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August 10, 4829: Planet Skye

West of Lochwood Castle on the edge of A’Gul Woods

Och, but one of these days, his cousin’s libido was going to be the death of him; Ciaran was certain of it. He’d spent two hours on horseback already, and no way were they ever going to make it before dark. This was their big day. Their fostering was over, and they were finally going home. Ciaran glanced up at the darkening sky with its wispy clouds, then at his cousin.

“We’re going tae miss supper with the clan in the great hall.”

Ram smiled, showing off the dimples he was renowned for. His hair was still mussed from whatever lass’s bed he’d crawled out of. “Cook will still feed us. Besides, I wasnae that late.”

Shaking his head, Ciaran couldn’t quite contain his smirk. “Ye five minutes was more like an hour. Ye ken, they probably have a big feast planned fer our homecoming.”

“They do have a celebration planned, and Ciaran is right—we’re going to be late for it.” Patrick, who rode on Ram’s other side, chuckled and leaned over to pluck a piece of hay from Ram’s hair. “What was it again that you had to do before leaving, Ram?”

Perhaps it was a hayloft rather than a bed.

Ram rubbed his nose and sniffed.

“More like who instead of what,” Grant said from slightly behind them.

They all chuckled.

Ram at least had the decency to blush, though he did puff his chest out a bit, but then he wrinkled his nose and rubbed it again.

Duncan hurried his horse up beside Ciaran’s and grinned at them. “I just want tae ken who the lass was.”

“A gentleman never tells. And I’ll have ye all ken I was saying my goodbyes,” Ram declared and pulled ahead of them with his chin firmly in the air, then promptly covered one nostril with his finger, leaned over, and blew snot out of his nose.

More laughter ensued.

Rolling his eyes, Ciaran snorted. It wasn’t like they wouldn’t be going back to visit. Och, but he was really going to miss Patrick and Marcus.

“Oh yes, you are a gentleman and a scholar,” Patrick quipped.

Ciaran laughed along with the rest of the group, but truth be told, he was actually okay with Ram’s delay. They’d been home on visits—Ellenwine Castle, the Campbell keep, wasn’t far from it—but he was nervous about going home for good. Not, of course, that he’d admit that to anyone. What if he didn’t live up to his father’s expectations now that he would be around all the time? What if he couldn’t learn the managerial things about being a chieftain as quickly as he’d learned to be a warrior?

“Why dinna we just go through A’Gul Woods?” Boyd asked. He’d been bringing up the rear, but he hurried alongside Ciaran, pointing to the woods on their right.

Glancing at the tall oaks and pines of A’Gul Woods, Ciaran grinned. Those woods bordered his clan’s land, acting as a natural defense against enemies. At night there was a constant low fog, giving it a very mystical feel. He’d played in those woods as a child because it butted up against the castle wall and ended at the back of his aunt Agatha’s cottage. If they turned now and headed into the woods, it would only take them fifteen minutes to get to the MacKay keep, assuming one took the right path. A man could just as easily get lost in those woods for hours.

Resigning himself to another hour in the saddle, Ciaran said, “They are haunted.” He trusted the Campbells, but he preferred to keep the shortcut to his home secret.

“Really?”

“Oh, aye,” Ram answered with a straight face. “There are bogles and fae, and I’ve even seen a kelpie. Loch Sterling is on the other side of Lochwood Castle, dinna ye ken?”

“It’s really haunted?” Boyd asked again, his voice full of wonder and a bit of apprehension. It took everything Ciaran had not to laugh.

Patrick didn’t have as much restraint; he chuckled and rode ahead of all of them. “We are not going through the woods.”

Out of nowhere a thin beam of red stretched across the gloaming, then disappeared. Then another and another. Like little fireflies. There were dozens of them, and they were beautiful.

Ciaran stared, fascinated. “What is that?”

Everyone seemed to stop, puzzled by the phenomena.

Next to him, one of the lights landed on Duncan’s chest. “It’s on m—” He froze, his eyes widened, and he fell from the saddle so quickly Ciaran couldn’t process what had happened, much less grab him.

Chaos descended on them like a highland storm in spring, and everything seemed to happen at once. With a distressed snort, Duncan’s horse reared up, then bolted. More beams of red zipped through the air, and Patrick kicked his horse’s flanks, running full-out toward the right, toward the trees, his blond hair flying out behind him. There were gasps all around. The horses pranced, agitated. Even Horace, Ciaran’s unflappable warhorse, sidestepped. The cries of victory echoed in the distance like an ominous rumble.

“To the woods!” Patrick shouted.

The others followed, thundering past.

Duncan lay on the deep green grass, staring up at the darkening sky with sightless eyes and a hole through the middle of his chest. There was no blood, but there was no mistaking the utter stillness of death.

“Ciaran!” Patrick shouted again.

Snapping out of his daze, Ciaran raced after his mentor and their small band of warriors as more lights lit up the hazy dusk.

Once he hit the tree line, he didn’t stop. He drove Horace deep, following the other four men until fog settled around them, embracing them in the darkness under the canopy. Branches and leaves slapped against his face, arms, and thighs, stinging him.

The men slowed to a stop in front of him, forming a circle among the trees. Men and horses breathed hard, filling the quiet of the forest.

Ciaran started to protest but realized the red lights had stopped—they could not penetrate the thickness of the woods—though the dull sounds of enemy combatants remained, if one listened carefully.

Patrick threw his leg over his saddle and dropped to the ground. Twigs snapped under his boots as he patted his horse’s neck.

“What are ye doing?” Grant huffed out, sounding outraged. “Why are we nae continuing on tae Lochwood Castle?”

Boyd spat next to him. In the dark, his expression didn’t show, but his tone clearly announced his disgust with Grant’s suggestion. “We’re Campbells! We dinna leave our kin. We have tae go back and get Duncan.”

“Ye go get ’em, ye fuckin’ bampot.” Grant leaped from his horse and started toward Boyd.

Ram, always the peacekeeper, jumped off his horse as well, but Patrick got there first.

“Enough!” Patrick said, pushing Grant back.

Neither man seemed inclined to continue after that. As captain of the Campbell clan, Patrick was their leader in the absence of the laird. And even if he wasn’t, his reputation as a warrior would have made him so. The Campbell warriors followed him out of respect, but the power their elderly laird had trusted him with and his prowess as a swordsman caused a little fear as well.

“We will get Duncan, but not now. Now, we are going to assess the situation. We have more than ourselves to think about. Lochwood Castle is less than an hour’s ride to the east of us, and our own keep is only three hours west.” He turned toward Grant. “How many arrows do you have?”

“Twenty or so.” Grant was the only archer of their small group, now that Duncan was dead. He pulled his bow off his saddle. His quiver full of arrows was already on his back.

“That will have to do. Come on.” Without waiting for an answer, Patrick drew his sword and headed toward the southwest corner of the forest, where the attackers had been.

Twenty arrows wasn’t much. With a queasy feeling in his stomach, Ciaran swung his leg over Horace and dropped to the ground, knowing his horse was well trained and would be right there when he got back. He’d follow Patrick into battle anytime and anywhere, but God help him, he truly wondered if this would be the last time.

Ram was there to meet him. “Ye okay?”

“Aye. Ye?” Ciaran pulled his sword from his scabbard.

“Aye.” Ram nodded and took his sword to hand as well.

They all fell in line behind Patrick, walking swiftly but quietly so as not to give away their position. The closer they got to the edge of the forest, the louder their attackers’ voices got. They were still some ways away from the sounds of it. Not in the forest, thank God.

As they neared the tree line, Patrick held up a hand, bringing them to a halt. The forest wasn’t large, but it was dense. They should still be out of view. They certainly couldn’t see their enemy.

Patrick crept forward slowly, then motioned for all of them to follow.

One by one they did so, positioning themselves behind trees.

The voices grew louder now. They spoke English, but Ciaran could only make out a few words here and there. The men were dressed all in black, and as soon as night fell, they’d be nearly invisible. It was not a comforting thought.

A branch popped behind Ciaran and leaves rustled.

“Fuck,” Ram hissed.

Ciaran glanced over his shoulder and saw Ram.

A bolt of light zipped past his shoulder, and Ciaran flinched, ducking back behind the tree. Another bolt hit the oak, tearing through the bark with a sizzling crack. Bits of wood flew, and a splinter lodged into his arm. Moving his sword to his left hand, he nearly dropped it, his hands were shaking so badly. He covered his shoulder with his right hand, wiping away blood and barely feeling the pain. “Bluidy hell. What the devil? Who are they?”

“I don’t know. Stay behind cover,” Patrick gritted out just ahead and to the left of Ciaran. His voice sounded tense. Patrick usually calmed down in a fight, as though he were in his element. He was the best swordsman in all the highlands, but this was not a normal fight. There were no clashing swords or flying arrows like they were used to. This was an ambush with advanced technology the likes Ciaran had only ever heard of in stories. “Ramsey, are you all right?”

“Aye. Just tripped over a fuckin’ rock.”

More shots were fired, and more tree bark splintered.

Bluidy hell! Ciaran frowned. They were pinned down. The woods offered cover, but there was little hope of defeating their attackers if they couldn’t leave it without risk of getting shot.

Someone, it sounded like Grant, shouted, “Och!” from behind them.

Ciaran turned his head to see Grant stomping on the forest brush. A small cloud of smoke infused the air around his foot. Damnation. What chance did they have if these weapons could start fires? They were surrounded by kindling, and to make matters worse, Ciaran could swear some of the enemy had advanced forward while shooting.

“Uh, Patrick? They’re advancing. How many of them are there?”

“I see,” Patrick said. “Grant?”

An arrow came out of the trees and hit one of the attackers square in the chest. The others stopped, backing up some, but did not relent in their firing. Grant quickly fired another and hit the man beside the first. This time the shooting stopped, and the men retreated back before continuing their assault.

“There are about three dozen of them, from what I can tell.” Patrick turned to look behind Ciaran at the remaining three men in their party. “Get ready.” He lifted his sword and turned back to the front. “If they come through the trees, cut them down.”

There was another yelp through the volley of lights, and they were down a man as Boyd fell. He dropped to the carpet of moss, clutching his thigh.

“Are you still with us, Boyd?” Patrick asked.

“Aye, ye radge wee shite.”

Patrick chuckled. “A crazy shit, am I?”

“Aye,” Ciaran answered with a grin at the same time as Boyd. His heart beat so hard, he swore he could actually feel it on the outside of his chest, but he welcomed the fight. Being pinned down was like waiting for the guillotine to slice off your head. His mind kept wandering back to poor Duncan. He preferred to bring the fight to his enemies, though Patrick had taught him the value of waiting.

At eighteen summers, Ciaran had been in several battles, but he’d never faced anything like this, and for the first time in a long time, he was actually scared. It was like fighting an unseen unknown assailant. If he had not seen the men, he could almost believe they were fighting a supernatural presence. This reminded him of the time he’d gotten lost in these same woods, playing hide-and-seek when he was seven, and spent several lonely hours in the dark surrounded by terrifying sounds. He’d feared bogles and the bean-nighe, not men with lights. Then his father had finally appeared through the mist and trees like an avenging angel. Ciaran could still see his father in a glow of torchlight, making him look almost heavenly. That night was just like this one, warm with a fog hovering about knee level. The moonlight was scarce, but of course it always was—Skye had perpetual cloud cover. It gave Ciaran an idea.

“Patrick?”

Patrick turned his head to glance at Ciaran. He stared for the longest moment, not saying anything.

“I’m going tae send Boyd tae my father and have my father and his men flank the enemy. If we continue tae draw their fire, my clan can attack when they run out of shots.”

“They don’t run out of shots,” Patrick said, as though he knew what he was talking about. Were these enemies from Patrick’s home?

“Never?” A never-ending supply of ammunition? Ice ran through Ciaran’s veins. How were they going to get out of this?

“Not until they run out of energy, which can take days, but if there is sunlight, they can recharge. So no, never.”

A blast hit the tree next to Ciaran, making him wince. Shields! Like the trees were providing for them. It was either that or hope the men got tired of shooting at them and gave up. Which was highly doubtful. Unlike a bow and arrow, it didn’t appear they used any effort to fire their weapons. “What if they use shields?”

“Metal or wood?”

“We have both.”

Patrick was quiet for several moments, then nodded. “Do it. It’s our only chance. Metal shields are better, but wood is better than nothing.”

Ciaran didn’t wait for further instruction. Sheathing his sword, he hurried to Boyd, then helped him up. Together they hobbled their way toward the horses, with Ciaran supporting most of Boyd’s weight. Boyd was not light, but Ciaran was big for his age. Already he topped six feet two inches, matching Boyd’s height. “Ye are going tae my father and telling him tae bring help. They need tae bring shields. Metal ones. And archers.”

“Aye. Son of a bitch!” Boyd winced in pain as they went over a fallen log. “What of bogles? And the wee fairy folk?”

Ciaran stumbled a few steps. “Bogles and the fae? Really?” They were being shot at by alien technology and Boyd was worried about bogles?

“Aye! Ye said yeself these woods are haunted.” Boyd was slowing down.

“I lied.” Ciaran stopped, turned, and planted his shoulder in Boyd’s gut to lift him.

Boyd grunted and let out a string of curses. “Lad, when this is over, I’m gonna kick ye in the arse fer this indignity.”

“Ye are more than welcome tae try. We have nae time fer ye tae make it on ye own.” Ciaran kept going, despite Boyd’s cursing. When he made it to the horses, he set Boyd on his feet next to Ciaran’s horse. “Take Horace; he kens these woods. He’ll take ye straight tae the castle. Ye will come out in back of my aunt’s cottage. Keep going and follow the wall around tae the barbican. The guards should recognize Horace, but in case, take this.” Ciaran took off the brooch at his shoulder with his seal. As firstborn and heir, it had his unique sigil in the bottom left of his family crest. “Tell them tae send the signal when they get in position. God speed!”

Boyd mounted Horace, swinging his injured leg over the saddle. “Hold them till I get back, lad.”

“Aye!” Ciaran swatted his trusted horse on the rump. “Go home, Horace.”

Horace took off through the forest, and Ciaran made his way back to Patrick, Ram, and Grant. He ducked low, avoiding the beams of light, and positioned himself behind his tree. The sun had made its way past the horizon, bringing on full dark.

The combatants were closer now, their shots coming strangely near the trees Ciaran and his companions were behind, as if they could see more clearly in the dark. Which was impossible. There was even a low fog concealing them. Several of them littered the field in front of the woods, thanks to Grant. There must be a dozen now. They had the advantage for the moment, but Ciaran hoped like hell his father made it back before Grant ran out of arrows.

They continued like that for what felt like hours. The men advanced, Grant shot a few, and they retreated to try again. Then came the word they’d been dreading.

“Out,” Grant said softly so only they could hear.

If I survive this, I’m carrying a bow and some arrows with me at all times. Ciaran wasn’t the archer Grant was, but he wasn’t terrible either.

The next time the men moved forward, a knife from Patrick hit one of them in the shoulder.

With his heart in his throat, Ciaran rested his sword against the tree and pulled the dagger from his boot. As he took aim, a loud whistle pierced the air, echoing through the mountains and the forest.

Angus! No one whistled as loud as his father’s second-in-command. Relief slammed into Ciaran as metal shields glinted in the moonlight and the MacKays came around the bend.

The enemy stopped and turned just as arrows flew, taking them out from behind. They fired at the new threat, and a few horsemen fell, but they were outnumbered. Father had brought at least a hundred men. It made Ciaran proud to be a MacKay.

The stench of charred flesh filled the air. War cries echoed through the night, competing with wails of pain. Patrick was the first out of the woods, his sword arching high, but Ciaran followed right behind him and took down four men before the enemy began to retreat, abandoning their fallen comrades.

When they cleared the battlefield, victory shouts filled the air. Then chaos reigned as the MacKays chased them down.

Torches were lit, and they surveyed the damage. In the distance a loud whirling noise drew everyone’s attention. It sounded like thunder and high winds all rolled into one. Like a tornado.

“What the devil?” Ciaran stepped up next to Patrick.

“A ship.” Patrick pulled his sword from a man’s gut.

It didn’t sound like any ship Ciaran had ever heard, but he knew what Patrick meant. It was a ship from Patrick’s world, not theirs. A ship that used air instead of water.

The sound boomed, and then bright lights flooded the area. A large rectangular shape rose into the air, making the lights shine down on them like daytime. Then just as quickly as it had appeared, it disappeared. It was faster than anything Ciaran had ever seen, and within seconds it was through the clouds, leaving the area dark and them blinded.

Next to him, Patrick reached down and picked up something.

Ram drew close to them, his hand still shielding his eyes even though the light was gone.

“Ciaran!”

The anguish in the deep voice made Ciaran snap to attention, turning and searching for the voice. He sensed the sadness around him and the sudden quiet. When his eyes could focus, he spotted Angus MacKay kneeling on the ground over someone only fifteen feet away from them.

Anguish ripped through Ciaran, tearing him apart and throwing him back together. It was his father. He knew it was, without even seeing the face. He took off running, and it was the longest fifteen feet he’d ever traveled. Pain pierced his chest as though he’d been run through with a sword, but the words would not come. Even as his knees hit the ground next to his father, he could not speak. It was as though everything around him froze. He stared down at his father, brushing the black hair off his face and revealing the high cheekbones.

His skin was still warm, but there was no life in those open brown eyes.

The contents of Ciaran’s stomach threatened to spill forth, but he held it back. He grabbed his father’s hand, still wrapped around his sword, and stared down at the charred hole in his father’s chest. This was his fault. He should have never called for his father’s help. He’d come to see his family, his clan. He’d wanted to tell his father all about his training, but now... now he’d never be able to, and he felt lost.

His clan had gathered around. He sensed them rather than saw them, but he knew they were there. It was quiet, so quiet he could hear Ram sniffling behind him.

Tears streaked Angus’s face in front of him.

Patrick rested his hand on his shoulder.

Ciaran sat there, holding his father’s hand, feeling more alone than he’d ever been by himself. They all stared at him, expecting him to cry, to yell, something, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t do anything. He didn’t know how. Finally, he forced himself to do what was expected. Releasing his father’s hand, he picked up his father’s sword, taking on more than the title of chieftain—he took on vengeance. “Whoever did this will pay.”
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“Are we there yet?”

—Timothy on space travel.

––––––––
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May 25, 4831: The Lady Anna, Intergalactic Navy destroyer, under the command of Captain Brittani Kindros

So help him, if Percy Edmonstone said one more word about his brother and brother-in-law, Bannon was going to plant him a facer. Or perhaps he should take it up with his father for banishing him in the first place. Going to Englor for a few months was one thing, but ending up trapped on a destroyer with the ton’s darling was cruel and unusual punishment.

If he made it to Englor without being thrown in the stockade—or whatever the jail was called on an IN destroyer—for murder, it’d be a miracle.

Actually, destroyer jail might not be a bad idea. I wouldn’t have to deal with anyone. I could just draw.

Bannon groaned at the thought and steadied the tea tray he carried. Leave it to Timothy to find a bright side. His muse was annoyingly perky sometimes. Gritting his teeth, he stormed out of the mess deck and nearly slammed into a group of sailors going in. The top of his teapot rattled, the cups fell off the saucers, and the biscuits slid off the plate.

Someone grabbed his tray to steady it. “Sorry, Lord Bannon. I didn’t see you there.”

Blast, he’d been so distracted with his fury, he hadn’t been paying attention to where he was going. Bannon made himself relax his jaw muscles and looked up.

Lieutenant Taylor smiled at him, showing off a lovely set of dimples. The men walking with him paused too, but Taylor gave them a nod. “Go on without me.” He set the cups back on the saucers and reached for the biscuits but stopped short. “I’ll, uh, let you fix the rest. Would you like me to carry this for you?”

Bannon shook his head, his anger fading somewhat. Trouble was right. Taylor was handsome with his dark good looks. A little on the short side—not that Bannon had room to talk—but he filled out a uniform superbly, and to top it off, he was really nice. Regardless of what Louie thought, Bannon was certain Taylor preferred men to women. Maybe a shipboard affair would improve his mood? He’d never actually had an affair, but he was away from home, and chaperones, and.... But no, it would only make things worse. Galaxy only knew what would happen if his parents found out.

“Lord Bannon?” Taylor ducked down into his line of sight with that charming grin still in place. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah, sure. Just preoccupied.”

Perhaps he’d agree to posing for me in the buff. That isn’t as bad as an affair, and it’s for the sake of art, Timothy whispered in his head.

Galaxy help him, he just couldn’t seem to help himself. He almost voiced the request. He couldn’t even imagine how far he’d be banished for that.

It would totally be worth it.

No, it would not! Great, he was arguing with himself again.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to carry this to your quarters?” Taylor asked.

Oh boy, would I.

“Er, no, but thank you for the offer.” He’d have to get rid of Louie, and that would raise questions. Just because he wasn’t on Regelence, it didn’t mean everyone didn’t expect him to act as a lord of the realm. Besides, it wasn’t like he could brag to Trouble about his conquest, and that would take some of the fun out of it.

“Well, then, I’ll let you carry on.” Taylor walked toward the mess deck, then stopped. “I don’t know if anyone has informed you, but we’re about an hour away from Skye.”

Thank galaxy. “Thanks, Lieutenant.” Bannon continued on his way to his cabin. In one more hour, he’d be rid of Prissy, and if he spent that time painting, he wouldn’t have to see the man again. At least not until he went back to Regelence. Whenever that would be. Not that it mattered. At this rate the IN would destroy them all, because Prissy would botch the negotiations on Skye. And Bannon wasn’t going to do anything about it. Nope. Not this time. On second thought, maybe he would do something about it. He would be sure to say “I told you so” to his father.

The door, or hatch, as it was called, on his cabin slid open, and once again he nearly wore the tea as Louie barreled out the door. This time one of the cups went sailing off the tray and hit the purple carpet. It rolled as everything else rattled, and Bannon shifted his weight, taking several steps back while bending forward to keep his tray upright. “Dust, Louie!”

“Blast, Bannon,” Louie shouted at the same time.

Shaking his head, he walked past her as she retrieved the cup. “Where were you going in such a hurry?”

“To come find you.”

“I told you I’d get the tea.” He set the tray on the small table next to the porthole and plopped down in one of the two chairs. This seat had been a source of comfort for the last fortnight. Who knew the utter blackness of space could be so soothing? It tickled Timothy, and Bannon had already done three good paintings sitting in front of this porthole. He’d also had dozens of splendid daydreams... mostly about Lieutenant Taylor.

“You know I am your servant, right?” Setting the cup down on the tray, Louie sat opposite him.

“You’re my valet and my dearest friend. Not my servant. Besides, you got the tea last time.”

“A valet is a servant.”

It was an old argument they’d yet to resolve. “Shut up, Louie.” Bannon proceeded to pour them tea, then added three lumps of sugar to his and four to hers.

She picked up the cup and took a sip, staring at him over the top of it with one of her perfectly shaped brown brows arched. “What took so long?”

“I was contemplating whether a trip to the jail was worth it.”

“It’s called a brig.”

Know-it-all. Bannon took a drink of his own tea and promptly added another lump of sugar. “I ran into Prissy.”

With a sigh, Louie shook her head. “He will be gone from our presence in exactly one hour.”

“He will probably start war between Regelence and Skye with his pompous, selfish.... Wait. How did you know we’re an hour away from Skye?” He frowned and took a sip of his tea. Awww... much better.

She preened, damn her, and something told him that he was not going to like her answer.

“Lieutenant Taylor stopped by to tell me. Annnd... you owe me a pound.”

“Oh, you didn’t....”

She preened more and touched her lips and sighed dramatically. Then she smiled, took another sip, and turned her head to the right. “Oh, look a planet. I bet that’s Skye.”

He wasn’t falling for that. Studying her lips, he narrowed his eyes, and.... Dust and stars! They did look swollen and redder than normal. “You kissed him?”

“I’d never kiss and tell.”

He grabbed a biscuit and threw it at her, then glanced out the porthole. A planet was out there, but it sure was cloudy. Ominous gray clouds circled it, with some shooting high up into the atmosphere around it, like smoke. It was difficult to make out the planet’s round shape, but it certainly was mystical looking. He’d found the subject of his next painting and... was that lightning? Capital! It looked strange from that point of view, but beautiful.

She took a bite of the biscuit and singsonged, “You owe me a pound.”

“Just because he kissed you, doesn’t mean he isn’t bisexual.”

She gave him the most incredulous look, as if to ask really?

Right. It was a rather stupid statement, but she’d won their last two wagers. Drat it all, so it was his turn to win. Bannon picked up his cup and glared at her over the rim. As he set his lips to the porcelain, a loud blast sounded and shook the whole ship. The contents of his cup sloshed out onto his chin, shirt, and lap.

Bannon yowled.

Louie shrieked.

“Bloody hell! What was that?” He jumped up and brushed the tea off himself. Damn, that was hot! As he grabbed for the tea towel, the ship shook again, followed by another long bang. The tea set rattled fiercely, and tea sloshed out of Louie’s cup. Bannon dabbed at his trousers. “Anna, what’s going on?”

The ship did not answer. Not good. Anna always answered. Bannon had carried on entire conversations with her since he’d been onboard. She was really nice.

“Bannon?” Louie’s voice quivered, and she reached for him.

“It’s all right. Probably just turbulence.” Even as the words left his mouth, he didn’t believe them. Did ships even get turbulence in space? He didn’t know, but he suspected this was much more than a pocket of air, since space was technically a vacuum. Oh bother, this didn’t bode well. His chest tightened up, and a quiver snaked through him. He pulled Louie up from her seat and against his chest, hugging her tight. They should probably sit back down so they didn’t fall if it happened again, but his seat was wet.

The hatch door whisked open, and Lieutenant Taylor rushed in without so much as a by-your-leave. His gaze darted around until it landed on them, and Bannon’s unease increased tenfold.

“Quick! Come on.” Taylor reached out to them.

Bannon didn’t think, he just dragged Louie forward and grabbed Taylor’s hand. “What’s going on?”

Taylor hurried toward the door, tugging them along.

Releasing Louie, Bannon grabbed her hand and towed her with them. Even in the urgency and uncertainty, it crossed his mind to point out to her that Taylor was holding his hand, therefore he might still be gay. Stars, there was something wrong with the way his brain worked.

“We were attacked by a mercenary ship. We’ve destroyed it, but there are more on the way. Captain Kindros wants me to get you two to the shuttle.”

They practically ran through the corridors. Shipmen passed them, going the other way. Shouts from somewhere else in the ship echoed off the bulkheads. It was like trying to catch a train in Pruluce Train Station at teatime.

“Wait, we aren’t going to Skye. We’re supposed to let the delegates off and continue on to Englor.”

“Really, Bannon?” Louie growled at him. “You want to do this now, while we’re in danger of being killed?”

“I do not want to be stuck with Prissy,” he growled back.

They rounded another corner and headed toward a big iris-type hatch at the end of the hallway.

“You won’t be there for long. Just enough for us to take care of things up here. The crew is going to stay there on the surface until the threat is gone. The two of you don’t even have to disembark from the shuttle.” Taylor slapped a hand against the bulkhead.

A green light lit under his hand, and the hatch opened. Inside the docking bay, the noise seemed to echo. All of Eversleigh Manor would fit in here, and just walking inside made Bannon feel insignificant.

Shouting and heavy footfalls reverberated all around them while people ran to and fro. Beeps and squawks of people talking over an intercom added to the confusion. Several small black rectangular shuttles sat lined up in front of them, and to their right was a huge bay door.

Taylor led them to the conveyance closest to them.

Prissy stood there, with one of the other delegates, wringing his hands together. He took one look at Bannon and Louie, and his face turned red, and then his mouth pinched together. “What took you so long? We’re being shot at, for galaxy’s sakes.”

Being shot at wasn’t nearly as bad as enduring this man’s presence. Bannon dug his heels in, making Taylor stop abruptly and Louie slingshot forward and back again. Bannon had talked to Anna about several of her battles. She’d been in at least twelve in the last year, and she was still around. He’d take his chances with her and Captain Kindros, thank you very much.

“Bannon!” Louie jerked his arm and pulled him toward the craft.

Taylor, damn his dastardly soul, decided to help her, and together they dragged him right up to the door and Prissy.

He struggled to no avail. Curse these boots. The leather soles were so slick, they might as well be on ice.

Prissy let out an exasperated sound and rolled his eyes. He turned toward the shuttle and said to no one in particular, “An imbecile just like his older brother.” He made it as far as the hatch before the rein on Bannon’s temper snapped.

Bannon freed himself of Louie’s and Taylor’s hold and charged Prissy. Louie groaned behind him and made a grab for his arm, but Bannon jerked it away. He really was tired of the coxcomb’s slights toward Blaise.

Hitting Prissy square in the back, Bannon knocked him into the shuttle.

The dandy wasn’t expecting it and slammed up against the far wall. Sputtering and panting, he turned toward Bannon, with his eyes as wide as saucers and blood welling up on his bottom lip.

Good!

The other delegates gasped and stared at him, but Bannon didn’t care. He strode right up to Prissy and raised his fist. “One more word about my brother or my brother-in-law, and I’m going to draw your cork.”

Two sets of hands pulled him back, but his glacial stare didn’t falter.

Prissy made a great show of dusting off his morning coat, but when he glanced up, the fear in his eyes was enough to make Bannon smile. At least they understood each other now.

Bannon shrugged off the two other delegates’ hold, and Louie towed him forward again.

Someone announced that they should all be seated, and then the shuttle started moving.

Blast. He hadn’t even realized the door had closed. Bannon let Louie lead him to a seat next to a porthole in the very back of the shuttle, away from where Regelence’s diplomats sat. They were all staring back at him of course, and Bannon had no doubt he’d be hearing from his father by the time he got to Englor, but so be it. He was already in trouble and an outcast, so what was one more incident? It wasn’t like he could get more banished. With a sigh, he stared out the window and watched the shuttle bay rush by, followed by the blackness of space.

Louie leaned over and kissed his cheek. “You should have just planted him a facer instead of threatening him.”

Bannon chuckled and relaxed into his seat. Taking her hand, he leaned sideways, jostling into her shoulder without looking away from the porthole. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad. He could get a better view of those clouds, and Prissy and the other men were getting off the shuttle. Too bad he hadn’t had time to grab a sketchscreen. Oh well. If Lieutenant Taylor was to be believed, they wouldn’t be long, and Bannon had an excellent memory. He rarely drew while studying his subject.

He was settling in to watch the planet approach, when Captain Kindros’s voice came over the intercom into the shuttle.

“Shuttle One, we have triumphed over our attackers.”

Yup, not long at all. Bannon smiled and finally took a deep breath to settle himself.

“But the Lady Elizabeth and her crew are under attack, and we have been called to the Hansark system to provide assistance. Please make yourselves at home on Skye, and we will return to retrieve you as soon as possible.”

Bloody hell! Bannon resisted the urge to bang his head on the seat in front of him. The Hansark system was one of the systems involved in the Aquarius War. Dust and imploding planets! It could take weeks for the Lady Anna to return!

––––––––
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Planet Skye

A cliff ridge was not the most comfortable place to lie. Yawning, Ciaran stretched his neck to the side, then rested his forehead on the ground in front of him for a moment. He had a crick in his neck, his shoulders ached, and he was pretty sure there was a rock under his left hip bone, but he couldn’t seem to tear his attention away from the spectacle below him. Caught between awe and apprehension, he lifted his spyglass again and stared down at the construction site.

He had helped build many cottages, and he’d even seen the new tower at Ellenwine, the Campbell keep, being erected when he’d been fostered with Patrick and the Campbells, but this was like nothing he’d ever imagined. He’d been here since a little after noon when he’d spotted the huge hole, easily the size of Lochwood Castle. Men had been placing metal rods in it to form a grid. It was approaching twilight, and now the men below were pouring some sort of mortar into the hole—though it wasn’t like any mortar he’d ever seen. This mortar was poured from huge metal barrels. The men were bringing the barrels in by horse-drawn wagons. The thick gray cement was poured into the hole as one after another the men brought barrels forward and tipped them off the ends of the carts. There were still more carts coming this way from the direction of the MacLean stronghold, Dris Abbey, all full of the metal barrels. It was mind-boggling. At this rate they’d have a whole building in a day or two. After three years, Ellenwine still wasn’t complete.

“This is verra disturbing. Do ye think this is why the attacks have stopped?” Angus whispered from beside him with dread clear in his voice. Reaching over, he plucked the spyglass right out of Ciaran’s hand.

On Angus’s other side, Greer stayed quiet and watchful, but then Greer never said much. He was the strong silent type. He came in real handy in a fight, but he wasn’t much of a conversationalist.

Up until a month and a half ago, they’d dealt with monthly battles from men in flying ships. It had started the night his father was killed and continued. Ciaran had lost many good men to their unknown enemy. They all had. The attacks were not exclusive. All the surrounding clans had been subjected to ambush. It had become such a problem that they now had nightly patrols.

Frowning at his captain, Ciaran turned back to the scene before him. “I dinna ken. It could be.” He knew he should be grateful—God knew they’d lost enough men—but he’d only felt a sense of dread. “I guess we will wait tae see what Patrick says.” They had yet to identify who was responsible for the attacks, the men always dressed in nondescript clothing and rode in unmarked ships.

Ciaran glanced up at the sky, trying to discern the time. Where was he? Ram had left to go get Patrick hours ago. Twilight was upon them, and a storm was brewing. A gust of wind buffeted them from the front, and the air was charged. The breeze was cold despite the warm spring day, attesting to the fact that it was going to be a bad storm. He wished they’d hurry up. Being on the top of a mountain in the middle of a thunderstorm was not high up on his to-do list.

Below, a couple of men began to light tall torches. They spread out around the site, sticking torches in the ground at varying distances.

“We need those all around the castle,” Angus said in awe. “Maybe then our cattle wouldnae have gotten stolen.”

“If our cattle hadn’t been raided, we wouldnae have found this.”

“Ye still think the MacLeans did it?” Angus handed the spyglass back to him. “The cattle, I mean.”

“I dinna ken.” The MacLeans were their nearest neighbors, and though the two clans had never been overly friendly, they hadn’t had problems with them in decades. But when one of the villagers mentioned seeing men herding cattle toward MacLean land the night before last, when their cattle was stolen... well, Ciaran had to check it out. Too bad the villager couldn’t identify the men or the cattle. That would have made things much easier. They needed to brand their cattle like the Campbells did theirs.

Ciaran took the glass and looked to the southwest, past the construction. The tops of Dris Abbey’s—the MacLean keep—northeast and northwest towers were barely visible. The Uaine Forest, which was just northeast of Dris Abbey, had been Ciaran’s destination when they’d spotted this odd construction. The forest was far enough away from the abbey that it was great for spying. If their cattle were there, they’d be on the land in front of the castle, where the MacLeans kept their livestock.

Angus spat off the cliff, then hissed. “I ne’er trusted the bastards. I told ye they were up tae nae guid when they wouldnae join us, the Campbells, and the Kincaids for nightly patrols. Do ye think they are in league with our enemy?”

Beside Angus, Greer nodded his agreement.

Ciaran watched as more men came out and began dragging something across the cement. “It is possible the MacLeans dinna ken this is happening on their land.” But not likely.

Angus snorted. “Would ye ken if this was on ye land?”

“This is on the border of my land and I dinna ken until this morning.” Only the Blae Mountain separated MacKay land from MacLean land.

“The MacLeans have a lot tae answer for.”

“We cannae accuse them without proof. Do ye want tae start a—”

“Bloody hell and damnation!” a voice hissed from above them.

Startled at the sudden intrusion, Ciaran rolled over as he pulled his dagger from his waistband.

Beside him Angus rolled several feet away and to his feet. His sword cleared the sheath as Patrick held up his hands.

“Slow down there, Angus.” Patrick stood over them, staring out at the construction. With the fierce look on his face and the wind whipping through his long blond hair, he brought to mind a warrior of old. He arched a brow at Ciaran. “You should not be here without someone watching your back. You didn’t even know when we arrived.” The censure was clear in his rough voice. With that, he looked back at the construction and lowered himself to the ground beside Ciaran.

Ciaran handed him the spyglass, then frowned at Ram, who stood back from the ledge with Robbie and Douglas Campbell. Robbie was Patrick’s new squire. Douglas was one of Patrick’s warriors. He was a grizzly older man, with a generous heart. He and his wife had ten children, all of them adopted.

The two Campbells took up places beside Patrick, staring out at the buildings, and Ram smiled. He was amused that Ciaran had gotten into trouble. Truth be told, Ciaran was embarrassed at being taken by surprise. It was a juvenile mistake. He’d assumed he’d hear someone coming up behind him. “What the hell took ye so long?”

“I’ve only been gone six hours. It wasnae my fault. I had tae go find Patrick. He was in the village, and Marcus insisted on going with me tae find him.” Ram shrugged. “So it took longer.”

Ciaran nodded in understanding. Marcus did not get around well with his leg injury. It had not been an emergency, and Ciaran would not have told Marcus he couldn’t go either.

Ciaran put his dagger in its sheath at his hip and rolled back onto his stomach.

“Och, but they have done a lot since I left. How is this possible?” Staring out at the construction, Ram got to his knees on Ciaran’s other side.

“What is it?” Robbie asked.

Angus put away his sword and lay next to Ram.

“We dinna ken. A building of some sort. Maybe a castle?” The structure certainly seemed large enough to be a castle. Ciaran looked at his mentor as lightning flashed and thunder rumbled. The wind picked up again, pushing against them with force and whipping their hair around their faces.

Patrick held the spyglass to his eye, and his jaw was tense. He had the same assessing expression he always had when they fought their unknown enemy. After every battle, he scoured the scene, studying the clothing of the dead, looking for something he never seemed to find. Whenever Ciaran asked what he was searching for, Patrick would just shake his head.

Patrick’s brows furrowed, but he did not lower the glass when he said, “They aren’t wearing plaid.”

“Nae,” Ciaran answered. The men had on trews, which was unusual for this part of Skye. Everyone wore plaid that marked their clan. “We were discussing that when ye arrived. We think the MacLeans may be in on this, but we dinna think this is just the MacLeans. The building is progressing tae quickly.”

A loud crack of thunder shook the ground. It didn’t sound as close as it had before.

“This is not Skye technology,” Patrick answered, his voice even more clipped.

Patrick’s words echoed Ciaran’s thought. Nothing seemed overly foreign, but... well... call it a gut feeling. He was certain this had to do with the outsiders who’d been attacking them. Hearing Patrick voice the same opinion gave him goose bumps. What did that mean? Did they have another foe with more advanced technology or was it the same one? The thought was more than a little nerve-wracking. Ciaran was sick and tired of burying good men. He didn’t even know what they were fighting for. The skirmishes thus far had been unprovoked. “Who are these men?”

“I don’t know,” Patrick said with an exasperated sigh. Finally looking at them, he shook his head, then met Ciaran’s gaze. “I wish I did.” His attention drifted off behind Ciaran. “It seems too coincidental for them not to be connected to the attacks.”

“Aye, and the MacLeans refusing tae join us makes more sense now.” Angus bobbed his head as if to say I told you so.

Someone, Douglas it sounded like, grunted in agreement.

Sighing, Ciaran shook his head. “We dinna ken if the MacL—”

“What is that?” Patrick’s brow furrowed, and he lifted the spyglass, but he was turned the wrong way, looking past Ciaran to the right rather than down and in front of them.

A cloud of black smoke rose up over the mountain. It appeared in the distance, among the foothills of Blae Mountain in the area they called the Pass, or possibly farther in the valley between the highest peaks.

Ciaran frowned. Had lightning struck something? But what? There was nothing but grass, rocks, and heather over there. In order to see, they would have to backtrack toward home and skirt past Grom Peak.

A drop of water landed on Ciaran’s arm. He glanced up and was hit by another on the cheek. Skirting past Grom Peak was beginning to seem like a good idea. It would keep them at a lower altitude.

The workers grabbed their equipment and took shelter in a small cottage nearby.

“They are leaving,” Ram said.

Lightning flashed, jarring them from their observation. Everyone moved at once, heading for their horses, which waited in a grassy patch, several yards below and behind them. Once they got to their horses, they all stopped.

“What now?” Ciaran asked over the wind. “We need someone tae watch them at all times.”

“Agreed.” Patrick nodded.

“Come back tae Lochwood with us. It’s closer.” Ciaran swung up into the saddle.

Around him, Ram’s and Angus’s horses danced around as Ram and Angus mounted.

Patrick shook his head. “We need to get back and tell the laird about this, and I promised Marcus that I wouldn’t be long.” His eyes had the same haunted look he got whenever anyone asked about his past. Patrick never spoke of his former life, but from the few hints he’d dropped when Ciaran lived with him, Ciaran knew it wasn’t good. He was going home to discuss what he’d seen here with Marcus. “I’m going back to the keep to dispatch men for surveillance. Meet me here tomorrow at noon.”

Ciaran nodded and raised his voice to be heard over the weather. “I’m going tae see where that smoke is coming from.”

The rain came down, soaking into his bones and drenching him within a matter of seconds.

A particularly loud clap of thunder sounded and rumbled through the mountain, and Angus’s horse bucked his front feet off the ground about a foot. Angus patted his neck, but the horse continued to prance around and make snorting noises.

“Ciaran, we need tae get tae lower ground,” Angus shouted.

“Go! I’ll catch up.” Ciaran waved Angus, Greer, and Ram away, then looked back at Patrick, who was just getting on his horse. “What arenae ye telling me?”

Patrick shook his head like he always did when Ciaran asked about their technologically advanced enemy. Totally dismissing the question, he dug into his saddlebag, pulled out a leather pouch, and tossed it at Ciaran. “You need to come by the cottage sometime. Marcus misses you.”

“What is this?”

A stray lock of blond hair blew across Patrick’s face, and he batted it away. He smiled, but still the weariness around his eyes did not dissipate. “Shortbread.”

Ciaran grinned and stuck the pouch into his own saddlebag. Marcus and his sweet tooth. Marcus couldn’t cook to save his life, but he was quite skilled at sweet-talking the Campbells’ healer into baking for him. He had always had biscuits waiting for Ciaran and Ram after they spent the day in the lists. Ciaran missed him. “I’m surprised it made it all the way here.” Marcus usually hid the sweets from Patrick, claiming Patrick had a sweet tooth worse than he did and that there’d be none left—which was usually true.

With a chuckle, Patrick shook his head. “You don’t know how much there was when he packed it. Get out of here.” He turned his horse, ready to leave.

Douglas and Robbie waved and started toward the Campbell stronghold.

Ciaran lifted a hand in farewell, but then called out, “Patrick, wait.”

Patrick wheeled his horse back around.

“Does all of this have tae do with ye past?”

For a moment, Ciaran was certain he wouldn’t answer, but then Patrick shrugged. “I can’t find any evidence that it does.”

“But ye think so.”

“Yes.” His voice was low, but Ciaran heard it over the storm, and it was more haunting than the whistling wind.

As Ciaran watched his mentor ride away to meet his clansmen, he couldn’t help but think that this situation was about to get so much worse. They were already fighting for their lives, but something told him they might also be fighting for their freedom.
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