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        When thunder crashes

        And lightning illuminates

        Magic comes to pass.

      

        

      
        Thistles sway, dancing

        Purple petals and green stems

        So very lovely.

      

        

      
        Rain falls in crystal torrents

        Sparkling drops on fingertips

        Liquid Sustenance.

      

        

      
        Black clouds shield the sun

        Blanketing the world in darkness

        Taking away our sight.

      

        

      
        The castle climbs high

        Battlements touching the sky

        Striking fear below.

      

        

      
        Warriors come now

        Their weapons shined and sharpened

        Prepared for vengeance.

      

        

      
        We will survive this

        Surge of ruthless cruelty

        For we are strong, wise.

      

        

      
        Loneliness touches

        Us all and can break hearts

        Leaving us wretched.

      

        

      
        Massaging the soul

        Flexing your capacity

        To accept love’s hold.

      

        

      
        Flames burst, destroying

        Everything in its path

        Poisoning, tainted.

      

        

      
        The evils of men

        Devastate the innocent

        Obliterating.

      

        

      
        Do not surrender

        To one who strips you, attempts

        To watch you bleed dry.

      

        

      
        Fear paralyzes

        Only those who allow it

        Be strong, be steady.

      

        

      
        Afraid of being

        Broken leaves one hopeless and

        The future stark, bleak.

      

        

      
        When hope does soar high

        So too does joy and pleasure

        Fostering courage.

      

        

      
        Brave and courageous

        Forge ahead, part from the past

        And tumbling forward.

      

        

      
        Beneath moon magic,

        Lovers’ gentle strokes bring bliss

        And sweet surrender.

      

        

      
        A precious ending

        A love that shan’t be broken

        By the bonds of time.
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        One of red and one of black.

        Born at Ayreshire and swept back.

        Lost forever the princesses of time.

        The last of the king’s most sacred line.

      

      

      

      
        
        Dunleod Castle

        Scottish Highlands

        Late July 1544

      

      

      

      It’s strange, isn’t it, how the passage of time creates a new normal out of things that once seemed foreign and indeed horrifying? Of course, for most people, sudden change doesn’t often mean waking up in a different time period—nearly five hundred years before your own. Or understanding that there are people in this timeless universe that can jump from era to era with ease. But that’s what it means for me, as I have undoubtedly traveled through time.

      Sometimes it feels like a dream—today, a nightmare.

      As wrathful clouds of war rained down on us, did the sun shine in my own time, or did the weather reflect the devastation?

      To say the MacLeod clan was in a fearful uproar would be a shocking understatement. It would be safer to say that if the entire place burst into flames within a blink of an eye, I wouldn’t be surprised.

      I reined my horse to a stop, eyes wide and mouth agape at the ruin I saw before me. The guards on horseback behind me muttered their astonishment. Our horses, too, puffed out their breaths in horror. The scent of smoke and death sucked all the oxygen from the air.

      Children clung to their mother’s skirts; women hugged tight to each other; men argued. ’Twas as if in the few short weeks we’d been gone, summoned by the Guardian of Scotland, that all hell had broken loose—literally. Considering we’d returned with all haste because a hellion had actually escaped, that made complete sense.

      Was it possible Ranulf had something to do with this? I glanced at my husband, Rory, to see if I could read his expression. Did he think so, too? But his handsome face was shuttered in grief.

      Though Dunleod castle still stood tall and proud with the walls intact, the rest of the grounds looked as though a sizeable earthquake had hit, and yet there’d been no storm or other act of nature. Even Nature, herself cast a dark shadow in front of the sun and sent a chilly wind to swirl my skirts. I crossed myself and shivered.

      I knew at that moment that there was no one to blame for what had happened, no one besides ourselves. No, we hadn’t been the ones to see to the destruction, but we had left my stepson in the care of others, hoping he would remain in custody. That the clan would be safe from his wrath. His escape was our fault. And yet, we could not have ignored Logan Grant’s summons. As the Guardian of Scotland, and us his vassals, we had a duty to obey. Especially now that we’d all given our oaths to guard time since we’d just found out that traitors were vaulting through time loops and wreaking havoc.

      But this was not the price we should have paid.

      I closed my eyes for a moment, drawing in a deep breath and recalling how Ranulf had warned us of his impending revenge—the obliteration of all we held dear. Where the hell was he now?

      Wagons were upended. Vegetables rotted in corners and piles where they’d been dumped and forgotten. Rubbish remained where it had been dropped, and in the warmth of the summer sun, it created a stench that was overpowering. Though the bodies of slaughtered animals and people had been mostly cleaned up, the scent of blood and death still clung to the air. A few outbuildings, which had been burned, stood like blacked-out shells along the wall.

      I wrinkled my nose, wanting desperately to pinch it closed but not wanting to offend our people who’d been enduring this for at least a week.

      This was most assuredly the work of Ranulf MacLeod, my husband’s traitorous son. And by traitor I mean utterly batshit crazy with a healthy dose of rage to make it nice and messy. Twenty-years-old and holding a grudge that went far beyond logic, especially considering all my husband, Laird Rory MacLeod had done to try to make up for the time they’d lost when Ranulf was just a wee lad.

      “What in the bloody hell happened?” Rory’s long, dark hair whipped furiously in the wind.

      He always reminded me of a warrior god. Tall, broad, thick with muscle, and hair that I wanted to grab onto whenever he kissed me. But now was not the time for kissing or thinking of kissing. Rory’s chocolate eyes blazed with fury, and since the gods had not struck their fires on the castle, I worried that Rory just might.

      “Where is Ranulf?” my husband bellowed.

      I stiffened on my horse. My husband’s anger, the pain of betrayal, was palpable.

      If Ranulf crossed my path right now, oh the blistering he’d get, no matter that he was nearly twice my size. I wanted to avenge my husband for the pain he was feeling.

      We’d not been gone long, a few weeks at most, and in that time, his angry, traitorous son had somehow managed to escape the confines of the dungeon and every guard who watched him. How many had Ranulf killed in his quest to be free?

      Where was Rory’s trusted steward Tomas? The man he’d left in charge was nowhere in sight.

      No one came forward at Rory’s bellow. Either they had betrayed him or simply weren’t ready to face him. I wasn’t sure which. Several women clutched their children closer and disappeared, hastening toward what was left of their homes.

      “Gone, for now, my laird,” a young lass called over her shoulder as her mother rushed her away. “But he’ll be back. He promised.”

      That sounded like a threat.

      From what it looked like, Ranulf had appropriated control of the castle for a short time, which was what he’d promised to do before we left—to get back at Rory by taking his place as laird. By claiming what wasn’t his. Not yet anyway. He might as well have held an axe to the back of Rory’s head for this betrayal would surely kill him.

      Judging from the appearance of things now, Ranulf had not been able to keep his control—though it wasn’t clear whether he was forced out or had simply run away. But as the lass said, he wasn’t here, else, my stepson would have greeted us at the gate with a sword to our throats, or at the very least, an arrow to the thigh as we rode up.

      We’d had no trouble getting the gate opened and as yet, had no death threats. Was it a trap?

      I held in a bitter laugh. In the twenty-first century, these thoughts never would have crossed my mind. And yet, in the short time I’d been living in sixteenth century Scotland, my survival instincts had hitched up a thousandfold.

      I looked around, sizing up the people waiting for them to turn on us. Praying none had suffered too much at the hands of Ranulf, though that was undoubtedly the case. How had he escaped the dungeon? I searched the faces of those who’d remained behind. Could one of them have helped the little bastard get out? Or had my stepson somehow convinced his jailer that he would behave? The vengeful lad could be convincing, especially if he wanted something. And he wanted something all right. Revenge. If only Rory had demanded Ranulf remain behind bars before we left, not allowing him to be let out for good behavior. But it was too late to second guess my husband’s decision now. The damage was done. Lives lost. Homes destroyed. I knew if given the chance, his son would try to destroy him. There was nothing good about Ranulf. Some people are just born with a piece missing, and that missing piece turns into something hard that holds them together, nurtured by hate until it’s a festering wound that will never heal.

      Who could we trust right now? There were always traitors amongst those who claimed to be loyal.

      Several shifted their eyes away, too ashamed to look at us, letting us know in that subtle gesture which side they were on.

      These were not all our people.

      Some of them must have pledged themselves to Ranulf, the rebellious lad—for even at twenty he was no man—who didn’t think his father deserved to be laird. Oh, the tantrums he’d thrown when he’d found out the truth about his parentage.

      Ranulf had spent his entire life believing he was the son of Old Laird MacLeod and his lady wife, only to find out that Rory was his true father. Rory was the old laird's nephew and had fallen in love with the laird’s bonny bride. When they conceived a child and begged his forgiveness, the laird admitted there was nothing to forgive because he’d set the whole thing up since he could not have children of his own. At that moment, relieved not to be heading for the executioner’s block, Rory had renounced his claim to the lairdship. And his child. Given that the laird could not get his wife pregnant on his own, he was grateful that Rory had been able to complete the deed. Thus keeping their lineage alive. They all agreed to take the secret to their grave. Little did they know that would be sooner than expected. Sadly, after the child was born, the castle was sieged by an enemy clan, and the laird and his wife were taken, and brutally murdered right before Rory’s eyes.

      Rory was badly injured, but rather than face his people about the truth of the laird and his lady’s tragic deaths, and his inability to save them, he abandoned the clan. Though his injuries were near fatal, he managed to drag himself into the forest, where he found an abandoned cottage. On that same day, my sister Shona time traveled from twenty-first century Edinburgh, and ended up in the same spot. Her healing skills saved him, and until recently they lived together as brother and sister.

      To this day, my husband still blamed himself for the death of his uncle and lover. The man responsible could confess that nothing Rory had done would have stopped him, and he still would feel the guilt so deep in his bones he might as well have held the blades.

      When Ranulf found out the truth of his parentage he blamed Rory for the death of his parents, and brewed up hate within the clan. Ranulf told anyone who would listen that Rory had dishonored Lady Abigail and defiled his mother. He was adamant that Rory needed to pay for his crimes and that he, Ranulf, must claim the lairdship for himself through Rory’s death—a feat he was failing at miserably, thank heavens.

      Thus the reason he’d been imprisoned. Not only for mine and Rory’s safety, but his own. There were plenty of clansmen and women who wouldn’t think twice about tossing the arsehole off a very long cliff into deep water.

      My heart went out to my husband and I wanted to reach out and touch him, to calm his ire. But no matter how much I longed to, I couldn’t. I had to remain stiff and cold in front of our people. To show our displeasure at their switch in allegiance but also to show our determination in avenging those who’d been betrayed. First, we needed to ferret out our enemies and find Ranulf before any more damage could be done.

      I hated this part of the sixteenth century. The constant warring and looking over your shoulder. Never being able to let your guard down. And with the responsibility of being the laird’s wife, came the crippling guilt for wishing I could take Rory back to my own time, where the hardships seemed easy in comparison. I might miss a bill occasionally or worry about my weight on the weekends when we ate too much, but at least there, I wasn’t always afraid of being stabbed in the back.

      Several guards rushed forward, bending their knees in the muck, their hands over their hearts, pleading in their gaze. Dark circles were carved beneath their eyes, and they looked as though they’d not slept or left their posts for days.

      “My laird…Ranulf…he escaped. Mounted an attack on the castle with many of our guards. They managed to hold it for nearly a week, but just this morning, we overtook him.”

      I couldn’t imagine the horrors they’d had to endure while Ranulf was in control. A week must have seemed like an eternity.

      “Who helped him?” Rory spoke through gritted teeth, his fingers tightening on the reins enough to hear the press of leather against his palms.

      “Sixteen traitorous guards. They staged a coup. We pushed them back, but not without havoc. Ye’ve only just missed the fight.”

      That was why the scent of blood was so fresh. It wasn’t just a week ago that people had died. It was today, too.

      “Only just?” Rory looked around the courtyard, taking in the disarray. “Looks as though control was lost some time ago. Where is Tomas?”

      A hush fell over the courtyard, and the guard who’d so boldly addressed Rory a moment ago glanced toward the ground. “Dead, my laird.”

      Dead?

      “Poor Tomas…” I whispered. Heaven help us.

      My heart skipped a beat, sinking with sorrow. This was heartbreaking.

      Tomas was the one person my husband had trusted most. As his steward he was loyal to Rory. Had known him since he’d been a lad and was aware of the old laird’s plan to get his wife with child. Servants often knew the truth, even when those in control tried so hard to hide it.

      Tomas didn’t deserve this. Death was not how he should have been repaid for his loyalty. Being left in charge of Dunleod while we were away should have been an honor and an easy one at that. Damn Ranulf for what he’d done.

      I slid my gaze toward Rory, shifting in my saddle so that my knee touched his.

      Rory was stone-faced, pale. Fury lit his eyes. “Dead? How? Why am I only finding this out now?” The guard shook his head. “We sent word. Ye must have passed the messenger on the road. Ranulf killed Tomas. Stabbed him in the back, my laird. ’Tis part of how he kept everyone in line. Each morning he…” The guard choked up. “He took a new prisoner. Put ’em in the stocks.” The guard nodded toward a crudely erected, bloody scaffold, the stocks’ torture contraption sitting on top. Whoever was placed inside would have their hands and head locked in position until they were released.

      I had to take deep breaths to keep from throwing up. How could one man be so evil?

      “Go on,” Rory said gruffly.

      “If anyone so much as strayed from his orders, even to use the privy, the prisoner was executed. And it wasn’t fast, my laird. It was brutal.” The man’s voice cracked. “He murdered my brother, Angus.”

      I gasped, my hand involuntarily coming to my mouth. The horrors these people had endured. It was unconscionable. Ranulf was a madman. And Rory would shoulder the blame for it all. I could hear him now…If he’d only been able to save his laird and lady, if he’d not abandoned the clan… All I wanted to do was make this better for him? But how?

      Rory was silent for a long moment. When he finally spoke, his voice was filled with grief. “Have the dead been tended?”

      “Aye, my laird. We’ve buried them in the clan cemetery.”

      “Secure the gate,” Rory ordered. “I wish to pay my respects, and I want a full report of those who turned tail with Ranulf, and a list of those who might still hold sympathies. I want every loyal man on duty. No one is to come in or out. There will be no more deaths this day. We must restore order. And, from this day forward, Ranulf MacLeod is to be considered a traitor to the clan.”

      To label his son a traitor and heap upon him the punishment—death—that would come with it, had to have destroyed my husband. However, Rory didn’t show it. He never did. But I could see the cracks behind his stoic exterior. I knew him better than anyone. And I knew he would never be the same. Naming Ranulf as a traitor had been something Rory had been unable to do before. Instead, he’d given his son the benefit of the doubt and attempted to rehabilitate him. Taught him to fight. But his efforts had been in vain. Ranulf’s skills now used against him. And his clan..

      Ranulf had turned against his own people and my husband blamed himself.

      Rory dismounted, and finally faced me. In a swift motion he circled my waist with his hands and pulled me from my horse. There was a slight tremble in his grip, and I could only imagine it was a combination of fear, anger and sorrow.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whispered against his ear.

      Tears pricked his eyes, and he nodded, though he did not voice his sadness. Rory pressed his forehead to mine for a few labored breaths; his eyes squeezed shut. I clung to the front of his shirt, not knowing what to say and wanting so very badly to give him the comfort he needed. If a massacre like this had happened in the twenty-first century, we’d call the police. There’d be a massive manhunt, and Ranulf and his cronies would be imprisoned. But here, Rory was the police, the judge, the jury, the executioner.

      “We will find him. He will not hurt another,” I said.

      Rory nodded slightly.

      Ranulf was a spoiled child in a man’s body, with the temper of the devil. Unable to see the truth, or unwilling, to see it. He refused to accept Rory was his father or that he was not yet laird of the clan. He’d tried everything to thwart Rory, and yet his father had only ever loved him and treated him as a son. Took him into his home, trained him, allowed him to be part of our family. All the while, the arsehole was planning his revenge.

      And now, those plans had come to fruition.

      My blood boiled for the loss of lives, and for the pain my husband felt. No one should ever be betrayed by their own flesh and blood. It was unthinkable.

      If I ever were to get my hands on Ranulf, I’d throttle him. Pummel him to the ground. Make him pay for how he’d hurt Rory and the people of Clan MacLeod. I’d crush him for the lives he’d taken unnecessarily.

      Once again, I longed to whisk Rory to modern-day Edinburgh. To remain there, cozy in my little townhouse, drinking wine before the fire after a long day of working in my herbal shop. To stroll the Royal Mile, grab a bite to eat at my favorite pub. To have toilet paper; hot, running water; aspirin.

      But we had a duty here. A calling.

      This moment, this was what I hated most about living in the past—the violence, the helplessness. For certain, we had all that in modern times, too, but we also had law and order, and everyone was aware of society’s expectations. Lived by and followed the same rules, so to speak. In modern times, a son wouldn’t simply kill his father’s estate planner to get land, not unless he was a psychopath.

      Well, maybe that explained it all. Ranulf couldn’t be reasoned with, couldn’t be expected to follow societal norms or logic. He was unhinged. A live wire in a time when no one was ready to handle such things.

      Rory grabbed my hand. “Will ye come with me?”

      “I’ll never leave your side.”

      Rory took my hand in his and led me toward the kirk and beyond, where the clans’ dead were buried. Fresh mounds of turned earth, four of them.

      We knelt on the ground, quietly mumbling our prayers. Tears streamed down my face, and I knew they were streaming down Rory’s, too. I wasn’t just crying for the loss of life but also for the frustration of all that we’d endured thus far and knowing more horror was likely still to come. There would not be any peace until Ranulf paid for what he’d done. And exacting that punishment on his son was going to destroy Rory—I knew it already.
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      I’m not sure how much time passed—it could have been an eternity. But once we left, Rory walked with long, urgent steps, my hand still clutched in his grasp. We spoke to no one on our way back to the castle nor as we walked through the halls to his study. He tugged me inside, barred the door and then pressed me up against its solid surface.

      Again, he touched his forehead to mine, eyes closed as he heaved a weighty breath.

      “Part of me wants to give up,” he said. “Part of me wants to rip that little whelp limb from limb. No son of mine could have done this. And yet, I know he’s mine.”

      I threaded my fingers in his hair, stroking the back of his neck and shoulders, and then dragging them up through his soft locks again, hoping to impart some measure of comfort. I kissed his cheeks, his forehead and his lips. Trying to calm him with my touch, pull him away from his pain, if only for a few relieving moments.

      “This is not your fault,” I said. “Ranulf is mentally ill.”

      “Mentally ill?” Rory shook his head, his brow furrowing.

      “He’s mad, deranged. He must be. And you cannot reason with madness.”

      Rory ran a finger along my collarbone. “I dinna want to reason at all. I want to escape.”

      I wanted that just as much. Still, I had to offer him a sound alternative. “We cannot, my love. We must face Ranulf. Face our people. Bring them back together. Give them hope that you’ll be as great a leader as your father was. They need to know that. They need to know they are safe and that you’ll protect them.”

      “From Ranulf, their clansman.”

      “Aye, your son.”

      Rory shuddered against me, and I clung to him all the tighter. Maybe, just maybe, I could help him get away for a moment. I kissed him then, fervently, sweeping us both up in a haze of desire. A moment of escape. Euphoria.

      Oh, and heaven help me, Rory was ready for me. Eager to go along with my plan. He pinned me rigid to the door, the length of his thick, hard shaft pressed to my belly.

      I hiked my skirts up around my hips, hooking my leg around his thigh, urging him to enter me swiftly.

      I didn’t have to wait long. Rory tugged up the front of his kilt, gripped his cock in hand and thrust deep into my slick channel. I moaned upon a spasm of heady desire. God, but I loved the feel of him inside me. Filling me. Stretching me.

      “Take me hard,” I urged. “Don’t stop.”

      Rory grasped my hips, lifted my other leg around his, my rear pressed up to the door, and drove deeper inside me still, rattling the door as my bare arse smacked against it with the force of his thrusts.

      I sought his mouth, sucking on his tongue, biting his lower lip. Urgent. Hungry.

      “Dinna leave me,” he begged as he plunged inside me.

      “Never,” I panted. “I’ll never leave you, my love.”

      “Mo chridhe,” he mouthed against my neck, suckling the tender spot by my ear.

      My nails raked the back of his shirt, and I yanked the fabric up so I could feel his hot, muscled skin beneath my fingertips.

      Rory plunged hard and fast inside me, my body clenched tightly around his as delicious tremors took hold, teasing me toward that wondrous edge of orgasm.

      His mouth sought mine, and we kissed frantic and ravenous. Both of us in need of this release. Both of us yearning for a world that included none of the strife we so often found ourselves embroiled in.

      “Tell me…” he murmured against my mouth. “Tell me when ye’re close.”

      “I’m already there,” I gasped. “I’m coming now!”

      Rory let out a deep guttural groan, driving harder, faster, the door shaking on its very hinges and rattling the rafters.

      “Oh!” I cried out, trembling as my body exploded in an intense and vibrant orgasm. I could barely see, as dots of ecstasy blurred my vision.

      “Moira,” he groaned, shuddering inside me, his hot seed surging deep.

      Our breaths heavy, hearts pounding, we stood, clinging, wrapped up in each other for many moments, until at last Rory kissed me lovingly, then pulled his shaft from inside me.
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Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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