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Chapter 1




Zero turned a small copper box over and over between her fingers. It looked so small and insignificant, but that was an illusion. 

“Are you ready, Zoe?”

Zero looked up at Liam Barnett. “What did you call me?”

“That’s your name, isn’t it? Zoe Dutton. Right?”

“How did you know?”

He smiled kindly at her. That might be the first genuine smile she’d ever seen from him—not that she had seen many. She barely knew him.

“I know all your real names,” he replied. “I’ve always known, but there’s a limit to what information I could give to the others.”

“So all this….” She looked around the featureless, empty room. It had no windows, no furniture, no nothing.

Magical projections filled the space on all sides. The map of Kald, the Boundless, and Icemeet—the genealogy of Duncan Buchanan and Lady Rhona Armstrong—they floated in space all around the room. They gave off eerie colored flashes as they hovered before Zoe’s eyes.

They laid out such a detailed picture of everything going on in Scotland three hundred years ago, but they also left so many questions unanswered. All four of Zoe’s closest friends had vanished into the past, never to be seen or heard from again and it all started with this small, insignificant little box.

How long ago had Liam showed up at the Last Division’s headquarters at Ironforge in Detroit? He took his sister Lily to Scotland followed by Snowflake, the Last Division’s commanding officer.

Now Dead Betty and Echo Boxwood were back there, and unlike the times when he took Lily and Snowflake, Liam couldn’t tell Zoe what Betty and Echo were doing.

They went to Scotland to rescue Lady Rhona Armstrong from an evil wizard who wanted to kill her. The Last Division’s mission was to help Duncan Buchanan ascend the Seat of Armstrong and marry Lady Rhona, but how far had Zoe’s four friends gone toward accomplishing any of that? They might be dead already for all she knew.

Now it was her turn. 

“Don’t worry,” Liam told her. “The time portal is harmless. It won’t hurt you.”

“I’m ready.” She squared her shoulders and handed him the box. “I want to go.”

He raised his eyebrows. “You want to go? That’s a first.”

“I’m an orphan. I stayed with the Last Division for so long because they’re the only family I’ve ever had. I have no one left. Everyone I care about is on the other side of that portal. I couldn’t go back to Ironforge without them. I have nowhere else in the world to go.”

He set the box on the floor in the center of the room. “The portal will take us as near as possible to Duncan’s location.

“Do we need to do anything?” she asked. “Should we arm ourselves or anything?”

“I don’t think that will be necessary. Just hold onto me so you don’t get lost in the portal.”

He held out his hand and she took it. This was it—the moment of truth. She didn’t know what she would find on the other side of the portal, but it had to be better than staying here alone. She entered this room with Betty and Echo. She couldn’t leave it all by herself.

Liam pressed some of the strange symbols on the box and it clicked. The portal started as a strange feeling in the pit of her stomach. She felt motion sick and then the whole room started to whirl and churn.

She tightened her grip on Laim’s hand as an unstoppable undertow dragged her feet off the floor. The portal spun faster and faster. She felt herself flying apart at the seams and her body disintegrating.

All at once, a sudden flash exploded in front of her face and her feet touched down on something solid. A second later, a blast of bitter, icy wind struck Zoe full force. It cut straight through her clothes and whipped her face with a million ice crystals.

“Hold onto me!” Liam yelled. “Don’t get lost!”

“Where are we?” she hollered back. “You said….”

“I know!” he yelled. “Duncan must be around here somewhere.”

Zoe looked right and left. The snow pelted her so fiercely that she couldn’t see anything. An iron-grey sky blocked out all sunshine, but it had to be daytime even if the snowstorm cast the whole world in perpetual twilight.

“We have to find some shelter!” Liam bellowed. “We should dig into a snowbank and build a cave.”

Zoe didn’t answer. She felt very strange. What was wrong with her?

She might have explained the feeling away as an aftereffect of coming through the time portal, but it wasn’t that. She was never more certain of anything.

“Zoe!” Liam roared. “Come on! We’ll freeze out here!”

She barely heard him. She stared off into the white-out. She couldn’t even explain to herself what she was staring at.

“Zoe!” Liam thundered. “Answer me!”

“There.” She barely spoke above a whisper.

“What?” he yelled.

“Over there…. He’s over there.”

“What are you talking about?” She slipped her hand out of his and he went ballistic. “Zoe! Hold onto me! If you get lost out here….”

“He’s over there. He’s on that mountaintop.”

“Who?”

“Duncan. He’s here.”

Liam spun around, but Zoe wasn’t looking at him anymore. An irresistible power drew her forward. She couldn’t see anything but a curtain of white. Snow and wind lashed her face and body, but everything felt a million miles away.

That otherworldly power attracted her with some mysterious magnetism she couldn’t explain. She started walking through the storm until a shadowy cone appeared out of the murk. It started as a jagged silhouette barely visible in the driving storm.

“Zoe!” Liam roared. “Zoe, come back! You’ll die out here!”

The wind swallowed his words and still she walked on. She didn’t feel the cold. She lost awareness of everything but the dark figure on the mountaintop. It rose out of the black outline and separated from the peak.

Liam hurried after her still shouting in her ear. “Duncan isn’t here! No one could survive out here!”

She halted at the base of the hill and looked up. The peak towered over giant mountains surrounded by more equally high mountains. She and Liam were in the middle of a vast remote mountain range thousands of miles long and hundreds of miles wide.

So much snow surrounded the peak that she still couldn’t see anything but shadows, but she knew one thing. Whatever she sensed was up there. She couldn’t force herself to look away.

The mountain shuddered and a long, slithering shape dislocated from the rock. It snaked around and over itself and then loomed huge and black and deadly over the surrounding countryside.

It straightened up and her eyes popped out of her head as an absolutely gargantuan dragon raised himself from his perch. He gripped the rock with razor talons and unfurled massive wings that covered the whole sky.

He uncoiled a long scaly tail that whipped and swished through the frosty air. He arched his serpentine neck and his pointed arrow-shaped head bobbed before her while he examined her with slitted, smoldering eyes. His intense gaze bored into her very being seeing everything that she was and everything she was thinking.

She stared up at the dragon in shock. Hearing from Liam that the Royal House of Clan Creighton were dragon shifters didn’t prepare her for the reality of coming face to face with one of them. 

He was so much bigger and more menacing than she ever imagined, but he didn’t frighten her. He attracted her like nothing she had ever encountered in her life.

Her eyes took in the impossible depth of black in his scales, his sinuous muscle, and his hypnotic stare. His skin swallowed all light until he became one with the shadows and darkness of his mountain hideout.

She took a step nearer, but Liam grabbed her arm and pulled her back. “You can’t go up there! It’s too dangerous.”

“Duncan isn’t dangerous.” She couldn’t explain why she thought that. He looked plenty dangerous.

“You don’t know what he might do. He might attack you.”

She laughed. “Duncan won’t attack me. He’s waiting for me.”

“How do you know?”

She looked up the hill. The dragon watched them with small, narrowed, deadly eyes. She didn’t know how she knew that he was waiting for her, but she did know. Whatever drew her to him attracted him to her with the same mysterious pull.

She twisted out of Liam’s grip and started climbing to the pinnacle. She couldn’t stay out here. She needed to be near him. That feeling of falling and drowning got stronger the closer she got.

Zoe.

Did that deep, rumbling voice come from the dragon? It sounded like it came from inside her mind or maybe from the mountain itself. It sounded so low that it vibrated the bones in the center of her chest.

You know who I am?

I ken all about ye. I ken yer friends—Lily, Echo, Betty, and Jaimee—the woman ye call Snowflake.

Are they here? Are they safe?

They arenae here on this mountain, but they’re in this country. They are safe now.

“Don’t go up there, Zoe!” Liam yelled from below. “He could kill you!”

She couldn’t stop staring at the giant creature before her. Duncan sounded Scottish even when he wasn’t speaking out loud. She understood now that he was speaking inside her mind. He must have established some psychic connection with her.

She scaled the last rocks and stretched out her hand to touch his skin. His strange body fascinated her. She wanted to experience every surreal detail of him. He arched his head sideways to watch her come to his side.

“No, Zoe!” Liam hollered. “Come down before it’s too late!”

He shuddered when her hand came to rest on his shoulder. His scales radiated heat and his muscles rippled just below the surface. His skin felt like armor, but it breathed with life and strength and some other hidden power she didn’t understand.

He let out a low rumble at her touch and that one Liam definitely heard. He sprang back to get away from Duncan and then Liam leapt in to yank her away. 

She tried to fight him, but when she stumbled to catch her balance, Liam did something with his other hand. He aimed his palm at the dragon and a flash burst from Liam’s hand.

It hit Duncan and he imploded into a man. His neck and tail shrank and his wings disappeared. He collapsed to a fraction of his size and his scales vanished to reveal plain skin.

He shifted into a tall young man with black hair and flinty black eyes. He hadn’t shaved in a while and the beginnings of a beard covered the lower half of his face.

He wore no shirt, socks, or shoes. A leather belt held his kilt around his waist and a length of tartan hung crossways across his chest. Other than that, he was totally naked, but he didn’t seem to notice the cold.

He stood on the mountaintop studying Zoe even more closely. His eyes gave her a whirling feeling of floating or maybe of swimming in the air. She only registered at a distance that she was in the middle of a snowstorm. She felt herself falling into Duncan’s eyes with no way to stop herself or even any desire to stop herself.

“Zoe!” Liam shrieked, but his voice vanished into the storm. 

She heard him yelling about how Duncan was dangerous, but she didn’t see anything dangerous about Duncan or the dragon. Was this man the same creature as the dragon? They had to be, but somehow that connection didn’t quite form in her mind. 

Whoever this man was, he wasn’t dangerous—not to her. She belonged here somehow. She had never belonged anywhere more than right here next to him.








  
  
Chapter 2




Duncan turned away from Liam to face Zoe. She looked even more captivating like this, now that he was looking at her with human eyes. 

Her straight, dark brown hair just touched her shoulders and her large, soft eyes warmed him through and through. She wasn’t as tall as Jaimee. Zoe’s lithe figure and lean features made her look small and vulnerable to him.

She lacked Lily’s curves and Betty’s striking blonde curls. Anyone looking at Zoe would probably think she looked plain and forgettable, but he couldn’t remember ever meeting a more captivating woman.

He lifted her hand and pressed it between both of his. “It’s grand to finally meet ye, lassie.”

She gasped. “You can talk?”

He laughed. Her presence made him unbelievably happy. Now he knew why his brother Colton acted like such a schoolboy when Jaimee first came to Icemeet.

“Of course I can talk, lass. I’m only a man like any other.”

“I mean…. I didn’t mean….”

“Come. Sit ye down. We’ve much to discuss.”

“We do?”

He laughed again. Everything about her delighted him.

He pulled her up to the hilltop where he’d just been sitting. He guided her to a flat stone and tugged her hand to encourage her to sit down.

Liam hustled up to the peak and started yelling into Zoe’s ear. “We have to find a place to spend the night! We can’t stay out here! The wind is getting stronger! We’ll freeze out here.”

Duncan did his best to ignore Liam. Duncan could still remember Liam’s behavior when he came to Icemeet with Jaimee. Liam didn’t make any friends then and Duncan was even less inclined to indulge this idiot now.

Liam also seemed to be going out of his way to avoid addressing Duncan. Liam pretended not to remember Duncan and his brother Reid trying to kill Liam before their battle against the Creightons. Maybe Liam didn’t remember that incident at all, but Duncan doubted that.

Fortunately, Zoe didn’t seem to hear Liam or even to notice his presence. She sank down on the stone and gazed up into Duncan’s eyes. He couldn’t tear his eyes off her. He felt himself falling deep, deep, deep into those bottomless soft pools of delicious brown. She seemed to be looking so far into him that he didn’t even see her anymore. He swam in some endless awareness of her innermost being mingling with his innermost being.

What was she doing to him? How could such a simple girl exert such power over him?

Liam waved his hand in front of Zoe’s eyes. “Zoe! Answer me! What is wrong with you? You’re really starting to worry me.”

She finally looked away from Duncan, but she only glanced at Liam for an instant. “I can hear you just fine. You don’t have to yell. I’m fine.”

“You won’t be fine if you stay out here.” Liam turned to Duncan and started talking without even bothering to introduce himself or to greet Duncan. “You have to come back to Kald with me, Duncan. The Creightons and the Buchanans have been warring and we all need you to unseat Laird Balfour. You’re the only leader that both sides can agree on.”

Duncan said nothing. He concentrated only on Zoe. Nothing else mattered.

Duncan knew all about the most recent battle between the Creightons and the Buchanans. No one had to tell him about his brothers nearly getting killed or about Dead Betty using her magic to drive the Laird out of Tyrekirk or about the Buchanans retreating back to Icemeet with Grant Ritchie and Lily Barnett.

No one had to tell Duncan about Echo Boxwood and Elliot Ritchie coming out of the forest to aid the rebels or about them fleeing back there when the Laird retook Kald. Duncan knew a lot more about that battle than Liam did. Duncan had seen the whole thing from his mountaintop hideaway.

“We know from the records from our own time that you become Laird in your grandfather’s place!” Liam went on. “You have to marry Lady Rhona Armstrong and….”

Duncan tuned him out and didn’t listen to anything else. Duncan had heard all about Lady Rhona Armstrong from Jaimee and he trusted her a lot more than he trusted Liam.

Duncan pressed Zoe’s hand again. “Come over here, lass. We cannae let ye get cold out here.”

“Zoe!” Liam roared into the wind. “Duncan—listen to me!”

Duncan exploded out of himself so suddenly that he knocked Liam off the pinnacle. Duncan made sure to shift in a way that he didn’t put Zoe in danger, but he didn’t give a hoot about Liam.

Duncan burst out of his skin and shifted back into a dragon. This pathetic wizard might have some magical power, but his transforming spell couldn’t hold Duncan.

He unfurled his tail and wings and whipped around to glare down at Liam’s puny body. Liam somersaulted backward off the peak, tumbled through the snow, and fell flat in a snowbank on the level ground where he and Zoe first appeared.

Duncan eyed him just long enough to make sure Liam landed unhurt. Then Duncan turned back to Zoe. He rumbled deep in his chest and all her thoughts became clear to him beyond words. He didn’t have to speak out loud.

Come lie down over here, lass. I’ll keep ye warm.

She rose from her seat in a dream and advanced to the spot he indicated. He didn’t have to do anything more than think it. It transmitted into her mind by thought alone.

She sat down on the cold, unforgiving stone and then stretched out on her back. He didn’t have to tell her to take that position. She did it automatically—almost as if his every desire unfolded and came true before his eyes even as he thought it.

She gazed up into his eyes. Her face shone with an inner light that twisted his heart. Was this what it felt like to finally find his destined mate? Could this be real?

He slithered his giant body over the rock to surround her. He coiled his tail and body into a tight ring with his own scales closing her in on all sides. He spread one wing over her to form a roof that blocked the snow.

Last of all, he put his head under his wing so he could peer down at her in the darkness of his own coils. His glowing eyes gave just enough light for him to see her and for her to see him, but he didn’t even really need to see her anymore. Her being shone straight into his heart. She saw everything that he was and might be in the pure, angelic depths of her eyes. Did she feel the same way about him? Did she feel him seeing all her perfection through her clear, open eyes?

He became distantly aware of Liam shouting and pounding Duncan’s scales. Liam raced back and forth punching Duncan’s armored spine and trying to reach Zoe. Liam kept demanding that Duncan listen to him and for Zoe to come out and talk to him. 

Duncan didn’t move. He didn’t want to break Zoe’s gaze, but some part of his mind realized he had to get rid of Liam. Liam would only interfere with Duncan’s plans as long as the three of them remained on this mountaintop.








  
  
Chapter 3




Zoe woke up deliciously warm. She opened her eyes and looked up, but Duncan’s eyes no longer glowed above her. She had fallen asleep staring into them, but they weren’t there now. 

She didn’t have to worry, though. Her whole body and mind vibrated with this inexplicable connection between the two of them. She felt him near her and this intense heat radiating into her from all sides told her that he was still there, surrounding her in warmth.

His presence surrounded her, too. It crushed her in its intensity, but she couldn’t get enough of it. It excited her, fascinated her, and obliterated her whole self all at the same time.

She stretched her arms above her head feeling every inch of her body full of his radiant aura. Her hand touched his scales and a shiver went through her. “Are you awake?”

“I am awake.” His voice sounded so deep that it shook the mountain underneath her.

She sat up straining her eyes to see something in the darkness. “You can talk!”

“Of course I can talk. Ye heard me yesterday.”

“Yesterday! Have I been asleep all that time?”

“Aye. Ye’ve slept long and deeply. Ye must have been tired.”

“Was I?” She thought about it. “I don’t remember being tired.”

His scales rustled in the darkness and then his two gleaming eyes burst out of the dark. He opened them and pierced her with his all-powerful glare. 

She gasped, but she couldn’t tell if she gasped in surprise or ecstasy that she was looking at him.

“Ye cannae ken how wonderful it is to have ye on this mountain with me, lass,” he boomed. “I’ve been alone too long.”

“Why have you been alone? Don’t you have a family back in Icemeet?”

“I came here to hide from the Laird. He’s been trying to kill me ever since he found out who I am.”

“I know, but….” Her hand flew to her head. “I guess I don’t know as much about the situation as I should. My information all comes from Liam and the others thought he might be keeping information from us.”

“He kept information from us all,” Duncan growled. “That’s why I decided to get rid of him.”

“You what?” she blurted out. “You…. did you kill him?”

“Of course not. I wouldnae do that although I wanted to. He’s a snake and a traitor and a liar. I dinnae think much of him.”

Duncan’s tone completely changed when he spoke about Liam that way. Now Zoe understood why Liam thought Duncan was dangerous. Duncan would be dangerous to anyone he considered a snake and a traitor and a liar, but she couldn’t think of Duncan that way. She had never felt safer in her life, not even at Ironforge. 

“I ken what ye want to ask, lassie,” he rumbled. “I didnae kill Liam. I sent him back to Icemeet.”

“How did you do that?”

“I cast a spell on him. He fancies himself a wizard, but he doesnae ken I’m a wizard more powerful than himself. He shifted me into a man yesterday so he thought he had me in his power. Now he kens differently.”

“Why did you send him to Icemeet of all places? Why didn’t you send him back to the modern era where he came from?” 

“He cast a mate-bonding spell on me sister Edeena.”

“He what?”

“The Highland tigers of Clan Buchanan mate for life. Once we mate-bond with one person, nothing can break the bond until one mate dies. He didnae ken that and he expected the spell to wear off in a few hours, but the bond remained.”

“Then he didn’t do it on purpose.”

“He didnae, but he still forced her to mate with him for life against her will and then he abandoned her to a life of despair and decay. I sent him back there to make things right with her. Colton and Reid will see he does his duty.”

“What if he gets caught in the war?” she asked.

“He’s already caught in the war and he’ll find out the news once he gets there. Colton and Reid winnae leave him in any doubt on their position.”

“What is their position?”

“Ye dinnae want to talk about that, do ye, lassie?” His eyes bobbed back and forth in the dark. They exerted an even more hypnotically attractive spell on her mind and heart. “Ye didnae come all this way to talk about the war.”

She didn’t understand what he meant, but that didn’t seem to matter much. “You didn’t talk yesterday…. I mean, you didn’t talk as a dragon.”

“I didnae want to reveal all me secrets to that rat.”

She grinned. He was talking about Liam. 

“Ye find it funny, lassie. Do I amuse you?”

“I like you.” She caressed her hand down his scales and another tremor of electric thrill coursed through her. “I don’t understand why. You’re a dragon and I’m a person.”

“I am a person, too, lass.”

“I know, but you’re a different kind of person, aren’t you? It’s strange. This connection between us seems even stronger when you’re a dragon.”

“Didnae ye like me as a man? I’m disappointed, lassie.”

She laughed out loud. “I didn’t mean that. Don’t tease me.”

He chuckled deep in his chest. His whole body rumbled with the sound. Her happiness flooded him through their connection. He never had to wonder what she was thinking or what she really meant.

He hummed a deep, resounding purr that filled her mind with contentment and serenity. “Yer family name is Dutton, am I right, lassie?”

“Yeah. It’s weird how you know everything about me without being told.”

“Aye. I ken all about ye. I ken about yer time in the war and yer years with the Last Division.”

“You could have heard about that from Jaimee and the others. The Last Division is hardly a secret anymore.”

“Jaimee couldnae tell me about the foster home where ye grew up. She couldnae tell me about the older boys who tormented ye there or the teachers at yer school who told ye that ye were soft in the head. Jaimee couldnae tell me about the teacher who told ye that ye wouldnae ever become anything worthwhile.”

She looked away and gazed off into the dark. She would have been unsettled by a total stranger knowing such intimate and carefully guarded secrets from her past.

He said them so casually, but it didn’t bother her at all that he knew everything about her. It seemed natural.

“Now ye tell me, lassie,” he went on. “Tell me all about meself that ye can see when ye look into me eyes. I cannae be the only one of us that sees and kens all.”

She looked up without meaning to, and when she gazed into his shining eyes, she saw it all. “Your father Neill Buchanan abandoned you when you were a baby. Your grandfather Laird Balfour kidnapped your mother and left you alone. Colton and Reid raised you…. basically—them and your Clansmen.”

He growled low and menacing, but she sensed instinctively that he wasn’t angry at her. The memories hurt him to recall, but he didn’t mind her mentioning them any more than she minded him mentioning hers.

“Then you found out you were a Creighton. That hurt a lot, didn’t it? Colton, Reid, and Jaimee tried to stand up for you. A few of your Clansmen stood up for you, too, but some abandoned you. They said terrible things and the things they didn’t say hurt even worse.”

She winced at the pain she felt so exquisitely through their unbroken connection. She felt the sting of those insults, the glares, the disgusted grimaces when he passed in the corridor.

She twisted over on her side. The emotions coming from him hurt so much that she inched over to his side and kissed his scales. She would give anything to take that hurt away, but she couldn’t. It was all in the past.

“I’m sorry,” she croaked. “I’m sorry that happened to you….and then you ran away. You couldn’t stand it anymore and then….”

She frowned. The next part of the memory became a confused jumble of wild images. She saw Echo and Betty in the forest with Reid and Elliot. She felt the terror and explosive insanity of Duncan’s magic flying out of control and then the confrontation when Elliot shifted into a dragon.

She couldn’t speak. So many memories and impressions flooded into her mind that she couldn’t process them all.

“I am sorry, lassie,” he murmured. “I shouldnae have shown you that.”

“Why not? You know everything about me. You said you wanted me to know everything about you. How can I if you don’t show me?”

“I’m…. sorry. I havenae ever had this with anyone before.”

“I feel the same way.” She barely breathed the words, but they seemed to echo through her whole life. Something massive was happening to her beyond her control. She didn’t know what to do with it.

He murmured under his breath again and started to move around. “Ye must get up, lassie. Climb onto me back. We’re leaving this mountain.”

“We are? Why? Where are we going?”

“Liam’s visit has got me thinking. I must consult with someone.”

“What did Liam say? What does he know that we don’t?”

“He doesnae ken ought, and even if he did, I wouldnae trust a word he says. I winnae ever trust that man as far as I can throw him.”

She giggled. “You could probably throw him pretty far.”

“Not far enough. Come along, lass. I’m going to consult with a man I ken for certain that I can trust.”

“Who is it?”

“Elliot Ritchie. He’s me brother.”

She got to her feet and touched his scales. She didn’t question the prospect of riding on this giant dragon’s back. She never experienced a connection like this with anyone, either. 

She didn’t understand everything he said and did, but she didn’t need to. She knew enough to know she would be safe with him.

She traced her hand down his scales and he trembled at her touch. Did she have the same effect on him that he had on her? She seemed to.

“Ye winnae be able to mount up until I uncoil, lassie,” he told her. “I winnae be able to protect ye from the snow so ye must climb up quickly and then lie down on me scales. I’ll keep ye warm on the way there.”

“Okay. I’m ready.”








  
  
Chapter 4




Duncan uncoiled himself much more quickly than he coiled himself around her. He stood up and rose to an incredible height. He extended his neck and tail to hundreds of feet in either direction. 

As soon as he removed his wings and body, the blizzard struck Zoe with all its brutal power. It brought tears to her eyes and her nose and fingers instantly started going numb.

He pumped his wings and then crouched down to bring his enormous body closer to the ground. She stepped onto his bent knee, swung her leg over his shoulders, and burrowed between his wings.

His heat spread through her. She hardly remembered what he told her to do, so she stretched out on his warm scales for protection from the weather.

Another rumble sent tremors through her as he sighed with satisfaction. He flexed his wings harder and stood up straight.

She couldn’t raise her head to look around without ice crystals stinging her in the face. She shut her eyes and rested her cheek against him. He felt incredibly strong and comforting. She settled in a cradle of safety so satisfying that she didn’t want to leave it.

He launched off the ground, and for a second, the tempest raged so hard that she thought it might strip her off his back. The wind built to a punishing scour of razor shards and then he burst through some invisible barrier.

The wind whistled past her head and stripped her hair back, but the cold died in a blink. She cracked her eyes open to find him plunging down the mountains at supersonic speed.

He skimmed dense forests and rocketed over vast lakes buried in black, impenetrable mountains. He covered thousands of miles in a matter of seconds.

The wind became warm enough for her to sit up. She held on for dear life, but for some reason, she never feared that she would fall off. 

Exhilarating pleasure made her burst out laughing in sheer delight. He clipped treetops, vaulted more mountains, and streaked down the other sight in the pure enjoyment of flight.

The rippling sinuous motion of his body rocked her in blissful rapture. She’d never experienced anything like this. How could she have lived her whole life under a cloud of depression, death, and isolation? 

Even the years she spent at Ironforge—the happiest years of her life—stretched behind her in a wasteland of loneliness, desperation, and constant vigilance against unseen threats.

How could rapture and euphoria exist in the same world as all those dark shades? Why did she have to travel three hundred years into the past to find this happiness?

She didn’t, but she didn’t know that before. She had to come here to meet Duncan so he could show her.

He came to another trackless forest and coasted over the treetops. He lowered his head and scanned the ground looking for something.

She didn’t see anything out of the ordinary, but he must have. He flicked his wings forward, braked, and dropped into a clearing miles from any sign of human civilization.

He twisted his head around and nudged her with his nose. “Climb down, lassie. This is where we stop.”

She slipped off his neck and her feet landed next to his shoulder. “What are we doing here? There’s nothing here.”

“We’re going to visit Elliot, but I cannae get near his fort like this.” He shifted and collapsed again, but he didn’t change into a man. He kept getting smaller and smaller until he transformed into a large cat.

She blinked down at him for a second. Liam had told her that the Buchanans could shift into Highland tigers. Duncan was much bigger than a regular cat and his yellow eyes mesmerized her with a strange striped pattern. Dark lines radiated outward from the pupil and exerted an even more hypnotic effect on her mind.

He flicked his tail and trotted off into the forest. He looked back at her and tripped a few more steps to wait for her.

She followed him and they started walking through the woods. For some reason, she didn’t find anything unusual about this, either. Everything Duncan did seemed natural.

“What did you mean when you said Elliot had a fort?” she asked.

The rebels from Kald live in a fortified encampment in these woods. Elliot is their leader.

She looked down at him. “Why aren’t you talking to me anymore?”

These tiger forms dinnae have the vocal cords to make speech. I cannae talk to ye any other way than this, but it’s as good as the other, lassie. I can still talk to ye this way.

“Do all the Creighton dragons talk like you do?” she asked.

I’m the only one I ken of…. but I’ve only Elliot to go on. I havenae spoken to any of the others…. or I should say I havenae spoken to any of them including Elliot. He’s the only Creighton dragon I’ve ever kenned.

She spun around and blinked down at him again. She still found it nearly impossible to keep in mind simultaneously that she was talking to a cat and that she was also talking to a man….and a dragon.

“So…you didn’t talk to Elliot?”

I didnae speak to him when he was in dragon form…or when he was in human form or when I was in dragon form. I havenae spoken to him at all…. Och, no! I have, but we were both men that time.

“I don’t understand.”

It’s complicated, lassie. I’ve only spoken to him a handful of times and we were both men then. That’s all I can tell ye.

“How do you know he can’t speak when he’s a dragon, then? How do you know they can’t all do it?”

They cannae. I ken.

She let it go at that. “If you haven’t spoken to him very much, how do you know you can trust him? Oh, right. You said he’s your brother.” She shook her head trying to clear her thoughts, but it didn’t work out too well. “You’re right. It is complicated.”

I can trust Elliot. He’s on our side. I ken that, and after the last battle, he’s as much in danger from the Laird as I am. He winnae steer us wrong and he can give us any news…. any news I dinnae already have.

“How do you know so much about what’s going on in the war?” 

I see. I see more than the Laird realizes.

His sharp eyes surveyed the woods and a shiver went up her spine. He could see, all right. He could see more than just what was in front of him. Was there anything in the world he couldn’t see?

“Why is Elliot in danger from the Laird?” she asked.

He’s the Laird’s grandson. Grant is the Laird’s heir although the Laird has tried to kill him several times, too. 

“Why would he try to kill his own heir?”

To stop any of the three of us from taking the throne from him. He’s especially worried about me as I’m both Buchanan and Creighton. He kens both Clans would follow me and both Clans want to put me in his place. He wants to kill me more than anyone, but he doesnae need Elliot for ought. Grant has some value to the Laird, but Elliot’s naught but a threat.

“Wow. That’s messed up.”

Duncan cocked his head to study her and a bubbling sensation of mirth communicated to her mind through the airwaves. How strange it felt to hear and feel him laughing with no sound or any outward sign of laughter. He was just a cat and cats didn’t laugh…. kind of like they didn’t talk.

She shook her head again. She couldn’t understand all this, but she didn’t have to. She was with him and this all-consuming sense of rightness couldn’t be wrong.

“How close are we to the fort?”

Not far now, lassie. Dinnae ye bother yerself about it.

She smiled to herself. His voice sounded so musical and pleasant in her mind. She loved having him inside her head where they heard and understood everything whether they were speaking or not.

He trotted a little way off to the side and came back. As soon as he reached her, he shifted back into a man again. He did it so fast that he startled her and she took a step back.

He inclined his head to one side again. “Did I frighten ye, lassie? It’s only me.”

She let out her breath in a shaky sigh. “I’m just not used to it.” She scanned him from the top of his head down to his bare feet and back up to his face. “How do you do that and still keep your kilt on?”

He burst out laughing, and this time, she heard him loud and clear. His whole face lit up and crinkled in boyish wrinkles. “Dinnae ye joke about that, lassie!”

“I’m serious. You had your kilt on when you shifted on the mountain. Then you turned into a dragon and now you’re a man again. How do you do it? How does your kilt reappear each time you shift?”

“I dinnae ken how it works, lassie! Dinnae ask me.”

“So….do all your people do it that way?”

“Of course, lass!” He laughed even harder. “Listen to ye—asking such questions! How would it be if we shifted and ended up naked each time?” He giggled like that was the funniest thing he’d ever heard.

“Is it like that for the other Creighton dragons? I suppose you didn’t get a chance to ask Elliot that when you talked to him last.”

He chuckled and turned away to start walking again. “I didnae need to ask him, lassie. I saw him shift both times, and aye, he had his kilt on.” He laughed and shook his head at her audacity.

She thought it over. “It’s a legitimate question. I can’t believe no one has asked it before now.”

“Neither can I, lassie, now that ye mention it. It does seem odd.”

“About as odd as changing into a cat,” she remarked, “or a dragon.”

He stopped and turned to face her. His eyes twinkled with fun and mischief and his cheeks flushed with pleasure. “Aye. Only ye could ask that.”

She scowled at him. “Are you making fun of me?”

“Och, no, lassie! I’m laughing because ye make me happy. I cannae tell ye how happy I am that ye’re here.”

“Why are you so happy about it? I’m nobody.”

He only beamed at her more delightedly. “Ye’re somebody, lassie. Ye’re most certainly somebody.”

“So why are you so happy that I’m here?”

He stopped and studied her again. “Arenae ye happy to be here with me? I thought ye were.”

“Yes, I am. I just don’t understand it.”

He got serious, but only slightly. “I dinnae understand it, either, lassie, and that’s the truth. It’s a great muckle mystery.”

“What does ‘muckle’ mean?”

He laughed again. He really looked like a different person when he laughed. He didn’t look like a dragon at all. “It means grand—large.”

“Oh. Yeah. It is—a great muckle mystery.”

He laughed until tears came to his eyes. He kept shaking his head and chuckling.

She followed him a little further and thought of another question. His human form didn’t have the same mind-numbing effect as his dragon form. She could think more clearly when he was like this. “How do you know so much about Elliot’s fort?”

“I’ve kept an eye on the place since Elliot got here—the last time, I mean.”

“What do you mean—since the last time? Were there two times?”

“Aye. Echo and Elliot came and took control of the place. Elliot rallied the rebels to help in the war….and then they had to flee back here. That’s the second time.”

“So…. Echo and Elliot…. are they together?”

“Aye. They’re together the same as Lily is married to Grant and Jaimee is married to me brother Colton and Betty is with me brother Reid. They’re all paired off, like.”

“Oh.” She stared straight ahead of her. “I see.”

“It’s all right, lassie,” he told her. “None of them has ever been happier.”

She nodded. “They must be if they’re all married.”

He didn’t answer and she sensed, with that other knowing she first experienced on the mountaintop, that he wasn’t able to read her mind now. Why not? What changed? 

She didn’t want him to read her mind. She didn’t want him to know how disturbed she was that all her old friends had found love and gotten married in ancient Scotland. It didn’t seem fair. Why should they all be deliriously happy while she got left behind?

He woke her from her dark thoughts by speaking in a low murmur. “Och, there’s the fort now. I’m sure they’ll be happy to see ye here, lassie.”








  
  
Chapter 5




Duncan’s heart leapt at the sight of the rebel fort tucked amongst the trees. This would be the first time he’d been around people since he left Icemeet. 

He didn’t count the few days he spent with his brother Reid, Elliot Ritchie, Echo Boxwood, and Dead Betty. Duncan had been out of his mind then. He was a danger to himself and everyone around him.

Leaving them and going to the mountaintop to be by himself had been a relief. He couldn’t even bring himself to leave his hideout to help in the battle that ended in such a disaster. He didn’t trust himself not to make the situation worse than it already was.

Now it would be different. He felt it in his gut. Elliot was his brother—the brother he never knew he had. Duncan couldn’t wait to spend time with him and Grant.

He took a step forward when a piercing shriek made him look up. He recoiled as six brilliant dragons descended through the canopy and extended their talons to pounce on him and Zoe.

Duncan sprang in front of Zoe, guarded her with his body, and backed her into the trees where the dragons couldn’t reach her. The dragons pumped their wings and strutted forward to surround the pair.

Duncan’s heart burst out of his chest. The dragons flashed blinding green and blue in the sunshine. None of them was as big as he was in his dragon form. He could shift right now and flatten them, but if he did that, the sentries at the fort would see him. If he ever got into the fort, they would know he was a Creighton. That wouldn’t go down well.

Zoe shrank into the trees and huddled behind him for cover. The dragons bobbed their heads and eyed him with menacing glares. Their necks slithered back and forth as they wound up to unleash their fire.

He widened both his arms to protect Zoe. If it came to saving her life, he would shift and take the consequences. He didn’t need this fort or the people in it. He didn’t need them or Elliot as much as he needed Zoe. 

He couldn’t explain why, but she was the lynchpin in this whole thing. He couldn’t think of any other person alive who could entice him to leave his mountaintop. He wouldn’t do it for Colton and Reid. He wouldn’t do it to defeat the Laird. Nothing in this whole wretched country meant enough for that, but she did. 

Now he had finally left his sanctuary and come back into the real world with her. The Laird knew exactly where he was and sent these dragons to attack the pair.

One of the blue dragons sidestepped to the right to flank him. Duncan’s eyes darted from one dragon to the next. Which of them would attack first? He could defeat them easily with his magic, but he didn’t want to give himself away to the fort.

One of the green ones on his left squawked. Duncan realized a split second too late that the creature made that sound to distract him. The instant Duncan turned his head, the other five dragons all unloaded at the same time.

Their heads darted forward on their necks and five matched streams of fire spurted toward Duncan. Zoe froze behind his back and Duncan reacted without thinking.

He shot out his hand and all five jets struck his palm. He deflected them back at the dragons and the flames…. went right through them. The fire didn’t touch them. 

They snuffed out their fire and Duncan stared at them thinking fast. What could cause that to happen?

“Oh, my god!” Zoe breathed in his ear. “What’s happening? Why didn’t they…...?”

“These dragons…They arenae real.”

“What do you mean?” she gasped. “They look real enough to me.”

“They arenae. They’re apparitions cooked up by the Laird.” Duncan straightened up and his shoulders relaxed. All the tension drained out of him. He knew what he had to do now. “Watch.”

He faced the dragons. They hissed and shrieked at him, and as he suspected, that sound didn’t rouse the sentries at the fort. No one at the fort could hear them.

One of the dragons lunged for Duncan and snapped its jaws on empty air. The dragons rustled their wings and flicked their tails to threaten him.

He took a step away from Zoe, extended his hand, and blasted a devastating magical pulse toward the dragons. He didn’t even have to aim at any particular one. He swept them away with hardly any effort and they vanished.

Zoe crept up behind him and pressed herself against his back. He felt her trembling with fear and her breath came in small gasps. “What…. what was that about?”

“It’s the Laird. He’s trying everything he can to stop me from returning to Kald. We can expect more of this…. but dinnae bother yerself about it, lassie. I’ll protect ye and those dragons werenae even real. They were naught but the Laird’s magic.”

He massaged her shoulders and rubbed his hands down her arms, but she wouldn’t stop quivering. Her eyes skipped around the empty forest, but the dragons didn’t return.

He couldn’t stop touching her. Guarding her and comforting her flooded him with a feeling of immense power and confidence unlike anything he had ever known. He reveled in using his magic and all his other powers if it meant protecting her.

He loved the feeling of her clinging to him for protection. He couldn’t get enough of that feeling of her trembling body glued to his back while she cowered behind him from the dragons’ fire. He wouldn’t even have cared if they were real dragons. He would gladly take real dragon fire right on his bare, unguarded skin for her sake.

He couldn’t stop smiling at her. He never felt this happy in his life. He took hold of both her hands. “Come along, lassie.”

He turned to his left and led her off into the woods. “Where are you going?” she asked. “You said the fort was that way.”

“I’m taking ye somewhere else and I’ll go on to the fort alone.”

“Why? You said we were going to the fort.” She stopped on a dime. “Did I do something wrong?”

“Of course no, lassie. Ye did everything right.”

“Why aren’t you taking me to the fort with you, then? Is there some reason you don’t want me to see Echo and Elliot? Are you trying to hide me from them?

He sighed, and when he faced her and saw her distress written in her eyes, his heart ached. He longed to take her in his arms and kiss her right now. She was his fated mate. He sensed that.

He’d seen it happen a dozen times. Two people met for the first time and they just knew, but this girl was no Buchanan. These women from the future didn’t operate that way. Duncan knew enough from his acquaintance with Jaimee to understand that. 

These women took time. Even the idea of mating with one man for life took time for them to get used to. They had to grow into the idea.

He couldn’t kiss Zoe now, much as he wanted to. That would only upset and confuse her more than she already was. “I’m not hiding ye from Echo and Elliot, lassie. I’m hiding ye from the Laird. If he sent these spell dragons to attack me, he might attack the fort with me inside it. He already wants to kill both me and Elliot. He’d be more likely to destroy the fort to kill both of us in one stroke.”

“But…. then Echo will die, too.”

“Aye, and I cannae put ye in danger by taking ye there. I’ll go alone and cast a spell over the fort to protect it from the Laird’s magic, but he’s much stronger than I am. I dinnae ken if I’ll be able to stop him if he tries it. If it works and it seems safe, I’ll come back for ye.”

Her eyes softened with emotion. “You promise?”

“I promise.” He touched her arms again, but he had to stop before he let his emotions run away with him.

He guided her the rest of the way through the forest until they came to a cave cut into a giant stand of rock. He escorted her inside and pointed to some cartons, boxes, and crates stacked in the corner. “Ye’ll find food and water in there….and this one has weapons.”

“Weapons!” she exclaimed.

“Aye. The Creightons, the Buchanans, and all the Laird’s forces are searching for me, so ye arm yerself and stay out of sight at all costs. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

He walked away fast and left her alone in the cave—not because he wanted to. He never wanted to be out of her presence again as long as he lived.

He had to think of her safety, though. He had to put as much distance between himself and Zoe as possible before the Laird came after him again. Duncan was a liability to her and the Laird wasn’t after her. She’d only been in the country for a few hours. The Laird probably didn’t even know she existed.

Duncan set off for the fort at a fast clip. He kept a lookout on all sides, but no more ghost dragons came around to attack him again. Of course not. The Laird wouldn’t pull the same trick twice.

Duncan used his magic to scan the forest and even the mountains in the distance, but of course he couldn’t detect the Laird. Duncan had been using his magic to try to locate the Laird for weeks, but it never worked. The Laird could mask his presence too well.








