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        He dominated her mind. She possessed his soul.

      

      

      

      Emma Gordon escapes from a troubled marriage in which she’s completely lost sight of who she is. Desperate for independence, she leaves her husband while on a trip in the Scottish Highlands. Only thing is, she ends up hurled back in time to the 16th century. She lands at Castle Gealach and headlong into the arms of the handsome, intimidating Laird Logan Grant. Thrust into a world filled with treachery, danger and intensity, she must summon the courage to find her way home.

      

      Logan is tormented by a dark past and harbors a secret that could tear his country apart. He’s consumed with the need for control, which wars with his longing for harmony. Unable to resist Emma’s beauty and spirit and the calm that she invokes, Logan confesses he desires her—but only on his terms. He promises erotic encounters that will change them both forever and quench their overwhelming desire.

      

      Despite her reservations, Emma longs to get close to the mysterious laird, even while she is desperate to return to her own era. To satisfy her curiosity, she agrees to Logan’s proposal but in the end embarks on a daring, passionate affair that rocks her to the very core. Secrets are uncovered, souls bared, spirits transformed. Neither of them can hide behind the plaid.

      

      Praise for the Highland Bound Trilogy…

      

      Top Pick – Night Owl Reviews: “Wickedly sinful, arousingly erotic, and delightfully delicious Logan is the stuff that naughty Highlander dreams are made of.”
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        To my own Highlander, my soul mate—

        living proof that real men wear kilts.

        Love you!
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          EMMA

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Scottish Highlands

        Present Day

      

      

      The sunset was like a bruise. I stared at the evening sky as it changed from yellowish pink to black and blue. Not unlike my soul. Bruised. Battered. Hopeless.

      If I’d known I’d be sitting on a Victorian settee, complete with a beautiful cushion embroidered with thistles, at a bed-and-breakfast in the Scottish Highlands, gazing through a lace-covered window as I listened to Steven berate me when any other guest could witness it, I’d have never come.

      Not that I’d had much of a choice. My choices were limited since we’d gotten married eight years ago—me just barely out of high school.

      From the corner of my eye, I spied his mother, Beverly, whispering behind her hand to Steven, who’d taken a break from his scathing comments to eye me with contempt. She didn’t like me. Never had. Not since I became Steven’s charity case at age eighteen. Steven liked a good project. Trouble was, I wasn’t a good one.

      ”Emma, are you even listening to me?”

      I nodded but continued to gaze at the horizon. If I told Steven the truth, that I tried not to listen when he flew into a tirade, tried to float off into oblivion that would only add fuel to his fire. And right then, he was blazing. Whisky was partially to blame—the fact that he’d had several cups of it—and his mother had just had to bring up that we had no children.

      A major issue within our marriage.

      A promise I’d broken. To have his children so he could pass down his fortune to his heirs. Steven was the last of his family. If he died, his money died with him and there would be no one for him to leave the Scottish manor he planned to buy as a tribute to his ancestry.

      “You’re a fucking failure, Emma.” Steven’s voice had risen. He’d grab me by the arm soon…drag me upstairs. “A damned charity case that I should have left to drown in your disaster of a life years ago.”

      It was always the same. Belittling me. Lamenting my uselessness as a human being. I hoped he would quit his preaching soon so I could drown myself in a glass or three of chardonnay. White wine, because red stains my lips and teeth and only makes Steven angrier.

      “Well, what do you have to say for yourself?” He stopped in front of me, hands on his hips, eyes bloodshot, sandy-blond hair flying this way and that from having run his fingers through it so many times. Steven had never hit me but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t. He’d threatened beatings often enough, and hurt me in other ways. But mostly his method was deprivation. A lack of food, no friends, no job, no money. Forbidden to go anywhere unless he approved it, and most times he didn’t. I’d been a virtual prisoner for eight years and no one knew it. As the years went by, his anger grew and his temper tantrums increased.

      We lived in a nice little house on a cul-de-sac with a neatly trimmed postage stamp of a yard. Steven drank beers with the neighborhood men as they mowed their lawns on Saturdays. Sometimes a few wives came out to chat, bringing iced tea or lemonade. The one time I’d tried it, the glare I’d received from Steven had been murderous.

      “Well? Are you too stupid to answer the fucking question?” His voice was loud, reverberating off the walls, and I feared the other guests would hear my humiliation.

      My mind drew a blank. What could I say or do to make his pain and anger at our childless marriage better? Nothing. And if I admitted the truth as to why we had no children that might just push him over the edge.

      I tempered the urge to shrug and roll my eyes. Despite his attempts to squash my spirit, it still lingered in there somewhere. “I’m sorry, Steven.”

      He blew out a breath of disgust—whisky, fried cod and garlicky potatoes coming with it. I swallowed a gag and feigned an itch on my nose to keep my reaction from being visible.

      “I’m sorry? Is that all you can say? I’m sorry?” Steven laughed bitterly. “Eight years and nothing to show for it. You’ve been a waste of my time.”

      Beverly nodded her agreement. If only they were aware… Steven would probably kill me. After the abuse started, I knew I couldn’t bring children into the world. Not with Steven. I was so miserable; I couldn’t bear the thought of subjecting an innocent child to it. I visited the women’s clinic on campus. They gave out birth control like it was candy, no questions asked. I’d had a steady supply ever since, my one saving grace.

      “Get out of my sight!” Steven roared.

      Head down, I wasted no time scurrying from the chair and out of the sitting room. Our hostess stood in the hallway, wringing her hands. When I rushed out, Mrs. Lamb opened her mouth to say something, but I shook my head. There was no need for her offer of comfort. I was embarrassed enough as it was. With silent but hurried steps in my practical ballet flats, I ran upstairs to the bedroom I shared with my husband and clicked on the dim light, waiting for my eyes to adjust to its flickering.

      I gazed into the aged bureau mirror. A stranger stared back at me. She wore her long, wavy red hair hidden well in a tight bun at the nape of her neck. Wide, frightened blue eyes. Pale skin. Cheekbones jutting from thin flesh. A long, slender neck. Collarbones that could cut someone. When had I become so fragile?

      Why did I look so ghostly?

      This wasn’t me. Couldn’t be me. And yet it was. A stranger.

      I’d been so full of life at eighteen. Until the day I lost everything—and thought I’d gained a loving husband.

      A plane crash. Both parents and younger brother gone in an instant. I had no grandparents. My father was an only child and my mother’s sister was always in and out of rehab for one drug-related abuse or another. That left me. Alone.

      Now I was dressed in clothes suited for someone well beyond my twenty-six years. A frilly-collared maroon blouse, buttoned at the wrists, and an ankle-length beige pencil skirt. I looked like my grandmother—what I could remember of her. Beneath the prim clothes was an even primmer pair of white underwear and a white no-nonsense bra. Nothing sexy. I wasn’t allowed to look sexy on the outside. Wasn’t allowed to think of myself as anything other than Steven’s wife. Steven’s maid. Steven’s cook. Steven’s punching bag.

      I longed for something different. Dreamed of a life unlike this one. One with love, friendship, respect. One where I could feel beautiful, be free to be me.

      I turned away from the mirror and let my gaze drift over the room. It was small. Wood-paneled walls, a cream ceiling with a few water stains. A tiny, shuttered window, sheer ivory curtains with embroidered roses waving softly in the air from the ceiling fan.

      The bed was narrow—a full, I think—and dipped in the middle from years of use. Steven made me sleep pinned against the wall as his larger frame settled into the middle of the bed. I didn’t want to touch him as I slept, for fear of angering him. The quilt was hand-woven by Mrs. Lamb; she’d told us when she escorted us to the room. Made with love and tears, she’d said. Hoped it would bring us love, but no tears.

      I marched over to the bed and sat heavily. I felt hopeless. Out of control. There was nothing for me left in this world and yet I knew there had to be. At one time, I’d thought there was.

      Now there was only this continued battle with my husband’s bruised ego and battering words. It wasn’t how I wanted to live my life.

      A swish of sound came from the door and my heart stopped. Swift nausea came over me at the thought of Steven returning. He always wanted it after he was done raging at me. It being my body. A horrendous affair that, if I could, I’d never do again.

      He brought me only pain.

      But it wasn’t Steven. Instead, a little white card skidded over the worn wooden floor, flipping once before landing with a corner stuck beneath the threadbare rug. Curious, I shoved off the bed to retrieve it.

      MacBurns’ Cab Service. 01455 521216

      The old brass doorknob was frigid against my palm as I quickly opened the door, but there was no one in the hallway. Could it have been Mrs. Lamb? Steven’s mother wouldn’t help me. Maybe it was one of the other guests who’d heard Steven berate me over the past week. Or worse, heard my struggles and muffled pain-filled cries as he exerted his husbandly duties.

      The voices of Steven and his mother floated up from the sitting room, loud, agitated. He would be up soon.

      I quietly shut the door then picked up the old rotary dial phone that sat on a scratched wooden desk. My fingers trembled and I misdialed at least three times before getting it right.

      “MacBurns Cab Service,” came a man’s voice, heavy with brogue.

      I slammed down the phone. I couldn’t leave. I had nowhere to go. No money. No friends. No family.

      My heart thudded loudly, blood rushing to my ears. I dialed again.

      “MacBurns Cab Service.”

      “Hi, yes, I need a cab, please.” My voice shook and my teeth started to chatter. I clamped them tightly.

      “When and where?”

      “Immediately.” I started to give him the address to Mrs. Lamb’s B&B but instead changed it to the cross street. Somehow I’d have to sneak out and make it down the road without Steven seeing me. That only made my nausea return, churning the few bits of fish I’d nibbled.

      “We’ll get ye in a jiff.”

      The line went dead. Either a cab would be waiting for me and I’d climb into it, or the cab would wait and then drive away as I stared out the window.

      I shook my head. “No. No. No.” I had to leave. This was my chance. Perhaps Mrs. Lamb would distract Steven and his family long enough for me to escape. Once I was in the cab, I could figure out where to go.

      I grabbed my carry-on from beneath the bed and stuffed my meager belongings into it. Clutching my purse, I headed for the door but stopped in my tracks. Steven tucked cashier’s checks and cash in the top drawer of his bureau, buried beneath his white underwear and black socks. Did I dare take some? All? If he found me… There would be no end to my chastisement.

      There would be no end to it anyway. I was leaving him, and that was not a humiliation he would tolerate lightly or moderately. His only reaction would be volcanic.

      I ripped open the drawer, yanked out a wad of cash and stuffed the bills into my purse with my passport. Slipping off my wedding ring, I placed it where the cash had been.

      My throat closed, terror so profound coming over me that my feet froze in place. Someone tapped at my door and I whimpered in fear.

      “Mrs. Gordon?”

      Acute relief washed over me, and my limbs felt weightless. My legs shook and nearly had me buckling to the floor.

      “Mrs. Gordon… I believe there is someone waiting for ye across the way.”

      So soon? Had my host been keeping an eye out?

      Swallowing back the bile forcing its way up my throat, I willed my legs to work, to walk toward the door. Willed myself to grip the ancient handle and turn it.

      Mrs. Lamb stood in the hallway, her gaze anxious. “Come now, lass, your ride is awaiting.”

      I nodded. Mrs. Lamb led me along the dimly lit, narrow hallway toward the back of the house, and down a steep and tiny circular iron staircase. The steps seemed made for a child, no more than three or four inches deep and only a foot wide. We ended up in her kitchen and she ushered me toward the back door, where her yard was pitch-black.

      “Go with God, lass. Ye’re doing the right thing.” The woman nearly pushed me out the door.

      As soon as my feet hit the dewy grass, I felt it.

      Freedom. An insurmountable weight lifted from my chest. I was free.

      Almost.

      I took off at a jog down the street, tripping over my own feet as I looked behind me to make sure Steven didn’t follow. Adrenaline pumped through my veins. Elation filled me, as if I were floating. Ahead at the crossroads a nondescript silver cab waited, lights shining in the evening mist.

      A burly Scot climbed from the car. He tipped his cap, showing his silver hair, and held open the door for me. “Can I take your bag, miss?”

      “No, thank you.”

      “What about that one?” He pointed to the carry-on I was going to toss into the backseat.

      Not wanting to stall any longer, I thrust it toward him. “Just this one.” Clutching my purse to my chest, I scooted all the way to the other side of the cab, slinking low in the seat. Just in case Steven did happen to race down the street, I didn’t want him to see me.

      The cab driver stowed my bag slower than my nerves could handle. I tapped my feet, my fingers. Finally he slid into his seat, shut the door and faced me. “Where to?”

      I froze. I didn’t know. I could stay here in Scotland for a time, but eventually I’d have to go back to the US, just not back home to Washington, DC. I didn’t want to risk staying here in on the shores of Loch Ness, though. If Steven found me or I got cold feet and returned to my old life… My toes tingled. Was I getting cold feet now?

      “The airport. In Inverness,” I proclaimed.

      “Where ye headed?”

      “Home.” Or at least the country of my old home.

      “US? I can take ye to the regional airport in Inverness, and then ye can catch a flight to Edinburgh. There are no flights to the US from Inverness.”

      I nodded, even though his answer made me panicky. That would be the first place Steven would look for me. “Are there any trains to Edinburgh?”

      “Aye, we’ve a national rail.”

      “Do you think they have a train tonight?”

      “In a hurry, lass?”

      I nodded and frantically looked out the window. The cab driver caught my nervous glances and turned onto the road, slowly driving away.

      “I’m sure they’ve a train tonight. Usually one around eight.” He tapped the dashboard clock. “Ye should make it.”

      I nodded, my breath catching. I was really doing this. “How much do you think the train fare is?” I didn’t know how much I’d grabbed from the drawer but guessed it was at least two or three hundred.

      “Probably about fifty or sixty quid, lass.” He glanced back, his eyes sympathetic. “Mrs. Lamb’s taken care of your taxi fare, so ye’ve no need to worry on that account.”

      The woman had truly wanted to help me leave. Amazing.

      The cab driver grew silent and I watched the darkened scenery with newly awakened eyes. A drizzle started, raindrops splashing on my window, obscuring and blurring the view. Steadily, the drops fell harder, as if the clouds themselves wanted to cover my tracks. Deep thunder rolled, so colossal my insides vibrated with it. Lightning flashed, illuminating the sky and an imposing medieval castle alongside the road. The ride was bumpy, windy, and I clutched at the seat to remain in place.

      My eyes were drawn to the soaring stone towers with crenelated tops. Rock crumbled in spots, revealing more stone and mortar beneath. The grounds were vast. A thick wall surrounded the castle. When lightning flashed again, I could see the raging loch beyond. Loch Ness.

      I’d not seen a monster there when we’d taken a tour two days ago, but I’d been absorbed in the water itself, as if waiting for something to emerge from its depths. I’d even stepped in an inch along the edge, wetting my shoes and the hem of my skirt. Steven had been furious. I’d not known what compelled me.

      I was drawn to it even now. My eyes were riveted by the stone towers and the main building itself—a keep, the tour guide had called it. Seemed fitting, as it would keep people in or out.

      “What is the name of this castle?” I asked, unable to recall it myself. When we’d visited a couple days prior, I’d been too occupied with Steven’s cross temperament.

      He slowed the car, heedless of the honking drivers behind us. The cabbie rolled down his window and waved them around us before pulling over to the side.

      “That’s Gealach Castle, lass.”

      “Gealach,” I repeated, imitating his brogue.

      “Aye.”

      “Will you wait here for me?” I asked, a powerful urge to walk along the ruin taking hold. It was stupid, given that Steven might be following me. But I didn’t care. I had to do this.

      “’Tis raining, lass. Ye’ll not want to go out there now.”

      “I’ll just be a few minutes.” I didn’t wait for him to respond, but instead yanked on the handle and pushed the door open, holding my purse over my head as I ran up the embankment. The castle was closed, a metal gate blocking the path, but luck was on my side—someone had forgotten to lock it. I pushed it open and ran through. My flats sank into the grass, slipping on the wet earth.

      My blouse and skirt were quickly drenched, gluing themselves uncomfortably to my skin. Still I ran toward Gealach. I don’t know what drew me, but it was strong. Like someone literally moved my limbs for me. Thunder rolled, shaking the earth and making my legs tremble. Lightning lit up the night sky.

      “Miss!” I heard the cab driver call behind me.

      I waved my hand in the air, dismissing him, as I kept moving forward. Chills swept over me. A swift wind blew the cold rain, yet I did not stop until I reached the gate. Lightning struck somewhere close by. I hesitated. What was I doing? This was insane. Was my newfound freedom making me crazy?

      No. I had to go inside. I just had to.

      Thunder reverberated across the stones, making it sound even louder, and sharp pelts of rain hit my face. I crossed over the sturdy bridge with iron rails, across what was once a moat, toward the castle gate. One more step forward and I was beneath what was left of the stone gate, just as lightning struck. Sparks shot into the air from the iron spires on either side of me.

      Stunned, I fell to the cobblestone and the storm ceased.
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          LOGAN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Scottish Highlands

        Midsummer, 1542

      

      

      The bedchamber was rife with the scent of rutting. Lots of rutting. The sun had barely risen and the golden light of morning streamed into the room, pulling back the cloak of darkness from numerous legs, sprawled and entwined. The fire was banked and the candles had long since burned through their wicks, wax dripping over the holders to lie in hardened lumps.

      “A lovely gift.” I chuckled, staring with renewed interest at three of the maids draped around me on the bed.

      Being a Highland laird and chief was no easy position but somebody had to do it. All the better that it was me—born and raised to be formidable, powerful, dominant. With a wide grin, I noted how very true those words were.

      One of the lasses stirred and murmured her appreciation. But ’twas I who was truly appreciative. I’d needed a good night of sport and wickedness away from the strife of running the clan. Away from the bleakness that was my past—thoughts that always blackened my mood like a rotted carcass.

      King James V of Scotland was a good man. And I knew his gift—these wenches—were a bribe. No one’s sovereign sent them a wagon full of ripe and willing females if they didna want something.

      But I would gladly serve my king, and last night I think I served him rather well. I chuckled again at the thought, my cock growing hard as memories of plunging deep inside one and then another of the lassies came to mind.

      I cupped a handful of plush breast in one hand and an arse in the other. “Mmm… Any one of ye wenches awake?”

      Several lasses tittered, claiming they were ready for another go at the Laird of Gealach. Those who’d slept on the floor rose to join us on the bed.

      I grinned widely and with lascivious intent before commanding, “Come and let me grant ye your every desire.”

      Within a breath, my full cock was wet and hot within the slick heat of a blonde’s tight sheath. Another pressed her mouth to mine, while two others stroked and licked over my body. Opening an eye, I caught sight of the brown-haired lass trying to gather her clothing on tiptoe, intent most likely on sneaking out. Pausing mid-kiss, I called out, “No need to rush off, lass, there’s plenty of room for ye!”

      Her face flamed, but she dropped her garments and scurried back to the bed. I reached out for her to kiss me. She’d been more on the timid side, most likely new to the harem King James kept.

      Ah, what a life. One I intended to keep. If any knew the truth of my past, they’d know I wasna truly meant for it. Despite all outward appearances. Despite the man I called Da, the previous Laird Gealach. I fought to the death anyone who threatened my domain. And it happened more often than not. Luckily, Death’s grip had been for my opponents rather than for me thus far. Was that skill, or was that Fate? I’m confident in myself, my sword and my strength but even I wouldna turn my back on Fate.

      The king had advised me to keep Gealach and her secrets safe. To make sure no one passed into the kingdom without my approval. Thus far, I’d made good on my word. Any bastard who got in my way would burn for it.

      The clan knew what was at stake and followed me without question. But even so… There were many willing to take on the infamous Laird Gealach. Many willing to risk their lives for a cause they deemed worthy. I have always been, and would always be, stronger. Swimming, a daily caber toss, weapons training and hand-to-hand combat kept my body conditioned. My men were the best of the best. No question. Many an allied laird sent his warriors to me for training. A hefty price in coin they paid for it, too. Didna hurt to have as many allies on the field as possible. Especially with the ever-present threat of England drumming on our backs.

      But those enemy clansmen, mostly the lairds of the Isles who wished to challenge King James’ rule, or those who wished to take my place, were too absorbed in their greed to realize I was unbeatable.

      Fools. All of them. If even one realized who I truly was, the power I wielded, they’d nay set foot on Gealach lands. They’d abandon their weapons and their foolish notions and run for the hills. Gealach would be a peaceful place. But no one was likely to tell my enemies the truth. Three had died with the secret. The one other living soul who knew would nay speak it, as it would bring about his own ruin. If he were to perish, my secret would be forever buried. My secret was protected. And so was my right to rule this place.

      But peace wasna the way of it. Instead, Gealach was often plagued. A tireless life I led. And so, aye, when a wagon full of lovelies was spilled at my feet, I eagerly grappled up the warm flesh and tantalized them all with my prowess until each of us was sated and without breath.

      The blonde switched places with the timid one who ended up riding me like a tigress, rubbing her mons against my cock like a wench on a mission. Definitely an unexpected delight. The others continued to tease me, and I touched and kissed where I could, not wanting anyone to feel left out. There was enough of me to go around. But when one of the lasses put her mouth to my sac…that saw the end of it. My ballocks clenched tight and I roared with release.

      Moments later, a light tapping sounded at the door. The morning’s revelry would have to come to an end, despite that I could go another round or two. We’d not yet begun to work on the rather naughty activities I’d dreamed up overnight. “Up with ye, lassies. I must be about my day.”

      I opened the door a crack to see my second-in-command in the corridor, armed and ready. Ewan was as tall as I and boasted the same breadth of strength in his muscles. A must for the man who had my back. But there the likeness waned. He was light where I was dark—blond hair glowing like the gold in my treasure box, whereas mine was as black as the iron lock keeping the treasure secure. Eyes light, icy blue, in steep contrast to mine, which matched the darkness of my hair.

      “Ye said to wake ye at dawn, my laird.”

      “Aye.”

      Ewan wiggled his brows as a few of the lassies giggled and moaned. I just grinned. “I suppose they’d like some privacy.” Grabbing my plaid, I wrapped it around my waist and then opened the door a bit wider to give Ewan a peek at the erotic spectacle, then stepped into the hallway, arms crossed over my chest.

      Ewan shook his head. “My laird, a lovely gift the king has sent ye.”

      “They may entertain ye if ye like.”

      Ewan shook his head vigorously. “Nay, I couldna, as much as I wish it. Scouts are back and requesting your audience.”

      Damn. I’d hoped they wouldna be back so soon. The fact they wanted an audience didna sit well. “Och. Take them to my library. Tell them I’ll be down soon. I need to get my boots on at least.”

      Ewan chuckled. “Be sure not to get too distracted on your way out of the chamber.”

      As much as I wanted to bury my face in the brunette’s ample bosom while the raven-haired one rubbed hers on my back, duty called. I stepped back inside, groaned aloud when they beckoned me, and groaned louder when I declined.

      “’Haps next time, lassies.” I slapped each of them playfully on their arses, sucked greedily at a few turgid nipples, finished getting dressed and left the chamber, my plaid fully tented in the front.

      Despite the early hour, the castle was already coming to life. I could hear the maids opening chambers and singing as they dusted and straightened bedding. Even though most of the chambers were empty, I required they be kept in order in case any guests arrived. We were known to have unexpected visitors to the castle on occasion and with Gealach being a major political appointment, I wasna about to turn anyone away.

      The echo of my boots sounded off the stone walls as I descended the wheel stair. Gealach had been built for defense, from its thick, impenetrable walls to the design on its staircase. The counterclockwise direction of the stairs was so those who attacked had to fight with their left hands and those who descended must fight with their right. We’d never been breached, except in one case where I’d encountered a left-handed maggot—a traitor within our midst. Good thing I could fight just as well with both arms.

      Mayhap I’m a glutton for punishment, but I enjoy fighting my battles uphill. The harder I have to work to win, the more grueling the fight, the more satisfied I am with victory. I chuckled, likening it to making love. The harder I worked, the more effort put into it, the better it was for us both in the end.

      I paused on the second floor to glance out the arrow-slit window at the glow of the morning sun and how it lit everything in its path. Our lands were mostly covered in grey. A sunny day was rare and to be treasured. Dreamlike moments like these, when the land’s beauty was shown in such an austere way, made me supremely grateful to be alive. I took a trice to breathe it all in. A side I never let anyone see.

      And a side I tried not to indulge too often. Death was always in the forefront. A warrior’s life was never guaranteed to be long.

      Turning toward the closed oak door that led to my library, I opened it, pleased to see that someone had lit the torches. This corridor was always dark, housing not only my library but a larger meeting room for private sessions with various leaders, my treasury and my own personal armory. I nodded to the guards who waited beyond the door—best to surprise anyone who thought to venture past the forbidden entrance.

      The men greeted me with grins that practically shouted questions regarding the guests in my chamber. If they were nay on duty, I’d offer them a chance to sample the wares. But alas, I needed them to guard this sacred corridor.

      Ewan stepped from my library. “My laird, Tavish and Collum await ye.”

      I nodded, entering the library to find two of our most prized scouts on the edges of their seats. Both of them sat rigid, weariness written into the creases of their furrowed brows.

      “My laird,” Tavish said, jumping up and then bowing. Collum followed suit.

      “Sit, lads. Tell me what news.”

      They nodded, unruly brown locks whipping in and out of their faces. The lads’ skin was darkened, attesting to the time they spent roaming the Gealach holdings. Wiry but strong, the scouts were hard runners and even harder riders, able to shoot an arrow from a swiftly weaving horse and always hit their marks. Collum and Tavish regained their seats, their feet beginning to tap with anxiously in tandem.

      “Ships, my laird,” Collum burst out, licking his cracked lips and swiping at his freckled nose.

      “Galleons?”

      “Aye, my laird. Half a dozen, I counted.”

      “And I counted eight,” Tavish added, swiping at his nose, an odd habit they both tended to do when on edge.

      “Well, which is it? Six or eight?” I tried not to be irritated with the men.

      Collum held up his hands and shook his head. “Eight, my laird. Tavish here could hardly count, he was too busy—”

      “I am never too busy to complete my duty! If ye hadn’t been—”

      I rolled my eyes. Collum and Tavish were not only my best scouts, they also happened to be twins. And they fought like wildcats for place as leader over one another. I walked behind the two and slapped a hand on each of their shoulders, which gained their attention, letting them know who was, in fact, the dominant one in the room.

      “Enough. Whether it was six or eight, we’ll know soon enough. Where did ye see them?”

      “In the River Oich just to the north of Loch Ness, my laird.”

      Their answer disturbed me. The enemy was close. They’d had to pass a few other strongholds. Had they bothered to stop and fight? Was it possible some of their number were actually allies to Gealach—intent on working with myself and my men to take down the enemy ships they trailed?

      Damn the lairds of the Isles. They certainly did complicate matters.

      “Flags?”

      They both shook their heads. At least they could agree on something. Too bad it wasna the answer I desired.

      “Anything distinguishing?”

      They shook their heads again in unison. “Small vessels, my laird, a few guns, nothing more,” Collum answered.

      “Aye. Nothing so fine as the Salamander. But I did see the guns through my looking glass, about seven on one side and three on another.”

      The damn galleons better not be as fine as the Salamander, King James’ own vessel, which had brought his bride, Mary of Guise, from France a few years ago. Still, ten guns total was a sizeable vessel.

      “Were ye well hidden?” ’Twas best to defeat an enemy if they didna think ye expected them. They’d be cockier that way. Cocky men always made mistakes.

      “Aye, my laird,” Tavish answered. “In our usual spot. As we rode over the Great Glen, we caught sight of vast slashes of white in the sky. Ship sails. We left our horses to graze and crawled atop a ridge to peek over the side toward the north of the loch, and there they were. Six ships.”

      “Eight,” Collum corrected.

      Ignoring their renewed argument, I walked to the window on the opposite wall, my battered and aged oak desk between me and the scouts. I stared out at the loch below. She churned, the frothy white tips of her waves growing wider as she swirled and bashed herself against the cliffs. From my vantage point I could just make out a half-dozen black dots on the horizon. Six. “This means they came from the North Sea. Passed through Loch Lochy and Dunrobin Castle. Laird Sutherland is an ally. We willna let them pass by Gealach.” It was hard to know if the enemy galleons were after what was buried within Gealach’s walls or if they were intent on invading Scotland as a whole.

      Part of me wanted to let them pass. To run back up the stairs and bury myself inside one of those wenches. To forget the powerful weight of my duty to the crown. The responsibility that had been heaped on my shoulders at birth. A pact forged in blood.

      I turned around and glanced at Ewan by the closed door. “Alert the men.” I glimpsed back out the window, watching as the trees swayed with the wind. The sky had turned from orange to grey. “Looks like a storm is brewing. All are to be prepared. Our guests could arrive in the next few hours.”

      Given the storm, the strong winds would push their sails, making the galleons arrival sooner than expected. Littering our sandy beaches with the filth and stench of their betrayal. Who the hell was it now? Who would dare?

      Unfortunately, there were too man…

      No matter. I was prepared to keep Gealach, and to safeguard its secrets from all who wished to plunder her.
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      I blinked open my eyes, staring down at my hands laced in the green grass. Splatters of mud had caked and dried between the folds of my knuckles and between my fingers. The rain had ceased and the ground itself was dry. A cool morning wind swept through my unpinned hair and down the neck of my blouse to chill my spine. Daylight had come.

      How long had I been passed out? Didn’t feel like long. Seconds maybe. Why hadn’t my driver come to fetch me?

      Pushing up onto my knees, I glanced over my shoulder at what had been a rather modern bridge, to find the iron handrails replaced with wood. The once empty moat was now filled with water. The hill leading down to where the road had once been, and the city… It was gone. Only medieval-looking cottages and fields filled the small Scottish town. No taxi. No driver. Not even my suitcase. The only thing I had was myself and my purse.

      I’d curse the driver for leaving me, but judging from my surroundings, he didn’t exist. Or he’d somehow disappeared—along with the asphalt road.

      I stared, unthinking, numb. Slowly turning back around, I gazed up at Gealach Castle, my eyes widening. The castle looked different. Stones that had been crumbling were magically back in place. Birds could no longer swoop into the openness of the decaying keep, since a thick, wooden shingled roof kept them out.

      Gealach was no longer in ruins. How could that be? I’d visited just a couple days ago and stood in the great hall, looking up at the sky covered with greying clouds, marveling at how the structure had remained and how weather was free to enter as it pleased.
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