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        -Martin Luther King, Jr.
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        Kilfinan, Scotland, 1968

      

      

      Simon struck the match and watched the tiny flame take root. A wisp of smoke rose in the air, and the sharp scent of burnt wood infiltrated his nostrils.

      Mesmerized, he watched the blue-violet light slide over the charcoal head as it eased down the splinter of stiff paper held between his fingers. An angry trail of glowing red besieged the edges of the matchstick, swallowing the flame as the last whiff of smoke dissipated into the darkness.

      He set the used match aside on the floor and ripped out another. The sunny faces of the Lamonts and the Curries were so like this flame’s yellow-gold tip. They surrounded Simon with warm, happy expressions that were often too bright for a boy like him. Because like the match, he had a dark center. An evil he feared grew inside him.

      Like his Da.

      He shuddered. “I am not like you. I am not like you.”

      He wanted to believe it. With all his heart, he did. But it was his Da’s eyes that stared back at him every morning. And it was his Da’s mouth that earned sharp looks from his aunt when Simon’s temper flared and he couldna hold his tongue.

      Moonlight streamed in through the window. Simon stood and peered over the crib’s slotted sidewall, his hands grasping the smooth edge, to where a small form slept peacefully unaware of his presence.

      Jean said people made their own choices. He didn’t have to be like his da. He could grow up and be a different man. A good man like his Uncle Duncan or Jean’s husband, John. This new world—a home with Jean and his Aunt Mariota—would afford him wonderful opportunities if he applied himself.

      If he were good.

      Always if.

      He gripped the rail tighter. Johnnie, Jean’s son, promised to help. Simon had never had a friend before, but Johnnie said they were brothers now. And, being twelve, Simon was four years older. That made him the elder son. He liked the idea.

      He liked it very much.

      Simon narrowed his eyes. She would ruin it for him. She would force his aunt to wield the power of the stone and send him home. He knew it.

      He shook his head violently, his fingernails digging into the wood. He would never go back.

      Never.

      Here, there was food. Here, he could run and play. Here, he was free from daily lashings. There was no cold floor to lay his broken body upon after one of Da’s fits of temper.

      No, he determined. He would never go back.

      Simon angled his head and studied Else Lamont. At two, she was taller than most of the children he’d known back home, but other than that, there was nothing special about her. He didn’t know why she infuriated him so. She just did.

      He hadn’t meant to hurt her earlier. He really hadn’t. When she’d taken his toy and defiled it with her mouth, something had come over him. He had retaliated with a pinch, but then his heart thumped in his chest with excitement, and instead of letting go, he’d held fast to the tender flesh caught between his fingers.

      Just like his da.

      Simon fisted his hair in his hands until his scalp burned. When the pain numbed his fear, he stretched a thin arm through the slotted rail and snatched Else’s rag doll. He slid to the floor and laid the doll on his lap. Balance would set things right. An eye for an eye. She’d sullied his only toy. He would sully hers. Burn a leg. Or an arm.

      And then…

      He and Else would be on even ground. They could begin anew. A fresh start.

      Reaching for the matchbook, he decided forgiveness was honorable. He’d do better to hide his toys anyway. And who knew, maybe one day, he might even grow to like her.

      He wrinkled his nose.

      Doubtful. She was a girl, after all. Girls were trouble, his Ma had always said. Especially girls with yellow hair and clear blue eyes who stuck their hands in their mouths and touched things they shouldn’t—things like his green, MG 1100 matchbox car.

      Someday he would own a real car. A shiny, new model, and when he drove through the village, everyone would stop and stare.

      Everyone but his da.

      Simon lit the match. The baby flame kissed the frilly lace edging the doll’s ankle. Fire spread up the doll’s leg, consuming the dress with a hungry lick, whispering promises in Simon’s ears.

      Enthralled by the flames, he listened until his skin stung. Snapped from the trance, Simon dropped the doll to the floor.

      The fire spread, consuming most of the fabric.

      “No,” he whispered.

      Panicked, and filled with regret, he tried to swat the fire with his hand.

      “Ow.” He blew on his throbbing thumb, his gaze darting about the room. It was only supposed to be the one leg. Mariota could not know he took Else’s doll. He could not let her see what he’d done to her daughter’s favorite toy.

      Not again.

      He reached for the cloth by the crib and stamped the flames shooting up the doll’s hair. The cotton cloth caught fire. He hopped to his feet and kicked the burning toy toward the window. The grass outside was damp. If he could get the flaming cloth outside…

      Simon ran to the window and struggled to open the latch. Flames caught the edge of the curtain and rose. “Come,” their voices called, “set us free.”

      The hot, smoky air caressed his skin. Fire scaled the cloth panels, climbing up to the ceiling with claws of red and gold. Angry tongues lapped what remained of the blackened cloth and jumped to the wall, spreading across the top of the window, forming a canopy of living flames.

      Such beauty, he thought in awe. Such destruction.

      A dense plume of smoke rolled across the ceiling, and his lungs burned. He snapped from his reverie, jumping away from the window. Away from the inferno destroying Jean and Mariota’s home.

      No, no, no! What had he done?

      He had to stop the flames before Mariota discovered his mistake. But how? She would never forgive him. She would never forgive this wrong. Not this time.

      He’d gone too far.

      He turned and ran from the room. He ran down the stairs and across the foyer. They would hate him now. All of them. Hate him for destroying their lovely home.

      Bursting through the front door, he ran across the lawn and threw his body behind the bushes lining the front yard.

      What had he done?

      He slammed his head into the dirt. Bad, bad, bad. His knuckles rapped against his skull. Bad, bad, bad. When the first shout rang from the house, his heart leaped into his throat. Shadows blurred the second story windows. Screams. Shouts.

      Else’s blood-curdling cries.

      The family poured out of the smoke-filled entrance. Mariota ran out first, a screaming Else in her arms. John was next, cradling his son Johnnie against his chest with Jean clutching the back of her husband’s shirt. Duncan emerged last, coughing and sputtering as he shepherded his family down the narrow porch steps and out into the cold night.

      They ran across the lawn, heading for the bushes near the property’s perimeter not too far from where Simon hid.

      He stiffened. He had nowhere to go. Curling onto his side, he tucked his legs into his chest, and made himself small, watching from between thorny branches.

      “Oh, dear God. Oh, dear God.” Mariota fell to her knees upon the wet grass a few feet away from the bushes. She carefully laid Else upon the chilled earth. Choked sobs escaped her throat.

      Duncan kneeled beside her, his face pale as he looked upon his daughter’s burnt flesh. Jean and John hovered to the side, Johnnie clinging to his mother’s skirts.

      “John, get the car,” Jean ordered. “Quickly. We need to get her to the hospital.”

      “Where’s Simon?” Mariota looked around frantic. “Duncan, Simon’s still in the house. Oh, God, Duncan, he’s still in the house,” Mariota sobbed.

      Duncan stood and grabbed hold of John’s arm. “Get my daughter to your healer. I put her life in your hands.” He turned to his wife. “Go with your kin. Be strong, love.”

      “I can’t leave you.” Her gaze darted frantically from her daughter to Duncan’s face. Broken spasms and sharp breaths racked Else’s sobs.

      Duncan crouched and touched Mariota’s chin. “I will always be with you. I will always find ye. Now go with John. Save our child. I’ll be right behind you with the boy.” He kissed her forehead then turned and ran across the lawn into the burning house.

      The hulking shadow of Duncan Lamont entering the darkened entrance of the smoldering edifice—the would-be home that had been so filled with promise—was Simon’s last memory of the man who was almost a friend.

      Almost a da.
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        * * *

      

      Decades later, Simon MacInnes stood outside his Highland manor watching flames engulf another would-be home. Life had come full circle, now, hadn’t it?

      He laughed, his voice echoing in the damp Scottish air. It would seem little Else Walker Reed had gotten her revenge after all.
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        Ardgour, Scotland, Present time

      

      

      Lights flooded the house’s front lawn.

      Caitlin Reed steered her gaze forward. “Here we go.”

      Armed men slid from the shadows and spread toward the car in a coordinated blitz that made the Rockettes look klutzy. Red dots flashed against her shirt through the windshield. Weapons locked, loaded, and ready to fire.

      Yep, they were going to die.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      “This is bad, Ewen. Really bad.” She gripped the steering wheel and swallowed the dread pooling in her mouth.

      “Were we to expect different given the hour?” His steely blue-eyed gaze narrowed on the men now standing in front of their stolen vehicle. His long jet-black hair was gone, replaced by a severe buzz cut that accentuated the hard lines of his face, and his intense see-through-you eyes.

      “No, but after escaping the manor, I hoped fate would take it easy on us.” She dropped her hands in her lap. “I mean, come on. Daniel promised his contact would help us. This”—she gestured to the windshield—“doesn’t look like help.”

      Ewen flashed a warrior grin that spiked her pulse, then pulled a gun from his waistband. “Have faith, lass. He would no’ have sent us here if they meant us harm.”

      With his hand on the latch, Ewen eased the door open.

      Caitlin scanned the sea of scowling faces through the dirty glass. Her gift, the psychic ability that allowed her to see into a person’s mind through touch, had confirmed Ewen’s words, but what if she’d read Daniel wrong?

      What if this was all part of MacInnes’s diabolical plan?

      MacInnes is dead, she reminded herself. He couldn’t hurt them anymore.

      “Stay in the car until I tell you to exit, aye?”

      “No, Ewen, wait⁠—”

      “Caitlin—”

      “Let me go with you. They won’t hurt me. I’m unarmed.” Not to mention protected by a magic pendant that saved her life the last time a bullet aimed for her heart.

      Ewen’s expression hardened. “Doona move, not until I deem their intentions.” He reached out and touched her cheek. “Should danger arrive, lock the doors of this beastly contraption and go. Seek shelter at Lainie’s. Do I make myself clear?”

      Her stomach twisted. The stubborn ass would get himself killed. He’d barely survived the manor. The image of Ewen dying in her arms still haunted her.

      As per Daniel’s plan, they’d found the car along with the address to Lainie’s B&B. It’d broken Caitlin’s heart to relay Daniel’s last words to his former fiancé, but Caitlin had. She’d fulfilled her promise to a dying man.

      Laine turned out to be a godsend. She provided Ewen with medicine and a safe place for him to battle the effects of MacInnes’s virus since the antidote hadn’t miraculously healed him. Just this morning, he’d collapsed with a raging fever. Ewen was in no condition to bat a fly, never mind go up against a squadron of angry looking secret army guys.

      “Caitlin.” His fifteenth-century brogue thickened with warning. “Your word, lass.”

      “Aye, fine,” she said, mimicking his accent. “But I don’t have to like it.”

      He eyed her suspiciously before exiting the car. Once outside, he threw his gun to the ground and raised his arms in the air. “We mean you no harm. I wish to speak to Rohan Keane. Know you the man I seek?”

      “Who wants to know?” asked a gritty voice from the crowd.

      “Ewen MacLean. Enemy of Simon MacInnes.”

      Tall and built like a linebacker, a fifty-something man barreled through the pack like Moses parting the Red Sea. In his SWAT gear with weapons strapped to every part of his body, the man was formidable, a little scary, and clearly the person in charge.

      This had to be Rohan Keane.

      Caitlin stepped out. “We’re friends of Sean McCollum.”

      Ewen shot her an I’m-going-to-kill-you look over the roof of the car. 

      She ignored him and centered her attention on the man striding through his private militia.

      “Hold your position,” he said to his team. Aiming his weapon at her head, he drilled those hard eyes her way. “And who would you be?”

      A panicky teacher whose voice ran off with her stomach? “My name is⁠—”

      Ewen slid over the hood of the car and landed in front of her like a human shield without so much as a wobble. The cutting glance he threw her stopped the rest of the sentence from tumbling out of her mouth.

      The guards tensed.

      “Rohan Keane?” The tone of Ewen’s question bordered on a warning.

      “What brings an enemy of Simon MacInnes to my front lawn?” Eyes hostile, the man adjusted his aim to Ewen’s chest and kept his finger steady on the trigger.

      Movement at the exterior of the house caught Caitlin’s attention. A woman stepped out onto the porch, her outline magnified by the interior light beaming from inside the structure.

      She closed the door and began her descent down the stairs, oblivious to the weapons flanking her path. Caitlin couldn’t see her face in the dark, but her silhouette was tall and slim. There was something familiar about the way she carried herself across the paved path.

      Caitlin’s heart sped.

      It couldn’t be, could it?

      “Mom?” Sidestepping Ewen, Caitlin ran past Rohan Keane. Grief mixed with disappointment the moment she realized this woman wasn’t her mother.

      She’d been a fool to hope, a fool to believe her parents were still alive when the evidence pointed to the contrary. MacInnes was a bastard. He wouldn’t lie about killing her parents. Not when their lives would’ve advanced his agenda.

      And yet, there was a fragile part of her heart that guarded that tiny fleck of hope and wouldn’t let it die.

      The woman slowed. She was older and gray-haired, standing a few inches shorter than Caitlin’s five-foot-eight frame. She walked with an easy stride and a friendly smile.

      “Hello, Caitlin.” The stranger’s voice was elegant, imbued with a modern Scottish accent that washed over Caitlin, triggering a distant memory.

      She knew this voice, but from where?

      Wait . . .

      The muscles in Caitlin’s mouth went slack, and shock replaced the grief that had expanded in her chest only moments before.

      Then anger.

      Furious anger.
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      “You’ve a right to be angry,” the woman said.

      “Angry?” Two days ago, Caitlin would’ve been thrilled to find Janet, her grandmother’s best friend, and the only person alive who could reveal what drove the MacEwen’s into hiding.

      Finding Janet would’ve put them on the right path to saving Caitlin’s family. Janet McCabe was the key and the answer to Caitlin’s prayers.

      Now she was a symbol of all Caitlin had lost.

      “Angry doesn’t begin to describe what I’m feeling. I can’t deal with you right now.” Caitlin backtracked to the car, yanked open the door, and sat. She stared at the group of twenty trigger-happy, breathe-wrong-and-we’ll-kill-you people standing beneath a starless night sky.

      A week ago, she’d been a second-grade teacher who loved her job and didn’t believe in boogeymen.

      Or magic.

      Her parents had been alive. Ewen had been living his life in the fifteenth century, and the only major worries on Caitlin’s horizon, other than work, were adopting Jadiel and avoiding her ex.

      The naïve school teacher was gone, replaced with a seething woman who’d killed two people with a beam of light that had vomited from her palms. One would think things couldn’t possibly get any worse.

      Oh, but they did.

      Ewen got into the car and quietly closed the door. Time ticked away as they stared ahead at Janet and Rohan Keane’s small army in silence. Caitlin’s head buzzed, and she clenched her jaw to rein in her wild emotions.

      At least she hadn’t had a panic attack in front of them all.

      There was that.

      Finally, she sighed. “She’s Janet McCabe. My grandmother’s best friend. There wasn’t a trace of shock on her face when she greeted me.” There’d been no gasp. No, whatever are you doing in Scotland, dear? Not even a raised brow. “She knew I was here. She knew and did nothing to help us.”

      A deep vee pinched Ewen’s dark brows together, drawing her attention away from Janet.

      “Ewen, this isn’t your fault. You tried to warn me. I knew the risks coming into this.” Risks she’d take all over again if it meant saving his life.

      “There is another way.”

      “No, there isn’t.”

      Ewen leaned across the seat and cupped one side of her face. “Go back to your life. You are free of MacInnes. Take the money Daniel left us and go home.”

      “Home to what? There’s nothing left.” She shook her head, her throat tight. “I made you a promise, remember?”

      He pulled her against his chest and kissed the top of her head. “Stubborn lass.”

      “I gave you my word, and I mean to keep it.” She repeated the words he’d said to her a million times before. “I’m going to send you back, and you are going to save your clan. One of us will get our happy ending.”

      Locked against the warmth of his body, it took everything she had to hold it together and not break down in ugly sobs. “This is our only option, Ewen.” She squirmed out of his embrace. “We’re running out of time. Samhain is in six days.”

      He winced and scrubbed a hand over the thick stubble darkening his jaw, then glared through the windshield at the crowd waiting silently in front of their tiny hatchback. Janet hadn’t moved from her spot on the cobblestone path. Rohan Keane stood with his hands on his hip, his gun evidently stowed back in his holster.

      “They are working together.” The switch from sexy Highlander to dangerous warrior was instantaneous. “Watch them closely. Guard your words and your temper.”

      “That goes for you, too.”

      His smile took her breath away. Ewen touched her cheek and winked. “For you, I’ll swallow my tongue.”

      Her knees went weak. The idea should have grossed her out. But, no. Her mind preferred to roll in the gutter, remembering the feel of his oh-so-talented tongue against hers.

      “Are you okay?”

      Caitlin smiled. She loved the way he said “okay.” His heavy accent wrapped around the syllables and spread through her body like warm honey. “Yeah. I’m okay. What doesn’t break you makes you stronger, right?”

      Ewen reached for the backpack Daniel had left them containing an obscene amount of cash, a change of clothes, and another gun neither of them knew how to use. They exited the vehicle at the same time. He hung the strap over his left shoulder and met her gaze over the roof of the car.

      She blew out a breath. Here goes nothing.

      As they approached Janet, Caitlin cleared her throat and tried to control the rising anger building in her chest. This woman had betrayed her family, and the one question burning in her mind was why.

      Instead, she asked, “What are you doing here?”

      “Right question, wrong interrogator.” Keane moved to Janet’s right. His face hardened into a suspicious scowl. “Simon MacInnes is not in the habit of allowing his enemies to roam free. So, I’ll ask you again. Why are you here?”

      “That’s an interesting choice of words.” Ewen pressed a hand to the small of her back. He was tense and wary, the emotions surging through her skin on contact. “Perhaps the question you mean to ask is not why we’re here, but how we managed to stay alive?”

      Keane’s dark eyes shuttered. “Which brings us full circle, doesn’t it?”

      “Why don’t we move this discussion inside?” Janet said, calmly scanning the open space behind Caitlin.

      “No.” Ewen coiled his hand around Caitlin’s upper arm gently, locking her in place. “Unless you mean to take us by force?”

      “Of course not, Mr. MacLean. The choice is yours.” Janet sported a warm smile. “Choice is, after all, the instrument that binds us all.”

      “Choice as in free will? Is that how you justify doing nothing while my parents burned to death?” Caitlin’s voice shook. “Go on, deny it.” God knew a part of her hoped and prayed it was all a mistake or some ploy MacInnes had devised to break her.

      Janet had the decency to flinch. “I am sorry for your loss. Else and Robert were good people.”

      The sympathy in the woman’s voice tore open Caitlin’s grief. “So it’s true then?” She was going to be sick. “I want answers.”

      Janet exchanged a look with Rohan and then nodded. “Come.”

      She led them up the narrow walkway with the quick, energetic steps of someone half her age. Her short, silver-gray hair fell in soft layers, forming a point at the base of her neck. A spiffy navy tracksuit and a decent pair of running shoes completed the look.

      Caitlin tried to focus on her surroundings as they climbed the porch stairs and entered the house into a small foyer. Tried being the operative word. Her mind kept running back to the Janet she’d met a year ago—a frail, stiff-legged caricature who sat beside her inside the old Kilfinan church.

      The woman escorting them today was fit and strong, a complete one-eighty from the woman who needed assistance to descend the church steps. This Janet led a convoy of armed men and women through a disaster of a house fit for an HGTV rescue with the confidence of a lieutenant leading her unit into war.

      Everything had been a lie.

      When they met last year, Janet had to have already known Simon MacInnes was a threat, which meant she’d had ample time to warn Caitlin, to warn her family, but did nothing—nothing—to stop MacInnes from churning through their lives like a category five hurricane.

      Caitlin clenched her fists. “Where are you taking us?”

      “Somewhere private, where we can answer your questions.” She stopped before a wooden wall and watched Caitlin with another of her indecipherable expressions.

      Ewen leaned over Caitlin’s shoulder and whispered to Janet, “Are you being held against your will?”

      Rohan shoved to the front of the group to stand beside Janet, who clamped her mouth shut. “If you’ve got anything to say, anything at all, you say it to me directly,” Keane demanded. “Not a peep to my people, got it?”

      “Is that so?” Ewen’s brogue thickened, making his words nearly unintelligible.

      “You’re in no position to make demands, MacLean.”

      That was the wrong thing to say to a proud warrior struggling with his feelings of inadequacy thanks to his lack of twenty-first century know-how. 

      Ewen’s eyes darkened. He spread his legs wide and folded his massive arms across his chest. His six-foot-three frame seemed to expand and fill the tight hallway.

      The man could posture with the best of them.

      “Who I choose to speak with is of no concern of yours.” Ewen’s quiet tone was the calm before the storm. Keane would be a fool to underestimate the man standing before him.

      Rohan Keane assessed Ewen. His glowering gaze took in every bruise and every cut before lingering briefly on the trembling hand she held at Ewen’s arm.

      “Are you allied with Simon MacInnes?” Ewen asked again.

      Keane spat on the floor, his mouth puckering into an animal-like sneer. “No.”

      Okay, so MacInnes wasn’t on Rohan’s Do Not Kill list. Good to know.

      The tension in Ewen’s body eased, and he squeezed her hand.

      This small show of tenderness fired fierce emotions into life—feelings she shouldn’t feel when everything in her life was so gray and uncertain.

      “We are no’ spies, old man. Our mutual hatred of MacInnes binds us to a common goal. But make no mistake, this wee show of power”—Ewen gestured to the guards surrounding them—“willna force our cooperation. I’ve no’ yet decided whether you are to be my ally, Rohan Keane, or my enemy.”

      Keane edged Caitlin to the side until he and Ewen were face to face.

      “Takes balls to look me in the eye and call me old. I’ll give you that.” There might’ve been a trace of admiration in Keane’s faded Scottish accent, but there wasn’t a shadow of a smile on his rock-hard expression. “Let’s get one thing straight. I make the rules around here. My word is law. If you can swallow your fucking pride and follow orders, you might find a place for yourselves. Your choice, MacLean.”

      “Prove yourself a worthy leader, and I may consider your offer.”

      Janet cleared her throat. “Rohan, might I suggest we give Caitlin and Mr. MacLean a chance to recuperate from their ordeal before negotiating demands? Perhaps after a good night’s sleep, they will be more amicable to your appeals. After all, they’ve not had time to familiarize themselves with our cause.”

      Their cause?

      Caitlin chewed the inside of her mouth to keep from snorting. What cause was that, exactly? The peddling of cowardice? Betrayal?

      “We must not forget trust is earned, Rohan, not given,” Janet said.

      “I have forgotten nothing.” The air in the room chilled with the undercurrent running between Janet and Rohan. There were secrets lodged in that icy wave. Probably the same secrets that had killed her parents, and the same secrets that would explain the magic pulsing in Caitlin’s veins.

      At the thought of her magic, heat flushed her palms. With one touch, Caitlin could tap into the old woman’s mind. Learn what she knew. It was an invasion of her privacy, and that didn’t sit well with Caitlin.

      At all.

      But Janet hadn’t played fair, and there was more at stake than one woman’s personal boundaries. It was a line Caitlin was willing to cross.

      “It’s alright. We came to you,” Caitlin said. “Mr. Keane has every right to question our motives.”

      Ewen arched a brow at her. What are you up to? his gorgeous eyes telegraphed.

      I’ll tell you later, she answered with a flash of her own.

      Focusing her attention on Janet McCabe, Caitlin raised her hand to the woman’s shoulder and squeezed. “Thank you for your concern.”

      She braced herself for the rush of emotion that would flood her mind like a raging river, but nothing came. Not a single emotion flowed. Not a single sensation brushed her consciousness. Just miles and miles of a cold, empty expanse stretching in every direction as far as Caitlin could see.

      How could that be? Even when she sensed a wall, she could feel emotion beyond the block. But with Janet McCabe, there was nothing.

      Maybe the velour hoodie was too thick and Caitlin needed skin on skin for a better read?

      Janet patted Caitlin’s hand, and once again, that steel wall smashed into Caitlin’s senses. But the knowing smile on the woman’s lips said it all.

      She knows.

      Caitlin broke contact. What the hell was she? A sensor? An empath?

      Or something far, far worse?
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      The library door toppled to the floor with a deafening thud. Tereus strode into the room, crushing fragments of wood and glass beneath his burgundy Salvatore Ferragamo wing-tip shoes.

      Simon set the pen down and circled his desk. Pity, he loved that door. Although this visit was expected, he had hoped to keep the property damage to a minimum. The door was irreplaceable, a refurbished 17th-century masterpiece he’d salvaged from an estate in Perthshire before he’d set it to flames.

      “Where is my daughter?” Tereus snarled. He stalked forward. Energy pulsed around him, rattling the contents of the room. A grouping of two antique mahogany chairs and the matching card table vibrated across the hardwood floor. Books nosedived from their shelves to mix with the shards of glass that had sprayed from the splintered door.

      Simon’s pulse jumped.

      Tereus had fed.

      Fine, Simon could play the dutiful puppet and bide his time. Another year would not kill him. But the day drew near when he’d bleed the life from Tereus’s vile existence, and then he’d kowtow to no man—immortal or otherwise.

      Bowing his head, Simon kneeled. “My lord, forgive me. I was not expecting you at this hour.”

      “Answer me,” Tereus roared. “What has become of Cordelia?”

      Power snaked around Simon’s body. He’d have to be careful with his words. A precarious situation to be sure, but he’d gotten himself out of worse.

      “Cordelia was killed in an attack aimed at me.”

      Truth.

      Tereus’s eyes flared. “An attack you survived without injury.”

      Simon would not divulge how the Refiçío saved him from Caitlin’s magic and death’s clutches—not when he was unaware of how the stone could affect Tereus’s power.

      Nor was he inclined to learn.

      No, the Refiçío was safely stored in a secret desk compartment designed specifically for moments like these. It could not be helped. Simon could not risk Tereus learning about the healing stone, but he missed the feel of the stone in his hand.

      He kept his eyes trained on the floor. “I received an anonymous tip suggesting the Tempus Stone was hidden somewhere in Kilfinan. Cordelia hoped to validate this lead before disclosing our discovery to you. After years of chasing one dead end after the other, we were hopeful, but wary that perhaps this lead was viable and not another trap set by your enemies.”

      Lies, lies, lies, all beautifully told. Now, for the pièce de résistance. If only he had a drumroll . . .

      “Our fears were justified. You are in danger, my liege. A MacLean warrior, a son of Lachlan Bonnach, attacked us before Cordelia could confirm the source.”

      Tereus went utterly still.

      And why wouldn’t he? Simon had indirectly confirmed Tereus’s greatest fear—the Tempus Stone was in the hands of an enemy, and not just any enemy, but a fifteenth-century warrior sent forward in time by a clan who had spent the past six centuries gunning for his head.

      The answer was brilliant, false, but brilliant nonetheless. The answer was brilliant, false, but brilliant nonetheless. Tereus was too proud to see the true danger lay in the man on bended knee, bowing his head meekly before the almighty dragon.

      The irony was exquisite.

      “After ensuring this estate was secure, I contacted Harold to request an audience with you and notified him of my resolve to travel to London tonight.” Simon nodded to the luggage staged by the window. “I assure you I had every intention of delivering this painful news myself, and with it, my oath to avenge her death.”

      Casting a forlorn expression, Simon raised his face to meet Tereus’s emotionless stare. Still on bended knee, he clenched his fist over his hardened heart and vowed he would not rest until Cordelia’s murderer paid for his crime. It was a grand performance, one that even the noble Ewen MacLean would be hard pressed to find fault with.

      “So the MacLean bastard has the stone?”

      “Yes,” Simon answered, hiding the smile twitching at his lips. He’d learned long ago to control his impulses.

      “Where is he?”

      “I do not know, but I have a plan.” Like his mangled door, the warrior was a sacrifice that would further Simon’s agenda. The alternative was to reveal Caitlin Reed’s part in Cordelia’s death, and that was unacceptable.

      No, Tereus would never learn of the woman’s identity. Caitlin and her magical pendant were the means to his foster father’s destruction. Ah, but the sowing of his demise required tenacity, like a barefoot walk through a thistle field littered with land mines.

      Simple.

      “My sources believe he is working with Jean Currie. If we ferret her out, we find our man.” It was unfortunate. After years of formulating the virus, if MacLean were truly alive, then he had survived the antidote. A first. With his blood, Simon could formulate a new weapon, one that would destroy Tereus and his kind without the use of the stone.

      His life’s work fulfilled. His Plan B.

      Perhaps there was a way to salvage MacLean and skirt accountability for Cordelia’s death. The last thing he needed was an inflamed Tereus breathing down his neck and scrutinizing his operations.

      Fangs descended from the corners of Tereus’s mouth.

      Simon rose from the floor and glanced at the damaged doorway. Escape was not an option.

      Suspicion burned in Tereus’s inhuman eyes.

      Simon could turn this around as he had hundreds of times before. This would be no different.

      Tereus smiled, flashing pearly whites that could rip out a man’s throat. “Show me the assassination of my flesh and blood.”

      The words revived an old, lingering fear Simon had thought long gone. The fear of a young, feeble boy who’d warred fruitlessly against a monster.

      He silenced the emotion before Tereus could smell his weakness. “Of course, sire. My mind is yours.”

      The air charged.

      Fangs exposed, Tereus stepped closer and raised each claw-like hand to Simon’s head, inches away from his temples.

      Simon’s shields slammed into place, each strategically placed to create walls, bottlenecks, and blind alleys that would scuttle the intruder through the labyrinth of twisted neural pathways he’d designed to protect his mind.

      Power clutched Simon’s chest and immobilized his limbs, then hurled him backward. He flew across the room, crashed into the wall, and fell into a heap on the floor.

      Tereus’s eyes blazed blood-red. Measured footfalls ate the distance between them. He stopped a foot from where Simon lay. With an arm snaked in the air, Tereus’s power lifted Simon off the floor until the front tips of his shoes brushed the glossy wood surface.

      Until Simon’s neck was level with the devil’s mouth.

      Leaning in, Tereus pressed his nose to Simon’s carotid and dragged air through his nostrils. “You’ve been dabbling in things best left alone, haven’t you? Tsk, tsk.” Tereus swung his head in a slow shake, his voice fading to a growl.

      He’d scented Simon’s enhanced blood.

      Fine. Let him think he had the upper hand. This was a game Simon could easily win. A whimper here. A grunt there. Fear released at the appropriate moment, followed by the proper physical response.

      Child’s play.

      The demon’s power sliced through Simon’s mind, cold and invasive like a brutal winter storm.

      Simon latched on to his memories of Cordelia’s visit before the attack. The red dress. Cordelia standing by the stone fireplace, her lips curled into a smile as she brushed a hand against Simon’s cheek. Her look of surprise when her power failed. And, of course, the shock that reverberated through his body when he had turned his head to find her dead—a wholly unexpected turn of events.

      Pain ground through his brain.

      With a groan, Simon forced an angry image of MacLean. There was plenty to choose from, but his favorite was MacLean’s hostile blue eyes promising death when the warrior had gripped Simon’s neck and pinned him to the wall. Ah, such a vivid, vivid memory. Pity the man would soon be dead.

      A rush of raw power rattled Simon’s shields. His chest heaved. Perspiration dripped down the sides of his face. He closed his eyes and imagined himself back in the study—imagined the white light blasting across the room.

      But his barriers weakened against Tereus’s power.

      A flash of memory. Strapped to a table. A slap to his face. “Wake up, boy.” Ice cold water doused over his naked body.

      Simon shook his head and steeled his mind against the assault. He was in his home. In the library. Focus on⁠—

      “Your mind is weak. My enemies are stronger.”

      Simon thrashed against the box, wood splinters piercing his young skin.

      No air. No air. Simon’s lungs seized.

      “Only I can save you.” Tereus lowered the lid on the wooden coffin. Darkness cloaked the interior, and when the hammering began, furry things scuttled against the wood. Against his skin . . .

      Simon screamed, the past clashing with his present. Disoriented, he blinked hard, his gaze latching onto the pen on his desk. As long as he stayed here in the present, and focused, he could outwit the monster. He’d survived the Protocol. He’d survived Tereus’s mind games. He would survive again.

      He called up another image, and his mind settled. Yes, another image. He remembered the bodies of the dead guards, the Order’s finest strewn about the mansion, his office, and the stairwell.

      The pressure in his head grew, expanding like hot air blown into a latex balloon. When the current tore through his mind, shaking him to the bone, he had to wonder who had been fooling who all this time. Simon croaked a laugh. Bloody hell. That would teach him to underestimate a demon.

      Fortifying his shields, he steered his mind back to the scene at his study. Liquid dripped from the corners of his eyes, the red tinge clouding his sight. Focus on . . . the blood pooled under Cordelia’s lifeless body. The brilliant flare of flames consuming his Highland home.

      Fangs pierced his skin.

      Every nerve, every muscle, every fiber of his body locked in place, no longer his to control. No longer his to feel. His vision tunneled into gray ambiguity.

      Floating on a wave of vertigo, Simon clung to his barriers. They would hold. He had survived . . .

      He . . .

      Simon screamed, and the void surged, pulling him into her murky depths.
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      He awoke atop glass and splinters of wood. He raised his head, curled onto his knees, and slumped against the wall.

      Tereus was gone.

      Marissa crouched on the floor several feet away from where he lay. Horror flashed across her features.

      “Get out,” he screamed. “Get out!”

      The girl hesitated, then sprung to her feet and ran out of the room.

      Blood rolled down his neck, soiling the front of his shirt. How long had he lain on the floor, covered in his own blood? And exactly what had Tereus pulled from his mind?

      Simon wasn’t fool enough to believe his defenses had held, yet he was alive, wasn’t he? Had Tereus discovered his duplicity, Simon wouldn’t be sitting in his office wondering what tidbit of information his lord and master had plucked from his brain.

      No, he’d be strapped to a torture device dying a slow death. Perhaps his twisted mind had been too great an obstacle for the almighty Tereus Morelli to crack.

      Using the wall as support, Simon stood and stumbled across the room to his desk. On his knees, he ripped out the center drawer and threw the wooden tray to the floor beside him. He stuck his hand into the vacant slot to feel for the secret latch that would open the hidden compartment.

      His vision wavered. He’d lost too much blood. Too much. His mind grew dark. A minute more—just one—was all he needed. He fell against the desk. Grunting, he shoved himself upright, gripped the edge with his left hand, and continued the search with his right.

      When the latch disengaged, the small door swung open. Simon clawed the inside of the hidden area until his fingers curled around the Refiçío. Falling onto his back, he gripped the smooth stone to his chest. Glowing yellow light escaped his fingers.

      With his hand held over his heart, he sucked in a lungful of air. The Refiçío would work its magic. He would heal. Then, he would engineer a scheme, for his Lord and Master had just signed his death warrant, and Simon wasn’t a man to neglect his obligations.

      He closed his eyes and let the healing light consume him.
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      Keane slid open a rectangular panel, exposing a raised silver pad with a black center and symbols etched into its face.

      Ewen leaned in and focused on the man’s deft movements over the strange pad.

      What the bluidy hell was that?

      Keane pressed several fingers into a notched area. A blue light flashed, followed by a tone. Ewen shouldn’t have been surprised when part of the wall disengaged from the rest.

      “Does every wall serve as passage into another domain in this century?” he asked, mumbling under his breath so only Caitlin could hear.

      She snorted. “It certainly seems like it, doesn’t it?”

      Secret sliding walls and modern magical devices were quickly becoming the norm in this new reality of his.

      He scanned the alien compartment. Constructed of iron panels polished to a reflective sheen, the contraption was a foot or two wider than his arm span and just as deep. Thin metal strips ran vertically over seams spaced every two feet apart. Long, cylindrical bars secured at hip level ran the length of each wall. Light from six circular lamps housed overhead in square sections of the ceiling illuminated the slate floor.

      Stepping inside, Keane moved to the far right and held his hand over the protruding edge.

      Ewen tensed. The last thing he wanted to do was enter whatever the hell that thing was.

      Caitlin touched his arm, cast him a reassuring smile, and trailed in after Janet.

      Clenching his teeth, he followed suit. The six of them packed inside the box—Ewen, Caitlin, Rohan, Janet, and two frowning guards. Neither woman seemed concerned. As a matter of fact, they all treated entering the enclosure as if it were an everyday occurrence.

      It probably was. What the hell did he know?

      Ewen reined in his unease. They had escaped through a hidden wall to steal the antidote from MacInnes’s secret lab. Of course, that panel hadn’t sparked blue light or fired sound from within its strange façade. He’d traveled in SUVs and flown in the belly of an airplane. He was no stranger to the marvels that existed in Caitlin’s world.

      But when the wall slid closed, boxing him inside the beast’s metal heart, he almost shouted. Almost pounded his fists against the barrier in a panic. Then the bluidy thing moved, descending into the depths of hell, and his stomach along with it.

      God’s teeth.

      Ewen curled his fingers into his palms, his knuckles white from the pressure, and drew in a breath. He attempted to focus on Caitlin’s face, on Rohan Keane, or on his plan for escape—anything but the plummeting sensation invading his body. He would not, under any circumstance, give Keane reason to believe he was not of this time.

      Not until he knew the man was trustworthy. Suspicion could lead to conjecture which, when dealing with a time-traveling stone, was a dangerous thing indeed.

      After a shudder and a jerk, the wall slid open to reveal a passageway.

      “Follow me.” Keane stepped out of the metal box.

      Shock replaced the brief pulse of relief Ewen had felt when he exited the contraption. The decrepit home hid an underground structure that rivaled anything he could imagine. Instead of darkness, bright light illuminated the space. White walls. White ceilings. A hallway constructed of the same seamless design inside the moving cage stretched out forty or fifty feet in one direction.

      “What is this place?” Caitlin asked.

      The question fell on deaf ears.

      Like ducklings crossing a stream, the group fell in tow behind Keane. Silently, they navigated the corridor. A succession of wide doors was flush to the wall on one side of the hallway. The transport box would halt foot traffic in the reverse direction. It was the only exit or entry point into this area, a perfect strategy to contain unwanted visitors.

      Treading behind Keane, Caitlin kept up with his quick pace. When she glanced over her shoulder, Ewen met her gaze and winked. A soft smile graced her lips, warming his heart until something else caught her attention, souring her expression.

      Janet McCabe.

      The woman watched their exchange with interest.

      She was not what she appeared. This he could sense. What he couldna gage was whether Janet McCabe posed a genuine threat to Caitlin. Was the woman after the stone like MacInnes?

      Or was Janet truly the only person who could “fill in the blanks” about the mystery surrounding Caitlin’s kin and the ancient magic protecting the Tempus Stone?

      The hallway linked to a circular open space. The white wall morphed into curved, floor-to-ceiling glass before changing back to the original drab white that flared into another corridor on the left. Slate-blue tile cushioned their feet and flowed in each direction.

      Keane marched to the entrance on the left, the first of three rooms, and opened one half of two wide double glass doors.

      Marveling at the beauty of the unusual edifice, Ewen hesitated before he caught himself and followed Keane inside. A table anchored the room. At a quick glance, he estimated it would seat two dozen.

      Easily.

      Plenty of elbow room for the six of them. If they remained civil the entire sitting.

      Ewen harbored no hope for such an exchange. If Janet McCabe had known the perils Caitlin’s kin faced and did naught to save them, then the woman deserved Caitlin’s fury. He’d sworn an oath to avenge the Reeds—an oath he had every intention of fulfilling. If Janet and this Rohan Keane were involved in the deaths of Caitlin’s parents, they would pay in blood.

      By his hand if Caitlin so decreed.

      “Sit,” Keane ordered.

      Ewen pulled out one of the strange wheeled chairs set around the table. Words scrolled up the unusual wall behind him.

      Keane bent over a strange oblong box to Ewen’s left and tapped on a board. The flickering scenes went black, one by one. The man moved to stand at the head of the table and waited until everyone had taken their seats.

      Broad-faced with arched eyebrows over light brown eyes, Keane had a mouth that looked perpetually angry and skin roughened from years of outdoor abuse. His dark hair was spiked with gray and shaved close to his head, closer than the new modern cut Ewen wore. A prominent widow’s peak drew the eye to permanent frown lines chiseled into his forehead. The man was easily a score older than Ewen.

      Mayhap a score and ten?

      “Can I offer you a beverage?” Janet pointed to a console behind Caitlin. “There’s a mini-fridge with drinks. Help yourselves.”

      Caitlin shook her head and gave the woman a tight smile.

      “Let’s dispense with the formalities, shall we?” Ewen glanced at the two guards standing by the door. “Tell us what you know about Simon MacInnes and the Order.”

      Keane pushed back against his chair, his arms stretching against the table. “I know MacInnes is searching for the Tempus Stone. Has he found it?”

      Ewen would have to tread carefully with how much information he revealed. Keane was no fool.

      “And which stone are ye inquiring about, Rohan Keane?”

      The man cocked his head. “So you know of the legend?”

      “Perhaps.” Ewen shrugged and laid an arm over the top of his chair, reliving the memory of Brigid and the floating stones in the cave in Arran. “Or perhaps we’ve been told a
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