
  
  
      
        
          Clan Hero

          Highland Heroes Series: Book 4

		      
          Theo Mann

        

        
          
          The Invisible Publishing Company

        

      

    


  
  
Copyright © 2022 by Theo Mann 

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 33
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 34
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Keep Reading
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Sign Up Once--Get all Theo Mann's free books including brand new releases
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About Theo Mann
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by Theo Mann (so far)
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
Chapter 1




Dead Betty stumbled through the dark forest trees and strained her eyes to see anything in the shadows. She spotted what looked like a pile of leaves tucked among some tree roots and went over to it. 

She pushed the leaves aside to reveal a large cat curled up in a ball. His bushy striped tail covered his face.

She placed her hand on the Highland tiger’s back and shook. “Reid! Reid, wake up! We have a big problem.”

The cat’s eyes snapped open and swiveled to look up at her. Then his head swung up and he looked around the forest with sharp, watchful eyes.

He transformed before her eyes, unfolded, and his fur sloughed off to reveal smooth skin. A young man rose to his feet where the cat had been a moment before and Reid Buchanan frowned at the surroundings. “Where the devil are we?”

“That’s what I’m telling you. We’re nowhere near where we were before….and it’s worse. Duncan is gone—and so are Echo and Elliot. We’re alone out here.”

Reid rotated his head from right to left while his brain caught up with reality. “Duncan….?”

“Gone. I checked everywhere. There are no tracks or signs to show where he went. He must have magicked us here and himself…. wherever he is.”

“We must go after him.” Reid started to walk away.

Betty caught his arm. “We can’t, Reid. You have to let him go. I know you’re worried about your brother, but we have to keep going to Icemeet. We have to alert Colton and Jaimee about the new moon attack on Tyrekirk. We can’t waste time looking for Duncan even if we knew where to begin.”

He glared at her and then at the forest before he pursed his lips and sighed. “Ye’re right, lassie. I just dinnae like to walk away when we’ve spent so much time and blood coming this far and coming so close to catching him.”

“I feel the same way, but if he used magic to transport himself away from us, he could be anywhere in the world. He could be on another continent…. or in even another dimension. The attack on Tyrekirk is much more important.”

“All right, lass. I’m with ye now. It isnae any way for a man to wake up in the morning, is it?”

She gave him a wry smirk and chuckled. “Not much. Do you want to go back to sleep or should we just get going?”

“Get going, I’d say. I’d only be dwelling on it for the rest of the night as it is.” He grimaced at the stars. “We’ll cover some miles and hopefully catch up on sleep once we reach Icemeet.”

“How far away is it?”

“Not far. Ye remember the hilltop where we saw the battle? We can get across the Boundless near there.”

The pair started walking. Betty had no idea where she was going, so Reid went in front. He talked to her over his shoulder on the way.

“I cannae wait for Colton to meet ye. I was about to say I cannae wait for Jaimee to meet ye as well, but I suppose she already kens ye. It’s strange to think how all ye lassies kenned each other before now. It seems as though ye all just began here and now.”

“It kind of feels that way to me, too,” she murmured. “I still can’t think of her as Jaimee….and about her being married. She sounds like a completely different person when you talk about her that way.”

“Aye. She is a different person from who she was when she arrived. Make no mistake about that. She’s the best thing that’s ever happened to Colton—and to the Clan.”

Betty didn’t answer. She still had trouble reconciling that he was talking about Snowflake, commanding officer of the Last Division. No one was more committed than Snowflake to the Last Division’s mission of isolation and retirement.

Now Jaimee was married and fully integrated into Clan Buchanan. She must be if Reid talked about her like this. He’d been talking about Jaimee since Betty first met him. He never had anything but good things to say about her….and not because of her military training and experience.

Jaimee must really have fallen hard for Colton Buchanan. Now they were mated for life and married to boot. Reid even talked about how close Jaimee was to the rest of Colton’s Clansmen, especially Reid and their younger brother Duncan.

They loved her. There was no other way to put it. They loved her and she loved them. She had told them her real name because she wanted them to know everything about her. She wanted them to be her family the same way they had made her part of theirs. If that wasn’t love, Betty didn’t know what was.

Lily Barnett had found love in this strange version of ancient Scotland, too. She had married Grant Ritchie and now they were living as Lord and Lady Armstrong at Clan Creighton’s castle of Tyrekirk in the city of Kald.

Betty couldn’t imagine what would have led two members of the Last Division to abandon their mission of self-imposed exile and dedication to the poor. She would have thought such an outcome was impossible before she came to Scotland. Now everything Betty thought she knew was falling apart around her ears.

Even if, by some miracle, the Last Division could fulfill their mission to find Lady Rhona Armstrong and save her from the dark wizard hunting her, what would happen after that?

Lily and Jaimee wouldn’t leave the men they loved to go back to Ironforge and a life of solitude. Why would they when they had obviously dedicated themselves to their Clans?

Now Betty and Echo Boxwood had gotten separated in this strange country. Betty didn’t know where Echo was, now that Duncan Buchanan had magicked Echo and Elliot Ritchie somewhere else.

How could Betty go back to Ironforge without Lily and Jaimee…. or Echo? Snowflake wasn’t Betty’s commanding officer anymore. The Last Division couldn’t function with only three members—if that. Ironforge and the Last Division no longer existed.

If things kept going this way, Betty might be the only one who would go back. What would she do then?

She got so absorbed in her thoughts that she barely noticed the sky lightening above the forest canopy. She jolted back to the present when Reid stepped out of the trees into a field.

She cocked her ear to listen. “What’s that sound?”

“It’s the battle. Come along.” Reid strode across the field, started climbing a hill to the north, and he reached the top first.

As soon as Betty got near him, she realized what he was talking about. The hilltop gave a view over the Boundless.

Birds twittered in the forest canopy and pastel light shot through the clouds overhead. It was a beautiful morning, but Betty couldn’t enjoy it.

A devastating battle raged on the planes beyond the estuary. The Creighton and Buchanan armies collided in a vicious clash of arms. The Creightons surged up the slopes pushing the Buchanans farther and farther from the Boundless, but that wasn’t the worst part.

Almost twenty dragons circled directly over Icemeet and bombarded the outer walls with crushing fire. The last and only time Betty had seen the giant stone fortress, it had stood inviolate and immovable on the high crags above the planes.

Now the dragons had broken down the massive stone gate and half of them wheeled toward the planes chewing through the outer defenses. Several more dragons hovered over the roof assaulting the fortress to cave in the structure itself.

“Jesus!” Betty whispered. “This is bad!”

“We must get across!” Reid growled. “We must get to the fortress before the Clan evacuates.”

“Evacuates—where? There is no way they can evacuate. They’ll be trapped inside and the dragons will kill everyone.”

“That’s what they think. Come on.”

He set off down the hill at a fast walk heading straight for the Boundless. He and Betty were still far enough west that no one would stop them from crossing, but Betty could see much more serious problems facing them. 

She hurried to catch up with Reid. “We’re going to have to fight our way inside. You realize that, right?”

“Aye. It winnae be easy, but if we….”

“It will be a lot more than not easy. It will be deadly.”

He grinned at her over his shoulder. “We’ll make it.”

She wasn’t so sure, but the only alternative was to turn around and go back to the forest, which was no alternative at all.

He marched right up to the water’s edge and waded into it. They crossed in a few seconds. Then he dropped to one knee and pulled her down next to him. “Now listen here, lass. I’m going to shift and run up there. Ye’ll have to keep up with me, but between us, we should make it to the entrance.”

“What entrance? The gate is down. We would have to scale that big pile of rubble, and even then, we’d be running right under the dragons’ fire.”

“We winnae go in through the front, but it will be just as dangerous as all that. Now listen. I cannae take ye straight to the entrance or the dragons will see us go in. We must feint to the side and make them think we’re trying to get in.”

“Where exactly are we going?”

“There’s another entrance behind the fortress. We’ll go in there.”

“Behind…. the fortress?” She squinted up at Icemeet. “It looks to me like the fortress seals up against the mountain. There is no ‘behind the fortress’.”

He laughed, but not without a healthy dose of irony. “Do ye think we’d build it without making it look that way? Of course we want our enemies to think that. Now listen, lass. Ye must keep up with me no matter what. Dinnae fall behind. If ye get caught out and I cannae find ye, ye wouldnae ever find yer way in. Understand?”

She gulped and nodded. “I understand.”

“Aye. Let’s go.”

He stood up—or started to. Before he even got off the ground, he shifted back into a Highland tiger and rocketed away at a blinding speed. He dropped on all fours and skimmed over the rough ground racing straight into the thickest part of the battle.

Betty launched to her feet and took off after him. She never would have been able to keep up with him if the battle hadn’t slowed him down.

He charged into the worst fighting. Swordsmen hacked, stabbed, and lunged on all sides. Some of them almost stepped on Reid and he veered in a desperate slalom course to get out of their way.

Betty reached him only to run into the same problem. She raised her saber and chopped her way through Creighton soldiers and lunatic Highlanders all attacking each other in fury.

The Buchanans bellowed in rage and cleaved their enemies to the marrow, but the Creightons were better armed and there were a lot more of them. They kept pushing the Buchanans back toward the mountain no matter how hard the Buchanans tried to hold their ground.

A mob of Buchanans crushed into Betty as they tried to fend off another Creighton surge. The Buchanans enveloped her and she got caught in the confusion. She had to fall in line with several huge Highlanders and lend her weapon to their efforts just to stop the Creightons from slaughtering them all.

Reid was long gone by the time she broke away. She fought her way farther up the mountain, but she still didn’t see him.

She spotted a Highland tiger thirty feet to her right. The cat sprang onto a Creighton soldier’s head, ripped his face to ribbons, and sprang off to slash another soldier’s throat. Betty tried to fight her way toward him only to see another ten cats caught in the melee. She couldn’t tell which one was Reid.

She dodged one way and then the other, but more Buchanans started shifting on all sides. Cats and men got all mixed up with each other and the noise deafened her.

The thunder of explosions got louder coming from Icemeet. The dragons leveled the outer wall with more dragons bombarding the upper keeps. Several of the highest towers toppled and hit the ground with crushing booms.

Guardsmen and archers fired up at the dragons, but the Buchanans couldn’t drive them back. The situation was becoming desperate and then disaster struck.

The dragons must have made enough headway toward destroying the fortress. Half of them wheeled away, swooped toward the Boundless, and came streaking back from the Kald side. They formed a long line, stooped low to the ground, and started laying down a blistering wall of fire.

The Creighton soldiers fell back and left the Buchanans face to face with the oncoming dragons. The dragons’ fire bombarded the foremost Highlanders and screams ripped through the ranks.

Betty froze in shock watching so many people meeting their deaths in such a horrific way. This was far worse than anything she ever dealt with in Afghanistan.

The next second, the Buchanans broke and ran for it. They fled in the only direction left to them and they all turned tail for Icemeet. The dragons kept advancing as they cut down hundreds of people. Their first victims created a wall of some scant protection that left just enough time and space for the survivors to make it to the mountain.

The dragons widened their formation and closed into a semi-circle. They pinned the Buchanans against the cliff. There was nowhere left to go but inside Icemeet.

Betty and the other Buchanans whirled backward and started a last, desperate scramble to get over the mounds of rubble that used to be the protective walls. The wreckage blocked the whole courtyard and the arched entrance to a passage running into the citadel.

Highlanders charged the only opening, but only one or two could get inside at a time. The others had to stand there waiting their turn as the dragons plowed through more and more people getting closer by the second.

Betty stood guard with her saber drawn, but that only left her with an unobstructed view of the disaster unfolding farther down the mountain. Thousands of bodies from both armies carpeted the plane. The dragons left a swath of scorched earth so black and dead that none of the Buchanan fallen remained. They had completely burned away.

More and more Buchanans floundered up the rubble heaps. Their Clansmen pulled them up and Betty helped shove them into the passage.

“Come on!” she shrieked to those falling behind. “Come on! You can make it!”

Her heart ached from pounding so hard. She couldn’t let any more people die, but she couldn’t stop it. Her dirk and saber wouldn’t stop dragon fire. 

She and four sturdy men hauled the last survivors onto the heap as the dragons reached the fortress. Heat blistered her cheeks. The dragons would hit her next.

She pushed four more people inside and a thunderous voice bellowed in her ear. “Get down there, lassie! Get inside—now!”

She glanced to her right to find a massive guy yelling at her. He towered over her and only he and his three comrades remained outside.

He didn’t give her a chance to argue. He grabbed her, clamped his giant hand on the back of her neck, and pushed her headfirst into the hole.

A second later, he and his Clansmen dove through and landed on top of her. They all crashed to the floor in a pile as jets of fire pounded the outer wall. Some of the flames billowed through the gap and set the big guy’s tartan alight, but the group still wasn’t safe.

The wall imploded behind them. The explosion would have buried them in rock if they didn’t claw their way out of its path in time.

A torrent of shattered stone crashed into the passage as all five scrambled to save themselves. The big guy rolled on the floor and snuffed out the flames enveloping his tartan. Smoke came from his clothes and he yanked the fabric away wincing in pain.

More pounding smashes rocked the fortress from outside, but at least now a mountain of rock protected the last remaining Buchanans from the dragons.

One of the other men turned around and came over to the big guy. “Are ye all right, Ewan?”

“Aye.” He looked down at his shoulder and grimaced. He’d been burned where his tartan had been touching his neck and shoulder. “I’ll survive.”

His Clansman gripped his other shoulder and they all turned around to stare at the end of the passage. No one was getting out that way.

Ewan straightened up and let his eyes skim down Betty’s body. He took in her clothes and nodded. “Ye’ll be one of Jaimee’s lassies from the future.”

“You know about that?” she gasped. 

“Aye. We ken all about it. Come along and we’ll go find her.”








  
  
Chapter 2




Reid stormed out of the keep, veered into the great hall, and back to the foyer. “Where’s the lassie from the future that came in with me?” 

His cousin Fletcher stared at him. “Do ye mean Jaimee?”

“Of course I dinnae mean Jaimee! I’m talking about Betty! Where is she?”

Fletcher gaped at him in stunned confusion. “Who’s Betty?”

Reid spun away. “I must go back out there. I must find her.”

His cousin Gavin materialized at his side along with Boyd the blacksmith and three others. They had been out on the battlefield a moment before. Now they all crowded the foyer licking their wounds and recovering from their narrow escape.

Gavin, Fletcher, and Boyd grabbed Reid and tried to hold him back. “Ye cannae go out there!” Fletcher protested. “Ye’d be burned to a crisp. The dragons are still out there.”

“Leave me alone!” Reid elbowed his way through the foyer to the courtyard passageway. “I cannae leave her out there. She was with me all the way and then I lost her. If she’s still out there….”

Boyd stepped in front of Reid to block his path. “I cannae let ye go out there, laddie. I’ve been loyal to yer father and now yer brother. Ye owe it to yer Clan to….”

“Och, stuff all that!” Reid shoved Boyd out of the way and yanked the door open. 

Fletcher, Boyd, and Gavin all grabbed him and did their best to haul him back into the foyer. Reid spun around to push them away. “Get yer hands off me!” 

“Ye cannae go out there!” Gavin yelled. “The dragons will kill ye for sure.”

“Leave me alone!” he countered. “Do ye have any idea….?”

He ripped out of their hold and spun around to see Betty, Ewan, and three others standing in the passage. “Lassie!” he blurted out.

She charged him and threw her arms around him. “Thank God you’re all right! I thought you were gone!”

His heart burst when he put his arms around her. She was alive and unhurt, but anyone could see she was badly shaken by the experience. “Aye. I was just about to go out there and try to find ye.” He then frowned at the men standing behind her. “What’s going on?”

Ewan jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “We got caught out by the dragons. They drove us in here. We barely got in alive.”

“Have you seen Colton?” Betty interrupted. “Or Jaimee?”

“Och, I’ve seen them, but I havenae had a chance to speak to them about ought.”

She tapped his elbow. “Come on. Let’s go tell them now.”

“Tell them what?” Ewan asked.

Reid turned back to him. “Get all yer men armed and ready to go back out.”

“Out!” Boyd roared. “Are ye out of yer tree? It’s suicide out there.”

“Not there, ye mapit! Och, never mind! Come along, lass.” Reid pointed at Ewan. “Ye do as I say and arm everyone.”

“Does Colton ken about this?” another man asked.

“He’s about to.” Reid took Betty’s arm, shouldered past Boyd and Fletcher, and led her inside the fortress.

The place was in chaos with dozens of armed men, women, and frightened children packed into the foyer, the great hall, the dining hall, the library, and all the other common areas at the center of the fortress. 

These people had nowhere else to go, now that the keeps had all been decimated. Reid had to fight his way through and he couldn’t help stepping on several feet in the process. 

Betty lagged. She kept staring at everything in amazement and she slowed even more whenever she saw someone injured, crying, or in trouble. Several maids moved through the crowd treating injuries, handing out food, water, and blankets, and trying to give reassurance where they could, but there were nowhere near enough of these helpers even with dozens of Clansmen helping, too.

Reid came out of the library and saw Ewan, Boyd, and some of their other cousins come in from the passageway. They started going man to man delivering Reid’s message about rearming.

Reid couldn’t waste any more time in here. He pulled Betty into a side corridor leading deeper into the keep, but it was just as crowded as the hall.

“What’s going on?” Betty asked. “What are all these people doing here?”

“They’re preparing to evacuate. We must waylay Colton before he sends them out.”

“Where will they evacuate? That man was right. You can’t ask these people to go out and face those dragons.”

“They winnae evacuate through the front, lassie. We have other secret ways to get out of the fortress and they’ll fall back to our sanctuaries in the mountains. Ye dinnae need to worry about these people. They’ll all go through to Stronghold and they’ll be just grand.”

She cast another pitiful glance around her. “I don’t think so somehow.”

“We’ve much more to worry about where we’re concerned if we really mean to make an assault on Kald. Och, there’s Colton finally.”

Reid let go of her hand, waded through a particularly dense patch of his Clansmen, and forced his way through to where Colton stood. He was busy going over stacks of cartons, bundles, and crates of supplies loaded on wheeled trollies. They lined the corridor on one side and left even less space for all the people packed in shoulder to shoulder.

“I must speak to ye immediately,” Reid began.

Colton didn’t look up from his work. “Did ye find Duncan?”

“Aye. I found him, but he bolted and we lost him, but I must speak to ye about something much more important.”

“It will have to wait until after the evacuation. I cannae spare a moment to stop now.”

“It cannae wait until after the evacuation,” Reid insisted. “In fact, it’s critical that I explain to ye before the evacuation. We need every fighting man here. Ye cannae send them off just yet.”

“We cannae wait.” Colton went back to stacking the cartons. “If ye didnae bring Duncan in, we cannae take any more time to search for him. Now I need ye to begin taking a tally on everyone who’ll evacuate so we can re-tally them when they get there.”

“Didnae ye hear what I’ve just said?” Reid fired back. “Ye cannae send these people. All depends on our men staying here for the next assault.”

Colton looked up for the first time and his black eyes met Reid’s. Reid knew his brother too well not to recognize that look. Nothing would change Colton’s mind.

“Assault?” Colton repeated. “There winnae be any assault unless it’s a Creighton assault against us. The destruction they’ve already done is the only thing keeping us alive, lad. We cannae stay here.”

Reid clenched his teeth. He had to convince his brother. “Listen to me, man. If ye ever hope to save these people, ye must….”

Betty stepped forward and took hold of his elbow. “Forget it. Come on. Let’s see if we can find Jaimee.”

Colton looked down at her and something in his iron countenance softened. “Lassie?”

She did her best to smile at him. “Hi. I’ve heard a lot about you. I’m Betty.”

He shook her hand. “Did ye just come through, then?”

She shuffled her feet. “Not exactly. I’ve been with Reid in the forest for a few days. I was with Duncan and….” She looked up at Reid and the color drained from her face.

Reid took a deep breath and faced his brother. “Alastair’s dead.”

“Then there’s naught else to be done.” Colton wiped all expression from his features and went back to work. “Start tallying, lad. We must evacuate within the hour.”

He moved off down the corridor and erased all awareness of Reid and Betty. Reid glared after his brother. Colton always listened to Reid and Duncan before. Colton had been becoming less and less approachable and less reasonable as the Creighton campaign escalated.

Reid fumed trying to come up with some way to reverse Colton’s decision, but Colton turned his back on the pair and started dealing with the people waiting to evacuate.

Betty tugged Reid’s arm again. “Come on. Let’s get out of here.”

Reid turned away. He didn’t have to look too far to find Jaimee and he knew long before he got near her that she would be too busy to help him.

He led Betty to the old apartment that used to belong to his father, Neill Buchanan. Wounded Clansmen packed the floor with men and women working non-stop from one patient to the next. 

Jaimee squatted next to a woman pressing a giant wad of bloody fabric to her face. Jaimee squeezed the woman’s shoulder and then started working on the stretcher sticking out from under the woman’s body.

“I dinnae need anyone to carry me,” the woman insisted. “I told the lads they didnae need to waste a stretcher on me. I can still walk. Save the carrying for those that need it.”

Jaimee pressed the woman’s hand. “Thank you. I really appreciate it. When the time comes to evacuate, you can go out with the rest who can walk. I’m sure no one will stop you.”

The woman twisted her head around and looked up at Jaimee with her one good eye. “Did ye see Callum out there, lassie? Did ye see if he made it back from the assault?”

Jaimee winced. “I didn’t see. I’m sorry. It was chaos out there, but I’ll look for him the very first chance I get. I’m sure he’ll be just as anxious to find you as you are to find him.”

“Are me children safe, lass?” The woman gulped. “Ye winnae let me children be left behind.”

“Aileen has your children,” Jaimee replied. “They’re just fine. You’ll see them once you get there.”

“Thank ye, lassie,” the woman choked. “Thank ye so much.”

Jaimee stood up….and her features hardened when she saw Reid and Betty watching her.

She walked over to Reid and hugged him. “Thank God you made it back! Did you find Duncan?”

“We need to talk to you,” Betty interjected. “It’s an emergency.”

Jaimee gasped when she realized Betty was there. “You! What are you doing here?” 

“Liam sent me and Echo through to help finish this mission, but that isn’t what we need to talk to you about. We need your help.”

She bent over the next patient. “If it doesn’t have anything to do with this evacuation, then it will have to wait until afterwards.”

Reid threw up his hands and spun away. “This is hopeless!”

“Listen to me, Jaimee,” Betty insisted. “It’s absolutely critical that you don’t evacuate any of the fighting men. They have to stay here.”

“Forget it! We’re finished. Do you get that? We’ll be lucky to get everyone out alive with the dragons out there.”

“Evacuating these people won’t save them,” Betty went on. “The Laird can use magic to track you down, and with the way the war is going, he’ll wipe out the Clan sooner or later. Our only chance is to take Kald and put Duncan on the throne.”

“We can’t,” Jaimee countered. “There is no way we can take Kald. It’s a pipe dream. We can’t even protect Icemeet.”

“Not on your own, you can’t, but with two other armies working with you, we can do this.”

Jaimee stopped what she was doing and looked up. “What armies?”

Reid and Betty exchanged glances. Betty took a deep breath. What she was about to say sounded so flimsy. “We found Elliot Ritchie in the forest. We….”

Jaimee smacked her lips. “Not another Ritchie! I’m never talking to anyone named Ritchie ever again.”

“Ye dinnae have to talk to him,” Reid told her. “He’s organizing the rebels west of Kald to coordinate with us.”

“And Echo is going to Tyrekirk to convince Grant and Lily to help us from inside the castle.”

Jaimee blinked from her and back to Reid. “This is insane. You know that, right?”

“What choice do we have?” Betty asked.

“For a start, we don’t even have Duncan to put him on the throne. We don’t even know where he is.”

Reid glanced over at Betty again, but she wouldn’t meet his gaze. Neither of them wanted to tell Jaimee about Duncan being out of his mind, not to mention dangerous to the people he should care about.

“Just help us talk to Colton,” Betty urged. “He won’t even talk to us. At least help us get him alone where we can explain all this. It would be terrible if you went to all the trouble of evacuating the men, only to have to bring them back later.”

Jaimee puffed out her cheeks. “All right. I’ll talk to him, but don’t get your hopes up. You know how he gets when he sets his mind on something.” She looked over at Betty. “Well, maybe you don’t, but Reid does.”

“Thanks,” Betty exclaimed.

Jaimee walked away and Betty turned to Reid. “Well, at least she’s willing to help us.”

“She’s right,” Reid growled. “Colton winnae budge.”

“Give him a chance. She’s his wife. She might be able to make him see reason.”

Reid snorted again. Betty didn’t know Colton the way he did.

A few minutes later, Jaimee came back into the apartment. “How did it go?” Betty asked.

“About like I expected. He wouldn’t even talk. He’s too busy.”

“What about….?” Betty began, but Jaimee wasn’t listening anymore. 

“I gotta go!” Jaimee exclaimed. “The evacuation is starting. I can’t deal with this right now.”

She hurried away, and when Reid and Betty returned to the corridor, they couldn’t even get through. So many women and children pushed and shoved that Reid and Betty had to hang back and wait.

Everyone jostled and complained. Those wounded who could walk tried to join the march from the apartment. Reid and Betty had to smash themselves against the wall, but even then, no one could get through. Too many people were trying to evacuate at once.

Jaimee came back forcing her way through the packed throng. She yelled over the bubbling voices to make herself heard. “When you reach the end of the corridor, take one trolley each and take it with you into the tunnel. The trolley you take will have all your food and bedding, so if you don’t take a trolley, you’ll be hungry and sleeping on the floor when you get there. Every family is responsible for pulling their own supplies—no exceptions!”

Betty smiled up at Reid. “She can’t stop herself from taking charge of every situation.”

Reid stretched his neck to peer over the crowd. “It looks like the women and children are going first anyway. That will leave the fighting men to last. We may have a hope after all.”

“Won’t Colton evacuate the fighting men, too?”

“Not right away. He’ll wait a bit. He winnae let anyone evacuate without their supplies, which means the evacuation will stop once this lot takes all the trolleys. No one will be able to go through the tunnel until he retrieves the trolleys and reloads them for the next wave.”

“You sound like you’ve done this before.”

“Aye. We’ve evacuated three times since I was born. We ken how to do it.”

“Wow!” she breathed. “The Creightons must be really intent on invading.”

“I dinnae ken what ye say about the Laird tracking us into the mountains. He hasnae done it yet.”

“There’s a first time for everything, and if he’s that bent on stopping Duncan from taking the throne, he’ll make sure to finish the rest of the Clan, too.”

Jaimee came back down the corridor calling the same instructions. The crowd started moving slowly at first and then faster. The wounded from the apartment filed out to join the mob, and in a little while, they cleared the area.

Reid and Betty approached the corridor and saw Ewan, Callum, and some of Reid’s other cousins. “Did ye rearm?” Reid asked them.

“Aye. We were just coming to check with Colton about evacuating.”

Reid stiffened, but at that moment, Jaimee came back calling out again. “That’s it! You can all relax. We aren’t sending anyone else through.”

“Can Colton talk to us now?” Betty asked.

Jaimee made a face. “How about you go ask him? I don’t want to get my head bitten off.”

“Who does?” Ewan joked.

“I’ll go.” Reid started to turn away when Colton himself approached from farther up the corridor.

He pointed to the assembled fighting men. “If ye lads havenae ought else to do, ye can go through and bring the trolleys back. We must reload them for the next wave.”

“It will take at least an hour for them to unload all the trolleys and bring them through,” Reid pointed out. “Perhaps ye have time to talk to us now.”

Colton leveled Reid with an impenetrable stare, but when Colton glanced at Betty, he seemed to change his mind. “All right, lad. Go up to me office and I’ll meet ye there.” He turned to Jaimee. “Will ye please fetch our dinner and bring it up, lass? We can eat while these two talk.”








  
  
Chapter 3




Jaimee stepped into Colton’s office holding a tray with some food on it. She took one look at Reid and Betty talking and Betty would have to be blind not to notice the way Jaimee’s expression changed. 

Jaimee pinched her lips and deliberately looked away like she’d just seen something disgusting. She put the tray on the table and pulled out a chair before sitting down. She crossed her legs with all of her old businesslike stiffness, folded her hands in her lap, and looked straight in front of her like she wanted to make certain not to see Reid and Betty standing there.

Betty stared at the woman she thought was her friend. Betty had been looking forward to seeing Jaimee ever since Liam sent Betty and Echo through the time portal to this country. Now Jaimee was acting like she didn’t want to know Betty at all.

What was even worse, Jaimee acted like she didn’t want to know Reid, either, but that couldn’t be right. He was Colton’s brother and Jaimee had been acting so friendly toward both of them since Reid and Betty first made it back to Icemeet.

Did Betty do something to offend Jaimee? Had Jaimee changed her mind about the new moon assault? Would she try to convince Colton not to help out after all?

The door swung open again and Colton stormed in. He barged straight over to his desk and started wolfing down the food.

“All right, ye two,” he mumbled over his shoulder with his mouth full. “I’ll give ye ten minutes to say what ye have to say and then I’m sending all the Clansmen through the tunnel. What’s so important?”

“The rebels in the forest west of Kald want to coordinate with us to assault Tyrekirk on the new moon,” Reid began. “We’ve sent another one of Jaimee’s lassies to the castle to speak to Grant and Lily about helping us out, too. With us attacking from this side, the rebels coming from the western forest, and hopefully Grant working inside the castle, we can unseat the Laird and put Duncan on the throne in the Laird’s place.”

He blurted this out in a wild rush. Betty couldn’t have said it better and now Colton had all the most essential facts.

Colton went very still and quiet for a second while he stared down at his plate. Then he stopped chewing, turned around very slowly, and blinked at his brother with a wad of food still bulging in his cheek.

After what seemed like an eternity, he swallowed with difficulty and mumbled around the lump in his mouth. “Ye…. want to put Duncan…. on the throne of Armstrong? Are ye off yer bloomin’ head, man?”

“I dinnae say he’s in any state to rule the country and all, but this is our best chance to overthrow the Laird no matter who rules. We’ve got two armies coming from two different directions and….”

“Ye call this an army?!” Colton thundered. “Ye call this an army? How precisely do ye propose I send anyone to assault Kald across the Boundless? Tell me that. Tell me what sort of Clan Chief I’d be if I sent a single man out there right now. Dinnae talk to me about getting anywhere near the Boundless when we cannae even leave our own house!” He turned back to his plate and started muttering to himself under his breath. “As if we dinnae have enough to cope with at this hour!”

“If we let this chance go by, we may never get another one,” Betty chimed in. “You can fight the Creightons all day long and wind up right back where ye started….”

“I cannae fight the Creightons at all, lass,” Colton snapped over his shoulder. “Didnae ye see the state of things outside or are ye as blind as this dobber?” He jerked his thumb at Reid.

“I dinnae say ought about Duncan,” Reid went on. “He’s out of his mind and running wild God kens where, but think on it a moment, lad. We may never get anyone else to help us for the rest of…well, forever.”

Colton spun around again and furrowed his brow at his brother. “Who says ought about him being out of his mind?”

“You guys are behind the latest news,” Jaimee added. “Duncan was here and he was very, very sane.”

Reid and Betty both whipped around to gape at her. “He was?” Betty gasped.

Jaimee nodded. “He showed up yesterday. The Laird pulled out some huge black dragon to come over here and attack us. Based on what we’ve seen from Grant, I’m assuming this new dragon was his brother Elliot. He started out by blowing up all our siege machines so we couldn’t hit the dragons, but interestingly, he was extra careful not to hurt any people.”

“And then, if ye can believe the evidence of yer own eyes—which I dinnae,” Colton added, “Duncan stepped out from behind the rocks and started using magic to fight the Creighton dragons.”

Reid passed his hand across his eyes. “Och!”

“Believe it,” Jaimee went on, “and Duncan was very, very careful not to hit Elliot. Duncan started fighting the dragons, and as soon as Elliot saw Duncan, Elliot turned against the Creightons and started decimating them like you wouldn’t believe.”

“Until the Laird knocked Elliot out of the sky, that is,” Colton finished.

“He what?!” Betty gasped. “He knocked Elliot….”

“Out of the sky,” Jaimee repeated. “Ka-blooey. The Laird cast a spell over Elliot while he was way up in the air and shifted Elliot back into a man. Elliot crashed on the ground.”

“A fall like that would have killed any ordinary man,” Colton added.

“So what happened?” Betty croaked. “Is Elliot dead, then?”

“We don’t know,” Jaimee told her. “Duncan saw Elliot fall and then Duncan shifted into a dragon, too.”

Reid’s and Betty’s jaws both dropped. Jaimee sat back in her chair and smirked up at them while she watched the effect this bombshell had on both of them.

“He’s a big, ugly black bastard just like his brothers,” Colton growled while he stuffed some more bread into his mouth. “He started fighting the dragons, but they outnumbered him. They would have killed him, so he picked up Elliot and flew away with him.”

“We have no idea where Duncan is or even if he and Elliot are still alive,” Jaimee told them at last.

“I wouldnae have believed the lot if I hadnae seen it with me own eyes,” Colton went on. “I still dinnae believe it now.”

“But this is…. this is great!” Betty exclaimed. “It means that Duncan is regaining his sanity. He has control of his magic.”

“So ye kenned he had magic?” Colton countered. “What did ye see when ye found him in the forest?”

“He was totally out of control,” Reid explained. “He didnae ken me and he kept attacking everybody.”

“He attacked as a cat,” Betty corrected. “When he used magic, he just spouted off with no rhyme or reason to it at all. He didn’t even seem aware that he was doing it. It came out of his skin and hair and even from his eyes. That’s how he made Elliot shift.”

“So you know about Elliot, too?” Jaimee demanded. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

“We didnae have time to. This is the first we’ve come back to Icemeet and we’ve been trying to talk to ye since we got here.” Reid turned back to his brother. “Ye wouldnae even talk to us.”

Colton blinked in stunned shock and then lowered his eyes. He stepped closer to Reid and gripped his shoulder. “I’m sorry, laddie. I shouldnae have done that. I should have heard ye out the moment ye returned.”

“So what about the new moon assault?” Betty asked. “Do you still plan to send all the fighting men off to…. wherever it is you’re sending them?”

Colton turned back to his tray and started eating again. He kept his back to the room and his head bowed while he chewed.

He remained silent for so long that he startled Betty out of her skin when he finally started talking. He kept his head down and his back turned. He muttered down at the floor like he might be talking to himself.

“I dinnae believe we stand a chance in Hell of putting Duncan on the throne. I wouldnae have believed our Clan would ever follow a Creighton, but after the way Duncan saved us yesterday, perhaps it isnae so far-fetched as all that.”

Betty’s heart leapt. Without meaning to, she shot out her hand and squeezed Reid’s arm. She burst into an excited grin. Was Colton going to agree to the assault after all?

Reid grinned back just as excitedly….and then she spotted Jaimee glaring at her. Betty dropped her hand instantly and her cheeks burned that Jaimee caught her doing something….

Was there something wrong with being excited that their plan was finally coming to fruition? Did Betty do something wrong by sharing that excitement with Reid?

“We dinnae ken where Duncan is nor what condition he’ll be in if he’s found,” Colton went on. “If we’re to drive the Creightons out, we must do it without considering Duncan at all.”

“So do ye mean to take part in this assault?” Reid asked. “I must be frank with ye, lad. We dinnae ken if Echo and Elliot ever made it to their destinations nor if they had any success recruiting anyone. I dinnae like to put too fine a point on it, but I couldnae leave ye in any doubt about the true position. We might be doing it all on our own anyway.”

Colton shrugged, picked up a cloth napkin from the tray, and started wiping his fingers and mouth. “It doesnae much matter as far as I can tell. We’ve naught to lose either way. If ye’re right, the rebels attacking from the west will force the Creightons to withdraw from the Boundless. If we can get across and make a dent in their numbers, it would only do us some good. It’s a long shot, but it’s all we’ve got.”








  
  
Chapter 4



Reid turned to leave Colton’s office. Jaimee was already moving closer to Colton and Reid paused when she started talking about the evacuation. “We still have a couple hundred women, children, and old people to take down the tunnel.” 







