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        Edinburgh, Scotland

        Present Day

      

      

      "Time travel?"

      Niall tried to keep his tone neutral as he said the two words, meeting the eyes of his friend, Scott Chapman.

      Scott had summoned Niall to his office at the University of Edinburgh to confess why he had a sudden interest in medieval Scotland . . . in particular, the Highlands. It was because his sister Isabelle had traveled back in time to the year 1390, where she was now wed to a Highland laird.

      Niall knew the proper response to this should be disbelief, shock, or even amusement. But he sat perfectly still, his expression a stoic mask. Scott had no idea that Niall was aware of the reality of time travel. All too well, he thought with a stab of bitterness.

      Scott trained his blue eyes on Niall’s face, his hands gripping the edge of his desk as if waiting for Niall to laugh, yell—or both.

      “Jesus, Niall,” Scott said finally, raking a hand through his dark hair and leaning back in his chair. “Say something. Tell me I’m crazy. Laugh. Threaten to toss me into the loony bin. Anything.”

      “Well,” Niall said, allowing his mask of stoicism to crumble as he cracked a smile. “I’d have to commit myself to the ‘loony bin’ as well.”

      Scott’s eyes widened, filling with surprise, then relief.

      “So you believe me.”

      “Yes,” Niall said. “But . . . I’m not sure you’ll believe me.”

      Scott tensed, his eyebrows knitting together in a worried frown.

      “We are talking about time travel,” Scott said, expelling a breath. “I think suspension of disbelief is already on the table.”

      “Many members of my family are time travelers,” Niall said. As he spoke the words, a tension he didn’t know he possessed dissipated. It surprised him how good it felt to finally say the words out loud.

      Scott’s eyes grew increasingly wide as Niall told him all about the dark family secret—that he, his father, his grandfather before him, and many other family members all possessed the ability to travel through time. It was one of the reasons his father and grandfather had become such acclaimed historians; they’d gotten to see history firsthand.

      "My father was obsessed with time travel,” Niall continued. “He took many trips—some brief, some long—I think it took a toll on his body and hastened his death.”

      A stab of grief pierced him at the memory of his father, Ian O’Kean, who'd died a couple of years before. He’d never known his mother, who’d died of a long illness when he was still a baby. It had just been him and his father. Ian had parlayed his expertise of the European Dark Ages into best-selling books and high-paying speaking engagements. He’d been obsessed with traveling through time, and had taken many trips, which Niall believed contributed to his death at the relatively young age of fifty. The doctors had informed him a heart attack had killed him, but Ian had always been in good health.

      Scott stumbled to his feet, raking his hand through his hair as he paced the small space of his office.

      “You’re a historian, too,” he said, turning to face Niall with narrowed eyes. “All this time, have you been—"

      “No,” Niall swiftly interrupted. "I've never traveled through time, and I’ve never wanted to. I think it’s dangerous, and there are too many ramifications. I’ve studied history the old-fashioned way—books and research.”

      His tone was more defensive than he intended, but he prided himself on not cheating and using the same underhanded tricks his father had.

      “OK. So . . . this time-travel thing,” Scott muttered. “If it runs in families—how come my sister can travel through time and I can't?"

      "It's not always genetic. Not every member of my family can time travel—and they should consider themselves lucky,” Niall said, not bothering to hide the bitterness in his voice.

      "You've never been curious? Never wanted to see for yourself what ancient Rome was like? The Victorian era?”

      “Time travel is more complicated than that. For one thing, it's difficult to pinpoint the exact year you’ll travel to. I've heard stories of relatives attempting to get to the sixteenth century—only to end up in the Viking era,” Niall said with a sigh, rubbing his temples.

      “I can’t believe this. I mean—I do, but—Jesus. I ask you here to get this time-travel bombshell off my chest about Isabelle, and you hit me with something even more incredible,” Scott said, sinking back into his chair. “I was half expecting you to end our friendship after I told you.”

      Niall frowned. Scott was an American professor from Chicago who’d come to Scotland to be with his Scottish wife and teach classics at the University of Edinburgh. As a native Scot, Niall rarely ventured to the States, and he’d never have met the American professor had their paths not crossed at a medieval classics conference in Edinburgh. He’d only known Scott for a couple of years, but he considered him a close friend. Even if he hadn’t believed his story, he wouldn’t have ended his friendship with Scott. Did he seem so rigid and closed off?

      Niall had to conclude that he probably did. Having such a massive secret to hide had made him close himself off to people—friends and lovers alike. As a medieval historian, his work as a researcher and consultant for museums and publications afforded him the ability to immerse himself in old books and ancient documents rather than interact with other people, keeping them at a distance. Scott was one of the few—the only, he grudgingly admitted—close friends he had.

      “Well, I’m glad you told me,” he told Scott. “And to be honest, I’m glad to have someone outside my family know about time travel . . . and not think I’m crazy.”

      He hesitated, wondering if he should tell Scott about the dreams which had plagued him for months now, dreams of a beautiful auburn-haired woman in fourteenth-century clothing. At first, the dreams had only consisted of glimpses of her and then they became more vivid. He would see her approaching him with a wide smile, throwing her head back and laughing, dancing in his arms, and at times the dreams tilted toward the erotic—her lush body beneath his, his lips peppering kisses on her nude flesh.

      Recently, the dreams had grown dark, showing the woman in looming danger from an unknown threat. These dreams had become so pervasive that he was now convinced the woman in his dreams existed . . . and that she was in real danger.

      “Niall?” Scott asked, pulling him from the maelstrom of his thoughts. “Are you all right?”

      Niall hesitated for only a moment before he spoke.

      “Speaking of time travel and the past . . . I’ve been having dreams. Dreams about a woman who I think is real.”

      Scott listened intently as Niall told him about the dreams, and the danger she seemed to be in.

      “I had one the other night—the most vivid one I’ve ever had. When I woke up . . . I wanted to go to her. And given her clothing, I can only assume she’s in the past. Going to her would mean traveling back in time—something I told myself I’d never do.”

      Scott offered him a sympathetic nod.

      “I would give you advice . . . but I think you already know what to do.”

      Niall expelled a sigh. He'd hoped Scott would tell him it was foolish to go back in time to rescue a mysterious woman who may or may not exist from some unforeseen danger—all on the account of dreams.

      There was a sharp knock on the door, and Scott stiffened, glancing at the time.

      “I have a meeting with a student,” Scott said, giving him an apologetic look. “But I have a feeling this conversation isn’t over. Want to meet for lunch tomorrow?”

      As Niall left Scott’s office to head to the Museum of Scotland, where he was consulting on an exhibit about women in medieval times, he tried to put their conversation from his mind and enjoy the day. The museum was only a half-mile walk from the university, and he took his time, savoring the details of the street.

      Edinburgh was an old city, with many buildings from the past still standing. The street he was walking down, Cowgate, had once been an old drover’s route where farmers led their cattle to local markets for sale. A mix of modern and medieval buildings dotted the street, and he grinned at the sight of cow statues erected on one pub—a colorful ode to its past.

      His thoughts returned, unbidden, to Scott’s advice about the woman in his dreams. You already know what to do.

      Niall's chest tightened at the thought of traveling through time. He’d lost count of how many times at conferences other historians had mused over how wonderful it would be to travel through time, the awe of seeing the past for themselves. Niall had always held his tongue, not telling them that time travel was very real, and they should be happy that they were in the relative safety of the present. He preferred the safety of the present and using good old-fashioned books to research the past. He had no desire to return to a time of rampant disease and danger.

      If you don’t go, what happens to the mystery woman? a phantom voice whispered in his mind, a whisper he tried to ignore.

      His thoughts still preoccupied him when he arrived at his office at the museum, where he gave his approval over items that were going on display in the exhibit: gowns, engraved hand mirrors, prayer books. He wondered if the mystery woman from his dreams, if she existed, used items like this in her day-to-day life.

      “Are you going to the museum's benefit ball, Niall?”

      Niall looked up, still lost in his thoughts. Maisie, one of the museum curators, had poked her head into his office. He stiffened; Maisie had been trying to set him up with her niece for weeks.

      “No. I have plans that night,” Niall lied. He disliked museum balls and galas, preferring to spend his evenings with a good biography or historical tome and a glass of well-aged whiskey. Scott liked to tease him that he acted more like an old man than one of only thirty-two.

      “That’s too bad,” Maisie said, expelling a sigh. “My niece needs a date for the ball. I think you two would get along well.”

      Niall just gave her a forced, polite smile. He knew women found him attractive; he had his mother's wavy, chestnut hair and his father's cerulean-blue eyes and strong, angular features. He'd had his fair share of casual lovers, but he’d not dated anyone since the dreams of the mystery woman began—and he had no desire to.

      Maisie left him alone with a polite good night, and when he returned to his penthouse later, he felt more tired than usual, his conversation with Scott still weighing on his mind.

      He made himself a quick dinner, taking in the penthouse that he'd inherited from his father. He'd purposefully designed it to have a modernistic feel, with its white walls and minimalist decor. No one would ever guess that a historian lived here.

      When he crawled into bed, the familiar stirrings of dread tugged at him; he was uncertain of what his dreams would hold. He resisted sleep for as long as he could, but when sleep claimed him—he saw her.

      She was running, her gown torn, tears streaming down her face. The figure she ran from was someone he couldn't make out.

      "Niall!" she screamed, her lovely face contorted in terror. "Please! Please—help me—”

      He awoke with a gasp, anxiety and fear roiling through him, his body shaking violently. Never had one of his dreams had such immediacy, such looming violence.

      There could be no more delay; no more denial. His mystery woman needed his help. And she needed it now.
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        MacGreghor Castle

      

      

      Caitria gazed out her window at the lands that stretched beyond MacGreghor Castle, lost in daydreams. Dozens of miles to the southeast lay Inverness. Farther south—Glasgow and Edinburgh. She imagined what it would be like to venture farther south, to London. And then to venture even farther, crossing the Channel to get to the great cities of the continent—Paris, Prague, Siena.

      She'd never ventured far beyond the castle grounds, other than trips to the local villages. Her mind often wandered when she stood at the window in her chamber, imagining what the world beyond looked like, a world which her overprotective parents would never allow her to see.

      "Caitria.”

      Caitria turned, pinning a smile on her face as her mother, Liusaidh, entered her chamber along with two young chambermaids, Ailsa and Eithne. They were all carrying gowns; her mother met her eyes and smiled.

      “What are ye doing standing by the window in yer underdress? The season’s changing; we cannae have ye falling ill.”

      Liusaidh gestured to Ailsa, who hurried to the window and closed it. Caitria ignored the stab of resentment that pierced her, moving away from the window.

      "We need tae get ye prepared for the betrothal feast; ye’ve been in need of new gowns. What do ye think of these? I personally chose a dressmaker all the way from Edinburgh."

      Ailsa and Eithne helped her mother lay the gowns down on the bed, and Caitria studied them dispassionately. They were lovely gowns: one a deep sapphire blue, the other a green that matched her eyes, but Caitria had to feign enthusiasm. How many lovely gowns had her mother dressed her in over the years? They all looked the same to her.

      "They're both lovely, Mother," she said. "Either one is fine with me."

      "The green,” Liusaidh said, beaming down at the dress. “Shows off yer lovely eyes. And I think Artair will like ye in it.”

      “Yes,” Caitria agreed, though she felt nothing at the thought of pleasing Artair, the man she was to marry.

      "Why doonae ye try it on? Ailsa, Eithne—help my daughter."

      Caitria kept her smile pinned on her face, hoping she looked sufficiently excited as her mother and the chambermaids fussed over her, helping her change into the green gown. She walked over to the mirror after they'd dressed her, taking herself in.

      Though she was twenty-five, her green eyes sparkling with youth, the green gown bringing out their color, she felt much older. She lifted up her long wavy auburn hair to take in the finely cut bodice, forcing herself to smile at her reflection. She looked like the respectful eldest daughter of a powerful clan laird. She might as well have been a lovely ornament.

      “'Tis lovely,” she repeated, her face becoming strained from the smile she wore. Caitria had her part to play, and she played it well.

      Her mother clucked in delight, dismissing the two maids with a wave, and moved to stand at her side.

      Caitria took in her mother's reflection. She'd inherited her looks from her mother—they had the same shade of auburn hair, the same green eyes, the same high cheekbones and fine-boned features. Her mother was in her mid forties and still possessed a youthful vivacity. When her father wasn't looking, she'd noticed some clan nobles casting surreptitious glances her mother's way.

      "Ah, just think of it, my Caitria,” Liusaidh said, her smile wide. “Soon ye'll be a married woman."

      Dread swirled in Caitria's gut, and it took great effort to not let her smile falter. As the lone daughter of the chieftain of the MacGreghor clan, Caitria's hand in marriage had been a highly sought after one, given how much land her father controlled. Whoever married Caitria gained control of those lands once her father died or stepped down as chieftain.

      The man her father had chosen for her, Laird Artair Dalaigh, was handsome and polite, yet she felt nothing for him. Though he treated her with kindness, she sensed a similar disinterest from him. Like most of her suitors, she knew he was wedding her for her father’s lands, though given the rumors she'd heard about him, she wondered why he was bothering to marry at all. Artair had his own manor and patch of land in the north where they would live after they wed. He was only loosely affiliated with the clan he’d been born into, and would officially join Clan MacGreghor after they wed. He was coming to the castle at her father’s invitation for the few weeks leading up to their wedding to spend more time with her and the nobles of the clan. After the wedding, they'd return to his manor.

      I'll go from one castle tae another, Caitria thought, a heaviness seeping into her bones. Not to the faraway lands she'd always dreamed of visiting, not to the freedom she secretly craved.

      "Caitria?" Liusaidh asked, noticing the sudden darkness of her expression. She frowned with concern. "Are ye all right?"

      Caitria hesitated. She'd only once expressed her desire to travel to her mother and was swiftly chastised.

      "Ye are the lone child and heir of Drostan MacGreghor," Liusaidh had breathed, her face hot with anger. "Yer duty is tae yer family, yer clan, and these lands. Ye’re our only surviving heir. Ye’ll marry and sire sons tae continue the MacGreghor name. I'll hear no more of this desire tae travel—and doonae think tae express such wishes tae yer father—ye’ll give him a fright. Travel is dangerous for lasses of high birth."

      Caitria’s mouth tightened at the memory. It was one of the few times her mother had raised her voice in anger to her.

      Caitria knew how much Liusaidh loved her, how much both her parents loved her. She’d lost her older brother Tadhg the previous year during a hunting accident. Her parents had been overprotective of her before, but ever since his death, their protectiveness had become stifling. But to disobey their wishes and seek the freedom she craved would mean turning her back on them—and breaking their already fragile hearts. Instead, Caitria had buried her true desires deep and feigned excitement and gratitude when her father informed her she would wed Laird Dalaigh.

      "I'm fine," she lied, forcing yet another smile. “I’m just nervous about the betrothal feast."

      "All will be well," Liusaidh said, reaching down to squeeze Caitria’s hand. “Ye’ll look lovely in yer gown, and all the guests will be happy tae celebrate yer union with Artair.”

      "My lady, the cook has a question for ye in the kitchens," Ailsa said, poking her head into the chamber with an apologetic look.

      “I'll be right there," Liusaidh said, turning back to face Caitria. "I should have ye come with me—ye’ll need tae learn how tae manage a castle's servants . . . but I’ll allow ye tae rest. Ye have an important night tomorrow.”

      Relief filled Caitria; the last thing she wanted to do was spend her afternoon at her mother's side as she trained her to become just like her, the wife of a laird whose duties consisted of birthing sons and ordering servants around.

      As soon as her mother left, Caitria changed out of the confining gown and into a more comfortable gown she wore for riding. She needed to get out of this stifling chamber. She threw a cloak around her head to cover herself and slipped out of the chamber, keeping her head ducked low as she made her way out of the castle, exiting through its rear. Her parents—especially her father—didn’t like it when she left the castle grounds without a guard, but she had no desire to have a hovering presence trail her when she just needed air.

      She was afraid someone would spot her, but the servants were deep in their preparations for the massive betrothal feast that was taking place the next evening, and no one paid her any mind. Her tension dissipated as soon as she slipped past the open castle gates, making her way to the thick patch of forest that lay just beyond the castle.

      Caitria lowered her cloak, inhaling the cool air scented with fragrant fall leaves and damp earth, until she reached her favorite clearing. She tossed aside her cloak and lifted her gown, slipping out of her shoes to dip her toes into the stream that meandered through the clearing. She wondered idly what the ocean looked like and closed her eyes, picturing herself climbing onto her favorite horse, Kerr, and riding to the ocean. And then after that, to some unknown destination. Her smile widened at just the thought.

      “What has ye smiling so, lass?"

      Caitria stiffened at the familiar voice. She removed her feet from the stream and turned.

      One of the clan nobles, Ferghas, stood several yards behind her, leaning against a tree with a flirtatious smile. Ferghas had been the top contender for her hand before her father chose Artair. While he was handsome, affable, and well liked, there was something about him that made her skin crawl. She preferred the distant Artair over him.

      Unease swirled through her veins as he stepped closer. How had he known she was here? Had he followed her?

      “Just thinking of the betrothal feast,” she lied, and took pleasure in how his smile fell. “I should get back tae the castle.”

      "Please allow me tae escort ye," he said, stepping forward to take her arm, linking it with his before she could reply.

      She gritted her teeth and walked along with him, as he continued, "I must confess my disappointment that yer father chose Laird Dalaigh over me for yer hand. Ye ken I've always cared for ye, lass."

      Caitria had known Ferghas for years through the gatherings her father held at the castle, and she'd noticed him watching her. But he'd watched her with a dark predatory gleam in his eyes, like that of a wolf stalking his prey, and it chilled her to the bone.

      "I'm sure ye'll wed a lass who'll make ye happy," she returned, now regretting the decision to leave behind her guard.

      He stopped walking and turned her to face him, his dark eyes intense as they probed hers.

      "Ye're the only woman who'll make me happy, Caitria.”

      Caitria swallowed, unease rippling through her.

      "I'm betrothed tae Artair."

      "That boring man cannae make ye happy, Caitria," he insisted. "I can."

      "The decision has already been made," she said, as his grip tightened on her arm, uncomfortably so. "Please—let me go."

      But Ferghas's hold only tightened, and tendrils of pain coiled through her as his eyes darkened.

      "My lady."

      Caitria whirled, and Ferghas released her. Relief coursed through her at the sight of her chief guard, Hendry.

      “Hendry,” Ferghas said, beaming. Gone was the man who seconds before brimmed with danger, and in his place the affable man everyone in the clan adored. "I'm glad tae see ye. I was just escorting the lady back tae the castle."

      Hendry still looked suspicious, though he gave him a nod.

      "I'll escort the lady back, as is my duty," Hendry said.

      Caitria scrambled away from Ferghas, giving Hendry a grateful nod.

      They headed back to the castle, and when Caitria glanced back at Ferghas, his polite smile had vanished, and there was no mistaking the darkness in his eyes.
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        Present Day

      

      

      “I think this is going to be a part of my new job description. Helping people travel through time,” Scott said, offering Niall a wide grin.

      Niall returned his smile, shooting him a brief, wry glance as he maneuvered his car through the streets of Inverness.

      After his latest nightmare about the mystery woman, he’d been unable to sleep—and he knew what he had to do. He’d called Scott, who’d picked up on the first ring.

      “I can’t live with myself if there really is someone out there who needs my help,” Niall had said. “I . . . I need to go to her.”

      A pause had settled in on the other end of the line, and Niall had feared Scott would admonish him.

      “Well, then. Let’s get you out of the twenty-first century,” Scott had replied, to his great relief.

      They'd taken the train from Edinburgh to Inverness earlier that day. Niall had planned for an extended absence before his departure, informing the museum and his work contacts that he needed to leave the country to deal with a family emergency.

      He and Scott were now headed to vintage and antique stores for Niall to collect the final items he'd need before his journey. Thanks to his father and grandfather, he already had a medieval outfit—a tunic and breeches, and even English and Scottish coins from the fourteenth century. A medical contact of his father's had given him tablets of penicillin, thankfully not asking too many questions when Niall collected them before his departure from Edinburgh.

      He was able to put his belongings into a pocket his father had sown into the sleeve of the medieval tunic, as the only way of bringing things from the future to the past was to have them on your person, and even then, such items weren't guaranteed to survive the journey.

      He could have undertaken these final errands on his own, but he needed Scott for moral support. Though his family were well-worn time travelers, this was his first venture to the past, and Scott had seen his sister Isabelle safely off to the fourteenth century. Besides, he figured Scott’s presence would prevent him from mulling too much over the sheer insanity of what he was doing—traveling back through time on account of dreams.

      But they’re more than dreams, he told himself. His gut instinct told him that this woman was real; she was in danger, and for whatever reason, he was the only one who could help her.

      “How do you know exactly where to go?” Scott was asking, as they pulled into the parking lot of a vintage weapons store. “How do you know you won’t end up in prehistoric Scotland? Renaissance Italy? Ancient Mexico?”

      “This is going to sound crazy,” Niall said after a brief pause, and Scott barked out a laugh.

      “My friend. We are beyond sounding crazy at this point.”

      “I think—because I
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