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Spokane, Washington

Early 2013
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“Oh, no. Not again.” 

Allorah Maines gaped in horror as a man—yet another man—pitched through the mouth of the open portal. This one was quite unlike the first, wearing the crimson and blue uniform of a pre-Revolutionary British solider. His rows of brass buttons catching the light, he staggered to the side and fell, sprawling facedown on the lab’s pristine stainless steel floor. The clatter of his long, bayoneted musket skidding across the floor was audible even through the glass barrier separating the control room from the inner chamber.

This wasn’t at all how it was supposed to be. When she’d signed on to work this project with the noted astrophysicist Dr. Roy Fielding at Mark-Davis Laboratories, all she’d imagined was the glory of scientific discovery. Making unprecedented strides in the creation of a stable wormhole. 

Making history.

Achieving the impossible.

While they had managed the impossible, it had come with a most unexpected side effect.

Often...too often, what was on the other side of the wormhole they’d created found its way through.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Fielding was a bit more vocal in his dismay, slamming his clipboard forcibly against the console again and again. “Shut it down! Shut the fucking thing down!”

Marti and Todd, two of Fielding’s other lab assistants, shared a glance before beginning the slow process of safely tuning down the whirling vortex.

Al was too concerned with the man on the floor to be as worried about the success or failure of their project and by extension, their jobs. There was a man in there. Not just a stray animal, but a human being who’d been cast through the portal and was now lifting himself up, his expression one of confusion and horror as he rolled onto his back.

He wasn’t the first to look so bewildered.

Nor was he to be the last.

She cried out in shock as another man followed the first, this one not clad in the bright red of the soldier but in a full Scottish kilt. His heavy jacket was torn... no, sliced in several places. Darkened by blood. His leg bleeding profusely.

And he was armed with a wickedly long sword.

Her distress had everyone else lifting their heads as the huge Scotsman lurched dizzily, clearly disoriented. His furious howl echoed through the chamber. Even muted by the walls between them, the sound curdled her blood.

He tripped over the other man’s feet and fell on top of him, the sword between them as he collapsed. A muffled scream of pain followed, she wasn’t sure from which one.

There was so much blood. Al rushed for the chamber door and lifted the handle.

“Al, no!” both Todd and Marti yelled.

“They’re hurt,” she shouted back. “We have to help them!”

“You can’t go in there,” Marti insisted, grabbing her hand. “The portal isn’t closed yet.”

“They’re people.” Al shook her off. “I can’t just stand here and watch this happen. Not again.”

Both of her co-workers appeared startled by her vehemence. Well, why shouldn’t they? She wasn’t one to ruffle feathers. She wasn’t normally the one to bear the standard for revolution but this had gone too far. 

She would fight for what was right.

“Ms. Maines,” Fielding barked, “I’ve had enough of your bleeding heart. You go in there and you’re fired, you hear me?”

“Then fire me!” she shot back, surprising him and herself. “This is wrong and you know it. You’ve completely screwed this project up.”

Yanking open the door, she rushed into the chamber, ignoring the whine of the alarms and yawning whorl of the still open portal. She dropped to her knees next to the two fallen men. As she did so, the kilted man rolled to the side and heaved himself to his knees.

But for his dazed expression, it seemed like he would live. The red-coated soldier didn’t look like he would be so lucky. He moaned piteously, blood oozing around the sword blade embedded in his chest.

“Fuck it all!” Fielding barked from the doorway. “Will someone call security, for God’s sake?”

Marti rushed to do his bidding.

The sterile clean-room couldn’t be called that any longer. Blood seeped from one while it spurted from the other. Life was doing the same. Cursing under her breath, Al probed the wound, wondering if it would be better to remove the sword or leave it there until he got medical attention.

“Maines, get out of there. That’s an order.”

Or perhaps it would be better to let him die now than subject him to the fate she knew awaited him. They’d gone from scientists to jailers already.

It tore at her heart every time she had to...

A huge hand wrapped around her arm and with a start, she turned to stare into the bluest eyes she had ever seen. Blue eyes sharp with pain and confusion.

“What is this place?”

“I...”

The maelstrom of the wormhole easing, a security team rushed into the chamber. The kilted man wrenched his sword from the other man’s chest and pushed her protectively behind him, as if he sought to protect her from the quartet of armed men rushing them. 

But he shoved too hard and the unexpected move sent her stumbling toward the shrinking portal. It was closing but not closed enough. 

Her cry of alarm was lost to the vacuum of the black hole. 
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The Drumoisse Muir

Near Culloden, Scotland

April 16, 1746

––––––––
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Such a bloody waste.

It was all Keir MacCoinnach could think of as he watched the battle from the relative safety of his position on the rise overlooking the Drumoisse Muir. A bloody waste of human life.

And there was plenty of blood. The blood of his countrymen, his clansmen soaking into the highland soil. He’d never witnessed anything so terrible.

So pointless.

He was not a religious man. He didn’t feel compelled to do anything simply because God or King demanded it. Only his father could have compelled him to take part in such a futile endeavor. He already regretted giving into the summons prompting his return, calling him to this place.

Cannon fire from the Hanoverian army whistled like perverse birdsong through the air before crashing through man and earth alike, raining bits of dirt and body parts down like a burst of fireworks.

The loss of life sickened him As it might in any war but more so when the cause was a fruitless one. The Hanoverian army woefully outnumbered the Jacobite regiments, made up of mostly Catholic Highlanders intent on restoring the Stuart line to the British throne. But whatever support Bonny Prince Charlie might have roused among the Highland chiefs, it obviously wasn’t enough to make a successful stand against the Duke of Cumberland’s superior forces. Not an hour into battle, and nearly a thousand of his countrymen had already washed the green moors red with their blood.

While he might mourn the loss of life, he felt no sadness at the loss of the cause. In fact, he felt not much more than disgust for that. It was the loss of his people. His clansmen. His countrymen.

Such a bloody, fucking waste.

The mount standing alongside his own horse shifted restlessly and Keir glanced at his cousin Hugh Urquhart, the Duke of Ross, seeing the same impatience in the man as in his mount.

Unlike himself, Hugh was a poet. An idealist. He would view the massacre below with far more passion than Keir. He would hear the battle cry of their clansmen with his heart and soul rather than a logical mind. All he saw were men too tired, too hungry, and too outnumbered to make any sort of impression on the well-rested and well-supplied Hanoverian army.

“Your Highness, we must retreat.”

Keir rolled his eyes. Leave it to the Prince’s adjunct general, O’Sullivan, to make the plea to his liege to abandon the fight when it was O’Sullivan’s fault they were in this position to begin with. It was he who had chosen this wretched stretch of moorland between the walls of the Culloden enclosure to the north and parkland to the south. His senior commander, Lord Murray, had attempted to protest the unsuitability of taking such an open position on soft ground against the Duke of Cumberland’s heavy artillery but the Prince had upheld O’Sullivan’s choice.

And look at them now.

For an instant, it had been a splendid visual. The Highlanders charging, banging their spiked shields and shouting out their clan’s war cries.

Then their advance was forced to veer to the right around a previously unnoticed bog, leaving the far left regiments under Glengarry, Keppoch, Ranald, and Chisholm almost unusable in the battle.

Leaving the men on the right ripe for slaughter.

He ground his teeth in frustration. Even Hugh’s jaw clenched at the words, but he knew his cousin well. Hugh would never give over to surrender, even if it were the only sane choice.

No, Hugh was a romantic. He would take it upon himself to be the avenging angel of his clansmen and swoop in to save them all.

Even as the thought crossed Keir’s mind, Hugh unsheathed his mighty claymore and dug his heels into his horse’s sides.

“Nay, cousin!” he shouted as the beast surged forward. “Ye dinnae hae to!”

“Aye, Keir, I do.” 

“Bullocks,” Keir cursed before he, too, drew his sword and followed his cousin into the fray with the battle cry of Clan MacCoinnach on his lips. If a man had to die, it was a fine spring day for it.

Hungry and weary from days of marching without adequate supplies, the Jacobite army still rallied for this last charge. Into the guns and bayonets of Cumberland’s army. Many of them raked by cannon fire and grapeshot before they even reached the enemy. They gave it every last ounce of heart they possessed, taking down as many of the enemy as they could.

Despite his lack of devotion to the actual cause, Keir was intent on supporting his clansmen in battle to the best of his ability. He attacked aggressively, working his way deeper and deeper into the foray until the enemy surrounded him. With a grim smile, he sent redcoat after redcoat to meet his Maker. It wouldn’t be enough though. It couldn’t be. They were weaker than their enemy, outnumbered.

It couldn’t last long.

The scream of a horse drew his attention and he saw Hugh go down, rolling away to escape being crushed by his injured mount. Knowing his cousin had no hope of survival on foot among the overwhelming odds and long reach of the enemy’s bayonets, Keir kicked his mount into motion. Slashing his way through a sea of redcoats, he made his way toward Hugh.

Such magnificent valor, he thought with a grin of admiration. Hugh continued to fight the enemy with his every fiber. He towered over them all, twice the man any of them were. Giving twice the fight. 

Then one of the cowardly Sassenachs struck Hugh from behind and Hugh dropped to one knee. Fear for his cousin’s life surged through Keir. He was just close enough to see that his cousin had been pierced in the leg by a bayonet. Judging by the angry expression on Hugh’s face as he turned to face his attacker, the spineless Sassenach didn’t have much time remaining in his life. The redcoat turned tail and ran like the coward he was. Despite the injury to his leg, Hugh gave chase, working his way through the battlefield with but one target in mind now.

The fight in the Jacobite army diminished now and their slaughter assured, the horns ultimately sounded for the Jacobite retreat. Still, Hugh kept after his prey, chasing him across the open moors to the south and through the rubble remaining of the park wall, which had been destroyed to make room for the Highland dragoons to advance. 

Finally breaking free from the fringes of the fray, Keir kicked his mount into motion to follow, determined to save at least one life that day.

It was with some amusement that he realized his cousin was far more fleet of foot than a man of his size should be. He gained on his quarry far quicker than Keir was gaining on them. Hugh would get his man shortly, then Keir would take him up and together they’d leave this place before the Hanoverians began taking prisoners.

The red-coated Sassenach looked back over his shoulder in terror. Hugh was but an arm’s length away, however, before Hugh could grab him, the Sassenach fell out of sight, swallowed by a gaping hole. 

He yelled for his cousin to beware. Hugh skidded and stumbled, trying to stop his forward charge, but it was too late. With a shout of alarm, he too fell out of sight. 

Shaking off his shock, Keir kicked his horse into even swifter motion but as he neared the breach, the animal spooked and reared, tossing its rider before sidestepping nervously away. Cursing the animal, he scrambled the few remaining yards as the cavity began to shrink. Calling frantically for his cousin through the curious blackness.

He was as spooked as his mount. He’d never seen such an oddity before. A chasm that appeared from nowhere. So black that he couldn’t see into its depths. Could not see his cousin below. Or hear him over the whipping wind shrieking around its mouth. 

Gathering his nerve, he thrust a hand into the void, hoping a hand might clasp his own, but there was nothing within. He felt nothing beyond an odd tingle stretching up his arm before he yanked it back.

“Hugh!” he called again, frantic now. “Hu—”

He scrambled away from the shrinking precipice when a white bundle sailed from the hollow, landing with the soft thud not far away as the gap closed. 

“Hugh!” he yelled one last time, pounding a fist against the now-solid earth. Confusion ripped through him. He fisted his hands in the stiff grass, pulling it from its roots.

What had just happened?

Where was Hugh?

“Oh... Oh, no.”

At the soft feminine moan, Keir spun around and gawked at the tiny woman unfolding herself from the ball of white the crater had spewed forth. Light blue eyes blinked up at him.

And widened.

Her surprise could be no greater than his own.
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Rough hands grabbed Al’s shoulders and lifted her, shaking her hard. The hard jolt rebooted the slow ebb of the nausea her trip through the portal had prompted. Blinking against the bright sunlight, she glanced up into a blue gaze almost identical to the one she had met moments before in the lab.

But this was not the lab. Nor was this the man she’d seen there, though he was dressed almost identically.

He surveyed her in surprise and glanced down at her bloody hands before shoving her away. His eyes narrowed menacingly as she landed on her bottom. He pointed another of those long swords at her, bringing it closer and closer until Al’s eyes nearly crossed.

“Where is Hugh?” he snarled in a harsh brogue. “What hae ye done wi’ him, ye bluidy wee witch?”

Speechless, she stared at him, torn between awe and terror. Mostly terror, though he was the most magnificent looking man she had ever seen or imagined. The living, breathing manifestation of the untamed Highland warriors she so loved in her favorite novels. Black hair, a wild mass of tangles and curls, surrounding a granite-sculpted face that one never came across in real life. And those riveting eyes!

But those eyes weren’t warm with the desire she’d read about. No, beneath his dark brows, they were glacial with an anger bordering on murderous.

Swallowing hard, she tried to find her voice. He came closer, the tip of the sword touching the tip of her nose. 

She could smell of the coppery tang of the blood tainting the metal. Practically feel the frenzied beating of his heart.

“Speak, ye barmy witch!”

She jumped at the command. His harsh voice demanded a response though she didn’t have a clue how to answer. 

“Where is Hugh? What happened to him?”

What on earth could she say? She didn’t have to think twice about what had happened to him. She knew exactly what had transpired. And how. Fielding’s project had been a comic disaster straight from the beginning. They hadn’t at all achieved what they had set out to do.

Mark-Davis had taken government funding from UNICOM—U.S. Army Intelligence and Security Command—to develop a way to win the war on counterintelligence and information warfare. Fielding’s idea was to create a passage through space. A covert way of traveling throughout the world to reposition troops, spy, or even assassinate without anyone being the wiser.

They had succeeded in generating the wormhole but that was all. Their lack of success in controlling the portal’s destination in place, and even more surprising, time had Fielding hovering on the verge of a mental break for weeks.

No, she knew what had happened.

The only questions that remained for her were where and when. She couldn’t get those answers from him any more than she could provide the answers this raging philistine demanded.

“Speak!”

She wasn’t sure she could manage that either.

“I-I don’t know,” she stuttered. 

The sword dipped as he neared until his face was just inches from hers. His eyes pierced hers but Al fought the urge to cringe and cower, meeting him steadily.

“Ye lie.”

Leaving the grumbled accusation hanging, he pushed away and paced over the place where the churning portal had once thrived. He brought his foot down hard on the spot, even going so far as to stab at the ground with his sword, but that wasn’t going to bring his friend back, nor was it going to help her get back home.

The thought brought a sudden rush of reality and for just a second, despair gripped her. Breathing hard, she struggled to conceal her emotions, knowing that any sign of weakness would be a mistake in front of this savage man.

Struggling to her feet, she backed away from the deadly arc of his sword as he swung it around with a haunting howl of rage and despair that exactly echoed the pain in her heart.

Then he turned on her once more.

“Bugger it all,” he growled and wrapped his fingers around her neck, squeezing until her face began to heat and her head pulsed painfully. “Where is he? I kent ye did something wi’ him. Tell me true!”

Though she had no better response than before, she was spared the need to produce an answer when a shout drew his attention. Loosening his hold, he turned to another kilted man who was yelling from a rise not far away. She couldn’t understand him nor could she understand the response of her captor.

But another appeared. Then another. And more until a small army of kilted men on horseback was riding toward them. 

“I must be away but I will hae an answer from ye yet, witch,” he ground out. “Ye’re mine ‘til then.”

“No, no please?” Ignoring her protest, he grabbed her by the arm and dragged her to where a massively terrifying horse was pawing the ground impatiently. “Y-you barbarian,” she yelled, trying to jerk her arm back before he freed it from its socket. Her face flushed, not with true anger but humiliation that ‘barbarian’ was the worst thing she thought to say. 

She stared back at the spot where the wormhole had been with pleading eyes. Futile eyes. She knew well enough from dozens of failed attempts that it was gone and that it would never... could never reappear in that spot again.

Her fate in that regard was sealed. What remained of her future would be up to her and the wild man wrenching her arm from her body.

Frustrated, she tried to slap his hand away, swung wide and landed a blow close to his groin.

He hissed at the near-miss and glared down at her. “Hae a care, lass. If ye were to land such a blow, I’ll for certs be showing ye how barbaric I can be.”

With the menacing threat ringing in her ears, the brute smacked her bottom hard then gripped her around the waist, lifting her off the ground. He threw her facedown across the saddle and mounted behind her, bringing another hand down with a stinging blow to her backside to defuse any attempts to struggle.

He kicked the horse into motion and the first compression of her stomach against the hard saddle brought a burning lump of acid to her throat.

Oh, God. She fought the nausea the veritable Heimlich maneuver the saddle was generating. This certainly wasn’t like it happened in romance novels.

Or at least she’d never read one where the heroine threw up all over the hero when she was in a position like this.

Struggling, Al tried to lift herself into a more manageable position but her captor just shoved her back down with a hard hand between her shoulder blades.

Hanging like that, black dots soon crowded her vision. Before long, she succumbed to horror and uncertainty, losing herself to the bliss of unconsciousness.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The clink of metal against metal woke her. Lifting her head, Al tried to figure out where she was. Her hair, partially fallen from her now lop-sided bun during her inverted journey, obscured her vision. 

The metal clanged again when she lifted a hand to brush the tangled mass aside, and she gaped in horror at the iron manacle around her wrist.

A metallic chill encircled her other wrist, and Al gave it the same appalled consideration as the first before turning her gaze to the huge man clamping her in irons.

“Are you... are you actually chaining me up?”

A swift glance took in the dark radius the circle of light cast by a single candle resting on a wooden bench nearby. Thick stone walls beneath her, behind her. The darkness beyond. Was she lying on the floor of a... a dungeon?

Closing her eyes, she inhaled deeply, trying to calm the panic rising swiftly from her gut, but no comfort was found in the stale odors of urine and abandonment.

“Ye’re a bright one, aren’t ye?” her captor-cum-jailer drawled mockingly, lifting her from the floor and setting her on her feet. 

Taking up the length of heavy chain connecting her hands, he attached it to a ring set into the stone wall. Her arms were lifted above her head. Not far. Not painfully. But for a woman who’d never been in a dungeon... or put in chains, it was traumatic nonetheless.

“Aye, I said I would hae answers from ye and so I shall ‘ere ye are freed from this place.”

Despair clawed at her and Al shivered with dread. A period of unconsciousness had done nothing to make answers any easier to produce. Swaying on her feet, she wondered if another would do the trick. His behavior in abducting her had marked him as a savage, as the barbarian she had accused him of being. There was no chance that any explanation she offered would make him happy. Just as there was no chance he would understand even if she dared to answer with the truth.

Drawing in another long breath, she rolled her shoulders under the burden of the heavy chains.

“Och, lass, dinnae be thinking that heaving a magnificent pair of tits or wiggling a ripe arse will sway me from my course,” he growled in a husky burr. “I’ll be ha’ing my answers one way or another.”

Puzzled, she followed his eyes downward, where her breasts were straining the buttons of her prim, green silk blouse beneath the parted lapels of her lab coat. Then she lifted her gaze back up to meet his fiery one. Her eyes widened at the appreciation she saw there.

She’d been blessed with more tits and ass than any woman of just five feet should have, but her abundant curves draped in a lab coat didn’t usually garner the kind of male appreciation she saw in his eyes.

Assuming she was reading him correctly.

His gaze dropped once more before he glanced away and Al shivered, but for a very different reason this time.

Yes, he’d taken note. A man who looked like that.

Looking at her. Like that.

Suddenly, the same savagery that had her quaking in her sensible heels and kept her from telling him everything he wanted to know was working against her in a way Al would never have anticipated. 

He’d shed the heavy jacket he’d worn before under the length of tartan draped over his shoulder, as well as his scabbard and sporran. She could see the deep tan of his skin straight through the thin linen of his shirt. Could fairly feel the muscles popping and bunching across his broad chest when he crossed his arms and glared at her once more.

Oblivious to the physical awareness now setting her nerves on edge in a much different way than before, he fingered the lapel of her white lab coat then flicked at the edge of her laminated Mark-Davis personnel I.D. as if it would bite him. 

“If ye willnae answer one question, then answer me this. What are ye wearing? This outlandish jacket?” 

His question hardly registered, though she’d been rendered too speechless to even consider an answer. Perhaps she’d read too many romance novels, but there was just something about him...

She’d always loved tales of hot men with bunches of lovely muscles wearing kilts. And this man was just that. 

Those novels were her secret passion. Fantasy and escape from the trials and tribulations of everyday life. But what else was there to do when she lived alone with no one but her cat for company?

Horror struck and washed away the budding desire.

“Oh, my God! Who’s going to feed Mr. Darcy?”

“Darcy?” the man repeated, clearly puzzled by her response. The first coherent sentence she’d yet to utter, yet it was all obviously nonsense to him. 

“Are ye friend or kin to the Darcy of the West March? Are ye a Sassenach, lass?”

Al had read enough novels to know that when a Scot—if that’s what this man truly was—asked you if you were a Sassenach in a tone bearing such disgust, the smartest recourse was to respond with a resounding ‘no.’ The best she managed was a shake of her head.

“Speak true for I shall ken if ye speak false.”

“N-no,” she cried, tugging at the chain binding her as if she might be miraculously freed. The fight was as useless as thinking she might find a way home. “No, he’s my cat. Poor Mr. Darcy! He’s going to starve.”

“A cat?” There was so much confusion in his voice, there could be no doubt she’d completely thrown him for a loop. With a finger, he lifted her chin and pierced her with a fiery gaze. “Ye weep for a wee puss? Och, if ye think the welfare of a wee animal is going to gain ye freedom from answering my questions, ye’ll be mightily disappointed. There will be nae escape for ye.”

No, there was no escape for her. Al knew it without a doubt or a shred of hope. Fielding would never give a minute’s consideration to trying to find a way to retrieve her. Todd and Marti would be bound by their nondisclosure agreements never to breathe a word about what had happened to her. 

Best case scenario, someone might think to notify her mother of her ‘accidental demise.’

But that was it. The most she could hope for. There would be no rescue. No knight on a white charger swooping in to save her. 

“No,” she said, drawing another deep breath to calm herself. “I know there will be no escaping this place. Or you. I’m a realist.” And a scientist mere steps away from a PhD in quantum physics. A depressing combination. Neither allowed for any wiggle room contrary to the facts. 

This was it for her. She couldn’t replicate the science to get back home. Barring any mystical fairy rings, enchanted Celtic stones or ancient gypsy magic she would never return. 

There was no point bemoaning her fate or casting about fruitlessly for a solution to a problem that was beyond solving. Al’s future was here in this place and time... wherever and whenever that was.

She was on her own.

It was a terrifying thought, but not a new one. Al had been on her own for quite some time. And had been alone for some time as well.

She was only beginning to understand what being truly alone might be like. “No, believe me, I know I’m never getting out of this.”

Poor Mr. Darcy aside, she had to consider her own future and unless she wanted that future to begin and end in a dark, dreary dungeon, she would have to make something happen like the bold, fearless heroines in one of her books.

Though this was not at all what she dreamed it might be like in her own romantic fantasies...

Okay, perhaps the hot kilted man before her.

And perhaps the chains... 

Just a little.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Keir regarded the curious female speculatively.

He knew she feared him—as well she should—but for some reason, he didn’t think she was truly afraid of him.

It made no sense as one contradicted the other. And if Hugh’s life wasn’t hanging in the balance, he might have the time to be more intrigued by this wee enigma. She was a rather fetching lass for all her oddities with her mussed blonde hair and scantily covered limbs.

But he didn’t have time to let his baser nature interfere now, for his own life might be endangered as well. Following their victory at Culloden, the Hanoverian army would act swiftly to squash any lingering bravado the Jacobites might possess. They would be prompt in searching out Prince Charlie and taking prisoners of any they believed had supported his cause.

From what he gathered from letters over the past few years, his father, the Earl of Cairn, had been outspoken in his support. They might think to arrest him... and by extension, come for Keir and his three brothers as well. Even if he hadn’t been in the country until only recently.

It was an aggravating situation, made all the worse by Hugh’s inexplicable disappearance. All he had to go on was this woman.

Whoever she was.

And she was an oddity. A mystery. From her stumbling speech to her dress, there was nothing about her that made any sense.

Keir hated mysteries. Whenever he came across one, he tore it down bit by bit until it was completely unraveled, comprehensible.

He would do the same with her. The delicate shudders shaking her tiny body told him she was on the verge of becoming undone. He merely needed to push a wee bit harder.

Fear was a strong motivator.

“Ye ken I could beat the truth from ye. Aye?” he said softly, pacing closer and drawing his dirk from his belt. He slid the flat edge of the blade down the side of her neck, pressing the tip lightly against her jugular. Not hard enough to break her delicate skin but hard enough to make his point. “I could torture ye for it.”

Another tremor racked her from head to toe but still she said nothing. Had he frightened her beyond words, he wondered? She was a bitty thing for all her bountiful curves. Meek. She might very well be cowed by his size.

Or was it something more?

* * * 
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God, she was a hot mess. 

On the one hand, wallowing in utter misery for the hand fate had dealt her. The life she had worked so hard for lost. Her hopes and dreams gone. Her academic achievement all for nothing. Since that was where she had dwelt for most of her life, the loss was devastating.

On the other hand there was terror. She had no idea what this savage man was capable of. He could skin her inch by inch with that sharp blade for all she knew. Dissect her piece by piece and have her for dinner. No one would ever be the wiser.

No one was about who might even shed a tear for her demise.

On the third hand—if she were allowed one—she was absurdly tantalized by what was happening to her. Not the potential for death and dismemberment, naturally, but by the far flung fiction of being thrown somewhere in time and landing at the feet of a man like this.

For all his frowns and threats, her captor was dazzling. True, that cold blade across her throat brought visions of her blood being painfully spilt on the hard stone floor. Quivers of terror were winding up and down her limbs. 

But... yes, but. But she was also shaken by the thought of his rough fingers following the same trail in a far more tormenting, sensual caress.

It was the stuff fantasies were made of, and being so much more pleasing than the reality of her situation, some part of her wanted to embrace it as such. That she couldn’t shake the thought left her on the verge of puddling at his feet.

Not in a mound of trembling lust, but in mortification. 

Quaking, visibly no doubt, with that odd combination of fear, excitement, and humiliation, she flinched as his thick fingers encircled her neck once more. When the icy tip of the knife pricked at her throat, fear dizzied her and she might have collapsed into a heap on the floor if he weren’t holding her up. 

His breath brushed hotly against her ear. “I will hae my answers, lass. By any means necessary, so ye best speak now ‘ere something unpleasant befalls ye.” The words were a raspy burr but the threat was unmistakable. He was quite serious. 

But so was she. There was nothing she could say that would give him the satisfaction he desired. The where’s and the how’s would make no sense to a brute like this. Most likely she’d be tortured as a heretic for even suggesting such a thing. Though she wasn’t sure yet when she’d landed, it all had a very medieval, witch-hunty vibe to it that wouldn’t bode well for the truth.

Still, holding her tongue on the matter wasn’t going to be enough for him. He shook her hard by the shoulders once more. “Tell me what I bluidy well want to hear,” he boomed, bending her back until he was looming over her.

Al was a petite woman. She’d spent a lifetime looking up at people. But until that instant, she’d never been completely overwhelmed by anyone. He was so massive, so muscular. He could snap her in half with those meaty hands without breaking a sweat.

He could do anything, anything at all to her that he damn well pleased. She’d be but a gnat to be swatted away for all a struggle would be worth to oppose him.

His eyes narrowed as if he could read the thoughts running through her mind. Pushing away, he took a step back and raked his fingers through his shaggy locks. Some, but not all, of the anger in his eyes faded. “Bugger it, lass. Relax. I’m nae rapist if that’s what ye’re thinking.”

Straightening, she shrugged, refusing to acknowledge the truth of her thoughts aloud. The marked violence of true rape hadn’t been at all what she’d been thinking. More like the impassioned struggle of an interrogation turned to a thirst for more than knowledge.

Geez, she really had read too many novels.

And a damned good thing he couldn’t truly read minds.

“Ye ken, I am no’ a barbarian ye think me to be.” He flung the word she had used back at her.

“Are you sure?” she asked, flinging her straggling hair over her shoulder with a toss of her head as if bravado could wash away the unseemliness of her thoughts. “Because it all looks pretty barbaric from here.”

At her impudent sarcasm, her captor took a step back, regarding her with astonishment. His full lips compressed. “So, ye do hae spirit in ye, lass. I had wondered.” 

“There’s a whole lot going on here you’d wonder about,” Al shot back, surprising them both. In the normal course of her life, she was terrible with confrontations. It wasn’t like her to react aggressively in any situation. Especially one where she’d hardly been able to squeak out a word otherwise.

“And I do. Unreservedly.” His quiet tone was the most reasonable she’d yet to hear from him. To her further surprise, he unhooked the chain holding her manacled arms above her head and gestured for her to sit on the bench. With weak knees, she slid the stubby candle aside and sank down. He retrieved a wooden chair from the shadows beyond the circle of candlelight and sat as well. “I wonder aboot ye. From whence ye came. Why ye’re dressed so... peculiarly?”

He studied her for a long while, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. “Since ye dinnae respond to threats of violence, I gather ‘tis something ye expected from a barbarian such as myself, perhaps ye’ll respond to reason. I am no’ a simpleton, whatever ye think. I ken that ye’re no’ unassuming Hieland lass. Something happened out there... I cannae begin to describe. But ye... ye showed no surprise. Ye kent what it was.”

His calm, forthright manner was oddly compelling. He seemed almost like a normal guy in that moment. An average 21st century guy with at least average intelligence and enthralling blue eyes. Al struggled against blurting it all out. Where she had come from and how. How would he take it?

“I’m asking ye plainly... nay, begging ye,” he continued. “Tell me what has become of my cousin.”

Al closed her eyes in a silent plea for help. From anyone. From anywhere. The man who’d come through the portal wasn’t just a random acquaintance, he was his cousin? Could this whole situation get any worse?

“Please?” he added. “Hugh is as much a brother to me as my own kin.”

Apparently it could. She groaned, stifling the regrets that were not just for herself and her own fate any longer. 

“I willnae...nay, cannae leave the reason for his disappearance a mystery. Not when there is any chance I might save him.”

There wasn’t, she knew. Could she be the bearer of such news? Wasn’t mystery better than the reality of what might actually be happening to the man who was like his brother right now? Surely telling him the truth wouldn’t make anything better for him?

Vacillating internally, Al maintained her silence, but as before, her refusal to answer sparked his unpredictable temper.

“Argh! Ye obstinate witch.” He stood, throwing back his chair in a sudden burst of violence. “Just tell me what I want to know!”

“Please don’t yell at me. I hate being yelled at.” He stared at her with thinly leased violence, but rather than cower in fear or retreat into silence as she typically might, she continued, “My stepfather was an ugly drunk. He used to bellow like a rabid ape at me and my mom. It was invariably a precursor to something far more unpleasant. And I just can’t stand it anymore.”

“If ye dinnae want to witness my temper then put an end to it,” he snapped, his burr all the thicker in his anger. It rumbled from deep within him. “Tell me. I beg of ye. Put me out of this misery uncertainty has born.”

“I wish I could. I want to.” She did, Al realized. The pain in his soulful eyes was so real, she wanted to give him the truth. To let him rest his head in her lap while she stroked his hair back from his broad forehead as she assuaged his fears.

Except she couldn’t do that.

It was as much a fantasy as thinking that anything she might say—even if he understood it all—would alleviate his anxiety.

How could she explain that to him?

“I’m afraid you wouldn’t understand.”

“Try me.”

Al chewed her lip. Where to begin in the summation of Quantum Physics for Idiots?

“Well, I...” No. “There’s...” No. “You see...”

“Lass...”

“Keir!”

A dark-haired young man banged open the cell door and ran in, chest heaving and a panicked expression on his face.

“No’ now, Oran!” 

“It’s Frang and Father,” Oran panted, glancing between them.

“Ah, bluidy fookin’ hell!”
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CHAPTER SIX
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Four days later

––––––––
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Storming into the library, Keir tossed his scabbard and sword on his desk. Four days and still his temper hadn’t been relieved. Nor his father found.

Nor his curiosity about his cousin satisfied.

No, all the past four days had brought him was misery. Tragedy. His brother Frang had been killed in the aftermath of the battle on the Drumossie Muir. Killed, not in the blood bath of the battle itself, but murdered.

According to the witnesses he could find, those fearful few running for their own lives but willing to talk, the Duke of Cumberland had ordered his redcoat army to kill every surviving clansman left on the field that day, be he injured terribly or only marginally. Some of the Highlanders had been buried alive in great pits. Frang among them. 

His armies had then marched on toward Inverness, raiding homes, searching for other Jacobites fleeing the battle. Any person being suspected of being one of, or even supporting, the Jacobites had been killed by means of musket, bayonet, or left dangling at the end of an all-too-short rope. Their homes burned. Women, children. It seemed to be an issue of little importance to Cumberland, who had already been labeled ‘The Butcher’ around the region. 

Who knew what other atrocities might be committed in the days to come? 

Luckily, his family home east of Dingwall was too far afield, too remote to attract immediate visitation. Though it might very well in the days and weeks to come as the search spread.

Prince Charlie was fleeing to the west Highlands, he’d heard. Perhaps the Isles. The information was sketchy but available. From men still loyal to his cause, eager to salvage what hope they had left in his person and see their ‘rightful sovereign’ to safety. Nevertheless, for all the gossip and news he’d been privy to, there had been no news of his father’s death. Or imprisonment. Nothing.

That didn’t mean one or the other wasn’t true, however.

He had serious doubts his father would have discovered enough good sense to hide himself away, since most Jacobite supporters were after partaking in such a ludicrous affair to begin with. If he were hiding out, he was doing a bloody fine job of that but a horrible job as a father not to let them all know.

But that was nothing new.

Blast the man! 

He could only hope that with the rank of Earl of Cairn, Camran MacCoinnach might have been spared the mass graves on the field of battle. Perhaps he’d been captured, imprisoned with the fifty or more prisoners taken to the Tolbooth gaol on the Canongate in Edinburgh. 

He’d sent his cousin Mathilde to find out for certain. She was Hugh’s oldest sister but more importantly her husband, Alexander Kinnoull, Earl of Hawick, was of Clan Hay and a known patron of the Hanoverian King George, making her Keir’s best chance at
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