she had wanted to believe.
Alanna awoke gradually, rubbing her cheek against the pillow and slowly straightening her left leg. Something tickled the sole of her foot. Yawning widely, she rolled to her back and rubbed her foot against the mattress.
What a dream she'd had last night. It had been so vivid. A Celtic warrior, star-crossed lovers, hearts that were destined to find one another again....
Mmm. It was so romantic. Especially the part when the man had held her and vowed his love.
She sighed, lifting her arms over her head in a luxu​rious stretch. Nonsense, pure nonsense, but that was why dreams were so fascinating. They bypassed the reason​ing process and went straight through the layers of the subconscious to uncover things that the mind otherwise preferred to keep hidden.
It wasn't like her to fantasize about anything, espe​cially heroic warriors and undying love. She was far too rational and sensible. Yet dealing with her aversion to that emotion through her dreams must have been ther​apeutic. Instead of feeling disturbed by it, she felt... good. Different. Her entire body was suffused with a sense of well-being, as if she had slept for much longer than one night, as if on some deep, previously unack​nowledged level she were waking up completely for the first time.
She yawned again. Something brushed lightly across the tip of her nose. She turned her head, rubbing her face with her hand. A faint, slightly peppery smell like petunias drifted through the air.
"Alanna."
That voice. It was the one from her dream. She opened one eye warily.
There was a purple petunia just inches from her nose. It looked suspiciously like one of the blooms from the planter on her neighbor's balcony.
The mattress dipped. "You have not changed, my love. I see you still prefer to wait until many hours after the sun crests the horizon before you rise."
She opened the other eye and turned her head.
Conyn was sitting on the bed beside her, one of her lilac-colored towels wrapped loosely around his hips. Rosy sunlight slanted over his damp skin and gleamed on his wet hair. Evidently, he'd figured out how to work the shower.
Alanna's eyes widened. It hadn't been a dream. Not all of it. Conyn. He was real. He was here.
"Oh, my God," she mumbled, clutching the sheet to her chest as she scrambled back against the headboard. She bit her lip, glancing quickly around the room. Her head was so muddled with sleep, she almost expected to see a fire pit and a fur blanket and rough wooden walls, but this was her bedroom. These were her flowered sheets. That was her chest of drawers. There was the green dress she'd been wearing last night. She lifted the sheet to glance underneath, relieved to see that she was still wearing her underwear, for all the modesty that pro​vided. "What happened?" she asked, looking around again. "How did I get here?"
"You fell asleep in my arms," Conyn answered, re​trieving the flower. He brushed the petunia across her fingers where she was gripping the sheet. ‘‘I carried you here and made you comfortable so that you would rest."
She'd fallen asleep in his arms? Something niggled at her memory, a fragment of a dream just on the edge of her consciousness. She strained to reach for it. It was something significant about love and pain and being left behind, and she knew she would understand if only she could remember....
"What manner of fastening holds that fern-colored tunic together so smoothly?"
The dream fragment slipped out of reach. "What?"
"It was unfamiliar to me, and took much time before I understood the workings."
"A zipper," she said, pulling the sheet to her chin. "It's called a zipper."
"Ah. Another modern wonder. And those small clothes you wear underneath are unfamiliar as well, but I wager I would have no trouble ridding you of them if you wished. The fabric is no more substantial than the morning mist."
She probably should have been uncomfortable having
a strange man undress her while she slept. Actually, if there ever was a time to get really, really worried, it was now. After all, she had known this man for less than twelve hours—or more than twenty-three centuries, de​pending on which story she believed.
Yet it wasn't panic that made her pulse accelerate. It was pleasure. He hadn't left her. He was still here, just as he'd promised-He brushed her hair back from her face and tucked the flower behind her ear. ' These modern garments are enticing, yet it matters not how you clothe yourself, Alanna. You will always be beautiful in my eyes."
His smile was far too appealing. As a matter of fact, everything about him looked way too good. A drop of water fell from his hair to his shoulder; tracking a sin​uous path downward over the rigid contours of his bi​ceps to the jagged white scar that curled over his forearm. That was his sword ann. He would have re​ceived that injury in battle. ...
She strained to jog her brain into gear. No. The scar was from a... mountain-climbing accident, or some​thing else perfectly ordinary. This was Conyn ap Rhys, the Swiss scholar and antiquities expert who happened to be suffering from a strange delusion....
No, he was the proud, courageous warrior who had been her best friend and her only lover. . . .
And he'd laughed with delight at the speed of a train and had smiled with wonder at a lightbulb and had wept as he'd told the story of his lost love.
He braced his arms on either side of her and leaned down, his hair swinging forward to frame his face. "For​give me for waking you so soon, Alanna. After so many years apart, I do not wish to waste a single moment of our time together." He dipped his head and nibbled lightly at her earlobe, then got lithely to his feet. "Do not move," he said, pointing his finger at her in mock sternness. "I have prepared a surprise for you."
He strode out of the bedroom, all rippling muscle and lilac towel. There was some clunking from the direction of the kitchen before he returned a few minutes later. He'd pulled his hair back into its queue and donned his pants, but the rest of him was still gloriously bare. And if the sight of Conyn's chest wasn't enough to make her mouth water, the aromas of the food on the tray he car​ried would have done it for sure.
There were jars of jam and honey beside a loaf of French bread, a bowl filled with grapes and peeled or​anges, a pot of tea, and a foil pan full of brownies. And scattered around the plates, bowls, and mugs, there were at least a dozen more purloined petunias.
Alanna wrapped herself in the sheet and moved over to make room for him on the mattress. "Breakfast in bed," she murmured. "A woman could get used to this, Conyn."
He grinned, placing the tray between them. ‘‘The va​riety of food in your larder is truly wondrous. What do you call this flavor?" he asked, scooping a fingertip of icing off the brownies.
"Chocolate."
His eyes rolled in pleasure as he licked his finger. "Wars have been waged over less."
"Mmm," she said, popping a grape into her mouth.
He poured some tea into a mug and passed it to her. "The flavor of these herbs is strange, too, but pleasing. That device with the fire in the rings, is it more elec​tricity?"
"The stove? Yes."
‘‘I could not find how to get the picture into that box on the wall, although I tried every switch."
It took her a moment to figure it out. ‘‘Ah. You mean the microwave. That's not a TV, it's a type of oven."
"I have much to learn," he said, breaking off a chunk of brownie and holding it up to her lips.
She hesitated. She knew she shouldn't be having this
kind of high-calorie treat for breakfast. But Conyn looked so endearingly pleased about offering it to her that she opened her mouth and took a bite anyway.
Then, of course, she had to return the favor by prying off a section of orange and offering it to him. Breakfast turned into a teasing game as they fed bits of food to each other. The appetite that Conyn displayed was as impressive as it had been the previous night, although he took care to ensure that she'd eaten all she wanted before he finished the rest.
He didn't look like a man who was suffering from a head injury, she thought, watching as he moved the tray aside. His gaze was clear and honest and intensely ... lucid. "I forgot those paper cloths," he said, reaching up to wipe the corner of her mouth with his thumb.
"It doesn't matter. I can't remember when I've en​joyed a meal more."
"I can." He lifted one eyebrow, his dimples deep​ening. ‘‘There was the morning we went to gather honey and we decided to explore how it tasted on each other."
"Oh."
‘‘And once at the harvest feast you spilled ale on your tunic. We wrung out the tunic and I licked the rest from your skin." His lips curved in a lopsided smile. "I did not want to waste good ale."
She laughed.
Shifting closer, he picked up her hand and brought it to his mouth. "I see some juice from the orange remains here," he murmured, kissing her fingers. He straightened her arm, moving his mouth to the inside of her elbow. "And here." He kissed the tiny white pockmark on her upper arm. "And here, too."
She placed her hand on his shoulder, her laughter fad​ing. "Uh, Conyn..."
He tugged loose the end of the sheet that she'd tucked under her arms and drew his fingertip along the upper edge of her bra. "One wayward drop has found its way here as well."
The sheet fell to her waist. "Conyn ..."
"I find I am still hungry, Alanna." He traced his way over the lace to the hooks at the front closure. "But I fear my clumsy warrior's fingers might rend this fabric before I can peel the cover from this luscious fruit."
"There's nothing clumsy about your fingers," she murmured, leaning into his touch. "But we shouldn't be doing this. I already told you that last night."
"We have done it before, my love."
Only in her dreams, she thought, inhaling shakily as her heartbeat pounded in her ears. She knew there were plenty of reasons why she should stop him. And as soon as her brain was working again, she'd probably come up with a few. But the touch of his hands on her flesh felt right. Too right to question. And the sense of well-being she'd awakened with was deepening with every second that passed.
This was a man who would be all too easy to love.
The hooks gave way with a barely audible click. Conyn gave a low groan and cupped her breasts in his hands.
The pounding of her heart grew louder.
"Nay," he whispered. "Not now."
Alanna arched her back. Her pulse beat so hard, it sounded just like knuckles rapping against a door. - Conyn muttered a short, sharp word in a language that she didn't recognize, but she could tell by the tone that it was an oath. He lifted his head. "Is there a guard in this dwelling?"
"Mmm? No."
He frowned and glanced over his shoulder.
Another series of staccato raps sounded in her ears. And Alanna finally realized that it was more than her pulse. "Oh, no," she said. "Someone's at the door."
Conyn repeated the oath, then gave her breasts a gentle squeeze and slid from the bed. "Do not move," he said. "I will return." He bent down to pick something up from the floor. It was his sword.
"Conyn? What are you going to do?"         ,
He slid the sword from its sheath. The iron blade glinted with deadly purpose in the morning sunlight. "You have no guard. I must check there is no enemy."
Alanna made a futile grab for him. "Conyn, wait."
"I have waited long enough to make a sane man mad, my love," he muttered, striding from the room.
"Conyn!" She wriggled off the bed, her feet tangling in the folds of the sheet. Grabbing one end, she wrapped it around herself toga-fashion and hurried after him. "It's probably only one of my neighbors," she called. "Or my friend Fleur."
"Then I will teach some manners to whoever dares interrupt us when we are in our bed." Holding his weapon level with his shoulder, Conyn grasped the door​knob and flung open the door.
Alanna skidded to a halt. "Oh, no," she breathed.
The man on the threshold looked from Conyn to his sword, his jaw going slack. His typically pale complex​ion turned waxen as he took a stumbling step backward. "I say!"
"State your business or be gone," Conyn growled, bracing his legs apart as he drew himself up to his full height.
"I... I..." The other man swallowed hard, his Adam's apple bobbing against his tightly buttoned col​lar. His hand rose to the knot of his tie. "I must have the wrong apartment. I was looking for Alanna Moore."
Conyn didn't move. "She does not wish to be dis​turbed."
Disturbed? Alanna thought wildly, pulling the sheet more tightly across her breasts as she moved closer to Conyn. However one defined the word, it definitely ap​plied to her already.
Her visitor took another step' back, peering around Conyn's bulk. "Alanna?" His gaze darted to the sword again. "Er, is everything all right?"
She had a crazy desire to laugh. All right? Oh, sure. Things couldn't be better. She was dressed in little more than a sheet while a stranger who claimed to be a time-travelling warrior was threatening her fiancé with a three-foot length of razor-sharp antique iron....
Her whirling thoughts came to a stop with a sickening lurch. Grasping Conyn's arm for balance, she leaned to the side and stared at the man on her doorstep.
Her fiancé.
Reginald Ainsworth III.
The man she had promised to marry. Today.
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How could she have forgotten? Alanna asked herself. The wedding had been planned for months. She'd thought it all through logically. It was a sensible decision. It was what she wanted to do. The church was booked, her dress was paid for, the caterer was probably icing the cake at this very moment.
Oh, God. What was she going to do? She had com​pletely forgotten about Reginald.
And according to Conyn, she had completely forgot​ten about him, too.
She seemed to have a serious problem keeping track of her fiancé’s lately.
"What is your business here?" Conyn demanded, the tip of his sword aimed at Reginald's silver tie clip.
It didn't seem possible, but Reginald turned even paler. He glanced toward the elevators and started to inch sideways. "Excuse me, perhaps I should be go​ing."
"Conyn, please," Alanna said, tugging on his sword arm. "You can't go around threatening people with that thing or you'll end up in jail." She waited until he had lowered the weapon, then summoned up what she hoped was a reassuring smile. "Reginald, come in. We were .. . having breakfast."
"I really can't stay, Alanna," he said, continuing to inch away. "Mother's flight is due to arrive in fifteen minutes and you know how she hates to be kept wait​ing."
Alanna rubbed her eyes. Reginald's mother. Mrs. Re​ginald Ainsworth II. Yes, they had planned to meet her at the airport together. "Uh, I don't think that it would be convenient for me to come with you," she said.
"I see." Reginald brushed at the front of his suit. "Alanna, are you sure everything is all right? You don't seem quite yourself today."
"I, uh..."
He looked from her to Conyn, then stared pointedly at her slipping sheet. "I'm aware you are still technically a single woman, Alanna, but I hope you won't embarrass us this way in the future."
She hadn't expected Reginald to fly into a jealous rage at the sight of his fiancée in a compromising situation. After all; they had both admitted that they didn't love each other. But his lack of passion was somehow too ... civilized. "Uh ,.."
"You will get rid of this person before the wedding, won't you? Mother wouldn't approve of his sort."
‘‘Wedding?'' Conyn asked, glancing sideways at her. "How does he know we are to wed today?"
"Urn..."
"I've heard steroids damage the brain," Reginald said, regaining his courage now that he considered him​self out of Conyn's reach. "So I understand why he might be confused. Alanna, you did tell your, er, friend here that you're engaged to be married, didn't you?"
"There is naught amiss with my brain," Conyn said, turning back to Reginald. "I care not for the tone you use when you address my bride."
"Your bride?" Reginald gave his head a slight shake.
Not one of his perfectly moussed and styled hairs moved out of place. "My dear sir, Alanna is my fiancée. We will be married this afternoon at Trinity Church."
Conyn reacted immediately. Seizing Reginald by his shirtfront, he lifted him up and slammed him against the corridor wall. "You lie," he said. "She is my bride. We are destined for each other."
Alanna grabbed Conyn's arm and tried in vain to loosen his hold, but as she'd already discovered, his muscles were as inflexible as steel. "Conyn! Don't hurt him."
"I know not what mischief this pale worm of a man hopes to stir," Conyn said. "But nothing will stop our wedding this time."
"Help!" Reginald gasped, clawing at Conyn's hand. Up and down the corridor, the doors to several other apartments were beginning to crack open. "Someone, please help me!"
"Conyn, please!" Alanna urged. "Please, put him down."
"First he must retract the lie."
"But he's not lying," she said. "Reginald and I are engaged."
Conyn's fist tightened on Reginald's shirt until his knuckles were white. A button popped off and bounced to the floor. "Nay, Alanna," he said hoarsely. "Tell me it is not so."
"It's true. Oh, Conyn. I'm sorry. I never meant to hurt your feelings. I just... forgot."
Still holding Reginald up with one hand, Conyn moved his gaze to Alanna. "Nay," he whispered.
Her eyes stung as she met his gaze. Conyn had never tried to hide his feelings from her, and what he felt now was mercilessly clear. His eyes snapped with a mixture of anger and betrayal, his lips were thinned into a tight line, as if he struggled to hold back a cry of pain. Every muscle was quivering with tension in his battle to control his emotions. And despite the strength that was so evident in his body, he looked fragile enough to shatter.
"Oh, Conyn," she murmured, pressing her face against his chest. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry."
His ribs rose as he inhaled unsteadily. ‘'Why, Alanna? Why did you not wait for me?''
What could, she say? That she hadn't known he was coming? That she hadn't believed in love in the first place? That she figured it would be better to marry a man she didn't love rather than spend the rest of her Life alone? Hadn't she wanted the security of marriage and a family to belong to at any price?
The Ainsworths were rich. To them, wealth and po​sition were what mattered the most. She and Reginald got along well, but she knew he didn't have tender feel​ings for her; he only wanted an appropriate wife, some​one who wouldn't embarrass him, someone who would enhance his social standing.
She swallowed a sob. Conyn had told her that her parents were rich, and they hadn't cared about her feel​ings. Wealth and position had mattered the most to them.
Was she seeking out the same kind of family she had grown up in? Was her fear of love and all its pain driv​ing her to accept the fate she'd refused before?
No, that was all just a story. Right? Right?
The murmur of voices in the hallway finally pene​trated her thoughts. Alanna looked around. Her neigh​bors were watching with interest from their doorways. She tugged up her drooping sheet. "Conyn, we need to talk."
"First I must kill this worm."
"No! Conyn, no!"
"Then you care for him?"
"Yes, but that's not the point. You have to let him go."
Conyn slowly eased Reginald down until his feet touched the floor, then sheathed his sword and contemptuously turned his back on him. "Do you prefer a man like that, Alanna? Have you changed so much?"
"I haven't changed, Conyn. I'm still me. Alanna Moore. I'm a reasonable, independent, modern woman with a responsible job and a briefcase full of degrees. I'm not this person you remember from your past." She reached up to touch Conyn's tightly clenched jaw. "Give me a chance to explain. Things have happened so fast."
"Nay, it is not fast. Our lives have been linked to​gether for twenty-three centuries."
She dropped her hand, distressed by the hardness in his voice. "Conyn..."
"I gave up my world for you. My wealth. My future. I gave up my time because I cared not what happened to me if I could not see my Alanna again. I crossed a distance unimaginable to make you my bride." His throat worked as he swallowed. "And now I find you wish to give yourself to another."
"But I was already engaged before I met you."
He flicked his hand toward the spot where Reginald was cringing against the wall. "I said I would be what​ever you wish me to be, Alanna. But do not ask me to be a man like the sniveling grub you have chosen."
"Conyn, please," she repeated helplessly. "I feel dif​ferently about things today. If we could talk it over..."
"You said that you did not know me, my love. Per​haps it is I who do not know you."
"But—"
Without warning, he caught her in a hard embrace, burying his face against her hair. His tall frame shook as he held her against him. They remained like that for a timeless moment. Then he set her back on her feet and reached up to unfasten the gold torque from his neck. He placed the artifact in her hand. "I did not give every​thing to the old woman. This I kept for you. It is your wedding gift."
She closed her fingers over the gold, feeling the heat from his body. Tingles shot over her skin, raising the fine hairs on her arm. A cool breeze swept through the doorway of her apartment, and in the distance there was a rumble like thunder. She staggered back. "Conyn?"
He took his cloak from her closet, flung it over his shoulders, and turned away.
‘‘Conyn!"
Without a backward glance, he walked out her door, strode to the end of the corridor, and went down the. stairs.
Alanna stood where she was. Too many images were clamoring in her brain. Fragments of dreams, pieces of fantasies, bits of memory—everything was tumbling to​gether in total confusion until one thought burned through the rest. He was leaving her.
Again.
"Conyn, no!" Alanna cried, gathering up the sheet to run after him. "Conyn, come back!"
She reached the stairwell, her blood pumping pain​fully in her lungs. There was no sound from below. .But he always walked quickly. Just as he had when he'd crossed the bridge and taken the path to the moun​tains. ...
"No, Conyn," she called. Her voice echoed hollowly down the stairs. "Conyn!"
But she knew he was gone. She sensed his absence like a shadow in her heart. She blinked hard, feeling the heat of tears on her cheeks. "Conyn," she breathed, the strength gone from her voice. She sank down to her knees, leaning her forehead against the cold metal rail​ing. Tears splashed on her hands and on the gold neck torque she held. She lifted it to her face.
And that's when she saw the whimsical design that had been etched at the base of the twin knobs.
A stag and a doe. Two halves of one whole. Joined for all time.
Choking back a sob, she grasped the matching brace​let. For twelve hours, she hadn't been able to get this off, no matter how hard she had tried. But now it slid effortlessly over her wrist. And the loss that stabbed through her knocked the air from her lungs.
Our love was too strong for fate to keep us apart. Even my gifts were destined to find you.
But it had only been a story and mixed-up pieces of dreams. How could she be feeling this much pain over a man she'd known less than a day?
Holding Conyn's gifts to her breasts, she keeled over and wept.
It was amazingly easy to cancel a wedding. Who would have thought that an event that had taken months to plan could be stopped with no more than a few phone calls?
Alanna shifted the ice bag over her eyes and stretched out on the couch. Another tear trickled from beneath her swollen lids and she wiped it away impatiently. She would have thought that her tears would have dried up by now. It had been five hours. And yet they showed no sign of slowing down.
Her friends had been right to try to talk her out of marrying Reginald. The whole idea had been a mistake from the start. She'd be crazy to marry a man she didn't love merely to find some kind of home. What was a home without love to fill it? What was a family without love to bind it together?
Thank God she'd figured that out in time. And it was all because of Conyn. He had made her believe in love again. He'd shown her that love could give a person strength and purpose and that anything was possible....
She wiped her cheeks again and tossed the ice bag on the floor. Anything? Including time travel?
The telephone rang suddenly and Alanna groaned. Hadn't she already spoken with everyone that she knew?
Pushing herself up, she leaned her elbows on her knees and stared at the phone.
There was only one person she wanted to talk to, and she wasn't sure if he knew how to use a telephone.
But why should Conyn want to talk to her, anyway? Delusion or not, she had broken his heart. How would she feel if she believed she'd given up everything she'd known and had been transported a few millennia ahead in time only to find out that her one true love had prom​ised to marry someone else?
She sniffed, rubbing her wet cheeks with her knuck​les. With a resigned sigh, she reached out and picked up the phone.
"Alanna, are you all right? I just got back from the hairdresser's when I found your message on my ma​chine."
"Hello, Fleur," she said, slumping back on the couch.
"Is it true? The wedding's off?"
"Yes, it's true."
There was a pause. "I don't know what to say. Would you be offended if I let loose with a few yee-hahs?"
Alanna's lips trembled into a watery smile. "No, I wouldn't be offended. You're a good friend. I should have listened to you months ago."
"Back to my first question—are you all right? I mean, really. I can be there in ten minutes."
"Thanks, Fleur, but I'm fine. I didn't love Reginald. You only get hurt if you love someone," she said, think​ing of the expression she'd last seen on Conyn's face. She sniffed again.
‘‘Do you need any help with the fallout? There must be a million details to handle."
"No, it wasn't that hard. Reginald was a big help."
"Reginald?"
‘‘We had a... discussion this morning and we both decided that we weren't what the other was looking for. He and his mother both agreed the marriage was ill-considered. Mrs. Reginald Ainsworth the second was only too happy to notify the guests."
"Excuse me for saying this, but I've been holding it in for a long time. Reginald's a worm."
Alanna hiccupped. "That's what Conyn called him."
"Who?"
She licked away a tear that had trickled down to the corner of her mouth. "Fleur, you didn't by any chance arrange a surprise visitor for me last night, did you?"
"What do you mean?"
"Someone from that strip club you had invited me to?"
"Heck, no! But I wish I'd thought of it. Why? What happened?"
"It's a long story," Alanna said. "Tell me, Fleur, how long do you think it takes to fall in love?''
"Hey, you're talking to a dyed-in-the-wool romantic here. I'd say it can be anything from years to days to minutes. Why? You're not thinking of giving Reginald another chance, are you?"
"No."
"Well, I believe true love is worth holding out for, Alanna. At the risk of sounding like the lyrics to some corny song, it's what makes the world go round."
"And if you met a man who had been deeply in love with a woman who had died, do you think he might be able to love again?"
"Depends on the man. Now you've really got me cu​rious. What's going on?"
"I think I've fallen in love, Fleur."
"When? Who?"
"I don't know when. And I'm not sure who he is. But he's a sensitive, smart, passionate man who for some reason is convinced that he loves me."
"Alanna, if I didn't know you better, I'd be worried that you're suffering from some kind of delusion."
"I know exactly what you mean, Fleur. There's a lot of that going around."
She hung up the phone then groped for a box of tis​sues and pulled out a handful to dry her face.
And she remembered how hot and wet Conyn's tears had felt when he'd dried them on her cheek.
Would he be able to love again? Once he came to his senses and realized that the woman he'd confused her with was really gone, would he be willing to risk giving his heart so completely once more? She hoped so. Even in the short time they'd spent together, she could see that he was intelligent, honest, open, courageous, and considerate, and he deserved to find some happiness.
So had she fallen in love with Conyn? Probably. It was more than his looks or his spectacular body. It was the way his dimples softened the harsh lines of his face when he smiled and how his eyes twinkled when he joked. It was his uninhibited enjoyment of life. It was the way his touch felt so right... as if they'd been made for each other.
Two halves of one whole.
But he was gone, and she had no idea how to find him again. When she had returned to her apartment, it had taken almost twenty minutes to calm Reginald down and convince her neighbors that there was no need to call the police. By the time she had finally pulled on some clothes so she could go outside to look for Conyn, he was nowhere in sight. She had searched the area around her building for an hour, checking all the stores and restaurants, every alley and bus shelter—but to no avail.
How could a six-foot-two long-haired leanly muscled half-naked man in leather pants and hide boots simply disappear? Unless there happened to be a circle of stand​ing stones in the park that she hadn't known about....
No. He was an eccentric antiquities scholar who was observant and intuitive and was a phenomenal guesser.
There was no such thing as time travel, right?
Just as there was no such thing as love?
But he'd handled that sword as if he'd done it every day of his life. And he'd effortlessly picked Reginald up with one hand. And his appetite for food was as genuine and primitive as his appetite for her.
Wadding the tissues into a ball, she dabbed her eyes and took a bracing breath. She had been through this before. Her mind might have been fuzzy yesterday from those stray fantasy images, and her reasoning might have been impaired by the incredibly strong attraction she felt toward Conyn, but it was high time she stopped avoiding the issue of what was and wasn't and discover the truth.
She picked up her purse, looking through it until she found her copy of the packing slip from the shipment of artifacts that had arrived at the museum. She carefully pressed out the creases, then squinting at the number on the return address, picked up the phone and dialed.
The phone rang nine times before it was answered by a gruff-sounding man who said something unintelligible.
Alanna checked the number on the slip, then cleared her throat. "Excuse me, I'm looking for the Bern Mu​seum."
"We are closed," the man said in heavily accented English.
Grimacing, Alanna looked at her watch. Of course, with the time difference, it would be late evening in Switzerland. "I'm sorry. I'm trying to get in touch with someone from the antiquities department."
"Pardon?"
"It's concerning a shipment of Celtic artifacts. I'm calling from Toronto."
"Ah. You want exhibit director."
"Fine. Could you give me his number?"
"Her. She is Gerta Mueller."
"Thank you. Could I possibly have her number?"
"She is still here."
"Oh. May I speak with her?"
"I put you through," he said. There was a series of clicks, then the phone started to ring again. Alanna tried not to think about what the overseas connection was costing her. She should have done this before now. Per​haps if she'd checked out her theory about Conyn's identity earlier, things might not have gone so far. In​stead of playing into his fantasy, she could have gotten him the medical help he needed.
A woman came on the line. "Mueller."
"Hello, Miss Mueller," Alanna said. "I'm Alanna Moore calling from Toronto."
"Ah, Miss Moore," the woman said immediately. Her accent was almost imperceptible, a slight hardening of the consonants. "Did the shipment arrive without trouble?"
"Yes, it arrived yesterday, thanks."
"Good. I stayed late to supervise the packing my​self."
"The pieces in the exhibit are exceptional. They all came through in perfect condition."
"Very good." She paused. "Is there something I can help you with?"
"Well, actually I'm hoping to get some information."
"There was complete documentation with each item, wasn't there?"
"Yes, but I'm curious about the people who worked on it. Would you have a man named Conyn ap Rhys on your staff? I believe he works in your museum, most likely as an antiquities expert. Or perhaps he might have been employed there recently."
"I have been in charge of the museum's antiquities department for twenty-three years, and I am sure that we have never had anyone on staff named ap Rhys."
Alanna frowned. Maybe it wasn't his real name. "Per​haps you'll recognize him if I describe him. He appears to be in his mid-thirties and is about six foot two, very muscular, has blue eyes and long, auburn hair and a series of thin scars on his chest."
There was a short silence. "Is this a joke?"
"No, not at all, Ms. Mueller. Do you know who he is?"
‘‘If I had such a man working here, Miss Moore, I would have noticed." She laughed. "And if you have one to spare, please send him over."
She thought quickly. "Perhaps he's a local historian. Would you know if anyone was particularly interested in that exhibit?"
More laughter. "Do you have any historians in To​ronto who look like that?"
"Um, not that I know of."
‘‘As I said, I have been here for twenty-three years, and if anyone had expressed interest in those Celtic artifacts, I would have been the person he would have spoken with, as several pieces remained in our storeroom because of lack of appropriate display space."
If not all of the pieces were on display, then how could Conyn have such detailed knowledge about every one of them? Alanna chewed her lip briefly. "Were the gold neck torque and the matching bracelet on display?"
"Pardon?"
"The neck torque. It has the engraving of the stag on one knob and the doe on the other, like the bracelet."
Another silence. "Miss Moore, there were no pieces like that in the shipment which I packed."
Shaken, Alanna terminated the call and dropped her head into her hands. All right. Conyn wasn't a stripper that Fleur had sent. He hadn't worked in the museum in Bern, either. And the gold artifacts he'd left with her weren't part of the collection.
There had to be a logical explanation. There had to be. And as soon as she thought of one, she'd...
She'd what? What did she think would change when she found out the truth? Conyn would still be the same man. And whoever he was, she wanted to see him. No, she wanted a lot more than that. She wanted to run to him and throw herself into his arms and hold him as if she'd never let him go and tell him that he could love again and beg him to give her the chance to show him.
Why did she need a logical explanation, anyway? Why did she have to think? Her decision to marry Re​ginald had been the result of careful, logical thinking, and it had been a huge mistake. Reason didn't apply when it came to matters of the heart.
What does your heart tell you?
Her heart? She hadn't wanted to listen to it last night, because she didn't want to believe in love.
But Conyn had made her believe.
And her heart was telling her to find him.
But she had looked before, and there hadn't been any trace of him.
Yes, well, then she'd better look again. If he believed he had journeyed across twenty-three centuries to find her, couldn't she at least cross the city?
Alanna walked up the church steps, her shoes gritting over the worn stone where thirty-two years ago the of​ficial records of her life had begun. She pushed open the heavy door. The creak echoed loudly from the vaulted ceiling and she paused to let her eyes adjust to the gloom.
Thankfully, Reginald's mother had obviously been true to her word about spreading the message that the wedding was cancelled. The pews were empty. It must have been too late to stop the florist, though—sprays of flowers decorated the ends of each pew and two enor​mous bouquets rested at the front of the church. The sweet scent of roses and the tang of greenery wafted through the hushed air.
Alanna lifted her hand to touch the knobbed ends of the gold torque that circled her neck, then rubbed her fingers over her bracelet. It no longer caused the tingling reaction it did before. Nor was it stuck—since she had stopped fighting it, the gold sat passively against her skin, as if it belonged there.
Now that she knew these pieces weren't part of the mu​seum's exhibit, she had no intention of parting with them. How Conyn had managed to get the bracelet into that crate before he'd arrived was yet another of those inexpli​cable things. And there were a lot of inexplicable things that had been happening lately. And there were so many inexplicable things. But Alanna was willing to accept them, because she was beginning to listen to her heart.
During the hours she had spent searching for Conyn, she had come to terms with her feelings. There was no longer any doubt in her mind that she loved him. As sudden as it seemed, it didn't cause her any distress. Instead, the feeling of... lightness that she had awak​ened with this morning continued to strengthen.
Whatever problems he might have, they would deal with them together. Alanna was so sure of this, she wouldn't care if his crazy story turned out to be true. But first, she had to find him. She moved up the aisle and slid into the first pew. Slanting  rays  from  the  setting  sun  probed  weakly through the stained-glass windows. It would be dark soon. Where would Conyn spend the night? He had no money and no identification, and he wasn't familiar with the city. She hoped he would be all right.
Of course he would, she told herself. He was intelligent and resourceful. He'd find some way to get by. Simply because she hadn't been able to find him yet meant that she wasn't looking in the right places, that's all. She had checked the museum. She had checked the hospitals and the police stations and even the university. Yet she wasn't about to give up. And as soon as she had the opportunity to catch her breath, she'd start over again. The door at the back of the church creaked open.
Alanna turned around and saw a tall man silhouetted in the doorway. She only had a glimpse of close-cropped hair, a neat suit, and a pale shirt before the door swung shut behind him. Solid footsteps echoed from the floor as he started to walk forward.
"I'm sorry," she said, getting to her feet. "You must be here for the wedding. I guess you didn't get the mes​sage."
He continued to approach, his footsteps getting nearer. He passed through a finger of sunlight as he walked by a window, his short hair gleaming like the leaves in Oc​tober.
Alanna's heart thumped. The light must have picked up the tint of the stained glass. There was only one man she'd ever known who had hair that color. She moved into the aisle. "Conyn?" she whispered.
His stride was swift but relaxed, like the easy grace of a stalking predator. Even in the tailored suit, he pro​jected an air of confidence that would be recognized in any culture or era....
"Conyn!" she cried, breaking into a run.
He stopped and opened his arms. "Alanna, my love."
The flower-draped pews blurred as she raced past. All she could see was the smile of the man who stood wait​ing for her. She would know him anywhere, anytime, no matter how he was dressed. Laughing tearfully, she flung herself into his embrace.
Conyn lifted her from her feet and crushed her against him. "I made the merchants hasten and told the driver to go like the wind but I feared I would be too late again."
"Too late?"
"I came to stop the wedding. Where is the pale worm?"
"I don't know and I don't care," she said happily. "Oh, Conyn, I've been looking all over for you. I thought you'd left."
"I would never leave you, Alanna." "Then where have you been?" "You said you were a modern woman, so I thought to become a modern man for you."
"What?" She clasped her hands behind his neck and leaned back in his arms to get a better look at him.
The first thing she noticed was his hair. The ponytail was gone. His long, auburn locks had been cut to within an inch of his head. She hadn't believed it was possible, but the haircut made his chiseled features look more strikingly masculine than ever.
She dropped her gaze. Tailored gray pinstriped wool stretched over his broad shoulders. A crisp white shirt covered his chest, and a navy-blue silk tie was knotted at his throat. His clothes were tasteful, expensive, and extremely civilized.
Yet like his haircut, his clothes couldn't conceal the appealing warrior within.
"Does it not please you?" he asked. "The shop​keeper vowed it was what men wore in your world."
"You look wonderful, Conyn," she said, rubbing her fingers over his hair. ‘‘But you looked great before, too. How did you manage all of this? I thought you didn't have any money."
"I exchanged the gold coins in my pouch for paper." "Gold ..." She stared at him. "You had gold coins? That was your loose change?''
"Most were minted in Sparta, but your moneylender was eager to take them."
"Sparta..." She shook her head. "I'm not even go​ing to ask. I don't care. All that matters is that I found you. Oh, Conyn, there's so much I want to say."
"And I, too." He eased her away from him, settling his hands on her waist. "Alanna, it matters not to me if you never remember our past love. In my joy over see​ing you once more, I lacked patience. I beg you to let me woo you anew, as if we truly are meeting now for the first time." He smiled. "I wager I will make you love me again."
"Oh, Conyn," she said. "I already do."
"You..." The knot of his tie bobbed as he swal​lowed hard. "Alanna?"
"I love you, Conyn." Framing his face with her hands, she rose up on her toes and kissed him.
The scent of pine and sunshine rose around her. A low rumble vibrated through the floor and something flashed just on the border of her vision. A familiar sweet taste stole over her tongue....
And she remembered the last time she had kissed him. They had stood on the bridge over the river. She had begged him to stay, but he had been immovable. He had told her that only by being apart now could they hope to be together later. And she'd known he was right. Earning the wealth her father demanded was the only hope for their future. If she had defied her parents' wishes and married Conyn then, she knew her father would never have harmed her because she was too val​uable an asset to him; but he would have seen to it that the poor orphan she loved would disappear.
Yes, Conyn had been right, but she had thrown herself at him and hit him with her fists when he'd met her to say good-bye. He had waited until her weeping was spent, then he'd kissed her with a passion that had burned brighter than the stars in the heavens. They had clung to each other in desperate, heartbroken yearning. And he had sworn by the power of their love and the life in his veins that he would come back to her.
She gasped and pulled back her head. This wasn't a dream. It wasn't a fantasy. It was as real as the man who held her.
Conyn smiled and kissed her. Again.
And she remembered everything. The flowers in the meadows and the fossils on the riverbank and white-haired Granny Ula with her onions. A lifetime of images burst into her head, surging into every corner of her mind to fill her soul with the missing part of herself.
It was true. All of it. She knew who she was. She knew how she had died. And by some miracle, she had been given a second chance.
Tears filled her eyes. Only this time, they were tears of happiness.
Conyn lifted her up and spun her around, his lips moving over her face as he kissed everywhere he could reach. "Alanna, my love. I have waited an eternity to hear you say those words to me again.''
"Then marry me, Conyn. Now. Here." She laughed as her tears fell on his cheeks. "The church is booked. The flowers are paid for. I even have a wedding dress in the back of my closet."
"Alanna, I love you."
"I love you, too, Conyn. I always have," she said against his lips. "And I always will."
- THE END -
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