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Chapter 1




Echo Boxwood squinted up at the White House perched on top of Capitol Hill. “Are we really going in there to meet the President of the United States?” 

“We better be,” Dead Betty replied. “He did call us here to meet him today.”

“We better NOT be, you mean,” Echo countered. “If he’s calling us to meet him, then Liam Barnett is right. The President is ordering us back into military service. We could be going into another war zone.”

“You realize how unheard of it is for a unit as small as ours to visit the President, right?” Zero added. “How does he even know we exist?”

“The President was the one who ordered Liam to take the Last Division back in time to Scotland,” Betty replied. “Lady Rhona Armstrong is his own relative and we’re supposed to save her.”

“Not exactly,” Echo countered. “Liam only took Lily Dindle back in time. He was never supposed to take the whole Division.”

“So why did he take Snowflake, too?” Betty asked. “We’re down two members, not just one.”

“He took Snowflake to find Lily and bring her back,” Zero pointed out. “They’re on a rescue mission.”

“I’m not so sure.” Echo eyed the White House one more time. “Something about this doesn’t add up.”

“What are you saying, Echo?” Zero asked. “We all heard what Liam said.”

“That’s what he said. What if it wasn’t just a rescue mission? What if his plan was to take us all back in time? What if he lied to get Lily and Snowflake there together?”

“You’re talking about his sister,” Zero argued. “Why would Liam take Lily to Scotland to put her in danger and then do the same thing to Snowflake?”

Betty lowered her voice to a tense murmur. “Don’t look now, but he’s coming up the street.”

Echo spun around and her scalp prickled when Liam Barnett strode toward the three women. He wore casual khaki pants and a nice white button-down shirt. He looked much nicer and better groomed now than he did when he first broke into Ironforge to spring this mission on the Last Division.

Something about his eyes and face made him look older and more weathered. He looked like he hadn’t slept in a while and…. were those bruises on his neck and the sides of his head? He looked like he’d been in a fight, but that might have been a few days ago.

He pulled up in front of the three women and beamed at them like he was their best friend. That smile gave Echo the creeps.

“What are you doing here, Liam?” Betty demanded. “You’re supposed to be three hundred years in the past with Lily and Snowflake.”

“I was, but I came back here to get you three.”

“What for?” Echo asked. “If you couldn’t save Lady Rhona with Lily and Snowflake, what makes you think you can do it with us?”

“And don’t tell us you need us to rescue Lily and Snowflake,” Betty added. “You took Snowflake to rescue Lily. If you tell us Snowflake needs rescuing now, too, that makes you the worst mission commander in history.”

He laughed. That sound set Echo’s nerves even more on edge and she wasn’t the only one. “What the hell is so damn funny?” Zero snarled. “Do you think it’s a joke that you took two of our teammates back in time and lost them?”

“Lily and Snowflake aren’t lost,” he replied. “They’re in Scotland carrying out the mission, but we need you three to come, too.”

“How do you figure?” Betty asked. “Did you find Lady Rhona Armstrong?”

“Not yet. We’re still trying to find her, but we did find a few other crucial pieces of the puzzle. Lily and Snowflake are working on them now. We need you three to come through the portal so we can finish this once and for all.”

“Forget it,” Echo snapped. “None of us is going anywhere with you. How do we know Lily and Snowflake aren’t dead back there and you want to lead us into danger, too?”

He didn’t act at all offended by her accusation. “It will be dangerous. It is dangerous. I wouldn’t lie to you about that. Lily and Snowflake have already been dealing with dangers and so have I. It isn’t the safest environment if you know what I mean.”

“Why should we trust you, then?” Echo asked. “Why should we agree to go anywhere with you?”

“Because you’ve been ordered by Felix Margoles to go with me. I can prove it. If it makes you feel any better, I’m going to take you somewhere to prove that everything I’m telling you is true.”

The three women exchanged glances. “I don’t like this,” Echo murmured. “This is not the way to conduct a mission.”

“Just come with me and I’ll explain everything,” Liam added and he motioned behind him.

“Wait a minute,” Betty countered. “We’re supposed to meet the President.”

“Not anymore. You were only ordered here to meet me.”

“I don’t believe you,” Echo told him. “You took Lily without telling her or any of us about dragons or wizards or anything like that. How do we know you aren’t lying about other stuff?”

He waved toward the White House. “Okay. Go ahead. Go to your meeting with the President. I won’t try to stop you.”

Echo and her companions looked at each other again. She saw her own thoughts written on their faces. Why was Liam being so agreeable all of a sudden? She had a bad feeling about this.

She, Betty, and Zero turned back to the White House, but all three of them kept casting backward glances at Liam as they walked away. He only smiled and trailed them at a safe distance.

“Let’s ditch him,” Betty muttered. “He’s a creep.”

“Let’s see the President first,” Echo replied. “The order to find and save Lady Rhona came from him. He must want to see us about something related to this mission.”

They agreed and approached the front gate of the White House where several armed Marines stood guard. Betty gave the three women’s names and appointment times to the sergeant on duty. 

He checked the computer in his security office and came back holding a white envelope with the White House seal on it. “The President left this for you.”

“Don’t we have clearance to go in?” Echo asked. “We have an appointment.”

The sergeant pointed at the envelope. “My orders are to give you this. It should explain everything.”

Betty scowled at him while Echo got busy ripping open the envelope. She unfolded a single piece of paper that did NOT have the White House seal on it.

Last Division ordered to attend Liam Barnett on rescue mission according to previous orders by authority of Felix Margoles.

Liam materialized out of nowhere. “Now do you believe me?” 

Echo rounded on him. “How do we know this is legitimate? You could have planted this yourself?”

He motioned toward the sergeant. “Ask him if I planted it.”

Echo glanced over her shoulder. The sergeant and the other Marines stood around listening to their conversation and she knew in an instant that the note was legitimate. 

No one in their right mind would plant something saying that the Last Division was under orders from Felix Margoles.

These Marines probably didn’t even know what Felix Margoles was. Heck, not even the Last Division knew who or what Felix Margoles was. No one knew if it was a person or just a shadow department of the government that answered to no one else.

“You guys better come with me,” Liam added. “I can explain everything, but I can’t do it here. Come on.”

He turned away and now Betty, Echo, and Zero had no choice but to follow him. They wouldn’t get their questions answered at the White House.

Of course they wouldn’t. The President of the United States wouldn’t be able to admit in a public setting like this that he sent people back in time to fight wizards and dragons to save one of his ancestors. No one would believe that. Echo wasn’t prepared to believe it herself. 

Liam continued back down the street in the direction from which the three women had come. He returned to Pennsylvania Avenue and turned off into a nondescript building. He guided the three women into a large room. It was totally empty.

“Well?” Betty blurted out. “You said you’d tell us everything. We’re listening.”

He took out the small copper box that he used to open the time portals. Echo recoiled from it. “No way! You aren’t taking any of us anywhere! You already made two of our comrades disappear with that thing. You aren’t activating that until you give us some answers.”

“Don’t worry. I wasn’t going to activate it.” He put it on the floor and pressed some of the strange symbols on its sides. The box snapped and started to glow. “This will explain everything.”

He took a step away and light started pouring out of the box. What looked like colored laser beams pivoted around the room in strange patterns. After a few minutes, they formed a map showing a giant city with a river running next to it.

“Here’s the situation back in Scotland,” Liam began. “Two Clans are at war against each other—the Creightons and the Buchanans. This is the city of Kald and this estuary is called the Boundless. It separates Kald, which is Creighton territory, from Buchanan country…. which is over here. The Royal House of Creighton are dragon shifters. They can change into dragons whenever they want to, but only the Royal Family can do it.”

“You’re making that up!” Zero countered. “That isn’t possible.”

“Magic and time travel shouldn’t be possible, either, but they are. The Buchanans are shifters, too. They can change into Highland tigers. They’re large cats about the size of a dog and they can all do it—all of them.”

Zero’s hand flew to her head. “This is nuts!”

“The two Clans have been at war for eons, and about twenty years ago—twenty years ago in the other time period, I mean—Laird Balfour Creighton kidnapped Lady Ilisa Buchanan. She was the wife of Neill Buchanan, the Chief of Clan Buchanan.”

“Why did he kidnap her—to stick it to his enemies?” Echo asked.

“As it turned out, she was his daughter. She was already married to Camdyn Carmichael in Tyrekirk, which is their big castle in the city of Kald. She had two sons with her husband—Grant and Elliot. The Laird thought the boys were a threat to him. He thought they would become too powerful and depose him, so he decided to kill them both when they were babies.”

“Wow!” Betty breathed. “This Laird sounds like a raving asshole.”

“He is. He’s a tyrant. Anyway, Lady, Ilisa hid the boys from him. She got a wizard to mask their identities and then she gave the boys to a castle maid to raise as her own. They grew up in Tyrekirk never knowing who they really were….and they go by the last name of Ritchie.”

“So how did Lady Ilisa wind up with the Buchanans?” Echo asked. “How could she marry Neill when she was already married?”

“When she wouldn’t tell the Laird where the boys were, he threatened to kill her, too. She ran away to the Buchanans in their mountain fortress of Icemeet. Neill already had three children and Ilisa had another son with Neill—Duncan Buchanan.”

“Hold up a sec,” Zero interjected. “If his father is a Highland tiger and his mother is a dragon shifter, wouldn’t that make him….?”

Liam nodded. “Duncan is a hybrid. He can shift into a dragon and he can also shift into a Highland tiger. He’s the only person who can unite the Clans and end the war, but that means he has to depose the Laird. As you can understand, the Laird has been trying to find Duncan and get rid of him to stop that from happening.”

“How does this help us?” Echo asked. “What are we supposed to do about it?”

“You three are coming back in time with me. Your orders from Felix Margoles are to support Duncan Buchanan to take the Seat of Armstrong and bring peace to the land.”

As if in answer to his words, the lights flickering from the box coalesced into a different pattern. They projected on the blank wall and showed a family tree with Clan Creighton on one side and Clan Buchanan on the other.

Echo’s eye traced all the names Liam just mentioned. The tree showed Laird Balfour Creighton and his daughters, Ilisa and Saundra, on one side with Grant Ritchie, Elliot Ritchie, and Ness Creighton beneath Ilisa and Camdyn Carmichael.

The other side showed Neill Buchanan connected to Caitrin Buchanan. A branching line descended from them to Colton, Reid, and Edeena Buchanan. A long line connected Ilisa Creighton to Duncan Buchanan through his father, Neill. It was all there laid out in flashing light.

Her eye skipped back to the map. She thought she knew enough about the layout of Scotland and this definitely wasn’t it. She didn’t recognize the mountain, town, and river names. This map represented a different Scotland—or maybe Liam lied about this country being Scotland at all. How could Echo be certain?

She didn’t like to question Liam in front of the others. He must know something she didn’t. Maybe she’d just forgotten this part of Scotland….but she doubted that.

Either way, Lily and Snowflake were there. The rest of the Last Division would have to go there whether it was real Scotland or something else entirely.

“We know that Duncan Buchanan ascends the throne and marries Lady Rhona Armstrong,” Liam explained. “Our orders are to make sure this happens, but right now, we don’t even know where Lady Rhona is. As far as we know, the dark wizard is still back in Scotland trying to kill her.”

“Do you know who the dark wizard is?” Zero asked.

Liam shook his head. “Lily and I thought the Laird might be the dark wizard, but since we don’t even know who Lady Rhona is or where she is, it’s kind of hard to see how the Laird would be able to threaten her. As far as we know, Lady Rhona isn’t even in Scotland.”

“How are we supposed to find her, then?” Echo asked.

“I’m not sure. I only know I’m under orders to take you three back in time. Once you’re all there, we can work on how to complete this mission and end the war with Duncan on the throne.”

Echo glanced over at her two companions—the only friends she had left.

“So which one of you wants to go first?” he asked. “Only two of us can go through at a time, so I’ll have to take you one at a time.”

“Not so fast,” Echo countered. “I don’t trust you as far as I can throw you, pal. You’ve already lost two of our people with that thing.”

“What more do you need to know? You’re assigned to me by Felix Margoles. If that isn’t enough for you, maybe you aren’t cut out for this mission after all.”

“None of us is going anywhere with you, Mister,” Betty added. “We can still carry out our orders without you.”

“How do you think you’re going to do that?” Liam asked. “I’m the only one who knows how to work the portal.”

“Then you can send me and Echo through first,” Betty replied. “You and Zero can follow after, but we’re going through alone first. None of us is going anywhere with you alone.”

“Zero will be going through with me,” Liam pointed out, but Betty didn’t listen.

She pointed to the box. “I’m sure you can program that thing to send us through and then return here….so do it.”

He smacked his lips and bent over to pick up the box. “This is stupid.”

“What’s stupid is that you’re still in the US Military service after the crap you pulled on our team,” Echo snarled. “If you were in the Army, you would have been court-martialed and imprisoned.”

He ignored her comments and went to work on the box. He pressed a few more symbols on its sides. “I’m programming this to take you as close as possible to Duncan’s location. He was at Icemeet when I left Scotland. Snowflake is there and she’s married to the Buchanans’ new Clan Chief—Neill’s son Colton. She’ll be able to help you make contact with Duncan if he isn’t there, too.”

Betty gasped. “She’s…. married?” 

“Lily is married, too. She’s married to Grant Ritchie. They’re in Tyrekirk and Grant is Laird Balfour’s heir.”

Echo and her friends looked at each other again. Sinking dread seized Echo’s heart. What could possibly have gone wrong in Scotland to cause two of the Last Division’s sturdiest members to turn their backs on their oath of isolation and retirement? Did Echo really want to go back there if the same thing might happen to her, too? 

Liam put the box on the floor and it started to vibrate. Echo grabbed Betty’s hand. Whatever was waiting there for them on the other side of that portal, at least Echo and Betty would be facing it together. They wouldn’t be alone.

Betty crushed Echo’s hand in a death grip and Echo clutched Betty’s just as tightly. Echo didn’t want to get separated from Betty in this madness.

Echo glanced over at Zero. Echo opened her mouth to say something. She wanted to reassure Zero that they’d be together on the other end, but Echo couldn’t get her voice to work.

The box spun faster and faster sucking the whole room into its vortex. It seemed to pull all the air from Echo’s lungs and then an explosion collapsed the room around her ears. The world slammed down on her and everything went black.








  
  
Chapter 2




Elliot Ritchie crouched behind a rock and peeked out at a herd of stags grazing in the forest. He gripped his bow tighter and started to rise on his knees to shoot at them. 

His friend Evan grabbed his arm and pulled Elliot down. “Hold hard, laddie. Dinnae take the shot just yet.”

“We winnae get a better shot than this. They dinnae ken we’re even here.” Elliot nocked his arrow and wedged his knees under him to get up again.

“Wait for Barclay to catch up,” Evan argued. “He’ll be surly if ye frighten the deer off before he gets his chance.”

“He winnae be surly when he’s eating the meat I’ve shot.” Elliot shook off his friend’s hand and straightened up a second time.

He planted his knees in the soft soil and drew the bow back to his ear. He sighted down the arrow shaft at a big stag right in front of him. The creature raised its head and pivoted its antlers in all directions to listen, but the stag still didn’t see or hear Elliot. It was a perfect shot. Elliot couldn’t miss.

He steadied the string by pressing his wrist against his jaw. He commanded himself to shoot when, without warning, a swirling whirlpool opened in the air itself. It rotated in a tempest wind and two figures stepped out of it.

The vortex startled the deer and they bolted into the dense forest, but Elliot barely saw them. Elliot’s spine tingled as two women emerged from the portal.

He would recognize that spiraling tornado anywhere. He’d only seen it once, but that was enough. As soon as the two women came through, he recognized them, too. He didn’t exactly recognize them because he’d never seen them before in his life, but he recognized everything else about them. 

They dressed and acted exactly like Lily, the woman he’d met in Kald who got so friendly with his brother Grant. Elliot tried for the thousandth time to push all thought of Grant out of his mind, but these women wouldn’t let him. 

Their sharp, alert eyes flicked around the forest with the same flinty readiness Elliot had only ever seen in Lily. He’d never met any other woman who acted like that. Now he was seeing two more of them.

They both wore trousers. The taller one wore her curly blonde hair gathered in a messy plait down her back. She wore a tight-fitting jacket over a buttoned white shirt and boots up to her knees.

The shorter one was wider in the hips and bigger in the chest. Her small, peaked face turned toward him and her pearly skin glowed in the dim forest light. 

Her long, straight dark brown hair hung loose and spilled over her shoulders. She also wore trousers with small black shoes on her feet. Her short jacket had a hood behind her neck.

He lowered his bow, got to his feet, and strode down the slope toward them. He walked right up to them and measured them down to the inch. The more he saw, the more certain he became that they were who he suspected they were.

They both stiffened and faced him as he got nearer. That proved it beyond all doubt. These women knew how to fight as well as Lily did.

He nodded to them both. “Ye’re Lily’s friends, I suppose. Have ye come here to find her, then?”

“You know Lily?” the dark-haired one exclaimed. “Where is she? Is she here?”

“Here? Och, no! She’s back in Kald. I havenae seen her since I left the city. What brings ye here? Ye’ve come back in time the same as her, is that it?”

The blonde one gasped. “You know about that?” 

“Aye. I was all mixed up in that business with Lily.” He held out his hand to the dark-haired one. She was captivatingly beautiful in a small, pixie sort of way. “I’m Elliot Ritchie.”

“Elliot Ritchie!” she blurted out. “You’re…you’re Grant’s brother! You’re….” She glanced over at her friend and clamped her mouth shut like she shouldn’t have said that much.

Elliot compressed his lips. “Aye. I’m Grant’s brother, but he isnae here, either. Ye lassies had best get yerselves under cover. It isnae safe out here for any strangers wandering about.”

“You’re out here wandering about,” the blonde one countered. “Why is it safe for you and not for us?”

He laughed. He hadn’t laughed in so long that he almost didn’t remember how. His whole life had fallen apart when he parted ways with Grant. Elliot was the one who walked away, but he still blamed Grant for the breach.

He stuffed those thoughts down in the locked box where he kept all his thoughts and feelings about Grant. Elliot didn’t allow himself to think about Grant if he could possibly avoid it, but he still found himself brooding about his brother in spite of himself.

Elliot jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Ye lassies had best come with us. Are ye here searching for Lady Rhona Armstrong the same as Lily? We can sort out how to proceed once ye….”

Evan interrupted by storming out of the rocks. He barged up to Elliot and the two women. “What the devil are they doing here? Ye frightened off the deer, ye trollops! Now we havenae ought to eat tonight and Barclay will be on the rampage. Ye’ll catch it when he comes in.”

“Dinnae ye talk to them like that,” Elliot snapped. “Mind yer manners and speak in a civil tone.”

Evan rounded on him. “Do ye fancy a thrashing, lad?”

“From ye? I’d love to see ye try.”

“From Barclay, ye mapit!” Evan bellowed. “Ye had a clear shot at those stags and then these two jezebels….”

“I swear to Christ if ye dinnae watch yer mouth, ye’ll be cleaning up yer brains off those rocks over there,” Elliot snarled. “Do ye think for a moment that they meant to frighten the deer?”

“What deer?” the dark-haired one asked.

Elliot and Evan both ignored her. “We’ve enough trouble keeping ourselves alive without a couple of….” Evan checked himself when Elliot glared at him in murderous fury. “I’m only saying Barclay winnae like it at all.”

“I’ll be the one to handle Barclay,” Elliot countered. “Ye can run along home to yer mother’s teat if ye cannae be a man and stand on yer own feet.”

Evan glared back at him, but Elliot didn’t care. He turned back to the dark-haired woman. “Ye didnae tell me yer name, lassie. Ye ken mine and this is Evan. Dinnae mind him at all.”

“That’s right nice,” Evan huffed. “I’m only yer best mate.”

“Not for long the way ye’re going.” Elliot turned to the dark-haired woman for the second time. “Ye’ll have to excuse him. He doesnae ken how to behave around a lady. He hasnae barely seen one before.”

Both women laughed and the dark-haired one’s deep brown eyes twinkled. She flushed and her cheeks dimpled when she smiled. She really was one of the most beautiful women that Elliot had ever seen and her spirit shone from inside her just like Lily’s did.

“I’m Echo Boxwood.” She held out her hand to him. “This is my friend Dead Betty.”

Evan snorted. “Ye’re a liar as well as a hussy. Tell the truth and ye may yet….”

Elliot hauled off and punched him square in the nose. He flattened Evan with one punch and Evan collapsed bellowing on the ground. “Ye filthy, rotten bastard! I’ll cut yer gizzard out for that!”

“That’s yer last warning, laddie. Now shove along with ye and dinnae ye show yer face to these lassies again.” Elliot pulled back his leg and kicked Evan hard in the rump.

Evan roared again and scrambled to stand up. He pressed his hand to his nose trying to stem the flow of blood. “Ye’ll pay for this! When Barclay finds out….”

“When I find out about what?” a deep voice boomed out of the trees.

Everyone spun around to see two more men advancing through the forest. One of them stood at least eight inches taller than Elliot and the man was as big as a house. His hulking shoulders and tree-trunk legs dwarfed everyone.

The other man was a cringing scarecrow who hovered close to Barclay’s elbow. The little man’s eyes darted here and there and they popped nearly out of his head when he saw Evan with a bloody nose.

Elliot narrowed his eyes at the two of them. Barclay was a dangerous brute, but his partner Graeme was no slouch, either. He preferred cunning and subterfuge to brute force, but he could still do as much damage as Barclay.

Barclay pulled up next to Elliot and leered at the two women. “What have we here, then?”

Echo glanced over at Elliot at the same moment he glanced at her. Barclay was the last person alive that Elliot wanted to tell the truth about how Echo and Betty got into this forest. Elliot read the same misgiving written on both women’s faces.

“We’re just visiting,” Echo began. “We were trying to find someone we know.”

“Ye cannae go back to Kald,” Elliot told her. “It isnae safe for ye there.”

“No one goes back to Kald,” Barclay boomed. “Anyone who leaves for the forest stays gone if ye dinnae fancy the Laird taking yer head off.”

“Seriously?” She scanned each man one after another. “Is that why you’re here—to get away from the Laird?”

Elliot jerked his thumb at the other three. “These three are fugitives from his service. They’ve fled Kald…”

“We didnae flee ought, laddie!” Barclay thundered. “We’re revolutionaries.”

Elliot rolled his eyes and the slightest smirk twitched at the corners of Echo’s mouth. Her dimples appeared again. “They’re renegades from the Laird’s service. They’re deserters from the war against the Buchanans….”

“We didnae desert,” Evan interjected. “We’re mounting our own campaign to wipe the Highland tigers off the face of the Earth.”

“And a fine job ye’re doing of it, too,” Elliot sneered. “Ye cannae even shoot a deer for yer supper.”

“He had a perfect shot, Barclay,” Evan babbled. “He had a grand stag in his sights and then these two….”

He cut himself when he caught Elliot skewering him with another ferocious glare, but Barclay didn’t notice. “How do we ken these two lassies arenae Buchanan spies infiltrating our territory?”

“Ye can see yerself that they arenae Buchanans,” Elliot countered. “The Buchanans have a certain pattern to their eyes. These lassies arenae even native to this country.”

“Maybe you can help us,” Betty added. “Elliot was just telling us….”

“Elliot doesnae tell anyone ought,” Barclay rumbled. “I’ll be the one to decide what to do with ye.”

“You won’t decide what to do with us or anyone else,” Betty growled. “You might be in charge of these men, but you don’t decide anything about us. We have our own business to attend to.”

“Ye’re our prisoners.” Barclay took one threatening step nearer to them. “Ye’ll come back to our cave and we’ll take ye in as our captives.”

“I wouldnae do that if I was in yer place,” Elliot warned. “Ye’re making a mistake.”

Barclay ignored him. He towered over to the two women and glared down at one and then the other. “Ye’re both tasty treats, I’ll wager. Me men’ll appreciate ye when I’ve finished with ye.”

“Back off, asshole,” Betty snapped. “If you lay a finger on either of us….”

Her words set Barclay off. He raised one massive hand and clamped it on Betty’s shoulder.

She reacted in a split second, seized his wrist, and twisted it backward with brutal force. He roared in pain and Echo lashed out. 

She dropped into a crouch, swept her leg across Barclay’s ankles, and toppled him flat on his face. Betty still held him by the wrist and wrenched his arm behind his back. She planted her foot on his shoulder and gave his arm a cruel yank.

She and Echo rounded on the other three men and Elliot recognized the tense flexion in Echo’s knees. She braced herself to attack anyone who came near her.

A second later, she pounced on Barclay, drew his saber and dirk from his belt, and aimed both weapons at Elliot, Evan, and Graeme.

Barclay bellowed again, but Betty only gave him one more vicious jerk. “Take one step nearer and you’ll get more of this.”

Graeme cringed away from the two women. Evan stood rooted to the spot gaping at Echo and Betty like they were monsters.

“Ye foul witch!” Barclay roared. “I’ll slit yer throat for this! Let me go! Elliot—do something!”

“I warned ye not to,” Elliot returned. “Ye didnae listen.”

“You traitor! You bastard! When I get my hands on ye….”

“When ye get yer hands on me, I’ll thrash ye the same as I did last week.” Elliot nodded to Betty. “Ye can let him go now, lassie. No one will bother ye anymore. I give ye me word on that.”

She shot him a menacing glance, gave Barclay’s arm a sadistic twist, and stepped away from him. Echo backed off still threatening everyone with Barclay’s weapons.

Echo’s eyes narrowed to slits as they darted from one man to the next. Her dark hair fell over her face and transformed her into a compact ball of fighting power. Elliot didn’t envy Barclay at all. These women were nothing to trifle with. He learned that well enough with Lily.

Barclay struggled to his feet. He snarled at the two women and Elliot braced himself for Barclay to attack them in return.

The instant Barclay got his feet under him, Betty took a step toward him and kicked him hard right in the sternum. Barclay staggered back three steps trying to catch his balance, tripped over Graeme, and toppled flat on his back. He roared again as he and Graeme tried to untangle themselves from each other.

Elliot raised his eyebrows. These women were turning out to be something much more formidable than even he expected.

Barclay lunged to his feet, but Echo sprang forward in a heartbeat. She planted herself in front of Betty and brandished both her blades at all four men. Her wild, furious eyes locked on Elliot for a second. He hadn’t moved since the confrontation started.

She immediately pivoted to cover Barclay, Graeme, and Evan, but Graeme and Evan were in no mood to stand up to anyone. Graeme retreated behind Barclay’s bulk. Evan remained frozen in place, unable even to blink at the two women.

Echo kept jerking back and forth to make sure she kept all three men in sight at all times. Barclay snarled at the two women, but he wasn’t stupid enough to go near them again.

Elliot approached Betty and Echo from the sides. “That’s all right, lassies. No one will bother ye again….”

Echo whipped around and pointed her blades straight at his chest. Her countenance smoldered with deadly fury. He didn’t doubt for a second that she would run him through if he threatened her.

He raised both hands where she could see them. “Stand down, lass. I mean ye no harm. Put aside yer blades and I’ll take ye somewhere ye can spend the night. We’ve a cave near here with supplies….”

“Dinnae tell them that!” Evan blurted out. “They might be spies. They might be out for the Laird to track us down.”

Elliot snorted. “No one from the Laird cares for a lot of slum rats like ye lads.” He turned back to Echo. “Ye’re all right, lassie. I mean ye no harm. Lay aside yer blades and talk to me. I may be able to help ye on yer mission.”

She glared at him and then shot a sidelong glance at Betty. Betty nodded. Only then did Echo straighten up and lower her weapons, but she didn’t relax completely. She kept eyeing the other three men.

“As I say, lassies, we’ve a cave near here with food and supplies. Ye can come there and we’ll….”

“Ye winnae share our goods with the likes of them,” Barclay growled. “They may not be Buchanans, but they’re strangers nonetheless. Those goods are for our men and no one else.”

Elliot turned around with exaggerated slowness. “Then we’ll take them to the Serpent Cave. Will that satisfy ye?”

“What’s the Serpent Cave?” Echo asked.

“It’s a cave that doesnae belong to any group,” Elliot waved at the other men. “We belong to a group of rebels out to unseat the Laird, but the Serpent Cave is for all to use.”

“But you’re obviously against the Buchanans, too,” Betty remarked. “How can you be against the Buchanans and the Laird?”

“They’re against everyone,” Elliot replied. “They’re against the Buchanans, the Creightons—ye bring it and they’re against it.”

“Are you one of them?” Echo asked. 

Her dark eyes bored into his being and he squirmed under her scrutiny. “I am at the moment.”

“You said your brother is in Kald. Why are you out here by yourself…. with them?” She nodded toward the other three.

Elliot looked away. “It’s a long story. Come along, lassies.”

“Hold it. We have to find someone….” Echo glanced past him at the other three, came to some decision, and blurted out the rest in a rush. “We heard that Duncan Buchanan is in these woods. We’re trying to find him.”

“Buchanan!” Barclay thundered. “If any Buchanan is in these woods, we’ll hack him to pieces.”

“We heard that he’s a hybrid between a Creighton and a Buchanan,” Echo told him. “He’s half and half, which means he can unite the Clans and unseat the Laird. That should make him your perfect leader.”

Barclay grumbled to himself, but he stopped short of actually voicing what he was thinking.

“If ye’re right, it would solve a heap of problems,” Elliot replied. “It would end the war.”

“Exactly.” Echo brightened up and beamed at him. Was she blushing? His heart flipped when she looked at him like that.

“Our source says your brother is a Creighton prince,” Betty added. “We heard he’s living in Tyrekirk as Laird Balfour’s chosen heir. Is that true?”

Elliot snorted and turned away to hide his discomfort. “I dinnae ken where Grant is nor do I care. He’s a lizard.”

“That’s a pretty insulting thing to say about your own brother,” Betty countered. “If he’s the Laird’s grandson, don’t you think you might be a dragon shifter like he is?”

He refused to look at her or Echo. Grant was the last thing in the world he wanted to talk about. “I wouldnae be at all surprised if he was living in the lap of luxury as the Laird’s pet dog. It doesnae concern me what he does.”

“We also heard he’s married to Lily,” Echo went on. 

“I’m sure he is.”

“Then they were….” Echo stumbled over the words. “Were they close when you saw them together?”

“Aye. That’s one way of putting it.”

Echo and Betty exchanged glances again and Echo cleared her throat. “Listen. Our mission is to find Duncan and help him overthrow the Laird and ascend the throne. Maybe you could help us since….” She glanced over at Barclay. “Since that’s your aim as well.”

“I dinnae ken ought about any Buchanan on this side of the Boundless,” Elliot replied. “If he was here, his life would be forfeit as Barclay says. Every hand would be against him. He wouldnae stand a chance.”

“Even if he was both a dragon shifter and a Highland tiger shifter?” Betty countered. “That might give him an advantage over anyone who might be trying to kill him.”

“We were told we would come through the portal as close as possible to his location.” Echo scanned the woods. “That would suggest that he’s here.”

“Unless he isn’t,” Betty pointed out. “Maybe the box malfunctioned. Liam said he would send us to Icemeet.”

“Liam!” Elliot blurted out. “Is he involved in this somehow?”

“You know Liam?” Betty asked.

“He was with us in Kald —with me and Grant and Lily.”

“Ye dinnae mean to take them to the Serpent Cave!” Evan interrupted. “This is all nonsense, Elliot.”

“Ye dinnae have to come.” Elliot waved to the two women. “Come along. It’s getting dark. Ye must find a place to get under cover for the night. I’ll show ye the way.”








  
  
Chapter 3




Echo’s spirits lifted when Elliot turned away to lead her and Betty to this cave he mentioned. She couldn’t believe their luck that they happened upon Elliot Ritchie so quickly. What were the odds? 

The three of them took a few steps when the wimpy guy started whispering in Barclay’s ear. Elliot ignored them, but a second later, Barclay spun around to frown at his little friend. “Where?”

The smaller man pointed into the forest. “They’re here!” Barclay spoke much more quietly than he had since he first showed up.

“Who’s here?” Betty asked, but Elliot only shrugged.

Barclay and the other two hurried away. Elliot, Echo, and Betty didn’t go after them. “Och, good riddance to them, anyway.” Elliot smiled down at Echo and she got another heart palpitation at the suggestive glint in his eye. Was he thinking the same thing she was?

He set off in a different direction and Echo felt the same wave of relief. She wasn’t sorry to see the other three go, but she hadn’t gone more than a couple of yards when a commotion broke out in the trees.

All three of them looked over and Betty gasped. “Oh, my God! Are those…...?”

Echo, Elliot, and Betty stared in astonishment as two large cats dashed across Echo’s line of sight. They were much larger than normal house cats—about as big as large dogs just like Liam said. They were Highland tigers.

They sprang easily on furry paws and their long, striped tails stretched out behind them. They covered the distance with incredible speed.

Barclay and his two dopes chased the cats with drawn weapons—or at least the other two did. Barclay was unarmed, but he had picked up a big stick to use as a club.

The cats would have outstripped the men easily, but it wasn’t to be. The cats got twenty yards ahead and the smaller one sprang off the ground with impossible speed and agility. The cat collided with a nearby tree, bounced off hardly touching the bark, and soared straight into Barclay’s face.

The cat landed on the big man’s head, sank its claws into Barclay’s bald scalp, and hung on while it kicked and shredded him with its claws.

Echo’s jaw dropped watching the carnage. The cat yowled in spine-chilling rage and sank its fangs into Barclay’s head. He flung up his hands to defend himself, but his club got in the way. 

He grabbed the cat and tried to rip it off, but he only succeeded in bringing it within range of his eyes. The cat lashed out one more time and sliced its hind feet down Barclay’s face. It caught his eyes in eight parallel gashes that ripped his eyes to shreds.

He screamed and let go of the cat to clutch at his eyes, but he only succeeded in dropping the cat where it could attack him again. The cat hit the ground, levitated against gravity, and struck him full force in the chest.

He tumbled backward with the cat latched onto his clothes. He hit the ground and the cat dove for his throat. In half a second, the cat’s razor teeth slashed his jugular and whipped around searching for its next victim.

The larger cat raced past the tree its companion had used as a launch point. The second cat zoomed around the trunk in a tight curve, pelted back at the pursuing men, and charged the skinny guy’s legs.

The cat coiled into a ball, rolled along the ground, crashed into the guy’s ankles, and downed him in a second. The cat whipped around and tackled the guy onto his face. 

Echo couldn’t move watching the cat clamp its jaws on the guy’s neck from behind. The sickening crunch of bone drifted through the forest and seemed to resound louder than it should have in the deadly silence.

Both cats stepped off their victims and turned to the last man standing—Evan. He stood frozen in place still holding his saber in front of him. He seemed to have completely forgotten it was there.

The two cats stalked ever nearer. Evan’s eyes skipped back and forth trying to watch them both at the same time, but anyone could see he didn’t stand a chance against both of them working together.

These cats made Echo shiver, but seeing the petrified shock in Evan’s eyes snapped her out of her trance. She charged and skidded in front of the cats to block them from reaching him.

She dropped her weapons on the ground and held up both empty hands for the cats to see. “Wait! Please…. listen to me. We’re searching for Duncan Buchanan. We want to help him. We heard he was in these woods. We want to support him and help him fulfill his destiny. You’re his relatives, aren’t you? Can you help us?” She thought fast. “We’re friends of Snowflake’s…from the future. We thought we were going to Icemeet to see her. Do you know Snowflake? She’s married to your Clan Chief, isn’t she? If you take us to her, she can tell you who we are. She’ll tell you we only want to help Duncan.”

The words tumbled out of her in a rush. She became aware of Betty at her side. Elliot stood off to one side staring at her like she had gone completely out of her mind….and maybe she had.

The two cats glared at her and she realized she may have just made her last mistake. She was totally unarmed facing two of the most effective killing machines she had ever seen.

The cats didn’t move for a second. Echo’s hands felt painfully empty without some weapon to defend herself. If they attacked, she would just have to fight them with her bare hands and hope for the best.

Without warning, the smaller cat transformed before her eyes. He straightened up, his fur vanished, and his tail pulled back inside his body.








