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      After prying her aching fingers from the dashboard, Ellie Harper unclipped her seatbelt, adjusted her glasses, and examined the overcast sky from behind a dirty windshield.

      Just perfect. Here comes the rain.

      Dark, heavy clouds hung low over the surrounding hills. Chill wind rattled the door of Ian MacTavish's old livestock truck.

      MacTavish was some driver.

      His two-hour, bone-jarring, teeth-clenching drive through some of the most remote highland property in Scotland had delivered her to the desolate foothills of a vast, stony outcrop.

      At the top lay Castle MacKinnon.

      Or, at least, the ruins of it.

      She reached down, tucked the cuffs of her dungarees into her boots, then sat up and drew on a pair of thermal lined gloves. An icy shiver danced along her spine, teased her skin into an eruption of tiny goose bumps. Fog billowed from her mouth.

      Bloody cold. Always cold.

      One day, it would be nice to have her work take her to somewhere warm and tropical for a change—like Hawaii. Unfortunately, unless ancient Celts drank pineapple juice and wore grass skirts, that wasn't about to happen.

      Nor should it.

      Despite her grumbling, her love of Scotland and its history ran deep within her veins, held her heart hostage, and enraptured her soul. From the moment she'd set foot in Edinburgh five years ago as a history graduate fresh from Cambridge University, uncovering Scotland's buried secrets had become her life's work.

      Her passion.

      Michael had never understood how important her work was to her. His projects were always priority.

      Her eyes misted, chest tightened.

      Hell. He was probably basking in the heat of Egypt by now, and with his fair skin, she hoped he got sunburned. Bloody men.

      As she retrieved various equipment and supply bags from the floor of the truck, she cleared her throat, sniffed back any sign of emotion. She couldn't let MacTavish see her upset. He was already concerned about leaving her on her own for a week as it was. Besides, she was a professional, every bit good as Michael.

      Strange.

      She'd spent most of her life digging up other people's pasts, yet her biggest challenge seemed to be burying her own.

      She reached into her canvas tote, rummaged around then pulled out a small bundle of cloth and smiled. She carefully unwrapped the object and inhaled a deep, reassuring breath.

      A tiny gold kilt pin, studded with rough-cut emeralds, glinted in the dull sunlight. If the artifact proved to be authentic, then all the forthcoming hard work would be worth it. And, more so, her reputation as a serious archaeologist would be irrefutable.

      "C'mon, lass. Haven't got all day." Mr. MacTavish banged on the door.

      "Oh!" She jumped. Her throat tightened, stomach still clenched in readiness to heave after her host's poor driving.

      Damn. In her eagerness to pack, she'd forgotten her motion sickness tablets.

      A fierce gust of wind grabbed the door as she opened it, near tore it from her hand. "Yes. I'm coming, Mr. MacTavish. I was just resting a moment."

      She gathered her belongings, pulled her jacket hood over her head then slid off the seat. Mud squelched under foot as she made her way across the sodden ground. Ergh. "My stomach's just feeling a bit off. I mean, I don't usually get sick easily—except in cars. Planes too, I suppose. Boats, as well. In fact, even some trains have been known to—"

      She held up the edge of the hood and peered around. "Mr. MacTavish?"

      The distant bleating of a goat took her attention to a fallen section of what must have once been an outer wall, or perhaps the keep.

      "In 'ere, miss."

      "Oh. Good. There you are." Trying not to slip in the mud, she walked around the truck to where a small, thatch-roofed cottage sat beneath the sparse protection of a few bare, old trees, their gnarled branches spread over the roof like a bony pair of hands.

      Charming.

      MacTavish ducked his head out from the doorway and waved her inside. "Right-o, miss. I came down here last week and fixed the place up a bit. It's old, but should keep the weather out. I only stay here when the hunting season's on. Not that there's much out here these days in the way of game. Now, I brought everything you asked for. Couldn't leave anything here for too long. Those bloody vandals take anything that's not bolted down. But you'll find dishes and such over there in a cupboard near the hearth. Blankets, pillows, and linen are stacked on the bed. Ain't no power though, if you recall."

      "No. No, of course not." She removed her hood and wandered around the small room. And that's all it was.

      One room.

      An old, wooden table and two chairs sat near a blackened hearth. A few small cupboards and chests filled any available space along the foot of the walls, and a slat bed and mattress—covers stacked upon it as promised—sat in one corner.

      Oh well. Not five star, perhaps, but she's had worse.

      "Now, I've brought in your equipment and the like, so if there's nothing else you'll be needing, I'll be off before the day is gone."

      Just inside the doorway stood cases of computers, tools, and research materials she would need for the project.

      A ripple of anticipation made her blood race and her skin tingle.

      The dig, her dig, had begun.

      Following MacTavish out through the doorway, she nodded as he pointed out the location of the well, the pile of firewood he'd kindly cut for her, and the toilet. Her buttocks clenched.

      Cripes. An outside loo.

      Boy, did that bring back some interesting memories.

      "And, 'ere." At the truck, he reached inside the driver's side door, produced a dark brown bottle, and handed it to her. "Just a wee dram to celebrate our find, eh?"

      She looked at the label. Whiskey. "Oh. Thank you, but I really don't drink, Mr. MacTavish."

      His brow furrowed. Had she grown horns?

      "Well, never mind. You keep it, lass. After a night or two out 'ere, I daresay you'll be getting to know the taste rather well."

      She doubted it. "Perhaps, but thanks all the same."

      With a wink, he climbed into the seat, slammed the door, and started the engine. "Good luck, lass. See you in a week or so then, eh? Take care of all that treasure you find, won't you?"

      "I will." His definition of treasure and hers were obviously a world apart, but the promise of gold and riches glittered in the old man's eyes. Who was she to burst his bubble just yet? "Drive safely back."

      "I will." Pulling away from her, he stuck his head out of the side window and called out. "Something big is waiting out there, lass. I can feel it in my bones."

      She smiled and waved him off as the truck trundled away, then glanced at the rock pile with a sense of foreboding and sighed.

      For her sake, she hoped he was right.
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      The tip of her spade hit something.

      Metal. Had to be. She couldn't mistake that familiar sound.

      On her knees, she took a tiny, wooden paddle and gently scraped away layers of soil and crumbled rock until the corner of something small and dark poked out of the earth.

      Her mouth grew dry, her heartbeat quickened. "Cripes. Another one."

      Ignoring the biting cold of early dusk, she pulled off her gloves and dug her hands into the freezing soil. Her inquisitive fingers sought and found the hard edges of a cold, metal object. She ran her fingertips along the corners and edges of the box, and a lump came to her throat.

      In the week since she’d arrived, she'd marked out three separate areas around the ruins, places where MacTavish claimed he'd had readings from his metal detector. At first, she'd been skeptical when he'd phoned her office in Edinburgh claiming to have found precious relics on his property, but her instincts had urged her to believe him.

      Lord, she'd prayed he hadn't been lying.

      There had been a flourish of such claims since a farmer in England had accidently discovered an unprecedented haul of medieval artifacts, and was now rich and famous.

      Her chest tightened at the prospect.

      Michael had taken charge of the English dig, despite the fact it had been she who'd composed all the preliminary findings. Then, as if he'd been afraid of her stealing his limelight, he'd sent her all over the country on wild goose chases meeting and greeting every loon that claimed to have a significant find.

      For a while, she'd tried to make the best of it, hoping each new call would bring her something rare and unique. Unfortunately, upon investigation, most incidents ended up being mere pieces of broken pottery or glass, more likely to have been buried from a wild dance party in the nineteen sixties, rather than from some ancient Celtic era.

      "Got you."

      Resting back on her haunches, she set the object—no bigger than a cigar box—on her lap and wiped her forehead with the back of her hand.

      A crack of thunder rumbled overhead.

      As the last rays of dull orange sunlight faded beneath the darkening sky, ghostly gray shadows draped upon the exposed earth before her, making it difficult for her to see. She felt like she was in an old movie, like some grave digger looking for a body to steal.

      Made strangely uncomfortable by the odd notion, she tucked her gloves into her pocket, took a pencil that hung around her neck, and scribbled some notes onto a dirt-smeared workbook. Large droplets of water splashed upon the open page.

      Better hurry inside.

      It had rained most of the previous night, which had made her work tricky as she'd photographed and catalogued each site the next morning. Even covering over the areas with tarpaulins had done little to keep her dry and the excavations undamaged. All day, guy wires kept snapping, wind blew her equipment over, and rain threatened at every turn.

      Hell. If she were the least bit superstitious, she'd think something or someone didn't want her poking around the castle.

      An icy breeze whipped up and sliced through her jacket like a knife, making every hair on the back of her neck stand up.

      She stopped, turned around.

      Oh, for heaven's sake, get a grip. There's nobody out there. No one sane, at least. Who in their right mind would be in the middle of nowhere freezing their bum off?

      Well, other than maybe her.

      Hugging the box against her, she pushed the cottage door open, stepped inside, and pulled back the hood of her coat. Outside, another drum of thunder rumbled in the distance, and the heavens opened up.

      As the room went dark, she placed the box on the table next to her computer, turned on a portable light, and checked the window was closed. Peering out through the glass, she hoped her equipment would be all right. The solar panel charger and satellite dish were very expensive, and it was getting nasty out there. Lightning streaked across the sky.

      Lucky she'd earthed the wires.

      Kindling the glowing coals in the hearth back into life, she enjoyed the soothing warmth as the end of her nose tingled and thawed out.

      Right then. Time to get on with it.

      After taking off her muddy boots, she placed a kettle over the fire, hung up her coat, then sat down in front of her laptop. Rubbing her fingers together, she stared at her latest find sitting on the table.

      As her computer hummed and squeaked into action, she reached over and picked up the box. She held it, stared at it, tapped her finger upon the lid. "I'm going to guess that you have something rather peculiar inside."

      With a gentle struggle, she wiggled the lid from the box and gazed at the contents. Just like the other two identical boxes she'd found, inside there was a small object wrapped in rotting cloth.

      She touched her throat, then uncovered a tray on the table.

      On it were two shining pieces of gold, each molded in a similar design. At about two inches long and one inch wide, each piece was curved, as if, when put together, they would form a circle.

      But a circle of what?

      Her brow furrowed, as she bit her bottom lip. Something about them seemed familiar.

      A lightning bolt flashed. She glanced toward the window then swallowed. "Lord. That was close."

      Excitement rushed through her veins like electricity as she unwrapped the third item. The glittering object tumbled from the dirty fabric and onto her palm.

      A smile tilted her lips.

      MacTavish's treasure.

      Edged in long, sharp peaks of gold that looked like sunrays, this piece was just like the others.

      Her frustration bubbled inside. She had definitely seen this somewhere. "Okay, search engine, show me what you've got."

      The computer screen flickered as the storm increased. Yeah, she should have known better, but she couldn't help it. She was close - she could feel it.

      After countless web pages, an image flashed upon the screen.

      "Yes!" A bit sheepish, she lowered her fisted hands, which had shot into the air, and straightened her back. Really. "Okay. Back to work."

      An identical piece of gold was on display in the National Museum in Edinburgh. She knew she'd seen it somewhere. Hell, she’d practically lived in the place.

      Ignoring the deafening rain, she placed all three pieces of the . . . well, what was it? She looked at the screen, then back at the objects.

      Her lips twisted as she mused over the possibilities. "Must be some sort of amulet."

      Like working a jigsaw puzzle, she arranged, then rearranged the sections in turn, trying to fit them in with the patterns on the picture of the museum piece. Bother. Nothing seemed to connect.

      Wait.

      What if the photo posted on the Internet was in reverse?

      She turned each of the pieces over.

      Pushing the sections together, she found two of them connected via tiny links. She twisted them together, and they locked in with a snap. "Good heavens!"

      Adrenaline pumped through her, made her a little giddy. This was incredible, amazing, simply the most stupendous find in the history of . . . well, it was bloody huge.

      The computer screen began to crackle violently with interference, the portable light flickered. Damn the lightning was close, but she couldn't stop now.

      Just one more piece.

      Then she could document everything, secure the rights with MacTavish before Michael caught wind of her find, and reunite these pieces with the section in the museum.

      She held the third section, linked it into place with the other two, and stared at the forth piece on the flickering screen. A surge of burning satisfaction gushed through her as she snapped the link together. "Beat this, Michael."

      Intense white light filled the room, blinded her. Noise, like two trucks colliding, engulfed her, made her duck and cover her ears. The cottage shook, as a window blew in and showered the room in a spray of diamonds.

      "Shit!"
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      Everything was dark.

      "What in the hell?" Her glasses had fallen off during the explosion and lay upon the table. Her hand shook as she picked them up, replaced them on her nose then brushed stray locks of hair from her face.

      Her heartbeat pounded and echoed in her ears, almost drowning out the steady hum of rain falling outside. Lightning flashed again, making her gasp. Thank God it was farther away now.

      Bloody storms.

      Her sight adjusted to the faint glow of a solitary candle, revealing the mess around her. Crumbled glass caught what little light there was and twinkled across the floor like hundreds of tiny jewels. Shards of timber had embedded in the walls and ceiling.

      "Oh, hell no!" A long sliver of wood had pierced her computer screen dead center like an arrow. "Not my baby."

      Overwhelmed, she sank into her chair. Tears welled behind her eyes. What a disaster.

      The amulet!

      Her pulse raced - the precious pieces weren't on the table. She rifled through the debris. Come on, come on. No use. She needed a torch.

      She tiptoed across the broken glass, praying none would lodge in her feet, and grasped the flashlight hanging on the wall. Although somewhat comforting, the steady beam of light revealed the full impact of the closest lightning strike she'd ever encountered in her life.

      She could have been killed.

      A heavy sensation landed in her gut as she pushed away the dreadful thought and squatted down. Amongst the sparkling glass littering the floor, a golden object shone under the torch's beam.

      Thank goodness.

      After securing the precious relic, she set about getting the room in order. She lit several old kerosene lamps and placed them around the room, swept the floor, stoked the fire, and taped some plastic sheeting over the broken window.

      Exhausted, she sat at the table, stared at the mug of tea before her, and rested her chin in her hands. Lord, she was tired. Must be eleven o'clock, maybe later.

      Trepidation filled her as she glanced toward the door. The solar equipment was probably destroyed, just like her poor computer. Her satellite phone didn't work, and Angus wasn't due back for a week.

      Oh, if Michael could see her now.

      She laughed out loud, picked up her cup, took a long sip, and reveled in the peace and quiet.

      Quiet?

      The rain had stopped. Silence, calm and eerie, sat in the wake of such calamity.

      Her fingers played with the torch on the table as she tossed up between going to bed and checking on her transmitter dish. She grabbed the flashlight and stood.

      Oh well, she had to go the bathroom anyway.

      Armed with boots and rain jacket, she opened the door.

      "Woajeez!"

      The giant silhouette of a bear stood swaying in the doorway.

      Stunned, she just stood there, mouth open, legs refusing to move.

      A deep, blood-curdling groan escaped the animal as it lurched forward, then crashed in a huge, hairy pile at her feet.

      She jumped back, shuddered in horror, and threw the torch at the beast.

      Okay. Not so clever.

      Again, the creature moaned, only this time softer, as though in pain.

      Her brow furrowed, as she carefully reached for the torch. Wake up. What was she thinking? There were no bears in Scotland, at least not in the wild. Perhaps it's some kind of wolf? No, too big. She could almost hear her late father's voice echo through the room. Once an eminent zoologist, he had dragged her and her mother from one continent to the next on his endless research expeditions.

      With the front of her boot, she nudged the creature, hoping it wasn't dead. Though one thing was for sure, it certainly smelled like it.

      Ergh. Her nose wrinkled. Nothing worse than the stench of wet dog hair.

      She shook her head, crouched down, and examined the hideous creature. What a terrific night—storms, explosions, dead animals dripping over her floor. And now she'd have the chore of dragging the poor thing outside.

      She froze.

      On the floor near the edge of her boot, the tips of what looked like fingers poked out from under the fur.

      A lump lodged in her throat.

      She picked up the sodden hide, peered beneath, and gasped. They were fingers.

      Pulling back the heavy fur, she revealed more of the inert figure lying beneath, until the complete body of a man lay strewn before her.

      "Oh, cripes." Was he dead?

      Guilt flooded her. She hadn't meant to tap him with her boot, though surely that wouldn't have killed him. Having been covered from head to toe in skins, he'd looked like an animal—still smelled like one.

      She bit her bottom lip, hovered over him. Her mother would have known what to do. She'd seen her tend cases much worse in some of the third-world countries they'd visited with her father. Mother had always volunteered her services as a doctor. Boy, she could’ve used her help now.

      Her eyes misted as memories came flooding back. She hated light aircraft.

      "Okay. Okay. Think, Ellie. First, check for vital signs."

      She kneeled down beside his head, reached out, and pressed her fingers into the grimy flesh under the side of his jaw. And what a huge jaw it was. Strong, firm, could probably take quite a punch.

      A pulse!

      She closed her eyes and sat back. Thanks goodness for that. But there was blood. His filthy shirt was soaked in it. Hell. She wasn't a surgeon. Basic stitches had been as far as she'd gotten with her medical training. She'd helped her mother stitch minor wounds for patients, but that was all.

      "Now. Step two. Check body for wounds."

      On hands and knees, she scrambled across the floor, grabbed her first aid bag, and emptied the contents beside her patient. Scissors, suture kit, sterile alcohol. Regardless of his injuries, it would have to be enough.

      Debating where to start, she knelt, took stock of the man as any scientist would. He was tall. Lying there, he had to be at least six foot tall, or more. His facial features, color of hair, too filthy to ascertain yet.

      He would need a sponge bath later.

      Carefully, she pinched his grubby shirt between her fingertips, raised the fabric up, and cut into it with her scissors. The material was tough, much thicker than most she'd seen in this style. Could even be hand woven perhaps?

      She put the scissors down and pushed the fabric back to reveal his chest.

      A sharp gasp escaped her throat, and her cheeks warmed.

      She'd never seen such an exquisite specimen before. Oh, there she goes. He's a man, not an artifact.

      And he's wounded.

      Sensing urgency, she cut away the rest of his shirt. Though fairly covered in scars, welts, and bruises, his abdomen bore no recent cuts.

      His back?

      With his hip and shoulder beneath her grip, she took a deep breath and pushed with all the strength she had left. Lord, he was heavy. She prayed she wouldn't let him drop back as she fought to get him on his side.

      At last, she managed to balance him.

      And there it was.

      A gash about three inches long lay just under his left shoulder blade. Bright red blood wept freely from the opening. Strange. Even with her limited medical knowledge, the wound looked fresh—very fresh. No clotting had begun, nor was there any sign it may have been an old wound that had reopened.

      Fear gripped her chest, made it difficult to breathe.

      He must have been attacked.

      What if there was a killer out there? She stared at the door, stood, then jumped up and bolted it.

      She gazed at the man lying on the floor, then rolled her eyes.

      Hell. There could be a killer in here with her.

      No. It was just her imagination running away with her again. She was tired, hungry, and had a man bleeding out onto her floor.

      Back on her knees, she wiped the area around his wound with alcohol and prepared the first suture. She inhaled, winced, and steadied her hand as the needle tugged at his skin. Boy, if this didn't wake him up, nothing would.

      The first stitches were always the hardest, but as she finished up and tied off the last knot, a smile of satisfaction curled her mouth. Odd that she would lose her lunch the moment she stepped on any kind of transportation, yet the sight of blood had never made her squeamish.

      As she wiped her hands, her gaze traced down along his taut waist to his hips. Very muscular physique, athletic —er—with no other injuries that she could see.

      Warmth rushed from her toes and spread throughout her body.

      Concentrate. Remember, be professional.

      His attire intrigued her. Beneath the furs, he wore a filthy red and green plaid tucked around several belts and an empty knife sheath hung off one hip. Apart from being caked in mud, his boots looked very rustic, heavy and couched in thick leather.

      "Of course." Now, it made sense.

      Whoever he was, he must belong to one of those adventure hobby groups that go away for weekends to re-enact ancient times.

      Interesting.

      When he woke up, she'd have to ask him which period he'd based his costume on, though the thirteenth century immediately came to mind. The intricate detail impressed her. He'd obviously gone to a lot of trouble. All the items looked handmade, the rough ‘kilt’ especially. Such plaids were usually hand pleated and secured beneath a belt around the waist or worn over their shoulder as a cloak—and always covering their heart. These days the woven tartans were very expensive, and this one didn't look the kind made for tourists. It was nice to know that others out there might share her passion for discovering the truth about the past.

      She dabbed the stitches with alcohol and applied a dressing.

      There must be a camp somewhere close by and he'd become stranded when the storm hit. Poor man. She would help him get back in the morning. Perhaps his group would even appreciate her input for their re-enactments and costume designs?

      Filled with a kind of esoteric kinship for the stranger, she rolled him onto his back and contemplated just how to remove that plaid she admired so much. She couldn't cut it. Heavens no.

      She leaned across his hip, started to undo several fastenings, then stopped.

      No. Surely, he wouldn't be that authentic.

      Blushing, she glanced around as if a dozen other people stood there watching her. Come on, she was a scientist, a professional. She could do this.

      Focused on her task, she continued until the fabric fell free when she pulled it back.

      "Oh." She swallowed, adjusted the glasses on the bridge of her nose.

      He really was into authenticity.
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      Fire burned behind his eyes, agony tore at his muscles and rampaged throughout his exhausted, aching body like a wild beast. His head throbbed, felt as though it was being crushed, yet through all the pain, one thing rang clear—he was alive.

      But he wasn't home.

      Eyes closed, he didn't need sight to tell him things weren't as they should be. Instead of waking to the smell of peat burning in his hearth and the sound of men training in the bailey, he was laying on something soft; warm covers blanketed his body.

      His plaid.

      Where in hell was his plaid?

      He tried to move. Bands of fire and pain bound his body and forced him to be still. The last thing he remembered was leading the charge into battle —Blasted Munroe’s! Had he been taken prisoner? His heartbeat raced, but his limbs, so often quick in a fight, didn't respond.

      Had to be the devil's work. Munroe’s weren’t known for fighting fair.

      Shadows and light played before his closed eyelids.

      Something was moving in front of him.

      The enemy? His soldiers?

      Godfrey. Hamish. His most trusted men wouldn't abandon him. Never. But where in hell was he?

      His shoulder ached with the memory of a traitor's blade.

      He tried to focus his jumbled thoughts, as soft scents of wildflowers and warm skin filled his senses. And not just any kind of skin.

      He'd have to be dead not to know the sweet fragrance of a woman when he smelled it.

      With every ounce of strength he could muster, he forced his eyelids to crack open. The light blinded him for a moment, before hazy vision took its place. A figure stood not too far from him.

      Was he dreaming?

      As his sight cleared a little, he could make out the slender form of a naked woman, her pale skin glowed softly in the light. Her back was to him, but there was no mistaking the gentle swell of her breast, dip of her waist, rise of her hip. Her hand reached up to her head and released a torrent of curls the color of wildfire that flamed and trickled down along her back.

      Lord, he must be in Hell—his punishment being unable to touch such a desirable nymph.

      He would have laughed if he could.

      Or maybe that blasted priest Gregory had been right, and there was a Heaven after all. And this glorious creature before him, an angel sent to soothe his wounds. Though, in truth, what he considered doing to such a beauty at that moment would hardly be considered holy.

      But if this was Heaven or Hell, then maybe he wasn't alive after all?

      Pain crashed through his consciousness, grasped his chest, seized his mind, and forced him to close his eyes as suffocating black mists began rolling over him, dragging him to another place.
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      Ellie sat on her favorite stone at the top of the ruins, pencil in hand, and stared down at the blank page of the workbook before her. It was no use. Her concentration was shot. She raised her hand, stifled a yawn, and shook her head to clear it. Though barely midday, the events of the previous night had meant she'd had very little sleep.

      Her 'guest' had snored like the bear she mistook him for.

      But at least he didn't smell like one now.

      It had taken hours, but with warm water, a cloth and lots of perseverance, she managed to get the stranger reasonably clean and dry. His hair still needed proper washing, and a bath wouldn't go astray, but when finally finished, she'd felt rather pleased with her efforts.

      And somewhat surprised.

      No longer covered in blood and grime, his face was very appealing. Not the kind of clean-cut, cosmetic beauty most men strived for, but the rugged good looks of the ancients of the land she studied. A stern brow, strong jaw, slightly crooked nose, there was something about him that exuded an undeniable masculinity that she found disconcerting.

      A handsome Highlander.

      A smile crept to her lips as visions of cheesy romance novel covers flashed through her thoughts—including the book she kept tucked away in her swag, where none of her colleagues could ever find it.

      That kind of literature was just fantasy.

      As she stood, pulled over her hood, and headed along the path to the base of the ruins, an image of the stranger's muscular shoulders as she bathed them, shimmered before her. Warmth tingled through her body, settled in her belly.

      She adjusted her glasses, and cleared her throat.

      What nonsense.

      No one feels that kind of desire for someone after only one encounter. Well. She couldn't exactly call it a date.

      Following the muddy trail toward the cottage, she reached up and rubbed her aching neck. Last night, after being unable to lift his enormous frame onto the bed, she'd resigned herself to putting the mattress on the floor and rolling him onto it.

      Once satisfied he was covered and comfortable, she was grateful to crawl into her sleeping bag which had been stretched across the bare bed slats. No wonder her back ached.

      A hot soak would be great right now. There was an old hip bath in the cottage. Mr. MacTavish had stacked firewood in it. She stepped onto the flagstone landing, stomped the excess dirt from her boots, reached for the door handle, and turned it.

      "Oww!" Something fierce grabbed her wrist and throat then yanked her into the cottage. Wha..?

      Winded, she couldn’t breathe as speckles danced before her eyes. Pressure tightened around her neck. She kicked out but her legs were no longer touching the ground. What in the hell?

      Desperate, she clasped at the arm around her neck, her fingers clawing to get hold and pull the limb away.

      "Where did you get this?" A deep voice growled in her ear, sent shivers hurtling along her spine. But the question wasn't in English.

      Though hazy, she understood the heavy Gaelic brogue.

      Head spinning, she tried to focus on the object held before her face. It was the emerald encrusted kilt pin that Mr. MacTavish had shown her weeks ago. "The . . . the site. Ru . . . ruins."

      The steely arm released her, and she dropped to the floor.

      Coughing, she clasped her throat, and struggled to take in a deep breath. Without looking up, she scrambled backward until her backside whacked into a cupboard.

      Her chest heaved, as she struggled to gain her senses. "What in hell do you think you're doing?"

      "You’re a woman." This time he spoke in broken English.

      "Nice of you to notice." Shaky, she got to her feet, composing herself as she pushed back her hood, and straightened her glasses. Rubbing the stinging grazes on her palms, she rued the fact she’d used most of her antiseptic supply on the wretch's wound.

      "Why are you dressed as a man?"

      She grimaced. "Why are you standing there stark naked?"

      And he was.

      In the awkward silence, she realized she was staring at the stranger, his bare form towering above her.

      His jaw was set in a frown. His head tilted. "I dinna mean to hurt . . . Where's ma bloody plaid, woman?"

      How charming.

      "I ate it!" She crossed her arms and met his steely gaze. Two, deep golden eyes stared back at her. They reminded her of a lion she'd seen up close in Africa. Focused, determined and, no doubt, just as dangerous.

      "You ate it?"

      "Don't be stupid. I washed the bloody thing, and by hand, mind you. Took all night to dry. What do you think I did with it? You come in here, half dead, caked in mud and bleeding everywhere . . ."

      He stepped toward her.

      She raised her hand. "That's far enough, you ungrateful sod."

      "MacKinnon."

      "What?"

      "Ma name. Ewan MacKinnon."

      Seething, she nodded, then opened a cupboard door beside her. "Right, Mr. MacKinnon." She took a large bundle from a shelf and slammed it onto the nearby table. "I haven't got your shirt. It had to be cut away so I could stitch your bloody wound. But here is your plaid. Here are your belts. Over there is your damn sword and boots, and behind you is the door. Use it and get out!"

      Anger pulsated through every fiber of her being, and for a moment she saw Michael standing there, facing her wrath. If only.

      She'd never been that brave with her former professor.

      Holding her gaze, he took the tattered plaid, secured it around his hip, and examined the empty dagger sheath.

      One of his eyebrows rose. "And did you wash ma dagger too?"

      Her jaw dropped. She stepped back, but could go no further, the cottage wall behind her. "I don't believe it. Now I'm accused of stealing your things? I'll have you know that I have a collection of real antique weapons that would put your reproductions to shame!"

      A flicker of uncertainty flashed in his eyes, as if he didn't quite understand what she had said, but didn't want ask.

      He fastened his belt, and moved toward her. "You are Sassenach."

      "Sassenach?"—Then it hit her—"Oh. Yes. What of it? You make it sound like a dirty word. I'm English and proud of it. Look, I think you have carried on your little game a bit too far. The girls that attend your recreation adventures might like that rough stuff, but I don't. Now. For the last time, get your things and go, before I phone the police. If need be, I could have a helicopter here in minutes, so I suggest you leave now."

      Lord, she hoped he wouldn't call her bluff; her bravado was only skin deep. With the satellite dish fried, there would be no way she could contact anyone.

      He stepped closer still, his expression now one of intent fascination.

      Her pulse quickened. What was he looking at? Perhaps she had helped a psychopath after all.

      Damn it. Okay. Remain calm. If he's dangerous, better not to aggravate him.

      She inhaled a steady breath, and exhaled a silent prayer for strength.

      He looked down at her, his body so close now she could feel the heat radiating from his bare torso, smell the very male scent surrounding her. That alone caused strange new feelings within her she really didn't appreciate right now.

      He touched her glasses, took them gently from her face and stared at them, a puzzled look on his face. "I am injured?"

      "Yes." Damn—it was hard holding her nerve with him so close. "You were stabbed in the back."

      A curious look gleamed in his eyes. "You sealed ma wound?"

      "Yes, I did. Not that you deserved it. Wait. No. Don't take my glasses away."

      "You’re right. I dinna deserve it." He leaned into her, ran a finger softly down the side of her cheek and touched under her chin. "But I want to thank you."

      Damn him.

      Every molecule in her traitorous body burned, tensed, threatened to go into meltdown. Her jaw quivered, a whisper escaped her. "Helicopter . . . ten minutes . . ."

      Her lips were crushed beneath his sudden force, his mouth overwhelming, his tongue demanding contact without delay. One of his hands held the small of her back, the other trailed the curve of her hip, then clutched her buttock, pinned her to him.

      Fear collided with excitement, as tiny spurs of pleasure prickled her skin and sent her heartbeat racing.

      This was wrong.

      Him.

      This kiss.

      Had to be.

      But as she closed her eyes and succumbed to his passionate onslaught, the reasons why seemed to slip away.

      His hand drifted from her back to her neck, then slid down and caressed her breast with a tenderness that surprised her, excited her, made her reach up around his neck, draw him down and deepen his kiss.

      She tasted him, near devoured him. Earthy, masculine, incredible— everything Michael had never been. But who was he?

      Realization gripped her. She pulled away from his lips, unsure and embarrassed.

      Damn, she was such an idiot.
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      "I'll ask you again. Where did you get this?"

      Ewan held the bejeweled kilt pin before the woman he'd kissed for no other reason than he'd wanted to. A thick braid of fiery red hair dangled out from under the heavy knitted cap she wore.

      The woman in his dream.

      He hadn't seen an angel after all. Images of her bare milky flesh filled his mind, heat flooded his groin.

      Bloody hell, now was not the time.

      She wiped her gently swollen lips and met his gaze as a look of frustration washed across her face. "I told you. It was found in the ruins. But it doesn't belong to me . . . ."

      "Damn right, it doesn't."

      "There is no need to yell at me. Besides, what do you even know about it?"

      He clasped the pin in his hand, then attached it to his plaid. "Enough to know it was stolen."

      She stepped toward him, arms straight by her sides, her little fists clenched. Though short compared to most females he knew, the spark of fire in her eyes surprised him.

      Not many would dare confront him in such a manner, if ever.

      "Look, mister. I know some of you self-proclaimed historians think you're entitled to every little bit of relic that is uncovered, but that piece belongs to the owner of this land."

      "Aye. It does." He grabbed his sword and moved toward the door. "It belongs to the Laird MacKinnon . . . ma Da."

      Cold wind whipped up and greeted him as he stepped outside the cottage, but it didn't compare to the icy tendrils that climbed up along his spine and pierced his chest like a like a thousand daggers at the sight before him.

      MacKinnon Keep?

      His heartbeat pounded harder than a drum before battle, trying impotently to send a signal to his once able feet, now filled with clay. What kind of dark magic was this?

      He turned slowly, then turned again.

      His surrounds seemed familiar, but wrong—very wrong. The forest should be much closer, aye, and where was the village? With increasing apprehension, he moved toward a scattered assortment of large stone blocks, each heavy step dogged by a nagging sensation of dread.

      Nae. It cannot be.

      Anger and confusion, two emotions he often held in great restraint, surged freely through his veins, increasing the urgency in his step. "Hamish! Godfrey!"

      He leapt onto a large block of stone, then jumped to another, following a jagged path to the top of the hill. "In the name of all things holy. . . ." His whispered words hung in the air around him with no one else to hear.

      From his vantage point he faced the west, expecting to see the camp where he trained daily with his men. Nothing but vacant hillside came into view. And to the south, the cottages, over fifty at least, of MacKinnon clan that had nestled together under the watchful eye of the keep.

      Gone.

      He gazed down at the badly weathered stone under his boot, and his stomach clenched with the urge to be ill.

      This couldn't be his home.

      "Are you all right?"

      He turned with a start, reached for his dagger, but found the empty sheath. Since when had he become so lax in his guard? Angered by his carelessness, his mind reeled with questions he couldn't answer.

      She stood there, arms folded. "Look. I don't want any trouble, Mr. MacKinnon. We obviously got off to a bad start." She put her hand out, opened her palm. "So, please just give me the pin, and we'll call this whole thing a dreadful misunderstanding."

      "Nae."

      "Nae, what?"

      "The pin. You can’t have it."

      She sighed, her shoulders sagged. “Please.”

      "Nae. But you can tell me where I am."

      Her head tilted, brow furrowed. "Are you making fun of me now? Tick-off the archaeologist time? Okay. Return the pin now, and I won’t report you to the police. Then you can make your own way back to your friends. I have important work to do here and lots of it."

      She jumped down to another stone. He followed and clasped her arm.

      She glared at him. "Are you going to try that on me?”

      "For God's sake, woman, listen to me." He released his hold, ran a hand through his hair, then shook his head. "I dinna know where I am."

      An expression of uncertainty clouded her face. He'd no reason to think she'd believe him. After all, he had trouble believing it himself—that he was home, but not how he was supposed to be.

      He sat down on a large boulder and shook his head. Frustration leapt through him and took hold. He was either mad or trapped in a nightmare.

      "What do you recall last, Mr. MacKinnon?"

      He had thought she would leave, but she stood there staring at him like he was some new breed of cattle. What did she see?

      "It was snowing. I was about to go into battle. Munroe’s were advancing. Hamish had gone to rally the men to the Northern field . . . a storm blew in. I dinna pay it much mind. Then rain started, heavy and unyielding, lightning too. I . . . sensed someone behind me, thought it was one of ma men . . . then—" He touched his shoulder. "—then I woke up in your cottage, naked and wrestling a woman dressed as a man." And that hadn't been all he remembered. Pain, light, heat so extreme he'd thought he'd fallen into the bowels of Hell. He'd also recalled seeing her by the firelight, but didn't feel it the right moment to mention his visions of her bare body.

      She approached him, cradled his jaw in her hands. "Look at me."

      As she tilted his face up higher, the touch of her fingers sent prickles of desire running along his skin, made his body harden. Her hands were so soft, fragrant. He didn't want her to let go.

      He met her gaze, so full of sincerity and concern. He'd never seen many English so up close, unless they were on the receiving end of his sword, their eyes filled with treachery and fear. But her eyes were open and honest, the prettiest shade of green he'd ever seen. Cool, serene, like a forest glen. But he'd also seen them spark, like emerald fire, flecked with fine gold.

      Would they burn even brighter if she were bedded?

      But it wasn't desire he saw in her eyes now.

      "Your pupils are much more dilated than they should be, Mr. MacKinnon." She released his jaw and stepped back. "I'm not a doctor, but I think you may have a nasty concussion. I hadn't thought about that possibility when I was looking for wounds. If so, then you might be experiencing a sort of temporary amnesia."

      Lord almighty.

      He never thought himself ignorant, but it was God's truth he didn't understand half of what the lass said. He stood up.  "I dinna ken."

      "You don’t understand? Such as?"

      He sighed, scratched his head, and began to walk away from her. "All of it."

      She followed him. "Well. It makes perfect sense. You were obviously in the middle of some battle game when you were hurt, and now that's all you can remember. You seem to have developed some confusion between reality and the character you’re playing."

      He stopped and turned to face her. Ire gripped his chest. "Battles are nae a game, lass. Men die. Ma men. Hell. I should be with them. But I dinna know where they are." He waved his hand over the ruins. "I dinna know where any of it has gone. Do you? Ma kin, ma home, all of it. You claim to know all that ails me, but can you answer me that?"

      She crossed her arms and scowled. "I understand you must be a bit confused at the moment, but getting angry with me won't help your condition."

      "Aye. And standing here, pissin' in the wind won't help either." He turned to walk away.

      "No. No it won't. And I have to get back to work. Now, you can either stay here until you remember where your friends are, or you can go try to find them. Do as you please, I'm not your nursemaid, though I don't think someone in your condition should be just wondering around, especially dressed like that."

      He glance down at his kilt and boots. "Ma plaid? I'm nae without it."

      She sighed, began to walk toward a place marked by ropes and stakes. "Yes, it would have been very suitable a couple of hundred years ago, but most men only wear kilts for special occasions these days. And none so rustic as yours."

      "But how do they know which clan or the other a man belongs to?" The notion boggled him. The concept of being without his plaid was akin to trying to breathe without air. The colors of his clan had been wrapped around him at birth by his father and not a day had passed without him wearing it. It was a part of him.

      He shook his head.

      It was obvious. Poor lass. The woman was beautiful, but she was also a wee bit daft.
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      She picked up a small shovel, began to dig at the dark soil, then stopped and stared at the odd man before her. Lord knows she'd probably regret helping him, but something inside told her it was the thing to do. She only hoped she was right about him, and he wasn’t some raving psychopath. "Tell me, Mr. MacKinnon. Why did you accuse me of stealing that pin?"

      He sat down on a stone, plucked the golden jewel from his plaid and stared at it with obvious displeasure. "It belongs to ma father. Before I went to battle, I'd left him at the keep. He's dying. I dinna want to leave his side, but I had nae say in it. Munroe's had breached our land, ma men needed me. When I saw that pin on your table, I thought ma father dead, me wounded and held prisoner from battle."

      Completely delusional.

      Poor man.

      He thought his fantasy reality, and was beating himself up over a tragic life that didn't exist.

      Despite her efforts to remain unaffected by his condition—after all, he didn't need her emotion fuelling his misguided imagination—his gut wrenching sincerity brought tears to her eyes.

      There was no doubt he believed his story.

      Warmth tingled at her wind-kissed cheeks as she thought about how she'd cleaned his body and stitched his wound. To wake up in some strange place with no clothes on and little memory must have been frightening to say the least. Though she felt certain there was not much that would frighten the huge warrior sitting before her.

      Warrior?

      Where had that come from?

      She coughed then returned to excavating. "I'm sorry if you thought that's what happened, but I assure you, no one took the pin from your father. In fact, it was found just over there, buried along with a few other trinkets." She motioned toward another site nearby. "Like I said. The owner of these lands found it. He's a farmer. MacTavish."

      She stopped digging, looked at her notebook, and frowned. "If this was the main hall, then surely the bed chambers were to the south . . . ."

      "East."

      "I beg your pardon?" He stood behind her now, a look of strange discontentment etched upon his face. "What's wrong?"

      "Bed chambers are in the east wing." He pointed across the ruins. "The kitchen and buttery were over there, the storage rooms toward the back. MacTavish, you say?"

      "Yes." She picked up a map and looked to where he'd indicated. "But the kitchens would have to have been on this side, and butteries weren't common at the time. You see, I have studied many sites similar to this one. All keeps around this period were designed about the same way. At this site, castle style fortifications weren't added to the keep until the late thirteen-hundreds or so."

      "Nae. Can’t be."

      "I hate to disagree with you, but I'm quite knowledgeable about . . . ."

      "It can’t be after the thirteen-hundreds."

      She adjusted her glasses and gazed at him. "Why not?"

      "Cause I'd be dead."

      Christ. This was more serious than she had imagined. He didn't seem to be snapping out of his amnesia. If anything, it had gotten worse.

      "Don't be foolish."

      "I'm nae a fool."

      Fine. Be tactful. "I know you're not supposed to interfere with people who have amnesia, just let them come around in their own good time. But you are upsetting yourself over nothing." And her along with him. "Please understand that you are alive and well and living in the twenty-first century . . . just like the rest of us mortals."
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      "Are you a witch?"

      Ellie near choked on her bread.

      Ever since she'd told him about living in this century he'd said nothing. Instead, he watched her all afternoon as she continued on with the excavation.

      In truth, she'd never been comfortable when others were on site, as she preferred to work alone. But having Ewan there watching over her seemed almost a comfort, rather than a burden. She had actually begun to enjoy his company.

      And when had she started thinking of him as Ewan?

      She coughed, patted her chest, picked up a glass of water. "No. Of course not. Why would you ask that?"

      Ewan paced before the fire. He hadn't touched the sandwich she'd made him. Maybe he was expecting a heartier meal, but she couldn't cook, especially not with what she had packed. It was either canned ham on rye or tinned spaghetti. She hadn't expected to be entertaining guests.

      "Why don't you sit down and eat, Ewan." She glanced up and met his furtive gaze.

      Something glinted there, made her skin tingle.

      He poked the meager offering and shook his head. "Nae. I'm not hungry."

      "I don't have much else, I'm afraid."

      "Where's your ale?"

      "My what?"

      "Ale, woman."

      "I don't have any beer. Only water, oh, and some long-life milk. I can make you a coffee if you like."

      His strangled expression told her coffee probably wouldn't be welcome.

      A deep groan escaped him as he plonked down on the floor before the hearth, stretched out and rested his head upon a sack of small tarpaulins.

      Heat rush from her toes, warmed her chest, made her limbs go weak.

      Lord he was incredible.

      If she allowed herself to forget the fact he was half mad, and she was a woman with a tremendous task ahead of her, she would think him the most desirable man she'd ever seen. Every muscle along his taut body was formed to perfection, yet he didn't look like the vain bodybuilding kind. It was as though each piece of him was part of a well-honed machine designed to fight. For his considerable size, he was ideally proportioned.

      Her stomach fluttered as she recalled removing his kilt.

      Definitely well proportioned.

      His scared arms, so strong, could have easily snapped her like a twig when they grabbed her that first morning, but they hadn't. And, that kiss?

      Surely, there'd been nothing behind it. She'd be a fool to think otherwise. He'd been injured, confused, probably thought he was still playing his game at the time and that she was a part of it.

      She let out a deep sigh, bit her lip, and gazed at him.

      The way he was laying there in his plaid, his chest mapped out with bruises and cuts, she could almost believe him to be the warrior he thought he was. It was obvious he took his hobby seriously, and that wound on his back appeared more than just a playful accident. Men. Though she supposed being involved in a healthy, active, slightly dangerous sport was much better for a man than sitting in front of a television all day drinking beer and eating snacks.

      She could also tell he was restless, frustrated.

      And a caged tiger was dangerous.

      Swallowing the last bite of her bread, she stood and walked over to a pile of cases stacked in one corner of the room. One by one, she moved boxes aside. Now, where was it?

      A smile parted her lips.

      "Tell me, Mr. MacKinnon, have you ever used one of these before?"

      He sat up, a puzzled expression on his face.

      She smiled. "It's a compression bow." She removed a shiny arrow from the case and inserted the end onto the string. "I used to do archery at University."

      His sudden smile took her breath away and a warm rush of satisfaction flowed through her at the sight. Why pleasing him mattered, she didn't know, but she didn't care. After all, she was just being practical, giving him something to do while she continued on with her work.

      He stood up, took the bow from her hands and inspected it. It had been made for her size, and looked almost like a toy in his huge hands.

      "Here, let me adjust the tension for you. Somehow, I think you're a bit stronger than I am." Again, he smiled and this time he put his arms around her to clasp the bow.

      Her heartbeat jumped, throat went dry.

      "I dinna know you could use a bow."

      "You didn't ask." She turned to him and smiled. He was staring at her, his heated gaze fixed upon lips. "Come on. Let me show you."

      She ducked under his outstretched arm and headed outside into the cloudy afternoon.

      Damn it, was hard to remain levelheaded when he was near. His touch turned her cool, calm, collected brain into mush. Best to keep him at arm's length. At least until he fully regained his senses. For all either of them knew, he could have a wife or girlfriend.

      Who was she kidding? A man like that. Of course he'd have a girlfriend, maybe even a string of them. He'd have women fawning all over him—those who liked the strong, rugged, outdoors type.

      Men like him didn't go for nerdy archeologists like her, not seriously anyway.

      And she'd kissed him!

      As though he'd enjoyed it.

      Idiot!

      With a surge of heated frustration, she drew back the arrow, aimed at a nearby tree, and released.

      The arrow shattered a small branch then dropped to the ground.

      Her chest rose and fell, pulse raced as she realized he was standing next to her.

      "You’re a fine shot, lass. But you'll damage your arrows that way."

      Hell, her cheeks burned with embarrassment. Surely he could see the effect he was having.

      "Here." Without looking at him, she thrust the bow into his hands. "Keep yourself amused. I have to get back to work before that blasted rain starts again."

      Argh. The sooner he regained his memory the better.
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      Steam rose from the old wooden tub she'd dragged before the fire. It had been a long afternoon on the site, without much progress. Her muscles ached from the painstaking digging and sieving through mountains of soil in the hope of finding the tiniest artifact.

      Nothing.

      It was as though, apart from the three boxes containing the amulet and the kilt pin MacTavish had discovered, nothing remained in the ruins but stone and dirt. If she had a suspicious mind, she'd be inclined to think MacTavish was up to something.

      She ran her hand through the warm water and sighed.

      Ewan had disappeared shortly after she'd given him her bow; and he'd been gone all afternoon.

      A strange sensation sat in the pit of her stomach. Perhaps he'd found his friends. Maybe she would never see him again?

      As another pot of water heated over the fire, she removed several tins from a cupboard and sat them on the table. In truth, she wasn't really hungry.

      She peered out the window. It was nearly dark outside.

      The door flung open.

      "Shit!" She grasped her chest and swallowed the lump that had leapt into her throat. "Haven't you heard of knocking?"

      "I brought you supper." He reached to his belt, grabbed something, and slung it onto the table.

      With a gasp, she covered her mouth. Two fat, dead rabbits lay next to one of the cans of food she’d laid out for dinner.

      She looked at the poor animals in horror, then at Ewan. "Oh, god. You don't expect me to cook those, do you?

      A wide smile lit his face. "Aye, of course. But you need to clean and skin them first."

      Her stomach churned, as she felt the accusing weight of the bunny’s lifeless gaze upon her. She'd never use that bow again. "I . . . I can't cook. And I certainly don't skin dead animals."

      "Then how do you eat?"

      She pointed to her tinned food. "You please yourself, but I'll just stick to these, thanks."

      He placed the bow on the table, then picked up one of the cans, held it to his nose and sniffed. "This cannot be food."

      She glanced up at him. His hair looked washed, face cleanly shaven. But how? Her curious gaze dropped down to his hips. Something long and shiny was wedged in his dagger sheaf.

      Great. So much for her expensive, limited edition, Japanese kitchen knife.

      He shook the can and held it out to her. "There is food inside? I don’t understand it. How do you open it?"

      "Good point. I'd just been looking for the can opener actually. Bloody thing. It always goes missing when you need it."

      "Caan opener?"

      "You know, it cuts the can open."

      He shrugged and pulled his knife out. "Aye. I can do that for you."

      "No…"

      He struck the can with such force an explosion of creamed rice spattered her, the table, and what appeared to be half the cottage. The milky paste dotted walls, dripped from the ceiling, and clung in sticky clumps to the front of her blouse.

      At first she winced then she examined the damage and smirked. Oh, cripes. A peel of laughter gurgled from her throat. "I didn't think that there could be so much in one can."

      His hand was still fixed around the handle of the knife, its blade embedded well into the table. The can had been near crushed beyond recognition, yet apart from some rice on his forearm, the man had somehow managed to escape with barely a speck on him.

      Typical.

      "Oh, Ewan. You really know how to make an impact, don't you?"

      A warm smile returned to his face, made her feel awkward.

      "I like you saying ma name, lass."

      At the sound of his voice, every muscle in her body lost its nerve at the same time.

      "I . . . I meant to say Mr. MacKinnon."

      "Aye, but I like Ewan more."

      He reached out, wiped a patch of rice from her cheek with his finger, then brought it to his lips and tasted it.

      Oh, my. Her legs quivered, pulse raced.

      "'Tis sweet." He smiled, soft and sensual, revealing a small dimple in his right cheek. Then he leaned in, wiped another bit from her chin with his little finger, and smeared it softly over her bottom lip. "I like the taste of it."

      With his lips an inch from hers, she pulled away. "Yes. It's one of my favorites. Boy, will you look at this mess."

      He straightened, tilted his head, but didn't remove his gaze.

      Stop looking at her. Please.

      She picked up a cloth and began to clean the table, averting her stare as best she could. "Good thing I already started a bath, I guess. Looks like I'll need it now. Which reminds me, you look as if you've bathed already."

      "Aye. There's a small stream in the woods not far from here."

      "Wow. You're brave. I don't think I could handle that kind of cold."

      "You dinna like the cold?"

      "Not really, but I do love working here, in Scotland. So, I guess the cold comes with the territory."

      He wandered over to the slat bed and prodded her sleeping bag. "Then how do you keep warm at night? This wee cocoon isn’t much. Where are your furs? Who cares for you?"

      She blushed at his concern, avoiding his last question. "Actually that bag is very warm. Right. I guess that's gotten most of it." She wiped her hands and placed a rice-filled cloth into the small sink. "If you don't mind, I'd better have my bath and get cleaned up."

      "Oh, I dinna mind." A cheeky smile curved his lips.

      "Um, I'm sure you don't." She tilted her head toward the door. "But I do prefer some privacy when I bathe. Would you wait outside? I'll try not to be too long."

      Disappointment flickered in his eyes, before he grabbed the rabbits and his knife from the table, and strode from the room.

      As the door closed, she sighed and sagged against the kitchen table. What a mess. And, she didn't mean the rice. He'd tried to kiss her, and she'd evaded him like one of those poor bunnies he'd brought in.

      She'd be lying to herself if she didn't admit she'd wanted him to kiss her, but she still couldn't be sure if he wanted her or was just caught up in his fantasy. What if he woke up, remembered his life, and she became nothing but an awkward complication?

      That's what she'd been to Michael. A nuisance. Ever since that weekend in Peru, he'd acted differently around her. Ignored and alienated by him, she’d been so hurt she'd sworn never to allow a man to claim her heart again.

      Hell. Couldn't she just have a fling like normal women and get over it?

      But something about her unusual guest had crept under her defenses, slipped inside her heart, and wasn't about to go anywhere.

      She was doomed.
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      Maddening.

      He leaned into the old wooden door, his arms outstretched, and hands gripping the frame. With a deep groan, he closed his eyes. The soft sound of water splashing was driving his imagination wild. A man could only take so much.

      The woman was killing him.

      He pushed away from the door and paced in front of the cottage under the narrow eave. What the devil was he doing out there, when all he desired right now was just behind that door? He could take her. She was an unmarried woman and on his lands. Aye, he'd every right to. God knew he wanted to, from the very first moment he'd seen her.

      He pictured her standing by the hearth, the warm glow of firelight sending her skin shades of gold and copper.

      His loins tightened and burned, throbbed with need.

      Hell.

      Lust had twisted his mind.

      She was a Sassenach.

      That alone didn't make any sense. And how could she have gotten this far without being captured by the Munroe’s or the MacGreggor’s? There should have been no possibility of a Sassenach woman trespassing on his land without him knowing. Aye. His scouts would have reported her. But his men were nowhere to be found, and he'd searched all afternoon.

      Nothing he knew as truth made sense anymore.

      Even her reaction to his kiss had taken him by surprise. He thought it would have shocked, intimidated the woman, but instead she'd kissed him back with a passion that aroused, and intrigued him.

      And what did she call herself? Nae a Sassenach, but…English.

      Well, Sassenach or English, most women would faint at the mere sight of a Highlander. He'd enjoyed that treat firsthand during one of his rare visits to the border. But not this lass. It didn't seem to matter to her at all.

      She even claimed to love Alba—though, what had she called it? Scott's-land?

      Damn. Perhaps he had lost his mind, and she was just a part of his madness.

      He stuck his head out into the rain, the cold heavy drops landed on his face, trickled down his chin. He was alive. That much he knew.

      All he could hold on to, all that kept his mind sane now, was knowing his duty to his clan. What if he woke up tomorrow and all was back to the way it should be, but with her still there? He couldn't allow her to be hurt. She'd tended his wound, probably saved his life. His honor wouldn't allow such a debt to remain forsaken. But a Sassenach woman in the heart of the Highlands? The implications for him were too numerous to consider.

      The fact his own mother had been Sassenach had near divided the clan in two. Many of the neighboring lairds had suspected her of being a spy for the Sassenach king and demanded his father send her away—else she be killed. When his father insisted he would wed her, a few lairds broke ties with the MacKinnon clan out of disgust.

      And since her death at the hands of pagan priests, his clan, and others of the region, had been plagued by a curse. Many lairds blamed their recent misfortunes on his father for marrying a Sassenach. They said he brought the curse on them.

      And now, here he was protecting a woman who could very well be deceiving him. He didn’t know for sure why he gave a damn, and the fact that he did care didn’t sit well with him. Emotions were never a luxury he could easily afford.

      But there was something about the woman—the way she challenged him, aroused him, looked at him with eyes he could become lost within.

      He shook his head to clear his thoughts, but his angst remained. Christ. Even now, out here in the wilds unarmed and alone, the daft lass was in danger, even if she didn't realize it. And, regardless of who or what she was, until he could figure out what had happened to his land, his home, he had to protect her the only way he knew how.

      Even if it was from his own clan.
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      Wrapped in a thick old robe, she curled up on the dusty bearskin rug, and stared at the fire, glass in hand.

      The rain that had threatened all afternoon had finally delivered on its promise and beat down upon the thatched roof with a soft hum that reminded her of a rushing stream.

      The base of the ruins would be a mud pit by morning.

      Any other time, she'd be anxious, frustrated by such delays. But she was so warm and relaxed after her bath, that even the prospect of a cold, muddy dig tomorrow didn't bother her.

      A cast iron pot bubbled away happily over the hearth. Ewan had thrown together a rabbit stew. Seemed he'd murdered her canned feast and now had to make sure she had something to eat. She had to admit, it smelled wonderful.

      It had been a long time since someone had fussed over.

      Though fussed probably wasn't the right word. 'Ordered about' might be closer to the mark. He demanded she rest while he prepared their dinner, but there had been little conversation. She'd tried to get him to talk about his family, in the hope it may have snapped him out of his delusion, but he'd become agitated, so she let it drop.

      Perhaps it would be best just to let him come around in his own time.

      Lord, she was a coward.

      She was hiding again. This time behind his condition. She didn't want to face what could be his reality. At least not yet. A strange pain gripped her heart, caught her breath. She tried to ignore the growing part of her that prayed he'd stay just as he was, but she couldn't. Was it so bad to want him all to herself?

      Lord. Who was living in a fantasy now?

      She ran her fingers through her long damp hair, hoped the fire would dry them before she caught a chill. She wouldn’t normally wash her hair so late at night, but the sticky bits of rice had left her with no choice. Besides, she'd had it cooped up under her beanie in a braid most of the day, it felt good letting it free for a while.

      "You’re thinking of him, aren't you?"

      "Hmm." She woke from her daze, took a sip of whiskey and winced as the liquid fire burned its way down her throat. Ewan had found the bottle MacTavish gave her, and had poured her a very generous serving in a pint glass. "Who?"

      He picked up his glass, sat down next to her, poked at the fire. For some reason he seemed to be distracted. "Your thoughts belong to another man?"

      She blushed, then glanced at him. His lack of tact could only be considered blunt at best, but in a way, she appreciated his directness. And, amnesia or not, when she looked into his eyes, her instincts told her he was honest, honorable. Strange that those qualities came to mind, but they suddenly mattered a great deal. There seemed little point hiding anything from him. "You mean Michael?"

      "Your husband?"

      She averted her gaze. "No. Michael isn't my husband."

      "Your betrothed, then?"

      She gave him a wry smile, then sighed, and tried to make light of the very personal details of her life. "You're very chatty all of a sudden. Why the interest in my love life?" His expression intensified, his steady gaze fixed upon her face.

      "But he had bedded you?"

      "Yes." Her answer came out as a pathetic squeak. Christ. Even then she sounded guilty, as if she'd slept with an entire military regiment.

      Her cheeks burned.

      "He nae intended to wed you?"

      She took another sip then let out short laugh. "Yes, well, that's another story, isn't it?" She didn't know why, but something inside her wanted to tell him how much Michael had hurt her. Maybe he would laugh. She didn't care. She'd kept it bottled up for so long. "I met Michael at university."

      His brow furrowed as a curious expression took hold.

      "Come on, you know, a place of learning?"

      "Women are allowed ta learn?"

      She frowned and poked him. "Very funny. All right mister alpha male, you want me to tell you about Michael or not?"

      He grinned, so warm and sensual, it melted her bones like butter.

      So unfair.

      "Like I was saying. I was eighteen and had just started my history degree. Michael was my teacher. I thought he was the most handsome, knowledgeable man in the world. God, I was such an idiot." She took a long sip and sighed, as the now blissful heat reached down to her toes. Hmm. Perhaps whiskey wasn’t so bad after all?

      He touched her wrist. "Perhaps you'd better slow down on that, lass. How many drinks have you had before this one?"

      "None."

      "You can’t hold your whiskey." He tilted his head, his smile widened into a cheeky grin.

      Devil.

      "Hah! I can, too." She gulped down the contents of her glass then sucked in a sharp breath. Oh, Hell! Her chest, throat, and lungs were on fire. If she exhaled out now, she swore she would blow flames like some dragon from a fairy tale. With eyes watering, she patted her chest and panted. "See? I can drink."

      "Aye, lass." A mischievous sparkle glinted in his eyes.

      She held out her glass for him to top up, but he didn't move. Sighing, she rested the empty pint glass in her lap, brushed a stray lock of hair from her eyes, and fanned her face with her hand. Whew. It was getting very warm. "It was Michael who couldn't drink. Do you know I used to follow him around like some faithful puppy, doing all he asked and getting no thanks in return? And then, during a trip to a site in Peru, I thought my moment had finally come." Tears welled behind her lashes, but she blinked back. "There I was, so full of stupid notions of romance and love. He'd been drinking heavily before he came to me and . . . we'll let's just say things didn't turn out as I'd hoped."

      As much as she tried, she couldn't keep the sound of disappointment from her voice. Surely he didn't want to hear about her problems.

      "You were a maid, yet he didn't want to marry you?"

      He stroked along her ankle, and she sighed with a somewhat detached pleasure, like his touch was a comfort more than anything.

      Her mind began to spin, as she rested her head back against the tarpaulin sack, and gazed into the crackling coals. "For a while I allowed myself to dream he would, but catching him with one of the other women from our team cured me of that. You must think me a fool, huh?"

      "Nae, lass. He was the fool to let you go."

      She turned her head and met his smoldering gaze. "You don't have to be kind, Ewan."

      "'Tis the truth."

      She smiled, raised an eyebrow. "So. Now you know all about my pathetic past with men. Satisfied?"

      "Aye." The scorching touch of his fingertips tingled, as they traced along her lower calf.

      "Why?"

      He dropped a hot little kiss on her ankle. "I dinna want to take another man's woman."

      Tremors of anticipation sent shock waves through her body. Her mind reeled, ceased all rational thought as she struggled to speak. "T . . . Take?"

      He leaned in, brushed his cheek along her calf then kissed the spot where he'd touched. "I'm going to bed you, Ellie."

      "Really?"

      "Aye."

      "When?"

      "Now."

      "Oh."
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      Ewan was going to make love to her.

      Or at least that's what she was sure would have happened if she hadn't passed out last night. The pint glass tumbled from her hand and rumbled upon the old wooden floorboards.

      "Oh, god." Her head hurt like hell. She raised a shaky hand and massaged her forehead. "Now, I remember why I don't drink. Cripes, how many did I have? One? Two? Ten?"

      Her eyes slowly opened to the onslaught of early morning light peeking through the plastic and tape where she'd mended the window. "Ergh."

      A sickly bubble gurgled from her stomach, climbed up her dry throat and deposited an unkindly taste in her mouth that reminded her of a bad curry she'd once had in London. "Damn MacTavish and his whisky."

      She blinked once, twice, then grimaced and groaned in despair.

      What a picture of feminine delight she was, sprawled over the floor with her robe gaped open, hair matted and falling over her face. One sock on, one—goodness knows where. As she yawned, the charming crust of drool that had gathered at one corner of her mouth crumbled onto her lips.

      Oh, hell.

      Propping herself up on her elbows, she surveyed the room. Bits of creamed rice still hung from the ceiling here and there. Lord, she’d almost forgotten about the mess. Ewan clearly didn’t know his own strength. She reached up, touched her chin where he had wiped away the sweet mess with his finger. Warmth rose to her cheeks.

      He clearly didn’t know the affect he was having on her.

      But where was he?

      She got up quickly and regretted it a second later. Her stomach roiled and threatened to relieve its contents in such a way it would have rivaled the exploding rice. Near tripping over her feet, she made it out the door and dropped to her knees at the old tree outside the cottage.

      That's it. No more drinking—ever.

      Half a pint of whiskey purged, she rested back on her calves, wiped her mouth, and took several deep breaths in through her nose as the memories of last night came back to haunt her.

      Poor Ewan.

      She'd opened to him up about everything. Her love life. Oh, shit. Now he knew about Michael, but just how much pathetic detail she gave, she couldn't recall. No wonder he's not around this morning. She must have sounded like on old set of whining bagpipes last night.

      With a shake of her head, she braced her arm against the tree trunk, got to her feet, and staggered back inside the cottage. There must be some aspirin in here somewhere—or a gun.

      She hadn't heard Ewan leave, though she doubted a freight train would have woken her. In fact, the man could have had his way with her, and she wouldn't have known.

      But nothing had happened.

      Perhaps he was a gentleman and didn't want to take advantage of her. Or, maybe he was gay. Oh, who was she kidding? Though, that would explain the macho sport and impeccable physique.

      Oh, good. Not only did she have to worry about him remembering a potential wife or girlfriend, now she might have to consider his 'significant other'.

      She tried to push the thought from her mind, forced herself to brush her teeth, get dressed, and swallow at least two mouthfuls of tea. Still, she felt like crud.

      There was nothing for it.

      She reached inside a bag, produced a large block of chocolate, took a big bight, and sighed as she chewed.

      At least she still had her dig. And bones and dirt didn't talk back, play with your emotions, or have special friends. Yes. She was back in control, in charge, and a total professional.

      She groaned, nearly gagging as she stuffed another huge chunk of the comforting confection in to her mouth.

      She was also a total mess.
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      Aye, she was beautiful.

      He'd wanted Ellie last night. More than he cared to admit. He could keep her—he could. She was unattached and on his lands; he needed no further reasoning than that. But something held him back. Oh, hell, not something.

      Everything.

      This whole damn situation was doing his head in.

      He'd risen early and walked west to where he'd expected his training camp to be. Nothing. No sign of anyone ever having been there. It just could not be possible. Yesterday, when he'd bathed in the stream, he'd expected to see women from his clan washing clothes and talking about their menfolk when they thought no one listening.

      Morag was usually the loudest, forever boasting of her Harold's prowess in bed-play. The poor man was always getting a ribbing from the other soldiers. A smile met his lips then faded away. He ignored the sensation clutching at his gut that told him he would never see his clansmen again.

      Come, man. It has to be a dream. There couldn't be any other rational explanation. He had been in battle, no doubt injured. Aye. He'd seen men suffer terrible fevers from such things, each imagining they talked to people who weren't there or lashed out at demons that only existed in their poisoned minds.

      What if he was actually lying wounded on a pallet in his keep? Perhaps he had a fever too? Holy mother. If so, then just whose leg had he been kissing last night?

      If it was Angus, his second in command was a dead man.

      He shook his head to rid himself of the horrible notion.

      Perched on top of a rocky cliff ledge, he looked toward the lowlands. Dream or no dream, he must try to find a way back home. Perhaps he'd find help down there? He'd given the plan of travelling some serious thought, but leaving Ellie alone didn't sit well with him. Delusion or not, she was real enough to him, and clearly alone with no one to protect her if bandits attacked.

      He picked up a stone and threw it.

      Bandits? Or was it the thought that her Michael might return that bothered him?

      Hell. Could he really be furious over some Sassenach bastard who may not exist?

      He smiled and flexed his hands, which had been balled into tight fists. If nothing else, his anger felt bloody real enough. So did his honor. Just let the Englishman dare set foot on MacKinnon land. No sword. No club. He'd tear the man apart with his bare hands. And with his pent up frustration at leaving Ellie half naked and untouched in the cottage, he hoped the bastard would bring at least twenty English soldiers.

      He could do with the exercise.
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      The clatter of timber falling to the ground took Ellie's attention to outside the cottage. Her stomach, still unsettled from whiskey and half a block of chocolate, relaxed in relief as Ewan's powerful frame came into view.

      Indeed, he did look like a warrior out of some movie.

      She paused in the open doorway. He glanced up, but didn't appear to see her. Disappointment washed through her until she remembered their time by the fire last night.

      Nerves made her hands shake as she touched her hair, wiped the corners of her mouth, and prayed to God there wasn't a huge chunk of creamy nougat wedged between her front teeth.

      Lord, he looked amazing.

      Fog billowed from his mouth—the morning air was still frigid—as he let go another armful of thick tree branches.

      She smiled, crossed her arms, and approached him, unsure if the shivers racing along her skin were from the morning cold or the sight of steam rising from his barely-clad body.

      "Planning on a building a bonfire?"

      He brushed his hands together then gave her a strange look. "Nae."

      Okay. Stupid suggestion. "Then what are you going to do with all this timber?"

      "We need to start making some defenses around the cottage until the keep can be rebuilt."

      She couldn't keep the smile from her face—a sight that obviously annoyed him greatly. "Very funny, Ewan." Okay, probably not the best thing to say to a man who was delusional. "Seriously, what are you up to?"

      He stopped his task and turned to face her. His expression had become as dark as a stormy sky. What had she said wrong?

      "You'll nae question me, lass. But as you have been alone for so long, I'll make an exception for your behavior this time."

      She stepped back, shook her head. "Excuse me?" It was then she noticed all her excavating tools had been piled up to one side. "And what do you think you're doing with my equipment? Do you know how expensive this stuff is? Bad enough you borrow my kitchen knife without asking—"

      "Quit your whining, woman. I have a lot of work to do before I can go to the other clans. And I will nae leave you without some protection."

      "Protection from what?"

      He stood over her, so close the heat radiating from his skin made her cold face tingle.

      "If the other clans get wind you’re here alone they will try to claim you."

      She hiked her hands to her hips and glared up at him. Her patience with her confused guest had worn thin. "What other clans? Do you see anyone else around here?"

      She thought a glimpse of uncertainty flickered in his eyes.

      "I'll tell you—no! There's no one within miles of this bloody place."

      "There will be other clans to the north—"

      "Stop it!" She flinched at the searing heat in his angry gaze. Her legs were like melting ice cubes, threatening to puddle on the ground. "Look, Ewan. As much as I've tried to go along with your fantasy, it's about time you woke up. We are not playing a game here."

      A tiny muscle in his clenched jaw twitched. Oh, why did she get the feeling he was going to explode?

      "You are the foolish one playing games!"

      His roar was powerful like a lion's. It made her jump, but she didn't give any ground. "Fine! And after you've 'secured' the cottage, what next? Are you going to make me cook and clean for you, walk around the place barefoot and pregnant?"

      "Don't be daft, woman." He turned away from her and picked up an axe. "I would nae allow you to go barefoot. 'Tis too cold."

      Incensed, she flung her hands skyward in annoyance, then glared at the pigheaded wretch. "Now you listen to me. This is my dig. Do you get that? You came here from God knows where, but . . ."

      "When."

      "What?"

      "God knows when."

      She glared at the man. "I don't understand what you mean."

      He took her shoulders, gripped them tightly. "Well, I dinna understand any of this, but I'm nae stupid. Listen to me now, woman. Ma name is Ewan MacKinnon. I was born at this keep in the spring, twelve sixty-six. Now, I dinna know what has happened here since I left, or why, but I can’t change what has been. Only I'll go to hell first before I stop defending ma land . . . and ma property."

      His gaze bored into her like a diamond drill, shook her to her core. Every word he'd spoken was etched with such determination and honesty, that for a brief moment, she actually believed him.

      Her body shook within his grasp. "Ewan, stop this. It doesn't make any sense. If what you're saying is true, then you would have had to come from the past. It's simply not possible."

      He sighed and let her go.

      Suddenly devoid of his firm grip, she staggered back.

      "I dinna know how to explain it. But I would never lie to you. Do you understand that?"

      Every instinct within her cried out to hold him, to believe in his nonsense, but she held back. "Of course, I don't think you'd lie to me, Ewan. Not intentionally."

      He ran his hand through his hair, obviously frustrated with her reasoning. "Dinna look at me that way. For god's sake, I'm nae daft, woman!"

      "Stop yelling at me!" God, how she hated him at that moment. "Of all the stubborn, pigheaded, delusional creatures I should have the misfortune to meet . . ."

      "He's telling you the truth."

      She jumped, shocked, as a woman appeared from the shadows of the ruins.

      The tall, slender stranger's thick brown hair was streaked with ribbons of gray. Her face looked weathered, though somehow familiar. Her ragged clothing was a blend of old and new.

      Ewan had gone completely still; his face pale, eyes wide.

      Ellie's gaze still fixed upon the stranger, she stepped closer to him and whispered. "Ewan. Do you know this person?"

      His hand tightened into a fist. "Aye."

      That singular word was said with such cold conviction it sent chills along her spine. She stared at the woman, as an uneasy feeling welled in her gut. "Who are you?"

      The woman half smiled, then stepped forward. "I'm Margot MacKinnon."

      "Nae!"

      She jumped as Ewan lunged forward, fist raised. Hell. He was going to hurt the woman.

      "Ewan, stop!" Ellie stepped in front of him, grabbed his wrist, then put her other hand on his chest. Her heartbeat raced and she held her breath, knowing he could easily brush her aside with a flick of his huge hand. But he didn't.

      He looked down at her, then back at the woman. His eyes blazed with fury. "Margot MacKinnon is dead. You are but a witch. This whole bloody place is nothing but the devil's work."

      "Ewan." The woman's voice was soft, yet laced with a steely determination. "You know who I am. I must talk with you."

      He pulled away from her touch and spat on the ground as the woman approached. "There will be nae talk. Ma mother is dead."

      Ellie's mouth gaped. "Mother?"
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      "He is angry, I know." Her eyes misty, Ewan's mother stood alongside Ellie, and watched him disappear into the cottage."And he has every right to be."

      A lump rose in Ellie’s throat. "You're his mother?"

      The woman sighed and gave her a kind, though weary smile. "Aye. I am Margot MacKinnon."

      "If you are his mother, then I think you should know that he needs help. He's had an accident and believes he's some Laird from the thirteenth century."

      The woman nodded. "He is."

      "I beg your pardon?"

      "'Tis as I said. He was telling you the truth just now."

      Ellie's shoulders sagged. "Not you too?" Lord, she was so co confused. "But if you are his mother, why does he think you are dead?"

      "He saw me destroyed by lightning." The woman must have seen Ellie's dazed expression. "Walk with me, Elspeth. I have need to talk with you."

      She stopped cold, turned to the woman. "Wait. How did you . . . No one but my parents ever called Elspeth."

      "Pity." Margot took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. "It's such a pretty name. I know this must all come as a shock to you, Elspeth, and I can imagine how confused my son must be feeling . . . ."

      Confused? That was an understatement.

      "When I was a young girl, I found I could do the most unusual things. At first my talents frightened me, then I grew to like them. But in England, anyone with my gifts was deemed a heretic by the church, labeled a devil, or worse."

      "So, you're English?" Ewan was half English. "How did you end up in Scotland—I mean—Alba? Did you run away?"

      "My parents passed on when I was quite young, and I lived for a time between various cousins, none of whom saw me as any great addition to their already crowded families. By the time I became a young woman, I had learned to follow my instincts, and they pulled me toward Scotland. I could see that was where my future lay. In truth, I hadn't intended on meeting Grant MacKinnon. I guess, even with my gifts, I couldn't see everything that was to come."

      "So, you're clairvoyant?"

      "In some ways, but very different to what you may be accustomed to. In fact, I've yet to meet anyone in this time with similar abilities to my own."

      "But, Margot, you claim to be from the past. How would you know people of my time?"

      A faint hue of pink tinged the woman's fair cheeks. "I've been here before—several times. The first time I became stranded here, I used my abilities to survive, attending local fairs and reading futures for money. I admit, I was frightened, but I seemed to blend in without too much trouble. People of your time are much more accepting of others with strange ways."

      Ellie pinched the bridge of her nose, closed her eyes, and took in a deep breath. "You have to admit, this is all more than a bit farfetched. I'm not trying to insult you, Margot, but I'm a scientist, and what you're asking me to believe…well, it's impossible."

      She shook her mind clear and opened her eyes.

      Margot nodded and pursed her lips together. "In my time, Elspeth, the thought of travelling to the moon would have been heresy. Yet, people in this time have been there and sailed through the stars. Why, I have seen things that I still find difficult to comprehend. Machines that cook without heat, ships that travel in the sky, television."

      "Television? For someone from the thirteenth century, that must have been amazing."

      "Dear child, you doubt me? The first time I'd glimpsed the magical box I hid in my home for a week. I feared some power had shrunk folk and trapped them inside. I was terrified."

      "I can imagine." She swallowed, feeling more than a little contrite at the woman’s earnest response. If Margot was trying to con her, then that would mean Ewan was too. No.

      "You can? Then why do you find it so hard to believe me now? I wouldn't lie to you, Elspeth, and my son wouldn't lie to you either."

      Cripes, her head was dizzy. Ellie pinched her own arm and yelped. "Sorry, was just making sure I was wide awake."

      Margot smiled, revealing a small dimple in the same place Ewan had one. "I don't know if Ewan has told you, but when he was but a child, my husband caught me with my fellow travelers. Most times we'd managed to sneak away undetected to perform the ancient ritual, but that night my husband returned home early and thought I'd been kidnapped. He came to rescue me. Each one of my friends carried a similar ability to mine. We seemed to have been drawn to each other, to a sacred place on MacKinnon land. Most of them were more powerful than me, yet I was the first the first to be able to travel through time."

      "I'm sorry, Margot, but I just can't . . . none of this makes any sense." The woman met her doubting gaze and held her there.

      "Tell me how you found Ewan?" Margot asked.

      "What?"

      "It was during a violent storm, wasn't it?"

      "Yes, but I don't see . . . ."

      "Then you must have the amulet."

      Her breath caught. "How do you know about that?"

      "The amulet was an ancient relic, even in my time. It is the key to time travelling. Jonathon, the eldest of our group, was the one who used his powers to help me connect with the key." A sigh escaped the woman, her eyes moist with fresh tears. "He was also the only one who could bring me back home."

      "So, you've never been able to return?" The whisper of realization trickled from her lips.

      "No. I have never been back. You see, we were performing the ritual, and just before the lightning struck me, I recall seeing my husband and his men rushing into the clearing. But I knew Jonathon couldn't stop. He'd risk killing me if he didn't complete his task."

      "You must have been so frightened."

      "Terrified." Margot dabbed at the corner of her eyes then cleared her throat. "After arriving here, I managed to find shelter. I waited two days to return, and then I feared my friends had been killed."

      "Aye. They were." A deep voice made her jump. Ewan. He must have been listening. "Da made sure those heathens were made to pay for killing you."

      Margot's expression was solemn as she faced her son's wrath. "I never meant for you to be hurt, Ewan."

      "You betrayed us!" Ewan bellowed.

      Shivers ran along Ellie's body. Hurt, pain, anguish gushed from the giant before her. How her heart ached for him.

      Margot reached her hand out to her son, but he just glared at it as though it was poison.

      "I could never tell your father that I belonged to them. He never would have understood." Margot lowered her arm and clutched at her skirt, as though she longed to reach out to her boy. "Oh, my son, I meant to return to you. It wasn't supposed to end the way it did. You must believe me."

      Ellie stood between the feuding pair like some sort of referee hoping to keep the peace, but she could only watch in sadness as years of pent-up anger raged all around her.

      "Every day I remember seeing you die. I was only eight years old! Now I discover ma mother is nothing but a witch."

      "I am not a witch!" Margot took a step toward Ewan.

      Ellie trembled as his face went dark, storm clouds brewing in his eyes.

      "The Hell, you’re not! Da cried for you. And he never cried for anyone. He was nothing but a husk of a man after you died."

      Margot's shoulders sagged, her defiant gaze dropped to the ground. "I loved your father, Ewan. And I loved you. I still do. I never meant for any of this."

      Like the lion he reminded Ellie of, Ewan began pacing before his mother as if trying to decide if the woman would be his next kill.

      A chill ran along Ellie’s spine.

      "And what of the lands—the people?" His rage seemed to know no boundaries as he roared at his mother. "Ever since that day, the clans have been at war with one another. The others blamed Da for killing the priests and bringing a curse upon us all. Not one year since have we had successful crops. Our cattle and sheep die for no reason. Food is scarce and people fight like pathetic animals over what there is."

      Margot faced him, her chin firm. "I'm so sorry, Ewan. I can’t say more than I have."

      "Da is dying. Hell. For all I know he could be already dead, and here I am trapped in this purgatory when I should be with ma men."

      He grasped his sword from its sheath, sending a rush of fear hurtling through Ellie's body. Then he stopped himself, turned around, and stormed off toward the woods.

      In the wake of his typhoon, Ellie stood there shaking, stunned.

      Her thoughts were such a blur.

      Despite everything she'd ever known to be scientific truth and fact, her own latent instincts told her Margot wasn't lying. But time travel? It's just wasn't possible.

      Memories of visiting remote villages with her parents came hurtling back to her. So many of those indigenous cultures had demonstrated their own wild beliefs in teleportation and spiritualism. She'd never taken much notice of odd rituals, except on one occasion when she was young, maybe five or six. Still, she always remembered the event.

      They had been helping a village somewhere in Africa. She wandered away from her parents and came across an old tribal site. The bones, statues, and carvings there fascinated her—until the medicine man found her. At first he seemed angry with her, but then he stopped and smiled. Maybe it was the way she sat in the midst of it all—as if she belonged. She can only guess. Apparently she'd been chatting to thin air. The old man applied a dab of color to her forehead then gave her a tiny charm to hang around her neck. She still wore the dark, shiny stone. It had become her good luck charm.

      Reaching up, she clutched at the precious memento.

      She must find Ewan.

      Margot sighed and turned away.

      "Please don't go, Margot. Ewan will calm down. I'll talk to him."

      The woman shook her head, cleared her throat. "Nae. I won't stay any longer today. Please don't be angry with him, Elspeth, he needs you."

      "Then come back in the morning. I have something I need to show you. Now, I'm not saying I believe everything I've just heard, but if what you're saying is true, then we must find a way to send Ewan back home. And perhaps you as well."
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      For over an hour she'd tried in vain to find Ewan. The night air had settled upon the land and a sharp chill gripped her, biting at her hands and feet. Bloody cold. Always cold.

      God. Where was he?

      She walked inside the cottage, closed the door, and took off her jacket.

      Damn the stubborn man.

      She hadn't been this worried since . . . since her parents had gone missing during a flight over Papua, New Guinea. For two days she'd slept on a cane bench in the office of the local police chief, waiting for some news of their whereabouts. Being monsoon season, the heat was near unbearable, with mosquito's becoming fat and happy on her blood. No matter what repellent she used, she was a walking buffet for the little vampires.

      Then, on the morning of the third day, she'd received the news.

      Her parents' plane had been sighted in a very remote part of the country. It would take days to reach them, if they could. Though from the state of the wreckage it was immediately assumed that both of her parents, the pilot, and a care worker had perished in the accident.

      At the horrible memory, a hollow, sickly sensation cramped her stomach, made her dry wretch.

      Never again did she want to go through that kind of pain and heartache.

      Angry, she paced the room, determined to give the ungrateful sod a piece of her mind when he got back. People can't run from their problems, they have to face them.

      Hell. She should talk.

      That's exactly what she had been doing for years. Running from Michael—from the embarrassing truth—burying her head in the sand of any remote dig to escape the gossip and innuendo about her career. It seemed everyone had heard about her liaison with Michael.

      But he'd only boasted half the truth.

      And she'd never done anything to stop him.

      Idiot.

      No. No, this time she would handle this project alone and prove to everyone she didn't live in Michael's shadow or need his favor to get by.

      And Ewan?

      Christ. Okay. Assuming they weren't mad or playing a prank on her, she had to help him and his mother get home.

      She glanced at the small chest next to her bed and sighed. The amulet. It had to be the same Margot talked about. Somehow, by bringing the pieces back together she'd accidently tripped some sort of switch, bringing Ewan here.

      There must be a way to get him back.

      The door burst open, Ewan stood in the threshold.

      Her heart leapt with relief. She wanted to kill him. "Where have you been? Damn you! You had me sick with worry." She strode up to him, thumped him on his chest. "Don't ever do that again, do you hear me?"

      Misery and anguish gushed from her past, took the opportunity and crashed through her weakened defenses. She hit him again, then again. Tears flowed down her face.

      He reached around her, pulled her close against him. "Hush now, Ellie."

      She broke down as he kissed the top of her head and kept hold of her. His warmth seeped into her, his scent surrounded her, subdued her angst. She clutched onto his plaid, closed her eyes. Other than her father, he was the only man she'd ever felt safe with.

      And she was going to send him away.
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      "Kiss me."

      The brazen words left her lips before she could stop them. The last time she'd offered herself to a man, it had ended in disaster.

      In Peru, Michael had been drunk and fawned over her with little care or grace. In fact, the entire night had been worth forgetting, though her pride had made her lie to Michael the next morning.

      As far as he was concerned, he'd performed to her every romantic expectation, and had the nerve to boast about his ‘conquest’. For her to deny his claims would be to admit she'd fabricated the fantasy.

      Not only was the lie embarrassing, but who would believe the truth?

      Michael had been promiscuous with many young interns at the time, only she'd chosen to turn a blind eye and dare think she was special—that he'd cared enough about her to stop his philandering ways.

      She'd never been more wrong.

      Ewan wiped the tears from her cheek and gazed down at her. His eyes had turned into molten gold and smoldered with a heat that made the room suddenly very warm.

      "Aye, lass. You wish me to kiss you...to take you?"

      He cupped her chin, raised her mouth to meet his, then brushed his lips softly across hers.

      Her heart pounded, her limbs turned to jelly, and a small sigh escaped her. God, how she wanted him. At that moment, she didn't care what he thought of her, she just wanted to lose herself within his heat. To feel desired, if not loved.

      "Yes." The whispered admission caused relief to wash over her like a warm tide.

      No more hiding from her emotions. No more lies.

      A part of her had been left unfulfilled for so long she was determined to satisfy the anxious longing that was to taking her over. And it was all his doing.

      He kindled a wild fire within her, and if he wouldn't make a move now, hell, she would.

      She reached up and linked her arms around his neck, forcing her lips against his in an awkward motion. Any notion she had about him not wanting her disappeared as he grabbed her buttocks and hoisted her up against his hot, hardened body, taking her mouth completely and drinking in her gasps.

      He wanted her.

      His tongue invaded her mouth and demanded her capitulation. She complied with a fervor that made him groan.

      Captured by his scent and his heat, her head began to spin, dizzy with such intoxication that it made the whiskey seem weak by comparison. Love, lust, longing, whatever it could be called, raged through her like hurricane.

      After releasing her mouth, his lips brushed along her jaw, then his teeth nipped along her earlobe, sending ripples of unabashed pleasure dancing across her skin.

      With his every touch, her hips arched against his, kicking her adrenaline into overdrive. A hot, sensual smile slid across his face. If he was thinking he had her where he wanted her—he was damn right.

      Her hands roamed along the scarred plains of his back, exploring his every curve and muscle, down to where his plaid hung upon his firm hips.

      Her breathing hitched with growing anticipation, as her shaking fingertips trailed along the course leather belt holding the rough kilt in place. Locating the heavy metal buckle, she fumbled with the clasp, the twisted iron cool beneath her burning fingers.

      Damn it if she couldn’t undo the bloody thing.

      As if reading her thoughts, his hand crept over hers and deftly did away with the troublesome buckle; all the while his mouth steadily devoured her neck inch by devastating inch.

      Oh, God.

      As he kissed the sensitive pulse at the base of her throat, she gasped and clutched at his plaid, only to have to heavy weave fall away from him and crumple to the floor.

      He raised his head, a willful gleam in his eye.

      "From this night." His ragged whisper echoed into the room. "You are mine, Ellie."

      The passionate exclamations made her tremble, leaving her unable to do anything but nod in reply. She wanted to tell him how she was feeling, but she could find no words to describe the web of bliss in which she'd become hopelessly entangled. Or maybe she was too frightened to speak—fearful she would shatter the incredible moment.

      His hand moved along her hip to the small of her back, and she felt weightless in his embrace as he began to gently lower to her to the floor. Crushed beneath her, the rugs bristly fur cocooned her in a sea of instant warmth.

      Her gaze, timid at first, flickered over his magnificent naked form as he lay down beside her. The flames of the nearby fire were nothing compared to the heat radiating from his taught body, his touch scorching the cool flesh of her belly.

      Running his hand down along her hip, he seemed mesmerized by her fair skin. She caught his hungry gaze, and closed her eyes as his mouth took hers; his tongue, hot and forceful, taking command and guiding her to a heightened state of pleasure.

      And—oh!—how she loved the taste of him. Earthy, masculine, every bit the powerful man she remembered from their first brief kiss.

      He pulled away from her, then straddled her hips, placing one muscular thigh either side of her. She clearly wasn’t going anywhere—even if she wanted to.

      "Look at me, Ellie."

      Her breath caught at the sight of the simmering liquid amber in his heated gaze. His expression was so full of desire, passion, it made her heart melt. So damn gorgeous.

      Her pulse raced. Oh, God. She couldn't fall for him.

      No. She mustn't . . . .

      But all rational thought dissolved as he slowly unfastened every tiny button down the front of her blouse, delivering a searing kiss upon each portion of exposed skin in turn.

      Her heart beat wildly against her ribs, and a lump formed in her throat, making it difficult to breathe. Once the last button was released, he pushed back the soft cotton fabric over her shoulders, revealing her lace covered breasts in the soft firelight.

      He lifted the elastic straps and lowered them onto her arms, then ran his fingertips along the edge of the silk band, following it to where it clipped behind her back.

      She caught his curious expression and mused for a moment about what he may have thought of the feminine contraption. He would have never seen such undergarments before. As a smile met her lips at the thought of him wrestling with the clasp, she was shocked by the presence of his hand under her bare breast. Her bra lay next to her on the floor. How on earth? A girlish giggle escaped her throat. Her incredible Highland warrior had managed a feat yet to be mastered by modern man.

      He'd singlehandedly unclipped a bra.

      She gasped as he took a nipple within his mouth, then bit gently between his teeth. Her heart pounded, every beat sending bursts of pleasure pulsating through her veins, sizzling every nerve with anticipation.

      His tongue flickered and swept across the hardened bud, then blazed a trail down to the valley between her breasts, leaving a ripple of goose bumps in its wake.

      Looking up at her through dark lashes, a mischievous smile parted his lips.

      “I think I prefer you in skirts, lass.” His strong hands grasped the top of her jeans and tugged, sending the small metal button flying across the room. The zipper parted with a short, sharp squeal before the denim was swiftly removed from her legs. “Although, having you wear nothing at all has it attractions too.”

      Flames of embarrassment leaped up along her body and licked at her burning cheeks as she lay there in her rather sensible full-brief underwear. Yet, as he carefully examined them, he appeared rather enamored by the cream cotton undies. Maybe it was the closest thing he’d ever seen to lingerie?

      A low growl rumbled from his throat, and she suddenly found herself bereft of cover, her body swiftly tucked beneath his.

      Taking her mouth, his tongue swept inside and explored the moist warmth within. He seemed to taste her, savor her, as though she was something delicious he hungered for. Perhaps she was.

      He heart swelled with joy at the notion, and she smiled to herself—Michael had never touched her this way.

      But then, Michael had never claimed her.

      But Ewan didn’t know that.

      Panting, she swallowed hard, her throat dry. "Ewan, I must tell . . . ."

      The words died on her lips, as his fingers found the sensitive folds of her sex and worked their sensual magic. Oh, God. All coherent thought dissolved into the blissful chaos consuming her. Spasms of pent up passion unleashed within her as she writhed beneath the delicious weight of his body.

      Ewan kissed her cheek, his hot rasping breath tickled her ear.

      "By God, woman.” He pressed a finger into her channel and growled with raw desire. “You’re so hot and ready for me."

      A coil of desire wound deep within her, tense and demanding, threatened to take her over the brink of some unknown pinnacle of pleasure. Raking her hands through his dark hair, she marveled at the incredible man who’d given her so much happiness. She’d never imagined being in the arms of someone like him, didn’t want it to end.

      His head dipped, and he took her nipple into his mouth, pressing a second a finger into her hot passage. She shuddered, clutched his shoulder and arched against his touch.

      She trembled as he shifted himself above her, eased her legs apart, then lowered his swollen sex between them. Claiming her lips, he thrust his cock firmly into her tight channel.

      Oh god! Breathing heavily, she threw her head back and gripped his shoulders, digging her nails into his heated flesh. Despite every effort not to, her body stiffened, and she fought to catch her breath as his mouth drank in her gasps.

      A loud, deep growl echoed around her; his body shuddered.

      He released her lips, anchored her body to him, then rested his forehead against hers.

      Panting, he kissed her temple then smiled. "Christ, Ellie."

      Unable to meet his searching gaze, she looked away.

      Hell. He knows.

      "You should have told me." He slowly withdrew from her, but stayed where he was. "I thought you'd been with another man. If I'd known, I would have been more gentle, more . . . ."

      Tears welled in her eyes and not just because of the pain. "Please, I don't want to discuss it right now. The past doesn’t matter. I . . . I don't want you to stop, Ewan."

      He nuzzled her cheek in a tender nod, then began dropping hot little kisses down her neck that sent shivers racing along her skin.

      “Hold on to me, Ellie."

      Slowly, gently, he eased his manhood into her channel and withdrew, repeating the intimate movement until her body began to relax and respond in kind, each stroke replacing pain with a new kind of pleasure.

      When he looked at her, his eyes had become dark and unreadable. Though, a smile that oozed male satisfaction tilted his lips and seemed to shout that she was his—now and forever.

      "Ewan." The sound of his name seemed to excite him all the more.

      He grasped her thighs, dragged them up higher upon his hips, then sank deeply into her.

      "Lass." His voice shook along with the rest of his body, his breathing heavy and strained.

      He smiled then touched the side of her burning cheek.

      "God, Ellie, but you are perfect."

      She reached up and drew his mouth down upon hers as he began making love to her in a devastating fashion that caused her to cling to him with a sudden blinding need.

      Her head arched backward, and her lips parted under the sensual onslaught. As if sensing her body’s demands, he thrust harder and faster, until she quivered beneath him, lost in a sea of frayed emotions. Then, as her every nerve jolted with endless aftershocks, he shuddered violently above her and collapsed at her side.
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      The first hint of dawn peeked through the cracks in the old wooden door.

      Ewan yawned, rolled over, and placed his arm around the tiny pink bundle snuggled up next to him under the blanket. A smile curled the edge of his mouth.

      Ellie.

      He ran the tip of his finger across the edge of her shoulder, then down along her side, before resting his hand on her hip. Immediately, he grew hard.

      Would she protest if he wanted to bed her again now?

      He sighed. What an inconsiderate bastard he was. She'd probably be sore after last night.

      No. He'd, let her sleep, though the memory of taking her made him smile with a kind of intense satisfaction he'd never felt before.

      In fact, it was more than just satisfaction. A fierce instinct of protectiveness had also gripped him. She needed him.

      He'd returned to the cottage last night angry and confused. The one person he'd never expected to ever see again had just walked back into his life.

      His mother was alive.

      The angry child in him had riled, wanted her to know his distress, but he'd suppressed the hurt, refused to let her see how much he'd cared. Instead he sought to cause her pain. She couldn't have understood what he and his father had been through.

      Maybe he was right in the first place, and was dreaming from a fever. He would almost have preferred that. Unlike his reality, in this place he'd been made to face issues he'd tried to forget. A warrior could afford no such emotions.

      Though he'd sometimes imagined what he'd say if he had the opportunity to see his mother again, he hadn't expected such a shocking revelation. After all, he watched her die, or at least he thought he had. Everything he'd believed to be true about his mother had been a lie.

      She was a witch.

      And as for Ellie . . . There was another, more pressing duty he'd long put off which had made his clan restless.

      His people needed to see their future Laird.

      He needed an heir.

      And despite all his mother had done, the fact remained that she was there—gave him hope that perhaps he hadn’t lost his mind after all. Dream or no dream, he had to find a way home. Just the thought of what might be happening at the keep during his absence drove him to distraction. If his father had died, the entire clan could break apart.

      MacTavish.

      Ever since Ellie had mentioned the name, he couldn't get the man from his mind. Something must have happened to cause the MacKinnon land to become MacTavish. A trickle of cold dread ran down his chest, welled in the pit of his gut.

      He didn't want to think about the possibility of treachery.

      Rage surged through him, filled every vein with a molten fury determined to seek revenge. The MacTavish in his time was his father's most trusted friend, a cousin of the MacKinnon clan. But the man was, in Ewan's eyes, clearly a power-hungry warlord bent on conquest. Once, he'd overheard a volatile argument between Douglas MacTavish and his father over the battles with other clans. His father had tired of fighting wasteful battles and wanted to start peace talks, but Douglas thought otherwise.

      Since that day Ewan had noticed a strained relationship between the two men. His father had become ill shortly after. Ewan had suspected foul play, but couldn't see any signs of poisoning. Besides, Douglas had offered everything at his disposal to heal his father, but nothing had worked.

      "Bastard!'
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      A sudden shout from outside the cottage woke her from a sound sleep.

      Last night, Ewan had proved a tender lover, but she'd be paying for it all day. A smile tilted her lips. It was a price she was happy to pay. She rolled over and touched his arm. "Are you okay?"

      He nodded, smiled, then stroked her cheek with the back of his hand.

      Lord, she couldn't get enough of looking at that man and wanted to absorb every gorgeous detail. A heavy sigh escaped her.

      She would never forget him.

      The morning light made him seem so surreal, his features so incredibly masculine it made her quiver. His tousled mane of dark chestnut hair framed a proud forehead and powerful jaw line. His ruggedly handsome face, though touched by tiny scars, appealed to her like no other face had. Eyes the color of liquid amber stared at her, their depths barely disguising the savage hunger she knew lay within. A tingling sensation flooded her body.

      Her lion was on the prowl.

      He leaned forward, touched under her chin, and kissed her. He was so soft and warm she melted like butter on hot toast.

      "Ellie. Why did you tell me another man had taken your maidenhood?"

      "My what?" Heat rushed to her cheeks. Crap. He would go and spoil the moment. This will take some explaining. "Oh, that maidenhood. Well, you see . . ."

      "Ewan MacKinnon!" A determined, loud voice boomed from beyond the cottage door.

      She swallowed and shot Ewan a glance that made him smirk.

      Margot.

      Oh, Hell. They were lying on the floor naked, for goodness sake.

      Ellie pushed away his arm and rolled off the fur. "Ewan. It's your mother, put something on." She scrambled to pick up her clothes from the various places Ewan had thrown them the night before. Luckily, they were mostly intact. He wasn't very patient when it came to getting what he wanted.

      With no apparent sense of urgency for the situation, Ewan just propped himself up on one elbow and eyed her up and down. A mischievous smile lit up his face.

      She glared at him. Bloody man.

      He yawned, then threw back the blanket to reveal his naked form. Modesty obviously wasn't in his nature.

      "I'm in nae hurry to meet with her again." He frowned, stood up, and stretched. The palms of his hands rested easily on the cottage rafters.

      Show off.

      Ignoring the unclothed giant in front of her, she hopped around the floor trying to get her blasted jeans on, then stumbled over a pillow. "Ouch. Well, I am. We have a lot to discuss. Now stop being so bloody difficult and help me up."

      He shook his head, hoisted her up as though she was a rag doll, then held her against him. "You are very outspoken for a lass."

      She leaned in and kissed him. "You mean you've only just realized that?"

      A deep sigh escaped him, and he lowered her to the floor. He lazily picked up his plaid and fashioned it around him.

      With a groan, she ran her fingers through her hair. "It will have to do."

      Still trying to tuck her shirt in, she opened the door to find Margot standing there—cooking pot in one hand, basket in the other.

      The woman stepped into the room, met Ewan's suspicious gaze, then blatantly averted her stare. "I thought you might be hungry, Elspeth."

      Oh, dear. This wasn't going to be easy.

      Margot placed the pot onto the table, then removed a loaf of black bread from the basket. "It's just mutton stew, but I think you'll find it tasty."

      Margot’s shrewd, assessing glance moved from her to Ewan then back again.

      Good grief. She must have guessed they'd slept together. How embarrassing. His mother nodded, smiled, then reached for the bread.

      "Will you eat with us, Ewan?" Margot didn't look at her son.

      Minutes felt like hours before Ewan came and sat down next to Ellie, then glared at his mother.

      Ellie handed him a bowl. "This was really nice of your mother, bringing us some food, wasn't it Ewan?"

      He grunted.

      Margot seemed to ignore his behavior. "You wanted to show me something, Elspeth?"

      "Yes." She swallowed a spoonful of stew, then stood and retrieved the amulet from her chest. "Tell me, Margot. How did you get here? Do you live nearby?"

      "Nae. My horse is tethered outside." Margot smiled at her as she returned to the table. "My cottage is over an hour's ride away."

      Ellie sat down, unwrapped the ancient piece, then placed it on the table before them. "But then how did you know to find Ewan here—"

      "You do have it." Margot's whispered surprise cut her short. "But it's missing a part."

      "Yes. But I know where we can get it. It's in a museum . . . I mean a stronghold far away, but I'm certain I can borrow it."

      "Nae." Puzzled, she looked at Ewan. "I have the other piece."

      He pulled a small pouch from around his neck, snapped it free of its leather band and placed it on the table.

      Hands trembling, Ellie picked up the bag and opened it. "Where did you get this?"

      The shiny fragment of gold glittered in the light.

      "After my father destroyed the pagan site, he had everything to do with the evil priests burned. Only, this amulet wouldn't melt. Da found it could be separated and, fearing it was bewitched, had it buried in different places around the keep so it could never harm anyone again. I hid and watched each piece being buried and later went back to dig this one up."

      Ellie reached out and touched his hand. "Why?"

      "It was a reminder of what I'd lost. All that I had to remember ma mother by."

      Margot sighed. "That was a long time ago, son. I know nothing I do will ever repay your grief, but I didn't come here today to fight with you."

      He stood and paced the room. "Then why did you come?"

      Margot put down the serving spoon and met his eye. "It's time for you to go home."

      "What?" Ellie dropped her bread and stared at Ewan. He was going so soon? Her pulse raced, heart ached. No. Stop it. She knew this moment would come, but it was too soon. "You know how to do it, don't you, Margot?"

      "Aye, Elspeth. I think I will be able to help. But it's only because he has the gift running through him as well, though not as strong."

      Ewan slammed the table with his fist. "I'm nae a witch."

      Margot stood. "And I told you, neither am I!"

      "Please." Ellie up righted a glass that had tipped over and glared at the impossible man. "No one is a witch. Ewan, why don't you hear your mother out?"

      "It is alright, Elspeth. He's so much like his father. Stubborn like a bull."

      Ellie met Ewan’s troubled gaze. “And . . . and, if your mother is correct about being able to send you, you’re going to try and go back?”

      Ewan shifted, clearly uncomfortable by the notion of both believing and trusting in whatever dark magic he thought his mother to possess.

      A flicker of hope caught her breath. Perhaps he’d stay?

      Ewan let out a deep breath. “I can’t say I like the idea, but I need to return home. And if this is the only way . . . then I’m nae afraid to die trying.”

      Ellie’s heart sank into a pool of misery. Why had she dared assume for a moment she was more important to him then his clan? Fool. She sat down and fought back the tears welling behind her eyes. He was leaving her. "So, Margot. I take it you're going back, too, then."

      Margot smiled, reached over, and patted her hand. "Nae, love. My time has been. And I'd only cause more hurt if I went back. Everyone thinks me dead. Besides, I believe it only fitting my son take his wife back with him."

      Ellie's stomach dropped. "Excuse me?"

      Christ. He had a wife?

      Margot faced Ewan's determined gaze, and for once the two seemed to meet on common ground. "Am I correct, son?"

      "Aye." His firm reply put butterflies in Ellie's stomach. "I'm keeping her."

      "And Elspeth agreed to let you take her last night?"

      "Aye, she did."

      Margot grinned. "Well, that's settled then."

      "Whoa. Wait a minute. What's settled?" Ellie felt her feet giving way from beneath her, despite the fact she was seated.

      "It is the way of it in the Highlands, Elspeth." Margot gave her hand a gentle squeeze. "Surely you knew that?"

      "No, I didn't. I mean, yes, I knew of the old customs, but I never thought . . . ."

      Margot gave her a knowing smile. "Ah, I see. Well, once a man in our clan decides to take a woman for his own, and she accepts and is taken into his bed, they are considered married."

      Ellie stood, shook her head. "What? You're kidding right? This is the twenty-first century. Stop looking at me that way, Ewan. I'm not your wife. Margot? No. No. Even in your time, there had to be a proper wedding of some kind. A priest. Prayers . . . ."

      Margot cleared her throat and began cutting a slice of bread as though the three of them were merely discussing the weather. "A priest isn't always available at the time, but when he does his rounds he'll bless the happy couple. You have nothing to fear about that."

      Ellie pushed her chair back, glared at him, pointed to the door. "You. Me. Outside. Now!"

      Married? No. It was beyond rational thought. But then again, so was time travel. Though, at that moment she didn't know which one sounded more ridiculous.

      She pulled open the door and strode outside. "How could you?"

      Ewan followed her. "Ellie—"

      Margot raced after them, speaking in another tongue.

      Ewan stopped, turned, and shouted back at his mother.

      Frustrated, she screamed at the arguing pair. "Why does he have to make me go with him, Margot?"

      They both stopped and looked at her.

      Ewan moved toward her, a bewildered expression on his face. "You never told me you could speak Gaelic."

      She took a bold step forward. "You never asked! And while I'm at it, I speak four languages: English, Gaelic, French, and Indonesian. Don't even ask me to explain the last one."

      Margot approached her, hands outstretched. "I told you about my gifts, Elspeth. I wouldn't lie to you. Please trust me. You were meant to go back with Ewan. I've seen it. He needs you. The two of you together hold the strength to make the journey safely."

      Incensed, Ellie crossed her arms. "And if I don't go?"

      "Then I'll go alone." Ewan met her defiant gaze.

      Bloody man.

      Margot stared at him in disbelief. "You don't understand, Ewan. We don't have much time. She must go with you. This isn't an option . . ."

      "I won't make her come with me!" Margot froze as Ewan roared. "None of this was her fault. She shouldn't have to pay for our problems."

      "But she's your wife."

      "Don't tell me ma duty! If she won't come, then I'll find a way to come back for her." He turned away from her and walked toward the cottage.

      Ellie closed her eyes, her heart aching from the disappointed look on his face. He wanted her, and she'd refused him. Oh, God, please let the ground open up and swallow her now.

      Margot looked up at the dark clouds gathering from the north, clasped her hands together, muttered, "It’s begun."

      "Margot, please. You have to understand. I can't just simply leave here. I have my work, my career. I've struggled all my life to prove I can be someone, contribute to something meaningful."

      "And Ewan means nothing to you?"

      The woman's words stung like a slap in the face.

      "That's not fair. Damn you. You just show up from nowhere, expect me to believe stuff no sane person would, then try to make me feel guilty. Well, to Hell with that." She marched past the woman and headed toward the ruins. "I have work to do."

      Margot called out after her. "You spend your life digging up the past, Elspeth, while you hide from your future. I know of your desire for the old ways, love. And I sense your passion for my son, no matter what you say. Would it be so bad if your future was in the past?"

      Her throat tightened, eyes misted.

      It wasn't fair. She shouldn't have to make these kinds of choices.

      But Margot had been right. Ellie did want nothing more than to bury herself deep in her work, to forget about her emotions, her pain, about her parents, Michael, her career—and now Ewan.

      Everything was such a mess.

      If, in a hundred years, someone were to dig up her life, what would they find? A record of a rich life fulfilled or merely a notation in a science journal about other, more interesting lives she'd discovered?

      The distant hum of an engine drew her weary attention. "For frig sake, now what?"

      A familiar blue blotch grew nearer. MacTavish's truck.

      A twinge of suspicion gripped her chest, as she held her hand above her eyes, and tried to focus on what appeared to be not one, but two people sitting in the front seat. Oh, hell. Not Michael! He wouldn’t dare . . . .

      Ewan.

      "Margot. Please go inside the cottage right now and keep Ewan there."

      "But, lass, the storm will be here soon. You must prepare…"

      "I can see it. Look. Listen to me. There's no time to explain. I'll try and get rid of MacTavish. Just make sure Ewan doesn't come out . . . ." She turned and walked toward the approaching vehicle. ". . . or I'll have a new gravesite to add to the MacKinnon ruins."
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      As the truck drew nearer, the second figure became steadily more familiar, confirming the pang of angst that curdled in her stomach.

      Michael.

      "Hello, lass!" MacTavish waved his arm out the window as the lorry ground to a halt before her. "Good to see you all in one piece, eh?"

      She gave him a curt nod and stared daggers at his passenger. "MacTavish, you're early. Why is he here?"

      The farmer averted his eyes and motioned for his passenger to join him.

      "Why, this is your boss, isn't it? Aye. The day after you left, Professor Wade here called me and said he’d sent you. He was worried about you and wanted to see how things were going."

      She couldn't stop the snarl that curled at her top lip. The usurping bastard! "So kind of him." Her blood boiled at the sight of her old flame.

      Michael stepped down from the truck, removed his sunglasses, gave her a crooked smile. "Ellie."

      "Aye." MacTavish continued, clearly oblivious to the tension around them. "I told him all about the pin, and what you're hoping to find."

      She shot MacTavish a heated look, as disbelief dissolved into anger. "You told him everything I'd prepared?"

      "Of course. He's your boss, isn’t he? Why wouldn't I? Besides, he said this find was of major importance, and that he'd sent you because you're his best associate."

      "Associate? My. I am flattered. I've obviously moved up in your ranks, haven't I, Professor?"

      Michael swaggered toward her in a way she used to find attractive – now it repulsed her. "Come now, Ellie. There's no need for that. We're both professionals here. Let's show our host some decorum, shall we?"

      Her hands clenched until her nails threatened to drawn blood from her palms, and anger shook her entire being. "You son of a . . ."

      He ignored her defiant stance, produced a small pair of binoculars, and turned toward the ruins. "Ah. I see you've already begun the preliminary sites. Good work, Ellie. I always could count on you. Now, let's see. We'll bring in three teams, I think. And that little cottage—I'll make that my base of operations. You won't mind, will you Ell?"

      "Bastard!" He stared in shock at her abuse. "Touch one stone, dig one hole, and I'll personally plant you in it!"

      A wide grin spread across the creep's face. "My, my. Haven't we become the feisty one? I think I like this side of you Ellie. You've got spirit I've never seen before." He grasped her arm, pulled her close to him, leered at her body. "You're more woman now than I recall. In fact, I do believe it might be time to rekindle some old flames, don't you. And that little cottage . . ."

      Michael jumped at the sight of a sword blade next to his cheek. "What the . . ."

      My God, she'd never seen Ewan so angry.

      "Let her go." Ewan's icy tone sent shivers coursing through her, even though she wasn't the one at risk.

      "Do as he says, Michael."

      "The hell I will. Now, what is going on?" Michael turned to face Ewan and froze in the Highlander's enormous shadow.

      MacTavish had disappeared, most probably hiding behind his truck.

      Ewan glanced at her, raised an eyebrow. "This is your Michael?"

      She pulled away from Michael and stood next Ewan, touched his arm. There wouldn't be enough sutures in all of Scotland, let alone her first aid kit, to repair what would happen to Michael if he didn't shut up. But getting Michael to do anything sensible was easier said than done. "I already told you. He's not my Michael. Besides, it's nothing, Ewan. I'm fine, really. Pay no attention to him."

      Ewan clearly wasn't about to take her word for it. He held the tip of his sword mere inches from Michael's nose. "You dare touch ma woman?"

      A smug expression coated Michael's face.

      Oh, dear.

      "Ma woman. You like that authentic brogue, huh, Ellie? A local, eh? How nice. Listen, my dear fellow, I'm not aware of Ellie having a boyfriend. In fact, I think you'll find she and I might have plans for tonight, so you can be on your way. I'm a professor you know. World famous. You may have seen me on the television? You are a strange chap, aren't you? Nice costume though . . . ." Michael reached out to touch Ewan's plaid, but never made it.

      Ewan struck the man with a flick of his hand, sending her old professor hurtling backward to land on the ground with a loud thump.

      Michael didn't move.

      Ewan strode toward him, sword still in hand.

      She raced ahead of Ewan, knowing what he intended to do. "Don't kill him, Ewan. Please. Yes, he's a bastard. But I don't want his blood on our hands."

      A deep roll of thunder echoed through the darkening sky. Michael stirred on the ground.

      "You’re ma property, Ellie. Ma wife. No one ever lays a hand on you. It's ma honor to protect you." He raised his weapon.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      Risking possible death or worse—Ewan's wrath—she stood between him and the injured archaeologist. "Look. I understand you see killing him as your duty, and I'm very flattered, but we really have to talk about this whole marriage thing."

      Large, heavy drops of rain began to fall about them.

      MacTavish, who'd emerged from the safety of the truck, raced over and helped Michael from the ground. MacTavish stopped and stared up at Ewan, his mouth open.

      Eyes narrowed, Ewan scowled at the man. "Aye, he's a MacTavish for sure. He even looks like Douglas."

      "Who in God's name is he, lass?" With his gaze fixed upon the giant warrior, panic lit MacTavish's pale face, as the old man held Michael and steadied him on his feet.

      "It's a very long story, Mr. MacTavish.” Ellie wiped her brow and shook her head. Though she’d sworn off drinking, a shot of whiskey sounded good about now. “I suggest you both get out of here. I'll explain later."

      Michael pulled away from his host's grasp, wiped blood away from his lips with the back of his hand, and dusted his pants. Unsteady on his feet, he looked ready to fall down again. "I'll sue for this, Ellie. I'm going to make sure your friend here is left with nothing, do you hear me?"

      Ewan stepped forward, sword raised.

      She held him back. "Just get out of here, Michael."

      Her ex-boss limped toward the waiting truck. MacTavish didn't have to be told twice and had already jumped ahead of Michael and started the engine.

      Michael rolled down his window. "Don't think I'm going to let this go, Ellie! I'll be back tomorrow, and I'm bringing two teams with me—police too."

      She kicked the truck tire as it rolled past. "Get the hell away from here, you bastard."

      Oh, Hell. She was gutted.

      Ewan watched the vehicle depart, a look of wary astonishment on his face. Christ. He'd probably never seen a lorry before.

      Well, too bad. She wasn't in the mood to play tour guide to the twenty-first century.

      No. She was well and truly pissed off.

      Ewan turned to meet her angry glare, then stepped toward her.

      She raised her hand. "You stay away from me, too. In fact, don't even talk to me."

      Fury pumped through her veins as she climbed up the stones of MacKinnon keep, then sat and stared at the truck moving into the distance. A loud crack of thundered ripped through the sky before heavy rain hammered down all around, but she didn't care.

      Her life was in ruins.

      Once again Michael had come in and hijacked her site, and she could do nothing to stop him – short of letting Ewan skewer the man.

      All her years of hard work and sacrifice—for nothing.

      Damn Michael, and damn Ewan too!

      She'd never agreed to be his wife. Yes, she wanted to be with him, desired him more than she cared to admit, and thought he wanted the same. But marriage?

      The cottage door flung open and knocked against the stone wall with a bang that penetrated the clatter of the rain.

      Bright forks of lightning streaked across the sky.

      Ewan stepped inside briefly, then re-emerged and stood in the downpour, his expression the very picture of determination. Margot followed him, the amulet in her hands.

      Ellie stared at the pair, drenched as streams of icy water ran down her face and back, her glasses fogging up and making it hard for her to see.

      For the love of God. He was going to try to go back.

      Part of her leapt inside, wanted to go with him. The rest of her held back.

      Frightened, confused, angry. Too many emotions fought within her, all vying for supremacy.

      A bright flash made her jump. The lightning had been close, reminding her of when it had struck next to the cottage.

      The night Ewan had arrived.

      Maybe he had come through time after all.

      She stood and paced, her heartbeat keeping time with the pummeling rain.

      What if Margot was right, and she was meant to go back? What if her future did lie in the past?

      But going with him meant leaving everything she knew . . . was there no one else she truly cared about?

      Her heart ached with the truth. She had nobody.

      Ewan leaned on his sword, knelt in the mud before his mother, bowed his head.

      Above him, Margot held the amulet between her finger tips in the driving rain, then glanced at Ellie with a pleading look.

      Her shoulders sagged. Oh, Hell.

      As if running through a mine field, she dodged a sudden hail of lightning strikes all around her as she raced to Ewan and dropped into the mud by his side.

      With near crushing force, he threw his arm around her waist, held her against him.

      As a blinding flash of light engulfed them, Ellie buried her head in his chest, closed her eyes and held on tight.

      She was toast.
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      Damn crickets. Couldn't they just shut up?

      Hell. Even her thoughts sounded too loud.

      She felt like she was in front of an enormous Chinese gong, and someone had banged it hard. The ringing in her ears was almost much too much to bear. Her mouth was shut tight, and as she forced it open, a rush of cold air was sucked into her greedy lungs, making her cough.

      Had she stopped breathing?

      Every fiber of her body ached, muscles burned and threatened to collapse if she dared even think about moving. Her stomach tightened, but she didn't feel ill.

      Great. Trust time travel to be the only form of transport where she didn't throw up. Pity, that intense pain and suffering had replaced the motion sickness.

      Tough trade.

      A throbbing wave of torment continued to rampage through her listless frame as if making sure it hadn't missed anything. Total annihilation. If there was a God, he should have mercy and finish her off now.

      No such luck.

      Her logical mind attempted to take control, and before she could ask the stupid question of what happened, she realized the answer.

      She'd been struck by lightning.

      Or some strange form of natural energy. Somehow she doubted this strike was the same as those that exploded trees and took out entire town power grids.

      If not, this was purgatory, and she was nothing but a painful pile of dust.

      Must have been the amulet's doing.

      She remembered piercing white light had surrounded her and Ewan. Everything after that was a blur, but she wouldn't have been surprised if she had a crispy brown head and resembled a toasted marshmallow.

      She sure as hell felt melted and gooey on the inside.

      The moment the lightning struck, her body rippled with relentless waves of static electricity. At first it had reminded her of the pins and needles sensation she'd get when her foot fell asleep, only much more painful. It grew in intensity until she'd felt like a human pin cushion. The supercharged air around her crackled and became like a searing-hot vacuum.

      Then nothing.

      Or almost nothing.

      She couldn't recall even breathing—just being.

      And now she also felt incredibly dehydrated, her throat raw and parched. Please, someone tell her that the whole idea of time travel had been a farce, and that she'd been tasered instead as a joke. Okay. Not a very funny joke, but it would mean she could crawl back into the cottage, cover her head, and go to sleep.

      Killing Ewan would have to wait until later.

      Forcing her eyes open, she squinted and allowed her sight to adjust. Oh, God. Stabbing pain overwhelmed her mind, made her eyes close once again. So much for that idea. What she wouldn't give for a couple of aspirin. There were some in her back pack . . . .

      Ergh.

      She must have passed out.

      Blinking slowly, she stared at the darkening sky. It had been bright when she last looked. How long had she been lying there? Must have been half a day at least. And where the hell was Ewan?

      With a deep, mournful groan she rolled onto her back, soft grass crushed beneath her hands.

      "Where are we, Ewan?" Something inside her warned she wasn't about to like his answer. She breathed in and out slowly through her nose, as the pain gradually abated. "Ewan?"

      Muscles ached in protest as she sat up and looked around, her neck sore and stiff. Christ, even her teeth tingled and felt on edge.

      She'd once been zapped by an exposed lighting wire on a dig. The force launched her back about five feet into the air before she hit the ground. The incident had left her shaken, but that was nothing compared to how she felt now.

      "Ewan! Where are you?" Yelling wasn't a good idea, her head still tender, but she didn't care. This wasn't where they'd departed from. At least, she didn't think so and Ewan was gone.

      The cottage wasn't in sight, the ruins either. In fact, nothing looked familiar. She was in the middle of a forest—that much was certain. Trees, birds, bugs. Nothing unusual so far. Except, no Ewan. Maybe he'd gone for water?

      She hoped so.

      Her legs ached and burned as she got to her feet. Boy, did he owe her one for this. She took a few wobbly steps then leant against the trunk of a tree, her coordination shot.

      Everything seemed to be moving as if she were on the deck of a ship. "Oh, great. I feel like a serving of overcooked bubble 'n' squeak with a side of vertigo. Bloody lightning, crap! Couldn't have dropped us off at the front door of Ewan's keep or anything."

      Lord, she was grumpy. She didn't mean to be, and the last thing she wanted was for him to brand her as a whining woman. No. She was stronger than that. An archaeologist, a professional—that's who she was.

      Oh…an archaeologist with a monster headache.

      The faint sound of a male voice drew her attention.

      After taking a deep breath, she pushed away from the tree and began to stumble toward the noise. She brushed a fallen lock of hair from her face, then touched the bridge of her nose. Hell. Her glasses. They were gone.

      Probably got fried as well.

      If she was somewhere in ancient Scotland, she doubted there would be an optometrist anywhere nearby. Damn it. She knew she should have bought those contact lenses. For the time being, she'd have to get along without them. She could see most things, depending on the distance. Her headache didn't help.

      As she made her way through a thick grove of trees, the soft rush of water and the male voice and grew louder.

      "Thank god. He's found a stream. I'm dying of thirst."

      Despite her pain, she stumbled to the river bank, knelt down in the wet soil, and scooped handfuls of icy water into her mouth.

      Heaven.

      Fresh and clean, it was better than any bottled water she'd ever tasted.

      She splashed some on her face, rubbed her eyes, and surveyed the stream. Lush and green, the foliage looked so different from the desolate land surrounding the ruins. A little further up from her, the figure of a man sat crouched beside the bank. She couldn't quite make out his features, but he appeared to have noticed her and stood up.

      "Ewan?" She smiled and waved at him. He waved back.

      An awkward tension mingled with relief in her stomach.

      Since their argument at the cottage, she hadn't spoken to him about the "marriage". Hell. His mother had approved. The woman knew nothing about her. And now, since Ellie had in fact returned with him, her historical knowledge told her there'd be little chance of evading the impending matrimony.

      But what he expected of their relationship and what he got were two different matters.

      A sudden smile spread across her lips. She recalled Michael's face when Ewan appeared behind him. Priceless. And the way Ewan had sent him flying through the air. She understood the old Highland code of honor, and held little doubt her husband would kill for her. Die for her.

      Her husband?

      Oh, her aching head.
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      The pounding of horses' hooves roused Ewan from a troubled sleep.

      Was he still dreaming?

      Not for a long time had his body been in the grip of such pain, yet it wasn't nearly as severe as the first time he'd found himself at Ellie's cottage. His muscles still ached and burned, but the overall result felt nothing worse than after a full day's training with his men.

      With the exception, of course, of the healing wound in his back. The injury was still tender, but he'd long since learned to ignore such petty discomforts. Ellie, on the other hand, had fussed over him like a typical female.

      Nae. Like a wife.

      But there was nothing typical about her. She'd shown immense courage rushing to his side before the lightning strike, despite the obvious fear she held behind those emerald eyes. He'd asked a lot of her on faith alone, and she'd done nothing but give.

      Even herself.

      He took in a deep breath, then let out an even deeper sigh. In truth, even he hadn't been sure his mother's plan would work, but he'd been prepared to risk anything to return home.

      His home.

      "So," The whispered sound of a familiar voice echoed into his mind. "Do you think he's dead, Angus?"

      Something poked his leg.

      "Nae, Godfrey. See? He's still breathing."

      "Aye, that he is. I'll jab him again, just to be sure."

      Ewan opened his eyes, grabbed at the stick above him, and catapulted its owner into the air.

      A roar of laughter howled around him as two grubby faces he recognized hovered over him.

      Ewan couldn't help allowing a smile of relief to creep to his mouth. "Christ, I must be in Hell." He clutched at an outstretched arm, got to his feet, and shook his head.

      "Hah! Told you he wasn’t dead." Angus, a man with red hair and scraggy beard, whacked Ewan on the shoulder. "Though even then, he could probably send Godfrey flying again."

      It was as if he'd never left his land, but he was surprised to find himself surrounded by his closest friends—Godfrey, indeed, flat on his back a few feet away.

      "Get up, you woman," Angus taunted at his fallen comrade, then wept with laughter as Godfrey ran and launched himself at him.

      The pair hit the ground and began rolling down the side of a small embankment, much to the delight of the others watching.

      Ewan turned from the warring men and surveyed the area around him. In the distance he could see the silhouette of MacKinnon keep, smoke rising from the many fireplaces inside. Relief flooded his heart. His home was still standing.

      They'd done it. They were back.

      "Ellie." Christ. Where was she?

      Without explanation Ewan walked away from his men and began searching for her. Hell. He didn't recall waking up next to her. He was taking it for granted she was somewhere near to him. But where?

      "Ellie!"

      Hamish, his best friend, appeared by his side. "Ewan. What are you doing? Where have you been, man?"

      He stopped calling out and looked at Hamish. How could he explain where he'd been or what had happened to him? Aye, they'd think he'd gone mad. "Hamish, where's the woman?"

      "What woman?"

      Christ, this wasn't going to be easy. "There was a woman with me."

      "Ewan. There is nae a woman here. Hell, if there was, Angus would have smelled her right away."

      "Aye. That's what I'm worried about."

      Hamish’s expression darkened. Something was clearly bothering the man.

      "Christ, Ewan. Where did you go? We've been searching for three days now,

      with nae a trace of you."

      Angus and Godfrey had stopped their quarrel and joined in the conversation.

      "Aye," added Angus. "Damn happy to have you back, but when you disappeared from the battlefield, we'd feared the worst."

      Godfrey nodded and wiped the blood from his split lip, courtesy of Angus. "We thought the Munroe had captured you and was holding you for ransom, but he denies it."

      He looked at Godfrey. "You still fought the Munroe? Who won?"

      Angus grinned, revealing the few remaining teeth he had. "MacKinnon, of course!"

      "We were on our way to see if maybe the MacGreggor’s had you, though I'm sure as hell we would have gotten word well before now. I couldn't see you being a simpering prisoner." Godfrey grinned.

      "Aye," agreed Angus. "I'd have expected you to take down at least half the MacGreggor keep on your own . . . though I would have been mighty disappointed not to have been invited to join in."

      He nodded, pleased to hear his clan had survived the battle, but his mind wasn't on the subject. Ellie was missing. He had to find her. Things were vastly different here than the time she had come from, which made her a very vulnerable target.

      Hell.

      "Ellie!"

      His men looked at each other, then at him. Ewan knew what they were thinking, but now he was getting angry. Damn it. The woman couldn't just disappear. She had to be here, somewhere.

      "Who is this Ellie?" Angus sounded interested—too interested.

      "She is none of your concern, Angus. I was injured just before the battle. I don't remember much, but one thing I do know . . . I was stabbed in the back."

      The shocked expression on his men's faces was quickly replaced by that of anger and disgust. Highlanders didn't do such cowardly things.

      Angus was the first to draw his sword. "We'll find the craven bastard, Ewan. See if we don't."

      "Aye," agreed Godfrey, then spat on the ground. "We'll hunt him out."

      "But who is this Ellie?" Hamish met his stare.

      He needed to tell them something. His men may be rough, but they were not stupid. "She was a woman who'd found me and looked after me, tended ma wound. When I'd healed, I brought her back with me."

      Godfrey looked at Hamish, then at him. "Are you meaning to keep the wench?"

      He could feel the weight of his kinsmen's stares, knowing what he said next would have a major impact on the clan. "Aye. I am keeping her. Do any of you challenge ma decision?"

      The grim frowns on his friend's faces slowly turned into sly smiles.

      Angus was the first to pound Ewan's back, narrowly missing his wound. "For God's sake man. Here we were worried you were dead, when all the while you were . . ."

      "That's enough." Ewan growled and ignored the sniggers from Godfrey and Hamish. On any other occasion he would already be in the throes of pounding an apology from each of them, but he was so damn happy to be home he let it slide—this time. "Ellie is ma wife, and I'll nae have you speaking ill of her"

      "Aye, Ewan." Hamish grinned. "If that is your decision, I'll support you."

      "Aye, I'll support you as well," Angus agreed.

      Godfrey nodded.

      Satisfied, Ewan nodded his approval then set about searching for his errant wife. Even if she'd strayed out of curiosity, she couldn't have gone too far. Blasted female. She wasn't like the women here. She was fierce and independent; he wouldn't put it past her to go in search of something to dig up. A strange habit of hers that he'd never understood—even when she'd explained it to him.

      Besides, he could use a few moments until they found her to deal with another problem.

      He hadn't quite figured out how to tell his clansmen his new wife was also English.

      Christ.

      They'd find out soon enough.
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      Ellie sat rigid upon a large chestnut steed, a powerful arm pinning her in place against a hard, muscular chest. A familiar scent of wool and warm, earthy male surrounded her, made her pulse race—but for all the wrong reasons.

      The warrior holding her so intimately wasn't Ewan.

      Just wait until she got hold of him. Husband indeed.

      By the time the man at the stream had gotten close enough for her to properly recognize he wasn't Ewan, it was too late to run. Not that her body had been in any condition to gain any respectable ground, but she would have tried.

      The strange Highlander had smiled widely at her, clearly knowing he just made himself a catch, though her manor of dress probably had him wondering just what it was that he'd caught. Unfortunately, it hadn't taken him long to figure out she was a woman.

      In the interests of self-preservation, she'd decided to cooperate with her abductor—at least for now—and get on his horse, in the hope he simply wouldn't have his way with her then and there by the stream and abandon her in the wild. Lord knew what these men were capable of.

      At first, she refused to speak a word to him, and for good reason. If there was one thing she knew very well about the Scots of this time, it was of their extreme dislike of the English.

      And that was putting the matter mildly.

      "Tell me your name, woman." The warrior's husky Gaelic brogue shook her from her thoughts.

      In desperation, she pretended she hadn't heard him. But when she felt the heat of his breath bristle intimately against her ear, he gained her full attention. What was she going to do?

      "Elspeth." The Gaelic burr hadn't quite come out as she'd planned, but at least he pulled away from her nape.

      "A sweet name, lass. Though I must say you’re not from any of the Highland clans, are you?"

      Perfect. Now the wretched man wanted a whole conversation.

      She shook her head instead of speaking and kept her stare forward, which in itself was proving a unique experience. Wherever he was taking her, they'd begun to come across others wearing the same plaid as him. Each time one of them bothered to notice her, they stood still, open-mouthed as if she were painted purple. Clothes aside, it was as if they could sense she didn't belong.

      The thought made her more uncomfortable than the thin blanket the warrior was using for a saddle. Even now, she could tell blisters would be forthcoming on various parts of her anatomy. But moving in order to get more comfortable, would mean rubbing up against her abductor. No. Better to grin and bear it. Why make a bad situation worse?

      "You’re an unusual female." Was that supposed to be a compliment? "Most woman nae know how to hold their tongue, while you scarce say a word. I could get used to that."

      Great. He was a real comedian.

      "In fact." His voice whispered next to her ear, sending nervous shivers down her spine. "I'm thinking of keeping you."

      Hell. Not again.

      She was still trying to come to terms with her first 'husband'.

      His hold on her relaxed a little, then his fingers began to gently stroke along her waist. Instinct took over, she smacked his hand, and scowled at the wretch, hoping he'd get the hint.

      He laughed and held her tightly once more. "Aye. I like a lass with spirit."

      Fabulous.
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      It was well into nightfall before Ewan stormed into the great hall of Keep MacKinnon. Bursting with anger and frustration, he paced before the giant hearth like a man possessed.

      Heaven help him. He'd been unable to find Ellie.

      As he'd dismounted from his horse in the bailey, an icy wind whipped up and howled like a painful moan. Cold.

      Ellie hated the bloody cold.

      But now she was out there in it, somewhere, with no furs or shelter. His gut wanted him to get back on his horse and keep searching, but his men had finally convinced him that there was no way they could find her at night. The mountains were far too dangerous for any of them to ride in the dark.

      Hell. He knew they were right, but that didn't stop the incredible angst in his heart from eating him alive. She was his wife. He'd vowed to protect her.

      And now, by bringing her back, he may have doomed her to die.

      The doors to the hall opened; Angus and Hamish walked in.

      He turned away from them, stared into the fire. "How in Hell can I be warm in here when ma wife is freezing somewhere outside?"

      "Ewan." Angus spoke with unaccustomed softness. "Godfrey has just come back from a village near our border. No one seems to have ever seen your wife."

      Ewan rounded on the man, his second in command. "And I tell you, she is nae from the Highlands. She has to be lost."

      Angus scratched his beard. "But all of our scouts have reported in . . . surely one of them would have seen or heard something of a woman . . . especially if she be oddly dressed as you say."

      Hamish averted his gaze.

      Ewan knew there was something the two men wanted to say, but daren't.

      "It sounds to me as though you doubt ma word, Angus." The expression on Angus’s face darkened. Ewan knew for a fact he'd just insulted the man, his most loyal soldier. "Out with it."

      Hamish stepped forward. "We don't doubt your claims, Ewan. But you have to admit it strange that we haven't been able to find a skerrick of the woman."

      "And you, Angus?" He would hear the truth from his men.

      "I'm thinking perhaps the wench abandoned you while ye rested. Aye, when we found you, there was nae a woman anywhere in sight. Perhaps she just wanted to see you safely back to the keep, then returned to her home."

      Ewan shook his head, grabbed a jug of ale from the table, and poured a large mug. "Nae. She wouldn’t have returned to her home."

      "Why not?" Angus poured himself an ale then offered one to Hamish.

      Ewan drank deeply and threw his goblet into the fire. The earthenware smashed against the wall of the hearth. As Ewan turned to leave the hall, his men stared at him, their expressions grim.

      The answer to Angus' question hung silently on his lips.

      Ellie couldn't return home, because her home wouldn't be built for another eight hundred years—that's why.
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      The Highlander's keep was smaller than she'd expected and certainly not as grand as she imagined Ewan's home to be, judging by the ruins she'd examined on MacTavish's property. In a dim and drafty corridor, she sat in silence on a rough timber chair next to a set of large doors, which she suspected would lead into the main hall.

      Cold, hungry, and tired, she was duly frightened by whatever was going on inside the closed room, but couldn't help but be amazed by the architecture and artifacts surrounding her. Lord. In this time all of these items were just everyday possessions, things of no historical significance to anyone—except her.

      And who could she tell about them?

      The warrior who'd captured her had finally introduced himself as Liam MacGreggor and, from what she could decipher so far, was apparently the nephew of the MacPherson Laird. In fact, she'd little doubt that the enthusiastic Highlander was at that moment expressing to his uncle his interest in making her his wife.

      Something had to be done.

      She took a deep breath and rose from the chair.

      Time to burst her suitor's bubble. She only hoped her actions wouldn't get her killed.

      With a shaky hand, she clasped the iron door handle and pushed. Lord, it was heavy. She put her shoulder into it, only to have the blasted hinges suddenly move freely and propel her into the room.

      A loud gasp escaped her throat, notifying all inside to her arrival. That, along with her less-than-graceful landing onto the carpet of stinking rushes lining the floor, must have made a memorable sight.

      "Shit." The expletive escaped her lips before she could stop it.

      Perched on all fours like some strange animal, she looked up through stray locks of hair to see Liam smiling down at her. He would find something amusing in this. Flames licked her face as she rested back on her haunches, then stood and did her best to brush off the moldy dead grass from her pants.

      The room had fallen deathly silent.

      Liam was sitting next to an older man upon a wooden dais. With scraggy, thinning grey hair and a weathered, ruddy complexion, the old man appeared fierce enough, but the soft glint she caught in his eye made her wonder if he had been somewhat amused by her impromptu antics.

      Lord, she hoped so.

      Suspecting the elder to be the Laird, she forced a smile, bowed her head, and did something she prayed resembled a curtsey. Now, if only her knees would quit shaking.

      "You were told to wait, woman." Liam stood up and stepped down toward her.

      She looked up, met his disapproving gaze, and frowned back. For a moment he reminded her of Ewan. Something about the shape of his face perhaps? Or more likely it was just the familiar, obstinate scowl that adorned most of the Highland men she'd seen thus far.

      The uncomfortable silence was broken by the savage growls of two hounds fighting over a ragged joint of meat.

      Her pulse raced, palms became hot and sweaty.

      "I apologize for my intrusion." She kept her words slow and clear, in case her Gaelic was hard for them to understand. "But I needed to address the Laird, if I may."

      She looked around the room and smiled. There. That wasn't so bad, was it?

      The MacPherson Laird raised a goblet to his lips, then drank before releasing a substantial belch.

      Charming.

      Liam just stood there, arms crossed, expression unrevealing.

      Lot of help he was.

      "As I just pointed out, Uncle, the woman is nae from the Highlands."

      The older man leaned forward and eyed her as if inspecting goods and chattel. He coughed, spat on the floor, then cleared his throat. "So you said, Liam. I suspect, in truth, the wench is nae from within our borders."

      A ripple of whispered remarks echoed through the hall. Liam took a step closer to her, touched under her chin, tilted her face upward.

      "No, Laird." She held her head firm, met the old Laird’s gaze. "I am Sassenach."
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      The silence that followed in the wake of her announcement was not quite what she had expected.

      Neither was the sudden burst of raucous laughter from the dais, that startled her, made her jump.

      She turned to Liam. Even he was doing a poor job of suppressing a smirk.

      Heat rushed to her cheeks; she realized she must be the butt of some joke. "You find what I said amusing, Laird?"

      Wiping what appeared to be tears of mirth from his eyes, the old man nodded and near choked on a mouthful of food.

      "Aye, lass."

      Liam leaned in and whispered next to her ear. "Of course we knew you to be Sassenach."

      A tremor of uncertainty rippled through her and manifested into a nervous smile. "I see. So, wanting to marry me was just a joke then? Good. I guess perhaps then you shan't be needing me any longer, and I'll take my leave."

      She bobbed a quick curtsey and turned to leave, when Liam's hand gripped her shoulder.

      Crap.

      Lead filled her legs and her stomach twisted.

      "Now, Sassenach, I dinna say you could go. I told you I was going to keep you."

      Heart racing, she swallowed hard and faced him. The laughter had disappeared from his eyes. Oh, Hell. This guy was serious.

      "But…but you can't want to marry me. You're supposed to hate the Sassenachs."

      The wretch of a man shrugged, grabbed her around the waist, pulled her hard up against him.

      Shit!

      "I'm already married!" The words gushed from her mouth before she could stop them.

      Well, that was smooth. So much for being in control.

      He clasped her left hand and held it up. "I dinna see any wedding band. In fact, what kind of husband would allow his wife to roam around the land without an escort? Nae. I think you’re spooling fables, lass."

      "But you do have a point, Liam." The deep, gravelly voiced boomed from the dais. "I'm also wondering what a Sassenach woman would be doing so far into the Highlands . . . even with an escort. Perhaps she is a spy?"

      Ice water trickled along her spine.

      Great. In less than twenty four hours, she'd gone from being almost married twice to facing the possibility of execution for espionage.

      She'd had better days.

      She pushed against Liam's iron grip, but he didn't relent. "I am not a spy! And I'm telling you the truth when I say that I'm married."

      Liam gripped her chin, forced her stare to meet his.

      "Odd that you didn't say so sooner, lass?" His eyes narrowed, a suspicious gleam shone within. "Perhaps my uncle is right, and you are a spy sent to infiltrate the MacPherson Clan."

      Her frustration mounted. "Are you listening to yourself? What kind of spy would a defenseless woman make? Some plan . . . send a Sassenach woman to marry into the MacPherson clan . . . then what? Force everyone to surrender due to her bad cooking?"

      Liam's expression glowered at her reprimand. Very much like Ewan.

      "Enough, Liam." A woman entered the room and approached the dais. Probably in her late forties, she had thick red hair streaked with gray. The stranger moved slowly, as though the weight of the world was upon her, her kind face aged with deep lines. "Husband. Why do you allow this woman to be badgered so?"

      The Laird suddenly looked uncomfortable. Even though the woman hadn't raised her voice it was obvious she held great influence over him as his wife.

      The Laird stood and helped his wife to the chair next to his, and the Laird and his Lady sat down.

      Liam let Ellie's waist go, and she slumped, her legs unprepared for the sudden release.

      The woman granted her a warm smile and beckoned her closer to the dais. "Don't be frightened, lass. What is your name?"

      Relieved to have at last found someone sane, she bobbed a curtsey for the woman, then smiled in return. "Ellie . . . Elspeth, my lady. Elspeth Harper."

      The woman's brow furrowed. "Harper? I've nae heard of such a clan?"

      Oh, dear. "Well, it's a Sassenach, er, English name. We call ourselves English."

      "English? I see. So your husband is English then?"

      "No. He's Scots." Puzzled expressions adorned both the Laird and his wife.

      With a soft sigh, the woman continued. "So why dinna you take your husband's name?"

      Palms sweating, Ellie clutched her hands together in search of an answer. "I . . . I did. It's just that we haven't been married for very long." Less than two days, apparently. "I must have forgotten to say it, being used to my old name for so long."

      The woman gave her a knowing smile and nodded. "And?"

      "And?"

      "His clan, lass. Surely you know your husband's clan."

      She nodded and took a deep breath. "It's MacKinnon, my lady. My husband is Ewan MacKinnon."

      As the smile left the woman's face, Ellie felt as though an icy fog had descended upon the room. Every hair on her body stood on end.

      Quietly, she prayed that perhaps it was another joke. Only this time, no one was laughing.
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      Exhausted from another fruitless search for Ellie, Ewan stood at the doorway to his father's chamber and stared inside.

      The fiercest Highland warrior he'd ever known lay helpless and dying on the bed before him. Once tall and powerful, his father's massive frame had dwindled away to a fragile husk.

      The tragic scene made his stomach turn.

      This was no way for such a man to die. Yet no matter what they tried, nothing helped. Within weeks of falling ill, his father had become bedridden and unable to keep most food down.

      Ewan had exhausted every resource at his command, sent for healers from every clan he knew, and even prayed that the once mighty Laird would recover.

      Going to the chapel had been difficult for Ewan, not having been on speaking terms with the church since his mother died. The priest, Gregory, was a young man who'd not long arrived as replacement for the aging Father Martin.

      Though he'd known Father Martin all his life, he'd never forgiven the man for his blasphemous remarks about his mother and her apparent connection with the heretic priests so long ago. On more than one occasion he'd suffered heavy penances for refuting the wild accusations made against his mother's honor. The old priest had even claimed his mother's soul wouldn't be allowed into Heaven, because she'd been part of an evil act and didn't receive the sacrament.

      He'd also been angered by his father's reluctance to silence the outspoken priest. Instead, the Laird had become steadily consumed by guilt and remorse. Father Martin had convinced his father that it had been his duty to save his wife from the pagan ritual that soiled her soul, but he'd failed—not only as a husband, but as a Laird. Since he'd also killed the heretics, the other clans claimed he was responsible for the curse that had since plagued theirs and the surrounding lands.

      Animals began dying, crops failed, and tension grew between all the clans. Gossip spread like winter sleet, and it hadn't taken very long before many of the other lairds started to believe that his father was to blame for their misfortunes. It seemed nothing his father tried would appease the ghosts of the dead. Eighteen years of misery had taken their toll.

      Damn his mother.

      Anger and resentment welled inside him, his fists balled at his sides.

      And now, it seemed the ailing Laird was to pay the ultimate price for a woman not yet dead.
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      In a small chilly room, Ellie sat on the edge of a wooden bed pallet topped with furs, stared at the small tallow candle on the chair next to her. After her announcement that she was married to a MacKinnon, the situation in the hall had rapidly declined. Liam became agitated, demanding to know if the union had been blessed officially by a priest.

      Hell. She should have lied.

      She groaned and rested her forehead down against her hand.

      The moment she'd said her marriage hadn't been blessed, Liam immediately requested his Laird to allow him to challenge for her hand.

      Something she'd tried desperately to avoid.

      Knowing the bad blood between the two countries, she thought just being English would be enough to make Liam lose interest in having anything to do with her.

      So much for her plan.

      She resisted letting on she was 'married' because it was more an honorary situation than anything . . . a sort of sanctified engagement to keep lusty, possessive men happy and innocent women honorable, until the union could be made legal.

      Liam knew he had the right to challenge Ewan and forced the issue with Laird MacPherson, despite Ellie's insistence she didn't want him; she was happy with her husband. Though, at that point, it seemed no one was listening to her anymore. Even Lady MacPherson had quietly left the hall, leaving Ellie to face shouting men on her own.

      But it had been the look of sadness on the woman's face that made her curious more than anything. It was as if the mere mention of Ewan's name had caused her great pain.

      Lord knew what may have happened here in the years before she arrived.

      And what was to become of her?

      The creak of door hinges made her look up.

      A young woman with golden brown hair and hazel eyes stepped into the room. The girl seemed nervous and began talking at a rapid rate.

      "What? Dress . . . clean . . . no, wash…" Ellie stood and sighed with frustration as she tried to make out the serving girl's words. "Sorry, friend. Please speak slower. My Gaelic isn't that good."

      Blushing, the woman nodded and came closer. "I am Brianna. Can you understand me, English?"

      "Yes, Brianna, no need to shout. I'm not deaf, just don't talk too fast. And my name isn't English; it's Ellie."

      Brianna's poor face was now well and truly aflame, and it was all Ellie's fault. Hell. She didn't mean to sound so gruff. This girl was no doubt just a servant doing her duty.

      "I'm sorry for growling, Brianna. It's just that I'm very tired, and it's been a long and—" Weird? Freaky? Traumatic? "—trying day."

      Very diplomatic.

      It was then she noticed the tray the girl was holding. Cripes, the poor thing was trying to bring her food.

      She smiled weakly and took the tray from the girl. "Thank you, it looks great." A bowl of steaming broth and a hunk of dark bread was the simple fare, but she wasn't hungry.

      Jeez, as an archaeologist, she should be jumping at the chance to sample real food from her favorite period, but since she'd arrived in this time, her work had been the last thing on her mind.

      What a change.

      Once, her career had been her life. Now, just surviving seemed to have become priority.

      She placed the wooden tray upon the bed and sat down. Perhaps she'd eat it later.

      The sound of a dissatisfied sigh came from Brianna. "You really should eat something, ma lady. The Laird won't be too happy if you waste good food."

      She grunted. "Yes. I'm sure my welfare is number one on the Laird's list of important things."

      The girl gave her a quizzical look.

      "Never mind, Bri. I am grateful for the Laird's hospitality." At least she wasn't dead yet. She glanced at the eager woman and patted a spot on the bed next to her. "Since you're here, why don't you sit and tell me a bit about this place. I'm new to these parts and would appreciate your knowledge."

      Nodding, Brianna sat down and began with how big and impressive the MacPherson Clan was. She explained to Ellie the vast area of their lands and how fortunate they were to be living under the watchful eye of such a magnanimous Laird.

      All very nice, but Ellie wanted to know more about the history of the family—anything to try and find out what had made Laird MacPherson solemn at the mention of Ewan's name.

      She'd expected him to wholeheartedly agree to Liam's request for a challenge. Instead, Laird MacPherson sat in silence for several minutes before announcing he would consider the matter first. Liam had tried to force the issue, only to be reprimanded by the angry Laird.

      She picked up the bread and tore off a small piece. "Brianna, you must know most of the clans in this area, yes?"

      The girl beamed with pride. "Aye. 'Course I do."

      Ellie chewed on a small bite of the malty crust, then swallowed. "So, you would have heard of the Clan MacKinnon?"

      Clutching her hands, the woman glanced over her shoulder then leaned forward. It was obvious she was worried about being overheard.

      "Aye, ma lady. I know them."

      "I see. And do you know of Ewan Mackinnon?"

      Brianna nodded.

      "Okay, now we're getting somewhere. And of course that means Liam would know him as well."

      "Aye." The girl smiled and lowered her voice. "They're first cousins."
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      With eyes bleary from age and the elements, Father Martin gazed from the chapel doorway into the bailey beyond, the youthful voice of his replacement chirping all around him like some wretched sparrow.

      Replacement indeed!

      Once the old Laird MacKinnon became ill, his blasted son had taken over, doing his best to oust everything that caused him displeasure. Father Martin never doubted for a moment that he would be the first on Ewan MacKinnon's list to go.

      Spawn of an English witch. That's what Ewan was.

      Every time he beheld the young Laird's eyes, he could still see Margot MacKinnon's defiant stare gazing back at him.

      Bah!

      "After all these years, you must be looking forward to some rest at the abbey, Father Martin."

      He glared at the youth, then narrowed his eyes. "Keen to be rid of me so soon, eh?"

      Father Gregory's cheeks reddened.

      "Nae . . . nae. Of course not, Father. You’re welcome to stay as long as you feel the need."

      "Or, as long as the Laird allows me to, you mean."

      Father Gregory fumbled with several candles. "I dinna know about that, Father. I'm sure Laird MacKinnon will allow . . . ."

      He raised his hand to silence the foolish boy. "You needn't pretend. Besides, I shall leave after Sunday mass, as instructed by the Laird. I know when ma welcome here is done."

      "Will you be returning to the abbey right away?"

      He turned away from Gregory's inquisitive stare, hobbled over to the altar, examined a worn gold chalice. "Nae. I will be visiting all the other clans I've serviced over the years. Thought it only proper to pay ma respects one last time."

      "You really are dedicated to doing the Lord's work, Father. I'm humbled to be taking your place. It seems I have a lot of work ahead of me. Have you any idea who'll you'll be visiting first?"

      A crooked smile met his lips. "Aye, lad. Clan MacTavish."
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      Ellie tried to sit still as Brianna ploughed through her hair with a thick brush. It looked as though it was made from real horse hair. Smelled a bit like it too.

      Lord, she felt as though she was on a movie set; she kept waiting for someone to yell 'cut'. But after using the rough-styled chamber pot through the night, she doubted there was some luxury trailer hidden out in the bailey where she could relax and grab a hot shower.

      No. This is what she had spent her life digging up and trying to understand. She had always wished to know how the ancient Highlanders had live, imagined what keep life would be like.

      Should've been careful what she wished for.

      It was so different from just digging up cold artifacts. Here, she was plunged head-first into the pages of history, with all its sights and smells. What she wouldn't give to have her notebook on hand—and a can of air freshener.

      She pinched her nose and grimaced. Ergh.

      The air hung heavy with smoky tallow from burning candles, the stench of a freshly tanned fur, and the occasional whiff of boiled mutton from somewhere outside. Her room was also conveniently located right next to the bailey and stables. She was no stranger to farm life, still the tell-tale country aroma of fresh horse dung had not lost its gloss after the first few hours. Combined with the peat fire burning in the hearth, the medieval cocktail of odors made her feel ill; breakfast was the last thing on her mind.

      But Brianna had arrived bright and early to wake her, not that she'd been able to sleep. Struggling to comprehend the events of the last twenty four hours, she kept wondering if she would suddenly wake up from it all. Perhaps that's why she didn't sleep, fearful that perhaps Ewan wouldn't be there when she woke up. For the first time, the thought of losing him clenched the pit of her stomach.

      No. Be honest.

      The moment she saw him kneeling in the mud before the cottage, waiting to be sent back without her—that was the first time she feared losing him. Christ. No use denying it. She had fallen for the man.

      A smile crept to her lips. After her conversation with Brianna last night, she'd been relieved to discover Ewan was not only real, but a mere day's ride north from the MacPherson keep. No problem, as long as she had a horse to get there. Even better if she could actually ride.

      Ewan.

      A deep sigh of longing escaped her, as she clutched her hands in her lap and glanced toward the narrow window. Surely he'd be out looking for her. After all, she was his wife, or so he said. Hell, the wretched man had claimed her, so he'd better make good on his promises and find her soon. Suppressed fear and anxiety bubbled up from deep within her and began to pour through the cracks in her calm façade.

      But what if, after the trip, he didn't remember her?

      Tears welled behind her eyes.

      Then she thought about Liam. No wonder he'd reminded her of Ewan. They were cousins. Scowls must run in the family. Apparently, Liam's mother was the sister of Lady MacPherson. Both women were the younger sisters of Laird Grant MacKinnon, Ewan's father.

      But Liam's father, a MacGreggor, had died in battle when he was young, and his mother passed on two years ago this winter.

      Last night, Brianna seemed happy enough to fill her in about the complicated clan, but when Ellie asked if Laird and Lady MacPherson had any children of their own, the young woman fell suddenly quiet.

      A son, she'd said. Nothing more.

      At the time Ellie felt it best not to press the subject, certain she'd find out about everything soon enough. In the meantime, she needed to find her way around the keep. Now that she had the bearings to Keep MacKinnon, when the time was right she would find her own way there. Yes, she had to escape—the sooner, the better.

      A bold plan perhaps, with one possible drawback. She wasn't exactly sure how she was going to do it.
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      Ellie stood before the doors to the great hall. Her stomach twisted and gurgled with nervous tension. No longer wearing her beloved cargo pants and thermal jacket, Brianna had helped her change into a linen shift, thick leggings, and a beautiful cream woolen dress—that itched her skin everywhere the linen didn't cover.

      Lord, what she wouldn't give to scratch.

      But she didn't want to give her 'hosts' the satisfaction of seeing her discomfort or give them any reason to suspect she would leave the keep. Until she'd decided her next course of action, best to do what they asked for now and keep them placated.

      Brianna smiled and fussed around her before opening the heavy wooden door. The action attracted the room's attention. Ellie stood there, feeling like a Christian about to be thrown to the lions.

      Not knowing what to do, she approached the dais, lowered her head, and curtseyed. Laird MacPherson was there, as was Liam, but Lady MacPherson was nowhere in sight.

      No one spoke, so she glanced up and met the stern gaze of the old Laird. Great, what had she done now?

      "You are nae wearing our plaid, lass? I had one sent to your chamber."

      Taking in a deep breath, she stood tall, rested her hands together in front of her. It was true, Brianna had insisted she wear the beautiful weave, but as she considered herself Ewan's betrothed, it wouldn't be right.

      "Yes. Thank you, Laird. But I'm sure you will agree that it wouldn't be fitting for me to wear any but my husband's plaid."

      "And so you shall." Liam sipped the contents of a metal goblet, then sliced a piece off a joint of roasted meat sitting on a large trencher.

      The Laird nodded slowly, then glanced at Liam, whose expression could be considered stormy at best, though a gleam of satisfaction glinted in his eyes. Her throat tightened, pulse raced. Oh, Hell.

      The challenge. A decision had been made.

      "Da!"

      A young boy dashed past her and rushed up to the dais. Probably only seven or eight years old, his bright red hair stuck up in tuffs over his head. Smudges of dirt adorned his face and grubby clothes, evidence of some sort of mischief.

      The Laird grinned, remnants of bread littering his scruffy beard. "Rory, lad. Come. Sit by your father."

      Rory. He must be the Laird's son Brianna mentioned. Odd. Why had the girl sounded so forlorn at the mention of him, he seemed healthy enough? He was certainly lively enough.

      And loud.

      The young boy gave her a broad smile which revealed two missing front teeth, then proceeded to pick his nose.

      Charming. At least she knew where he got his manners.

      "Who is she, Da?"

      The Laird placed a huge chunk of cheese and bread in front of the boy, then glanced up at her. "That is lady Elspeth, lad."

      Lady?

      The young boy chewed open-mouthed and leaned in toward his father. "I heard her talking before. She sounds funny."

      The Laird scratched his head and chuckled. "Aye, lad. That's because she's English."

      The boy's eyes widened, and he put his food down.

      "I've never seen an English before."

      Liam laughed and nodded. "So, what do you think of her, lad?"

      The boy stared at her thoughtfully. "She's a fair lass, Liam. Bit on the scrawny side though, wouldn't you say?"

      Shocked by the remark, Ellie clenched her fists. Heat rose to her cheeks. They were treating her like some exhibit in a zoo. "If you have no further need of me, Laird, I shall return to my room now." And try to find a way out of here.

      "Nae, you will eat with us, lass." Liam gestured for her to sit beside him.

      She shook her head. "Thank you, but I'm not hungry. I would rather be excused."

      "You had better do what Liam says." Rory grinned at her over a piece of orange cheese. "He's a great warrior. You’re going to be his wife. You should do as you are told." The old Laird grunted his approval and proceeded to stuff a piece of roast chicken into his mouth.

      Gob smacked.

      Flabbergasted.

      That's what she was.

      Ire rose within her breast as she raised her hand and pointed a reprimanding finger at the unruly child. "And you, young man, should learn some manners."

      Damn her mouth. She was a dead woman.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      A tremendous roar of laughter greeted her stern reprimand.

      Christ. The Laird looked proud of his son as he ruffled the boy's matted hair. Even Liam grinned broadly and nodded his approval at the child's rude behavior.

      Suddenly, she was two inches tall.

      She kept forgetting this wasn't her world anymore, and that she was an alien here. To survive, she needed to concentrate and think back to all her knowledge of the time. But the theses she'd studied on ancient architecture and clan life were now redundant compared to the stark reality surrounding her.

      Liam cleared his throat, wiped his hands on a cloth beside him, then winked at her.

      "I'm sure the lass will learn her place before long, Uncle." His assessing glance raked her over, making her uneasy. "Besides, I look forward to the challenge."

      The Laird nodded and resumed eating his meal. "Aye, she's more feisty than you'd expect for an English woman. You have a task ahead of you, Liam. Hah! Ah, If I were only ten years younger." The Laird glanced down at Rory. "And, er, unmarried of course."

      Hello? Didn't anyone care she was still in the room?

      "Fine!" Her roar drew both men's attention. "It's obviously a waste of precious breath trying to talk to either one of you. Think whatever you want to, but I'll not stay around and listen to it. You can both go to the devil for all I care."

      Shaking with anger, she didn't give either man time to reply, but instead turned and strode from the hall. She had to get out of there—now. Plan or no plan, all she wanted to do was gather her clothes back and head toward Ewan's keep.

      Regardless of the dangers of travelling alone, the way she was feeling now, no robber or bandit in their right mind would mess with her.

      Damn, bloody ignorant men. Shit.

      After twice taking the wrong passageway, she finally found the stairs leading to her room. Conscious someone might have followed her after her outburst, she glanced over her shoulder as she climbed the rustic staircase.

      "She'll learn her place in time.” She mocked their words as she left the hall. Like hell she will. Liam could drop dead. And so could Laird MacPherson for that matter. What ever happened to the legends of proud, honorable Highlanders who treated their women folk well?

      Hah. Maybe that's just what they were—legends.

      Ewan wouldn't be so rude and expect her to be subservient…would he? Well, he could try it, but she wasn't about to cave in at the first harsh word.

      She pushed open the door to her room and peered inside. A wash of relief flowed through her. Brianna wasn't there. The girl was sweet but shadowed her incessantly. The young woman had also talked as if becoming Liam's wife was a forgone conclusion.

      A knot twisted in her stomach.

      She'd almost forgotten. Liam was going to challenge Ewan for her.

      No. She had to reach Ewan first. Warn him. Hell. Why were two men fighting over her anyway? It wasn't as if she was any great prize.

      She searched the room but couldn't find her modern clothes. Frustrated, she sat down on the bed, ran a hand through her hair, and gazed into the glowing hearth.

      Her eyes widened.

      "What in the Hell—" She stood, dashed to the fireplace, grabbed a poker, and dragged the smoldering remains of what looked like her favorite jogging shoes.

      No wonder she'd thought she smelled burning rubber.

      She shook her head in disbelief. Bastards. Why did they have to burn her clothes?

      The sound of men shouting drew her attention to the window. She put down the iron and glanced down at the bailey below. Several soldiers were preparing horses, Liam walked amongst them.

      Her frantic heartbeat pounded in her ears.

      This could be her opportunity. If Liam was leaving, she might be able to dodge Brianna as well and escape from the keep. After all, the old Laird seemed to do nothing but stuff his face.  Though she had to admit, she had no idea where Lady MacPherson might be. Oh, to hell with it. She had to try.

      The sudden notion of seeing Ewan again filled her body with familiar warmth. She didn't realize just how much she missed the man. But, boy, were they going to have a long talk when they caught up.

      If they caught up.

      A renewed surge of determination pushed her into action. With no jacket to keep out the coming Highland night, she grabbed the MacPherson plaid that Brianna had laid out on the bed with care.

      Although she didn't want to wear the Macpherson colors, the plaid was thick and would serve to keep her warm—a smile curled to the edge of her mouth. It might also help to disguise her as she left the keep. All the MacPherson's wore the same plaid.

      With any luck, she'd go unnoticed.
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      Panting, Ellie crouched down behind several thick shrubs not far from the keep's main entrance and tried to catch her breath.

      She'd managed to avoid Brianna when leaving her room and encountered no one as she passed the main hall. Liam and his men were still within the bailey. The sound of her beating heart as she waited for them to leave was so loud she feared someone would hear it and she would be discovered.

      At last the soldiers decided to ride.

      Rather than waiting until everything was quiet, she picked up a basket of bread that a maid had left on a bench, placed it on her shoulder, and joined in the bustle of people moving about the bailey.

      As she tried to slip past several soldiers on horseback, one of them grasped the basket and helped himself to a few of the warm loaves. Keeping her head low and covered, she prayed the idiot would hurry up and let her go. After a few tense moments, the soldier set her free with his thanks, along with a few lewd promises he vowed to make good on with her when he got back.

      Her body shuddered at the thought.

      Stepping past the gate keepers, she sucked in a deep breath and headed toward the safety of the trees.

      The idea worked. No one had seemed to see her leave. Or, more likely, hadn’t cared.

      Pondering her next move, she stuffed several of the bread loaves down the front of her plaid, then looked up into the sky to find the direction of the sun.

      North, Brianna had said.

      Ewan's keep was a day's ride north of there. She stared at the dark hills toward which Brianna had pointed from her window and considered what would be the less conspicuous route to take—follow the safety of the road or cut through the brush The road, at first glance, appeared busy with traffic.  She decided she would have to stay off the path and stick to the scrub until she was a little farther out. Trouble was, a large lake sat in the middle of this route. She would have to skirt around it. The detour would mean a longer, slower escape, but it was necessary. She couldn't risk being seen due to her own impatience. No. She'd come this far, an hour or two more wouldn't matter.

      Taking a deep breath, she tightened the plaid around her and began to make her way down a gentle slope toward the lake. The soft, leather moccasin-style shoes she'd been given weren't cut-out for walking over rough terrain and caused her to feel every stone and twig she trod on.

      A disheartened sigh escaped her as she thought about the charred remains of her two-hundred dollar running shoes. She'd only bought them three weeks before. Such a waste.

      As she made her way to the rise of a small hill, the sound of children's laughter rung out from the lake. Worried she may be seen, she stepped farther into the trees and stopped a moment to survey the activity.

      Women and children gathered by the water's edge and were engaged in a variety of tasks. Some of the women were washing clothes, others were just sitting on the grass talking.

      One of them she recognized as Rory's mother was sewing what looked to be a patch on a shirt. Such a simple task, yet the woman was smiling.

      Children laughed and squealed as they hurled handfuls of thick, black mud at each other, while others flicked stones across the ground with long twigs.

      Hah. Not exactly golf, but it looked like great fun. She sighed.

      Time to go.

      She turned away and continued through the lines of trees along the edge of the small valley. She calculated it would probably take her at least an hour to get around the group this way. Every now and then, she glanced toward the children playing and saw young Rory chasing one of the little girls with what looked like a dead rabbit in his hands.

      Demon child.

      She hoped she'd never have a kid like that. A strange feeling welled inside her. Would she ever have children? Ewan would probably want to, but she'd never given the matter much thought. No. She always thought she'd have plenty of time to start a family after her career had been established.

      But there she was, twenty five years old, career in ruins, no money, a husband who had no clue where she was, and she was lost back in time—yeah, like she was mother material. Besides, she knew the risks with childbirth, and epidurals wouldn't be invented for another seven hundred years.

      A low branch slapped her on the cheek. Ouch. Great. Now her feet were getting blisters—

      The blood-curdling scream set every hair on her body on end.

      She turned her attention toward the lake. Frantic women and children scurried along the muddy bank, waving and calling out across the water.

      "Rory!"

      The gut-wrenching anguish in Lady MacPherson's voice said it all.

      Her child was drowning.

      Shit.

      Ellie lifted her skirt, dashed from her cover within the trees, and headed for the lake. As she stumbled down the slope toward the water, she saw a small hand breach the surface, clasp at thin air, then disappear back under the murky depths.

      Oh, God.

      Without breaking her stride, she slipped off her shoes, shed her plaid, hoisted the woolen gown up and over her head, then dove from bank into the heart-stopping icy water.

      The muted sounds of gasps followed her under, but all that surrounded her now was the eerie silence of the deep.

      Cold. Cold. Always bloody cold.

      Fighting sudden muscle cramps from the frigid lake, she pushed onward, certain she mustn't be too far from the boy. Why couldn't he swim? Damn it. All children should know how to swim. She would give Laird MacPherson a piece of her mind when—her hand brush against something in the darkness, but seemed just beyond her grasp.

      Rory.

      Hell. Her mind was spinning, lungs ached. She needed air, but she couldn't risk leaving him. She may not get another chance.

      She forced her body down deeper, the sudden drop in temperature like icy needles piercing her skin.

      She touched something.

      Adrenaline pumped through her as she grasped out blindly and felt the shape of a hand. Her pounding heart leaped. She held the hand firmly and began to swim toward the surface.

      Stay awake.

      The muted patch of light above her seemed to stretch further into the distance. Her subdued fear turned into a panic that enveloped her.

      What if they didn't make it in time?

      Her legs cramped and faltered, arms ached in protest. By pure willpower, she urged her body onward and upward until the sudden rush of air upon her face forced her to gasp and suck in a mix of muddy water and oxygen.

      She choked and spat out the vile liquid, hoisted the boy's limp body up alongside her, rested his head upon her shoulder.

      Through her pain, she panted. "Hold on, sweetie. Hold on."

      The boy moved against her, then began to panic. He coughed and sputtered, then cried out, as she clutched around his chest and waded to the bank. Cries of horror and relief broke out across the water.

      A dozen hungry hands greeted her as her feet pushed against the muddy surface, the crying boy dragged from her arms and taken to his frantic mother.

      Left alone and covered in thick black mud, Ellie clawed her way onto the grass, toppled onto her back, and sucked in a lungful of frosty air. Though, compared to the lake, the temperature felt damn-right tropical. A weak smile came to her shivering lips.

      So much for Hawaii.

      Hell. So much for her grand escape.

      She closed her eyes, her lungs aching with the effort to breathe. Rest. She just needed to rest a few minutes. With every breath, overwhelming tiredness edged her closer to sleep.

      A nap. Yes. Why, she didn't even feel cold anymore.
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      "And I said fetch the Laird McKinnon!"

      The booming voice echoed throughout the courtyard and into the great hall where Ewan sat talking with Hamish.

      After a week of fruitless searching, he'd reluctantly come to the conclusion that Ellie, the future, his mother . . . it had all been just a crazed dream. Aye. Someone must have found him dazed and wounded from the battle, sewed his wound and left him near the keep. A fever had caused his delusion.

      But Hell and the Devil if it hadn't all seemed real.

      The very thought of Ellie never having been alive had created a rift within his soul that made the pain of his mother's death pale in comparison.

      Bloody Hell. He was a warrior and wasn't supposed to feel such foolish emotion.

      A MacKinnon soldier approached him. "The MacPherson won't take no as an answer, sir. He demands to see the Laird."

      Damn it.

      He'd long avoided any confrontation with his northern neighbor, but with the man shouting down his doorstep, it made a fight inevitable.

      With Hamish in tow, Ewan grabbed his sword and strode out into the courtyard. Ready for any attack, he flexed his fingers around the hilt, opened the door to find the Laird MacPherson sitting atop his horse, flanked by only a handful of soldiers.

      If the man had come to start a fight, he'd been sorely prepared.

      "Ewan." The old man nodded at him. "I have need to see your father."

      "The Laird is nae taking any visitors, MacPherson. I suggest you return before ma patience runs thin."

      The Laird's face flushed red, but he held firm. "This business is between me and him. He will see me."

      Behind several of the MacPherson soldiers, he noticed the weathered face of a familiar woman.

      He hadn't seen his aunt since—since the accident.

      Laird MacPherson followed his gaze, then motioned for his wife to come forward. The soldiers parted, and she nudged her mount along. A young redheaded boy sat in front of her, his scrawny frame swathed in the MacPherson plaid.

      Behind her, an old wooden cart was tethered to her horse.

      The old Laird turned back to him, a disconcerting look in his eyes. "There is also a matter I need to speak with you about."

      Wary, Ewan eyed the cart and gripped his sword. "What matter?"

      MacPherson dismounted and walked to the back of the buggy.

      Ewan followed, flanked closely by Hamish.

      MacPherson grunted something under his breath, then folded back a thick fur to reveal the pale face of a young woman who appeared to be sleeping.

      At the sight of flaming curls peeking out from a woolen cap, Ewan's heart stopped, feet turned to clay.

      "Do you know the lass?" MacPherson scratched his head. "Liam found her by a stream near the border nae a week ago. Dressed like a man she was, though they were clothes the like I'd ever seen before. At first Liam thought her English, but now I can’t be certain."

      "Ellie." Her name came out a mere whisper, as a hot surge of relief washed through Ewan. He hadn't been dreaming her.

      "She claimed to be your wife. But she can’t speak properly and has strange ways about her. We thought her a bit daft, perhaps, but she is English after all."

      Ewan's heart wrenched as he pulled back more of the fur. God, she was white. Her lips were pale and dark patches stained under her eyes. "Liam? What happened to her, MacPherson? If that bastard cousin of mine has so much as touched her . . . ." He grabbed the Laird by the chest and pushed his sword under the man's chin.

      The soldiers faced off, and the woman on the horse shot Ewan a worried glance that betrayed her austere exterior.

      "I didn’t do this." MacPherson grabbed Ewan's wrist, met his eye. "She did."

      He pushed the sword higher.

      "Ewan!" The woman cried out. "For God's sake, ma husband is telling you the truth. The lass went into the lake to find our Rory. He'd fallen in . . . she saved him."

      "Aye. Mad or not, I thought I owed her to find out who she belonged to."

      Ewan released his grasp on the Laird's plaid, lowered his sword, and turned to the cart. His heart ached, fingers trembled, as he reached under the tiny bundle, lifted her wilted frame against him, and carried her into the keep.

      His dream was real, but would she survive? The thought of her waking up alone and defenseless in the middle of nowhere tore at him like a wild demon. He hugged her closer, the faint scent of her skin penetrating his hardened senses.

      Never again would he allow her to be in danger.

      He pushed open the door to his chamber with his foot and carried her over to the bed. He lay her down gently, brushed her cheek with the back of his hand, pulled the woolen cap from her head.

      A torrent of fierce emotions whirled about inside him. Rage. Regret. Fear . . . Love.

      A lump lodged in his throat as he closed his eyes, grasped a handful of soft red hair, pulled her close, rested his forehead against hers. His heartbeat pounded like a drum before battle.

      If it meant dealing with the Devil himself, he wouldn't lose her. He couldn't.

      He needed her.

      Gasps from behind him caused Ewan to restrain his open show of affection. Despite his distress over Ellie’s wretched state, he refused to let his servants see his weakness. He was their future Laird, their master. To see him vulnerable now might cause his people to lose faith in his ability to keep the clan safe. He couldn’t allow it. Yet, as two maids hurried into the room, he held Ellie close until their motherly hands gently drew her away from him.

      He moved away from the bed, his jaw hardening as his thoughts turned to Liam. Aye. There was revenge to be had. "See to your Lady, stay with her. Do you understand? She is nae to be left alone for any reason. If she wakes, I am to be fetched at once."

      He paused at the doorway, turned and absorbed one more longing glance at Ellie. Was he afraid she wouldn't be there when he returned?  He forced himself away and went back down to meet his unwelcomed guests.

      As he descended the staircase, cold tension gripped his chest, his fist tightened into a ball. If his uncle wanted to air the past after all this time, then he wouldn't stop him.
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      As he knelt before the chapel altar, Father Martin watched with great interest as Ewan left the staircase and disappeared into the great hall. Wobbly knees forced the priest to lean on his walking stick and pushed himself upright.

      A sneer of satisfaction tilted his lips.

      He knew why MacPherson wanted to see the ailing Laird. The curse invoked by Laird MacKinnon had taken the life of the MacPherson's eldest son, Collin, ten years before. No one dared speak of the lad’s death since.

      He'd been visiting MacPherson land when the incident occurred.

      Laird MacKinnon had been invited to celebrate Collin's eighteenth birthday, along with Ewan and a few members of MacKinnon's household. Since the night of Lady MacKinnon's death and subsequent slaughter of the pagan priests, Laird MacPherson was one of the few clan Lairds to remain loyal to the MacKinnon clan.

      As a birthday gift, Laird MacKinnon presented Collin with a magnificent black horse. Yet to be broken in, the animal was wild and carried a tempestuous nature. Collin was warned by both Lairds not to attempt riding the creature until it was properly trained by one of the more experienced soldiers.

      But being young and stubborn, Collin took the sage advice as an affront to his manhood.

      Ewan, Father Martin recalled, had tried to talk his cousin out of his foolish plan to take the horse out at night. He'd stumbled across Ewan and Collin arguing in the bailey, then hid himself in the shadows of the bright solstice moon and listened to the conversation.

      Perhaps he should have gone and warned the lairds about the lad's mischief.

      Perhaps.

      But having a horse spooked whilst riding could have happened to anyone. More's the pity, Collin's head split open on a large stone when he fell from the enraged animal. Nothing could be done for the lad, dead before the Father could administer Last Rites.

      MacPherson was beside himself with rage and grief, blamed his son's death upon MacKinnon's curse. After all, it was MacKinnon's gift that killed his beloved son.

      For years after, Lady MacPherson had been inconsolable.

      Shaking his head, Father Martin made his way behind the altar, reached into a small hole at the base of the plinth, and retrieved a small object wrapped in cloth.

      The smile returned to his face as he glanced toward the staircase.

      Perhaps it was time he paid his respects to their mysterious new visitor.
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      Drowning.

      Ellie's eyes shot open, pulse raced. Her hands lashed out to grab anything she could. Darkness surrounded her, dragging her farther down into the icy abyss.

      "Ewan . . ." Her voice sounded strange, ragged, as if it wasn't hers at all. Her words were replaced by a rasping cough that hurt her lungs, made her fight for breath. "Ewan, where are you?"

      Something touched her forehead, startled her. She grasped what felt like a hand. "Rory?"

      "Ma lady?" The voice was soft, female, but didn't sound like Brianna. "Aye, but you are burning with fever."

      Through the hazy mist in her mind, the blurred image of a room came into focus, the worried face of a young woman hovered above her. Ellie licked her dry, cracked lips and turned her head. Cradled within the soft, warm furs, a familiar scent surrounded her, rekindled her senses into action.

      Ewan.

      Heart pounding, she pushed back the covers and tried to get out of bed. As she tried to stand upon shaky legs, the young woman clutched her arm and attempted to push her back down.

      "Get off me! I need to find Ewan."

      "Annis, help me. Our lady dinna know what she's doing. 'Tis the fever."

      Another, even younger looking girl joined the fair-haired woman in subduing Ellie onto the bed. At first Ellie tried to resist, but her energy had evaporated. She collapsed against the furs, her chest panting from the effort of moving.  She swallowed, tried to catch her breath. "I need to find Ewan . . . please . . . Ewan."

      Dizzy, she closed her eyes as a cold cloth was placed on her forehead, a goblet of wine held to her lips. "No. No wine. Water . . . water, please . . . ."

      With a faint cry, she fought the darkness threatening to envelope her like the depths of the icy lake, but her mind quickly succumbed out of pure exhaustion.

      Then, as if in a dream, she waivered in and out of consciousness for what felt like hours, stirred occasionally by muffled noises echoing around her.

      Slowly, she opened her eyes and squinted at the sight of flames leaping in a nearby hearth. Her head pounded with a terrific ache.

      Had she blacked out?

      Where was she?

      Her head and shoulders were being supported by someone, a cup of strange smelling liquid tilted against her mouth. Where was she? Bloody hell, everything was such a blur.

      She tilted her head upward and met the intense stare of a man she'd never seen before. His aging face didn't appear threatening, but something in his cold, dark gaze chilled her to the bone.

      A shiver raced along her spine, but she couldn't move. Every muscle in her body seemed unwilling, or unable, to find the strength to fend off the stranger.

      As she tasted drops of a vile liquid on her tongue, a wry smile cracked opened the man's mouth.

      Her eyes widened in panic, but words wouldn't escape her tightened throat.

      "Steady now with you, lass. Dinna be afraid. You've been verra ill it seems. Now drink this tonic. Aye, it dinna taste good, but it will help take away your fever." The man pinched her nose, forcing the foul brew down her throat. She finally dredged up the strength to resist him, but his arm held her chest pinned firm. "There now, you have to drink it. It will help you sleep. Dinna worry now . . . I'm Father Martin, and I will take of you."
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      When Ewan entered the great hall, he found Lady Heather MacPherson sitting on a large wooden bench by the hearth, the young boy he assumed to be Rory, sitting on her lap. Her husband, Laird Sean MacPherson paced the floor nearby, hands clutched behind his back.

      Ewan’s neck tensed, fingers flexed.

      Aye. It was hard to feel kinship for these people, even though Heather was his father's sister. They had turned their back on his father by accusing the embattled Laird of causing Collin's death many years ago.

      It was an accident. Just some bloody foolish stupidity. But no one, not even Ewan, could ever convince Collin he was doing wrong.

      But none of that mattered now.

      His beloved, was laying ill on his bed upstairs, wrapped in his furs, safe within the walls of his keep. And he would kill any man who'd dare try to harm her.

      Including Liam.

      Ewan stepped into the room, crossed his arms. "MacPherson. Whatever you have to say to ma da, you can say to me. He'll nae be seeing anyone today."

      His uncle pounded the table with one large fist, sending several metal mugs scattering to the floor. "Like Hell! He will see me now, or I'll come back with enough men to make him come out."

      Unmoved by the man's rage, Ewan stood. "Go home, MacPherson. Take your woman and your lad. Leave. I'll nae give you the opportunity to blame ma Da for any wrongdoing. In fact, the only reason I'm letting you go at all is because you brought ma wife back to me." He turned to his aunt. "This is your son?"

      Worry glittered the woman's eyes, as the boy wriggled from his mother's arms and stood toe to toe with Ewan. "Aye. His name is Rory."

      "Rory?"

      The boy nodded and pointed to his father. "Aye, I am. My Da is a powerful Laird and he isn’t frightened of you or anyone else . . . ."

      "Hush, lad." MacPherson reprimanded his outspoken son with a cutting glance. "Mind your place. This isn’t your home."

      "But, Da . . . ."

      "I said shut up!"

      Ewan turned away from the boy, stared at his uncle. "He's so much like his brother, isn't he?"

      The old Laird appeared uncomfortable and sat down at the table. "He's spoiled by his mother. I can’t say otherwise." The man up righted a goblet and poured himself some ale. After sipping a long draft, he continued, "For God's sake Ewan, I came here to talk, nae fight. We are kin. Surely that counts for something?"

      "Once it might have. But you lost your right to be called ma kin when you blamed Da for Collin's death."

      "I'll nae discuss this with you, Ewan. I came to settle things with your Da."

      Settle things? Ewan wondered what his uncle meant by this. His father was in no condition to fight.

      Ewan's hand slid to the hilt of his sword.

      His uncle said, "Oh, dinna make this harder than it already is, man. I've come to apologize. I know Grant never meant for that damn beast to kill ma boy. I just couldn't face the fact that Collin had been too bloody stubborn to listen to me for once. I was angry as hell, Ewan. Ma son, ma heir, was dead. I dinna know what to do. I needed to blame something, somebody. But I was wrong."

      The aging Laird glanced at his crying wife. "We both were."

      Stunned by the frank admission, Ewan released his sword then sat down at the table. Never had he believed MacPherson would say he was sorry for anything. It was a trait that had been bred into Collin and no doubt, Rory.

      Perhaps his father should see the man, assuming his father could recognize him. The old MacKinnon seemed to be getting frailer with each day since Ewan had returned from the future. Nothing he or the healers did appeared to make a difference. If the man had been poisoned, he had no idea how or with what.

      He met his uncle's resolute glare. Hell. This might be his da's last chance to receive some sort of justice.

      He stood from the table. "Verra well, MacPherson. I'll take you to see him. But, I warn you now, he's nae what you'd expect. You can’t stay long."

      In cold silence, he guided his uncle to his father's chamber, then paused before the large wooden door. Ewan knew what awaited him inside, and it sickened him to his core. With a deep sigh, he pushed the door open and allowed MacPherson into the dimly lit chamber. Following closely behind, Ewan noticed his father seemed awake, his deep-set, listless eyes gazing off into God knew where.

      What he wouldn't give to see the man astride his favorite mount again, heading off for a hunt.

      MacPherson's brow furrowed as he approached the bed and looked down at the ailing Laird. "So, what kind of horse shit do you call this, Grant?"

      Ewan's first instinct was to throw the man out, then he heard the faint reply of his father.

      "Eh? What the hell? MacPherson, is it? Who let a bastard like you into ma keep?"

      A smile curled the edge of Ewan’s mouth. It was so damn good to hear his father say something, anything—even better when he was cursing a MacPherson.

      His uncle pulled over a chair and sat down. "I came to see you, you old son of a bitch. If you have a problem with that, then perhaps we can take it outside to the bailey, just like old times. I'm in a right mood to kick your sorry arse."

      "Hah!" Ewan's father coughed and tried to sit up, but stumbled. Fighting his urge to help the man, Ewan stayed where he was and let his da try to do it himself. "I'd like to see you try, you pompous shit."

      "Oh, aye. I could and you know it. What's that thing you’re wearing, man? Looks like a wench's wee nightie. Forgotten how to wear your plaid have you?"

      "Shut your trap, you bastard . . . ."

      Ewan backed away from the quarrelling pair and headed out the door, content that his father was riled up for the first time in weeks.

      His da wasn't dead yet.
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      Anxious to see how Ellie was doing, Ewan walked into his chamber to find Father Martin hovering over her inert body. Smears of green littered her lips, chin and cheek.

      Poison?

      A burning pain gripped his chest as he strode across the room, grabbed the errant priest by the throat, and pegged the stunned man to the hard stone wall. "What did you do to her, you son of a bitch?"

      The priest struggled within his tightening grasp, trying to pry his iron grip loose from his throat. "I . . . I dinna hurt the lass."

      Fury pumped through Ewan's veins, set his jaw like rock. "You were warned to stay away from ma kin, you evil bastard. If you have poisoned ma wife, you will die now by ma bare hands."

      A strange look washed over the man's purple face. "I swear to the Saints, I dinna poison her. I gave her a tonic for the fever, that's all."

      Still holding the man against the wall, Ewan looked over to where Ellie lay huddled in furs. She seemed to be breathing soundly, her lovely face no longer so pale, a hint of color flushed her cheeks.

      Ewan returned his attention to the dangling holy man and gritted his teeth. "You know I banned all medicines until I found out what was poisoning the laird."

      "Aye. Perhaps, you'd preferred I let the lass die?"

      Incensed, Ewan pulled the man close. "Get your belongings, priest, and get out of ma keep – now."

      He dropped the Father Martin, who crumpled into a heap on the floor.

      "And if I ever catch you on ma land again, I will kill you without hesitation."
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      Her body aching all over, Ellie pried open her tired eyelids and focused on her surroundings in the filtered morning light. Cripes, what a headache. Why in Hell didn't she study chemistry at school instead of history? Knowing how to make aspirin in this time period would have made her a very rich woman.

      She licked her lips and screwed up her face. Ergh. Had she been vomiting? Lord, whatever lingered there, it tasted foul. Maybe she should invent mouthwash instead? Or at least a toothbrush.

      Where was she? It didn't look like her room at the MacPherson keep. Didn't smell like it either.

      She tried to roll over onto her side, but found her body pinned in place by a huge, muscular arm.

      Shit.

      Liam?

      He didn't—she couldn't—

      Panic swept through her as she struggled to recall the last few days. She remembered running toward the lake, diving in, finding the boy and pulling him to shore—Christ, everything after that was like some sort of deranged jigsaw puzzle dancing in her head. Perhaps after she'd rescued Rory, she passed out or something? Hell, she didn't know.

      She eased one arm out from under the slumbering embrace and raised a hand to her forehead, closed her eyes in disbelief.

      No. Surely, Liam wouldn't have taken advantage of her. Would he? He seemed bloody determined to marry her though, despite her protests.

      She jumped as the body attached to the arm moved then stopped. Her heartbeat pounded, pulse raced. She had to get out of there, but she felt so bloody drained.

      What had happened to her?

      Straining against the weight of the encumbering limb, she tried to see the man's face, but his shoulders and head were covered by furs.

      Okay. Stay calm. He couldn't see her. This could be a good thing.

      If she managed to wiggle away from his grasp, perhaps she could slip out of the room before he'd had time to notice? She had to try something.

      Boy, Ewan really was going to get it when she finally got to his keep. Her heart sank. And what was she going to say to him? That somehow she'd slept with his cousin instead of him? That was taking 'keeping it in the family' to a whole new level.

      Shit. Who was she kidding? When Ewan found out, he'd kill Liam. And her next no doubt. But with the way she felt right now, death seemed a like a pretty good proposition.

      After counting to three in her head, she gathered all her strength and lifted the weighty arm up just enough to allow her body to maneuver from under it. Christ, even just a bit of him weighed a ton. The body shifted again, and she froze, still holding his limb in midair. Unable to support it any longer, she let it drop back down, then glanced across in panic at the sleeping man. He was sprawled out upon the fur completely naked.

      Oh, my.

      Blushing, she couldn't ignore his sculpted chest and taut stomach that lead down to a startlingly erect appendage jutting out from a nest of dark hair at the junction of his thighs.

      Despite her precarious position, she could barely contain a girlish giggle from escaping her throat. Not surprising. Liam and Ewan were cousins—definitely a family resemblance there.

      Oh, hell. What was thinking? She was losing her mind.

      Slipping out of bed, her feet found the cold floor. She tried to stand, only to discover her legs refused to hold her up. She plonked down on the edge of the bed, tucked a curl behind her ear, and tried to think how on earth she would get out of there.

      She glanced over her shoulder to make sure she hadn't woken Liam.

      Okay. She could do this.

      Easing her way to the floor, she managed to get onto her hands and knees, then began slowly crawling toward the door. Lord knew how she'd open the bloody thing when she got there.

      Was she intending to do this all the way to Ewan's keep? Hell, no. And escaping without her joggers again wouldn't do either.

      This time she was going to steal a bloody horse.
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      Ewan had been awake since dawn watching Ellie sleep, making sure that bastard Father Martin hadn't tried to kill his wife.

      His wife.

      Aye. It would take some getting used to. But there she was—beautiful, alive, and crawling across his bedroom floor. He propped his head up onto his palm, a smiling creeping to his lips, as his lingering gaze followed the seductive way her shapely hips swayed beneath the thin linen shift.

      He sucked in a sharp breath, moved his hip to ease the growing discomfort in his groin. Lord, help him. It was all he could do not to take her there and then. "That's a verra tempting position, love. But don't you think you should get a wee bit more rest first?"

      The wriggling figure stopped. "Ewan?"

      Her arms wobbled, and she crumbled to the floor.

      He was up and out of the bed, her butterfly weight scooped up into his arms. "I've got you, Ellie."

      He sat down on the bed, her soft body cradled in his arms.

      As her hand reached up and touched his cheek, her face was framed by fiery curls and her green eyes narrowed. "Ewan, am I dreaming? Is it really you?"

      "Did you miss me, love?"

      The glint in her eyes sparked, as his cheek stung with her sudden slap.

      "Miss you?" She struggled within his grasp.

      He refused to let her go, surprised but delighted by her vigor. Having seen her last night in the hands of Father Martin, he'd feared the worst.

      "Do you have any idea what I've been through? First, it wasn't enough to be grilled and roasted through a lightning storm, left on my own in the middle of nowhere. No, then I had to be captured by a willful fool intent on marrying me . . . ."

      His brow furrowed. "Liam wanted to marry you?"

      "Don't interrupt! My best shoes were burned, and I had no idea if you even existed."

      "Did Liam touch you?"

      She shook her head and grimaced. "What? Would you forget about Liam. I'm trying to tell you how much I missed you, you bloody oaf. Aren't you listening to me?"

      Hell. If his cousin had so much laid a finger on his wife—

      He placed her on the bed and rose in search of his plaid.

      "Ewan? What are you doing? No. Please don't tell me you're going after Liam."

      "This is nae your concern, Ellie. You are in ma time now." He turned to face her. Lord, but she was beautiful, though still too pale for his liking. And to think he'd almost given up on her very existence. His stomach clenched at the thought. "I will tend to matters ma way."

      He had bent down to pick up his belt, when a pillow smacked him on the head. Glancing up, he met her fiery emerald gaze. Aye, he could almost feel their intensity crackle and spark. The sight made his body tighten.

      She sat up and rested on her knees. "If you are referring to the way you handled Michael back at the cottage, he wasn't worth the effort, and neither is Liam."

      "Liam has insulted you."

      "And yet here I am, all in one piece. Can't you just accept that? Stubborn man. Do you know why I was ill? I was trying to get back to you. I was worried about you. If it hadn't been for that little brat Rory, I'd have been half way to warning you about Liam's intention to challenge for my hand."

      He began wrapping his plaid around his waist and glanced at her stormy expectant face. "Then I'll grant him his wish."

      "No! Give me strength. That's exactly what I've been trying to avoid. I risked my neck for you. Are you telling me it was worthless? That I could have just sat around waiting for you to come fight Liam and rescue me? Oh, but that's right. What if Liam had won?"

      A flare of tension hurtled through him. "You doubt my abilities to defend you?"

      She sighed and rose from the bed, her body still unsteady as she walked slowly toward him. Stopping before him, she raised her hand and cupped his cheek. His body groaned at her touch, and he swallowed hard.

      "I could never think that. I know you're no coward. But I've already given up my home, my life, and my career—possibly my mind. You are all I have, and I'm not about to lose the man . . . the man I love."

      Her words pierced his heart like a fatal arrow, penetrating deep into a place he swore never to be vulnerable again.

      His chest constricted as he reached up and placed his hand over hers.

      He didn't want to feel such blasted emotions, but damned if it didn't feel good to hear her say she loved him.

      She gazed up at him through lowered lashes and granted him a wicked smile that made his breath catch, loins ache. Brazen nymph.

      "Besides. You do realize I'd have to follow you. I mean, as an archaeologist and historian, I'd find it fascinating to observe and document . . . ."

      His mouth claimed hers, effectively silencing her foolish protest.

      So sweet she was, he couldn't get enough of her taste, his tongue sweeping into her mouth as he demanded more of her. He nipped and teased her lips, drinking in her soft gasps and whimpered moans.

      His breathing raced, heated blood surging with need he could no longer suppress, as the subtle scent of her skin surrounded him like his plaid, warming his heart and embedding itself in his soul.

      Aye, but she was perfect. And she was his. A week he'd gone without her, a week too long. He'd never allow it again. On his life, he vowed to protect her, to keep her safe.

      Liam had to pay for his treachery.

      Her nimble fingers traced along his chest and down to his stomach, setting a blazing trail of desire in its wake. His hand clasped gently behind her neck and drew her closer. Hell, but the woman was trying to distract him from his task.

      He reached around her and lifted her up into his arms. "Verra well, woman. I'm nae saying I agree with you, but as you are obviously nae fit to be left alone, I will have to watch over you."

      He suppressed a smile as she nuzzled into his neck and sighed. Emotions would be the ruin of him if he wasn't careful.

      Liam would keep—for now.

      She ran a finger along his jaw line. "So, you will stay and rest with me?"

      "In a manner of speaking—You will be relaxing."

      As he laid her on the bed, she gave him a quizzical look.

      "And what will you be doing?"

      He leaned over her, placed a kiss on her silky shoulder, then another on her belly as he pushed her nightshirt up along her shapely legs. "I'll be making sure you relax."
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      Before a glowing hearth in the MacTavish hall, Father Martin sat at a rough wooden bench, his bony hands wrapped around a mug of ale. He raised the drink to his lips, then imbibed a deep draft of the malty brew.

      He screwed up his face at the taste of bitter hops, then coughed and spat on the floor.

      Pity the beer at the MacKinnon keep was far better. It was one of the few pleasures he would miss about the wretched place.

      At the sound of footsteps, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, then turned toward the doorway. Two maids scurried past, both glancing at him as they did so.

      A scowl curled his lips.

      So very plain, the pair.

      In the past, he'd taken whatever company the Laird MacTavish had offered him, though he never did care too much for blondes. Nae. He preferred long golden brown hair, the color of honey when the sun shone on it.

      His grip on the mug tightened.

      Margot MacKinnon had such hair.

      Damn the woman!

      He emptied the tankard, then slammed it upon the table, sending a thudding echo throughout the hall.

      Hell and the Devil!

      It didn't matter how much he drank, the sensation that Margot MacKinnon was still alive festered and crawled beneath his skin like some putrid disease, eating at his mind and rotting away his soul.

      The woman was an enchantress.

      From the moment he'd set eyes on the creature near thirty years ago, he was spellbound, drawn to her in such a way he couldn't explain, nor wished to comprehend. She'd been so young, so innocent . . . or so he'd thought. When she married the Laird MacKinnon, he'd tried to take her under his wing, offering her the spiritual guidance she would need for her married life.

      But she often refused his advice, instead choosing to embrace many heathen traditions that would have seen her banished by the church—or worse. Yet, despite her brazen defiance, he'd protected her, watched over her, tried to save her from herself.

      Aye. He knew of her secrets . . . for they were his secrets too.
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      "I was nae expecting you until week's end, Father." Douglas MacTavish stood in the doorway of the great hall and removed his thick leather gloves. With a weary sigh, he ran an assessing glance over the figure in tattered robes sitting at his table, then unclipped his heavy coat and stepped into the room.

      Though his guest was several days early, he felt somewhat unsurprised. Rumor had it there was strange goings on at the MacKinnon keep, and no doubt the old priest had been discharged as a result.

      "Ma Laird." Father Martin rose from his seat and bowed slightly. "I take it you enjoyed a bountiful hunt?"

      He paused by the table and met the old man's shielded gaze. "We had a pitiful hunt and you know it."

      "Aye, ma Laird. Though with winter fast coming upon us . . . ."

      "Don't you dare lecture me, priest." He threw his gloves upon the table, then reached for the jug and poured himself a mug of ale. "I know what will happen to ma people if the larder isn't well stocked before the snows arrive. Perhaps I should be consulting you as to when I can expect the beasts to roam our forest once more?"

      For twenty years Laird MacTavish had witnessed the gradual decay of the lands surrounding his keep. Crops failed and game had become scarce. The long, cold winters claimed more MacTavish lives each year as his people grew weak and despondent.

      Even his own dear Katie lay cold in her grave for near five winters now, having died of a rampant fever that killed many of the women in the village.

      His hand clenched into a tight fist.

      Grant MacKinnon had a lot to answer for.

      "Forgive me, Laird, I was nae preaching your duty."

      Laird MacTavish eyed the priest with suspicion, as he picked up his mug and stood before the fire. "Tell me, Father, what news have you of Ewan MacKinnon? My men tell me he was found alive."

      The old man averted his gaze and reached for the jug.

      "Aye. It is the truth. I can’t explain it. Just before the battle he disappeared and for several days there was no sign of him. Just when his men had given him up for dead, they stumbled across him nae far from the keep . . ." The priest shifted upon his seat, then took a long sip of his ale. ". . . his wound was sewn up and cleaned."

      MacTavish shot the man a heated stared, raised his tankard and launched it into the hearth, the pottery smashing against the blackened stone.

      The priest recoiled as MacTavish approached, grabbed the front of his robe and hoisted him up to meet his burning glare. "You told me he wouldn’t survive such a wound. And now you tell me that nae only did he live, but someone tended him?"

      The priest's eyes bulged, his face deep red, as MacTavish tightened his grip.

      "I dinna know how, ma Laird. He should have perished. I swear it."

      "Argh!" Bloody fool he was for trusting the wretched priest. MacTavish released Father Martin, ran a hand through his hair and leaned over the hearth as he stared into the glowing embers. "And just how long do you think it will take for Ewan to figure out who stabbed him?"

      "Perhaps long enough for the task to be completed."

      Frustrated, MacTavish turned on the errant priest. "Make sense, man, I've nae time for your riddles."

      "Ewan MacKinnon is married, Laird."

      Hell. He hadn't heard that news. "Married? When?"

      "Nae a week ago, so I am told. Though, their union has nae been blessed. For the moment, I believe the lady will provide enough distraction to keep Ewan from seeking answers."

      A burning sensation twisted in MacTavish's gut. This unforeseen complication did not bode well with him. "But in time he will still seek them, priest. And what of the woman? She could be carrying his bairn as we speak."

      Father Martin rose and stood next to him, a demented expression on the priest's craggy face.

      "As I have said, ma Laird. The union has nae been blessed."
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      Ellie sat in the gloomy, ramshackle chamber that was the chapel of the MacKinnon keep and peered around at the crumbling walls in dire need of repair.

      'Renovator's delight' sprang to mind, but, in her case, it was truly an archaeologist's dream. If given the chance, she would love to spend a few days in here taking notes and—who was she kidding? The one aspect of her situation that she hadn't considered until now was the fact she couldn't document anything for the future. She couldn't interfere with past—at least any more than humanly possible.

      And, sadly, she could share her own life's story with no one besides Ewan.

      "Such a pleasure to have you here, ma lady."

      "Thank you, Father Gregory. It's such a relief to know another soul who speaks English." A broad grin met her lips, as the young priest blushed beetroot red with obvious pride. He couldn't have been more than nineteen, twenty at the most. His nervous disposition around her was a tell-tale sign of his youthful awkwardness.

      Ewan had told her Gregory recently replaced their long-time priest, Father Martin, though Ewan seemed reluctant to go into detail.

      When he'd mentioned the old man's name, Ewan had become tense and irritable. Naturally, Ellie wanted to know why the man bothered him so much, but she now knew her husband long enough to wait for a more suitable moment.

      Her husband.

      Dragging her attention away from the fascinating architecture, she recalled just what she was doing there in the first place.

      She was supposed to be arranging her wedding.

      As if the young priest had read her thoughts, he picked up a book from the carved wooden altar and made his way next to her on the bench.

      He glanced at her, then tried to open the tome with shaking hands. The poor boy. Since when had she become so intimidating?

      Though the room carried a slight chill, tiny beads of perspiration created a soft sheen upon the priest's pale forehead.

      "We . . . we shall perform the marriage rights this Sunday during mass, ma Lady. If . . . if that is agreeable?"

      A knot formed in her throat; she found herself nodding repeatedly.

      Sunday. Three days away.

      Why was she so nervous all of the sudden? Since her arrival here, being considered Ewan's wife was a foregone conclusion. Though the ceremony itself would be nothing more than a religious formality, she couldn't help but wonder if she would be married in a traditional white gown with plaid, or if the service would have any resemblance to the ceremonies she’d read so much about in history books. But, then again, when had her family ever settled for the norm?

      Her eyes misted, as she remembered an old photo of her parents wedding. They were on an island somewhere in Indonesia at the time, and had married on a beach at sunset. Her mother wore a beautiful kabaya made from blue and white silk batik, while her father had somehow found a tuxedo and bowtie—no shoes. Not the most conventional wedding to be sure.

      But never had she seen a happier couple.

      Her chest ached with longing. How she wished her parents were here. She felt certain her father would have approved of Ewan, and her mother would have adored him.

      "Lady Elspeth? Are you well?"

      Awakened from her thoughts, she cleared her throat, wiped away the tears gathered upon her lashes, and smiled. "I'm fine Father Gregory, forgive me, what were you saying?"

      "It falls upon me, ma Lady, to instruct you in the matters of your . . . your wifely duties." Good lord. He was going to give her 'the talk'. The poor soul looked as though he was about to faint. "In particular, your duty to con . . . conceive children."

      Should she put him out of his misery?

      "Thank you, Father, for your guidance. I understand what I have to do."

      He floundered on his words and blinked repeatedly. "But I haven't . . . you do?"

      She smiled and bent down to adjust her new shoes, when she noticed something in the corner of the room near the altar.

      Three small sacks were piled together, sitting in a pool of greenish yellow liquid.

      She rose to her feet. "Father Gregory, what is in those bags over there?"

      The flustered man looked at her, then at the sacks, then back at her again, before putting down the book and standing.

      "Oh, um, those belonged to dear Father Martin. I believe they contain medicinal herbs and tonics. Unfortunately, when Laird MacKinnon fell ill, all medicines were banned."

      She approached the bags, crouched down and examined the puddle. "What are they doing here then?"

      "Father Martin left earlier than he planned and asked me to dispose of his old stores."

      She untied one of the bags, reached in, and produced several small leather pouches. Opening one of them, she sniffed the contents gingerly then tipped a little of the crushed herbs into her hand.

      At the site of the dark green blend, a sudden chill rippled along her skin.

      She must speak with Ewan.

      "Father Gregory, I wish to examine the contents of all three bags please."

      The young man scratched his head. "I'm nae certain that would be appropriate, ma Lady. This isn’t ma property."

      She smiled sweetly. "I'm sure my husband would agree with me. Do I need to call him?"

      Panic flickered in the boy priest’s eyes.

      Guilt nudged her conscience. She didn't want to upset the man, but she needed to determine exactly what was in those pouches.

      As she helped Father Gregory arrange the contents of the sacks on the floor, she smiled and recalled her mother's lessons. Not only had her mom been a dedicated doctor, she was also an expert herbalist who could create natural medicines almost anywhere in the world.

      And Ellie had learned from her.
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      Ewan sat on one of the small prayer benches, his tall frame dwarfing everything inside the tiny chapel. His size aside, he never did feel comfortable in the place.

      Father Martin had labeled his mother a witch, which had caused Ewan to rebel against the church. Now it angered him even more so to consider the blasted priest may have been right about his mother all along.

      Burying his torment, he leaned forward and picked up an earthenware jar filled with a foul smelling black paste.

      "I dinna understand, Ellie. If you are telling me you believe most of these herbs to be deadly, then why can we nae find what is killing ma father?"

      Arms crossed, Ellie paced the floor.

      "I don't know. But I'll need to see your father, Ewan. There are many plant extracts that could be given slowly and kill over time, making it appear the patient is ill for some other reason. But nothing of what I found in Father Martin's stores would kill in this fashion."

      "I've long suspected the priest responsible, but other healers claim there is nae any poison causing ma Father's decline."

      For his father to be poisoned in such a way, it would mean the murderer to be someone in his household—someone other than Father Martin, perhaps? But who?

      "Well, I'm no expert, but with my—" She glanced at the young priest. "—experience in healing, I might be able to detect something not known in these parts. I would also like to speak with the servants here and in the village. I should investigate—"

      "Nae."

      His wife's eyes widened. "Nae?"

      "You will nae be investigating anything without ma permission."

      She crossed her arms, anger sparking in her eyes as she paced before him. Aye, but she was a feisty lass for an English. And it pleased him no end.

      "I beg your pardon? But you are obviously forgetting my skills. I think I'm quite capable of handling simple inquiries."

      He shook his head. "'Tis too dangerous. I have nae idea who could be a traitor, and I will not risk your safety. Therefore, you will remain within the keep until I return."

      "Return? Where are you going so soon? Just when did you plan on telling me you were leaving?"

      Angus appeared in the doorway and cleared his throat.

      "Ewan, the Laird MacPherson is here as you commanded. He awaits you in the hall."

      Ewan glanced up at his most trusted friend. "And, Liam?"

      Angus smiled broadly and nodded.

      "Oh, aye. He is here as well."

      "Good. Father Gregory, you will keep ma betrothed here and continue to instruct her in the ways to be a good and obedient wife." Suppressing a smile, he stood and met Ellie's burning glare, but before she could scold him, he was on his way out the door.

      As he strode ahead toward the hall, Angus chuckled behind him.

      "I fear you will have quite a tongue lashing waiting for you when you return, Ewan."

      "Aye. I believe I will have to show ma wife that there are much better uses for a tongue than talking."

      Taking hold of a heavy iron handle, he pushed open a door and entered the great hall. As he'd expected, his uncle sat at the table surrounded by several men whom Ewan hadn't seen for many years.

      In light of their tentative reunion, he'd felt it only fitting that he invite MacPherson to help him with the distribution of Munroe lands and chattels won during his clan's battle the previous week.

      After the last visit from MacPherson, his father had been the liveliest he'd seen him in weeks. For the sake of his da, perhaps it was time to put the past behind him.

      Though he hadn’t spoken directly to his uncle in years, nothing escaped the gossip that spread from clan to clan.

      Besides, he wanted the opportunity to find out firsthand if his kin had anything to do with his father's illness. Though he still didn't trust his uncle completely, he felt it prudent to keep the man close.

      Liam, on the other hand, was a different matter.

      His hot-headed cousin had lived his life despising all those around him who had property and title. After the death of Collin, Liam had fully expected to be named heir to MacPherson's lands—until Rory came along.

      Knowing the man's character, he suspected Liam had seen the birth of his usurper as a direct insult to him, but the whining man neither had the strength of character nor the fortitude to leave his uncle's keep and build a life for himself.

      And if that wasn't enough to make Ewan repulsed to call the man kin, the bastard had gone and insulted Ellie.

      For that, he demanded blood.

      Liam stood near the hearth, talking to one of the MacPherson soldiers.

      As Ewan passed his uncle, the old man rose from his seat. "Now, Ewan. Liam has come to apologize for his treatment of Lady Elspeth. He—we—dinna know she was your wife."

      Liam glared at his uncle as though betrayed. "I have nae come to admit any wrong doing. The woman was on our land, and fair game."

      Laird Macpherson slammed the table. "Shut your trap. You will apologize to Ewan for the slight on his wife."

      "On your land or nae," Ewan interrupted. "She told you both the truth. But you chose nae to believe her." Without breaking his stride he approached his cousin, the MacPherson soldier retreating from his determined advance.

      Smart lad.

      Liam reached for his sword, but never made it. Ewan's fist met with the man's chin in a punch that sent his cousin reeling back against the wall.

      Damn, that felt good.

      Before the man could recover, Ewan reached down, hauled him up, and punched him again for good measure. Hell. Every part of him of wanted to tear the pathetic bastard apart with his bare hands.

      But would Ellie ever forgive him?

      Christ. He really was becoming soft, and all for a woman. No, not just any woman—his wife. He raised his bleeding fist and slammed Liam one more time, this time breaking the man's nose nicely.

      "Apology accepted."
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      The next morning, Ellie sat in the great hall, a bowl of steaming mutton stew before her on the table. With a deep sigh, she picked up a spoon and poked the familiar smelling soup.

      She wasn't hungry.

      After the incident in the chapel, food was the last thing on her mind.

      How could Ewan just leave her like that, dismissing her as though she was nothing more than a possession he could do with as he pleased? And for this, she'd left everything she'd known behind?

      Oh, how she despised being in love!

      Pushing her chair back, she rose from the table and wandered toward the heavy wooden doors. She needed some air.

      As she stepped out into the bailey, she felt the shadow of someone following close behind. She turned sharply and caught one of Ewan's soldiers in tow.

      Perfect. Now she was being followed. So much for trust.

      She wasn't some naive young girl. In fact, since the day she'd been born, she'd travelled the world with her parents, living in some of the most remote and uncivilized villages in third-world countries.

      She crossed her arms and glared at the man with scraggly brown hair and striking blue eyes. "And who are you?"

      Okay, so her Gaelic was rough, but she could tell by the amusement glittering in his gaze, he knew what was being said.

      "David, ma Lady."

      "Well, David, there is no need to follow me so closely."

      "'Tis ma job, ma Lady. I'm to provide your protection."

      "I don't need protecting; I just need some breathing space." She turned and began walking toward the keep gates. The sun peeked out from behind a thick bank of grey cloud, and she longed to stretch her legs and explore the surrounding area. Ruins aside, she couldn't help be astounded at how very different the landscape was compared to her time. As for Ewan's home, all her notions of what the keep would have looked like had been completely wrong.

      A smile crept to her lips as she envisaged Michael returning to the cottage, police and dig teams with him, only to find she had disappeared. What a scandal it would cause, especially as he'd been the last one to see her alive.

      "Ma Lady." David called after her. "You can’t leave the keep. I have orders—"

      What was the man going to do? Grab her? Hold her against her will?

      "You'll just have to follow me then, won't you?"

      She paused just outside the gate, her breath catching as she gazed upon the most stunning scenery imaginable. Incredible.

      Strange, that in all her digs for archaeology, she'd rarely ever stopped to admire the sites purely for aesthetic pleasure. No. She'd always been far too interested in discovering what lay beneath the soil to care.

      The mountain peaks glowed with muted hues of gold, blue, and green. Trails of mist meandered through the lower valleys and floated over lakes. Wild flowers carpeted the fields below, the heather setting a trail down to where a small cluster of stone and thatched roofed cottages lay nestled beneath the watchful eye of the keep.

      No wonder Ewan had wanted to return home so badly. This was a place worth coming back to.

      "So verra different from your England, isn't it?"

      She jumped at the sudden voice beside her.

      Liam.

      She tugged on the plaid around her shoulders. "I didn't realize you were still here."

      Oh, dear.

      The poor man's handsome face was swollen, his nose obviously broken, and his lips split in several places. She'd heard about what happened in the hall last night. Lord, Ewan had really made a mess of his cousin.

      Shit. Guilt nudged her conscience. Despite the 'misunderstanding', the man hadn't harmed her. She'd tried to explain that point to Ewan, but he'd made it clear he wasn't listening.

      David hovered nearby, hand on the hilt of his sword, obviously concerned by Liam's proximity to her. Cripes. The last thing she needed were two men killing each other over a simple conversation.

      She took a step back to put some space between them. "I'm sorry you got hurt, Liam. Ewan has a short temper with these kinds of matters, but you probably already knew that."

      He smiled, then winced and touched a cut on his chin.

      "There is nae need to apologize, ma Lady. Ewan had every right to seek retribution. It was ma fault for nae listening to you."

      It was? Strange he would admit it so easily.

      "I guess it took a beating to make me see the error of ma ways. Ewan is ma eldest cousin. I should have shown you more respect."

      The sincere glint in his eyes made her relax a little, and she smiled. "Well, let's hope that is the end of the matter at least. I'd hate to think every time your family visits there will be bloodshed."

      He laughed and nodded. "Nae, only on special occasions."

      At least he still had a sense of humor.

      "Will you be staying for dinner?"

      He glanced at David then shook his head.

      "Nae, I don't think your husband would appreciate me keeping you company, but I thank you for the kind invitation. I had only come to fetch ma uncle's horse. The poor animal twisted its leg, so ma uncle decided to take one of Ewan's for the journey to MacTavish Keep. I'll return with a fresh horse for him tomorrow."

      A cold trickle ran down her spine. "MacTavish?"

      "Aye. His lands border the other side of the Munroe's. He came to help the MacKinnon's battle. Ma uncle is to help Ewan mediate the dividing of the spoils. They left for the MacTavish Keep at first light this morning."

      She reached up and clasped the plaid against her chest.

      Ewan had been so aggressive to the MacTavish in her time, she thought he might have wanted to harm him. Hell. She'd almost forgotten. In the future, Ewan's land belonged to the MacTavish clan.

      Something in the past—the present—must have gone horribly wrong.

      She turned to Liam. "The Laird MacTavish himself fought in the battle?"

      "Aye. And at least fifty of his men. He and Laird MacKinnon have been close friends and allies since they were lads."

      Good friends?

      Ewan was in danger; she could feel it. And without the aid of at least a telephone to get word to him, she felt all but helpless. Hell. What she wouldn’t do for just a few modern conveniences.

      She moved a little closer to Liam and lowered her voice so David couldn't hear. "I know this is asking a lot of you, especially after what happened this morning, but would you be willing to deliver a message to Ewan for me?"

      One of his eyebrows rose. "Why? Did you find a speck of me he missed?"

      Warmth tingled her cheeks. "Oh, I am sorry. I should have been more considerate. He'd be the last person you'd want to face again so soon."

      He smiled at her, revealing a dimple in a similar place to Ewan’s.

      "Dinna fret, ma Lady. I owe you ma servitude as penance for ma foolishness. Aye, I will take Ewan a message for you."

      Ignoring David's stare of disapproval, she reached out and hugged her 'cousin'. "Wonderful. Now, it may take me a few minutes to find some parchment and quill—do come inside and wait for me in the hall."

      Liam stretched out his arm toward the bailey. "As you wish, ma lady."
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      "What in the name of all things holy were you doing sending Liam on an errand? In fact, you may start by telling me just what you were thinking by talking to ma cousin at all."

      Waking with a start, Ellie opened her eyes and tried to focus on the source of the sonic boom echoing in her chamber. She didn't need her glasses to know it was Ewan; he was obviously angry about something.

      The soft illumination cast from a candle and the hearth lit the room. Lord knew what time it was, but through the slit in the wall they called a window, the sky outside was still dark.

      She propped up on her elbow and rubbed her tired eyes. For most of the night, she'd sat by Laird MacKinnon, observing him for any outward signs of poisoning. But his lips were normal, if but a little pale. There was no discoloration in his fingernails or cuticles, nor had his skin taken on an unusual hue.

      If the aging Laird was being poisoned, the manner and substance defied her limited medical knowledge.

      When she'd first slipped into the room, the Laird had called her Margot. Poor man; he was delusional. He must have really loved his wife. And she couldn't even tell him Margot was still alive.

      Ewan had asked her to wait until he returned to be introduced to his father, but she couldn't see the harm in trying to figure out what was ailing the old man.

      Unfortunately, apart from the speaking the odd word or two, Laird MacKinnon just stared off into space, all the while muttering to himself like he was reciting some kind of chant.

      For the moment, she was just as confounded by his condition as Ewan was.

      That news alone probably wasn't going to do much to save her from the wrath bearing down at her from across the room.

      "Ewan! I'm so relieved you're here, but I didn't expect you back so soon." He stopped before the bed and began removing his belts. "Um . . . what are you doing?"

      As she met his intense gaze, flames flickered within his amber eyes.

      Oh, dear. She'd forgotten how dangerous her lion could be.

      His plaid dropped to the floor. He grabbed hold of his shirt and began hoisting up and over his shoulders. The sheer magnificence of his bare chest in the firelight made her gasp, and sent tingles of nervous anticipation skipping along her skin.

      "First, I intend to relieve some of this tension I've been riding with for the past four hours; then, I shall have great pleasure in tanning the behind of ma disobedient wife."

      At his abrupt comment, her simmering interest cooled into frosty defiance.

      "You think to—to make love to me right now, after that wonderful greeting? I don't think so!"

      She pushed back the furs and jumped out of the bed. If it was a fight he was after, she'd preferred to be standing face to face with him. She glanced up sharply and met his piercing glower. A lump formed in her throat.

      Well, at least she would be standing.

      "Why are you so angry? Isn't it acceptable for me to send you a message? It's not like I can email or you anything."

      "Ee-male?"

      "Never mind. The point is, you took off so suddenly yesterday, I didn't even had a chance to talk to you about what was going on. I merely wrote that I had some theories about your father, and what was happening with the land. I didn't beg you to drop everything and come back. Besides, I was worried about you. I thought you might have been in danger in the MacTavish keep."

      His chest heaved as the last of his garments slid to the floor.

      Scorching fire curled her toes, then rushed up along her body at the sight of him. He never did seem the least bit uncomfortable about getting naked. Typical.

      "You have to understand, Ellie. Danger is everywhere here. It's nae something I can avoid. I can’t have Liam, or anyone else, paging me from ma duties like I'm some kind of weak soul tethered to ma wife's apron strings."

      His words stung like a slap in the face.

      "You think that caring about me is a symbol of weakness, do you?"

      "Dinna twist ma words, woman."

      Her fists clenched. "I'll twist your bloody neck if you're not careful!"

      "Ellie . . . ."

      "Fine. Sorry I bothered you. Go back to your meeting and tell them all that you really put me in my place—And, bounced me off a few walls for good measure."

      A glint of hurt flickered in his eyes.

      "You honestly think I would ever raise a hand to you?"

      As Ewan bent down and scooped up his wayward plaid and shirt, she sat down on the edge of the bed, closed her eyes and released a deep sigh.

      She jumped at the sound of a door being slammed shut.

      Shit. Where was chocolate when she needed it?
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      Through bleary eyes, Ellie watched the first pale rays of sunshine light up the morning sky.

      She'd barely slept a wink since Ewan stormed out of their room.

      For a while, she'd paced the floor, half expecting him to walk through the door at any moment and resume their shouting match.

      But he didn't.

      That in itself had caused her chest to ache in such a way she hadn't felt for a very long time—since her parents' accident. Blasted man! Everything was such a mess.

      What she wouldn't give for a coffee and catch up with some girlfriends. Though she couldn't claim to be the most social person at university, she did have a few colleagues she could vent her frustrations or share a laugh with.

      Now, she'd never felt more alone.

      At the sound of the bedroom door creaking, she wiped her eyes and pulled the covers tight around.

      She refused to let Ewan see her cry.

      If he expected her to be a tough Highland woman, then that's what he'd get—just as soon as she stopped shaking inside.

      The soft thud of clothing hitting the floor made her heartbeat race, head giddy. She swallowed and inhaled a deep breath.

      No. If he thought he could just come in here and try to make up for being such a bastard, he could think again.

      As the furs were lifted beside her, a cool trickle of morning air slipped in and sent goose bumps dancing across her skin. Flames of anticipation licked over her traitorous body, as heat pooled in her belly. Hell. How was she going to stay angry with him at this rate?

      Her frame shook with pleasure at the sudden touch of his hand on her thigh. It seemed her rational thought was fast losing the argument. And as a cluster of beautiful golden wildflowers came into view, she couldn't help a smile from creeping to her lips.

      Nothing said 'sorry' like a bunch of toxic yellow oxytropis.
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      As Angus and several of the soldiers mounted up to leave for the MacTavish Keep, Ewan adjusted the pack on his horse and glanced at his sleepy wife yawning by the stone wall of the bailey. A sly smile of satisfaction curled at the edge of his mouth. Though he'd never actually apologized for the argument last night, he'd let her know just how sorry he was—twice.

      Just the thought of how damn good she felt as he'd entered her made every muscle in his body harden into rock.

      He shuddered and adjusted his plaid.

      If he didn't leave now, he'd have her back in their room within moments.

      "Ewan?" Her hand touched his arm, and he turned around. "Please be careful, okay? I know you're not afraid of anything, but I am."

      At her soft words, his heart melted. He'd never had anyone care so much for him—and only him.

      He reached out and touched under her chin, tilting her head up enough to allow his mouth to take hers in a deep and satisfying kiss. Soft moans from her throat sent burning sparks of desire hurtling through his body, threatening to ignite his need to take her once more.

      He couldn't return from his task soon enough.

      He pulled away from her lips, gazed down into her cool green eyes, and brushed a fiery red curl from her sweet face.

      Aye, but he did love her.

      His chest tightened at the frank admission, fearful that to all around him he was as transparent as spring water.

      He swallowed, then turned back to his horse. "David will see to your protection while I'm away. And before you think to argue with me . . . ."

      "I won't argue with you." Her beaming smile caught him off guard, making him realize what a truly beautiful woman she was. Hell. He was caught in her web; no doubt about it. Love would be the ruin of him.

      "But—"

      He let out a deep sigh as he mounted his horse. He'd expected there would be a catch.

      "—I would like you to allow me to go outside the keep. I promise David can accompany me; I won't go far."

      Lord, the lass was testing his resolve.

      He raised an eyebrow. "How far?"

      Why did he get the feeling he'd regret this?

      Her face lit up. "Just down to the lake. The cook was complaining about how the fish died again. I just want to see for myself and examine the water. I promise not to go swimming. After my dip trying to save Rory, I much prefer bathing indoors in a warm tub."

      He smiled at the thought of her naked body glistening with softly scented water as she bathed before a blazing hearth.

      He cleared his throat and shifted on his mount, his growing erection making it most uncomfortable indeed.

      "Verra well. But only as far as the lake. And David is to accompany you at all times. Make certain to return well before dark, do you understand?"

      She nodded.

      He leaned down to her. "And I fully expect to bathe with you soon, nymph. You shall have a tub ready in our chamber upon ma return in two days."

      Color rose to her cheeks as she winked at him.

      With Angus grinning and his smirking men looking on, Ewan shouted out the command to leave. His party made their way through the bailey and out the gate. He had four hours of hard riding ahead to cool his riled passion.

      Unable to resist, he glanced back and saw Ellie still waving goodbye.

      Christ. Love would be the death of him. Aye, but he would die a happy man.
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      David stood on the edge of the bank, poking several floating fish with a long stick. According to the cook, they had begun dying about two days ago. Now almost the entire lake's surface was covered with bloated little bodies of not only fish, but frogs and other aquatic life.

      Such a tragic waste.

      Ellie wandered along the water's edge, gasping in dismay at the lifeless forms of various waterfowl stuck in the slimy mud.

      "This happens at least once a year." David's rolling brogue broke the stillness. "We dinna know why. At first we thought of poisoning, but it is such a large lake, it can’t be possible. Besides, it's been happening for so many years, since—"

      "Since the night of the pagan priest's deaths?" She squatted down beside some fish that had washed up onto the bank. They were covered in a translucent greenish-yellow substance that looked familiar.

      "You know of the curse, ma Lady?"

      "I know of the incident when Laird MacKinnon's wife was . . . killed. But I'm afraid I don't believe in curses."

      As an historian and archaeologist, she'd become accustomed to being surrounded by the classic tales of curses and urban legend—everything from Egyptian mummies responsible for mysterious illness and death of their discoverers, to booby-trapped treasures buried deep in the Amazon that claimed the lives of ill-fated explores.

      All superstitious nonsense.

      She gazed out on to the lake, angered by the sight of a fine, oily residue that created a rainbow-like sheen upon the water's surface.

      No. Whatever the mystery here, it had a very real, scientific explanation behind it.
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      "What are you doing, ma Lady?"

      Ellie turned with a start at the sound of Father Gregory's voice. "Father, don't do that! You frightened me."

      The poor priest blushed a burning crimson.

      "Ma apologies, I hadn’t meant to catch you unawares. Is there anything I may do to help you?"

      She'd been examining one of Father Martin's bags of herbs, when an idea came to mind. "Father Gregory, how many clans did father Martin visit as part of his area while he was here?"

      "Oh, at least six that I'm aware of. And now that I have taken his place, I'll too be travelling to pay them all a visit. I'm afraid there is nae many of us to go round in these parts."

      She smiled, pleased his answer had validated some of her hypothesis.

      "And do you know much about this 'curse' everyone talks of?"

      The priest paled a little.

      "Aye. Father Martin informed me of the troubles faced here. But, as a servant of the Holy church, I don’t believe in any pagan curses. If the people of these lands are suffering from such maladies, then they should be looking to see how they have angered God, and how they can redeem themselves in his eyes. For only He can make the lands whole again and bring back their crops and game."

      Perhaps. Though, it seemed just a little too coincidental that all the lands visited by the former priest faced the same problems as the MacKinnon clan.

      "Thank you, Father Gregory." She stood, then glanced back at the man. "Is Father Martin still in these parts?"

      "Aye. I believe so. He insisted upon visiting each of his clans before retiring to the abbey. Such a dedicated man."

      "Yes, he's a real saint." Confusion swept over the young priest's face. "Never mind. You wouldn't happen to know where he would be right now?"

      "Well, I can’t be perfectly sure. But he did mention that he would be visiting the clan MacTavish first. He may well still be there."

      A cold, hollow sensation filled her chest, making it hard to breathe as the name spilled from her lips. "MacTavish."

      "Are you well, ma Lady?"

      Catching her breath, she nodded. "Yes, thank you. I'll be fine."

      At least she would be, as soon as she got to Ewan.

      The loud sound of a familiar voice drew her to the small window overlooking the bailey. On tiptoe she peered out into the darkening courtyard to find Liam arguing with one of the MacKinnon soldiers.

      He must be returning with his uncle's horse.

      Without a word of explanation, she left the chapel and dashed across the hall toward the bailey.

      As she stepped outside, Liam was just mounting his horse. "Liam, wait."

      He smiled, obviously pleased to see her.

      And she was pleased to see him in one piece—literally. She knew the danger he'd faced by delivering her message to Ewan. Nothing and no one would have stopped her husband from finishing what he'd begun to the poor man, if given the opportunity.

      But, again, she needed his help.

      Liam dismounted and stepped forward to greet her.

      "You should be inside, ma Lady. Summer is near finished, and the nights are growing colder."

      "Don't worry, cold doesn't bother me." A shudder raced up her spine the moment she said it.

      Liar.

      She glanced around making certain no one was standing too close to listen. "Can you tell me, Liam, the direction of the MacTavish keep?"

      His brow furrowed, then he crossed his arms and scowled in that way that made him look like Ewan.

      Okay. So he wasn't stupid.

      "Sorry, ma Lady. What you are suggesting is a fast way to get me killed. Ewan would have me split into sixes if I took you to him."

      She shook her head. "No, you misunderstand. I wouldn't dream of asking you to take me. You have helped me quite enough. All I need is the directions. I'm sure I can borrow a horse form the stables."

      He let out a woeful groan.

      "Perhaps, ma cousin did me a great favor by marrying you first. I'm nae sure I'd like to be tethered to such a willful wench."

      She smiled. "I'll take that as a compliment. Now, the directions? I have to get going."

      "But haven't you just seen your husband this morning?"

      Warmth rushed to her cheeks.

      Oh, yes. She'd seen, touched, and tasted almost every inch of the scoundrel. Ewan was proving to be an insatiable lover.

      She cleared her throat. "Yes, I did see him, but some vital new information has come to light, and I feel he should know about it."

      "Surely, it can wait 'til he returns?"

      "No, it can't. I appreciate your concern, Liam, but I've made up my mind. Look, the worse that can happen is that I may be wrong in my suspicions. If so, I will bear the brunt of Ewan's temper."

      He stood there, clearly unconvinced.

      "Aye, I'm sure that is all that'll happen to you."

      "You are?"

      "Certainly . . . After he's finished turning ma hide into a saddle, he'll nae have the strength perhaps to paddle your backside."
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      Silence hung like a dark specter within the dimly lit hall of the MacTavish keep, making Ewan unusually on edge. What should have been cause for celebration had instead been shrouded in tense, even hostile, negotiations between his clan and the MacTavish. Feeling the frustration of futile hours of haggling, Ewan turned to his uncle, who was in the midst of finishing his fifth mug of ale that evening.

      A loud belch resonated throughout the room.

      The man wasn't being very helpful, though Ewan hadn't really expected him to be. MacPherson's presence was merely a distraction to allow him to investigate his suspicions about MacTavish further. For too long he'd allowed it to be taken for granted that Douglas was his father's oldest friend and, therefore, above any serious suspicion.

      But even friends can change.

      "I demand an even split of the Munroe lands." MacTavish paced the room, hands held behind his back. The man hadn't taken his watchful gaze from Ewan since he'd arrived. "I think it only fair and right considering that without our help, your clan would have lost the battle."

      Angus stepped forward at the jibe, but with a sharp glance Ewan halted his soldier's advance.

      "From all accounts, MacTavish, 'tis true you and your men played a part in the victory, and for that you shall be rewarded. But you can hardly claim the right to half."

      The man stopped and drilled him with a cold stare.

      "And what about your account? Aye, how can you claim to know what we are deserving of, when you were missing throughout the battle?"

      Ewan's hand gripped the hilt of his sword. Using every ounce of restraint he had to keep his simmering anger in check, he inhaled a deep steady breath. "Are you calling me a coward, MacTavish?"

      MacPherson raised his hand. "Now, no one is calling anyone a coward. MacTavish, hold your tongue man. 'Tis bitterness you speak with, nae sense."

      "Nae, uncle, let MacTavish sling his accusations, for I have a few of ma own to introduce." He met MacTavish's stony gaze and held it.

      If the Laird was worried, he didn't reveal it.

      "What are you saying, Ewan?" MacPherson stopped pouring his ale and looked up at him.

      "Aye, I missed part of the battle, I won’t lie. But 'tis only because I was wounded." He walked around the table and stood by the hearth. "Stabbed in the back by ma own dagger, I suspect."

      Hatred gleamed in MacTavish's dark eyes.

      At last, he'd gotten to the bastard.

      "Are you accusing me of holding the weapon, MacKinnon?"

      "Aye. That and a great deal more."

      Macpherson's cup dropped to the floor, the crunch of breaking pottery shattering the rigid tension.

      MacTavish laughed. "That's an outrageous claim from someone I've known since he was a wee bairn, Ewan.  I suppose I am responsible for the decline of your da as well."

      "You know you are. And I aim to prove it."

      A strange smile curled at the edge of the old Laird's mouth.

      Ewan's grip on his sword tightened. The bastard was up to something, he could feel it.

      "Tell me, Ewan, do you know what it is like, as a Laird, to watch your people suffer from the deeds of others, yet still have the courage to call the person responsible friend?"

      "You know as well as I, MacTavish, that the curse is nothing but a hoax. Ma Father was nae responsible for the ill that has befallen this land."

      "Oh, I beg to differ. Not only do I hold him responsible for the plight of ma people, but for the death of ma beloved Katie."

      Ewan recalled how devastated MacTavish had been when Katie had died of a terrible fever, near five winters ago. His father and MacTavish had rarely spoken since. In fact, Ewan had been shocked and surprised at MacTavish's sudden offer to help his clan fight the Munroe's.

      Surely, the prospect of gaining lands wouldn't have caused such a change of heart?

      "If you have allowed your heart to seek revenge after all this time, then, you are a fool, MacTavish."

      "Perhaps, but tell me, Ewan. You are married, aye? A pretty young English wench, I hear. What would it do to you to see her cold, lifeless body buried in the stony ground?" At the very suggestion of anything happening to Ellie, hate welled up from the pit of his soul and burned along every vein.

      "Are you threatening ma wife, MacTavish?"

      "Nae. My grief lies with you and your da. After all, I am here and of no danger to her . . . unlike others who may seek to cause you pain."

      Others?

      His mind scrambled to think of who would want revenge so badly against him as to risk hurting his family.

      Hell. The same man who'd he'd suspected of making ill his da all along. Father Martin? But why would Douglas deny his part in it?

      A young maid paused before the doorway, then entered the room with a fresh tray of ale. MacTavish took a tankard from the girl and drank deeply before throwing the vessel into the hearth.

      The pretty lass smiled sweetly at Ewan as she placed the platter down, then turned and left the room. But he only had eyes for Ellie.

      "Here me now, Ewan MacKinnon." The MacTavish's face paled, and he took a tottering step toward him. "I . . . I want justice for ma people, recompense for ma dead wife, and . . . and all of the lands of Munroe . . . ."

      "MacTavish!"

      MacTavish soldiers rushed to their Laird's side as the man crumpled into a dead heap on the floor. Green foam frothed in the man's mouth, his eyes open and fixed in a horrifying display of what must have been a painful death.

      MacPherson tossed away his mug and rose from the table, obviously losing his taste for the fine brew.

      Ewan withdrew his sword, then glanced at Angus. "Get the horses. We're going back for ma wife."
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      "Liam? Liam, where are you?"

      Ellie felt her way through the prickly thistle shrubs and tripped over a rock, the darkness not at all agreeing with her limited eyesight. How she missed her glasses—and a torch wouldn't have gone astray either.

      Although she'd insisted she go to MacTavish's keep alone, Liam explained he may as well take her, as Ewan would have his head if he'd let her go without an escort.

      Either way, he fully believed he was dead man.

      The poor man.

      A chill mist had settled over the lake, the cold from the ground seeping through her soft leather shoes. Cold. Always bloody cold. How she missed her joggers. There was something to be said for modern thermal underwear as well. She may have to learn to knit.

      Following the edge of the muddy bank, she thought about what Father Gregory had told her. It made some kind of awful sense that since Father Martin regularly travelled the surrounding lands, he would have had ample opportunity to continually poison the various waterways.

      Those concoctions she'd discovered in the chapel weren't your average noxious potions—that much she was sure of.

      Father Martin's knowledge of herbalism seemed to go beyond anything of the time.

      An icy breeze whipped up around her skirt, sending shivers along her back. Where was that blasted man?

      Liam had asked her to meet him by the lake, or else David would not have allowed her to leave the keep if he caught on to her plan. But it hadn't been easy.

      A young maid named Jennie had fussed over her to no end. It wasn't until Ellie told the girl she had a headache and wished to sleep, that she manage to escape.

      The sound of a horse softly neighing made her turn around.

      "I hope you have nae been waiting long, ma Lady. I had a few errands to attend to."

      Lord, she was relieved to see him. "What kind of errands?"

      He dismounted close to her and smiled. "I had to borrow a horse from a nearby farmer. This is Tilley, a gentle horse for a gentle lady."

      In the shadowy night a huge white beast suddenly loomed before her. Her stomach clenched. "You flatter me, but in truth, I'm not a very good rider. Perhaps I should just ride with you?"

      "I dinna think that's such a good idea, ma Lady . . . considering the last time we rode in such a way."

      Her cheeks burned with embarrassment. "Yes. Yes, of course. I'm sorry."

      "Besides, Tilley won’t bolt, I promise."

      She certainly hoped Tilley understood Liam's promises.

      Okay, time to mount up. She could do this. She'd seen it done a hundred times before. How hard could it be?

      As if he sensed her apprehension, Liam gripped her waist and lifted her as though she were weightless, before plonking her in the saddle—just like he had when he'd first found her at the river.

      "Thanks." Very smooth.

      He mounted effortlessly and started off ahead into the darkness.

      Shit. Where was he going?

      She wondered where the keys were to this thing. Living with tribes and exploring buried civilizations was one thing, but she and animals simply didn't mix. And considering her father had been a zoologist, it had made for some awkward situations growing up.

      "Go. Forward." She tried nudging the horse's flanks, but to no avail. "Perfect."

      This was going to be a very long night.

      A shrill whistle echoed out of nowhere and, without her doing anything, Tilley began to follow in Liam's path.

      After a few minutes, Liam's gray stallion came into view.

      "Okay, get that smirk off your face, Liam, or it won't be Ewan you'll have to worry about." She tried to adjust her skirt, only to realize it would remain hoisted far above her knees for the duration of the journey. Just another heinous offense she could add to her ever-growing list. After Ewan dusted off his cousin, she could count herself as next. "How long will it take to get to MacTavish's keep?"

      "Riding hard, about four hours. But at our pace, and the fact it's night—a lot longer."

      "I thought as much." She hated to be a burden.

      She really did owe him one.

      After about an hour her backside began to ache. An hour more after that, what felt like blisters began to form on her thighs, and her stomach felt as if it had been in a blender. Tilley may be gentle, but she lacked suspension.

      "Would you like to rest, ma Lady?

      She smiled. "What are you doing, reading my mind?"

      "Forgive me, ma Lady, but by the grunts you were making over that last hill, I assumed you might like to stop for a few minutes."

      Grunting? Now there was a ladylike attribute to be proud of.

      She cleared her throat as her horse came to an abrupt halt. "Very well, now that you have mentioned it . . . I could use a bathroom break."

      "Barth-room?"

      "Don't ask."
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      Ellie had no idea what she'd sat on, but her thigh stung like hell.

      Wasn't there one square foot of hillside not covered in thistle? At least, she hoped it was thistle. She was allergic to bees and wasps. And without a ready supply of antihistamine she would be in for a few very uncomfortable days.

      Imagine turning up to the MacTavish keep looking like blowfish? She would be in enough trouble as it is without having Ewan wrap her in cotton wool for the rest of her life.

      As she rubbed her leg and made her way back to where she'd left Liam with the horses, her thoughts turned to Ewan's father. There was something about his condition that rang familiar with her, and she'd been racking her brain to figure out just what it was.

      Perhaps the answer was much simpler than they'd all suspected?

      If poison wasn't the culprit, there were many diseases that could ravage the body slowly. What if the man had merely developed some kind of cancer and, despite his dismissal of the curse, even Ewan was looking to blame someone or something for his father's demise.

      But the tampering of the clan's lakes and crops were a very different matter.

      There was no doubt left in her mind that Father Martin had been responsible for the dead fish and birdlife, and now it was up to her to prove how. When she caught up with Ewan, she'd ask him to show her the fields as well.

      Knowing the old priest's talent with creating toxins, she didn't doubt he could have created his own special variety of 'Agent Orange' to obliterate the clan's crops.

      But what had driven the crazy old man to do such terrible things? As soon as they reached MacTavish's keep, she wanted some straight answers from the old priest.

      Up ahead, the golden flicker of firelight shone through the darkness. As she approached, Liam looked up and flashed a tired smile.

      He really was very kind to her, especially after all the trouble she'd caused him.

      "I thought you may be hungry, ma Lady." As he spoke, he mixed what appeared to be coarse flour in a small bowl with water from his flask. On the edge of the fire, a flat griddle-like pan rested on the coals. "It isn’t much, but oatcakes will fill your belly 'til we arrive at the keep."

      Her stomach rumbled at the mention of food. She'd forgotten the last time she'd eaten.

      "Thank you, Liam. That's very considerate of you. I hadn't thought to bring any supplies." Making her way to the fire, she walked beside the horses and paused. "There's an odd aroma around here, Liam."

      No, not an aroma—a stench.

      Every now and then whilst riding, she'd caught a whiff of something in the air, but dismissed it as being from any number of possible sources. They were in the country after all.

      But this was different.

      It smelled like rotting meat.

      "I caught some rabbits yesterday on ma way back to the keep, must still be in ma saddle bags." Liam didn't look up as he tended the browning oatcakes, turning one over with the flat blade of his dagger. "I'll be sure to get rid of them before we move on."

      As he placed the knife on a rock next to the fire, the beautiful, intricately carved handle caught her attention. She would always be an archaeologist at heart.

      She sat down, reached over and picked up the weapon to examine it. "This really is lovely, Liam. I can't quite make out the embossed initials in this light. Was it your father's?"

      His expression darkened as he plucked the dagger from her hands.

      Had she said something wrong? An awkward silence hung between them, as he handed her a hot oatcake, then proceeded to clean the metal disc.

      She took a small bite, chewed then swallowed the bland oat mixture. "Aren't you eating?"

      He shook his head, but didn't meet her gaze.

      "I'm nae hungry, ma Lady. As soon as you are finished, we'll move on."

      "Oh." She searched for something to say. "This is very different, Liam. I've never had oatcakes made over a fire before. And there's a hint of something in it I can't quite place. Did you flavor it with some herbs?"

      He glanced up at her with a strange look glinting in his eye that made her feel suddenly uncomfortable.

      "Aye. 'Tis to my own taste."

      Not wishing to offend him further, she swallowed another bite, stood, and dusted of her cloak. "Oh. Well, it's very good." The sooner she found Ewan the better. Her mind was starting to play tricks on her.

      Perhaps she was just tired?

      Stuffing the last of the cake into her mouth, she approached Tilley and began to untie the water flask tethered to her saddle. She needed to wash the dry mixture down. She wouldn't be hungry again for a while; the way the oats sat heavy in her stomach, she doubted if she'd eat for a week.

      She glanced at Liam's horse and screwed her nose up at the pungent odor emanating from his hunting bags. Guilt pricked her conscience. He'd gone and wasted good food in his effort to help her get to Ewan, when game was in such short supply there. The least she could was dispose of the poor things while he cleaned up their campsite.

      She began to untie the bag, when the familiar odor of bitter herbs reached her nose.

      "Dinna touch that." Liam's abrupt command made her jump, set her heartbeat racing.

      What was his problem? Ever since she'd commented about his dagger, he'd become tense and brooding.

      She didn't like it at all.

      "I just wanted to help you by getting rid of the dead rabbits. There's no need to shout." Ignoring his rude behavior, she reached into the bag and withdrew a large chunk of dark flesh. In the pale firelight, the dark red mass glistened with a greenish-brown shimmer. "These aren't rabbits."

      An icy shudder rippled along her spine, made the hair on the back of her neck stand on end.

      Liam pulled the foul meat from her hands, then stuffed it back into the bags, his face near distorted with anger.

      "I told you nae to touch, you foolish wench. But, then again, you were never good at doing what you were told."

      Her chest constricted, making it hard for her to breathe. Her heartbeat was pounding. Her head was beginning to feel dizzy. She fought to focus on his face.

      What in Hell was wrong with her?

      "Those aren't your dinner. They are baits, aren't they?" Her accusation bought a sneering smile to his face. She shook her head, as the ground beneath her feet seemed to soften and give way. "You've been killing the game. But why?"

      Her knees began to give way. Liam's hand gripped tightly under her arm. She gazed up and met the blurred double-vision of his smiling face.

      "What . . . what have you done to me, you bastard?"

      As darkness claimed her failing sight, his voice rang in her ears.

      "Hush now, ma Lady. You have nothing to fear. I will take good care of ma cousin's widow."
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      The gates of MacKinnon Keep barely opened in time to let Ewan's horse through, as the steed bolted into the bailey.

      "Ellie! Ellie, answer me woman!"

      His echoing shouts brought the glow of torches and curious faces from doorways and windows of the keep. Several soldiers, still fastening the ties of their plaids, rushed out to meet him as he dismounted and handed his reigns to a guard.

      "Angus. Have another horse ready to go for me, now!"

      Every second of his journey from MacTavish Keep had been dogged with a burning feeling of dread, not for what he might find waiting for him at home—but for what he might not.

      "I am here and of no danger to her . . . unlike others who may seek to cause you pain." MacTavish's words had haunted him as he rode.

      Never before had he felt such a terrifying angst; though he'd surely looked death in the face more times than he could count.

      Dying didn't frighten him, losing Ellie did.

      Sword in hand, he stormed through the great hall and headed toward the chapel. As he approached the wooden door, his heart leaped at the sounds of a female voice inside. Perhaps his unruly wife was talking to the priest and had done as she was told and stayed put.

      Who was he kidding?

      The startled look on Father Gregory's face as he burst through the door gave him the answer, before he'd even asked the question. His wife wasn't there.

      His cook, Millie, bowed then bobbed an awkward curtsey as she fiddled with her apron.

      "Aye, ma laird. I wasn’t expecting you home tonight. Can I get you something to eat?

      He stared from one servant to the next.

      Father Gregory mopped his brow. "We—we were just going over the dinner plans for the wedding on Sunday, ma Laird. Is there anything the matter? Mille dinna want to disturb Lady Elspeth, as Jennie had seen her to bed with a headache earlier this evening."

      Ewan turned on his heel, dashed along the corridor, and took to the stairs two at a time.

      As he reached his chamber door, his mind was in such a state he could barely think straight. "Ellie?"

      His chest tightened as he stood in the empty room.

      Ellie's night clothes were still laid out for her on the bed—she had obviously lied about wanting to sleep off a headache. But why?

      The chamber appeared neat and tidy, no signs of a struggle. It didn't make sense. Even if she had wanted to find him, she would have had no idea how to reach MacTavish's keep.

      The thought of her out in the hills, alone and in the dark tore at him, made his stomach clench.

      Wanting to go faster than his legs could carry him, he raced across the bailey to where David was coming out from the guard's hut. Without slowing down he grabbed his soldier's plaid and shoved him against the stone wall of the keep.

      "Where the hell is ma wife? She was in your care."

      As he held David's unwavering gaze, he couldn't mistake the look of honest regret in his soldier's eyes. Hell. He released David, who coughed, then cleared his throat.

      "You've the right to kill me, Laird. I dinna know the lady left the keep. Aye, it was ma responsibility to keep her safe."

      "Angus, ma horse!" He shook his head. "Nae. 'Tis ma fault. I cannot blame anyone but myself. Ellie had been trying to talk to me, but I wasn’t listening."

      David clasped the handle of his sword. "I wish to come with you, Laird."

      "Nae. There's nae need—"

      "Ma Laird!" Father Gregory's high-pitched voice carried across the noise of men preparing to leave. "Don't leave!"

      He met the young priest halfway across the courtyard. The man was holding something in his hand.

      "What's the matter, Father? I have nae time to waste."

      The priest nodded and panted with the effort to catch his breath.

      "You left the chapel before I had the chance to give you this missive." He took the folded parchment from the Gregory's unsteady hand and glared down at the familiar script written upon it. "Aye. Father Martin would be most upset with me if I'd failed to see his task done."

      Ewan's jaw tensed as he opened the letter, so much so he could barely speak. "Father Martin was here?"

      "Nae, Laird. Liam delivered the message on his behalf about two hours ago."

      A molten hot arrow of fury pierced Ewan's heart at the sound of his cousin's name. Never had he wanted to kill a man more. How blind had he been?

      Father Martin had an accomplice all along.
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      The muffled sound of voices crept into Ellie's growing consciousness, as she vaguely wondered what had crawled into her mouth and died.

      "Oh, God." She didn't recall drinking.

      She thought to rub her neck to ease the throbbing headache that was increasing with each passing moment, only to discover her hands were firmly tied behind her back. What the hell?

      Liam.

      She released a deep breath, as battered fragments of her last memories came back to gloat. She should have seen the man for what he was all along—a real bastard.

      And she'd fallen for his 'Mr. Nice' act.

      Idiot!

      Dreading what she would find when she opened her eyes, she summoned her strength and pried her lids apart just enough for them to adjust to the pale light.

      It was morning.

      Panic welled within as she stared down at the fine wisps of mist swirling around her feel. She'd been out all night with Liam. And somehow, she doubted if they were anywhere near MacTavish's Keep. Ewan would have no idea where she was.

      Her body shuddered as an icy breeze licked her skin, sending platoons of goose bumps scurrying over her like some all-conquering army bent on making her die of exposure.

      Cold. Always bloody cold.

      She licked her lips, wishing she had a little water from Tilley's flask.

      "Good morning, ma Lady. I trust you slept well?"

      The smirk on the wretch's face screamed self-satisfaction. What she wouldn't give to claw that look right off of there.

      "You're real brave without an oatcake in your hand, huh?" His smile faded into a stony sneer. "Or is drugging a girl the only way you can get a date? Where I come from they use Rohypnol—never mind—but either way, it means you're a cowardly bastard."

      The side of her face stung where his hand collided with such force that she fell to the side. Tears streamed from her eyes, as she fought to breathe through the burning pain.

      Suddenly she was in Peru.

      She was curled up on the bed in her hotel room, hand clutching her cheek. Michael hovered over her, his hand still raised, poised as though he intended to strike again.

      After he'd come to her, drunk and angry over some bad media stories, she'd told him to go back to his room and sleep it off. Insisting he'd just wanted to talk, she'd let him in.

      So much for what was supposed to have been their first night together.

      Instead of talking, he outright blamed her for errors in several site reports that he oversaw. He'd called her a foolish young student with no talent other than fetching and cleaning for 'real' archaeologists like him.

      When he began to fawn all over her, she'd threatened to call security. Outraged, he'd slapped her and said if she breathed a word about his behavior to anyone, she'd never work another dig again.

      Anger from the past welled up from some distant part of her soul, raced along her veins and found its release as she kicked out at Liam's shins, catching him off guard. He toppled to the ground.

      Stunned by her own actions, she sat up and wiped a trickled of blood from the corner of her mouth against her left shoulder. "Don't you ever lay a bloody hand on me again!"

      Liam shook his head and got to his knees, his eyes gleaming with intense rage.

      "You little bitch!"

      "Now, Liam. That is nae the way to treat your future wife."

      Her gut twisted at the sight of Father Martin. "Great. I guess I should feel better now that I have a priest here. Or are you just on standby to issue my Last Rites?"

      A croaky laugh escaped the old man's throat.

      "Aye, but you are a willful lass. Liam will have his hands full."

      "Liam can drop dead. Please feel free to join him." She held her chin up and issued him a burning glare. "And if I know my husband at all, I doubt Liam will have any hands left to do anything with. Or head. Legs, either. You see, Ewan has this thing about people hurting me. It doesn't make him a very happy camper at all."

      Father Martin looked confused. "Cahm-per?"

      She smiled. "You'll find out soon enough."

      Liam bent down and grabbed her under the arm, hauling her to her feet.

      "Struggle again, and I will slit your throat."

      "With Ewan's dagger I suppose?" Liam stopped and stared at her in surprise. "Well. That was just a wild guess, but thanks for confirming my suspicions. It was you, wasn't it? The one who stabbed Ewan in the back just before the battle?"

      Liam shoved her forward. A deep roll of thunder rippled across the sky.

      "Move, wench."

      "For God's sake, Liam. Ewan is your cousin. How could you do a thing like that? Betray your own kin?"

      "You know nothing of ma kin. Now, shut your trap and walk."

      Father Martin took her by the arm and led her toward a small clearing.

      She tried to shrug off his hold, but he held firm. "I hope there is a nice warm place in Hell for you, Father. You might want to pack some sunblock."

      He began to laugh, then spoke in a whisper.

      "Ah, I knew you to be 'different' when I first met you."

      Prickles of fear trickled along her neck. "I don't know what you're talking about."

      "All your strange words. Even the way you carry yourself. You remind me so much of the Laird MacKinnon's wife."

      "Margot? You mean the Laird's wife. She's dead, from what I heard."

      "Aye, lass. You have done a fine job of keeping her secret, but I know her to be alive . . . and not in our realm."

      A lump lodged in her throat. Her feet went to lead.

      He knew?

      "I have no idea . . . ." He squeezed her arm painfully. It was all she could do not to cry out.

      "Poor lass. I dinna wish to hurt you."

      "You're doing a lousy job of it, then." She glanced at Liam, who was clearly wondering what they were talking about. Ahead, a mass of large stone pieces scattered across a grassy clearing.

      Why did she get the sinking feeling she knew what the man wanted?

      She sent up a silent prayer for Ewan to find her. Now.
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      Hands clenched tight behind his back, Ewan paced before the blacksmith's shop, watching in dismay as the sun rose from behind the nearby misty peaks.

      The wait was near killing him.

      With every heavy-hearted step, he'd spent the past few hours devising new ways he would kill his lowly cousin and the wretched priest along with him.

      Yet, even death didn't seem a fitting enough end for either of them.

      No. He wanted the evil pair to suffer at his hand for hurting his Ellie. His wife. His love. Like the gale wind blowing in steadily from the north, fury whirled within, threatened to make him come undone.

      He'd never told her he loved her. Not once.

      Emotions were for the weak, he'd always thought so. Yet the notion of a life without his beautiful, stubborn, willful arc-ee-olo-jest just didn't bare thinking.

      "Argh!" He turned and punched the wooden door of the blacksmith's hut, near knocking it from its hinges. "How much longer, Alan MacKillop? Dinna try ma patience, man."

      Angus stepped from the shadows, his craggy face clouded an immense look of dissatisfaction.

      "I still think I should be going with you, Ewan. The devil knows what the two of them may have planned. It could well be a trap."

      "Aye, I dinna doubt it for a moment. But ma mind is set." In his clenched fist was the note from Father Martin. "Besides. I trust you to look after the keep in ma absence."

      He was to meet the priest and Liam, alone, by midmorning at the ruins of the pagan temple. If they saw anyone else with him, the cowardly curs promised to kill Ellie on the spot.

      Memories of the night he'd last seen his mother—surrounded by the priests as she knelt before an altar—flooded into his mind.

      His father had been summoned home early by Father Martin, from a combined clan meeting. The excitement that had gripped the keep since Lady MacKinnon was discovered missing and the Laird summoned home had awakened the young boy. Curious, Ewan hid in the hall, listening as his father and the priest conversed. The old priest claimed his mother had been kidnapped by a group of pagans.

      Though only eight years old at the time, Ewan was filled with a fierce determination to protect his mother and bring her home. Without his father’s knowledge, Ewan decided to go to the pagan site himself.

      On horseback, Ewan took a shortcut he’d often used to evade punishment when he was in trouble and reached the ancient site before his father. Within the small clearing, he found a group of cloaked figures chanting some kind of spell. His mother was in the center of the circle, kneeling before a tall man who held a golden circle above her head. Looking back, what bothered him was the fact she hadn't seemed in peril. Neither her hands nor feet were bound, and she seemed at peace with what was happening around her.

      Emerging from the bushes, he’d wanted to run to her, but his father and their soldiers stormed the sacred area, killing all those before them without a word. All the while, a vicious storm surged above them, sending arrows of lightning down, destroying stones, trees, and any man who fell in its path.

      Yet, his mother and the head priest didn't move.

      His father was only a few feet away from the pair, when an incredible bolt of pure white light appeared to strike them, leaving Ewan blinded for a few moments.

      When his sight returned, his mother had disappeared.

      Only after he'd met Ellie and his mother in the future, did he fully conceive what had happened to them all.

      And now he was to be forced to watch it happen all over again.

      No. Never again.

      He gripped the hilt of his sword. The blacksmith appeared from within the smoky hut and handed him a heavy object wrapped in leather.

      At last.

      He was going to get wife, his love, and bring her home.
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      "So, tell me, Liam. What was in it for you?" Ellie sat on a large piece of carved stone and glanced up at the encroaching storm. "Surely you had some grand plan in the scheme of things? All bad guys do."

      "You talk too much, wench."

      "So I've been told. Does it make you uncomfortable that I'm not afraid of you?"

      She hid her apprehension as Liam stood and moved close to her. Perhaps she shouldn't have spoken too soon.

      Reaching out, he gripped her chin tightly and tilted her head upward.

      "You will soon learn how to behave when you’re ma wife." Her lips were crushed beneath his in a cruel, possessive kiss that made her ill to the core.

      She bit down hard on his bottom lip, making him jerk back and raise his hand.

      "Go ahead."

      Her taunt stilled him. Sporting a bleeding mouth, he turned and stormed off to where his horse was tethered to a nearby tree. Her throat closing in disgust, she spat the salty taste of him on the ground.

      Lord, she wished Ewan was there.

      "Liam is wee bit short-tempered, but you will soon learn to heed his ways."

      "I'd rather die first."

      "You think me mad, eh lass?"

      "How could you tell?"

      "What if I was to tell you I know of Margot's ability to travel through the ages?"

      She tried to hide her surprise at the revelation, but he seemed to see right through her.

      "When she came to our clan, it was as if I had an inner purpose that had lain dormant. She made it come alive. But I was nae the only one. With her arrival came others, all of us with similar abilities that none of us fully understood. It was as if—as if we had been drawn together for a purpose."

      "Forgive me if I don't seem very interested." But she was—in every word.

      "One night, during the solstice moon we all met here, in the ruins of an ancient cult. Only one amongst us seemed to have any inclination for our destiny. Jonathon was a very persuasive man. If only Margot had the clarity of sight to see that."

      "Sounds like you were jealous of Jonathan?"

      He stood and paced before her, his features becoming hard and sallow.

      "As a man of the cloth I was torn between ma duty and protecting Margot."

      "You thought yourself in love with her, didn't you? And when she didn't return your affection, you became bitter and resentful."

      "You dinna understand. Aye, I cared for her, more than ma position would ever allow. But I knew Jonathon's influence over her had become too severe when he began talk of transporting our very bodies through time. It was heresy. But they nae listened to me.

      "Margot was the first to take the ritual. For three days she disappeared. All of us except Jonathon thought her dead. On the fourth day, she returned to us, spouting wild talk of a place that could have only been created by the devil."
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      "Laird MacKinnon's raid caused Margot to be lost in time. And for that you never forgave him—or yourself. You have made countless people live in torment for your own twisted bitterness, Father Martin. Rather than accept that you were responsible for Margot never being able to return, you were determined to make everyone else suffer all the more."

      Ellie glared in disgust at the 'holy' man before her. "You make me sick. And what did you promise Liam for his help? Wealth? Land?"

      She edged her way along the stone, as the old priest stepped toward her and produced a small gold coin suspended from a length of cord.

      "Let us just say the lad is easily influenced. Liam will be rewarded for his loyalty to me."

      Shit.

      Of course. The way Laird MacKinnon muttered to himself over and over again. It all made sense. She'd seen similar occurrences happen in a few of the more remote tribes off the coast of Indonesia. A combination of drugs and hypnosis had caused victims to literally will themselves to death through starvation and self-blame.

      "You have Ewan's father in a trance, don't you?"

      An eerie smile snaked across the evil priest's mouth.

      "I have to say I'm impressed, lass. Nae many of this time would know of such things. But whereas Margot's strength lay in her ability to travel with ease, and Jonathon's the ability to send her, mine lay in the unique talent of persuading some folk to ma will."

      He held out the token and began to swing it before her face.

      "And you think I will be one of those people?"

      The dark morning sky opened up, releasing heavy drops of rain, followed by streaks of lightning in the distance.

      The priest produced a small dagger from within his robes, and prodded her side.

      "Pity I won’t have time to give you a proper demonstration. It's been a delight chatting to you, lass, but it's time to move to the altar. Your beloved should be here at any moment. We'd both regret it if he were late."

      Ewan was coming for her?

      Her heart leaped at the knowledge, just as a terrible feeling of dread welled in the pit of her stomach.

      Liam was waiting for him.
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      "Welcome, cousin."

      At the sight of Liam's smug expression, Ewan gripped the reins of his horse so tightly he felt blood ooze into the palms of his hands. If only he could get hold of the bastard's traitorous neck.

      The fact his cousin's face was still bruised and swollen from their encounter at the MacTavish keep gave him little consolation, but it would have to do for now.

      "Where's ma wife, you bastard?"

      He didn't believe in mincing words.

      "She's well enough for the moment—in the hands of our good Father Martin."

      Ewan glanced from side to side, keeping watch for any other men Liam may have planted as an ambush. "It's good to see you can follow instructions, Ewan. I considered you may have decided against coming alone."

      "You think I'd be worried about facing you on ma own?" He nudged his mount onward, pulling up close to Liam. "It isn’t I who has to hide behind a woman's skirt, you pathetic piece of shit. Now, take me to her without delay."

      Liam glared at him and started off towards the clearing.

      "You have always had a way with words, cousin."

      Ewan's horse picked up pace and trotted beside the man who'd soon pay for his sins.

      "I always took you for a pretentious prick, Liam, but I never dared to think you'd betray your own kin."

      "You have only ever considered me kin when it had suited you. You and Collin—thick as thieves. MacPherson too.  Always so generous with his own sons. What did he ever give me?"

      "Did it nae occur to you to be man enough to make your own way?"

      "Aye, Ewan. It did, in fact." A smile of pure evil lit up his cousin's face. "And, that's exactly why you are here."

      Liam stopped his horse and motioned for Ewan to move forward. He hated the feeling of having the backstabbing bastard at his back—the same feeling he had on the eve of the Munroe battle.

      Son of a bitch.

      A smile crept to his mouth as he shouted out for his cousin to hear, "I dinna suppose you still have ma dagger? Or do you intend to use it again?"

      Just another good reason Liam should die.

      Though still midmorning, the heavy rain and dark sky made it seem like early evening when Ewan stopped in the midst of old stone ruins.

      Trepidation trickled along his spine.

      The pagan site.

      "Ewan!"

      At the sound of Ellie's voice, he dismounted so quickly, anyone might have mistaken him for falling. With his weapon drawn, he bolted to the altar where he'd once seen his mother vanish into oblivion.

      Soaking wet, with tears streaming down her face, his wife stood against a large flat piece of stone—a knife held against her throat.

      "Dinna move, Ellie." Tearing his gaze away from his frightened wife, he fixed an icy stare at the old priest. "Let her go, Father."

      The man pressed the dagger harder against her, until a small stream of deep crimson ran down her throat and joined with the ripples of rainwater staining the front of her cream linen dress.

      The terror in her eyes set his soul ablaze with a fury like none before it.

      Heart hammering in his chest, he fought the primal urge to lunge forward and rip the man's lungs out from where he stood. Hell, he was suffocating with the need to save her.

      "Dinna take ma for a fool, MacKinnon. Did you bring what I asked?"

      Not taking his gaze from the priest for a second, he reached down and took the object from a pouch tethered to his belt.

      The evil man's eyes lit up.

      "You shall nae have it until ma wife is set free."

      The sharp tip of a dagger against his back told him perhaps more negotiation would be necessary.

      "Toss it over to me, MacKinnon, and careful as you do it. Any trickery from you, and your lovely wife will pay the price for your foolishness."

      He glanced back at Liam, then gently threw the object at Father Martin's feet. As it landed, a glimpse of gold shone against the green grass.

      "Ewan, no!"

      Ellie's hand shot out, but Father Martin hauled her back.

      The priest's eyes shone with greed, as lightning began to strike all around. The fool was going to try and go to the future.

      His mother was there.

      "Liam, guide our friend to the center of the stones, and wait for me there. Hurry about it now, I dinna have much time." As Ewan made his way to a small space amongst a scattering of white rock, he held his breath. The priest stepped forward, Ellie still in his grasp, and made her pick up the amulet from the ground.

      "You have nae idea how long I've been waiting for this, Ewan. Ever since your mother disappeared. But now it is ma turn to travel. And, who knows, perhaps I might see dear Margot again?"

      He fist clenched. “Like Hell, you bastard.”

      "Ewan." Ellie gazed at the amulet, then at him. He knew what she was thinking. "How did you find all the pieces? Your father scattered them—"

      "I watched where they were hidden, Ellie, and I dug them up. Father Martin said that if I dinna come with the complete amulet, he would kill you."

      She nodded and gave him a weak smile, her pretty face pale and frightened. Christ, what he wouldn't give to hold her.

      "Right." The priest looked up into the raging storm above, then at Ewan. "Take the golden ring from your wife."

      "Why?"

      "You stupid fool. You have the power in your veins, just like your mother, only you’re too daft to realize it. Without another, I'm nae powerful enough to travel."

      He reached out and took the amulet from Ellie's shaking hands, as Liam circled the three of them slowly, dagger ready.

      "Take the woman, Liam. Hold her until the deed is done."

      Ewan's anger surged, as Liam grabbed hold of Ellie's waist and held her against him.

      "But what of ma lands? You promised, old man? I haven’t spent all this time at your beck and call for nothing."

      Father Martin knelt down before Ewan in the pelting rain. The warrior held the halo of gold above the priest's head like he'd seen his mother do.

      "The MacKinnon laird will soon be dead, Liam. And Father Gregory is in possession of several letters stating my word to the effect that Ewan was responsible for the poisoning of Laird MacTavish. As I promised, Keep MacKinnon and all within will soon be yours."

      A snarl crept to Ewan's lips, as he looked down upon the man responsible for twenty years of misery, hardship and murder.

      "I'll see you in Hell first!"

      Two bolts of lightning struck close by, the intense heat searing the side of Ewan's thigh. A third hit in front of him, engulfing his body in a familiar brilliant light that pulsated through every nerve and shot him back across the clearing.

      Dazed and face down in the dirt, Ewan tried to pick himself up, but felt the sheer agony of each and every muscle wanting to collapse at once.

      What had he done?

      He rolled onto his back and opened his eyes, only to find silvery speckles dancing before them. He couldn't see.

      "Ellie?" Crawling onto his side, he mustered every ounce of his strength, and forced himself to stand.

      He shook his head, the sound of bells still ringing in his ears. As he stumbled forward, his vision began to clear, and the stench of burning flesh filled his nostrils.

      Father Martin.

      In a burning mass on the ground before him, lay the charred remains of the damnable priest. Justice had finally been done.

      He spat on the man, then turned to find his wife.

      A tiny figure in cream and plaid lay curled up on the ground near the altar. With feet of clay, he stumbled toward her inert body. Pangs of fear and anger took hold of his chest, as a thousand icy needles pierced his heart.

      She can't be . . . .

      A familiar figure moved into his path.

      He reached for his sword, but it was gone. Liam had taken it from him when he'd arrive. No matter. He'd kill the traitor with his bare hands.

      "Do you really think I'd have let the Father go without some kind of guarantee?" Ewan stopped and glanced at Ellie's pale face. Her lips had turned blue, and there were dark circles under eyes.

      "Your pretty wife will die without a special tonic. Aye, but the Father was clever, was he not? His blade was tipped with a slow poison, one that will send her into a permanent sleep, unless I get her the remedy soon."

      Ewan struck out and grabbed his cousin by the throat. "Nae, you bastard. I will take nae more." With strength dredged up the from the darkest part of his soul, the bones in his lecherous cousin's neck cracked one by one beneath his fingers, until the wretch's lifeless form hung limp within his vice-like grip.

      Without an ounce of emotion, Ewan let his cousin's body drop to the ground.

      Dropping to his knees, he gently scooped up his love, held her close, and went in search of his horse. "Stay with me, Ellie. I won’t let you die. You can’t go, do ye hear me? I love you."
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      Six weeks later...

      

      "What a horrible headache."

      Ewan rolled over and pulled his complaining wife close. "How are you feeling, love?"

      Aye, how he loved the sound of her voice—whining or not.

      "Like a train wreck—never mind." She reached over and grasped a mug of cool water. "Do you think this morning sickness will ever end? It's turned into morning, day, and dead of night sickness."

      He placed a hand on her swollen belly and flashed a wicked smile. He'd never thought a pregnant woman could be so damn sexy.

      "Hah. Don't even think about it. You've gotten me into enough trouble as it is."

      Ignoring her, he hovered above her half naked body and leaned in for a tender kiss. "What would I do without you?"

      "I dread to think."

      She reached up and touched his cheek, as he began to nuzzle her neck. "I'm serious. You never did tell me exactly what happened when you rescued me from Liam and Father Martin."

      With a sigh, he pulled away and lay on his side, his head propped up on a pillow. "I've told you before, the lightning struck the old priest, but instead of sending him through time, he was killed instantly."

      "But why didn't it work?

      He reached out and drew a little circle around her budding nipple. Damn, but he could almost taste it.

      "When Father Martin demanded I bring him the amulet, I realized that I'd left ma piece in that future. So, I had ma blacksmith melt down some of the family gold to make a false piece to fit. I counted on him not noticing."

      She nodded and smacked his roving hand away.

      "I guess in all eagerness to make the lightning strike, he never bothered to take a closer look. I'm just thankful you found someone else who knew enough about herbs to make me a cure for the poison. There would be few people I'm sure who'd have such a detailed knowledge. And the fact your father is now well enough to walk around is a miracle. What did you say the healers name was again? I'll have to thank her one day."

      He glanced over at his plaid sprawled across a small wooden chair. A tiny glint of gold peeked out from beneath the hem.

      He smiled. "I'm nae certain when she may be back in our lands, but when she does I will be sure to tell you."

      "Good. The main thing is we are together." She reached up and drew him down for a soft, sweet kiss. "I love you, Ewan MacKinnon."

      "And I love you, Ellie." He brushed his lips over hers, then moved down and placed a warm kiss upon her stomach. "You will nae ever be without me again, I promise . . . both of you."
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      Thank you for reading this book.

      Erin hopes you enjoyed it and would appreciate your review.

      If you would like to find out about more of Erin’s titles, you can find her at ...
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      Please join her Reader Group Newsletter for a Bonus FREE read and exclusive content each month!
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            Fire of My Heart

          

          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      Banth Manor, Ireland, 1759

      Battle cries echoed along with the clash of steel throughout the green, mist filled valley of Shaughnessy. Barely past dawn, the early summer sun shed streaks of orange light upon the tragic scene unfolding below Lord Seamus Donegal, Fourth Viscount Banth.

      The entire estate had been thrown into chaos. People grabbed what little possessions they could before fleeing the oncoming tirade. Stumbling over her skirts, a woman clutching a crying babe dragged another child toward the safety of the woods. A sea of armed warriors flowed over the ancient stone walls that formed the border of Donegal lands, burning and destroying thatched roofed cottages in their path.

      Turning his back on the hellish scene, he bade a hurried farewell to his frantic wife and children then bundled them into a waiting carriage. And though the words he’d spoken were filled with reassurance, a part of him suspected he might never see them again.

      As the buggy disappeared into the forest, a heavy sigh escaped him. “At least they’re safe and away from this madness.” Glancing upward, he closed his eyes. “Pray the saints will be watching over them.”

      He’d never wanted to believe his neighbor, Lord O’Connell, would carry out his threats. Not now, after so many years. Nothing would be gained from such misguided revenge anointed with the blood of innocents.

      Removing his sword from its sheath, he turned to the few guards surrounding him. “Get everyone away from here as fast as you can, including yourselves. There is nothing more to be gained by staying.”

      In the distance, a tall menacing figure strode through the lower fields, headed toward the house.

      Damn.

      “But, my lord--” one of the men tried to protest.

      “I said to get them away.” Frustrated, he shook his head and placed his hand on the shoulder of the young man willing to give his life for him. No. He didn’t want any more blood spilled in his name. “They are farmers for God’s sake, your friends, your family…not soldiers. If they stay it would be a blood bath and nothing more. The quarrel lies with me, not them. Now go!”

      He turned without another word and strode into the hall. Normally filled with torches and a welcoming fire blazing in the enormous hearth, the entrance of Banth Manor was dark and cold, eerily silent. Entering a room off the grand hall, he sat down at an old oak desk and placed his sword beside him. The chamber he’d so often shared with his father gave him little comfort now from the tirade sweeping his land. So many memories were etched into the ancient walls of that room from generations of Donegals. And so many questions left unanswered. Whatever his destiny, he’d meet it head-on.

      He wasn’t going to run.
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      Cork, Ireland, 2018

      The speaker system crackled into life. “Ladies and gentlemen, European Airways would like to welcome you to Cork International Airport. The pilot and crew thank you for choosing to fly with us. Please wait until the aircraft has come to a complete stop before moving about the cabin.”

      Bloody hell. After twenty-seven hours of flying in sardine cans, she’d be lucky to ever be able to move again. To ease her stiff neck, Ellen Quinn tried to stretch her aching limbs. A passenger sitting in the window seat next to her stood and pushed past her to the aisle.

      “You’re welcome.” She muttered a curse under her breath as the man proceeded to grab his baggage from the overhead locker. Swinging down, his briefcase narrowly missed her head. She glared, wanted to give the inconsiderate sod a piece of her mind, but it wasn’t worth the effort.

      No wonder she preferred to work with plants.

      Her mood wasn’t helped either by the ankle cramps that had plagued her since the connecting flight at Heathrow Airport, the typical tasteless ‘airline’ food, and the grumpy old man next to her who’d snored like a bear in hibernation and smelled just as bad.

      Welcome to Ireland.

      She stood, gathered her carry-on and waited to leave the plane. Another two hours away Banth Manor awaited, which her very distant cousin, Lord Michael Donegal, tenth Viscount Banth, had described as an impressive estate shrouded in history.

      Mystery, more like.

      Not one to leave matters to chance, she’d spent several days researching the property on the internet, hoping to gain some insight into the birthplace of her ancestors. Nothing. Not even a map on how to get there. Hard to believe any place on the planet could escape the clutches of the worldwide web. Either way, she would see it for herself soon enough. And have a long hot bath accompanied by a generous glass of red wine.

      Oh, what bliss.

      As she collected her bag from the crowded luggage carousel and passed through customs, a twinge of guilt nudged her conscience. Why was she complaining? After all, her trip had been a gift, or more precisely a bequest from her great-aunt Kathleen.

      Though travelling had never been one of her favorite pastimes, the will had stated she’d receive an open return ticket to Ireland and the amount of five thousand pounds in spending money.

      How could she say no?

      But when the lawyer had given her the ticket, cold shivers raced along her spine. Printed with her name, Ellen Quinn, her Great-aunt Kathleen had purchased the fare the day before she’d died, as if the dear woman had known her time had come. Eerie, perhaps, yet she shouldn’t be surprised. Her aunt always had a sixth sense about such matters, knowing when to call the moment problems arose, and you never could surprise her on her birthday.

      Even the family ancestry had become somewhat of a mystery.

      Aunt Kathleen had visited Ireland many times during her life to compile the family tree, but never brought back a single souvenir. Not even a postcard or photograph.

      Some family tree.

      And, now it was her turn. She couldn’t go back empty handed.

      Problem was, what little information her aunt’s papers provided gave little detail about what to expect from her relations. Maybe her cousins in Ireland weren’t very close. If they were anything like her family back home in Australia, it was strictly weddings and funerals only.

      Or, perhaps old age had something to do with the lack of information Kathleen had gathered. She’d never considered her aunt incompetent, but once when she’d given her a disposable camera to take some photos, not only did she forget to, she lost the camera. Or so she’d said.

      For her, the timing for the trip couldn’t have been better. She needed to put some distance between her and Bryant, her latest relationship disaster.

      The Plant Queen had struck again.

      As a taxi pulled up to the rank, she retrieved a crumpled note from her pocket. The only information her aunt had left. The scrawl contained a brief list of eccentric relatives, one of whom apparently swatted imaginary flies with a napkin whilst he ate lunch.

      The driver got out of his cab and opened the passenger door. “Where can I take you to, miss?”

      His chirpy Irish accent made her smile, and she tucked the note back into her pocket. “Banth Manor, Shaughnessy Valley, please.”

      She was on her way.
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      Click here to keep reading Fire Of My Heart.
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