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        A New Journey Begins

      

      

      Sent forward in time, this fifteenth-century Highland warrior finds himself face to face with his destiny — a fiery modern-day lass, whose reaction is far from what he expected.

      

      Celeste Lowell is no stranger to loss. Two years after her best friend mysteriously disappeared, and even longer since the tragic deaths of her parents and brother, Celeste still misses them all. Clinging to a cryptic message from a centuries-old crone — that her best friend is safe, and happy in the place where she belongs — Celeste continues to go through the motions, preparing for a working summer in the Hamptons, a respite from her lonely routine.

      

      Scotland 1431. Darach MacKenna is a warrior without a home. Shocked by a deathbed revelation, Dar learns of his true parentage and now feels like he doesn’t belong — with his family, with his brethren, even in his own keep. Hungry for purpose, Dar sets off on a dangerous errand to deliver a message in the unknown future, unsure if he’ll ever be able to return to his own time.

      

      As Celeste and Dar embark on a journey from the future to the past, they believe they have a hold on their destiny. Yet, as is always the case, it’s Madame Fate who is truly in charge.

      

      Don’t miss the latest romance in the Highland Lairds of the Crest series, as houses and hearts — and past and present — collide in another captivating time-travel tale.
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        Scotland, 1400

      

      

      

      The wind whipped something fierce, loosening the tartan wrapped around Ella MacPherson’s shoulders. With dusk fast approaching, she quickened her pace and continued her climb up the craggy hillside. Worried about losing her footing and hurting the babe growing inside of her more than any harm the chill might cause, she let the train of fabric fall with the next gust and kept going.

      When she neared the crest, she began to smell the faint, familiar scent of burning wood from the fire, and breathed a sigh of relief when, a short time later, the welcome sight of the small, one-room cabin came into view.

      Ella loved this cabin, a small hunting lodge her grandda had built some years ago. She had fond memories of visiting throughout her childhood, though the times she’d spent here recently were even more special.

      Her breath caught when the door opened and she saw Lachlan standing in the frame, his mighty size filling it entirely. At the sight of him, her heart quickened, then nearly burst as he started forward and ran to meet her as she crossed the meadow. Suddenly, he was lifting her in his arms, holding her tight.

      “Ella, I was coming to meet you shortly,” he chided, his voice muffled as he spoke into her hair. “You must be careful.”

      At the sound of his voice and the warmth and concern in his tone, she burst into tears.

      “Och, Ella. What’s this, love?” he asked, pulling away to look at her. When her attempts to speak failed, he picked her up again and cradled her in his arms. She felt his warm lips and hot breath on her brow as he calmed her with sweet endearments, and she sank into his embrace, knowing it was most likely the last chance she’d have the opportunity to do so.

      Once inside, Lachlan set her by the fire and wrapped her in a blanket. Then he knelt in front of her, his large hands cupping her face.

      “Whatever has you so distraught, I swear I will fix it,” he promised, looking deeply into her eyes. Her savior, her knight, her everything. She knew he would do just that, if only her problem could be fixed.

      Years ago, Ella had met Lachlan at the spring festival, and they’d both been smitten at once. But Ella was a MacPherson and duty-bound by a lifetime of honor to marry Ethan MacKenna. She and Ethan had been promised to each other before birth. The MacKennas, once a large clan, had dwindled to just a handful, and all hope for their lineage seemed to rest on this union. So, after a few days of flashing smiles, long and lingering looks, whisper-soft touches, and even a stolen kiss or two, Ella and Lachlan had parted ways, knowing they’d had all of each other they ever could.

      For five years, Ella had devoted herself to her new husband, a good man, a nice man, handsome even, but deep inside, her heart had still belonged to Lachlan. And in all that time, Ethan’s hope—and the weight of his family’s hope—of expanding the MacKenna clan seemed doomed, for their efforts to conceive were fruitless.

      Called away one blustery winter night, Ethan and his horse set out, never to return. The following week, word came that while crossing a river, Ethan had been caught by a wretched current and never resurfaced. His death, said the messenger, was all but guaranteed. Ella had mourned his loss; she truly had, but when Lachlan came to pay his respects, they couldn’t deny their feelings. Their love rekindled, they’d begun meeting discreetly, thinking they could give the MacKennas a bit of time before making their union official.

      The cabin was the easiest and most accessible place to meet, at least for her, as it was halfway between the MacKenna property and her family’s. Soon after they began meeting, Ella realized she wasn’t barren after all. There’d been a few telltale signs, and she’d known she was in the early days, but hope had filled her so.

      Now, just a scant month later, they sat at the small table where Lachlan had had a hot supper waiting, rabbit and crusty bread thick with butter. He’d even collected some wildflowers that grew by the water and placed them in a pottery vessel. The meal was temporarily forgotten, however, as Lachlan waited patiently for her to gather her thoughts.

      It was hard to look into his eyes when she gave him the news, and although she’d never doubted his love for her before, she knew now they were bound, as well as cursed, heart for heart, together, forever.

      “You’re sure, Ella?” Lachlan asked, once she’d told him the news, holding their hands between them.

      “Aye,” she said softly. “Horace said he received word a week ago and, rather than buoy false hopes by saying anything, went to see for himself if it was truly Ethan. He says it is, that Ethan was wounded and for a time thought to be on his deathbed, but is more improved by the day. According to Horace, he’ll be well enough to travel by week’s end.”

      For a split second, Lachlan’s eyes showed his grief, and Ella would swear he’d aged right before her eyes at the news. Then, using every bit of the strength and honor she knew he possessed, his will like none other, Lachlan said, “You must go home, Ella. I will not knowingly bring dishonor upon any of our families.”

      “But the babe!” Ella cried.

      “If there is a babe,” he whispered, his voice so hoarse on the word, he had to look away to compose himself.

      When his eyes were on her again, they were swimming with tears as his large hand reached out to cover her belly, which could at this very moment, be home to a living testament of their love. She threw herself at him. God help her, but she was distraught at the thought of having to leave him again. She was truly beside herself. Lachlan held her close as she sobbed, and when she finally pulled back and looked at him, she saw that his lashes were spiked from his own tears, his cheeks damp. “I will love you forever, Ella,” he told her, but said no more about their babe.

      What followed was an emotional, bittersweet evening, during which Lachlan ensured she ate before holding her close on the bed as she cried herself to sleep.

      The next morning, Ella awoke alone. She discovered a hearty breakfast awaiting her upon the table with freshly picked wildflowers next to her plate, and next to that, Lachlan’s perfectly folded tartan. Ella noticed something nestled within and gingerly fingered the object strung with a leather thong. When she took it out and held it in her hand, she recognized the item’s significance, and tears filled her eyes as she rubbed the wooden medallion etched with a griffin.

      ’Twas something Lachlan had oft told her stories about—the mythical creature that was half eagle and half lion. Extolling the virtues of the king of all beasts: noble, fierce, and protective. It was his favorite, and she knew he’d given it to her for their babe.

      Ella would name her son—she just knew it was a boy—after the man who would be her rock, if only in thought, and she knew their boy would indeed extoll the virtues of the mighty griffin his father had bequeathed to him.
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      Celeste Lowell checked her bags one last time, leaning over the bed to skim the neatly stacked piles. Satisfied with her handiwork, she zipped her suitcase, duffle, and tote, then made a few trips downstairs to place them by the side door.

      On her last pass, the setting sun caught her eye, and she used her hand to block the rays. An unfortunate move as her shift in vision drew her attention to the étagère set against the wall in the hallway—or, more specifically, the photographs lining its shelves. At first, the photos had brought her comfort, but as time went on, she’d started doing her best to avoid looking at them.

      It seemed like every time Celeste tried to plan something that would distract her or help her move on, fate stepped in and said, “Nope, I don’t think so.” By now, Celeste had thought that after all the tragedy she’d experienced, she’d surely be left to find a bit of peace.

      As ever, Madame Fate said differently.

      With a sigh, Celeste relented and focused on the pictures, moving closer to gingerly finger their frames. The first, a family portrait taken when she and Derek were still quite young, Derek flashing his mischievous smile as he put up bunny ears behind Celeste’s head.

      Another, shortly before her parents’ car accident, when Derek was a freshman in high school and she had just begun middle school. In this one, Derek had an arm wrapped around her neck from behind, affectionately pulling her close. He’d taken the role of older brother and protector quite seriously.

      There were others, too, a couple of just Derek and Maggie, a few of Celeste with Derek at various times throughout college and law school, and another of the three of them together.

      Celeste picked up one of her brother from when he’d been about twenty—his eyes were gleaming, his mischievous smile bright—and kissed the glass. “I miss you every day,” she whispered. She tried to avoid looking at any of the photos with Maggie in them, but when she ultimately failed, Celeste immediately shut out her feelings and thoughts on the subject with a forceful, “Don’t.” Speaking aloud to herself was something she did when faced with ill feelings and bad thoughts. Some famous astrologer swore by the technique. Sometimes it worked better than others. Right now, not so much.

      Really, how did one deal with the unexplainable? The utter uncertainty of what had truly happened to her best friend. At least with her parents and Derek, she had closure. Not to say their deaths still weren’t horrible, but with Maggie, well… She shook her head and tried again. “Shhh.”

      To distract herself, Celeste walked through the kitchen and out to the back porch (the second technique she used when the first wasn’t enough), and looked longingly over the backyard.

      Though she’d only be gone a few months, she’d miss this place. The gorgeous wood table and pergola that Derek had built. The bistro lights Maggie had strung just so. How many meals had they shared there, the three of them together? She could still see Derek, spatula in hand, as he flipped steaks, Maggie sitting happily in a chair and watching him. Oh, how she’d kill for one more of those moments.

      A few months after Maggie’s disappearance, Celeste had given up her apartment and permanently moved back into the house. It wasn’t the family home that they’d grown up in, but one that they’d all picked out together after Derek and Maggie finished law school. It was technically Derek and Maggie’s house, but Celeste had always loved it here; during school, it was where she’d spent the holidays and summer breaks, and they’d always told her she had a spot there anytime she needed it.

      After Derek died, it had become her home, at least part-time, when she’d come back because neither she nor Maggie wanted to be alone. And then she’d stayed because she just couldn’t leave.

      In recent months, she’d finally started sprucing up the back porch, which was going to be Derek’s next project. A nice rug, some potted plants, and a very comfortable club chair. She loved having coffee in the morning while sitting in that chair, her new favorite spot. A few months ago, she’d ordered a porch swing, something she’d always wanted, but it was back-ordered and had arrived only yesterday. The box was now in the detached garage and would have to wait until her return at the end of the season.

      Celeste considered it a small feat that she’d even managed to store the box in there, given that it had taken a year before she could even step into that place. The garage. Derek’s tools, his sports car, and the Harley. Maggie was never a fan of the motorcycle, but Celeste secretly loved it. While she’d been helping Maggie sort through Derek’s things after…well, after, Maggie hadn’t wanted to cover them up. Celeste had. It was just too much on top of everything else.

      She was pulled from her musings by the sound of her neighbor opening his side door. A pretty wood fence separated their properties, but it was more for aesthetics than privacy. Celeste was happy to see him come and go and enjoyed the small feeling of community.

      “Hey, Nick,” she said with a wave and a smile.

      “Hi, Celeste. You taking off tomorrow?”

      “Yeah, don’t forget my cousin may come and stay for a bit—he’s traveling around from Scotland, and may or may not be in the area—so don’t be alarmed if you see some strange guy in the house.” She thought better of what she’d said and corrected herself. “I mean, if something’s off, be alarmed. Please.”

      “Don’t worry.” He winked. “I got it.”

      So, she supposed that was that. Celeste fired off a text to her cousin—her favorite on her mom’s side—to let him know the code for the lock in case he wanted to use her house while she was away, then looked around, pleased with herself. She’d have one more cup of coffee in the morning and then head out.

      Celeste had spent her summers in the Hamptons since college and was looking forward to another season on the beach. An old friend who owned a yoga studio always needed extra help during the season, and honestly, it was a nice distraction.

      The summer before, one of his clients had asked her to sing at their club, which was surprising, but fun. She liked to sing, at least recreationally, and picked up gigs at local bars or clubs when she could fit them in. Celeste was hoping for the chance to do that again this year—another good distraction.

      Now, she grabbed some leftovers from the freezer and threw them in the microwave before turning on the bistro lights to have dinner at the table outside under the pergola.

      In the morning, she enjoyed that last cup of coffee in the club chair, taking the wolf figurine that she’d kept in her pocket since Derek’s death—the one he’d carved for her back when she was in high school—and traipsed it across the side table.

      She cleaned and dried her mug when she was done, looking around one last time to make sure she hadn’t forgotten anything, then locked up and headed toward her car. Once situated in the driver’s seat, she took a deep breath to steady herself.

      Just two more stops before the Hamptons.
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      “Be gone.” Darach MacKenna spat the words, then crumpled the parchment he’d been handed, looking the bearer dead in the eye. Without looking away, he threw it into the crackling fire, then turned, leaving the stunned calling party in the wake of his heavy footsteps.

      “You cannae dismiss such an order,” one of the men shouted to his retreating back.

      Dar stopped in his tracks, his entire body stiffening as if he were the mighty oak for which he was named. Tall and broad, he knew his size caused intimidation and fear, and at times such as these, he used it to his advantage. When he turned, the four men retreated a pace as he stalked back to where they stood. Dar pointed, wielding the full force of his sinewy arm. “I just did,” he declared firmly, his anger close to boiling over.

      He doubted these men knew just how precarious their situation was, for at the moment, he wished wholeheartedly for a bloody row to ease his strife. Knowing he shouldn’t continue to entertain such thoughts, Dar purposely distracted himself by turning to the fire, where the order, as it was, had already turned to soot. Although its form still held ever so slightly atop the crackling tinder, ’twas no more than dust, and it was a stark reminder of how fickle life was, how it could all change in a blink.

      “I won’t see him,” Dar avowed, calmer now as he turned back to the waiting men. “You tell Lachlan, regardless of the rumors, he’s not my sovereign.” Or my father, Dar thought warily. “And I will not heed his summons.”

      While it was true that Lachlan hadn’t made a public declaration, ’twas only a matter of time. Lachlan MacTavish was (or at least, had been in his mind’s eye) a man of great honor and wisdom. Someone whom, until only a short time ago, Darach had deeply admired. Respected even. God help him, he’d emulated the man. A man well-known for his good deeds and great honor, one who had risen to wield immense power and reverence. That both he and Lachlan wore the crest of the griffin had at one time drawn Dar to Lachlan, though he’d told himself it was only coincidence. Still, he’d treated it as if it were a message from the gods that they were brethren. Brethren, not father and son.

      That had all shifted in a flash as Dar’s mother lay dying last fall. When she had asked to see the man, Dar had been confused, but had nonetheless sent word. Then, God rest her tortured soul, she’d confessed her sins. The one of most importance and consequence: that during the short time his da had been thought dead, she’d lain with Lachlan MacTavish. She held Dar’s hand, and with a strength Dar had not thought she still possessed in her weakened state, admitted that she’d loved Lachlan deeply.

      A memory had jumped to his mind then, of a moment when years ago he’d asked MacTavish why he’d never taken a wife. The intensity that had flashed into MacTavish’s eyes as he’d reached out and tapped the medallion Dar wore was something he would never forget. Not the force of it on his chest, nor Lachlan’s stern words. “The griffin mates for life.”

      At the time, the answer was confusing, insufficient at best, but at his mother’s deathbed, Dar finally understood the man’s meaning—and who it was the great man had loved and lost. MacTavish had borne the weight of his vow, never marrying.

      Two days later, Lachlan MacTavish had walked into his home like the tall, proud warrior he was, moving straight up to Dar’s mother’s chamber. Dar, who’d been in a chair next to her bed at the time, stood when the man entered the room. They nodded a brief acknowledgment, then Dar said goodbye to his mother, as he always did, but this time with the feeling that this would be the last goodbye. That Lachlan’s visit had been all she’d held on for.

      An hour later, Dar watched from an alcove as MacTavish descended the stairs and made for the doors. The powerful man had stood for a moment in the center of the empty hall. Fingers to his eyes, he’d heaved a mournful sigh, and Dar would swear he’d heard his mother’s name on the other man’s lips. ’Twas the last time he’d seen him, and Dar had felt ire, whether toward him, the situation, or both, he wasn’t sure.

      He recognized it now as the same ire his uncle, his da’s brother, felt toward him. Dar couldn’t even blame him anymore. He wanted to, but his uncle was entitled to his feelings. And presently, those feelings declared that the once “golden” child had become a bastard.

      Dar loved the man he’d thought was his father—who was his father, who had raised him—and if his da had ever known of his mother’s transgression, he’d never let it show.

      “He will come to you, Dar,” one of the men standing before him declared, breaking Dar from his reverie. “Don’t mistake his patience for acquiescence. And I promise you this, he won’t wait much longer.”

      With spring almost upon them, Lachlan had thus far waited two seasons. Emboldened by that knowledge, Dar stood his ground and with a sweep of his hand gestured to the door. A few grumbles later, Lachlan’s calling party finally understood—official summons or not—he would not be joining them on their journey back. They let themselves out.

      Grateful they were gone, and even more so to put the entirety of the situation out of his mind, at least for now, Dar took the stairs to his chambers. Once inside, he peeled off his tunic, shucked his boots and trousers, and stepped into the steaming, hot bath that awaited. The servants had no malice toward him—bastard or not—and their loyalty showed. His muscles slowly relaxed as he pressed his neck to the rim, relieving some of the tension there. He turned it this way and that until it cracked, then heaved a sigh of relief.

      Yet the relief he experienced was short-lived. In truth, he felt like a man without a home, when for his whole life, his home, this home—Remshire—had brought him great pride. Now, here he was, back to collect some personal belongings and be gone again on the morrow.

      He spied the ledger atop his bedside table out of the corner of his eye. Leather bound and filled with parchment, ’twas scribed with meticulous notes, ones he’d taken over the past months to help him navigate his way in the future. Now, he reasoned, a new future.

      Come all you want, Lachlan, you won’t find me here.
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      The drive took Celeste forty minutes out of her way, but it was a route she’d taken so many times that her car passed the city outskirts and turned off the interstate as if by rote. A short time later she drove through the iron gates of the Maplelawn cemetery. It hadn’t been that long since her last visit, Mother’s Day, just a couple weeks ago, but since she’d be out of town for a few months, Celeste wanted to stop by once more before leaving.

      She parked halfway down the narrow street that divided the grounds and hopped out of the car. She’d made it just far enough to be annoying when she realized she’d forgotten the flowers she always brought.

      Celeste groaned, turned back, and grabbed the bouquet from the passenger seat before beginning down the familiar path again. She always felt a bit distracted here. Like all the parts of herself fragmented until she became something of a jumble. She floated in the midst of all her identities: dutiful daughter and sister, still-grieving adult who despaired of visiting her family here, and the baby of the family, the lost little girl who just wanted them all back, wanted a secure place in the world again.

      Winding through the rows of headstones, Celeste smiled at Jimmy when he waved at her. He’d been here as long as she could remember, taking care of the grounds. “Hi, Miss pigtails,” he called out, his traditional greeting. She hadn’t worn her hair like that in years, but Jimmy had been there that day they’d buried their parents, when Derek had held her up entirely, tight against his side as she sobbed. The horror of watching their caskets lowered into the ground and throwing a handful of dirt on top was still a painful memory.

      Years later, it was she and Maggie who held on to each other when Derek was lowered. She remembered at the time how they’d sunk to their knees and stayed there long after the groundskeepers were done.

      Those memories almost always accompanied her to their family plot. A pretty patch of grass her parents had picked out shortly after they married. It was a large swath of earth, big enough for several to be buried. Celeste had always assumed that at the time they’d bought the plot, her parents were picturing all of them and their spouses and children laid to rest there one day.

      Years later, and no one new had been added to the family. The thought saddened Celeste, but she took a bit of solace in the fact that at least her parents weren’t there to see how small their family had become. Or to bury their son. Or how this little piece of real estate had been put to use much too soon.

      Celeste knelt between her mother’s and Derek’s headstones, placing the flowers in the little cup she’d nestled into the ground for that purpose. Then, she brushed off the letters of her mother’s name—not that they were dirty, Jimmy looked after their plots with care—it was just something she always did. She played with the stems of the tulips until they stood just so, then breathed, “Hi, Mommy.”

      Saying the words never failed to bring a rush of tears to her eyes. A bittersweet smile crossed her lips as she added, “I brought you some tulips.” Tulips had been her mom’s favorite, and Celeste could remember vividly how their house would be filled with them every spring. From large vases in their foyer, kitchen, and dining room, to smaller arrangements in the living room, den, and powder room, she even went so far as to place a flower or two in a drinking glass on all of their nightstands.

      Her mom had wanted them all to be surrounded by happiness and beauty. “Life can be tough, sweetie,” she’d say, stroking Celeste’s hair. “Sometimes even cruel. It’s important to bask in a few small or simple pleasures whenever you can.” Celeste never bought flowers for herself like her mom had, but after their parents died, Derek had always ensured there were tulips in the entryway each spring. Celeste knew it was his way of trying to carry on their parents’ torch, and he’d done a darn good job of it.

      Now, as the last of the torch bearers, each year when the tulips started to bloom, Celeste bought them for her mom. Even so many years later, the ache of missing her struck Celeste in all kinds of moments. What she wouldn’t give for one of her hugs right now. Losing one’s mother was tough at any age, but Celeste had been in middle school, and so it was especially difficult.

      Mom had always been the one who made everything okay, even when it wasn’t—she always saw the glass as full even when it was empty. Celeste wanted her back—all of them back—so badly. She heaved a sob, surprising even herself. It wasn’t often she cried over her parents anymore, but when she did, it was raw and heavy. She knew she might seem okay on the outside—Celeste worked hard to give off a cool, composed detachment—but inside, she felt truly alone.

      When she’d gotten into the New Age theories, karma, tarot, and whatnot, she’d asked a local healer and spiritual leader, Why? Why then? And the answer had surprised her. “Maybe their fate was simply to experience the joy of having a wonderful family, to meet their purposes as being incredible parents, and once that was accomplished, their souls’ mission here was done.” Whether it was true or not, Celeste liked to believe in things like that. It made the unbearable a bit more tolerable.

      Turning to her father’s headstone now, Celeste whispered, “Hi, Daddy,” and traced the lettering of his name. A vivid memory jumped to the fore of her mind, one of him cheering her on when she was up to bat at a softball game in middle school. She’d made a base hit that night, and he’d been so proud of her. Then, as always, they’d gone for ice cream after. Ice cream as the answer to everything was another tradition that Derek had carried on afterward. According to her brother, trips for ice cream were always necessary, but especially to celebrate.

      Celeste had given up softball for theatre when she entered high school and it turned out to be one of her best decisions ever. Though she was sad her parents never got to see her perform in any of the plays they produced, the yearlong program was a lifesaver.

      She considered herself lucky to have been part of it each subsequent year, to be given the space to shed her own life and inhabit someone else’s, even if just for an hour or so. It really was her saving grace. Not only did it give her something to do before and after school, but it also came with ready-made friends, and extra time with Derek too.

      Since Derek had played football, they’d both woken up early and headed out the door at the crack of dawn to make practice or fit in extra studying time. When Derek wasn’t playing or training, he came to her rehearsals, helped build sets, and, of course, sat front and center for the actual shows. In return, Celeste worked concessions at his games when she had downtime and cheered him on from the stands.

      Although their aunt had stayed with them at first, Derek proved himself capable of being a parent to her, and had quickly been able to get custody. They’d always been a team, the two of them, and that only strengthened after their parents died. Then, their duo easily transitioned to a trio when Derek met Maggie. As it turned out, Maggie was Celeste’s kindred spirit. She’d also lost her mom, but it was more than that. It was like they were two halves of a whole.

      They had taken so quickly to each other, all of them, really, and they’d never looked back. Not once. They’d been so blissfully happy, ecstatic to have found each other, that when Derek was killed, it wasn’t just the shock of something God-awful happening, it was that he was gone, taken from them, when they’d both felt like they’d all already been through enough.

      When Maggie disappeared a few months later, the tiniest part of Celeste felt relief. Not that she wasn’t devastated, not that she wouldn’t give everything to have her back, but at the very least, she didn’t have to worry about losing anyone else. There was no one else to lose.

      “Hi, Dare,” Celeste said, turning finally to her brother, fingering the stone. She wished she had an update on Maggie for him. I still haven’t found her, but I know in my heart I will. Or, You’ll think it’s crazy but she’s supposedly happy now, but though true, that seemed inadequate. Instead, she fished out the wolf figurine and tapped it across his headstone, which had become something of a ritual of hers.

      “Mighty pretty flowers you brought your mama.”

      “Thanks, Jimmy.” Celeste was happy for the interruption. Somehow, Jimmy always came over with something nice to say at just the right time. An occupational hazard, she supposed.

      “I’ll keep my eye out until you come back, don’t worry none.”

      Squinting from the sun, Celeste pocketed the small wooden wolf and smiled, ready to wrap things up.

      She looked at her watch, making sure she still had time to make her last stop. There was one more person Celeste had to say goodbye to before leaving.
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      Dar made good on his word, at least to himself, and left Remshire for Dunhill proper after only one night. Between the scornful looks from his uncle—the man had yet to forgive him for not being his brother’s natural born son—and that last underlying threat from MacTavish’s men, Dar couldn’t get out of there quickly enough. The thought of having to speak with, let alone see MacTavish (aye, he’d reverted to formalities), stuck in his craw.

      And if that weren’t enough, there was the discomfort he’d lately felt when in residence, as if he truly didn’t belong in his own home. ’Twas a crisis he’d never imagined befalling him, and one that seemed to have no solution.

      Before his mother’s death, Dar had devoted himself to the upkeep of Remshire, and, as a result, had felt the gratitude of its inhabitants. One visit from MacTavish, and all of that had changed. For someone who always prided himself on seeking the answers to any matter, Dar was simply at a loss. Neither philosophy nor logic were of aid to him now, and the further away he felt from the truth, the angrier he became.

      This anger fueled him as he put his full force into another backward swing, letting the axe in his hands fall and rip through the wood in front of him. He’d been at it awhile now and a fair pile lay beside him. While he’d been hoping for a bit of peace and solitude, much to his chagrin, a few moments later he heard the familiar voices of his brethren.

      “Margret asked for an addition on the south-east corner,” he overheard Callum say as he and Grey approached. “I told her you’d have it done by month’s end.”

      Dar snorted at the sarcasm mid-swing but didn’t stop. Though Callum’s assessment wasn’t far off. Dar had been a workhorse of late—an ideal distraction from his internal strife. Quite timely, too, considering he’d learned of his shocking parentage on the heels of coming to Dunhill. Aside from his brief trip home, he’d been in residence nigh on two seasons now, helping Callum on his and Maggie’s quest to bring the keep to and beyond its former glory.

      Continuing to ignore the twosome, Dar carried on with his task in silence, knowing it wouldn’t be long until Grey chimed in.

      A moment later, he did. “At this rate, I told Gwen you’d commence at Seagrave by the summer solstice,” Grey said dryly, bending down to grab a piece of wood.

      Funny, Dar thought wryly as he swung again, pleased that at least they’d decided to make themselves useful—Grey had begun tossing logs to Callum, who was placing them atop the block in front of Dar.

      They remained silent all of two minutes before Grey started up again. “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked, all joking was gone from his tone. Still, Dar bristled.

      Dar let the axe fall again, splintering the log thrice, then gave his brethren a narrow-eyed look, hoping it conveyed the magnitude of his displeasure. “If I wished to speak of it, you’d know,” Dar spat. He didn’t wish to speak of it. And especially not to Greylen or Callum, both of whom had exemplary parents. Something Dar had thought was true for himself until a few short months ago.

      Now it seemed he had an axe to grind, so to speak.

      His mother and father—the man who’d reared him, who he’d always think of as his father, no matter what had transpired—had been less than perfect in the end. All of his thoughts and feelings, the preconceived notions of who he was and from whence he came had become a jumble. Worse, a lie. His whole identity was shattered. How could he still stand tall on principal and integrity, honor even, when at the core, his very foundation was unsound?

      “Lachlan’s a good man, Dar,” Callum said, as though he’d been able to hear Dar’s thoughts, which raised Dar’s ire even more.

      “What of If I wished to speak of it, you’d know, didn’t you understand?” Dar growled. Lachlan, he thought, och. ’Twas the last name he’d wanted mentioned. Lachlan, Lachlan, Lachlan.

      Dar’s erstwhile admiration of and obsession with the man was not a welcome reminder either. Was he acting childish? Aye, what of it.

      Dar paused his wood-splitting for a moment and surveyed his brethren. He sighed. They had only wanted to offer support. And Callum and Grey were right, despite his history with Dar’s mother—a history that existed only because both parties had assumed his father dead—Lachlan MacTavish was as honorable as they come. Only a righteous man would stand tall and claim parentage like that. God almighty, he’d made that public declaration after all.

      Dar heard tell that MacTavish and his men had come upon a crowd rife with boisterous gossip and tossed a blade right in its center. No, Lachlan MacTavish was a man who did not go unnoticed. And not just for his height and breadth, which were, Dar had to admit, much like his own. He continued to be a man of high regard despite it all, well known as a warrior, a fighter, and with a considerable collection of coin to boot.

      From his years idolizing the man, Dar knew that he always traveled with three others, their colors amber and purple, their fierce stance enough to cause doubt in even the surest of men.

      Dar had heard that that day with the talebearers, MacTavish had knocked a few to the ground before proclaiming loudly enough for the dead to hear, “Darach MacKenna is no bastard. He is blood of my blood and if that displeases any soul, by God, he’d better take it up with me. No, I did not raise him—that boy was reared by Ethan MacKenna with love and pride—but it’s the same love and pride I have for Darach.”

      Dar shuddered at the memory of it, loath to even reimagine the scene again, but grateful he hadn’t been a witness, at least. He wished to be gone from this place now; hell, permanently. His offer to help Maggie deliver a letter to her kin in the mysterious future now seemed a Godsend.

      At first he’d thought it more of a distraction, a way to escape his current circumstance, but more recently, the idea had come to him that mayhap he’d use this errand as an opportunity to begin anew. Why not? Hadn’t Gwen and Maggie done the same? ’Twas true they’d had no choice in the matter, but still, the rebirth had been just as fulfilling. If they’d found happiness here, in this time, what was to say he couldn’t do the same, but there, in the future? What’s to say that wasn’t the ultimate intent, anyway?

      Considering the acts of destiny that had already convened upon two of their five, with this imminent, oddly celestial errand, Dar couldn’t help but wonder if Celeste might be the key to finding his own Maggie or Gwen. Then, feeling a tad foolish, he banished the thought. Mayhap ’twas merely the future itself—and the man he could become there—where his destiny lay.

      As he was about to utter a word of apology to his brethren for his snappish behavior, he heard riders, four to be exact. He wasn’t sure why, but he had a feeling it was MacTavish—the number of riders suited that assumption, at least. The three men he traveled with were as loyal to him as Darach and his brethren were to one another.

      His suspicions were confirmed when Dar heard MacTavish ask one of the men in the courtyard, “Where is he?”

      “Lachlan,” Callum said in greeting, calling him over.

      “Callum.” He nodded toward him. “You’ve done well, here, son. Bouncing back from a loss is not easy. Fergus would be proud. But then, he always was.”

      “Grey,” Lachlan acknowledged before peering past him, his eyes landing on Dar. As Dar turned to leave, he called out, “Don’t you dare walk away.”

      “You did.” Where that came from, Dar couldn’t fathom. But the color drained from MacTavish’s face before his eyes narrowed.

      “Is that what this is about?”

      Only a moment ago, Dar would have said nay. Now he wasn’t so sure. “I don’t know.”

      At that, MacTavish nodded in what Dar thought might be understanding. “You want to do this here?”

      His men hadn’t moved from where they flanked him, while Grey and Callum inched a bit closer to Dar, in a clear show of solidarity. Dar shrugged, not really sure what he wanted to do.

      “I loved your mother. From the moment we laid eyes on each other at the spring fair all those years ago. But she was already promised and, if nothing else, we,” Lachlan said, stressing the word, encompassing all in current company, “are honorable men. You were conceived out of love, Darach Grifud MacKenna, at a time we thought Ethan dead. Ella was never truly mine. But you, you will always be mine. Your birth and rise to manhood, I would trade for nothing.”

      Dar felt a tug in his chest, a pricking behind his eyes, but he ignored both, pushing them aside. It was too late. Too much had happened, had changed. While Lachlan’s sentiments were all well and good, Dar refused to have any of it. It was too difficult, too complicated. And besides, he wasn’t long for this world—in this era, at least. He turned to leave.

      “That’s it?” Lachlan asked, a hint of exasperation seeping into his words.

      “Aye,” Dar said, keeping his voice even. “I made it this far on my own and still managed to find myself amongst the finest of men.”

      Dar had never been so happy to be one of the five of his brethren as he had been lately. At times, especially these last few years, it felt as if they’d all been chosen for reasons unbeknownst, even to them, but chosen they had been. Dar wasn’t sure if Lachlan understood the meaning behind the Lairds of the Crest, but by the look on his face, it was clear he knew Dar spoke of his brethren, and he seemed none too happy that Dar had named it as an accomplishment.

      “Do you know why you’re a part of this fold? A member of this brethren?” Lachlan asked, his words laced with incredulity.

      That caused Dar to pause. ’Twas something he had often wondered, though he was loathe to admit it. Grey and Callum came from great wealth, Aidan and Ro not far behind. They were naturally from the same circles, with parents who had grown up with one another too. But Dar, Dar’s family—the MacKennas—had not reached that level of nobility. In the past, Dar had brushed the question aside, assuming it was a good deed his father had done that had brought the men together, or something of the sort.

      When Dar said nothing, but made no further move to leave, Lachlan continued. “The Lairds of the Crest exists because—” he paused and took a deep breath, looking away as if considering whether he should keep going. When he turned back, he said, “Allister and Fergus made sure you were taken into their brood out of esteem for me.”

      He hadn’t said them cruelly, but as Lachlan’s words hung in the air, Dar felt his fists clench. So it hadn’t been fate after all. ’Twas something much more deliberate, manipulated. Suddenly, everything he thought he’d known and believed about their brotherhood seemed a lie.

      Unable to reply, Dar turned on his heels and left, feeling more uncomfortable in his skin than ever. Which was something, considering the revelations of these last six months. For the first time, he questioned his place among Greylen, Callum, Aidan, and Ronan. No matter that Callum and Grey were following fast behind him. Had they known? Dar had only just closed the doors to his quarters when a solid rap barely preceded his men’s entry.

      “It matters not, Dar,” Grey said without preamble. Being the eldest held weight and Grey took the responsibility seriously.

      Dar was shocked he could so easily brush this aside, though at least it made clear that his brethren had been as in the dark about the reasons for his being a part of their group as he had. This, however, on top of a mountain of seemingly ever-changing facts, helped not.

      “Everything I believed,” Dar said, shaking his head. “Everything I knew to be true. The very reason I at one time stood tall and implacable is now in question.”

      “You believe that deems you unworthy?” Grey had a penchant for seeing through to the heart of a matter, and oft did so with the care he used now.

      Feeling somewhere between anger and defeat, Dar asked quite truthfully, “Does it not?”

      “We are brethren for a reason, Darach. You as much as Callum, Aidan, and Ro are blood to me. You are still blood, regardless of these divulgences.”

      “I feel unworthy.”

      “Let me tell you something about feeling unworthy and standing upon tenuous ground,” Grey said, imploringly, “I’ve been there, Darach. I failed, if you do not recall. I failed my wife. Horribly. I had never felt so inadequate in all my life.”

      Dar averted his eyes, feeling suddenly ashamed he had forgotten about Gwen’s abduction and abuse at Malcolm MacFale’s hands. Forgotten that his brethren had suffered despite the advantages they’d had in life.

      “’Tis nothing wrong with acknowledging the truth, and coming to terms with it,” Grey continued, “but a time comes when a man finds his footing again, and makes it right. And he is all the better for it. Humble after realizing his humanity, and all the stronger too.”

      “I failed, too, Dar,” Callum said, and Dar nodded slowly. Of course. Callum was deeply happy with Maggie, but before her there’d been Fiona and their babe. “It took a long time to move past that failure, too, if you remember. It was only with Margret’s arrival that I found a real purpose and a reason to truly live again. I couldn’t do it on my own. God’s bones, you were a part of the restoration.”

      A few minutes later, Callum and Grey left Dar with a firm smack on the shoulder each, and words suggesting that he needed to give things time to settle. Though mollified, Dar couldn’t rid his mind of what Lachlan—MacTavish—had said. Dar’s departure was growing nearer. He could feel it.
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      Dar was still tense a few hours later when he joined his friends to dine that night, though it was difficult to be forlorn with Gwen around. Gwen merely wanted everyone to be happy. Her smile was infectious and her heart one of the warmest Dar had known.

      She and Grey were in residence, partly to check on Maggie and the progress of the babe still growing inside her, but also because Dar knew Grey worried about his imminent plans. Dar was glad they had come when they did. If not for bearing witness to what had transpired with MacTavish, Dar wouldn’t have had Grey’s and Callum’s words after, words he’d taken to heart.

      Once the meal was served, Maggie closed the large doors to the intimate dining hall. It was her signal, a not too subtle one, that she wanted to speak again about his plans, especially with everyone in attendance. They were plans they’d been over hundreds of times by now.

      Dar sighed but then smiled, at the ready to reassure her. “I know, Maggie. I’ll travel using the sword,” he placated.

      She pulled in her lip, her telltale sign of worry. Callum covered her hand. “You needn’t fret, Margret,” he told her patiently.

      Dar knew, and had observed, how nervous Maggie grew whenever the sword was discussed. Though it was now hung high upon the wall in the great room, and no one ever touched it but Callum—at least not since that day it had glowed for Dar—she still worried it might alight her back. While they continued to assure her she was in no danger of such, she’d come to treat it as an idol of sorts, giving a curtsey and sign of the cross when in its presence. It would have been funny, were her fear not so palpable.

      Dar had also been awed by the sword’s power when he’d first grasped the hilt. He remembered how its warmth had seeped through his entire body; its glow nearly blinding him. Momentarily entranced by its magic, he’d held tight before rationale took over and he dropped it quickly. Still, Dar always felt its energy when he neared it. And they all believed the moment he touched it, it would transport him. No one was sure how, or why, but they all agreed it was so.

      In Maggie’s case, it had taken her where she’d needed to be. The safety of the Abbey and the care of Callum’s Aunt Cateline. And in the case of Gwen, while it wasn’t the sword that had transported her, she did alight to exactly the place where Greylen would find and rescue her.

      Then, there was the matter of the mystic. Dar always came back to her in his mind. Not only had she given Maggie words from the prophecy, the very prophecy that foretold Greylen and Gwen’s fate, meaning they were connected, but she’d all but named Dar as the next person it would touch. Prepare him well, she’d said. Those words rang in Dar’s ears often, along with her referencing the future, and Maggie’s friend Celeste, the one to whom he was to deliver a message.

      At first, the women had been filled with excitement at the prospect of him traveling to the future to find Maggie’s kin. They’d spent hours, days, and months going over the particulars—preparing him, as instructed. Things like modern daily rituals, the crush of people constantly milling about, and the importance of following modern laws, which apparently included not walking around with the sword.

      Often, it sounded like they were talking nonsense, and Dar found himself turning to Grey and Callum absolutely dumbfounded. His brethren seemed equally so. Though they had heard some tales of the future from their wives, hearing the details laid bare was shocking to them all. And honestly, at times impossible to comprehend.

      While Dar prided himself on his keen mind and memory—something the women referred to as pho-to-graphic—even he conceded to the use of a ledger for certain details. City locals, street names, numerous number sequences, the workings of modern luxuries, and according to them, necessities.

      They’d both shrugged and laughed at that once they’d said it, considering they’d lived without those “necessities” for some time now, and done quite well without them. Dar reasoned with only a small twinge of envy, it helped that Grey and Callum were both wealthy. Though Dar would never say it aloud, he suspected their shared experiences and upbringings were most likely why the two were the closest.

      In hopes of pulling Maggie away from her worries now, Dar turned to Gwen to liven things up. “If you could have one thing from the future, what would it be?” he asked, thinking, too, that he may bring her a favor from his journey—that is, if he was ever able to return.

      At his question, Gwen’s smile filled the room, her eyes gleaming with delight. They all knew Gwen liked what she liked because she made sure you knew. She might be a bit mercenary about it, but only because she was so intent on sharing something she thought fantastic or superior and wanted you to have a taste or experience it firsthand.

      “Oh my goodness, Dar. What a question.” He could see the gears turn as she thought long and hard, a myriad of emotions crossing her face. She squeezed Maggie’s hand, asking, “Could you imagine, Maggie?” But then she looked at her husband and shrugged, shaking her head as she replied, “Honestly, I have everything I’ve ever needed or wanted.”

      Grey’s noncommittal grunt belied the warmth in his eyes at her words. They all knew Gwen took it upon herself to collect any culinary luxuries—spices and fruits and herbs and other exotic flavors—she missed from her time, things that hadn’t yet found their way to their nook in Scotland. She left lists for Greylen, who indulged her every (possible) request and sent said lists to his ships’ captains.

      “Maggie? What of you?” Dar asked next.

      Maggie took no time at all with her answer. “I just want you to be safe, Dar. And for Celeste to have some closure.”

      There was a moment of silence, and then Grey leveled him with a stare. “Dar. What if you can’t come back?”

      Dar nodded. ’Twas something that had crossed his mind, of course—after Maggie had traveled here using the sword, it had never “powered” for her again—but he’d given it thought and reconciled that mayhap his plight was to go forward in time. To stay. It would account for the complete detachment he’d been feeling of late to Remshire. After all, evidence was before them all that neither Maggie nor Gwen would choose to return to their time, even if they still missed aspects of it. Still, it was something that he hadn’t discussed with the others.

      One would think that would be devastating, to never return home, but Dar had seen firsthand how Maggie had reacted when she thought the sword was sending her back. She’d panicked because it was the last thing she wanted. Maggie had found peace here with Callum, and she wanted to stay.

      And then there was Gwen. Gwen had first appeared in the midst of a storm, and though Dar had heard tell of her once walking back into said water during a particularly bleak time, there was never a true moment when she might have returned. Her husband was here, her children. She spoke often of her happiness and feeling of being settled.

      Though he’d thought about it often, Dar realized that he’d always considered the possibility of not returning to his time as just that—a possibility. But that wasn’t the case, was it? It seemed that once the sword had fated a person to a new time, it was permanent. And the destiny of each member of their brotherhood—along with a wee bit of magic—seemed to be tied into it.

      “It’s crossed my mind, Grey,” Dar said softly. “And should that be the case, then I must believe I’m where I’m supposed to be. As the others who have traveled feel they are.”

      He looked at each pointedly. These were his brothers, men he’d known most of his life. And Gwen and Maggie meant just as much. He couldn’t imagine never seeing them again. In truth, he didn’t want to. “Let’s stick with the plans we’ve made. I’ll bring along a few jewels to barter for money so I can secure lodgings, then as soon as I can, I will find Celeste and gain access to Maggie’s things.”

      There was a moment of silence as Dar’s words sunk in, and he saw the others look around, catching one another’s eyes. It seemed there was an unspoken agreement between them that Dar was correct, and when Maggie turned back toward him, her face held a new calm.

      “The ledger? You have it?” she asked

      Dar smiled. “Aye. Upstairs, filled with notes and addresses.”

      “And the letter, Dar.”

      “Aye, Maggie, the letter too.”

      “So you’ll…” She waited for him to tell her.

      “I’ll travel safely and in one piece. Then I’ll secure means and find Celeste. I’ll deliver your letter to her and settle any affairs, if necessary. After which, I suppose I’ll have to wait and see.”

      As one, Maggie, Callum, Grey, and Gwen said, “Add more jewels.”

      There was laughter at that, which diffused any remaining tension, and dinner turned into a pleasant affair, more like what Dar was used to at Dunhill.

      

      It was much later that Dar sat within his chamber, working by candlelight. He leaned over the wooden table, dragging the candlestick closer, adding a few more details to the sketch he’d created.

      He’d stared so often at the pictures of Celeste that Maggie had shared, he’d memorized her image, and knew he’d be able to recognize her on sight. On the sketch, he smudged the fine lines of her long neck to soften the edges. Then he dipped the quill in ink, carefully dotting indigo to fill in her blue eyes, the act one of meditation more than anything else (though she was a beauty, that had to be said).

      When he finally crawled into bed, head on the pillow, his last thought was of finding her, delivering Maggie’s message, and settling into his future, whenever and wherever that might ultimately be.

      When Dar awoke a short time later, he felt the sword’s energy drawing him from upstairs and knew in his bones it was time. Lachlan’s proclamation yesterday had only spurred the moment. He needed a change, he needed to prove himself as worthy unto himself, and that was something he didn’t feel he could do here anymore. Despite Callum and Grey’s kind—and truthful—words, Dar was still grappling with all that had been revealed to him, all that had happened in the last months.
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