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Traveling through time...for a Highlander
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It’s been four long years since Arianna MacLeod Cunningham’s ancestor opened a portal in the past to free lost souls and inadvertently pulled Arianna through from the future into her time. Arianna desperately wants to save her ill father and return to him, and when she travels to the Highland Games being held so near her childhood home, that desire is one she can no longer deny.

Highland warrior James MacDonald is at the Games representing his clan. He hopes to topple the reigning champion, although the last thing he expects is to fall under Arianna’s spell. She’s the girl he cared for when she first fell through time, and now four years later, the woman he can’t allow to walk away.

When Arianna seeks to send a message to her father, James comes to her aid, only now destiny is about to pull them both apart. Can James find a way to save the woman he loves...even through the separation of time?
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The battlefield on the Isle of Lewis, Scotland, 1569.
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As the cold of night fully descended, Samuel Cunningham stood amongst the MacLeod of Dunvegan’s warriors within the forest bordering a field swirling with tendrils of fog. Their enemy awaited them on the other side, a good hundred MacKenzie warriors in battle attire, their torches lit and staked into the ground.

Tormod, the Chief of MacLeod, stormed back and forth before his captains, fury riding him hard. “’Tis time to take the castle of Stornoway back. This is our kin’s MacLeod land and no invaders will steal it. Samuel, you’re to lead our right wing, John, the left, and the remainder of us will hold the center. We hit them hard, advancing as one once the hour of truce has passed.” He halted and eyed Anna MacLeod, their healer and the mother of Samuel’s betrothed, Zenia. “Anna, you’re to return to camp with one of my guardsmen. I willnae have you caught up in the middle of this battle.”

“You need every warrior at your side, Chief. I can make my own way back,” she pleaded.

“Nay, Anna. I gave Zenia my word no harm would come to you. Your daughter needs—”

A thundering roar reverberated as the MacKenzies plowed across the battlefield, breaking the truce well before its time.

“All to arms.” Tormod shoved his sword high in the air and bellowed, “We fight, for justice and freedom. Let us take these blackguards down.”

Samuel raced through the underbrush along the line of MacLeod warriors to the right, hauled his claymore from his scabbard across his back and released a bloodcurdling battle cry. He and the right wing rushed forward and into the fray of fierce MacKenzies.

He swung and fought, sweat pouring from his body just as his clansmen did the same. In the dark, the sound of men grunting and fighting echoed all around. They had to win this war. They fought not only for their MacLeod kin here on Lewis, but also to keep their enemy from bringing their war to Dunvegan’s shores. He’d never allow any harm to come to the woman he loved, the woman he intended to wed the moment he returned to her.

He slashed toward the center, inching closer toward Tormod.

“Be prepared to die.” A warrior came at him and Samuel blocked the MacKenzie’s swift blow. Their claymores clashed dead center, steel ringing loud against steel. Another MacKenzie swung and struck Samuel’s ribs. Pain ricocheted through him and he staggered back from the brutal blow. Two against one. Damn bloodthirsty MacKenzies. They fought dirty.

Breath ragged, he collapsed to his knees. Blood covered the padded armor of his steel-studded war coat, the blood of the warriors he’d slain now mingling with his own. He clutched his side and tried to stem the flow but his life-force poured through his fingers.

“Samuel!” A woman’s cry rang out and Anna hurried from the darkened tree tine clutching her brown woolen kirtle’s skirts.

“Nay, stay back, Anna,” he rasped and spat out a mouthful of blood. The metallic taste coated his tongue and pervaded the air. She should’ve returned to camp.

“Where are you hurt?” She fell to her knees in front of him, her long red-gold locks, the same beautiful shade as Zenia’s, bundled under a woolen cap.

“My side. There’s naught you can do.” He tried to heave to his feet but fell and slumped onto his back.

Anna shoved his war coat up and gasped. “You must live, Samuel. Zenia needs you.” She glanced across the field littered with bodies and warring men, “Tormod. Hurry, come. I cannae heal this.”

Tormod struck the MacKenzie he fought with one brutal blow of his blade then sprang over the fallen to Samuel’s side. He dropped to one knee and grasped his forearm. “Hold fast, Samuel.”

“I cannae leave Zenia.” The chilly air invaded his limbs.

“I’ll do what I can.” Tormod raised his hands and called forth his great gifted skill. “With the power of my ancestral MacLeod fairy blood, I wish for a portal to open. Allow Samuel to seek the light and journey to where he shall find peace and aid. Send him swiftly on his way and return him again one day.”

A fierce wind whipped around Samuel and a swirling vortex opened.

Anna scampered backward in the slick grass and knocked into a slain MacKenzie. The enemy’s breath rattled in his chest, blood coating his face and obscuring his eyes as he lifted one fisted hand. A dagger gleamed in the moonlight then he plunged his weapon down and Anna screamed.

“Nay!” Samuel heaved up but fell away into the churning dark abyss. It took him, heart, body, and soul.
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Seventeen years later, approaching the bridge over the Cairn Water, near Glencairn Castle, Scotland, 1586.
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Death pervaded this place where murder had struck. Zenia MacLeod crouched and pressed her palm against the gritty soil lining the old carriage route bordered with lime trees. The earth shook and the wind rustled the fallen autumn leaves into a swirling mass of reds and burnt oranges. ’Twas midday yet the skies overhead darkened as if night were about to fall.

Eyes closed, Zenia reached out with her healer’s senses and searched. The souls that had recently passed in this place still lingered with nowhere to go and their desperate call for help ricocheted deep inside her. Some might brand her a witch, but her soul glowed with light, her gifted skill used only to help those who asked for her aid and these lost souls did.

Standing, she raised her hands and called forth her skill. “With the power of my ancestral MacLeod fairy blood, I wish for a portal to open. Free these displaced souls in need of aid and allow them to seek the light.”

The wind whistled through and whipped her blue skirts about her legs. Stars shimmered all around and those lost souls in need streaked toward the light and through the portal.

To further aid them on their way, she made another wish. “May your journey take you to where your light shines brightest and you long to be. Find the peace you seek.”

The portal’s swirling vortex began to close then slowed as a blazing star streaked through. The star crashed into the bushes along the roadside as the portal shimmered shut. This had never happened before. She hurried to the scrub and knelt as the bright light dispersed. A lass of mayhap seven and ten, her long golden blond tresses crackling with energy lay sprawled within the springy leaves of brushwood. She remained motionless, not a breath escaping her, then she gasped, her chest suddenly rising and falling as she slumped to her side once more.

Zenia fluttered her hand close to the lass’s mouth and her breath warmed her palm. The girl lived, although strange clothing clung to her body, the shiny white fabric holding strands of gold woven within. She plucked the shiny thread which stretched then rebounded back onto her. Unusual, although no matter where the lass had come from, she clearly needed her aid. Zenia set to work and examined her for injury. Her knees and elbows were covered in grit and her right leg and arm, bent at a terrible angle, would cause her great pain when she realigned her limbs. ’Twas just as well the girl remained unaware.

“I saw bright lights!” a warrior called as he rode across the bridge, his shoulder-length locks of auburn brushing the massive two-handed claymore holstered to his back. He pulled his horse to a halt and jumped down. “Is someone hurt?”

“This lass here is injured.”

“Where did she come from? She seemed to appear from the lights.”

“She did, and she came through a portal I open—” She shouldn’t speak so freely. He wasn’t one of her clansmen who’d seen her skill rise when she called it forth, except a sense of trust shimmered through her and it was strong.

“I hold only respect for the gifted.” The warrior eyed her. “There’s naught to fear from me. You said you opened a portal?”

She gave into her instinct, and said, “Aye, ’twas a portal she came through. I’m Zenia MacLeod.” She stroked the lass’s long blond locks back from her face as a surge of protectiveness rose. “She needs aid and I must do all I can to help her.”

“Who is she?”

“I’ve no idea.” She untangled the girl’s hair from around a silver chain at her neck and lifted a charm free. Engraved upon the disk was an image of the unicorn, the same mythical creature that graced her own paternal Cunningham clan crest. She turned the charm over and smoothed her thumb over the words etched upon the back.
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Arianna MacLeod Cunningham.

DOB: 1998.
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“Her name is Arianna.”

The warrior knelt next to her in his black leather trews and tan padded cotun and inspected the inscription. “It says her date of birth is the year nineteen ninety-eight. That cannae be right.”

“Aye, ’tis of a time over four-hundred years from now.”

“She isnae dressed like any lass I’ve seen.” He frowned. “Although, I’ve heard tales of a skill like yours. It runs deep through your MacLeod line, no’ that I’ve ever met one of your kin who has it.”

“’Tis a rare ability and I only speak of it amongst my closest, or those I sense I can trust.”

“What happened here to cause you to open a portal?”

“There were so many who’d recently passed and I heard their call for aid. When I opened the portal, they flew toward the light, although I’ve never had one of flesh and blood arrive. She’s the first to ever travel to me.” She grasped his hand. “Please, you cannae speak of this to another. No’ all understand as you do.”

“You have my word I’ll keep your secret. I would never bring harm to one so gifted.” He turned his gaze on the lass and gently cupped her cheek. “She’s alive and now in need of aid. I’ll gladly do all I can.”

“Then she has come to the right place, where her soul desired and her light shines brightest. I thank you for your offer and will gladly accept your help.” She covered his hand with hers and looking deep inside her mind, searched to ensure he was all he’d proclaimed to be. Aye, his strength was undeniable, and he held great honor. That knowledge satisfied her. “Your name, kind sir?”

“James MacDonald, from clan MacDonald on the Isle of Skye.”

“You are a long way from home.”

“Aye, I’m traveling to Edinburgh and sailed by way of the Firth of Clyde. My chief has sent me on his behalf to speak to the king.” He swayed, planted both hands on the ground and squeezed his eyes shut. “I see something, a vision. Do you see it?”

A vision shimmered to life and she closed her eyes and embraced what was to come.

The girl before them raced out of a tall building, one not made of stone, but instead built of metal and glass. Arianna glanced back at the sign above the building. The wooden plaque proudly displayed the name Isle of Skye Dance Studio. Giggling, she twirled a pair of dainty white slippers in her hand as she stepped onto a thoroughfare of stony black. The path wasn’t one that conveyed horse and cart but machines made of steel with wheels. One slammed into Arianna and she flew over the top and landed in a crumpled heap. As the machine screeched to a halt, the lass’s form flickered and disappeared. Gone. And now she was here in the past.

Zenia opened her eyes as the warrior did the same. “My apologies. Somehow I connected the three of us when I touched you and you saw her plight as I did.”

“She most certainly comes from the future.” He shook his head and blinked. “What I saw was far beyond this place. A large contraption on wheels hit her. Do you experience such visions often?”

“From time to time. She’s clearly a lost soul, and her charm tells me she is of both clans, MacLeod and Cunningham, just as I am.” She touched her chest. As blood of her blood, she would watch over the lass sent to her. “I’m the healer of clan Cunningham. I live in a cottage in these woods near the Earl of Glencairn’s residence, and I need to remain with her. If you would, could you please follow the stream a furlong or two along the forest trail until you reach my cottage then bring me the basket of healing herbs and supplies sitting beside my front door?”

“Aye, I’ll be as quick as I can.” He bounded onto his black destrier and urged his mount between the trees either side of the thickly forested path.

Thanks heavens she would have this warrior’s aid. She shoved her long red-gold locks over her shoulder and collected some sturdy sticks of just the right length. She tore a piece of cloth from the hem of her blue woolen kirtle and as carefully as she could, realigned Arianna’s arm and leg. She bound the girl’s limbs in place with the sticks and cloth, just as her mother, Anna, had taught her so many years ago.

The warrior returned and rode to her side, jumped down and looped his horse’s reins over a low branch. “I have what you asked for.” He set her basket on the ground and cupped the girl’s cheek. “She’s warm and still lives.”

“Aye. She is strong even though injured.” She cleaned the girl’s scrapes and wounds, applied a salve to keep her clear from any infection then directed James to carry Arianna’s limp body back to her home.

The child would heal and survive.

She’d make certain of it.
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Clan Cunningham
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Two months later, at Glencairn Castle, the residence of the seventh Earl of Glencairn.

––––––––
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Zenia folded her hands in her lap as she sat in the earl’s solar.

“Why have you come to me, Zenia?” Cunningham eased back in his chair before the grandly carved desk the old earl had sat behind.

“When I came to you after my mother’s death, you offered me sanctuary and ensured I had a home and for that I am most grateful.”

“My clan needed a healer and you have served us well over the years. I had no doubt you would after coming to us from the Chief of MacLeod’s home. Is this visit about the lass you healed who came through one of your portals?”

“William told you?”

“Aye. He mistook her at first for one of his own sisters, which I find hard to believe.”

William, the earl’s eldest son, was a strong warrior who excelled with the sword. He’d come across Arianna the week before in the woods as she’d taken a walk. Each day she’d gained more strength and when William had returned with Arianna to her cottage, the three of them had spoken of all that had happened. Zenia had naught to hide from her own clansmen, and she’d known then it would only be a matter of time before she spoke to the earl about Arianna.

“William did mistake her. She is almost identical to the twins, and so too is she ten and seven as your daughters are.” Arianna deserved all she could possibly provide for her, which was why she was here. “The lass is kin to me, just as she is kin to you. Her name is Arianna MacLeod Cunningham.”

“So William told me, and that she hails from the Cunninghams on the Isle of Skye, your place of birth.” He rested his elbows on his desktop and tapped his fingertips together. “What is it about her that convinces both you and William she comes from the future?”

“You need only speak to her yourself to see the truth.” She cleared her throat. “Excuse me. I didnae mean to be so forthright.”

“’Tis fine.” His steely-gray gaze narrowed. “William also tells me there’s a MacDonald warrior on my land. The two of them fought.”

“James MacDonald was passing through on his way to Edinburgh and witnessed Arianna’s arrival. He aids me as he can but must soon continue on with his travels. His trip has been delayed by several weeks and his chief awaits his return on Skye after he visits with the king.” She fidgeted with the pleats in her forest green skirts. The Cunninghams and the MacDonalds rarely got along. “James gave the lass his offer of protection, and she is such a delight.”

“You’ve become attached to the child?”

“Aye. She also enjoys learning my craft and is a natural with the healing herbs. I’m here this day because I have a request.”

“Then speak freely, Zenia.” The morning sun broke through the thick layer of cloud outside and filtered through the window. It played over the papers and the pile of seneschal’s accounts set neatly to the side of the earl’s desk.

“Arianna needs a home such as yours. I cannae provide for her all she will need.”

“You wish for me to bring her into my household? My, my.” He leaned back, his chair creaking as he did. “That is a bold request.”

“She has incredible knowledge to offer. She also left behind a father she loved. She has no one and I brought her into this time and have been unable to return her. I’ve tried, so many times, but my ability to open a portal only rises for those souls who’ve already passed, or those who hover on the edge of death as she did. I fear she is here to stay.”

“Even as bold as your request is, I am intrigued.” He tapped the polished oak desktop. “I would need to meet her afore I could make a decision.”

“Most certainly.” Hope bloomed in her chest. “She awaits outside.”

“Then by all means, bring her in.”

She dashed to the thickly paneled door and opened it. Arianna stood in the darkened hallway in a simple gown of brown, one she’d embroidered for her along the ruffled neckline with gold thread to match her long golden locks.

“Is all well?” Her big blue eyes asked so much more.

“Come in, my dear. The earl will see you.” She squeezed Arianna’s hands then motioned her through.

Arianna entered and dipped her head at Cunningham. “It’s lovely to meet you, my laird.”

“Hell.” He shoved to his feet and yanked on the front of his gray tailored jacket. “You are as I’ve been told. I can barely tell the difference between you and my daughters.”

“The man at your door got quite the surprise when I arrived.” Arianna shuffled from slippered foot to foot on the burgundy woolen mat before his desk.

“Take a seat and tell me all about this time in the future you’re from. Your speech certainly isnae as thick as mine.”

“I was born in the year nineteen ninety-eight and lived on the Isle of Skye with my father.” She sat on one of the three navy and black striped padded chairs set in a half circle. “He fashions weapons of old and sells them all around the world, or will, in the future. His name is Samuel Cunningham. He’s all I have.”

Zenia had been quite shocked when Arianna had first spoken her father’s name, although her surprise had quickly passed. Samuel was a common name, and so was Cunningham. The child’s kin also came from Skye where names were more often than not handed down from generation to generation.

“There are a number of Cunninghams on Skye, all from my clan. Tell me about the future.” Eagerly, he walked around his desk, moved his quill and ink bottle and perched on the front edge.

“In the future all children attend school from a very early age, both girls and boys alike. I just completed my final year of secondary school and recently enrolled at the University of West Scotland to further my studies.”

“You’re well educated?”

“Very well educated.”

“What of your mother?”

“I never knew her, although I bear her name. She too was called Arianna and was a MacLeod. She died not long after I was born and Dad’s been fighting an illness called cancer these past few months.”

“Is this illness one he might perish from?”

“If he’d discovered his illness a little earlier, he could have easily caught it in time. His chances right now are half and half.” Tears welled in her eyes and she blinked them away. “I’ve written him a letter, one I need you to hold onto and ensure he receives in the future. His address is on the outside and the date it must be delivered to him by. I’ve warned him about his cancer and told him as much as I could.” She pulled a piece of parchment folded in three from her pocket and handed it to the earl. “Will you keep it safe for me and ensure he receives it?”

“Aye, I’ll do all I can, but you’re asking me to ensure he receives this in a time over four-hundred years from now.” He took her letter and inspected the address on the outside. “He lives in Dunvegan Village?”

“A few miles north of it, yes. Our home is close to Dunvegan Castle, right along the cliffs.”
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