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Some call us the Tuatha Dé Danann (people of the Goddess Dana), others have named us the Children of Dôn, and still others the Children of Llyr...

These are but a few examples.

We are the gods of the so-called Celtic peoples, and our true names are now known only to us. Over the centuries, they have evolved and faded from human memory. The blame, if you will, lies with our episteme​[1], which was passed down orally... as was our will.

This explains why no written records of our presence in the world of men have ever been found, inevitably leading to the many mythological variations attributed to us.

You have given us names of gods and goddesses such as Lug, Dana, or Ogma, and we accepted them willingly, for they were—and still are—the sacred bonds that connect us and allow our worlds to continue existing.

One cannot exist without the other.

The day our human names vanish from your minds, the beliefs that bind us dissolve into nothingness, and the lineages born of unions between gods and men turn away from us... then... the end of time WILL come, dragging both our worlds into its abyss: yours, as you know it, and ours, the one you most often call the world of the Sídhes​[2].

We once lived, had bodies made of flesh and golden blood, and shaped this earth you walk upon, leaving our marks, legends, and magic.

Then, one day, we ascended and bequeathed to you fertile meadows, bountiful seas and oceans, lush mountains with snowy peaks.

Your tomorrows were full of promise.

Yet, gods and humanity alike are at risk of vanishing.

This must never happen.

Twenty-two years before the story you are about to read, a young woman named Awena Dano, living in Brest, Brittany, wandered through the Highlands near the Loch of Yarrows, lands protected by divine runes... though she was unaware of it.

Her life in the modern world of 2010 was dull, obscure, and deceptive.

While strolling through the Circle of the Gods (a cluster of dolmens similar to Stonehenge), a voice carried by the breeze whispered for her to make a wish. The young woman, caught up in the moment, wished to meet her soulmate and was swept through a curve of time, hurled six hundred and eighteen years into the past to fulfill a prophecy that one of our god-men children had tried to thwart by turning away from us.

Awena was the chosen one we had destined to be the Promise of a prestigious laird named Darren Saint Clare, himself a noble descendant of our unions with humans.

Centuries before this encounter took place, we had left a single written record urging the great druids, bards, and filid to perpetuate this prophecy of the Promise by narrating it as a story, a legend... so that it would come to fruition in its appointed time. Here it is as it has been recounted through the ages:

“There is a prophecy, written by the very hand of the gods, revealed to our ancient druids, and passed down through each generation of the Saint Clare line. It foretells the coming of an extraordinary woman destined for a remarkable clan leader. This prophecy speaks of the Promise, a chosen one of the gods who will bring strength, prosperity, and health in her wake, and carry within her a laird of unparalleled power, the Child of the Gods, who will be recognized by a sacred mark at the base of their neck. No one knows the name of the Promise; she will be known by her strength and courage, holding lightning and storms in her hands. Her virtues will be mighty, her aura unmatched, and she will save the clan. The prophecy will be fulfilled with the birth of the Child of the Gods...”

For the first time in our immortal existence, we gods feared this prophecy might never come to fruition.

However, we too must have gods above our ethereal heads, for Awena, after countless adventures and trials, found her place beside Darren Saint Clare. A few months after their union, not one... but two Children of the Gods were born: twins, a boy and a girl, both bearing the unique sacred mark.

Thus began our new worries, for there could... CAN... be only one Child of the Gods.

A difficult choice lies ahead, and for the sake of humanity and the world of the Sídhes... we must act...

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


Back to O.K Saint Clare

––––––––
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“STOP CALLING ME THAT!”

“Za-Za!”

“Sophie-Elisa! That’s the name Mom and Dad gave me!”

“That’s exactly what I said,” murmured a deep voice.

“And for that matter, I’m Cameron, not...”

“Ron-Ron!” interrupted another voice, this one much more feminine.

“You’re asking for trouble, little one,” sighed the so-called Ron-Ron.

“Not at all. Besides, I’m not that little. It’s not me who turned into a giant string bean with the voice of a drowning bear cub,” Za-Za retorted sweetly.

Instead of responding—knowing full well he wouldn’t have the last word—Cameron Saint Clare, eldest son of Darren and Awena, dug his heels into his restless steed’s flank, urging it ahead of his sister’s mare. At least on this point, he wouldn’t let her win.

Not likely!

Sophie-Elisa, his younger twin by five minutes, urged her mount forward and overtook him, her head held high, regal, with her long auburn hair streaming like a banner down her back.

For twenty-two years, this game of “Me first!” had been in full swing. Twenty-two years of endless bickering—to the dismay of their parents—pranks, traps, but above all, deep love.

Yes, Cameron and Sophie-Elisa loved each other dearly; they were two sides of the same coin and would give their lives for each other.

Yet their spirited, headstrong natures drove them to argue incessantly.

“Can’t wait for athair (father), to find you a husband so I can finally be rid of you!” Cameron teased, staring straight ahead as if nothing had happened.

“Oh, not this again!” Sophie-Elisa fumed, shooting her brother a fierce glare from her bright green eyes. “Besides, I want to marry for love, just like Mom and Dad...”

“Yeah, right...” Cameron muttered, smirking sarcastically as he thought about women’s tedious and dull romanticism.

Cameron bore a striking resemblance to their charismatic father, Darren. He had inherited his towering, muscular build as a fierce Highland warrior, his quiet feline strength, and his chiseled, rugged features. However, his long black locks had fiery highlights, and his eyes were the bright azure blue of their aunt Aigneas. He was... magnificent.

And those stunning dimples of Darren’s?

Sophie-Elisa was the one who got them.

She had nothing to envy about her brother’s striking charm, for the gods had blessed her with a wild, captivating beauty. A heart-shaped face, her mother’s green eyes—complete with freckles—a pair of full, sensuous lips, a petite upturned nose, and those adorable dimples that gave her a perpetually mischievous air...

The twins were impossible to overlook and were the pride of their parents and the entire Saint Clare clan.

On this bright, crisp morning of March 6, 1416—by the Gregorian calendar—as snow still blanketed the plains, forests, and hills, and snowdrops pushed through in scattered clusters, the twins had, for once, agreed to step out of the warm, cozy cocoon of Saint Clare Fortress. The idea of giving their parents’ horses some exercise—while Darren and Awena attended to matters in Edinburgh with Robert Stuart, Duke of Albany and Regent of Scotland—was the spark for an eagerly awaited, impromptu escapade. Cameron and Sophie-Elisa were not homebodies by nature.

Sophie-Elisa was supposed to accompany their parents but was entirely allergic to anything resembling courtly ceremonies. She had claimed a sudden and violent liver ailment as an excuse.

No one was fooled, but Awena and Darren had decided to leave her in the capable care of her aunt Aigneas.

Awena, in a tender moment with Sophie-Elisa, had confessed that she wished she could suffer from the same ailment to avoid bowing and scraping before the puppet monarchs she utterly despised.

Sophie-Elisa remembered her mother referencing a certain time called the “French Revolution,” and as always, the young woman had bombarded her mother with questions about it, only to be met with vague answers. Awena had suddenly remembered an urgent errand she needed to run before leaving.

Having a mother who knew the future fascinated her. Having a mother who was a first-class blunderer delighted her. All it took was to ask questions when Awena least expected it for fragments of time to slip out unconsciously... and be immediately stored in a corner of Sophie-Elisa’s memory, a worthy replica of her mother.

It had been a week since Darren and Awena had left, and they wouldn’t return for another three weeks. However, her dear father had left very strict instructions for his son, summoning him to his study shortly before their departure.

At fifty-three, Darren was still the magnificent son of the gods Awena had fallen in love with twenty-two years earlier. Only the strands of white streaked through his luxurious black hair and the few wrinkles at the corners of his midnight-blue eyes showed that time had passed.

“She must not leave the castle grounds!” he thundered, pacing in circles in his study, his Highlander boots clicking sharply on the stone floor.

“Aye, athair (yes, father)!” Cameron replied, standing dutifully in the center of the room, his hands clasped behind his back.

“No one is to get near her, Cameron. Am I clear?!”

“Aye!”

“You’ll gut anyone who tries!”

“With pleasure, athair!”

“And you’ll make him talk under torture afterward!” Darren muttered again, nervously running his fingers through his long hair.

“Aye, athair... once the little wretch is dead, he’ll tell me all about his intentions!” Cameron quipped, masking his amusement with a throat-clearing cough.

Darren shot him a dark look before breaking into a booming laugh and delivering a powerful slap to Cameron’s shoulder. Fortunately, the son was just as broad and muscular as the father; otherwise, he’d have hit the floor like a pancake under the force of the blow.

“Ron-Ron! You’re not listening to me!” Sophie-Elisa exclaimed, and if she could have stomped her foot from atop her horse, she would have.

“I am, as always,” Cameron mumbled, urging his steed forward.

“So... what did I just say?”

At that moment, a deafening explosion echoed from the top of the hill where the Circle of the Gods stood, followed closely by a shockwave that struck the twins and their mounts with tremendous force. The horses had reared in fear at the sound of the blast, then collapsed to the ground as the wave swept over them.

Trained for all types of combat and quick to react instinctively, Cameron and Sophie-Elisa leapt from their saddles before the horses fell, dropping into the snowy, muddy ground. When the shockwave hit them, Cameron used his body—and his magic—to create the most advanced protective shield for his little sister.

What on earth was happening at the Circle of the Gods?

“You okay?” Cameron asked anxiously.

“I’d be better if you moved your heavy carcass... you’re crushing me!” Sophie-Elisa mumbled, her face buried in the mud as she spat out a couple of frozen blades of grass that had found their way into her mouth.

“Typical of you to complain when I just saved your life!” Cameron teased, rolling off her and mentally lifting the magical shield.

“Thanks, Ron-Ron... What happened?”

“Och! As if I were a seer!” Cameron grumbled, scanning the area with a sharp gaze.

“Maybe you are,” Sophie-Elisa mocked. “I’ve always wondered how you knew where I was hiding!”

Cameron chuckled, standing up smoothly and offering a chivalrous hand to help his sister to her feet.

“Naye (no), not a seer. You just always used the same hiding spots, so I used logic.”

“Hmmph,” Sophie-Elisa pouted, brushing her long hair out of her eyes as she stood up without his help. “Ohhh... what a mess!”

“Athair wouldn’t like to hear you talk like that! Go back to the castle. I’ll figure out what’s going on here!” Cameron ordered, his voice firm.

“No way!” Sophie-Elisa shot back, hating to take orders from her twin.

But Cameron was already far ahead, running to join the Highland warriors of the clan and villagers gathering at the base of the hill.

“‘Go back to the castle!’” Sophie-Elisa mimicked, grimacing and imitating her brother’s rough tone. “As if! That’d be way too convenient for him!” she muttered, brushing off her saffron velvet dress and thick woolen cape.

With a glance, she noticed that the horses had taken it upon themselves to return home, leaving nothing to stop her from scouting ahead.

In fact, she was already climbing the winding path that led up the hill to the Circle.

The air was heavy with the scent of wet earth and the sweeter aroma of heather. The recent rise in temperatures was melting the snow, freeing patches of fresh grass and muddy rivulets. Nature was coming back to life after the long, dark winter, and soon—on March 21st by the Gregorian calendar—they would celebrate the spring equinox, also known as Alban Eilir.

Sophie-Elisa smiled in anticipation. Since she was a child, she had shared her mother’s exuberant joy for these druidic celebrations. Thanks to Awena, she knew this ceremony would go down in history, just like the previous ones, because it was impossible for it not to devolve into a delightful fiasco due to another blunder from her beloved and cherished mother.

Suddenly, another scent tickled her nose. A peculiar, unfamiliar, and... intoxicating aroma. Sophie-Elisa tried to recall which plant it might belong to, but nothing came to mind. And yet, she had an elephant’s memory, as Awena often teased her.

“Oh!” she exclaimed, freezing in place, her eyes widening in surprise.

There, at the center of the Circle of the Gods, on the central slab, lay a man.

He appeared unconscious, sprawled out in the patchy snow.

Sophie-Elisa couldn’t see his face as he was lying on his stomach. And what a back! This man had nothing to envy about her father or her brother.

“But! He has short hair? Sacrilege! Who could have dared to shear it off?”

Her indignant astonishment didn’t stop there, as the man was dressed in clothing she didn’t recognize. He wore a peculiar tan jacket and trousers made of black fabric. No boots on his feet, but strange leather “slippers,” also black.

“A sassenach​[3]!” she hissed, instinctively drawing her sgian-dubh​[4] from the sheath at her slender waist.

Sophie-Elisa cast a sharp glance down the hill. Her brother and the warriors were far too distant to provide any assistance, even though they had already started up the narrow path.

She would have to act on her own!

“To us two!” she declared boldly.

Gripping the hilt of her sgian-dubh tightly in her right hand, she bravely advanced toward the "sassenach," who was still unconscious. But was he truly comatose, or was this some cursed trick to catch her off guard and attack with a hidden sword or weapon?

“Come on, girl!” she encouraged herself. “Father taught you how to defend yourself, for heaven’s sake!”

In a few agile and silent steps, she approached the man and promptly jabbed him in the rear with the tip of her blade.

“Ouch!” he bellowed, clearly and quite seriously awakened by the sharp sting. He leapt upright, clutching at the bloody wound on his posterior... which, incidentally, was quite muscular.

“Cursed sassenach, you will die by my sharp blade!” Sophie-Elisa threatened, stepping back and bouncing on the balls of her feet like a boxer in the ring.

“Your blade? Sassenach?” the man growled, glaring daggers at her. “By the gods, have you lost your mind?”

How handsome he was!

“By the gods” was precisely what Sophie-Elisa thought at that moment. Dark brown hair streaked with lighter golden strands, a sharply angled face exuding exceptional masculinity, warm brown eyes flecked with golden sparks, a straight nose, and full, perfectly shaped lips.

By the gods? Sophie-Elisa suddenly echoed, startled by the last words uttered by the Adonis standing before her.

“Och! Damn it, a hole in your backside hurts like hell!” the man groaned angrily, gritting his teeth, his hand still pressed to his wound.

“You’re not a sassenach?” the young woman asked hesitantly as a doubt began to take root in her mind.

“Me? Since when? I’m a MacKlare!” the man growled, his deep, rugged voice echoing in the cold air.

“Never heard of you!” Sophie-Elisa shot back, resuming her bouncing, ready for another attack.

“You’re standing on our lands, those of the Saint Clare clan, you daft woman!” he retorted hotly.

“That, I know, since I’m a Saint Clare!” Sophie-Elisa snapped, brandishing her sgian-dubh as the man rose to his full height, grimacing and groaning all the while.

Sophie-Elisa was tall—nearly five foot nine—but the man towered over her by half a head, easily standing around five foot eleven.

Well, she had a worthy adversary before her...

“You? A Saint Clare?” the man managed to sneer, his lips curling into an ironic smile. “I don’t believe it, naye! Our laird isn’t married, nor is he old enough to have a daughter your age... and, by the gods bless him, there’s no Saint Clare family with a lunatic like you in it.”

For once, Sophie-Elisa found herself speechless, unable to throw a retort back at this insolent man who was swaying from one foot to the other. She was too stunned by the stupidity of his words. Fortunately, her silence only lasted a moment. Regaining her composure, she faced him again... verbally.

“Fool! There are enough Saint Clares here to repopulate all of Scotland! You’ve clearly done a poor job researching before committing your crime on our lands, sassenach!”

“My crime?” the man repeated, raising his eyebrows in surprise. “Now that’s rich! If there’s any crime here, it seems to me you’re the guilty party. You don’t stab someone with a blade and get away with it! In fact, we’ll settle this at the nearest police station... if I can manage to sit in my car,” he grimaced, his bloodied hand gently rubbing his injured backside.

“You’re not going anywhere! I want to know which English lord had the audacity to send a foolish spy like you onto Saint Clare territory! Speak, or I’ll cut you down!”

“Oh great, here we go again!” the man muttered, rolling his eyes. “Beautiful, brazen, and undoubtedly... a psychopath! I really hit the jackpot with women!”

As he spoke, he moved subtly, trying to divert the attention of the striking young woman in front of him, much as he would with a venomous cobra.

Beautiful? He thinks that I’m beautiful? Sophie-Elisa thought, momentarily thrown off by the word reverberating in her mind in his deep voice.

A fatal error, as the man took advantage of her distraction to grab her, painfully twisting her wrist until she dropped her weapon. He was remarkably agile and strong. In just a few swift moves, Sophie-Elisa found herself disarmed and sprawled in the snow for the second time that morning, this time pinned beneath the heavy, suffocating weight of a man. And this time, it wasn’t her brother.

The intoxicating scent she had noticed earlier at the Circle tickled her nose again. So, it was this man who smelled so divine?

By the gods! Here you are, crushed under the weight of the enemy, at his mercy, and what are you doing? Letting yourself be enchanted by his scent? Give him a well-placed knee strike! a furious voice scolded her in her mind.

Yeah...

A well-placed knee strike would’ve been an excellent idea if her legs weren’t trapped between the muscular thighs of the sassenach.

Where are Cameron and the warriors? A little help would be nice! she mentally grumbled.

“Not so smug now, are we?” taunted the man, his strikingly handsome face hovering just inches above hers.

Sophie-Elisa swallowed hard before regaining her sharp tongue.

“Naye! It’s you who’s not so smart! I suppose you can’t fly, can you? Then... learn!”

Before the magic coursing through her veins fully sparked, the man found himself floating a yard above her, flailing his arms to maintain some semblance of balance.

“Wooohhh! It’s forbidden to use charms on clan lands!” he barked before closing his eyes and chanting a magical incantation.

A second later, he fell back onto Sophie-Elisa, who hadn’t had time to get up or move out of the way.

“Monster!” she somehow managed to yell, despite the air being knocked out of her lungs by the impact of his weight. “Who... who taught you... magic?”

“It’s in my blood. And you?” the man asked, staring at her intensely, surprise and doubt flickering in his eyes.

“Same. I’ve had it since birth,” Sophie-Elisa muttered, wriggling to free herself from beneath him.

“What family in the clan are you affiliated with?” he pressed.

“I’m a Saint Clare!” the young woman shouted, fed up with the interrogation and alarmed by the strange, unfamiliar sensations coursing through her body and mind.

“Naye! There’s only one Saint Clare...”

“That’s what you say. Counting my new great-uncles, great-grandparents, my parents, and my brother, there are enough—”

“Enough to repopulate Scotland, aye, you’ve already declared that,” the man interrupted, scrutinizing her with a strange expression as his eyes narrowed.

Why do his tawny eyes sparkle like that, with those tiny golden flecks that seem alive, like an inner fire? And why is he staring at my lips so intensely? Do I have a blade of grass stuck between my teeth? Sophie-Elisa wondered, jolting in surprise at the sudden booming voice of her brother.

“Za-Za!” Cameron roared. “Get up and move aside so I can cut this pig to pieces!”

“It’s over for you now, sassenach!” Sophie-Elisa sang, smiling blissfully, relieved and overjoyed to see—finally—her rescue team arrive.

But the man had already lost all interest in her and her threats. She could only see his striking profile now. He was smiling, showing off his perfect white teeth, and his exceptional face radiated genuine relief.

“Cam!” he exclaimed, rising as quickly as he could and striding cheerfully toward Cameron. “I should’ve guessed this was one of your pranks! That snow trick and the crazy woman—brilliant! But you should’ve picked someone less stupid for the role. Can you believe she stabbed me in the ass? Hey... but what are you doing?”

The man’s face suddenly tensed in shock as the future laird pointed the tip of his claymore at his stomach.

“Cam! If I promise to never be late to clan dinners again, and to stop bothering everyone with my pranks, would that get you to lower your blade?”

Cameron stared at the man, his icy blue eyes narrowing, his lips pressed into a thin line. Anyone who knew him could tell he was in a towering rage.

“Za-Za? Did he hurt you?”

“Don’t call me—”

“Sguir (enough)!” Cameron interrupted sharply. “Are you hurt?” he repeated, his voice low and his gaze never leaving the stranger.

“No! But he can’t say the same. He won’t be sitting comfortably for a while,” Sophie-Elisa quipped, her gaze flitting playfully to the intruder’s muscular backside as she got to her feet, her muddy, wrinkled clothes bothering her not in the slightest.

“Stop! Time out!” the man exclaimed, a hint of irritation in his voice. “Can someone explain this mess to me? And since when, Cam, do you wear a kilt? I thought you hated that outfit!”

“Why are you calling me Cam and speaking to me so familiarly when we don’t know each other?” Cameron growled, his eyes narrowing further as he pressed the tip of his sword more firmly against the man’s stomach. “Who are you, and which English lord sent you? Speak, and I’ll grant you an honorable death. Otherwise... it will be long and... very painful.”

“He knows magic,” Sophie-Elisa quickly interjected, brushing her hands over the fabric of her saffron dress, smearing the mud more than removing it. “He claims to be part of the clan and says his name is MacKlare!”

“MacKlare?” Cameron echoed, raising his eyebrows in surprise.

“By the gods, aye! A MacKlare! Logan MacKlare! Your old friend, since you seem to have forgotten! The one who put you to bed after dragging you out of the pub when you were too drunk to stand, the night before you left for France! Cam, lower your weapon!” the man growled, placing his bloodied fingers on the sharp blade and locking his tawny eyes with Cameron’s.

“Logan...” Sophie-Elisa murmured thoughtfully, unaware of the increasingly stunned expression on her brother’s face as the tip of his claymore now rested in the snow.

“Logan...” she repeated, tapping her lips with her index finger, her expression pensive as she studied the intruder. “Isn’t that the name Mom often mentioned in her stories?”

“Ay... Aye!” her brother stammered, his gaze fixed on the man called Logan.

“Mom?” Logan interjected, raising his dark eyebrows and widening his eyes. “Since when do you have a sister and a mother, Cam?”

“He also has a father!” Sophie-Elisa teased. “Darren Saint Clare, our laird, and Awena, our mother, the first lady of the clan! There... Awena... that should ring a bell, shouldn’t it? Logan MacKlare... Keeper?”

Logan suddenly furrowed his brows, glaring at everyone present, including the heavily armed warriors standing just beyond the Circle of the Gods.

“Are you done mocking me? I know no Awena other than my niece, the daughter of my brother Dàrda and his wife Iona, and she’s far too young to be your mother! And what does that word mean: Keeper? By the gods, this farce has gone on long enough...”

Cameron and Sophie-Elisa exchanged bewildered looks. The man standing before them was undoubtedly the Logan from Awena’s stories—the one who sparked monstrous bouts of jealousy in their dear father...
And yet, he seemed to know nothing at all. Even more baffling, he acted as though he knew Cameron.
It was... implausible... unbelievable.

The deafening roar that suddenly echoed from the sky was even more so. Everyone instinctively tilted their heads upward in unison.

Cameron gasped in surprise, the warriors jostled each other, some losing their footing and sprawling on the ground, Logan cursed profusely while muttering something about the “fourth dimension,” and Sophie-Elisa burst into uncontrollable laughter.

“Oh! I think Mom has outdone herself again!” she declared gleefully, her green eyes sparkling with amusement.
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Chapter 2
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Strange Reunions

––––––––
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“OCH! HOW DOES SHE MANAGE to do this?” Cameron lamented, barely stopping himself from rubbing his eyes as the crystalline sound of his sister’s laughter drowned out the gasps of surprise from everyone nearby.

“As always!” Sophie-Elisa declared, clapping her hands enthusiastically at her beloved mother’s latest magical invention.

Said invention was, in fact, a black horse with enormous raven wings gliding against the blue sky. Riding atop it were a flame-haired Amazon and an enormous Highland warrior—the very one who had let out the deafening roar. He wore a fabulous golden Celtic torque around his neck, his kilt flapped in the wind, and his claymore spun furiously in his agile wrist, ready for battle!

Awena and Darren Saint Clare were returning earlier than expected.

And what an entrance!

The idea of a Pegasus was worth every bit of spectacle, especially since the poor creature clearly hadn’t had a flying license in a very long time. It swayed dangerously from right to left as it began its descent.

“Och! Athair is going to kill her!” Cameron groaned, watching the bizarre spectacle as if it were a large, irritating black fly.

“Do you think he would, considering he’s riding with her?” Sophie-Elisa replied dryly, her lips curling into a dubious pout.

“I doubt he had a choice,” Cameron muttered before his eyes widened to the size of saucers, and he shouted, “Everyone, down!”

The improvised “Pegasus” skimmed their heads with its hooves, just barely avoiding collision, before lurching back up, wobbling precariously, and performing a clumsy loop before landing squarely in the center of the Circle of the Gods.

“Death to the sassenach!” roared the enormous Highland warrior, straddling the Amazon, his thunderous fury echoing across the landscape.

But before he could leap into action, his sun-kissed face turned a peculiar shade of green. His eyes betrayed a moment of deep dismay, his lips tightened, and he leaned sharply over the side of the Pegasus, violently emptying the contents of his stomach.

This time, Cameron truly covered his eyes with his hand, muttering incomprehensibly under his breath. The clan warriors averted their gazes, whistling as they pretended to admire the scenery with a casual air. Logan, meanwhile, widened his eyes and shook his head as if trying to wake himself from a bad dream, while Sophie-Elisa bounced in place, laughing uncontrollably.

After gently patting the back of the enormous—still sick—warrior, the flame-haired Amazon slid ungracefully down the left flank of the mount and ran to embrace her daughter.

“Och! Mom! I’m so happy you’re back so soon!” Sophie-Elisa cried, hugging Awena tightly.

“We came as quickly as we could, your father and I. As soon as we sensed this strong magical aura, we knew something unusual was happening here, so we rushed out of Edinburgh... Cameron, my darling! Aren’t you going to say hello?” Awena exclaimed, smiling warmly at her son and opening her arms wide to him.

“Aye, màthair (mother)!” her son replied, smiling as he tried not to notice his father dismounting the Pegasus and wobbling unsteadily on his muscular legs.

If he had been in his father’s place, Cameron would have wished to vanish into a mouse hole. After all, Darren was the laird—the man Cameron had modeled himself after since childhood, whether in his speech, with his thickly accented Gàidhlig​[5], or in his actions. Darren was his one and only role model. Seeing him in this state...

It was better to act as though nothing was wrong. But that didn’t account for his sister’s lack of discretion.

“Why is Dad sick?” Sophie-Elisa asked, her expression suddenly concerned, as their father pressed his lips together once more.

“Ohhh...” Awena replied, glancing back at Darren over her shoulder, “he couldn’t handle his first flight. And to think he’s always dreamed of flying...”

“Aye... Reality is far from dreams...” Darren muttered as he slowly regained his composure.

“You see? You’d make a terrible Klingon!” Awena teased, her eyes sparkling mischievously.

At forty-three, she was still as beautiful as ever, radiating a youthful energy that made anyone who didn’t know her easily believe she was ten years younger. Her long red hair showed only the faintest streaks of white—hardly visible unless one looked closely. She had kept her slender figure and the impish charm that had won over Darren, the “Black Wolf of the Highlands.”

Awena was dressed in an outfit fit for court: a sumptuous green gown adorned with pearls, its long silk sleeves ending in delicate lace frills. They must have left in haste, as she wore no fur-lined cloak and had begun to shiver in the cold.

“Mom! We need to get back to the castle—you’ll catch your death in this weather! Look at Dad; he’s already turning green,” Sophie-Elisa said anxiously.

“Don’t worry about my complexion, Princess. Ever since I met your mother, I’ve often found myself looking a bit green,” Darren muttered as he tenderly draped a warm woolen tartan over Awena’s shoulders.

“Oh, what a low blow!” Awena exclaimed, laughing. “Let’s not quarrel over old memories. Why don’t you tell us what’s happening here instead? From up there, we saw a strange figure in the Circle.”

Cameron grimaced at hearing his mother call them “the children,” but under his father’s insistent gaze, he stepped aside to let his parents see the person concealed behind his towering frame.

“A sassenach!” Darren spat, already gripping the hilt of his claymore.

The surprised cry of his wife was the only thing that stopped him from lunging at the stranger, who stared back at them with tawny eyes shimmering with golden sparks.

“Logan?! Is it really you?” Awena exclaimed before rushing into his arms.

Instinctively, Logan hugged her back, only to let go just as quickly when he heard the growl of her husband, who seemed to be practically snorting steam from his nostrils.

“But... how?” Awena continued, oblivious to the rising tension, completely caught up in the joy of this remarkable reunion. “And Suzie? Did Iona have her baby? Have you found Liam, Calum, Emily, and Ellie? Oh... you’ll have to tell me everything! I’m so happy to see you again!” she sang, throwing herself into Logan’s arms once more, leaving him utterly bewildered and standing stiffly with his arms hanging by his sides.

The tall warrior could kill him now, and Logan wouldn’t have cared less. His mind was racing, his head spinning. He couldn’t make sense of this whole charade. Why did this woman, who shared the same name as his niece, know so much about him when he... had never met her?!

A beauty like her, he would have remembered...

“Logan? The Logan from the future?” Darren asked from behind his wife, a muscle twitching in his jaw.

Cameron subtly moved to stand at his side, while Sophie-Elisa mirrored the motion on the other. Both were ready to restrain their father if necessary.

But they froze in surprise when Darren suddenly burst into laughter, sheathed his claymore, and gave Logan a hearty slap on the back that left him coughing and struggling to catch his breath.

“Logan MacKlare! I never imagined I’d have the chance to stand before you to express my deepest gratitude. Thanks to you and the Keepers, Awena was returned to us safe and sound. You’re welcome here in the past. Tonight, we’ll celebrate!” Darren thundered, wrapping an arm around Awena’s shoulders. She returned his smile with a radiant one of her own, her eyes shimmering with tears of emotion.

“Well... um... I think I’ll head home now...” Logan stammered, stepping back unsteadily. “Cam? Great prank,” he added, giving Cameron a thumbs-up and a knowing wink. “Right, well... not bad, everyone—well done, ladies and gentlemen. You really got me with that magical trick—I deserved it! I... I... need to go patch up my backside now!”

Awena’s gasp stopped him just as he was about to turn and flee toward his home at the edge of Clare village.

“What? You’re hurt, Logan?”

“As if you didn’t know!” he laughed wryly. “It must have been in the script to stab me in the rear, probably with a fake dagger, but the lunatic standing next to... your husband, if I understood correctly, used a real blade. Thanks to her, I’ve got a second hole in my a—”

“Not another word!” Cameron interjected sharply. “There are ladies present!”

“O.K., Cam, deal with your merry band of friends. I’ll go ask Iona to patch me up,” Logan said wearily, turning away from the group and heading toward the village.

He hesitated briefly when he found himself face-to-face with a good thirty intimidating warriors, shrugged, and limped forward with his head held high. Nothing could stop him; he was determined to put an end to this ridiculous charade and reunite with his people.

The four Saint Clares—twins and parents—let him go. They stood in a line, side by side, each lost in their own thoughts. Except the women in the family couldn’t stay silent for long.

“It’s strange...” Awena began, looking slightly troubled.

“That’s exactly what I was thinking,” Sophie-Elisa agreed, nodding as her eyes followed the man’s striking figure, which grew smaller and smaller as he descended the path toward the castle and the village.

“It’s like he didn’t recognize me,” Awena continued.

“But he does know Ron-Ron!” Sophie-Elisa interjected softly.

“Cameron!” chorused the parents and son in unison.

“What are you talking about?” Darren asked, his midnight-blue gaze settling on his daughter.

“Well, yes. The moment he saw Ro—Cameron,” she corrected herself just in time as her brother glared at her, “he spoke to him as if they’d known each other forever.”

“Is that true, mac (son)?” Darren asked.

“Aye! But I don’t know him!” Cameron affirmed, frowning deeply.

“It’s strange...” Awena repeated, still staring at the spot where Logan had disappeared. “We’ll need to catch up to him and figure this out. He’s bound to realize soon enough that he’s no longer in his own time. The only thing that reassures me is knowing the Keepers’ quest succeeded and that, in the future, Iona, Dàrda, Suzie, and the others are alive.”

“You did what was necessary, mo chridhe (my heart),” Darren murmured lovingly, pulling his wife close and placing a gentle kiss on the top of her head.

Lost in their tender moment, they failed to notice the twins turning away with grimaces on their faces.

What? Did their parents think, at their age, that they had been conceived in cabbage patches and rose bushes?

“Not quite,” Awena muttered... in response to Darren’s last words, “because it seems something is amiss... Sophie-Elisa!” she suddenly exclaimed, turning to face her daughter, who startled as though caught red-handed. “Did you make a wish in the Circle?”

“Me?” Sophie-Elisa gasped, her wide eyes feigning innocence as she pressed her delicate hands to her chest. “No!”

Her response made her brother chuckle. Arms crossed over his chest, he gazed at her with a smug grin, his head tilted slightly to the side, his long black-and-copper hair rippling in the breeze.

“Are you sure?” Awena pressed, scrutinizing her daughter intently.

“Absolutely! I’ve never even thought about it!” Sophie-Elisa replied boldly, blushing all the way to her ears.

This only made Cameron chuckle harder.

“Looking for a fight, Ron-Ron?” Sophie-Elisa snapped, raising her fists.

“Ah! No fighting, children!” Awena interjected, raising her hands to calm the twins.

“Màthair! Stop calling us ‘the children’!” Cameron complained. “I’m a man now!”

“You’ve still got milk running down your nose, so as far as I’m concerned, you’ll be my child for a long time yet!” Awena muttered, already striding after Logan, determined to catch up with him and uncover the reasons behind this new time-traveling mystery.

Cameron angrily wiped his nose while Sophie-Elisa burst into a malicious laugh and followed Awena.

“What does that even mean, ‘milk running down my nose’? I had beer for breakfast—I haven’t had milk in ages!” Cameron grumbled, turning to his father.

“Och, mac (son)! It’s just an expression. It means you’re still very young in your màthair’s eyes. But keep wiping your nose if it makes you feel better,” Darren teased, following his ladies and whistling sharply for the Pegasus to follow.

Cameron jumped out of the way to avoid being knocked over by the massive wings of the horse, which still didn’t seem to know what to do with them.

The day had started off well, and then everything had taken a turn. One thought kept looping in Cameron’s mind:

How does this Logan know me?

To get the answer, he needed to follow his family and finally unravel the mystery surrounding MacKlare’s arrival.

“I bet Sophie-Elisa made a wish to find her Soulmate...” Cameron grumbled, breaking into a jog to catch up with his father.

But the moment he voiced the thought aloud, he knew instantly that it wasn’t true.

The magic in his veins crackled with energy, and something was about to happen. Cameron could sense that whatever it was would mark a major turning point in the lives of everyone he held dear.

*
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LOGAN TRUDGED FORWARD blindly. Cameron’s latest prank bothered him. It wasn’t the first time he’d been the target of his cousin’s antics, a fair retaliation for his own mischief, but this time, Cameron had crossed the ultimate line.

On top of that, he was in agony; the wound inflicted by the abominable woman with the dagger was burning like fire. To be precise, he should have said “the left cheek,” and to be even more precise, he should have admitted that the woman wasn’t all that abominable.

Far from it.

If he wasn’t careful, he might forget everything that had happened since he woke up in the Circle of the Gods.

The first time he laid eyes on her, the pain had vanished instantly. He had never seen anything as beautiful as that sprightly girl bouncing on her feet, dressed in a medieval gown. The moment their stunning emerald eyes met, he lost his head. Not just his head—his entire body reacted instantly. When he collapsed on top of her and felt her soft, feminine curves beneath him, he thought he could stay there for centuries, exploring the alluring contours of her body.

She had a unique scent, both spicy and sweet, utterly enchanting. And her skin... the velvety touch of her wrist had nearly made him forget that she was as deadly as a barracuda.

Who was she?

Sophie-Elisa...

That was her name, and it suited her perfectly. Logan had known plenty of women, but this one was extraordinary. Apart from his family and the laird, she was the first woman he’d met who also wielded magical powers. Moreover, she didn’t need to recite incantations to summon them.

No, she was the second woman he’d met today with such powers. Assuming, of course, they were truly hers and not Cameron’s, because as a true son of the gods, Cameron excelled in that domain.

The other woman said her name was Awena.

Awena, like his niece!

Cameron lacked a bit of creativity with that one. But Logan had to give him a perfect score for the story of the wacky family and the Pegasus! He still wasn’t sure if he’d felt more stunned or on the verge of a hysterical laughing fit.

He was lost in these thoughts when he felt a prickle at the back of his neck. Someone was watching him. Lifting his head, he discovered who.

Before him, hundreds of unfamiliar people had gathered—women, men, and children of all ages, dressed in period clothing. There wasn’t a single face he recognized. Beyond them, thatched roofs with smoking chimneys came into view, and slightly to the right stood the imposing Saint Clare castle, more archaic than ever, complete with moats, ramparts, and a drawbridge.

Logan froze in his tracks, let out a strangled exclamation, then swore loudly.

“Cameron!! You’re taking this joke way too far!” he shouted toward the hill and the Circle of the Gods, where his best friend and laird was likely still lingering. “This can’t be real,” he muttered to himself, shaking his head. “He must’ve been planning this charade for weeks! He even managed to recreate the moats... and that smell!” he lamented, shaking his head again.

But as he looked more closely, a terrible doubt crept into his mind.

Where were the wrought-iron streetlamps, the cobblestone streets, and the paved roads? What had happened to the flashy shop signs and the one from his favorite pub, The Wild Haggis, which he should have been able to see from where he stood?

And where was his splendid home—more a manor than a house?

All these unsettling questions and observations made his head spin, not to mention the faint shivers of apprehension running from head to toe.

“Cam?” he called out, his voice more a whimper than a shout.

“Logan?” whispered the voice of the woman who called herself Awena.

Logan squeezed his eyes shut, clenching his jaw and fists tightly.

“What I’m seeing isn’t real!” he ground out through his teeth.

“Yes, it is. And if you opened your eyes, you’d see for yourself,” Awena replied in her soft voice. “There’s no magic at work here,” she continued. “Logan...”

“Madam! Stop addressing me as if we’ve known each other for ages! The only person in your group I know—and who refuses to admit it—is that scoundrel... standing behind you!” Logan bellowed, opening his eyes and gesturing with his chin toward a grumpy-looking Cameron, arms crossed and standing a few paces behind them with his legs apart, his brows furrowed in a distinctly unfriendly expression.

“Yes! And that’s exactly what I don’t understand!” Awena snapped, suddenly annoyed as she stamped her foot. “Follow us!” she ordered, striding toward the drawbridge leading to the castle’s inner courtyard.

Logan was about to retort sharply when he caught the dark-eyed gaze of the lady’s “husband.” He smirked ironically; a good fight might have been just the thing to blow off steam, and the man looked like a worthy opponent to help him work out his frustration and tense muscles.

But... no!

He decided to act like the dignified lord he was and turned coldly away from the captivating Sophie-Elisa, whose gaze unsettled him with every flutter of her lashes; from the brooding husband, who would have made an excellent punching bag; and from this supposed brother of Cameron. Instead, he followed in the footsteps of the fiery red-haired harpy.

He would have plenty of time to corner his laird and former friend later and tell him exactly what he thought—first with his fists, then with words!

The very thought of it made him inwardly gloat.

The crowd had moved closer, watching them silently as they passed until they reached the massive castle doors.

Still limping, his expression darker than ever, Logan halted with a muttered curse when the redhead paused to speak with what appeared to be a servant. He resumed walking as soon as the two women parted ways. A few yards further, they entered the great hall.

And yet again, everything had changed!

Gone were the flashy decor and modern touches of the ceremonial hall. In their place was a medieval aesthetic that perfectly matched this seemingly endless charade.

The stone walls were draped with embroidered tapestries, interspersed with strikingly beautiful paintings—which stood out awkwardly against the rugged backdrop—alongside crossed claymores and axes. The floor was strewn with fragrant straw and herbs that crunched underfoot.

Long trestle tables and benches lined the hall, leading to a raised dais where a grand head table stood—something straight out of a swashbuckling film. Flanking it were immense chairs fit for royalty.

It was toward this area that everyone headed.

Ouch!

Trying to keep pace with the woman called Awena sent sharp, fiery pain from the wound in his rear, radiating down to his inner thigh.

How does one maintain dignity with such a wound? Logan grumbled to himself.

“Well! Sit down!” the redheaded harpy ordered sharply.

“Oh, that’s rich,” Logan sneered—just before two powerful hands clamped down on his broad shoulders, forcing him unceremoniously into a seat.

And just as unceremoniously, he let out a howl of pain, followed by a string of the most colorful curses he could muster.

“Darren!” Awena scolded. “He’s injured... show a little care!”

“Aye, mo chridhe... but now that he’s seated, he won’t be moving again,” Darren replied sweetly, glaring at Logan.

“You don’t say...” Awena muttered, rolling her eyes. “Children... sit down as well!”

“Màthair...” Cameron grumbled but obeyed, settling at the far end of the table.

Good call, mate. Stay as far away from me as possible, Logan seethed silently, his eyes fixed on Cameron’s tall, feline frame.

Once everyone was seated—with the radiant Sophie-Elisa smiling at him from across the table—Awena spoke again.

“Logan... uh... Mr. MacKlare,” she corrected herself quickly, clearing her throat as her brooding interlocutor frowned. “I’m not sure where to begin, so I’ll get straight to the point!”

“That might actually please me...” Logan murmured, a devilish smile spreading across his face.

“Don’t push your luck, lad,” Darren warned in a deep, cutting voice from his large chair to the left of his wife and daughter.

“Ahem... let’s stay focused!” Awena said, waving her hand dismissively. “Are you Logan MacKlare, nephew of Suzie and brother of Dàrda?” she asked, pausing to await his confirmation.

“Aye, ma’am,” he nodded, submitting to the odd interrogation, eager for it to end.

“Your brother married a young woman with long black hair named Iona, who herself has a brother named Fife?”

“Short hair,” Logan muttered, examining his nails and blowing on them with an air of disinterest.

“Pardon?” Awena asked, her eyes widening.

“Iona... her hair is short... like this,” Logan replied nonchalantly, holding his hand at the level of his neck.

“Oh! What a shame... it was so beautiful...” Awena stammered, thoroughly taken aback. “Well... anyway! Do you have family members named Calum, Emily, Ellie?”

“Aye, aye, and aye! And how do you know—? Oh! Of course... my dear ex-friend Cam?!” Logan snapped sarcastically, shooting a venomous smile at the young Highlander, who responded with a shark-like grimace before abruptly standing and slamming his fist on the table.

“That’s enough!” Cameron roared, his anger boiling over.

“Aye! I agree!” Logan shot back in the same tone.

“STOP!” Awena shouted, rising suddenly to match her son’s stance. “This Cameron cannot be the one you know! He is my child, Darren’s son, and he was born on April 10th, 1393! Logan MacKlare... it is March 6th, 1416, and I am Awena, the one you helped return to the past twenty-two years ago! I lived in Brest, France, in the year 2010... There! Do you remember now?”

Logan stared at Awena as if she had sprouted a second head. Everything she was saying sounded so absurd! None of it made any sense.

It was then that a man’s voice echoed through the great hall—a voice Logan, once again, did not recognize.

“He cannot remember something he has never experienced!”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3
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Wake Up, Logan

––––––––
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“AONGHAS!” SOPHIE-ELISA cried out joyfully, wriggling with excitement in her chair.

Aonghas—which means “unique choice” in Scottish Gaelic—was known by the Saint Clare nobility as “the Elder.”

He was a child born to a bana-bhuidseach (witch) of the clan, destined for a bleak future due to the total indifference of his mother. The bana-bhuidseach raised only their daughters, believing them to be the sole inheritors of magical power.

On that point... these exceptional women were wrong.

It was Diane Saint Clare, Lady of Waldon and wife of Darren Saint Clare’s grandfather, who discovered the truth.

Unable to bear seeing these boys wandering aimlessly through the village streets, deprived of maternal affection from an early age, Diane had taken matters into her own hands. She secretly gathered them, taught them, and provided them with the invaluable gifts of education and knowledge—priceless treasures in those distant times.

In Diane’s writings, she highlighted that, contrary to what the bana-bhuidseach believed, these boys did indeed possess magical abilities. She documented instances of objects levitating in the classroom when her back was turned, and fireballs dancing in midair before dissolving into smoke.

According to Diane, their powers grew exponentially when the children were together, and they delighted in using them.

Over time, Aonghas became the “leader” of this secret magical community, which they named the Keepers. In the centuries that followed, they adopted the surname MacKlare.

Thanks to the efforts of Aonghas, the Keepers, and their descendants throughout the centuries from 1392 to 2010, Awena was able to return to her time and fulfill “the Prophecy of the Promise.”

Aonghas was a lean man, now seventy-one years old. He had once been blond, but the few strands of hair left on his head had turned as white as the purest snow. His face was gaunt, accentuating his hooked nose and piercing blue eyes, which had lost none of their sharpness. At first glance, the man seemed cold, but the moment one met his incomparable gaze, the initial impression vanished like magic, replaced by a sense of warmth, as if standing before someone dear to one’s heart.

“Good day, Lisa. Greetings to all!” he said in his raspy voice as he approached the group, a thin smile appearing on his almost skeletal lips.

“Good morning, Aonghas!” Awena replied warmly, finally managing to close her mouth, which had fallen open in surprise at the Elder’s earlier words. “What... what do you mean by saying he cannot remember something he’s never experienced?” she asked again.

“Well, my lady, the truth is... the Keepers’ current quest has reached its conclusion. The proof stands before us: this young man... my descendant,” Aonghas murmured, his voice trembling with emotion as he gazed at Logan. “However,” he continued, “this quest has created a new timeline—one that you, Awena, were never part of! Logan, therefore, cannot have any memory of you.”

“Och, and what about me?” Cameron cut in, his tone sharp with indignation. “He loudly claims to know me, calls me Cam, even though we’ve never met! What do you have to say about that?”

Aonghas scratched his chin thoughtfully, his eyes studying a squirming Logan, who looked increasingly uncomfortable in his seat.

“That... I admit, I have no answer for. And it is entirely impossible to consult the Leabhar an ùine (Book of Time). If we did, the completed quest might be altered once more,” he said gravely. Turning to Logan, he asked, “Young man, are you certain you know the future laird?”

In her corner, Sophie-Elisa listened intently, absorbing every detail of the unfolding story. Logan appeared utterly bewildered, and it touched her deeply. She wanted to take his hand, to reassure him, because she could feel his confusion and disorientation.

But she quickly realized that wasn’t the right thing to do. Logan seemed proud, and she wouldn’t dream of stripping away the last shred of composure he clung to. Besides, would he even let her?

Logan suddenly straightened, a movement closely shadowed by Darren, who was already striding purposefully around the table, clearly intending to “help” Logan back into his chair.

“Darren! Leave him be, my love,” Awena intervened just in time, her own unease mirroring Logan’s as Aonghas’s words hung in the air.

“Aonghas... THE Aonghas of the MacKlare lineage?” Logan stammered, his sun-kissed complexion turning pale. “So... all of this...” he said, gesturing broadly to encompass his surroundings. “All of this is real? And Cam
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