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      “I’ve detected an anomaly in the strands of time.”

      Lila went absolutely still at the words, her heart pounding against her ribcage. The woman who’d spoken, Siobhan, stood at the head of the drawing room, holding the gazes of each man and woman who sat before her.

      Lila clenched her trembling hands in her lap, sucking in a breath. The men and women gathered in Siobhan’s drawing room were all stiuireadh—descendants of druid witches who had the ability to travel through time. When you had the ability to travel through time, there wasn’t much that could shock you. But Siobhan’s words caused shock to ripple through the room.

      “I’ve used Locator spells to try and determine the exact time and place of this anomaly,” Siobhan continued, her brow furrowing with worry.

      Siobhan was in her late forties, a willowy woman with dark hair and intelligent hazel eyes. As head of their coven, Siobhan was always the face of calm; Lila had never seen her look even mildly concerned before.

      “The closest I could get was to May 1395, here on the Isle of Skye. I believe it’s another witch causing this anomaly. Only someone with our powers can do such a thing.”

      Siobhan paused, allowing a moment for her words to sink in before she continued.

      “This anomaly is the reason I’ve called this coven meeting. I need one of you to travel back to this time and stop this dark witch, whoever he or she is. There were several clans on the island at this time; all have partaken in the Pact. My Locator spells have placed this dark witch on the north part of the island—the seat of the MacRaild clan. Gawen MacRaild, laird and chief, has already been contacted and is prepared to assist whoever we send.”

      Gawen MacRaild. For some reason, a sense of familiarity settled over Lila at the mention of the name, though she was certain she’d never heard it before. Whoever this Gawen was, he knew of magic, time travel, and witches . . . all because of the Pact.

      Centuries ago, a coven of stiuireadh had helped the chieftains of the Western Scottish Isles ward off waves of invaders from the north, who’d ignored a peace treaty signed between the kings of Scotland and Norway and continued to pillage. As an act of gratitude for their assistance, the chieftains had vowed to assist the stiuireadh in return. Every descendant of these chieftains of the isles—and those stiuireadh—had the ancient Pact drilled into their memory.

      We, the lairds and chieftains of the isles, vow to forever assist the stiuireadh in their quest to protect the strands of time and humanity from those who seek destruction.

      Lila swallowed hard, her pulse thrumming against the base of her throat. She needed to volunteer. This was the opportunity she’d been seeking for years. She’d traveled to the year 1395 before with her sister, Avery, and she was familiar with the Isle of Skye, having visited with her family many times over the years.

      “Is there anyone who is willing to—”

      Lila was on her feet before Siobhan could finish her sentence. She could feel her blood rushing through her veins as every eye in the room landed on her. But she held her head high, even at the looks of disbelief—and amusement—on the faces of the other witches. She knew what they were all thinking. Lila Fletcher, the weak daughter of those powerful American witches, Isaac and Karen? Why not her stronger sister, Avery? Why not her parents?

      “I’ll do it,” Lila said firmly, continuing to ignore their stares.

      To her relief, Siobhan wasn’t looking at her with disbelief or amusement. She didn’t look surprised at all, as if she’d expected her to volunteer.

      “My parents are vacationing in Bermuda, and my sister is on one of her time-traveling field trips; I believe she’s in the seventeenth century. Or the nineteenth. That's—that’s why they couldn’t attend this meeting,” Lila continued, hating the way her voice wavered with defensiveness.

      “I’m aware of the whereabouts of your family,” Siobhan said, giving her a patient smile, and Lila flushed with embarrassment. Of course, Siobhan knew where her family was; she was a Time Seer—a fiosaiche. Only Seers could serve as heads of covens; they were the only ones who could detect anomalies in the fabric of time and were the best at Locator spells. But this also meant that they could rarely travel through time; their magic worked best when they remained in the time in which they were born.

      “Why do you want to go back?” Siobhan asked now, her dark eyes probing Lila’s.

      Because I need to prove to all of you, myself, and my family that I deserve to be a stiuireadh. That I’m just as strong as my family, or any of you, Lila thought, with a flash of defiance.

      “I’ve been to that year before with my sister,” Lila said instead. “Avery wanted to explore what a young Edinburgh was like in that time. And I’m familiar with Skye; I’ve been here many times.”

      “Being familiar with the year, and the island, isn’t good enough,” Fergus Cattenach, one of the older members of the coven, snapped. “We need someone powerful enough to locate and take on this dark witch who’s wreaking havoc with time. We know that your parents and sister are strong with Time magic, but none of us have seen you demonstrate such power.”

      Several others murmured words of agreement, and a surge of uncertainty flooded Lila's body. To her surprise, it was Siobhan who spoke up to defend her.

      “This undertaking is not about a show of power,” Siobhan said. “Once Lila locates this dark witch, if she’s unable to defeat her using her magic, she can send for another witch from the coven to assist her. But for now, we can only send one. This witch may be able to sense if another stiuireadh is trying to stop her; we need to keep our presence in this time to a minimum.”

      Disappointment coursed through her; she wanted to be the one to destroy the dark witch. But she made herself remain silent. She needed them to agree to send her back, so she wouldn’t offer any protests.

      “Does that sound agreeable, Lila?” Siobhan asked.

      “Yes."

      “Are there any other objections to sending Lila back?” Siobhan asked. Her tone was light, but there was no mistaking the challenge in her words.

      Lila braced herself for the barrage of protests. But no one, not even the sour-faced Fergus, interjected. None of them wanted to argue with Siobhan, the most powerful among them—and their leader. The tension ebbed from Lila's shoulders as Siobhan turned back to face her.

      "Well, Lila," Siobhan said, giving her a wide smile, “let’s get you prepared for the fourteenth century.”
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      Lila fled to her guest room after the meeting, wanting to escape the dismissive looks of the other witches. She didn’t know if the reason for their hostility was because they themselves had wanted to go, or if they didn’t trust her to carry out the tasks. Or both, Lila grimly thought to herself.

      Lila had grown up learning all about the magic in her bloodline, of their incredible ability to travel through time. She’d eagerly waited until she came of age, the only time her protective parents would let her and Avery travel, to take her first trip through time.

      She and Avery had traveled to the year 1922; it was the earliest time period their parents initially allowed them to travel to. She’d taken in every detail of the past with awe. Avery had shared her delight, but her parents had always warned them of the limits—and dangers—of time travel.

      Yet what she’d learned most of all was her lack of power compared to her parents or her sister. The spells, which came easily to them, were a struggle for Lila. And if she wasn’t with Avery, it was difficult for her to issue the complex spells required to travel through time. In fact, she’d never traveled through time on her own: Avery had always accompanied her.

      Shame roiled through her at the thought. Avery and her parents had continually insisted that she was just as strong as they were; it was her own self-doubt limiting her abilities, but Lila thought they were just being kind. She wanted—needed—to prove to herself that she was strong.

      Lila expelled a sigh, glancing over at her cell phone resting on the side table next to the bed. Her parents would be worried sick once they knew where and when she was going. And she had no idea how long she’d be in the past. Weeks? Months? Years? She knew there were witches who stayed in the past for long periods of time; she’d even heard of witches who’d fallen in love with men and women in the past and chosen to stay.

      Lila had no intention of staying. As much as she enjoyed her jaunts to the past, she was too fond of the conveniences of modern-day life. She just wanted to carry out her task, prove her worth, and return all the stronger for it.

      Lila gritted her teeth, deciding to get the dreaded phone call to her parents over with. She wished Avery was with them; her sister was always good at reeling in their protective instincts. But Avery was off on one of her time-traveling jaunts. Avery loved traveling through time, even more so than Lila. She couldn’t help but smile at the thought of her adventurous sister. As envious as she’d been of Avery over the years, she loved her dearly, and missed her whenever she traveled on her own.

      She picked up the phone and dialed her father’s number, praying they were snorkeling or exploring the island and she could just leave a voice mail. But her father answered on the first ring.

      “It’s good to hear your voice, sweetheart,” her father’s voice boomed over the line. “How was the meeting?”

      “It was . . . eventful,” she replied, and told him about the anomaly Siobhan had detected.

      “Ah,” her father said, after a brief pause. “Who's going back to deal with it? It’s too bad your sister is off on one of her adventures—she would’ve loved to do something like this.”

      That old, familiar jealousy swelled in her chest. She tamped it down, reminding herself that her father meant no harm . . . and he was right. This task would be a cinch for Avery.

      She took a deep breath; it was time to change their perception of her. To change her perception of herself.

      “I am.”

      The pause on the other end of the line went on for so long that she feared she’d dropped the call. When her father spoke again, his voice was hard: a tone that had frightened her when she was a little girl.

      “You most certainly are not,” he snapped. “You will get on a plane this instant and—”

      Before Lila could reply, angry self-defense rising in her gut—she was twenty-six years old, for God’s sake, and her father had scolded her like she was a misbehaving child—her mother’s calm voice came on over the line.

      “What your father is trying to say,” her mother said, “is that he loves you very much, and he’s worried. The only reason your father suggested Avery is because she’s done something like this before, so—”

      “And I can as well,” Lila snapped, her patience wearing thin. “How do you think I’ve always felt, knowing that I’m not as powerful as the rest of you? Never feeling like I belonged?”

      Despite herself, her voice caught, and she closed her eyes against the hot sting of tears.

      “Oh, sweetheart,” her mother breathed, concern shaping her voice. “We’ve always told you—”

      “I know what you’ve always told me,” Lila interjected, her voice rising with determination, “and since I’m an adult who makes her own decisions, I’m going back in time to find this dark witch. And I'm going to stop her."
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      “When will the stiuireadh arrive?” Aonghus asked.

      Gawen didn’t look up from the flames of the fireplace, taking a sip of his ale.

      “On the morrow,” he grumbled, irritation coursing through him at the thought of this witch who would soon disrupt the steady pace of his daily routine.

      “I can tell by the look of ye how happy this makes ye,” Aonghus said, his dark eyes twinkling with amusement.

      Gawen shot his steward a look of annoyance, taking another swig of ale; ale which wasn’t strong enough. He and Aonghus were gathered in his private study where they could talk of such matters—magical matters—without being overheard.

      He’d been in a foul mood ever since a letter had appeared in his study, written in halting Gaelic by Siobhan, a stiuireadh from a time in the future, informing him of a dark witch's presence on his lands, and the pending arrival of a stiuireadh to stop her. She’d reminded him of the old Pact his ancestors had made.

      He’d scowled at the letter, both unnerved and irritated at this stiuireadh’s ability to communicate with him through time. There was a time when he would have been happy, perhaps even eager, to assist these mystical, time-traveling witches. But now he felt only bitterness and resentment at the thought. It was only his concern over her mention of a dark witch—an aingidh—on his lands that made him heed the letter.

      Recently, two farmers had been found murdered on his lands. The men he’d had investigate informed him their murders were likely the result of a dispute over cattle or land. Gawen had suspected there was more to these murders. There were disputes all the time on his lands, but they rarely resulted in murder. A chill crept along his skin. What if the murders were because of this dark witch Siobhan mentioned?

      "I'll do my duty when she arrives,” he muttered. "If I need tae leave the castle tae assist her, will ye—”

      "I'll handle things here. Ye need nae worry," Aonghus assured him, and Gawen’s sour mood ebbed—somewhat.

      As his steward, Aonghus ran the castle with smooth efficiency. He’d been vital during the past three years as Gawen’s grief had immersed him in self-imposed solitude, and it had proved increasingly difficult to tend to castle matters.

      But he knew the time for his self-imposed solitude had come to an end. Before the stiuireadh's visit, he'd begun preliminary discussions with his nobles about taking a bride. He would need an heir, and at thirty-two he was getting older. As the last surviving member of his family, it was imperative that he continue the bloodline.

      The thought of marriage brought him no joy. He would make it clear to his bride that their marriage was only a matter of duty. Once she bore him sons, she would have her own life as he would have his. After suffering the loss of his beloved parents and sister, Gordana, during a small outbreak of plague three years ago, he was leery of forming emotional ties to anyone. The very thought of losing a future bairn sent a wave of fear roiling through his belly.

      His grip tightened on his cup of ale. After his family’s deaths, he’d sent for a stiuireadh, knowing they could manipulate time. He’d begged her to change the past to save his family’s lives. She’d insisted that this was something that time wouldn’t allow to change.

      Some things that have already happened simply must be, she’d said, giving him a sorrowful look.

      Fury swept over him at the memory. He’d heard tales of some people—and stiuireadh—changing the events of the past. As far as he knew, the stiuireadh made their own rules about what could and could not be changed. It was something he’d never forgive them for, these witches who manipulated time. It wasn’t natural. After receiving Siobhan's letter, he’d considered informing her that he had no intention of helping one of her kind.

      But he couldn’t let himself break the Pact, that ancient promise that his ancestors had held so dear. And the Pact had meant a great deal to his father, who’d held the stiuireadh and their abilities in great reverence. Would he still hold such reverence for them if he knew they wouldn’t prevent his death, or the deaths of his wife and daughter?

      “Traveling through time,” Aonghus mused, pulling Gawen from the maelstrom of his thoughts. “I cannae fathom it. To see a different year? A different century?”

      Gawen scowled at the reverence in Aonghus’s tone. Like other high-ranking members of his clan, Aonghus had learned of the stiuireadh when he was a lad. There weren’t many who knew of the ancient Pact and the existence of these witches; it was a carefully guarded secret, only passed down to certain sons by their fathers, brother to brother, cousin to cousin. The knowledge of witches who could manipulate time was a dangerous thing; there were many who believed that all witches were evil and must be destroyed.

      “'Tis unnatural,” Gawen said, taking another swig of his ale. “It doesnae matter, Aonghus. They donnae need our worship. I will do my duty tae assist this stiuireadh and then send her back tae the time in which she belongs.”

      "Do ye think she'll be bonnie?" Aonghus asked, unperturbed by Gawen’s hard tone. He gave Gawen a teasing look. "A bonnie lass will—”

      "No," Gawen said shortly. He’d seen only three stiuireadh in his lifetime; each one had been decades older than him and reminded him of his departed Nan, with her stooped shoulders and ash-gray hair. “And it doesnae matter if she is bonnie—the stiuireadh arenae tae bed. When they come tae a different time, ’tis only tae carry out a duty.”

      He stood, setting down his ale on the mantle of the fireplace. His study had suddenly become stifling, and he was weary of discussing the stiuireadh. He needed air.

      "I'm going for a ride."

      He felt Aonghus’s eyes on him as he left the study.  Aonghus knew him better than anyone; they’d been friends since they were lads, since before Aonghus had stepped into his own father’s position as steward of Carraig Castle. Aonghus was one of the few men who’d seen Gawen weep over the loss of his parents and dear sister. He’d clamped his hand on Gawen’s shoulder and gruffly told him to allow himself to grieve; Gawen had feared he’d shame him for his weakness. He was grateful every day for Aonghus’s presence. After his family’s death, Aonghus was the only person he was close to.

      He was on his way out of the castle when a tall, blonde woman, Achdara, intercepted him. There was a time when he would have been happy to see her, but now he stiffened. They had exchanged a few drunken kisses after feasts in the past, and he’d considered courting her before the deaths of his family. She’d pretended to sympathize after their deaths, but he’d realized her concern was a façade—she’d only wanted the status of becoming lady of his castle, wife of the laird and chieftain. She had since wed, and subsequently been widowed, by a wealthy merchant. Yet she made her continued sexual interest in him clear, though he no longer had any interest in her.

      “Laird MacRaild,” she said, stepping so close he could smell the cloyingly sweet rosewater scent of her hair, a scent he usually found enticing

      “Lady McNabb,” he coolly returned, emphasizing her late husband's name.

      She tensed at the formal use of her name, before the sultry smile returned to her lips. She took another step closer to him; he resisted the urge to step back.

      “Are ye off for a ride, my laird? Perhaps I can join ye?”

      “I thank ye, but I’d prefer tae take my ride alone,” he said, forcing a polite smile. “Good day tae ye. I’ll see ye at the feast.”

      He swept past her before she could offer a protest, glad to be out of her stifling presence. He was relieved that he’d not gone through with courting her; there was a coldness to her he’d not noticed before.

      Moments later, he rode away from the castle, relishing in the damp air on his skin as he made his way to the old cemetery south of the castle grounds. A fresh rain had fallen, and the sky was a somber gray, though hints of sunlight broke through the clouds, illuminating the green countryside that surrounded him.

      He soon arrived at the cemetery, and after tying up his horse to a nearby tree, he walked to the familiar stone markers of his family’s resting place. He knelt before their graves, placing a hand on the damp earth and closing his eyes.

      He’d been uncommonly close with all three of them; he hunted every week with his father, took walks with his mother and sister, and always sat at their sides during feasts in the great hall. His parents had been getting on in years and preparing to step down from their roles as laird and lady, expressing their desire to return to his mother’s ancestral manor in the Highlands to live out their remaining years, leaving the castle to Gawen and whoever he chose for his wife. Gordana had been looking forward to getting wed and starting a family of her own, playfully ignoring her older brother’s protectiveness when it came to her suitors.

      I cannae wait for ye tae meet the lass ye’ll wed, she’d chided him. Ye’ll be tae focused on her tae worry about yer wee sister.

      He could remember every detail of the last feast they’d enjoyed together. It had been during Yule; he and Gordana had watched their parents dance in the center of the great hall before getting up to dance themselves. There had been such joy on their faces, such ignorance of the tragedy soon to come.

      The outbreak of plague had swept over the castle like a storm, first affecting the peasants who lived just outside the castle, then the servants, then the nobles. Local healers didn’t know the cause, or how to stop it. Many, like Gawen himself and Aonghus, weren't affected by the illness, but when it passed, two dozen nobles and servants had died, including his parents and Gordana.

      He’d stayed at their bedsides even after they'd passed, grief wracking his body as he took in their still forms, wondering how they could suddenly be gone. That was when he’d sent for the stiuireadh, begging her to change what had happened. This is something that can’t be changed, she’d insisted, before leaving him alone in his study, shaken and utterly broken.

      He closed his eyes, willing away his anger at the stiuireadh, before getting to his feet.

      I’ll do this for ye and only for ye, Father, he silently vowed, looking down at his father’s marker. And then my duty to the stiuireadh is done. I’ll nae help them again.
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      “The threads of time aren’t always fixed,” Siobhan said, flipping through the pages of her grimoire. “Sometimes they can shift and weave. I know of many travelers who’ve gone back to reverse tragedies that have occurred: those are the lucky ones. But there are other events that must happen—those are the things that shouldn't be changed."

      Lila and Siobhan were seated across from each other in Siobhan's study, which was tiny and overstuffed with grimoires and other ancient-looking books. They’d been here for most of the morning, with Siobhan reviewing the spells Lila would need to perform in the past.

      Lila considered Siobhan’s words as she took a sip of her hot tea. She'd heard this before. When one had the ability to travel through time, it was tempting to go back and change major world events for the better. There had been witches and travelers who’d tried, all with dire consequences. Some things were simply meant to happen—from events as seemingly minor as a car accident to major events such as wars or revolutions. One of the first lectures her parents had given her and Avery had been warning them of the dangers of attempting to change things in the past that time—or fate—needed to happen. One ancestor of theirs had foolishly attempted to prevent the First World War and had simple ceased to exist. Another had attempted to prevent the death of her
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EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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