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Chapter 1




Snowflake stared down at a spot on the bare wooden floor. “Well, that’s it. She’s gone.” 

Dead Betty choked across the room. “I can’t believe it. I can’t believe Lily really is gone!”

“Did she really travel back in time?” Zero whispered. “How is that even possible?”

Snowflake zoned out on the spot on the floor where Lily disappeared. Her friend, her comrade, Lily Dindle, and her brother Liam Barnett, vanished from that spot. One minute they were there, and the next, they just…. weren’t.

Not even knowing they were going back in time on a top-secret mission to save the President of the United States could change the hollow feeling in Snowflake’s chest. 

Liam took Lily to ancient Scotland to rescue Lady Rhona Armstrong from a dark wizard who was trying to kill her, but none of that mattered now.

The Last Division had been together for so long. They had bled and fought and died together. They dedicated their lives to each other. Now one of them was gone for the first time since they came back from the Afghanistan war.

Snowflake dragged her awareness back to the present. This wasn’t Afghanistan. The Last Division was in Ironforge, a normal suburban house in inner-city Detroit. 

She forced herself to shake off her mounting dread. “Well, it’s over now. Let’s get back to work. We need to retool our rotation, now that there are only four of us instead of five.”

She turned away to leave the room. She didn’t want to deal with this hollow place where Lily used to be. Nothing felt right and Snowflake knew only one way to fill the hole: she had to keep working. Work and combat solved all her problems.

Dead Betty, Zero, and Echo Boxwood didn’t move. They all just kept staring at the center of their circle. Snowflake would have to pull rank on them to snap them out of their trance.

She opened her mouth to start snapping orders when a howling tornado erupted on the same spot. A whirling vortex blurred in the air and then spat out Liam Barnett right in the middle of the room.

He slammed down hard on the wooden floor and a small copper box fell at his side. It bounced once and rolled a few feet away. 

Liam landed on his shoulder and curled over before he realized where he was. Soot, dust, and grime smeared his face and smudged his clothes. He glanced around at the four women before he recognized them.

“Liam!” Snowflake demanded. “What are you doing back here?”

His wild eyes skipped from one face to the next. “Lily...the battle...”

“What battle?” Zero asked. “Where’s Lily?”

“How could you leave her behind three hundred years in the past?” Betty added. “You should have brought her back with you.”

“We were fighting the....” He spotted the box and dragged himself to his feet. “I have to go back. I have to get her out. I promised....”

He moved to pick up the box, but Snowflake dodged in front of him. “You aren’t going anywhere until you tell us where Lily is.”

“That’s what I’m telling you. We were fighting the wizards. They had dragons....”

Snowflake gaped at him. “Wizards? Dragons?”

“She’s in danger. I promised I would bring her back and then...” He frowned over his shoulder at the other three. He just now seemed to be waking up to where he was and why.

Snowflake picked up the box behind his back. “If Lily is in danger, we’re going through to get her. We’ll arm up and deal with whatever we find on the other side. Come on, all of you. We can expect trouble.”

“You can’t,” Liam cut in. “Only two people can go through the time portal at a time.”

“Oh, right. Betty, you come with me.”

“No way. Lily is my sister...” Liam tried to snatch the box away from Snowflake, but she yanked it out of his reach before he got near it. “She’s your sister and you abandoned her in the middle of a battle. It sounds like we care a lot more about Lily than you do.”

Liam glared at her. “How dare you?”

“Oh, I dare! I dare a lot more than that. You never told us anything about dragons or wizards or anything. I never would have let Lily go into something like that. I should kill you right now for lying to me—to all of us. I should have done it when you first showed up here. Then Lily would be safe and we wouldn’t have to deal with you and your lies.”

He narrowed his eyes and fumed. “No one is going back there without me. I made a promise to get Lily to safety and...”

“You care more about your promise than you do about your own sister.”

“You don’t even know how to use that thing,” Liam went on, “and you have no idea where to find Lily even if you did. If anyone is going back to rescue Lily, it will be me. Anyway, I’m on a mission for the President. I still haven’t completed it.”

Snowflake surveyed him more closely and finally relented. “All right, but I’m going with you.”

“Lieutenant...” Echo began.

“You three hold the fort here. I’ll find Lily and bring her back.”

“What if something happened to her?” Zero’s eyes darted to Liam. “I don’t like the sound of that battle.”

“If anything happened to her, then someone needs to go on and finish saving Lady Rhona. We all got called back into service even if Lily is the only one who deployed.” Snowflake handed Liam the box. “All right. Do what you have to do.”

“But Lieutenant....” Betty protested. “We won’t be able to fulfill our mission here with only three of us.”

“Consider our mission on indefinite hold. Do what you can and keep up your training schedule. If Liam came back that quickly, I could be back in five minutes, too.”

“Only two of you can come back at a time,” Zero pointed out. “If you and Lily came back, Liam would be stuck over there.”

Snowflake shook the objection out of her mind “We’ll deal with that when the time comes.” She crossed to the cabinet in the corner, pulled it open, and took down a 12-gauge shotgun. “If there are dragons on the other end, I better be prepared.”

“You can’t, Snowflake,” Liam called from behind her. “You can’t take any weapons from this time period.”

“Why not?”

“You’d corrupt the timeline.”

Snowflake snorted. “You’re already sending three people back in time for the express purpose of affecting the timeline. I’d say it’s fully corrupted by now.”

“Besides,” Liam added, “shotguns won’t do any good against wizards or dragons.”

Snowflake glared at him. This guy was really starting to piss her off. “Fine. Let’s get out of here.”

“Hold on a sec.” Betty grabbed Snowflake’s arm and pulled her across the room. Betty cast a backward glance at Liam and drew Snowflake far enough away that Liam couldn’t overhear.

“What if he’s lying, Lieutenant?” Betty whispered. “You have no proof that Lily is in danger, or if she is, that he didn’t do something to her.”

“Betty’s right,” Echo added in an undertone. “We have protocols to follow. If someone comes back alone, they’re treated as suspect.”

“He could be leading you into a trap,” Betty went on. “You shouldn’t trust him.”

Snowflake studied her friends one after the other and then sighed. “You’re right. I don’t trust him, either, but going with him is the only way to find out where Lily is. If she’s in danger, from him or anyone else, someone has to get her out of it. Besides, we’re all on deck as far as the mission goes. If Lily can’t complete it, that puts the four of us in charge of completing it in her place.”

Betty shot another glance over Snowflake’s shoulder. Betty’s features hardened when she looked at Liam. “Just keep an eye on that guy. I don’t trust him.”

“Not even Lily trusted him and he’s her brother,” Echo pointed out. “She should know better than anyone.”

Snowflake nodded. “All right. I better go. I want to get there before the battle turns against Lily.”

“You’ll come back, right?” Zero asked. “You won’t abandon our Division, will you?”

“Of course not. Nothing is more important than this. That’s why I’m doing this.”

Snowflake cast one last look around the group. Anyone else would have hugged these women who had been her constant companions and her only friends for years. 

Lily hugged them before she left. Lily hugged Snowflake before she left, but Snowflake didn’t feel right about hugging anyone. That wasn’t her. She had to stay in command and that meant keeping her distance from her subordinates.

The Last Division hadn’t been officially part of the Military in years, but the five women still maintained their command structure. It was the only life any of them knew anymore.

She was supposed to be their commanding officer even though the Last Division had been retired from the military for years. They had maintained their command structure and hugging her subordinates didn’t sit right with Snowflake.

She always kept her distance between herself and her comrades. Someone else might have done things differently, but doing it this way sure made it a lot easier to tell them what to do.

None of them questioned the situation until today. Snowflake didn’t like Lily hugging her before she left, but now Snowflake faced the prospect of doing the same thing. She was secretly glad looking back that she did hug Lily—or that Lily hugged her. Snowflake wouldn’t want to part from her closest friends, maybe forever, without doing that.

Now Lily was gone. She might never come back and Snowflake might not come back, either. Whatever happened to Lily to trap her in the past might happen to Snowflake, too.

She should hug her last three remaining friends. She should show them that she cared about them as more than just their commanding officer, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. She couldn’t cross that divide holding them apart. She needed Lily to do that for her.

Without warning, Dead Betty came forward, put her arms around Snowflake, and hugged her. Snowflake stiffened for a second and then, against her own will, she softened and hugged Betty back. 

Snowflake wouldn’t have been able to do it on her own, but she was glad now that Betty did it. It sealed something that started a long time ago. It answered a question lurking in the back of Snowflake’s mind that she never even realized was there.

What if the survivors of the Last Division only cared about each other because of their past during the war? What if they never really cared about each other at all? What if they only clung to each other out of some injured need to hide from life?

Betty’s hug put those fears to rest. Zero and Echo came forward to hug Snowflake, too, and she welcomed them with a glad heart. She hugged them much more closely than she hugged Lily. Snowflake regretted that now, but with any luck, she would see Lily soon and make it up to her.

She pushed Echo back and affection flooded her heart when she smiled at her three friends. This deep attachment for them drowned out the nagging doubts of going into dangers she knew nothing about....and going unarmed, at that. 

She couldn’t remember ever feeling this close to them. She didn’t even mind them squeezing her arms and gripping her shoulders. Their touch connected them in ways Snowflake had never known before. Not even risking their lives during the war and losing their friends in combat compared to this.

Liam watched from across the room. He didn’t say anything or intervene until Snowflake turned away. “I’m ready.”

He put the box on the floor and pressed the symbols on its sides. The vortex opened in the middle of the room.

Liam grabbed Snowflake’s hand as the wind snatched at her hair and clothes. It started to tow her into the swirling mists rotating faster and faster. The time portal opened to drag her in.

Snowflake glanced over at her three friends, but they were already blurring in the spinning room. She opened her mouth to call out one last farewell, but she couldn’t breathe. The tornado ripped her off the floor and sucked her into its center.

The next instant, a deafening crash struck her eardrums. The room collapsed and crushed her in darkness.








  
  
Chapter 2




Colton Buchanan leaned over the high stone parapet and looked down at the ground far below. The walls merged with the sheer granite cliffs towering to the mountain peaks behind him. The dark grey stone concealed the fortress of Icemeet so no one could see it unless they were standing right in front of it. 

No windows or decorations gave away the citadel’s location. Guards patrolling the ramparts gave the only clue that this cliff served as the entrance to a vast edifice built into the mountainside.

Colton could see all the way down the mountain to the Boundless from here. The estuary separated Clan Buchanan territory from the city of Kald beyond. The imposing castle of Tyrekirk towered over the landscape. 

Tyrekirk imposed Laird Balfour Armstrong’s rule over the whole countryside, but his power ended at the Boundless. Clan Creighton might rein across the water, but Clan Buchanan would never bow to the Laird’s tyranny. The two Clans had been at war for generations with no end in sight.

Colton propped his arms on the parapet and watched two fast-moving streaks whiz up the mountainside from the faraway planes. The two missiles hugged the ground covering the miles with blinding speed. Only the faintest whisper of movement gave away their position. Their dappled coloring made them blend into the landscape just as well as the fortress did.

Colton straightened up and called to the guards on the turret. “Open the gate! The scouts are returning! Raise the gate!”

Armed men got busy releasing the counterweight. It dropped on creaking ropes to raise a massive granite block barricading Icemeet’s only entrance. The ropes twanged and stretched from the strain as the equally giant stone sank to the ground to pull the gate up.

Colton sprang down the steps chiseled into the fortress wall. He reached Icemeet’s main courtyard just as the two streaks crossed the opening. They hurtled past the guards. The counterweight thumped against the paving stones and the guards started to raise it again without a moment’s break. 

The two streaks only slowed when they made it inside. They slowed enough for Colton to make them out as two large cats.

They strutted the rest of the way into the courtyard and shook out their rough, mottled fur. Their coloring blended perfectly with the rocky terrain outside and they matched the courtyard’s stone walls now.

Colton walked straight toward them and they both turned to eye him with sharp, fierce stares. Their eyes displayed the characteristic radiating lines of the Highland tigers. All the Buchanans had the same pattern in their eyes.

Colton got within fifteen feet of them before they both transformed in front of him. They stood upright on their hind legs and their fur vanished under clear skin. The hair on their heads grew longer and their tails vanished. They turned into men as tall, straight, and square-shouldered as Colton himself.

He threw out his arms and called, “Brothers!”

The taller, light-haired man hadn’t shaved in a few days. Colton’s brother Reid wore no shirt or sporran and his feet and legs were bare under his black kilt. Only a rough leather belt held his kilt on around his muscular waist and a swath of tartan covered his chiseled, muscular chest.

The other was as dark and rugged as Colton, only a few inches shorter. Duncan was the youngest and not as powerfully built as his oldest brother, but he had a more compact, explosive air about him that his bigger, older brothers lacked.

He wore only his kilt and tartan like Reid. Three days’ growth of black beard covered more of his face and set off the feral glint in his deep, black eyes. 

Duncan and Reid cast a stark contrast to Colton’s spotless kilt, furred sporran, and the tailored black jacket covering his immaculate white linen shirt. As acting Chief of Clan Buchanan, Colton had to cut a much more impressive figure than his brothers who had been out living rough on the mountain for days.

Reid strode toward Colton and the brothers embraced in plain sight of all their guards and Clansmen, but no one noticed. The Buchanans had seen it all a thousand times.

Duncan stood off to the side and grinned at his brothers. Colton held Reid at arm’s length, clapped him on both shoulders, and then turned to Duncan.

Duncan laughed and hugged Colton just as warmly. “Ye’re getting as fast as Reid, laddie,” Colton remarked when he finally pushed his younger brother back and savored the sight of him.

“He’ll beat me one of these days……when Hell freezes over,” Reid remarked and all three laughed.

Colton put an arm around each of his brothers and steered them toward the fortress. “Come along, the pair of ye. We’ll get ye under cover and ye can tell me all.”

He headed for the arched passage leading into the fortress. The long, ringing stone corridor followed the courtyard and opened on the left side. Arched gaps gave a view out over the courtyard.

Highlanders standing guard on either side of the threshold parted to let the three brothers through. Colton suppressed his curiosity just long enough to get his brothers under the roof.

“Well?” he prompted. “How did it look down there?”

Reid pulled up short under the arch and lowered his voice to a confidential murmur. “Clan Creighton is arming for another invasion. I’d bet me life on it.”

Colton’s happiness at seeing his brothers again vaporized in a flash. “Ye dinnae say.”

“Aye. We both saw the signs. Laird Balfour is bringing in armies from the south and we saw at least a dozen more dragons coming in from the west. There can be no doubt. We can expect another attack sooner rather than later.”

Colton turned to Duncan who stood listening with his bright, black eyes. He didn’t miss a single word. 

Colton didn’t have to ask Duncan to confirm his brother’s report. The two had been out together for three days scouting the countryside to bring back intelligence on Clan Buchanan’s enemies. 

Duncan would have seen everything Reid saw. Reid wouldn’t be saying this at all if they both didn’t agree to tell Colton what was going on.

Colton compressed his lips. “Well, it’s naught we havenae seen coming a long way off. We’ll just have to step up our preparations to repel them.”

“Aye,” Duncan breathed. “We’ve done that a dozen times as well. They can drive us off the planes, but they’ll never drive us out of these mountains. We have all the advantage on the ground fighting as tigers. The dragons are the Creightons’ only true advantage.” 

“Aye.” Colton frowned and scratched his chin. “It is strange, though…. the timing….”

“How do ye figure?” Reid asked. “They’re always getting up some mischief or other. They’ll never stop with this nonsense.”

Colton slapped Reid’s shoulder again and jerked his thumb toward the courtyard. “Come up to the battlements with me, both of ye. I want to….” He broke off. “Och, no. Ye’re both beat. Ye’ll want food and sleep and clean clothes before ye talk all that business.”

“Stuff it, ye mapit!” Duncan spat out. “Ye winnae banish us to the nursery while ye strut about making all yer plans. We’re in this with ye, man!”

“Aye,” Reid added. “What’s food and sleep and clean clothes when we’ve a war to fight?”

“Ye keep yer clean clothes to yerself, laddie,” Duncan finished. “Some of us can still defend the citadel while ye primp and preen.”

Colton rounded on Duncan fighting back laughter. He grabbed his youngest brother by the back of the neck, wrestled him into an elbow hold, and jabbed his fingers into Duncan’s ribs. “I can still whip yer insolent hide, laddie! If ye fancy yer chances getting mucked up, I can strip off as easily as ye.”

Duncan howled trying to fight his way out of Colton’s grip. “Ye great lug! Get yer hands off me.”

Reid stood off to the side chuckling at their antics. “Ye made that bed yerself, lad. We’ll bury yer rotten carcass with honor and grace. Ye have me word on that.”

Colton gave his brother a few more firm digs and then let him go. Duncan snarled and tried to lunge for him, but Colton only caught Duncan by the head again and cuffed around the ears.

Colton shoved Duncan away with a laugh. “Havenae ye had enough yet? Ye’re more game than I thought. Perhaps ye should stay out on the mountain a few more days. That’ll make ye a man.”

Duncan finally straightened up, pressed his wrist to the corner of his mouth, and laughed. “I’ll best ye one day, Colton. Ye mark me words.”

“I’m all breathless with anticipation, lad. Now come inside and get yerselves cleaned up. Ye smell like a cow bier.”

All three of them laughed and Colton put his arm around Duncan’s shoulder to lead him into the citadel. Duncan leaned against him and Colton knew, as he always did, that everything was fine between him and his brothers. They were joined at the shoulder against the enemy.

They all turned away when a shout went up from the guards on the parapet. Colton knew that sound and it set his nerves on end.

All three brothers spun around and Colton stiffened when one guard pointed over the parapet toward the Boundless. More guards assembled from all over. They were all looking down at the same spot.

“What in thunder….?” Reid growled. “The Creightons had better not be coming over the water now of all times.”

Colton stormed back into the courtyard. “What’s up?” he yelled up, but the guards didn’t hear him. They were all hurrying down the wall toward the gate.

Colton sprang up the steps to the ramparts with his two brothers right behind him. His blood ran cold when he looked down at what the guards were staring at. Someone else was coming up the mountain, but it wasn’t another cat. It was a woman.

She looked absolutely awful. Muck clumped in her hair, scratches and bruises covered her face and arms, and her clothes had been torn to shreds. Tears streamed down her cheeks and got mixed up in the grime and filth caking her skin. 

She staggered trying to climb the mountain. Her knees gave out more than once and she supported herself on her hands to push onward. She was climbing straight toward Icemeet.

Colton’s heart seized and Duncan whispered the one word all three brothers were thinking. “Edeena!”

Colton whirled away. “Open the gate! Send out ten men to bring her in!”

He and his brothers charged down the courtyard. They got there as the gate swung upward to let their only sister inside the fortress. Ten guards advanced and surrounded her. They brandished their sabers toward the Creighton side, but no one came. Edeena was all alone.

She sobbed harder as she got closer and saw Colton and his brothers coming out to meet her. She stumbled one last time and stumbled into a run. She was limping on one leg, but she picked up speed, charged into Colton’s arms, and collapsed in a flood of tears.

Colton wrapped his sister in his arms and held onto her for a moment. She was one of the strongest, fiercest, most resourceful fighters in the whole Clan—or she was when she left Icemeet to cross the Boundless to the Creighton side. 

What on Earth had happened to her there to bring her so low? Colton didn’t want to find out, but he had to. He was in charge of Clan Buchanan. He would be Clan Chief after his father died and all his Clansmen considered him Clan Chief already. 

Whatever happened to Edeena, Colton would be the one to deal with it, but not now. He gathered his sister in his arms and clutched her against his chest while he turned and walked back into the courtyard. “Lower the gate—and double the watch! Keep an eye out for anyone coming after her!”

Several of his men called out, “Aye,”, but Colton wasn’t listening. He had to take care of his sister and he had to find out what happened in Kald. 

He didn’t expect Reid and Duncan to come back with any report other than the one they brought him. Whatever Edeena had to tell Colton would be much more important and much more dangerous. He had to seriously restrain himself from putting her down in the passageway and questioning her then and there.

He carried her to the passage’s far end. Duncan darted ahead and opened the door for him. Colton carried Edeena through the main foyer, past the great hall, up three flights of stairs, and Duncan opened her bedroom door.

Colton laid her on the bed. “Och, there ye go, lassie. Ye’re home now and safe. Ye can rest here and….”

She rocketed off the mattress and almost broke his nose sitting up too fast. “I’m so sorry, Colton! Ye’ll never forgive me! Just dinnae throw me out! I cannae bear it! Ye winnae send me away, will ye? I didnae mean to. I tried to stop it. I swear to ye I never….”

“Wheest, lass!” he breathed. “No one will be throwing ye anywhere. This is yer home. Do ye think for an instant I’d send me own sister away? Wheesht! Ye’re raving.”

“Ye dinnae understand ought, Colton!” she choked. “I’m…. I’m mated….to an outworlder! I tried to stop it! I didnae mean to. I swear I never wanted to…. He forced me….”

Reid bumped into Colton shoving his way to the bed. “Forced ye! Who is the bastard? We’ll track him down and….”

“Ye dinnae understand!” She buried her face in her hands and dissolved in tears.

“If he forced ye, ye arenae mated,” Colton pointed out. “Ye cannae mate with any man except by love. Our Clan….”

“He’s a dead man. That’s all he is,” Duncan snarled behind Colton’s back. “It doesnae matter if he comes from the moon. He willnae last the month with us hunting him.”

Colton couldn’t bear to see Edeena crying, but her words froze his heart. No wonder she looked so bad. Whatever happened to her across the Boundless must have been catastrophic.

He laid his hand on her shoulder. “Lassie….”

“He used magic!” She threw back her head so all three of her brothers had no choice but to look at her hideous face. Grime and snot glued her filthy hair to her cheeks. Her eyes blazed with a mixture of fury, betrayal, and black despair.

“He used magic to bind me to him! He cast a mate-bonding spell to make me obey him. He made me tell him all I kenned about Lady Ilisa Buchanan and our mission to find her in Kald. He didnae ken the spell would bind me to him for life. I tried to stop it, but it was too late.”

Her rage evaporated and left nothing but anguish and heartbreak in its place. Colton stared down at her trying in vain to fight down panic. This was so much worse than he ever feared.

“Who was he?” Reid hissed. “If he’s a Creighton….”

“He wasnae any Creighton. His name is Liam Barnett and he came back through time from the future…. with his sister, Lily. They were searching for some Lady Rhona Armstrong and they wouldnae believe she doesn’t exist. She’s the ancient ancestor of some dignitary in their time and….”

Colton held up his hand. “Stop right there, lassie. Ye’re saying a wizard came back through time…. from the future?”

“He cannae be,” Reid muttered. “He must be a Creighton. No one on the Buchanan side would dare lay a finger on Edeena.”

“I wouldnae have believed it meself if I hadnae seen the time portal with me own eyes,” Edeena went on, “but these two were like no others in this land. They talked and dressed strange. They werenae Creightons. I’d lay any odds on that.”

She was starting to calm down, now that she realized her brothers weren’t going to turn against her, but Colton couldn’t clear his thoughts.

He turned away and paced to the window, but the view only brought him face to face with the mountain running down to the planes, the Seat of Armstrong standing tall against the sky, and the Boundless separating him from his enemies.

“How did it happen?” he murmured. “Tell me all.”

“They captured us in battle…. 

Edeena choked on the words again. This must be hard for her, but Colton didn’t interrupt or try to take it easy on her. He needed to know everything and he needed to know it now. Every Buchanan life depended on it.

“The outworlders were working with two soldiers from Tyrekirk tasked with guarding Prince Ness’s life. They hid him in the slums. They killed Farlan and….”

“Who killed Farlan?” Reid demanded. “Who killed Farlan, Edeena?”

“The sister… Lily….and then they caught me.” She broke down in tears again. No one said anything for a minute while she vented her desperate anguish. Then she rallied, straightened up, and threw back her head in defiance. “Anyway, it’s all over now. I’ll just….”

She looked around the room and her face twisted. Colton couldn’t listen to any more of this. He strode back to the bed and towered over her. “Listen here, lassie. Ye’ll go nowhere. Is that clear enough? Ye’re home now and ye’ll stay home. If ye’re mated to some glackit from across the water, more’s the pity, but ye’ll go nowhere—not as long as I’m around.”

“Aye,” Reid growled and Duncan nodded.

Edeena looked up at Colton and her eyes brimmed with tears. “Do ye mean it, Colton? Ye will nae send me off?”

“Och, no, lassie. It is nae yer fault, but I’ll tell ye one thing straight. If that bastard shows his face anywhere I can see him, ye’d best hide in the closet for he’ll lose his neck right smart.”

“If we dinnae get to him first,” Duncan muttered.

“Thank ye, Colton.” She started sobbing again. “I dinnae ken how to thank ye lads.”

“Ye can thank me by telling me the rest,” Colton countered. “How do ye ken they truly came from the future? Clothes and strange speech winnae convince me. Ye must have something more than that.”

She nodded and pulled herself together. “Aye—that. Aye. He had a…. the brother, I mean—Liam—the wizard—he had this wee box contraption….” She held up her hands to show how big it was. “It had queer marks all over it and he pressed some of them to open the box. It snapped and opened this tunnel in the air. I dinnae understand it, but it took him back to…. wherever he came from.”

“So…he’s gone?” Reid snorted. “How convenient for him.”

“He was trying to escape the battle with his sister…and I pushed him through the portal. I thought if I got rid of him, I’d be free.” 

Colton saw her falling apart again and pulled her back with his next question. “What battle?”

“The Laird’s wizards attacked. Ness Creighton fought them to defend the party and…. he’s dead now. I stayed around just long enough to see and then I fled. Anyway, I saw Liam hesitating and I took me chance. I pushed him through the portal and he vanished along with the box.”

“So the sister is still in Kald?” Reid asked.

“Aye. I dinnae ken where.”

“Did ye find ought about Lady Ilisa?” Duncan asked. “Did ye make any headway on yer mission at all?”

“Aye.” Edeena wiped her nose on her sleeve. “She’s in the castle at Tyrekirk. She’s the Laird’s prisoner and threatened with execution. We were on our way there to free her when the Laird’s wizards attacked us.”

“That bastard Laird!” Duncan snarled. “I’ll cut his head off!”

Colton started to turn away. “We must mount a rescue mission straight away. We cannae leave her to the Laird.” He inhaled to give orders to his brothers. He wished he could let them rest after they just returned from scouting the Buchanans’ territory, but that would have to wait. This was much more important.

The door exploded off its hinges and Colton’s cousin Fergus blundered into the room. “Laddie…. the dragons….”

“Are they attacking?” Colton sprang for the exit and his hand flew to his dirk. “Are the Creightons launching their assault now?”

“Och, no,” Fergus panted. “They’re bringing in more dragons—about thirty. They’re all in the air over Tyrekirk.”

Colton allowed himself to relax, but only a little. He pointed to Edeena. “Sort yerself out, lass. I’ll be back to question ye in a little while.”

She grabbed his hand and kissed it. “Thank you, Colton.”

“Wheesht, lassie. Not now.”

He pulled away and he and his brothers marched all the way back down to the courtyard and up to the ramparts where they were before. 

The dragons Fergus mentioned were still airborne over Tyrekirk and there were at least thirty. Duncan pointed to the south. “Look. They’re bringing in more.”

Colton’s resolve hardened. The Creightons could bring in hundreds of dragons. The Buchanans would never lie down. They would never stop fighting and trying to destroy their old enemy.

Colton harbored no doubt at all about why the Creightons were flying their dragons around the castle turrets. They wanted to intimidate the Buchanans. That stupid frumpit of a Laird thought he could frighten the Buchanans into submission.

Well, it hadn’t worked in centuries and it wouldn’t work now. If anything, it only enraged the Buchanans and made them hate the Creightons more.

“What the hell is that?” Duncan murmured.

Colton turned around to see what his brother meant. Duncan frowned at a spot off to one side. He was looking half up the mountain beyond the gate. No enemy could be coming from there.

Colton swiveled the other way and hardly believed his senses when a blurry sort of whirlpool opened in the fabric of space. He had almost convinced himself that Edeena was imagining things when she mentioned the wizard traveling through time. Now Colton saw the same thing with his own eyes.

Two tall figures stepped through the opening and a small copper box bounced on the stones at the man’s foot. He picked it up and said something to the woman next to him.

They both wore trousers and the man’s clothes were dirty and torn…. like Edeena’s. The strangers surveyed the landscape and then turned their gazes toward Icemeet. They were too close not to see it along with Colton and all the guards watching from the parapet.

The wind caught the woman’s long silken black hair and tossed it across her angular face. She narrowed her dark eyes at the Highlanders standing above her. 

Her features hardened in a way that set Colton’s hair on end. She wasn’t afraid. She was steeling herself for a fight even though she was unarmed.

The man took hold of her arm and tried to pull her away. He jutted his chin toward Kald, but the woman didn’t take her eyes off the Buchanans. Everything about her stretched Colton’s nerves to the breaking point. Who was she? What was she doing here?

She said something to the man out of the corner of her mouth and set off walking for the gate like she belonged here somehow. 

Some of the guards drew their weapons and several archers nocked their bows to aim down at her, but she didn’t break off.

Colton almost gave the order to open the gate when a ragged scream split the chilly silence. “Open the gate! Open the gate!”

All eyes turned to Edeena as she tore across the courtyard running for the gate. She reached it before the guards could react. She pulled up pounding her fists against the huge stone.

The guards down on the ground looked up at Colton and he nodded for them to release the counterweight. The gate swung open and Edeena charged outside.

She hurtled for the strangers and flung herself full tilt at the man. She hugged him and then grasped his hand to pull him inside. Colton couldn’t hear them from here, but he could just imagine what she was saying to him.

“That filthy, rotten piece of tripe!” Reid hissed. “He’s come to the wrong place if he expects a warm welcome from us.”

Colton fought his temper under control. “He’s Edeena’s mate. We’ll see if he’s sincere, and if he isnae, he can tell us more from Kald, at least.”

He turned to the stairs and had to force his way between his brothers. Reid and Duncan glared at the man in undisguised fury. Colton didn’t blame them. He said he would slit this bastard’s throat if he ever set foot in Icemeet, but Colton couldn’t do that if Edeena wanted to keep this man as her mate.

Colton stormed down the steps doing his best to get his thoughts in order. If Edeena was telling the truth, this wizard didn’t actually mean to bond her to himself with that spell. He also didn’t mean to abandon her. Edeena pushed him through the portal and sent him away, not the other way around.

Now she was out there hugging him and leading him through the gate to bring him into the fortress. Colton would just have to bide his time and find out for himself what this wizard was all about.

He reached the courtyard just as Edeena brought the man under the gate. The strange woman trailed a few paces behind. She watched Edeena and the wizard with the same cold detachment that Colton felt. Whoever this woman was, she had nothing to do with Edeena or Liam Barnett, but that only piqued Colton’s curiosity more.

Edeena tried to beam at Liam and then she blushed when Colton walked over to them. “Colton, this is Liam Barnett, the wizard I told ye about. Liam, this is me eldest brother, Colton Buchanan. He’s acting Clan Chief of Clan Buchanan.”

Colton surveyed Liam up and down. Liam might be a few inches taller, but Colton was too good a judge of character to think very highly of this man. Liam might be fit, strong, and muscular, but anyone could see that Liam wasn’t a fighter. He hadn’t done very many hard days of training in a harsh environment like Icemeet. He was soft. He was a city boy with shifty eyes and an overabundance of caution.

Colton saw in an instant that Liam recognized a stronger, tougher, and fiercer man in Colton. Liam tried to smile and failed. He had to work hard to meet Colton’s eye and Liam didn’t offer his hand. “Good to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“As I have heard a great deal about ye,” Colton growled. “How is it ye dare to show yer face on our land after what ye’ve done to me sister?”

“Colton…” Edeena began.

He held up his hand for silence. He didn’t take his eyes off Liam. “Well? What have ye to say for yerself? Give me one reason I shouldnae kill ye where ye stand.”

Liam glanced back and forth between Colton and Edeena. “If you know that much, you know the mate-bonding spell was unintentional.”

“Och, it was perfectly intentional,” Colton snarled. “Ye kenned exactly what ye were doing at the time.”

“I didn’t know it would be permanent. I wouldn’t have done it if I had known.”

“I dinnae believe ye,” Colton countered. “I believe ye’d have done it regardless of the outcome. Ye wanted yer information and ye’d do what ye must to get it. I ken yer ilk too well.”

“So…. what?” Liam waved toward the gate. “Do you want me to leave? I was just about to go over to Kald and….”

“No!” Edeena cut in. “No. Ye’re here and ye’ll stay here.” She tugged his hand to lead him toward the passageway. “Come inside. We can….”

Colton saw his brothers surging forward to intervene, but Colton got there first. He dodged in front of Edeena, and in a split second, he had his saber in one hand and his dirk in the other. “Not so fast, lass. These aliens are trespassing in our territory and deserve a death sentence for that alone. And as for him….”

He jabbed his saber tip at Liam’s neck and cocked back his left elbow to raise his dirk over his shoulder. He would have lunged to cut Liam’s head off, but the dark-haired woman reacted impossibly fast. 

She had stood off to one side in a relaxed posture. She kept her countenance impassive and calm through the whole confrontation. She didn’t seem capable of moving that fast, but as soon as she got in front of Colton’s blade, he realized his mistake.

His saber point brushed her hair when she slotted between Liam and Colton’s weapon, but she didn’t even flinch. Her dark eyes made Colton flinch, though, and he had to stop himself from recoiling as though she’d attacked him.

Reid and Duncan drew their blades just as fast. They moved in to back Colton up, but she didn’t even look at them. She stood just as tall as Colton and her eyes drilled him to the core.

“Whoa, buddy. Take it easy. We’re totally unarmed.” She murmured under her breath in a satin undertone. She spoke in a low, sultry whisper and raised both hands where he could see them. 

He stiffened even more at her tone. She might be unarmed, but she was no less a threat like this. If anything, she was even more dangerous for being unarmed. 

“Everybody just…. take it easy,” she murmured. “We didn’t mean to trespass on anything. We were trying to get to Tyrekirk. Something must have gone wrong and we wound up here.”

“Ye foul witch!” Duncan spat. “Ye’re naught but a fiend like all the Creightons….”

“We don’t know anything about the Creightons,” she went on. “We only came to find our friend. She vanished in Kald and she’s in danger….”

“She’s talking about his sister…. Lily,” Edeena interjected. “She was the one…”

“Hold yer tongue, lass!” Colton barked much louder than he meant to, but the woman only blinked. She never took her eyes off him. She didn’t even look at his weapons or his arms. She read him in his eyes alone.

Edeena jumped out of her skin. “Ye told me, Colton…you promised me…”

“That was ye! Ye’re me own sister. As for this waste of flesh….” He glared at Liam over the woman’s shoulder. “He killed our cousin. He’s as good as dead.”

“I’ll deal to him, lad.” Duncan stepped forward and hefted his saber from the side. The woman couldn’t block Duncan and Colton at the same time, but she still didn’t balk.

“NO!” Edeena screamed. She jostled the woman from behind and Edeena flung herself between Duncan and Liam. “Don’t harm him, Duncan! He’s me own mate!”

“Not for long!” Duncan crossed his arm over his chest, seized a fistful of Edeena’s dress, and started to drag her out of the way. 

She screamed again and Duncan gave her a brutal push. He almost knocked her off her feet. 

The woman stood like a rock through the whole procedure. Her unbending stare was really starting to unnerve Colton. He couldn’t hack her to pieces—not for all the gold in the mountains—and he couldn’t hack Liam to pieces with her watching. Something in her eyes wouldn’t let him.

Duncan raised his saber on high and brought it down with brutal ferocity to cleave Liam to death. Liam cringed under his arms from the blow that would end his life. 

Colton didn’t know what came over him. He thrust his saber past the woman’s head. His blade sliced off a lock of her hair, but she still didn’t shrink. The blade passed her ear and Duncan’s saber smashed down on Colton’s weapon.

Duncan froze, but Colton was already pulling his weapon back. “Throw them both in the vault. We’ll question them later. Come along.”

He sheathed his blade and snatched the woman’s elbow. He yanked her away and his brothers attacked Liam from both sides. Colton was right about him. He was a limp dishrag with no combat training or backbone at all.

Colton became aware of a strange tingling sensation running up his arm where he gripped the woman’s arm. He should hate her, but he could only stand in awe of the way she conducted herself in the courtyard. Who was she? 

He didn’t even know her name, but he’d seen no one like her in his life. Not even the women of Clan Buchanan were as tough and determined.

He should have treated her more roughly, but she didn’t fight him. She never protested once that he was about to lock her up in the fortress cellar under lock and key until he could interrogate her as a Creighton spy.

Edeena went ballistic and tried to fight Reid and Duncan to get them to release Liam. Her shrieks and curses echoed off the courtyard walls as she screamed at her brothers to let Liam go.

Colton blocked her voice out of his ears. She would say and do anything to defend her mate. She couldn’t help it even if he was a rake and a criminal. Colton only regretted that he didn’t have the nerve to skewer the bastard on sight, but he couldn’t do that with this woman around.

He didn’t even really care that Edeena was making such a scene in front of the whole Clan. Colton would handle this another way.

He paused at the great door leading from the passageway into the stairs. The woman stopped there and stood calmly while he looked back over his shoulder. 

Edeena punched and kicked and pummeled first Reid and then Duncan trying to drive them away from Liam. What a moppet Liam turned out to be. He let his woman do his fighting for him. He didn’t even try to break free on his own account. That told Colton all he needed to know about the scum that forced a mate-bonding spell on her.

He started to turn back to the door and caught the woman regarding him with her piercing black eyes. “Do you really have to interrogate us?” she asked in her low, steady undertone. “I’ll tell you everything I know if you just ask. We don’t have any secrets to keep from you.”

She had a strange way of speaking exactly like Edeena said. He could see she was from another country, and from the way she was dressed, he wouldn’t be surprised if she was from another time, too.

He’d seen her come through the portal with his own eyes, hadn’t he? He had no reason to doubt Edeena’s story, but this wasn’t Liam’s sister. This was a different woman.

He tried to shrug her comments away. “We have our own laws to follow. Any trespasser on our land earns a death sentence. I’m already making an exception for ye, so dinnae try yer luck.”

The slightest twitch tugged the corner of her lip, but she stopped herself from smiling at him. Her eyes told him that she understood. She was far from stupid and she was reasonable enough that he didn’t take hold of her elbow when he opened the door.

More commotion echoed from the courtyard. Colton turned back a second time and saw Liam shooting spells and incantations at a bunch of Highlanders who arrived to help Reid and Duncan subdue him.

Colton started to turn back when his cousin Connell strode into view. He approached the fight from one side and cast a spell of his own. Sparkling white light flowed from his fingertips, surrounded Liam’s body, and pinned his arms and legs to his sides.

Reid, Duncan, and the others moved in. They picked Liam up and carried him into the passage. He couldn’t move no matter how hard he struggled. Connell followed them holding Liam bound by magic.

Colton led the strange woman downstairs like she might be a guest or even a friend. He couldn’t explain why, but he trusted her not to fight him or try to escape.

By the time he entered the Icemeet vault several stories below the fortress, he was seriously starting to question whether he should lock her up at all. He halted in front of the barred cells and changed his mind when Reid and Duncan burst with Liam.

Edeena shrieked and raged at them. She kept swinging her fists and landed a cruel punch on the side of Reid’s head. “Let him go, Reid!” she shrieked. “Let him go! He’s me mate!”

He ducked under the blow and then roared in fury when her fist struck his eyebrow. He straight-armed her out of the way and sent her wheeling into the wall. “Be done with ye! Lay yer hands on me again and I’ll thrash ye into oblivion, ye daft cow!”

The woman turned around to watch, but not even that seemed to surprise or alarm her. Neither did she act unnerved by Connell using magic to subdue Liam.

Colton stepped in front of his brothers and unlocked the first cell. He held the bars aside while Reid and Duncan hauled Liam inside. 

They flung him down hard on the wooden bench and immediately retreated. Colton slammed the bars shut and turned the key.

Connel’s magic evaporated and Liam shot to his feet. “You’ll regret this! You can’t stop me from getting back to Kald and searching for my sister.”

He approached the bars, but he didn’t grab hold of them and try to shake his way out like some prisoners would. He stood back, put his hands together, and started to summon his magic again.

Connell reacted instantly, moved his arms in complicated patterns, and muttered incantations. A gauzy film of yellow sparks rippled down the bars of Liam’s cell. He charged the bars, but a powerful discharge of golden energy erupted from them and flung him back. 

He collapsed on the bench and started shooting spell after spell at the bars, but Connell countered everything and the magic held firm. Liam couldn’t escape.

Colton and his brothers watched until Liam finally gave it up and folded on the bench. The three brothers stood by and made sure he didn’t try anything again before Colton went over to the other cell. 

He didn’t like to look the woman in the eye, but after he unlocked the bars and opened the door for her, he had no choice but to face her.

He nodded inside. “In ye go, lassie. We’ll question ye as I said and then we’ll see what’s what.”

“You can’t go along with this, Snowflake!” Liam yelled. “You can’t let them lock us up like this.”

She glanced over at him and then looked back at Colton. She measured him with unflinching intent and then stepped across the threshold to enter the cell. 

She turned around and held his gaze while he shut the bars and locked them, but he couldn’t slam them in her face. He respected her too much.

What kind of a name was Snowflake? It couldn’t be her real name, but now wasn’t the time or place to ask. 

Connell extended his magical protection across Snowflake’s cell, too, but Colton could already see that she was no enchantress. She wasn’t even interested in escaping.

Colton thanked Connell and sent him back upstairs. Colton, Reid, and Duncan retreated to the stairs, but Colton couldn’t help casting a backward glance into the vault before he left.

“Those two are trouble,” Duncan growled in Colton’s ear. “Ye should have let me cleave the bastard to the gizzard when I had me chance.”

“Aye,” Reid added. “The longer he stays, the stronger the mating bond will become. We should rid Edeena of him now. Then she’ll be free to mate with one of our own kind.”

“We’ll find out what he kens first,” Colton replied, “and as for her….”

His gaze lingered on Snowflake. She hadn’t taken her eyes off him since he walked away.

He let the words trail off. He wasn’t sure if she would turn out to be his enemy after all or if he would regret not killing her on sight, too.

He did know that his brothers were right about both of these strangers. They were trouble. Whatever ill wind this woman brought with her into his land, he could never go back to the way things were before. She changed everything when she passed through the time portal. Now she was here, for better or for worse.








