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      Kat Bastion returns for the final installment in the award-winning Highland Legend series… Found in Flame and Moonlight.

      

      Gawain Brodie hardened his heart to women long ago. Convinced females only bring heartache, the warrior focuses on battles and strategy as one of his clan’s elite guard. Until two things are thrust upon him: the rule of his clan and a fiery sorceress as his mate.

      

      Chelsea Smith has grown up in Southern California, one of the rare few belonging to a secret group of assassins. Trained to shun emotion, and expert in harnessing Earth’s elemental power, she has a bright future within her shadow organization. Until time itself decides her only future lies far in the past.

      

      As the two headstrong souls prepare for the fight of their lives, one question burns… Who exactly are they fighting against?

      

      An epic romantic adventure replete with time travel, mysteries of an ancient castle, and the magick unique to their world.
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      Eight minutes was all Chelsea Smith had. All she needed. Hopefully.

      The heavy wooden door to Professor MacLaren’s private office snicked closed behind her. With a subtle suggestion from her mind, the tumblers reengaged within its lock, a deadbolt she’d “picked” with similar mental ease mere seconds ago.

      On her next inhale of cooler undisturbed air, the distinctive scents of age washed over her: that certain spice of centuries-old leather, a mustiness of layered dust, the sweetness of yellowing paper in a prized collection of ancient books.

      The room’s furnishings echoed its owner’s passion for antiquities. Within a sizable entry, a vintage coffee-colored Chesterfield sofa with matching wingchairs hovered at the edge of a burgundy-and-gold Aubusson carpet. Along the side and far wall, relics from exotic locales perched from various niches between precisely stacked scholarly tomes in massive bookcases. And beyond a sizable polished wood desk and its stately leather chair, within tall display cases that flanked a large window, treasured discoveries from historic digs rested on glass shelves.

      Yet one particular artifact stood apart from the rest. The sole reason for her break-in. And the item occupied the nearest corner of his polished wood desk, exposed. No bookcase niche. No protective case.

      “Such unfathomable power,” Chelsea murmured toward the rectangular object, at once fascinated and intrigued. More than she’d been about anything in her first twenty-two years of an immortal life hiding-in-plain sight among “normal” humans.

      Her excitement even eclipsed what she’d witnessed from the other side of that window while walking to MacLaren’s lecture less than an hour ago.

      Though her mind still reeled about that discovery as well.

      Because something very not human had stood near that power-drenched box, partially transparent, as if not fully materialized into the human world. And that shirtless muscular something had resembled artistic depictions of male angelic warriors, only skewed darker and more sinister with its dusky olive skin, inky black wings, and blue-green prismatic eyes.

      And the enigmatic creature had stared directly at her, eyes narrowing, puzzlement twisting his sharp features as Chelsea blatantly stared back. He’d seemed surprised. That she could detect him? Or perhaps that their paths had intersected in the first place.

      Yet inside the professor’s locked office, no sign of the dark angel remained.

      Seven minutes.

      The forceful vibration of the artifact’s unique power was what had caught her attention from the other side of the window. It had radiated an exhilarating and complex energy, beckoning her like a siren’s call.

      “Invitation accepted,” she whispered.

      With slow breaths, Chelsea banked her excitement. Not hard to achieve. Her kind, further evolved humans, born-and-bred assassins, had been trained through millennia to suppress emotion.

      “Yeah.” She let out a soft snort. “Look how well that turned out.”

      Members of her race had recently evolved again. And an underground faction had organically formed. One that no longer sought to squelch their emotions. That strong minority yearned for something greater, a deeper meaning to their eternal life.

      Months ago, Chelsea had been secretly contacted by them. The founders had detected her tendency to operate on the fringe of acceptability. Of course, she’d joined their cause without hesitation.

      In the hours and days following that pivotal decision, she’d eased the cognitive restraints that had hobbled her. They had warned her that she would suffer unimaginable internal struggle. Yet nothing had prepared her for the cascade of emotions. One in particular had caused an enormous dissonance with her inherited vocation.

      Empathy had bled into her black-and-white world.

      An assassin’s world.

      And that problematic emotion had caused a thunderstorm of chaotic gray.

      Six minutes.

      Focus, Chelsea. She took measured steps toward the charged artifact, noting its unusual features. A foot long, half that wide and tall, a rectangular box sat encased in layers of elaborate metallic latticework. The gleaming designs that adorned its corners and edges were comprised of various metals from differing artistry. But beneath those ornate motifs, simpler flat sides were fashioned from a beautiful bluish-silver metal with a slight sparkle to its sheen.

      Indirect bright light glowed in from the large window, but as Chelsea approached, an aura of energy haloed around the box. Infinitesimal particles glittered beyond its surfaces, flashes of silver and gold visible to her preternatural eyes.

      Five minutes.

      Which meant MacLaren’s lecture in his beloved Advanced Theories in Archaeology had concluded. Earlier, Chelsea had obediently endured the graduate-level course with fifteen other classmates until she’d politely excused herself at the last and most opportune moment. A correct amount of respectful time from a valued student. The perfect window of plausible deniability should her burglary plans go awry.

      Students typically waylaid him after his lectures, but to be certain, she extended her superhuman hearing. Down a wide sidewalk between buildings, across a grassy quad, and into the cozy window-lined room that the tenured professor claimed as his own, she detected the voices of eager students who had indeed detained him. Which enabled him to wax eloquent about the week’s series and his latest obsession: prehistoric artifacts handed down by gods, breadcrumbs to the secrets of mysterious civilizations.

      “But you’ve been keeping the biggest secret of all right here in your office, haven’t you?” Chelsea murmured as she paused within reach of the object.

      Four minutes.

      Plenty of time to abort, to walk away without detection.

      “I don’t need to be here.” Sound reason.

      And yet, need had become relative.

      For in the months following her recent evolution, an undefinable hunger had begun to grow that nothing satisfied. A craving for a deeper purpose. Not the deadly one mandated by her ancestry. Not even the glimmer of hope that her emerging faction offered.

      “Something personal,” she murmured, staring at the box. She’d been hunting a cause that matched her sudden passion for life. Unique and special. Sparked by her newfound awakening. “Worthy. And all my own.”

      Because every action she’d taken in life, from actual missions to basic periphery cover, had been by her race’s directive. Even attending university. Particularly MacLaren’s courses.

      But for the first time, she operated on her own volition. Because before that morning, she hadn’t been privy to any details of why MacLaren had become a person of interest. Until one shining detail had made itself known, flashing its undeniable energy straight toward her.

      Therefore, the risk of exposure? While investigating an object as exceptional as what she hoped to discover about herself?

      More than acceptable.

      While she continued to listen, the distinct voices of six fellow grad students dwindled to two hardcore disciples. They peppered the professor with questions, theories, and offers of assistance on his next expedition. Groveling, as usual. But MacLaren had their number. And only a couple of minutes remained of his scheduled patience.

      Chelsea drew a deep breath to calm her riotous—clearly not suppressed—emotions.

      Instinct screamed the intricate box held her destiny. Even if she had no idea why.

      But as she took a final step and reached out a hand to touch, its unique power reacted to her proximity with accelerating vibrations of energy—plenty of evidence to back up that gut feeling.

      Three minutes.

      MacLaren shooed out his fan club with his parting excuses and locked up the classroom.

      Right as Chelsea hovered a hand over the artifact.

      Energy emanated upward from that bluish-silver top, charging the air with electrons that sizzled and sparked. Warmth bathed her palm. Friendly. Inviting. Intoxicating.

      Until a sense of grave danger spiked in those scant inches between the mysterious metal and her skin. And an unfamiliar feeling of trepidation tripped down her spine. Like some cosmic warning.

      Chelsea paused, then blinked heavily, thrown by the sudden unfriendliness of the box and her own emotion about it. She wiggled her fingers within the box’s charged aura and considered her impulsive actions. And their unknown ramifications. With the artifact. And MacLaren.

      An extensive list of potentialities scrolled through her advanced mind. But the calculations magnified when she removed the laws of the known universe and input alternate realities. Involving energized boxes. And dark angels. And supposedly regular professors that capture the attention of a race of assassins.

      Ninety seconds.

      “So many possibilities,” she murmured about the upside. Too many variables to calculate.

      Chelsea snorted and shook her head with a slight smile. “I’ve never been afraid of anything in my life.” Headlong into the adventure. The only way she saw the world.

      The leather heels of MacLaren’s loafers clicked down the nearest sidewalk.

      Less than a minute. Before her trespass was discovered.

      Urgency fired through her veins. She tensed her arm and lowered her hand, ready to touch no matter the outcome. To finally complete some circuit she’d begun to sense, as if the dark matter hovering between the spaces in the universe needed her help.

      The charged air rippled with a stronger dose of caution.

      Chelsea narrowed her eyes at the box.

      Are you trying to communicate with me?

      That the inanimate object had sentience, as opposed to some other force out in the ether, gave her pause. Deadly animals and insects often displayed vivid warnings of their lethal venom.

      But why lead me here with such clear invitation? Do you not want me to touch?

      The warning vibration wavered back and forth in response as the additional questions crossed her mind. Not quite a yes, not quite a no. That it wanted her there, perhaps. But not to touch? Orrr…

      “Not yet?” Barely an inch existed.

      A hot glow sparkled into existence between her and the artifact, golden and shimmering. The box’s energy extended an exquisite representation of agreement in its special language.

      “Fascinating.” Mesmerizing.

      The artifact’s seductive power continued to astound.

      Have you taunted MacLaren with such scandalous invitation?

      No sooner had she posed the mental question, than an answer rippled forth. Only that message vibrated not from the artifact, but from somewhere out in the ether. No. Crystal clear. Not as any legible word, but a negative in resonance.

      The energized box did not wait on that desk for the professor.

      At that moment, the artifact existed for a singular purpose: to join its immense power with hers.

      MacLaren’s footfalls began to click down the tiles of the building’s corridor.

      Energy spiked from the box again. Even while its power rippled another caution: Not yet. The message clearly vibrated from the object, not the ether.

      But unraveling the mysteries of a higher consciousnesses in matter and space had to wait.

      Adrenaline surged through her. “Out of time.”

      Golden sparks fountained up from its metallic top, singeing her palm. Not yet!

      “When?” Chelsea choked out a laugh at the box. “After he has campus security cuff me?”

      MacLaren’s key slid into the lock.

      Her pulse raced, the thump of her heart a drumbeat in her ears.

      Now or never! she argued to the unseen gatekeepers.

      Tiny clicks echoed as tumblers released in the lock’s mechanism.

      The door edge scraped over its frame, the only means of a clean escape swinging open and her window of opportunity closing right along with it.

      Half-assed alibies spun through her mind, all utterly ridiculous: I followed a burglar in, I needed to lie down and only your pin-tucked sofa would do, I saw a black-winged angel with sparkling blue-green eyes staring out your window. Voicing that last factoid? Bordered on certifiable insanity.

      But at the last split second between clean infiltration and utter discovery—right as her anxiety skyrocketed—a powerful vacuum slammed her hand down that remaining inch.

      A scorching current charged up through her palm from the metal. Blinding power and incredible pleasure flashed through her being.

      MacLaren’s office vanished.

      And a realm of absolute nothingness descended.
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      Gawain Brodie sucked in a stunned breath as the inside of his chest…boomed.

      Thunder? Confused, he frowned but refused to break stride. He raced down an earthen footpath in the shadowy forest to rejoin his warriors; he’d been ambushed while scouting. And since no cloud marred the late-afternoon sky, he shook off the jarring sensation.

      Faster! Scant seconds remained. Clan Brodie had been exposed. Their castle’s centuries-old secret somehow breached.

      Blood from three attackers speckled his arms and chest. Yet the last one’s dying words bore evidence of the exposure: Your magick castle is ours!

      A tang from the skirmish coated his tongue, pungent earth and the coppery taste of blood. Anger churned in his gut. Ferocity pumped through his veins. Single-minded determination overcame burning muscles as he sought to vanquish whatever enemy they faced.

      Intent on cutting time, he broke into a sunny glade, ran across rippling purple blooms of heather, then rejoined the well-worn trail. Yet as he rounded the gnarled trunk of an ancient yew, a sudden awareness made him veer wide in the turn.

      Alongside the path, lacy fronds of bracken trembled. Then a blur of motion burst forth.

      Dark garb registered in his peripheral vision. As did the gleam of a swinging sword.

      He unsheathed his own sword, then blocked a strike meant to cleave his neck.

      Never pausing his momentum, Gawain twisted his body and shifted forward, swinging his weapon over. Then he tightened his blade down at the last moment for the killing blow.

      To his surprise, the swords clashed. Punishing vibration jarred his bones from hand to arm, shoulder to neck, till they rattled a final quiver down through his teeth.

      The attacker—a male with flaxen hair, of similar height and breadth to the threesome he’d more easily dispatched—merely sounded a low grunt.

      With greater determination, Gawain thrust.

      In equal measure, his opponent parried.

      Fury darkened his attacker’s eyes.

      Exhilaration fired through Gawain’s veins.

      Their deadly battle-dance continued with strikes and blocks, thrusts and parries. Each next metallic crash rang out with echoing menace.

      “At long last, a worthy opponent,” Gawain murmured.

      Gawain arced his sword back around, but once the tip swung skyward, he twisted, tucked, then thrust from a lower angle.

      The soldier deflected then stepped aside, just as well trained, equally gifted.

      “Aye. An ‘opponent’ who’ll impale yer bloody arse like a stuck pig,” the soldier replied in an English accent. A sick hunger gleamed in his eye.

      Amused, Gawain relaxed his stance and drew back his weapon. He tilted his head and narrowed his eyes. “Why eat pig when you can dine like a king?”

      The man’s expression fell. As did the tip of his sword while he gave a heavy blink and furrowed his brow. “What’re you on about?”

      In the next heartbeat, Gawain lunged with incredible speed. The tip of his sword led the way, piercing the man’s heart before he was able to draw a full gasp of surprise—or reengage his sword.

      “The differences between us,” Gawain whispered into the ear of the dying man.

      Severe lack of emotion and abundance of wit.

      What Gawain possessed and most did not.

      With a quick jerk, Gawain freed his sword. As the body crumpled to the ground, he swiped both sides of his weapon on the cleanest patch of the soldier’s woolen tunic. He believed in letting fallen men keep their blood. Off my sword.

      English! The revelation of how far and wide their exposure had traveled still stunned him.

      No time! He charged back toward the footpath and raced on.

      After another few hundred yards, the clear sounds of combat filtered into the dense forest: the clatter of weapons, shouts and grunts from men.

      Seconds later, he burst upon a greater battle. Or what little remained of it.

      His brethren carved and sliced through their own tenacious dark-garbed attackers. One Brodie to five English. But the last of their foe fell in rapid succession, one after the other, none prepared for the skill of the unique clan of Highlanders.

      With no immediate threat left to eliminate, Gawain sheathed his weapon.

      A second strange thunder boomed through his chest.

      And its fading vibration carried the aftertaste of something imminent…weighty. As if an event of great import was about to transpire. Involving me? Or the clan.

      Dismayed by the inexplicable and unnerving sensation, Gawain stared toward the western horizon as a fiery sun dipped below jagged mountain peaks.

      Two warhorses suddenly appeared below his line of vision, one snow white, the other coal black. Both materialized seemingly from nowhere. And knowing their riders as Gawain did, they likely had.

      Another powerful vibration reverberated through Gawain’s chest so hard, he stifled the urge to cough as his family approached.

      Astride the white mare was Isobel Brodie with her long blond hair flying back in the wind. Clad in her custom deerskin hunting outfit, she braced her toddler son between her arms.

      On the black stallion rode Iain, Isobel’s husband, Gawain’s older brother, and Laird of Clan Brodie. He cradled their lad’s twin sister with a father’s protective hand.

      Clutched in Iain’s other hand was a magickal box whose surface sparkled even in gloaming’s waning light.

      Yet that box had never left Brodie Castle.

      Not in all the years of Gawain’s life.

      Nor in any of the legendary tales of generations past.

      An unmistakable sense of foreboding washed over him as his fellow warriors gathered to watch their leader and kin draw near.

      “All approach the battlefront?” their commander, Robert, inquired to his right.

      “With the wee ones?” Duncan asked at his left.

      The warriors were part of Iain’s elite guardsmen. Twelve in total. Closer than brothers.

      “Nay.” Naught was as it seemed. A great change had begun. Those facts rang true with every heavy beat of his heart. And he’d somehow landed in the center of its shifting tides. “They’ll be but a moment,” he murmured.

      Even if Gawain failed to comprehend how he knew what was about to transpire, he sensed why they’d come.

      Fate had descended upon him. Though the circumstance made little sense.

      “I’ll not take your place!” Gawain objected to the notion. The magickal box may as well have been scepter, orb, and crown. For of the many powers it wielded, foremost among them had long been to ordain the next Brodie male as chieftain of their clan.

      “Aye, you will.” Iain lifted the hallowed box high, reaching back.

      “You remain hale and whole.” Fit to rule. No reason to shift the obligation.

      “We’ve no time to explain.” Isobel tightened her legs to bring her mount alongside Iain’s as she glanced at her husband. “Danger abounds. And we’ve been summoned”—at the last word, she directed Gawain a pointed look, heavy with meaning—“away.”

      Gawain sighed. Away through time itself. No explanation needed.

      A strange feeling quivered in his gut. Akin to uncertainty. And a more familiar one: dread. Of the unknown. Of the burden of a reign he had never expected to shoulder.

      The obsessive focus of battle had served him well all his life, had helped him overcome childhood demons. Even to the detriment of relations with close family. Namely his sister, Brigid, who he’d wrongly blamed for the cause of those demons so long ago. But Gawain had already come to accept how he’d done Brigid a grave disservice and labored to make amends.

      Of late, he’d grown more noble. Worthy of the reign.

      And his brother well knew it.

      “’Tis the way of it,” Iain bellowed for all the guardsmen to hear in witness of the historic moment. “You’ll lead the clan through.”

      “Aye.” Gawain gave a clipped nod to his brother in dutiful acceptance of the role.

      Iain dipped his chin with satisfaction, punched his arm forward, and released his grip.

      The box arced through the air.

      With narrowed eyes, Gawain thrust his hands up to catch it.

      Yet at the exact moment his fingertips made contact with its cool metal sides, several monumental events happened at once, in plain sight of their guardsmen.

      A bright bolt of lightning shot from ground to sky with a true boom of thunder.

      Isobel touched a hand to Iain’s shoulder and Clan Brodie’s former ruling family vanished, warhorses and all.

      Heat sparked from the box to his fingers and flashed through his entire body.

      And a raven-haired woman appeared out of thin air. Vibrant blue eyes stared straight at him. Her slender hand rested atop the box.

      “Nay!” Gawain growled, furious.

      In his disgruntled shock of becoming laird, he’d forgotten the other burden the ancient box bestowed.

      A soul mate.
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      Chelsea gasped in shock at her sudden…transportation.

      One second after the professor’s keys had jangled into his office, a turbulent darkness had sucked her into an alternate dimension. An instant later, a power surge had overloaded her body, causing a cascade of cellular reactions which peaked into a disconcerting orgasm.

      The second after that, the immensity of the great outdoors assaulted her senses.

      Open twilight sky spanned above, capping forested mountains that fringed the horizon.

      A cacophony of surrounding flora and fauna rustled, creaked, trilled, and buzzed.

      Cool swirling breezes carried the earthen notes of dust and pollen on barely discernible mist.

      Ha! I was right! To a degree.

      The unique artifact wielded unimaginable power.

      On the quantum level.

      After those fraction-of-a-second realizations, panic flashed.

      About the angered man on the other side of her box.

      Hazel-green eyes glared down at her. Long dark brown hair, with a thin braid on either side, framed a ruggedly handsome face. Bushy brows dipped lower. Full lips tightened into a firm line. A muscular chest glistening with sweat rose and fell, breaths shortening.

      Brown dried blood speckled said bared chest, along with his broad shoulders, dust-covered forearms, and large hands. Hands that clutched her artifact.

      Yet she had a multitude of issues to contend besides possession of the valuable object. Because alarming signs that she’d been thrust much farther from home sank in with every next beat of her heart. And when a stronger breeze swirled, the certain stink of death wafted in. From somewhere close.

      Chelsea gasped as a sudden wave of energy flared into existence. From him. Dense and sparkling. Warm and sensual. Spicy and exotic. Tasting of primal pleasure, yet holding an undernote of primordial pain. The current vibrated with a multitude of brilliant facets, the last of which gripped her with ultimate possession—even as it released with absolute freedom.

      During the sensual overload, she gave a heavy blink, then drew in a centering breath. While his hands clenched the sides of the box tighter, eyes narrowing, nostrils flaring. Which told her the overwhelming current affected him too.

      No time to investigate the intoxicating power, however. Nor puzzle out why it had short-circuited her in a way nothing else ever had. Because in the foreign world she’d been thrust into, she needed every one of her faculties.

      So she fisted her free hand to her chest, closed her eyes, and on a slow exhale, shook the energy off. She heard him snort out a heavy breath, as if he’d done the same. And as quickly as it had materialized, the current vanished.

      Prepared to engage in conversation to gain intel if possible, negotiate if warranted, but fight if necessary, she stared him down. “Nay?” His earlier exclamation. An archaic word choice.

      And she studied the man more thoroughly with a critical sweep of her gaze. Heavily muscled. Dirt covered. Crisscrossed with old scars. A leather scabbard hugged a sword to his hip. Beneath it clung a dark green-and-black plaid. Scottish.

      “Nay,” the Scot repeated, tone softer, yet more final. His stubble-covered jaw tensed. Darkening eyes narrowed.

      With one hand still planted firmly on top of her artifact, she slapped the other beneath it—avoiding his hands out of an abundance of caution—then yanked the object from his grasp and took two considerable strides backward. “Mine.”

      The warrior gusted out a heavy sigh. Resignation washed over his expression. “Aye. So ’twould seem.”

      “Good.” They’d cleared up that situation. She didn’t have to kill him. Yet.

      With the heavy box securely in her possession, she retained the means of returning home. Even if the artifact no longer crackled with its former immense power. Because all of its alluring energy? Gone. The thing had fallen inert. At least for the moment.

      “Laird,” uttered a black-haired warrior who edged closer as he stared at her Scot with a steadfast gaze, bowed his head, then thumped a fist over his heart.

      “Laird.” Spoken with matching reverence from a second warrior who sported a mop of long blond hair and repeated the same respectful head bow and fist thump.

      Matching rumbles of allegiance and gestures rippled across a sea of gathering warriors.

      Interesting. A new revelation to them. Brought on by some event just prior to her arrival.

      Chelsea eased farther back from the crowd and glanced beyond them to confirm the cause of the horrid stench in the air: Behind the group stretched the recent carnage of a battlefield.

      Then she noted that the fifty or so warriors still standing were all clad in the same green-and-black plaid as their new laird. Most had suffered only minor injuries. Against a foe more than five times their number. Which proved they’d defeated their opponent with ease.

      “You’ve done this before,” she murmured. Like a well-oiled machine. “What an amazing sight that must’ve been.”

      Yet kills in her world were carried out with precision. More stealth. Less mess.

      The majority of the men began to disburse toward a treed area where nickering horses were secured. Above the expanse of that thick forest, the darkening sky’s last illumination faded behind a silhouette of jagged mountain peaks.

      Nearly a dozen warriors remained behind. And by their more composed demeanors, Chelsea judged them to be their elite forces.

      “Laird?” a deep voice boomed from a leviathan among the sizable men. With a battle-ax balanced loosely in one hand, he stepped forward while staring wide-eyed at her. Then he glanced toward his chieftain. “Why’s a woman clutchin’ our box?”

      Their box?

      So…she hadn’t traveled with hers?

      “Keen observation, Seamus,” said the shaggy blond.

      “Aye, Duncan.” Seamus hoisted the double-bladed ax up and rested its fat wooden handle on his own bulging shoulder muscle. “I’ve only the keenest.”

      Duncan turned toward the black-haired one. “What say you, Robert?”

      Robert took a large step toward her. Then another.

      Readying to fight, Chelsea shifted her weight to the balls of her feet and weighed the box with a slight bounce to gauge its potential as a weapon.

      Yet Robert stopped just outside striking distance and sized her up. The way an opponent gauges a threat. Then the man glanced toward her original Scot.

      “I’d say Laird’s gained more than his title today.”

      A dozen stares landed on her, the box in her hands, then their laird.

      When her Scot gusted out another heavy sigh, the men burst out laughing. But his scathing glare quieted their roars down to chuckles as they too set out toward their tethered horses.

      None seemed fazed that she’d materialized out of thin air. As if they’d seen that before too.

      Perplexed, Chelsea extended her preternatural senses to evaluate the location’s energy, beyond mere air. She delved deep into the surrounding plant matter, straight down into their mitochondria, the blast furnaces of all life. Tailings of expended fuel at that subatomic level left a signature of sorts. Like DNA. Both of space. And time.

      Her breath caught at the astounding revelation.

      Good news? She remained within her same Earth-realm. No alternate dimension breached.

      Not-so-good news? A slow, long breath deflated her lungs. I’ve jumped back through time. Over seven hundred years back.

      No point in checking again. As irrefutable as tree-ring dating to humans, matter’s energy signature never lied. And she was able to understand enough of its code to decipher the date, within a decade or two.

      A flash of regret speared through her. Flying solo, headlong into an unknown situation without reconnaissance, intel, or backup of any kind, had been reckless.

      But as she’d done in the last few months with every other unwanted newfound emotion, she mentally shook the negativity off.

      You wanted adventure, Chelsea. The universe delivered.

      Determined to ride it out, Chelsea squared off with her Scot once more.

      You’ve got this. So what if a few minutes ago she’d stood in a twenty-first-century world…that now stretched centuries into the future? Her sights had locked on to a powerful artifact, a potential weapon for her faction’s cause.

      Or had the box merely been the key to unlocking a greater armory?

      Could the ultimate power reside where the box had led? Or in the person it had led her to?

      Chelsea narrowed her eyes at the mighty warrior and ruler who stared back at her with mild interest. She drummed fingertips on the quieted box, eyeing the Scot.

      Wonder if I could take you back with me?

      In the silent seconds, his shrewd gaze scanned her from head to toe, then back up again. Nothing lascivious. Pure calculation. “Can you ride?”

      “A horse?” She frowned. Dumb reply. Likely caused by her still-reeling mind.

      Then again, her seeming a little off-balance after appearing out of nowhere would be expected by him. And a man who underestimated a woman would yield an advantage to her.

      “Aye.” He tilted his head slightly, holding her gaze.

      Horseback riding. Relegated to hobby or sport back in modern California. Frivolous to her race. Therefore, something she’d never done before. But she’d also never revealed weakness to anyone and wasn’t about to start with a stranger in a foreign land.

      “How hard could it be?”

      Those calculating eyes narrowed at her. “You’ll ride with me.”

      Then he spun on his heel and strode after his men, toward the horses.

      “Hey!” she called after him, remaining firmly rooted to her ground. “Who decided you were in charge of me?” Just because she’d been transported there—with no one surprised by it—didn’t mean she had to blindly follow the Neanderthal into his forest.

      “Not me,” he grumbled, not breaking stride, clearly not expecting her to hear.

      On the other hand, that laird and his men were Chelsea’s only prospects in the aftermath of her actions. Without them, she only possessed a once-powerful artifact gone deafeningly inert. Stuck in a strange land. Near a ripening battlefield of corpses. At night.

      A lone wolf bayed.

      Its companion replied.

      Predators on the scent of carrion.

      Or the universe delivering an unmistakable message.

      “Yeah, yeah. I’m coming,” she muttered. Wisest to let the revered leader of the natives decide her fate. For now.

      Beyond the perimeter couple of rows of trees, the Scot untethered then mounted a large horse. After the animal’s muscles tensed with eagerness, it turned in profile, revealing its dark brown velvety hide intensified by a black mane, tail, lower legs, and nose.

      By the time she neared typical human earshot, his warriors had already galloped off down a road that edged the forest and disappeared into the darkness.

      “Hand me the box,” he said, tone nonchalant, while he glanced over his shoulder, toward where a rolled plaid and slim leather satchel had been tied.

      “Not on your life.” And he kept that by her kind graces.

      The Scot directed a hard stare at her. Full of quiet challenge. “Keep it, then. And walk wherever you like.”

      In the wilderness.

      With no place to go.

      And no allies.

      No thanks.

      “Or…I secure the box.” Reasonable.

      His gaze drifted down her body again, landed at the heels of her black stiletto boots, traveled up to their rolled leather cuffs and hint of white socks above her knees, then lingered at the taut hem of her black leather miniskirt.

      A style she’d never been fond of. But her deep-cover mission as a university student—in MacLaren’s world more specifically—had required it.

      And she hadn’t known when she dressed herself that morning in a clingy dark-green sweater, trendy skirt, and fashionable boots that a basic athletic top, cargo pants, and tactical boots would’ve been more practical.

      But missions required adaptation. She intended to roll with the one at hand no differently.

      His face tightened in disapproval, brows lowering. “How do you ride like that?”

      Excellent question. In his dreams if he thought she’d hike her skirt up to her hips.

      “I don’t ride. We don’t travel on horses where I come from.” Not for main transportation. And she’d never gone on any joy ride in her life. Not in a car. Definitely not on some animal.

      After a loaded stare for seconds more, he reached back with a twist, flicked his wrist, and untied the rolled plaid behind him. Then he tossed the material at her. “Wear that.”

      Chelsea shifted the box to one hand and caught the unfurling bundle with the other. Both hands now full, she sighed at her dilemma.

      Trust you now or not at all.

      Trust. The risky notion had never come easy. But back in California, taking the risk of placing her fate in another had become a new thing. And now that she found herself not merely in uncharted territory, but in a whole new world, she decided to try again. With something small.

      She closed the distance between them, then handed him the box. “It’s not like I can’t take the thing back again,” she muttered.

      With a shift of his weight and a leg thrown over, he dismounted. Then he turned around, affording her some privacy while he began to fasten the box behind his saddle.

      Spreading her arms wide, she examined the length of woolen fabric. No ties. No pins. No button holes. Only a basic dusty blanket. With dried bits of grass stuck here and there in its fibers. But it didn’t smell too bad. If one didn’t mind smelling like the ground. And horse.

      To avoid flashing the Scot her black lace underwear, she spun around and cradled her butt with the material. She tugged two of its top corners over a hip, then tied them in a knot. And after some shimmying, she successfully hiked her miniskirt up underneath it.

      The getup wouldn’t hide everything, but it worked.

      As she turned back around, the Scot remounted his horse. He glanced toward her, then leaned down, offering his hands.

      She tugged the knot of her borrowed plaid tighter.

      Sudden butterflies erupted in her stomach.

      It’s just a man, Chelsea. She’d never had qualms about the opposite sex before. Get a grip.

      After a self-chastising hard exhale, she squared her shoulders. Then to be sure she didn’t inadvertently flash him anything else, she adjusted her bra and tugged down the sweater’s hem to her hips, about to take a step.

      “’Twould be nice to move out ’fore midnight.”

      She paused at his sarcasm. Almost lobbed back a smartass retort. But decided against it and instead shot him a scathing glare. Better to keep details about herself private, including her temperament.

      Lifting her chin, she stepped closer and reached for his forearms. “Move out to where?”

      When he locked arms with her and yanked upward, she gave a light jump.

      He hoisted her up with a slight twist to land her awkwardly in front of him. “Brodie lands.”

      Uncomfortable with their close proximity and with both legs dangling to one side, she clutched the plaid at her thigh and lifted a bent leg over the horse’s neck to ride astride the animal.

      Heat from his body pressed in from behind.

      Unsettled with that too, she scooted forward an inch. Then another.

      An amused snort ruffled the hair above her ears as he gave a solid grip to her hips, dragged her back, and tucked her body against him. “Have a care, lass.” Strong arms bracketed hers. “Or he’ll throw you.”

      “And I you,” she gritted out through clenched teeth as she straightened and flexed her arms wide enough to shrug off his tight hold, to carve out whatever personal boundaries she could in the disconcerting situation.

      Hearty laughter boomed from him. “Mayhap, you’ll do after all.”

      “Oh, no.” She shook her head while the words of his men… Laird’s gained more than his title today…echoed through her mind. “No, I won’t.”

      “Aye. That, as well.” With a clench of his thighs, the horse lurched forward and they galloped off.

      Infuriated at an argument that made no sense, she growled. “What’s your name?”

      After several thundering hoofbeats, he replied, “Gawain.”

      Familiar. From movies she’d watched for research, to keep abreast of humanity’s culture. “Like with King Arthur and the knights of the round table?”

      A disdainful snort ruffled the back of her head. “Gawain Brodie. Of Clan Brodie.”

      “So, before King Arthur,” she muttered.

      With a slight shift of Gawain’s weight backward, the horse slowed to a walk. They settled and swayed with the rhythm of the horse’s steps, right, left, then right again. Gawain let out a slow exhale. “After,” he said, tone softened.

      Surprised the man answered, and with such civility, she cocked her head. “How far after?”

      The horse continued its leisurely gait. And they continued to sway as one with it. Left, right. Left, right.

      Another subtle shift of Gawain’s weight stopped the horse altogether. A hard swallow sounded out. “Ask what you wish to know.”

      Chelsea clutched at the corners of the plaid, contemplating her predicament. She’d leapt at the chance for great power without any idea of how great the consequence would be. Blinded by pure ambition, she’d thought to harness the intoxicating power of the box. Instead, it seemed, she’d been the one harnessed and taken for a ride.

      Yet…none of his men seemed surprised by her sudden appearance.

      And Gawain had been more than unsurprised. At that first instant, he’d been furious. But within seconds, he’d begun to take the whole thing in stride.

      As if materializing out of thin air had become ubiquitous to his Clan Brodie.

      As if Gawain not only knew she’d materialized from somewhere else, he’d expected it.

      Which meant he knew a tremendous amount more than she did. And knowledge held power.

      But do you know that I’ve come from sometime else?

      The moment required her to take a more calculated leap of faith. Tip the scales of power back in her favor. She may have used her preternatural senses to already glean the approximate date from energy signatures, but he didn’t know that.

      Better to keep up the pretense of being an uninformed girl in need of comforting. “What…date…is it?”

      “If you asked Father John, he’d tell you ’tis the year of our Lord 1299.”

      Even though Chelsea knew that, her head still spun with the spoken confirmation. But Gawain’s choice of words didn’t escape her notice. “Not a religious man?”

      “Religion canna begin to cover all that’s transpired.”

      “Including me?”

      “Especially you.”

      They traveled the next handful of minutes in silence. Till the nickering and snorts of horses and voices of men trickled into her ears; they’d caught up with the others.

      Before she lost the chance to gain more rapport with him in private, she half-turned in his hold and glanced up into darkened eyes.

      “By the way, I’m Chelsea. Chelsea Smith.”

      “On the morrow, you’ll be Chelsea Brodie.”

      Brodie Clan lands. Brodie Castle. “Because I’m theirs? Or because I’m yours.”

      Gawain tightened his hold around her. “Both.”
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      Heaviness settled in Gawain’s chest at his sudden possessive words.

      Then he realized he’d tightened his hold on the lass.

      Chelsea, he reminded himself. Not some random lass. A young woman soon to be bound to him.

      Even so, he loosened his grip.

      Then he shook off the attachment and hardened his heart. Protection he’d engaged before. A vital requirement again.

      Her vivid blue eyes softened. “I’ve never belonged to anyone before,” she murmured.

      “Never?” The notion struck Gawain as foreign. “Not to a clan? A people of any kind?” Which made him wonder what land she’d come from. Something about her seemed familiar.

      Her expression clouded over for a brief instant. Then her features hardened and she gave a headshake. “No.”

      A half-truth. He had an innate ability to detect deception. A valuable talent he planned to use with his elevation to laird.

      A shiver trembled through her, and she wrapped her arms around her ribs. More from discomfort of the topic than the cool night air, he guessed.

      But as they joined his waiting men, he allowed the important conversation to fall away. Private details were of interest to him. At the proper place and time. Not because he cared. But because understanding a bit about the lass would make their coming duties easier.

      His men had already begun to settle down for the night. Horses had been tied near the edge of a familiar glade. Plaids had been unfurled under the cover of trees. Orange fires flickered and snapped between small groups. And the clan’s apothecary rushed about, tending to their usual combat wounds with his pungent salves and herbal poultices.

      Gawain led his mount toward the far side of the encampment, alongside the edge of a steep rocky glen as natural protection.

      Chelsea glanced back toward the fires and swept her gaze over the group. “Not to a castle?”

      “Not tonight.” All he’d reveal. For now.

      He dismounted, then offered up his hands in aid.

      She braced her weight against him and stared into his eyes as he lowered her to the ground. And as her boots met earth, she kept her dark gaze locked with his.

      “Do you belong to me now?” True vulnerability shone in those sapphire eyes.

      “Aye. ’Tis the way of it.” Uncertain of her what her opinion would be on the matter, he chose not to explain further.

      And yet, satisfaction washed across her expression, then she gave a firm nod. “Good.”

      He blinked at her in surprise. The idea of having me pleases you?

      Upon a second hard look at the lass, the idea pleased him too. Although fair of face with a delicate bone structure, he sensed a strong spirit within her.

      Robert approached with a spare plaid. “For the lady,” he said.

      Gawain passed it to Chelsea, who still wore his own plaid about her hips. “To bed down on. I’ll return in a moment.”

      He then clapped a hand on his commander’s shoulder, gave a nod toward their men, then led him in that direction. “We’ve to talk of the assault.”

      “And the clear treason,” Robert agreed.

      Gawain nodded. Brodie Castle had remained hidden by magick through the ages. For so many to be aware of their existence in recent months—English attack parties, Scots from clans along their borders and beyond—spoke of betrayal. Secrets that only one of their Brodie clansmen…or women…could hold.

      “The rat will surface soon enough.” Meanwhile, the protection of their clan served as top priority.

      Robert swept a scrutinizing gaze over his men. “Mayhap, no rat at all.”

      Confused, Gawain furrowed his brow. “What do you mean?”

      “Two summers ago, unknown magick came to us from the future, with Lady Isobel.”

      Iain’s bride. “Aye,” Gawain agreed. “But we’ve always had magick; our verra castle vibrates with its energy.” As did the box Chelsea had so readily claimed as her own.

      Robert gave him a firm headshake. “More magick has descended. Different. And of greater power. Months later, with Brigid—”

      Gawain sucked in a breath at the mention of his sister. No one in his clan knew the full extent of the powers she had acquired, not Iain, not Isobel, not even he. But they’d been vast. Had enabled Brigid to wield a goodly amount of energy. And transport through time. “You canna think the powers of two lasses have altered the safety of Brodie Castle?”

      Robert arched his brows. “I’m not certain what to think of it all. And what of Skorpius’s recent participation?”

      Skorpius. The dark angel who had guarded their castle from the beginning. A presence they’d been graced with more in the last two years than in their lifetimes, since the creature had guided Isobel upon her arrival and continued to mentor her in her unique time-traveling vocation. Then, in unknown events that had taken place far from Brodie Castle, the otherworldly male had apparently become consort to Brigid.

      “Nay,” Gawain finally replied. “None had any ill effect on our defenses.” Not that he had proof. But gut instinct had served him well, both during his years of chosen solitude and in protecting his clan.

      Silence stretched between the two close friends, even though Robert knew he was free to speak his mind. Gawain’s sudden rise to laird changed nothing of their trust in one another.

      Gawain’s attention drifted back toward the lass.

      Robert’s gaze tracked there as well.

      Reclined on their clan plaid, Chelsea had been watching them. Her focused gaze remained on Gawain a moment longer, then she glanced down and smoothed out a corner the woolen fabric with a flattened hand.

      “And what of the third?” Gawain murmured. The lass in their midst, bestowed upon them through magick mere hours ago.

      “Aye.” Robert clapped him on the back so hard, it shoved him forward a step. “It’ll be up to you to discover the power she brings.”

      “That it will.” Gawain cast his friend a deadpan look.

      Robert chuckled, gave a slighter headshake, then turned and strode back toward the warriors he commanded.

      Gawain walked over to his horse, withdrew provisions from his satchel, then rejoined Chelsea. “Are you hungry?” He held up a thick strip of dried beef, a wedge of cheese, and a small round of crusty bread.

      “No.” Chelsea didn’t take her eyes away from the box she’d placed at her feet. “Thank you.”

      She’d situated herself at the far edge of the plaid. Which left the majority open for him. Not shy around any lass, he unfastened his scabbard and tossed it beside her. Then he reclined into the center of the space she’d left.

      Which meant he could stretch out his fingers and touch her. If he so chose.

      The lass fell silent. After a few seconds, she shifted her attention from the box and stared out toward his men while he ate.

      But once he swallowed the last bite, she spoke. “There’s a woman here from the future?”

      Ah. So you’d listened? Though he knew not how, since the two men had spoken low and well out of earshot. Mayhap, ’twas due the clearness of the night and crispness to the wind that somehow carried sound farther than usual. Or powers of your own that you’ve brought.

      “Nay,” he replied. Total truth.

      Chelsea’s brow furrowed, and she shot him a scathing glare. As if she too possessed the ability to detect deception and had caught him in a lie.

      Gawain arched a brow at her. “If you wish to contradict me so soon, share how you’d overheard our conversation.”

      Her nostrils flared. But she offered no explanation.

      Very well. Gawain had no reservations on sharing first. In small measure. “We spoke of Isobel.”

      “The woman from the future.”

      “Aye.” He stared off toward his men, the clan he’d inherited. “Yet she’s here no longer.”

      “Here where? Scotland?”

      “Nay.” He glanced back at her. “No longer in our time.”

      She straightened, excitement glittering in her eyes. “So, there’s a way back.” Her tone weighted into a statement more than a question.

      “To the future? Is that where you come from?”

      “Yes. From the twenty-first century. California. I’d been at my university”—her brow furrowed as she paused—“a higher place of learning, called—”

      “UCLA,” they both said at the same time.

      Chelsea’s eyes widened. Then she blinked. “How did—”

      “’Tis where Isobel came from.” Ah. That’s why you’ve struck me as familiar. Both lasses were clothed in similar garb upon their arrival through time.

      Some kind of understanding washed over Chelsea’s expression. “In Professor MacLaren’s office,” she murmured. Slight amusement curved up the corners of her luscious lips. “The box.”

      “The verra same.” Isobel had shared details of her past with their clan over the years. The scholar MacLaren was a professor she spoke of often. Fondly.

      Chelsea let out a frustrated snort, then stared off toward the dark horizon. “But now Isobel’s gone.”

      “Aye.”

      “For how long?”

      “I doona know.” He glanced at her. Waited until she looked back at him, so he could stare her in the eye with the next bit. “They…”—he reconsidered sharing too much detail—“she departed mere seconds prior to your arrival.” At the mention of the coincidence, he began to suspect the two time-jumps were intertwined.

      Chelsea blinked heavily. Then the excitement in her eyes dulled, and her mouth curved into a frown.

      Her disappointment told him much. Mayhap, you doona know of the powers that brought you here. Nor possess any magick yourself.

      Yet nothing could be done to alleviate her distress. “Nay. There’s no way back. Not for you.”

      Anger tightened her features. “How do you know?”

      “Experience.” Not all he knew. But all he’d reveal. At present.

      Yet as unpleasant as his predicament had become—saddled with the clan and a lass—at least he wasn’t the only one trapped. And the lass’s company held unusual appeal.

      Chelsea’s hard gaze held his.

      He stared back with an equal measure of defiance.

      After long seconds, she relented with a heavy sigh. Then she collapsed back onto the plaid and stared up at a clear starry sky.

      Gawain settled back as well.

      Tension crackled in the scant inches of air between them.

      Till an unseen lightning bolt electrified his nerve endings and quickened his pulse. Sexual heat blasted through his body. Scorching. Invigorating. Even as peaceful brightness bathed his soul. Buoyant. Brilliant. The energy vibrated deeper facets: danger and urgent need. Absolute possession. Ultimate freedom.

      All transpired in a single heartbeat. As had a similar energy at Chelsea’s arrival.

      A low gasp rasped into his ears. From her.

      Gawain clenched his jaw to fight the overwhelming sensations and glanced over at her.

      Chest rising on a slow, deep breath, she pinched her eyes shut and fisted a hand over her chest. Like she’d done during the blast of energy he’d felt when they’d first met. The odd magick assaults us together.

      As before, he dove into the reaches of his mind; then on a gusting exhale, he mentally blew the magick storm away.

      And as before, the storm’s energy assault vanished.

      The next sounds were twin sighs of relief.

      After a time, the trills of crickets and rustling of leaves sang the forest’s peaceful lullaby.

      Chelsea’s breathing evened. The clenched fist over her heart relaxed.

      And as relative calm settled between them and stretched over his camp, Gawain closed his eyes, more than ready to rest. Utterly spent after an intense day of travel, battle, and the shock of gaining a clan and a lass, he needed a respite.

      Satisfied Chelsea would remain by his side, without need for him to remain on guard, he stretched one arm over his sword and bent the other to tuck under his head.

      But as his breathing deepened, the lass murmured drowsy words. “G’night, Gawain. We’ll talk more ’bout Isobel t’morrow.”

      Half-asleep, he nearly laughed at Chelsea’s patient persistence. But severe exhaustion froze his muscles. There’ll be goodly more you’ll be wantin’ to talk about. Things she’d want to learn about his world.

      To be fair, his mind spun with everything he wanted to discover about her.

      But all faded away as he sank into a heavy slumber.
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      Sudden movement startled Gawain wide awake.

      Someone hovered dangerously near.

      With a bend of his leg and a quick twist at the waist, he unsheathed the dagger from his boot and arced his hand around. But before his blade sliced the tender neck of the intruder, instinct born by a memory fragment stayed his hand.

      “Gawain!” A fierce whisper came an instant before a gentle hand wrapped his fingers that gripped the weapon’s hilt. “It’s me, Chelsea.”

      Ah. “Aye. The lass from the future.”

      In the relative darkness, he swept his gaze over her long dark hair and bonnie face.

      Those slender fingers of hers slid under his. “Give me your dagger.”

      Swayed by the bold confidence in her tone, he relinquished the small weapon.

      She turned and stared off toward the rocky glen beyond them, head tilted, eyes narrowing. “Others approach,” she whispered and sprang up, discarding the plaid from about her hips.
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redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
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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