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      Detective Maria Saunders stirred awake. The bus jostled and jolted on the dirt road leading into the swampy moors of the Scottish countryside. She had slept until four o’clock in the afternoon at her hotel in preparation for being up all night. But since the bus ride was two hours long, she thought to get in more sleep so that she was well rested… for hunting spirits.

      “You know, I've heard that this place is possibly the most haunted castle in all of Scotland,” Jennifer Brentwood whispered to Maria as she sat across from her in another seat. Jennifer sat with her husband Mr. Brentwood.

      Maria, sat alone, the only single person in the tour group. “Really? In all of Scotland? That must be quite a thing to say considering all the history,” she said wondering if she had made a mistake in picking this particular castle in Skye Scotland of all places. But she had been very hasty in booking the trip. Maria needed the vacation after everything she had been through, and it was definitely a reward of sorts.

      “Don't worry, Jennifer, we have the American detective to protect us,” Mr. Brentwood, Jennifer’s husband teased.

      They were both English, having come from London. They then looked at each other and began to tickle and tease while, Maria turned away and looked out the window. She was happy for anyone experiencing love and were able to still play together in such a way, but she didn't need it rubbed in her face, especially when she was on vacation.

      Maria had a reason to go on vacation, it was a celebration for her promotion, something she had been fighting for, for a very long time. She came from a family of cops in New York City, and a lot was expected of her, including to follow in those family footsteps. So she had spent many years trying to get into the New York Police Department homicide division as a detective. She had been turned down twice, that was until five days ago when she finally made the force. She had exactly two weeks before she would start her new job and coming from a family of cops she knew just how hard working in homicide was on the mind, heart, and soul of a human. So she made it a point to give herself a vacation before starting on such a hard job that would not have time for vacation. People's lives depended on her showing up for work without breaks.

      So after she got the promotion, she hastily looked up something that had to do with her favorite pastime, watching those silly reality shows about ghost hunters. She knew most of it was fake, but she found it fun and intriguing. Having the mind of a detective for solving problems and puzzles, she thought that those shows were very fun. Therefore she decided to book the first ghost tour of a castle that came up on her computer search. The one she found happened to be in Skye, Scotland.

      Now, she sat in a bus full of tourist couples heading into the wild moors of Scotland and into the countryside. Growing up with four older brothers, she had always been somewhat of a tomboy, and that lent well to being a cop, allowing her to make herself distinguished in the force very early on. Being on the tall side also helped to have most of the men on the force respect her. Though they still commented on her features, from her very dark, wavy, blue-black hair to her wide brown eyes and slightly sharp features. It led some of the cops on the force to call her the “pretty one.” It was a nickname she hated. The look she would give them forced them to mumble it under their breath, until they finally stop saying it all together.

      “Have you ever had any experiences, detective?” Another couple, who sat catty-corner from her, asked.

      She already knew them to be Mr. and Mrs. Gianni from Rome, Italy. They also seemed to be quite in love.

      “Experiences? I don't understand,” she said with a smile. She had been trying her best to be outgoing and make conversation with everyone as soon as they had set out from the hotel in Inverness. At least she would have some friends to talk to and not feel so incredibly lonely.

      “Yes, ghost experiences? My wife and I have had many, but of course living in Italy, it is expected, it is very old, you see,” Mr. Gianni said.

      “Oh, ghost experiences. No I have not, but I have heard some stories from some close friends in New York. It’s not as old as Italy, however, some of the buildings go back several hundred years. But I've never seen a ghost or experienced anything moving.”

      “There is a first time for everything, huh? Perhaps you will see something at the castle and catch it on your phone camera, yes?” Mrs. Gianni said.

      “I can only hope,” Maria said.

      “Oh look, how beautiful,” Jennifer said pointing out the window.

      Everyone turned to look to the left. The flat green rolling grass and swampy areas of the moor were quite beautiful to look at. But Jennifer was pointing out a family of foxes running across in the distance.

      Then, a chilling screams reached all of them.

      It sounded like the scream of a lady, only very high-pitched. Everyone in the bus grew quiet and looked at each other.

      “Do not worry everyone. What you are hearing is not a ghost,” the tour guide said as he stood up in the front of the bus. Mr. Leslie, a Scottish man with red hair and a red beard, was quite thin and lanky, not the Scottish brute that Maria had expected to see.

      “What is it?” Maria asked.

      “That is the sound of the foxes that you are seeing there. That is their call, and yes it does sound like a woman screaming. It comes in all different sorts of high pitches, and in the middle of the night can seem quite frightening unless you are used to it.”

      The tension in the bus was relieved as everyone took his word seriously. It was not ghost at all, merely the sound of animals. But it just went to show how much everyone had ghost on their minds, expecting one to appear in the very bus at any moment.

      “How much longer to the castle?” Mr. Brentwood asked Mr. Leslie.

      Mr. Leslie looked out the window, as though to gauge where they were. But to Maria it all looked the same, flat land with green rolling hills and patches of swampy moors. It was beautiful, but if there were a layer of fog she would definitely get lost. There were no trees to mark where you were going or where you had been.

      “We have about another thirty minutes to go and then we should be there. These dirt roads make for slow driving, you don't want to get a flat tire out here, so we take it carefully. When we arrive at the castle ruins, we will have a light picnic dinner while watching the sun go down. There are a few tables set up outside for the occasion as well as rocks and grass to sit in. Once it’s dark, that is when we will enter the ruins and start our search.”

      Those that were awake on the bus released excited commotion among them, including Maria. She watched as the couples kissed each other and realized they must be feeling very cozy to be going on such a search with each other.

      She turned to look out the window, not wanting to look at the happy couples, or to be reminded that she regretted a mistake that she had made.

      She had to put her relationships on hold until she got her detective’s badge. The drama of her last relationship had made her make that decision, because her ex was constantly fighting with her over the time she put toward her career, instead of toward their relationship. The demand for her attention grew too great for her and she found that she failed the first exam because she was always putting him before herself.

      So after they broke up, she decided that she wouldn't date at all. But now that she had got what she wanted, being a detective, she suddenly realized just how lonely she had been in the last year. Maybe it was wrong of her to make that decision, but at the time she didn't think it was going to take as long as it did. If she could do it again, she wouldn't put relationships off, she would just look for a man that understood her need to put her time into her career.

      The ocean air wafted in through the window. Maria closed her eyes and breathed in deep. She was ready to see the high cliffs of the Scottish Highland coast line. She had always romanticized those beaches and thought of herself wrapped in a blanket standing on the shore while seagulls squealed overhead. But that was not the point of this trip, however, she could bask in the feeling of salty air hitting her face as the bus moved.

      Maria must have been thinking about this for a while because she was surprised when she heard the tour guide say, “We are arriving in five minutes. We’re about to cross the service bridge onto the small island that the castle is located on. Everyone, listen closely… As I said, this bridge is a service bridge and is withdrawn for the night in order to allow passing merchant ships to go down the river. It will not be in service again until the morning. The castle is very isolated, because its own bridge collapsed long ago. This is very important to know. There is no turning back now.”

      It was meant to frighten the guests on the bus, but it only made them more excited and everyone erupted into cheers that there was an extra level of spookiness to the trip. Maria was also very excited, it was just a bit of silly fun and added to the magic.

      Everyone pushed forward in their seats as they came upon the bridge. It was a very narrow one-way bridge with an iron trellis over it, giving it its own bit of spookiness. It was late afternoon, perhaps about one hour before sunset, giving the feeling of doom.

      People pulled out cameras and phones to take photos of the bridge as they crossed. Maria did the same.

      Once they were over the bridge, the bus began to climb a large hill. As they got to the top, everyone inhaled a breath of shock.

      The castle ruin stood before them, beautiful and eerie. It was on a craggy cliff with the ocean below on one side of the castle. The grey stone was covered in moss and vines, but it was still quite intact in most places. Several towers looked to be only missing parts of the roof, and nothing else. One side of the castle was missing a wall, but the rest seemed to be as though time had done nothing to it at all.

      “It's so beautiful,” Maria whispered to herself. She had seen a few photos of it when booking the tour, but nothing could compare to seeing it in person.

      Maria knew that she was going to have a very good time, searching for ghosts overnight. She only hoped that maybe Mr. Leslie would let her tag along with him, so that she wouldn't be so alone. Maybe she could tag along with a few of the couples like the Italian couple or the English couple, they all seemed very friendly.

      The bus drove down a gravel driveway to the front of the castle which had a very large circular drive in front of it. The bus came to a complete stop. Mr. Leslie looked at everyone sitting in the seats.

      “Are you ready to be scared to death?” Mr. Leslie said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      The sounds of waves crashing against rocks echoed across the island. The sun created an orange glow on the ocean horizon behind the castle. The group sat around having a light picnic spread out on the grounds of the beautiful castle, taking in the sunset vista.

      Maria sat with her new friends that she had met on the bus, the Brentwood couple and the Gianni couple. Everyone was dressed for the cold night weather, even though it was summer. The Highlands did get cold at night, especially on the beach. Maria was a New Yorker and dressed like one. She wore a sweater over a button down shirt all topped with a brown leather jacket. Her skinny leg jeans were pushed into knee high leather boots, that were black with a brown stripe at the top of the shaft, like English riding boots.

      The group gazed upon the exterior of the creepy but beautiful castle excitedly talking about ghosts. There was one particular ghost that seemed to interest everyone.

      “I heard the Scathach was seen on the last tour,” Jennifer said.

      “Scathach? What is that?” Maria asked. She wished that she had put more preparations into reading about the history of the castle, but the only things she knew were the brief things she’d read on the plane when she wasn’t sleeping. The fact that she booked the trip last minute did not give her as much time as she would normally have liked to prepare. If she had a year to plan, she would have gathered all the history books on the castle that she could. She would have watched all the Youtube videos that others had posted, but she hadn’t had the time and was going into this blind.

      “The Scathach!” Mrs. Gianni said.

      Apparently everyone knew…

      “The Scathach is rumored to be the ghost of a Scythian woman who was both an accomplished sword master, and a powerful witch!” Jennifer said excitedly.

      “And she has been seen walking the castle grounds by other people. I read it in the reviews,” Mr. Brentwood said.

      Everyone laughed.

      “No, it’s true,” Jennifer said. “The legends say that she is the real builder of this castle, as a headquarters and training ground for her apprentices. Teaching them sword fighting and witchcraft. It is said to be an enchanted place.”

      “Yeah, but before that other clan got a hold of it, right babe,” Mr. Brentwood said.

      “Yes. The MacLeods, or was it the McDonalds?” Jennifer said.

      “I think it was both. They both had this castle at one time or another,” Mrs. Gianni said.

      Maria was very excited to get all this history. But also very anxious to see this witch ghost. What if she ran into this witch on her own?

      Everyone would have a partner to walk around the castle with, and she would be alone. She could see Mr. Leslie the tour guide in the distance, giving out a few pointers to another group seated together as they ate. She was going to have to attach herself to his side, but that wouldn't be as fun because he had obviously already been to the castle on several occasions and wouldn't have the same sense of wonderment as people who would be discovering it for the first time.

      “Look at that sky. It is such a beautiful sunset,” Jennifer Brentwood said.

      “Yes, it’s absolutely lovely. I can't believe that I’m here in Scotland,” Maria said.

      “And you’ve come all alone. You’re very brave,” Mrs. Gianni said.

      “Very brave or very stupid,” Maria said.

      “No, very brave or you would not be a detective,” Mrs. Gianni said.

      Maria smiled in gratitude for the compliment and opened her camera bag. She pulled out her GoPro camera getting it ready to capture some footage. Other people had various instruments like energy readers and temperature readers. It was said that when ghosts were around, the temperature would drop several degrees. These people were very enthusiastic just as she was.

      “But you don’t have to wander the castle alone detective. You’re welcome to come with my husband and me and we can explore together,” Mrs. Jennifer Brentwood said.

      “That is very nice of you. I think I will take you up on that, if you really don’t mind?” Maria said.

      “No, we don’t mind and look at that good GoPro camera, you will get footage walking with my wife and me, and maybe you can send it to us after you get home. That way we have our own home movie too.” Mr. Brentwood laughed.

      “Of course. That would be very fun. We can exchange emails and I will email you the footage. Thank you, I am very excited to do some ghost hunting,” Maria said.

      Just then, it grew very dark and everyone turned to see the sun give its last amount of light on the horizon as it sank down into twilight.

      The air grew colder and it seemed like the sea was getting angrier. It must be switching from low tide to high tide, she thought, because the crashing of waves was louder. It gave a sense of eeriness to the arrival of nighttime.

      “Alright everyone, gather around please. Gather around,” Mr. Leslie, the tour guide said.

      Everyone gathered in a group in front of Mr. Leslie. Smiles and nervous laughter were exchanged between the group, Maria was among them. She was just as giddy. She deserved this fun vacation time before going back to New York and having a very rough schedule.

      “This spot right here is our meeting place. The bus will remain open for anyone who gets too scared and wants to come back out to the bus and rest. The porta-potties will remain open, and we do have cell phone service out here. Each of you have my number. If you need to contact me, you can call or text me. But you can find me right here with the driver. Sometimes I will take a peek inside the castle, but I have seen it all before. So most of the time I hang out here or in the bus having a cigarette and maybe some whisky, good old Scottish whisky that is, to keep warm. This tour is scheduled to take up the entire night. The castle is ours until sunrise, which means we will not be leaving until sunrise. Please watch your step when you are walking around, remember to use the flashlights we have given you with the red filter. The red allows your eyes to stay adjusted to the darkness and doesn't ruin it for anyone else. Now does anyone have any questions before you start?”

      “What if we get lost in there and can't find our way out?” one of the guest asked.

      “I can assure you that will not happen. You will be able to find your way out and you are on an island so you can’t get lost on the land. But if you absolutely can't find your way out or have a panic attack, simply call me on my cell phone and I will come find you. You can activate a ringing sound on your cell phone so I can find you,” Mr. Leslie said. “Any other questions?”

      There was complete silence.

      “Good. Follow me and we will get started,” Mr. Leslie said turning on his flashlight. It glowed red, as did all the other flashlights when they were turned on.

      Jennifer Brentwood looked at Maria and smiled. “Let's do this.”

      Maria was very happy that she had made some friends and she joined the two couples as they followed Mr. Leslie to the massive wooden front doors. He and the driver pushed the heavy doors open. It creaked loudly giving the entire experience a creepier vibe to it.

      “This is the entry hall of the castle. As you can see, the walls are very high, and there is a galley up at the top of the stairs that looks down over all of this. There would have been armor and tapestries hanging from the stone in order to greet guests and show just how mighty the Lairds of this Castle were. But you are not here for a history lesson, you are here to see some ghosts. I wish you the best of luck, the castle is yours,” Mr. Leslie said stepping aside. “Go hunt some ghosts.”

      Groups of people cheered loudly and very excitedly. Everyone dispersed into different sections, some went upstairs, some went down the hall straight ahead, and others down the left or right hallway. Maria and her new friends stood together.

      “What do you think, detective?”

      “Me? Well, I guess I would want to go straight ahead down the hallway,” she said. “Check out this first level and see where it leads.”

      “Good, let's go,” Mr. Gianni said.

      The group walked together with nothing but their red filtered flashlights to lead them. It was getting darker outside, but it was completely dark inside the castle because no light filtered in through the very small windows. Castles tended to have very high stone walls with small windows because it was a better defense against invading armies.

      Maria felt a chill run up her back as they walked deeper into the castle. The ocean breeze wafted through the corridors creating eerie howling sounds.

      Her friends were laughing and very giddy as they looked around. Maria used her GoPro to capture as much footage of the high walls and dark hallway ahead of them. Maybe she would catch something that they couldn't see but would show up on the video. She set the camera to night vision and the screen turned green.

      They continued to walk and be giddy, scaring each other in good play, until they came upon another area of the corridor where there were tall wooden doors on either side of the hallway.

      “Maybe we should see what’s behind one of these,” Maria said.

      “Yes, let's open all of them and see what our options are,” Mr. Gianni said.

      They all agreed and started to open some of the doors with anxiousness.

      “This one is a room.” They turned to the next door. “This one is a room as well, perhaps a bedroom at some point. It’s empty, though.”

      Maria opened the door she chose and lit the area in front of her. It wasn't a room. She pointed the camera at it.

      “This one is a doorway to stairs. It’s a spiral stone staircase and it goes… downward,” Maria said.

      Her new friends came to her side and each of them pointed their flashlights in. “Oh that is very scary.”

      “Spooky!”

      “If there are ghosts in this castle, I bet they would be down there. Who's going first?” Jennifer said.

      There was silence as they all looked at each other. Then they erupted into laughter as they realized just how scared they were.

      “Detective, maybe you go first. You’re the one with the camera,” Mrs. Gianni said.

      Maria took a deep breath. “Fine, I’ll go. But you must be directly behind me.”

      They all agreed, and Maria took a step forward onto the landing before stepping onto the first step leading down. Because it was a spiral staircase she couldn't see around the bend, not without going further and further. It definitely was the scary experience that she had been hoping for.

      She cautiously took more steps, continuing to keep her eyes on the green screen of the night vision GoPro camera.

      “What do you think is down here?” she said.

      But there was no answer.

      She turned around to see that there was no one behind her. “Guys? I thought you were coming down?” she said.

      “Tell us what you see first! Then we will come!” Jennifer shouted to her.

      “Oh come on!” Maria said. “You’re really abandoning me down here! It’s really creepy!”

      “Just tell us what you see!” Mr. Gianni shouted. “My wife is tying her boot!”

      “Pfft… sure,” Maria said to herself, knowing they were making excuses. She couldn't believe it. She thought that everyone on the ghost tour was looking to be scared, but apparently not.

      She stood up straight. “Fine! I’m still on the stairs. It keeps going and going! I’m going to go down a little further!” she shouted and then continued to follow the stairs all the way down.

      They seemed to go on forever. Then at the bottom of the stairs it ended into a small corridor about three feet long. “This is creepy. What am I doing?” she said as she continued to walk. She could feel a draft coming from the dark end of the corridor. Then it opened up into a large cavernous room.

      She could only see what was lit directly in front of her with the red light. She grabbed her GoPro and aimed it, then looked at the screen. Because it was in night vision she could see better, and what she saw ahead of her was amazing. She was in the castle catacombs.

      Maria grew both fascinated and scared at the same time as a chill ran over her body. But she wasn’t going to wait to see any more of it on her own. She turned around and ran back up the stairs, using her police boot camp skills to move very fast.

      “Guys! Come down hurry! You won’t believe this!” she said.

      “What is it? We’re coming. It’s so dark!” Jennifer shouted.

      Maria remembered they only had the red flashlights and not the help of night vision to guide them safely down the stairs.

      She found her friends in the middle of the stairwell, slowly making their way down.

      “You guys are not going to believe what’s down there. It’s the catacombs,” she said.

      “No?” Mrs. Gianni said.

      “It's true. Look I can show you,” she said turning her GoPro and rewinding the footage to show them. Everyone was excited and in disbelief.

      “Catacombs. That’s where they bury the dead. Do you think it’s been cleared out?” Mr. Brentwood asked.

      “I don’t know. Only one way to find out,” Mrs. Gianni said.

      “Okay, I want to see. Let's go,” Jennifer said.

      Maria grew excited and then began to record again on her GoPro as the group followed her back down the spiral stairs into the catacombs.

      “This is beautiful, and very creepy,” Mr. Gianni said.

      The group spread out in the room, looking about with their red flashlights. The tall shelves crept up the walls where bodies would have been buried. There were a few stone sarcophagus with heavy lids in the middle of the room.

      “Think there’s anyone in there?” Jennifer asked.

      “Probably not. This whole place was probably burned long and ago, and archaeologist have probably saved the rest for some museum somewhere,” Maria said. Then she continued walking along the outer edges of the vast room. She came across an indention in the wall. She stepped into it and turned the corner, looking through her night vision.

      At the end was another wooden door.

      “You guys. Come look at this. There’s another door here!” Maria said.

      Everyone came to her side and looked at the door.

      “Where do you think it goes?” Mr. Brentwood asked.

      “Probably to another burial. I think it’s just another one of these catacombs, but with a door, like in a mausoleum. Somebody important, is buried behind there, maybe a Laird or a princess,” Maria said.

      Maria put her hand on the iron latch.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t,” Jennifer said.

      “It’s alright. It’s probably locked,” Maria said.

      She tugged on it, and the door opened. A gust of wind hit everybody. It made the rest of the group step back, but Maria did not.

      “That was very strange,” Jennifer said.

      “Just a draft,” Maria said. “Let's go in.”

      “No, I think it's too creepy. I'll stay here,” Mrs. Gianni said.

      The rest of the group agreed, “Yeah I’m not going in.”

      “Oh come on. I can't believe you guys are on a ghost tour and you're acting chicken,” Maria said. “If it wasn’t safe the tour guide would have locked it. This is all part of it. We’re meant to explore all these crooks and crannies.”

      “Well you go in if you're so brave,” Jennifer said.

      “Fine. I will. Wait here, and don't leave me,” she said.

      Maria walked through the door into the dark.

      The red light in front of her barely lit anything, so she looked through her GoPro night vision screen. She could see that it was a large empty room, there was nothing inside. She walked to the middle, turning in a circle.

      Then she noticed something all the way across the room, another door, but this one was very small, the kind that would be used for storage. It was only about three feet off the ground, as though made for a child.

      She thought maybe there could be all kinds of cool artifacts that had not been discovered yet at the castle. She walked over to it. There was an iron bar across the door, resting on two stands on either side of it.

      She grabbed the iron bar. It was warm to the touch, which she thought was odd. Then she lifted the bar easily. “Oh, I thought you would be heavy,” she said to herself.

      The bar came off easily. She placed it on the ground with a loud clang. She looked behind her to see if her friends had joined her, but they had not.

      Maria opened the small door, but it was dark on the other side. She lit the doorway with her red light but couldn’t see anything. She got on her hands and knees to peer in but couldn’t see anything at all. It was as though there was a black piece of paper sealing the door, but when she reached out she could feel nothing.

      “Well, you're on your own, Maria. Now I’m way too curious to not go through this door. Is this some sort of game set up like an escape room and I found the end of the game?”

      Maria crawled on her hands and knees through the doorway, and into the brightly lit room. “What? This is very weird,” she said. On the other side of the door was an exact replica of the room that she had previously been in, but it was brightly lit with torches leaning out from the gray stone walls.

      “Maybe there’s a feast waiting for us on the other end and all the other guests that have made it this far are there,” she said thinking out loud as to why this room would be lit in such a festive way.

      Sounds began to echo from somewhere unknown, loud voices like there was a party going on, but it seemed distant and far away with string music playing. Those sounds only confirmed her theory that they had been set up on this ghost hunt and it was actually an escape room with a puzzle to solve. There were usually parties at the end of those and since they were staying the whole night, it made sense that there would be a feast set up somewhere on the castle grounds. There was probably catering too. She took a few more steps toward the sounds.

      Then a gust of wind slammed the door shut.

      “What? No,” Maria said. She turned around to go back through the small doorway that was now closed.
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      “No, no, no. Please don’t be locked,” Maria said getting on her hands and knees to pull on the small door. She pushed, she pulled, nothing was working.

      “Guys! Help me please! The door is stuck! Hello! Anyone! Jennifer! Mrs. Gianni! You guys help me I'm down here! I'm through the door!” Maria screamed this over and over while also rattling the door. She knew that eventually they would come to look for her and she wanted to make as much noise as possible. That way they knew that she was behind the door.

      But after several minutes, she couldn't hear anything at all in the way of people coming to look for her. She sat down on the floor by the door, putting her ear against it. She couldn't hear anything from the other side. She pounded her fists on the door over and over. Then she waited for a reply knock. Nothing.

      Then she remembered that the tour guide, Mr. Leslie, had said that they should call him if anyone should call him if they got lost or text him and they would come find you. She pulled out her phone from her jeans.

      “Oh no, no signal,” she said.

      Maria stood up and started to walk around the room, trying to get reception. But she knew that she had taken the stairs very far down, they were underneath the castle in the catacombs. She wouldn't be able to get any reception unless she found a way to go back up to the main level.

      Maria looked around the room, at one end there was an open corridor where the sounds of the music were coming from in the distance, but she couldn't see where it led to as she stood in the entryway. It just seemed to go on for a long time, with torches lit all the way along it.

      “This must be leading to something. It must be a party of sorts. I can hear noises and music. I think this has been an elaborate escape room type of tour without us even realizing it. I’ve heard of them. Why else would all these torches be lit? This area of the castle is obviously in better shape than the ruins, so of course they would have it here,” Maria said, but also to the GoPro camera because she was still filming.

      “I can't believe it. I feel like I’m in one of those ghosts reality shows and it's so stupid,” she said holding up the camera to face her, filming herself. “Well, let me try the small door one more time. I don't want to walk away from it in case they open it. But what if it's stuck and they can't get it open, it's better that I try to find the stairs back up and use my phone,” Maria said into the camera. Then she walked back to the small door and began to rattle, tug, and push on it trying to open it while she screamed for her friends over and over. After a few moments she realized, she needed to find out where the corridor led to. If she couldn't find the stairs she could always retrace her steps back to this room with the door.

      “Well, here goes nothing,” she said into the camera. Then she strapped it back on again in order to film the direction she walked. She didn't need to have night vision on any longer because she could see fine with all the torches lining the corridor. The smell of smoke and oil was very thick.

      “This is a fire hazard,” she said looking at all the torches.

      Maria walked down the corridor, slowly. As she walked, she called out to her friends, hoping that somebody would hear her and come find her. “Jennifer? Mr. Leslie? Anyone!”

      She held up her phone looking at the bars, there was absolutely zero reception.

      “Stairs! Yes!” Maria said as she came to the end of the corridor where a spiral stone staircase was located. She quickly ran to them and started to sprint up, just wanting this nightmare to be over. She felt silly because she had asked for this. She had spent money in order for something like this to happen to her, and now that it was, she didn't like it at all.

      “What?” she said as she got to the top of the stairs. “What is that smell? Ugh.”

      She covered her mouth and nose with her hand. She pulled her sweater up to cover her mouth.

      She thought the top of the stairs would open up into the castle ruins or lead her to the tour party. But instead it was just dark, and there were more torches lit hanging from the walls. But it wasn't on the main level of the castle, she was still deep in the belly of it. Working in the New York Police Department, she knew a jail cell when she saw one.

      There were rows and rows of bars, with men on the floor sitting behind them coughing and destitute. This was definitely a jail cell.

      “What is this?” She immediately ran to the bars.

      “What is going on here?” Maria said to a prisoner behind the bars.

      The man just looked at her, he smiled with a toothless smile. His red long hair and red beard were gross. But he didn't say anything in return. In fact he kind of scared her a little and she took a step backwards.

      “Okay! You can all come out now! I give up! I don't want to take part in whatever reenactment you have going on here!” Maria shouted wanting to call off whatever weird thing she had signed up for.

      “Who is that? Who goes there?” a deep voice with a thick Scottish accent shouted.

      “Oh, thank God. Somebody that speaks,” Maria said and started to walk toward the very tall figure that came toward her.

      This man had a very menacing look on his face. He had reddish blond long hair down to his ears. He wore a belted plaid and a sword on his hip. The man had a very broad physique and Maria was impressed at how much he was staying in character.

      “What ye be doing down here, lass? Ye be a spy?” he said, putting his hand on his sword.

      “What? No, you don't have to stay in character for me. I got lost. Now if you will take me back to the tour group. I don't have any reception on my cell phone,” she said, holding up her phone.

      The man looked at it completely confused. “What is that? Who are ye? I do not recognize that tongue,” he said.

      “Tongue? Oh my accent. Right cause I'm American. Look, I already told you, you don't have to keep playing this game. My name is Maria Saunders, could you please take me back to the rest of the group. I got lost. This is all very well done, I'm completely freaked out,” she said. “I thought I was coming here to see ghosts, but instead you guys played a crazy trick on us. Very well done I must say. But could you take me to the rest of the group now,” Maria said. Then she shouted, “I'm done, you guys. I give up. I'm ready to go back to the main level of the castle.”

      “Ghost? Ye came here to see ghosts, lass? Why are you dressed like that? I have never seen a lass not wearing a dress. Ye dress like a soldier from the south,” the guard said.

      “Look guy, I'm done. I already told you,” Maria said walking up to him and poking his chest with her finger. She realized just how strong he was. But his face did not change, and he still had a very serious and concerned look.

      “Are ye taken with fever? Talking of ghosts and having strange gadgets and wearing strange clothes. Ye are down here in the dungeon with the prisoners. Ye are either here to release them for someone that ye be working for, or ye wandered down here from the feast in a state of fever.”

      “From the feast? Yes, take me to the feast. That's where everyone is,” she said.

      “I will do no such thing. If ye are a spy then I will be putting ye with the Laird, but ye could attempt to assassinate him. And if ye are not a spy then ye are sick with the fever and will give it to him. I must be rid of ye,” he said. Then he suddenly picked her up and flung her over his shoulder.

      “What? What are you doing? Let me go. Have you lost your mind?” Maria shouted.  “Wait, is this part of it. Are you a male stripper or something? What the hell is going on here?”

      “Stop with ye nonsense. Ye are making me head hurt,” the man said in that strange Scottish accent of his.

      Maria sighed. She felt stupid. She was a detective in one of the highest areas of crime in her country, New York City, but at the moment she was being flung over the shoulder of a very tall and strong Scottish man. She went limp, just letting him carry her. If this was the way back to the rest of the tour group then so be it. She was obviously singled out for some sort of prank or made all the right moves to be the subject of the prank of the ghost tour. She just wanted to get back to the group and be safe again.

      The man carried her up some stairs, and then down a long corridor. By the fresh air coming in through the small windows, she could tell that she was above ground again. It was night time outside, and she couldn't see out. He pushed open the door, and she thought that everyone would be behind it. But she was wrong.

      “What is this? Where is everyone?” she said.

      He carried her into a very small room that had a small bed in the corner. There was a table, and a chair, and a chamber pot as well. But that was all. He flung her down onto the bed.

      “What are these things?” he said grabbing her GoPro camera. He looked at it, examining it with wide eyes.

      “Okay, Scottish guy. You can stop already. I don't want to play the game anymore. Where is everyone else. Where is Mr. Leslie?” she said.

      “And this? What is this?” He grabbed her phone.

      Maria let out a frustrated groan. She didn't understand why he wouldn't break character. Maybe she was being filmed for some ridiculous reality show. She tried to think about the NDA form that she had signed. She really didn't read it all the way through. Had she signed on to participate in a reality show? Great.

      “Look, I just want to get back to…” she stood up and started to walk toward the door.

      Then she felt a strong grasp around her arm stop her. “Ye will stay here. Ye will not leave. Ghost, spy, witch, whatever ye are. The Laird will decide what is to be done with ye.”

      Then the tall guy walked to the door and closed the door behind him. She could hear the key rattling in the lock.

      “No. Wait. I don't want to do this anymore,” she said. Maria went to the door and tried to open it, but it wouldn't budge. She pounded on the door shouting for Mr. Leslie or anyone to let her go.

      No one came to the door. She started to look around the room, especially in the corners high up on the wall. She assumed there was a hidden camera in them. “Look! I don't want to do this! Can somebody come let me out? I'm going to sue!”

      But there was no response to her words. Then she heard some music drifting on the wind. She walked to the window and looked out.

      “What the hell?”

      Maria looked out to see that the environment outside the castle had changed drastically. There were many torches lit and fires burning in fire pits. She could see lots of different buildings that look to be barns or stables with thatched roofs.

      There was a corral with sheep in them. Several people dressed in authentic, historical, Scottish attire walked back and forth. Some men were drinking and laughing around a fire pit. Women carried different trays of items and scurried back and forth.

      “Help! I'm up here! I need to talk to someone!” Maria shouted out the window. But it was no use, the music, the laughter and conversation, and the ocean waves drowned out her shouts that seemed to catch in the very gusts of wind. She tried again, and nobody looked up at her window.

      She gave up and walked back and forth in the room. Then she sat down on the bed, realizing that all she could do was wait. What had she got herself into?

      She wondered what happened to her friends. Was everyone sitting behind some monitors, watching her make a fool of herself?
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      The sounds of waves hitting rock on the beach cliffs echoed in Maria’s room. The breeze came inside softly and smelled of salt and fish. The night air was cool and gentle for the summer. All of this made the atmosphere inside Maria’s room feel very relaxed, even though she herself was quite anxious.

      But hours passed and nothing had happened. A few times she pounded on the door trying to get anyone’s attention, but no one answered. She turned the room upside down looking for pin cameras and microphones and found nothing. She even tried shouting out the window again. For a second she thought one of the women carrying baskets heard her, but then she kept walking.

      Maria gave up and sat down on the bed. It must be very late, at least after midnight but she couldn’t be certain. She knew that she would stay up all night because she had slept late in the hotel and on the bus to prepare for staying up all night. So she laid down on her back simply to rest her tired body.

      Maria didn’t know when it happened, but she had become exhausted. Before she knew it, she had fallen asleep. She experienced a very deep sleep.

      When she stirred awake, she remembered the very strange dream that she had overnight.

      She lay on her side, with a blanket over her head. “That was the strangest dream,” she said out loud to herself, rubbing her eyes. The blanket felt very coarse, and she didn't remember the hotel having such tough blankets. She opened her eyes and looked at the blue and green plaid of the blanket. Hmm.

      She pulled the blanket from her head and looked directly at a gray stone wall in front of her. She didn't remember the hotel being in that way either. It had white walls and was nicely decorated.

      “What was the dream?” a very deep voice said with a thick Scottish accent.

      Maria let out a scream and pulled the blanket up under her chin. She sat up and saw a very tall blond man with long wavy hair, blue-gray eyes, and a bit of stubble beard along his square jaw standing in the room. He seemed to be looming over her at his tall height. After she got over the shock, she also noticed just how attractive he was.

      “What are you doing in my room? Get out. I will call the front desk,” she said.

      “Front desk? What does that mean, outsider?” he asked.

      “Outsider?” Maria slowly looked around. It wasn't a dream after all. She was still in the same room as the night before. “No. This cannot be happening.”

      “What is happening?” the Scottish man asked.

      “This. This is happening, all of this. Who are you and what are you doing in here? I want to see someone that’s in charge,” she said. “I demand it.”

      “In charge?” His thick brows rose. “You demand things of me?”

      “Yes, whoever is overseeing all of this, in charge. Who is the ruler of this stupid castle place, whatever is going on. Do you work for Mr. Leslie?” she asked. “I bet you do. Look at you. You’re so handsome and want to be an actor in movies, but you didn’t make it, so you are doing this re-enactment crap. Well good for you, now take me to Mr. Leslie.”

      “No. I do not work Mr. Leslie or for anyone. I am the ruler of this place,” he said.

      “What? Okay I get it. You're really good at doing this re-enactment or whatever it is. But can you drop character for one moment? I didn't sign up for this. And look, it’s morning. This should be over and done with by now. I want to get back on the bus.”

      “Drop character? I don't know what you speak of, lass. You speak mad ravings. The guard was right. Now who are you and what are you doing in my castle? How did you get into the dungeon? Who sent you? Was it the Leslie Clan? You spoke the name Leslie.”

      “Yes, Mr. Leslie the tour guide. He didn't send me, really, but he did bring me here for the ghost tour. Now, will you take me to him? You're really good at your job, but I’m ready to go back to the bus.”

      “What is a bus?”

      Maria looked at him not knowing how to get through to him anymore. The man took a step closer and looked at her strangely. He lifted his very large hand and put his fingers along the sleeve of her leather jacket. She pulled away. Then he looked at the sweater that she wore underneath the jacket and seemed to be eyeing her. With a simple swift yank he pulled the course blanket off of her.

      “Hey. What are you doing?””

      But he didn't answer. Instead he looked at her body up and down as she sat in bed.

      “Why do you wear this attire, lass? Where is it from? I have never heard the accent you speak with.”

      “Well I have never heard yours either. It is obviously Scottish, but very, very thick. I can hardly understand what you’re saying.”

      His blue-gray eyes narrowed at her. “I am willing to play this game with you. Only because I am very curious of who you are and what you do here, but I will not tolerate insults of my native tongue.”

      “Well I don’t want to play games. I just want to go home.”

      Maria looked at the man getting a very good look at him. He also wore a belted plaid around his waist, like the guard. She noticed that these were much longer and had much more material than the modern-day kilt. He wore a cotton tunic shirt with long sleeves, and a belt diagonally across his chest that held all sorts of pouches. He also wore a sword on his belt around his hips. His wavy, long, blond hair was down to his jawline. She had to admit that he was very attractive, but most actors were. She figured he would probably go from being a reenactor to being on a real show within a year or two, looking as good as he did.

      Then Maria stood up, and the man took a step backwards. She thought it was very odd, as though he were frightened of her, when it should be the other way around.

      The man looked at her as if he didn’t know what to make of her. It was as if he’d never seen a woman from America before. For that matter, it looked as though he’d never seen anything modern before.

      Maria looked out the window. “What? I don't understand,” she said. Out the window was a completely different environment than the castle ruins that she had driven up to on the bus tour and now that it was sunlight she could see more.

      It was vibrant chaos outside. It was more than she had seen the night before in the dark. But now that it was morning light, she could see everything. There were lots of people milling about, all of them wearing historically accurate costumes. Some were leading farm animals across a courtyard that was occupied with thatched roof huts. In the distance she could see stables with horses in them or being led in and out. A maid looked to be beating the dust out of a rug, while others were preparing and grinding some sort of grains.

      “This is unbelievable,” Maria said.

      “What is your name outsider?”

      She turned around to see the Scottish man looking at her with his arms crossed. He had a very concerned look on his face. It was then that Maria realized, maybe this wasn't a reenactment at all. There was just too much detail going on in everything. She looked at the room again once more with fresh eyes. Everything was historically accurate, and there was nothing to show that it was modern-day. She began to panic but wanted to remain calm because deep down she knew there was no way that she could somehow be in the past. That just wasn't logical at all.

      “My name is Maria.”

      “Now Maria, do you want to tell me what these are? Is this magic?” The Scottish man walked over to the table and unfolded a burlap cloth.

      “My phone,” Maria said. She ran over to it and picked it up. There was absolutely no signal on it just like the night before. She tried to call a few numbers, and there was nothing.

      “What are you doing? Why are you touching that object in that way?” the man asked.

      “Do you really not know? You’re not screwing with me?” she asked.

      His thick eyebrows rose. “Screwing with you? If I were to screw you it would not look like this.” A smile came across his face.

      It was enough to make her knees feel weak.

      “Playing a joke. For Laughs. Pretending to be someone that you're not,” she said.

      “You make no sense at all, Maria. Now tell me what this is? Is it something to harm us?” he asked pointing at the GoPro camera.

      “Harm you? What do you mean? The camera? No it is not going to harm you. What the hell is going on here? I can't tell if this is real or not. This has to be a dream. I must have gotten sick and I'm having a fever dream.”

      “Camera? What is it? Explain it to me.”

      “Fine. I'll play along with your stupid game. Maybe if I answer all your questions I will pass whatever test is being played on me and I can get out of here. A camera, you know. You point it at things, and it records what it sees in front of it?”

      “It can see? This item can see? Where are its eyes?” the attractive Scottish man asked.

      “Seriously? See? This is super annoying.” Maria picked up the GoPro camera and showed him. She pointed to the eyepiece lens. “This is where it captures what it's looking at. Then it records and plays back on this screen if you want it to.”

      The Scottish man furrowed his brows. “Why would it want to capture you? It gets pushed inside, like the old myth of genie in a bottle?”

      Maria looked at him with wide eyes. With every moment of conversation, it felt like it was obvious that she had somehow transferred back into the past. But she wasn't willing to give up on the notion that this was some sort of elaborate game, and not something magical. But it was hard to think that, when the man was so sincere and so confused by her modern objects. The Scottish man put his hand out and touched the GoPro camera, very delicately.

      Knock. Knock. There was a banging at the door. The man seemed startled, as though he thought it was coming from the GoPro. This did not help Maria to think that this was only a game. Because he genuinely seemed terrified and startled in that moment as though the GoPro device was going to suck him in, like a genie in the bottle as he had said. Her heart began to beat very fast.

      Realizing the banging noise was a knock at the door, the man went to open it. A guard stood on the other side.

      “The food that you ordered has been brought up, and the clothing,” the guard said.

      “Good,” the Scottish man said.

      He picked up a dress, that was flung across the shoulder of the guard, and put it on his own shoulder. Then he took the tray from the guard and closed the door again.

      “I had food brought up to you. You must be hungry. You can also change into this,” he said putting the tray down on the table. Then he flung the dress on the bed.

      “Change?” Maria said picking up the dress. It was a blue and green plaid dress, that matched the colors that the Scottish man wore. “Why would I change into this? I have my own clothes that I'm wearing.”

      “Dress like a man? But you are a woman.” He shook his head, as if she were being daft. “Here, eat this. You will stay in this room until I have decided what to do with you. I still do not know if you're a spy sent here to cause trouble. Or you could be a witch,” the man said and then walked toward the door.

      “Wait. You’re leaving? You’re not going to take me to Mr. Leslie?” she said.

      “No, I will not take you to the Leslie Clan. But if I find out that you are a spy for them, I will take you back to them in pieces. Is that understood?” he said with a hard look on his face.

      Maria felt frightened by his stern remark. She nodded her head yes. “I told you my name, what is yours?”

      “You do not know who I am?” His thick brows rose, as though surprised by this fact.

      “No. How would I know that?”

      “The name is Cameron MacLeod,” he said, and then he walked out.

      Maria sat down on the bed, confused and in despair.
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        * * *

      

      Cameron MacLeod leaned against the stone wall of the corridor outside Maria’s door for a moment. He had never seen a woman so beautiful before. He was enraptured by her, just the sheer mystery intrigued him.

      The accent she spoke in was foreign to him, and he liked it. Every word she said has his blood racing through his body. She used words he had never heard before and came with objects he had never seen. Was she witch? If she were,  it intrigued him. While others were afraid of witches, he had always fancied making love to one. Being the Laird of Dunscaith, he had always gotten what he wanted, all the maids and ladies who wanted to warm his bed. But a witch? Well that would be something new.

      He grinned and walked off to attend to his duties for the day, and there were plenty to be had.
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      The sunlight was pouring into the room from the small window. The ocean breeze was stronger than it had been moments before, and the air smelled strongly of seaweed and fish. Maria now stood in that window using this salty to breeze to cool her heated skin. She closed her eyes and allowed the sun’s rays to hit her face and wash away the inappropriate thoughts that she had been thinking about the man that had just been in her room.

      She didn’t know what to think of the stranger, whether he was telling the truth or not, but she did know that he turned her on. His mere presence made the entire room smell like his masculine scent. His tall and broad physique was unlike any man she had ever seen, and it brought a stirring out in her.

      “Get a hold of yourself,” she whispered. She opened her eyes and looked at the gathering clouds. Just a few moments before the sky had been a clear blue, but now large towering clouds were starting to come in on the wind, creating a beautiful mix of blue and gray in the sky – just like the color of the man’s eyes, she thought.

      “Cameron MacLeod, such a strange name,” she whispered. Then she let out a frustrating groan. Why was she still thinking of that man? She should be trying to get out of the place!

      The smell from the food on the tray made Maria’s stomach growl. She hadn’t had anything since the light picnic before they started the ghost hunt at sunset. Since she was stuck in the room, she might as well eat.

      She turned from the window and walked to the table and was impressed by the historical accuracy even in the food they brought up. There was no plastic ware, no paper plates, or paper towels. Instead there was a ceramic bowl with some sort of hearty stew in it with meat and vegetables that was steaming off a delicious scent. A tin mug looked to be filled with some sort of ale. She picked it up and smelled it.

      “That is very strong,” she winced.

      There was a ceramic jug with a ceramic tumbler type of cup on top of it. She hoped it was water. Maria picked up the cup and set it down and then poured the jug, it was water, thankfully.

      She drank it. “Wow. That is very crisp and clean. How did they get such good tasting water with these old pipes?” she said.

      Maria pulled the chair out and sat down to eat. She dipped a piece of bread into the stew to taste it. “Oh my God. That’s good.” Picking up the wooden spoon, she shoved a spoonful into her mouth.

      “Mmm. Wow, that is good. That’s the most delicious thing I’ve ever had.” Then she ate more and more, until she was scraping the bowl clean. She took a drink of the strong ale and winced as she swallowed. It was very strong, but after the first drink she continued to drink more. A nice buzz would be good to deal with having to sit there for hours. She didn't know when this would all be over so she might as well enjoy it.

      She stood up from the table and paced back and forth in the room, to digest and to think.

      “Come on, Maria. You're a detective, you can figure this out. There is no way that you actually traveled back in time. That’s what they want you to think. They are probably recording you right now as you talk to yourself like a fool,” she said.

      Maria picked up her cell phone and held it up in the air, trying to get a signal to appear. “This is so strange. There are no bars at all moving up and down as though trying to find a signal. There’s just nothing at all.”

      Then she leaned out the window slightly, holding the phone out careful not to drop it. Still no signal. She typed out a text message to the tour guide and pressed send. It bounced back not delivered. “Crap.”

      “Okay you're not going to work. I get it. I might as well turn you off now to save the battery because I might need you later,” Maria said as she turned off the phone and pushed it into her pocket.

      Then she picked up the dress from the bed. She looked at it closely, thinking that it was pretty. But she wasn't going to use it for anything other than warmth if needed. The stitching was done with a very thick thread, that she thought was very odd. On the back there was no zipper, just laces all the way up the back. She held it up against her body and it went all the way to the floor and seemed to be quite a low cut neckline.

      “No wonder he wants me to put this on. No thank you, sir, even if you are the hottest man I have ever seen.”

      She threw the dress back on the bed and sat down. Then she paced back and forth again. Completely restless.

      “Maria, you can figure this out.” She frowned and looked around the room. “What I need are clues, something that I missed. I just need to retrace my steps.”

      In that moment a light bulb went off in her head. “The camera footage. Of course!”

      Maria picked up the camera and began to rewind through the footage. Then she played it starting with talking to her friends trying to persuade them to go down the stairs with her. She watched the footage intently.

      “There it is. There is the door with the iron bar,” she said. Then she watched as she pulled the bar off. “Wait? What was that?”

      She rewound the footage again to the bar on the door. Because she had night vision on the GoPro camera, she could see a puff of energy seem to come off the bar when she removed it. She replayed it again and then a second time. She had not seen it with her own naked eyes, but the camera had caught it.

      “What is that? That is unbelievable,” she said.

      Then she allowed it to continue to play. She watched the footage of her pushing open the door. Maria looked at the footage while she was crawling through the door opening. She saw something very strange. The air seemed to move when she walked through the door, as though she was walking through very clear water.

      “What? What the hell?” Once again she rewound the footage and played it again to watch that same scenario. The air moved again, and fear gripped her heart.

      Deep down, Maria knew that the rippling water effect was something magical, but she wasn't ready to admit it to herself just yet. All sorts of logical detective reasons were coming to her mind. Maybe the night vision had just caught a change in temperature? Or maybe it was because the torch light inside that room made the lens zoom in and out. Her mind reached for as many logical reasons as possible, anything but time travel.

      She watched the footage as the night vision was turned off and the torch light in the room provided the details. Maria watched as it captured the video of her walking down the hall, finding the stairs, and ending up in the dungeon. She watched herself talk to the guard where she finally turned the camera off, because she thought that she had been saved.

      “This can't be right. This can't be right,” Maria said to herself rewinding the footage all the way to talking to her friends again. It gave her a sense of calm to hear their voices.

      She watched the footage all the way through again and saw the exact same thing once more. The puff of energy from the iron bar, and then the water like ripple as she crawled through the door.

      “It's not a dream. It's all real. I can't believe this. I freaking traveled through time? No. I have to get out of this. This can't be happening to me. I want to be back in my life. I’ve worked so hard to get the life that I have in New York. I can’t get stuck here. This is not happening to me, it just isn't,” she said as tears began to flow down her cheeks.

      Maria ran to the door and pulled it open. For a moment she was surprised that it wasn’t locked but didn't stay to figure out why. Apparently the attractive Scottish man either forgot or trusted her. But she didn't care about that in the moment. There was nothing she wanted more than to go back through that door and back to her own time.

      She retraced her steps, remembering exactly how the guard had carried her down the hall twisting and turning through the corridors until she found the stairs down to the dungeon. She stopped and quietly tiptoed through, until she found the other staircase. Then she was running again all the way down until she reached the bottom of the steps and then ran down the corridor back to the room. Maria was relieved to see the doorway. “Oh thank God.”

      It was closed. She pulled on it, remembering that she had trouble trying to open it before. Then she pushed and kicked on it, trying to push it the other way. It wouldn't budge. She wondered if the iron bar was back on the other side. So she braced her feet against the stone, and then pulled on the door toward her.

      “Please! Open! You have to open! I need to get out of here!” she shouted. “I need to get back to the future! Help! Can you hear me! Jennifer! Anyone! I’m here! It’s Maria! Help me!”

      “What are ye doing down here?” a deep voice said.

      Maria turned to see the same guard that had found her before.

      “Please, just help me. You’re strong. Just pull open this door and I will show you that it leads to the future. I am from the future. I need to get back!” she cried.

      “The future? That door leads to the catacombs and it is sealed shut.”

      “Yes. The catacombs that is the way that I came. Just open it. Please, you will see. I need to get back to my own time. In the future.”

      “I told the Laird ye were not safe in this castle. Ye should be outcast, but he insisted on keeping ye here. Ye are dangerous.”

      “I am not dangerous. I just want to go home to the future. Why can’t you see that?”
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      Too much had happened to Maria in a short time. She could not believe that she was in a different time period, but that was the only thing that made sense. Why else would this continue to be going on? If it was some sort of re-enactment joke it would not have gone on for this long. She could see no sign of the bus or any of the people she came with outside the window from the room. Now, after running back down to the catacombs and trying again to open the door, she had given up on trying to go through that path. She needed to find out what was going on in another way. If she could just walk the castle grounds, then she could be sure.

      The guard had dragged her back to her room. She was feeling so exhausted by the ordeal that this time she did not fight it. Having to understand that she traveled back in time would need a little getting used to and she thought that she might as well do it in the privacy of a room.

      “Now stay here, witch. I do not know how ye got out of this locked room, but it is obviously yer powers of witchcraft. The Laird must be warned of this,” the guard said in a menacing tone that brought a chill down her spine.

      He slammed the heavy wooden door. The sound echoed throughout the room and was followed by the sound of a key turning in the latch. Heavy hammering footsteps let her know the guard had walked away.

      Maria looked around the room through watery eyes, as though truly looking at it for the first time. “I am in the past, aren’t I?” she whispered.

      Sounds of activity flowed through the window. She walked to it and looked out. The thatched roof huts were overflowing with workers coming in and out. Servants carrying buckets, bushels of vegetables, and dirty laundry walked back and forth across the courtyard.

      At the end of the courtyard stood a gate with heavy wooden doors. Because of the high walls she couldn’t see immediately beyond it. So her vision was limited to the courtyard and the sky.

      “The sky!” she said suddenly realizing that the sky would be modern. “If I’m not in the past then I should see an airplane somewhere, at some point.”

      Maria dragged the chair from the table and sat it at the window. Her eyes scanned the sky for anything modern. Planes, drones, even a group of balloons would suffice. Then she would truly know that this was all just an elaborate mistake.

      Now that she had a task, she felt calmer. It was her detective way of thinking and it gave her mind something to focus on, instead of panic. With the back of her sleeve she wiped the tears from her face and composed herself.

      The thick accents of people talking below drifted up to her. While she watched the sky, she tried to listen in closer. Words started to become sharper. There was no mention of anything modern. People were not discussing the latest television shows, social media, or political strife. She overheard conversations about plowing a drenched swampy field. Another group talked about harvesting wool from the sheep in time for them to grow another coat for the animals to keep warm in the winter. But not one conversation contained modern words like phone, car, store and so forth. This only added to her panic.

      “What is that…?” she said quietly as two robust voices caught her attention. But it wasn’t coming from down below. The voices were coming down the corridor outside her room. She ran to the door with the ceramic tumbler cup and pressed her ear against it on the door to amplify the sound.

      “Bran, you are my Tanist and cousin and for that I value your input on matters, but not on this occasion. She is a wee bit of a lass, and not harmful at all. She has just lost her way and I will decide if the Leslie Clan has sent her.”

      Maria recognized the voice as Cameron’s. She thought it was strange that he was defending her after he himself called her a spy.

      “If not the Leslie Clan then the MacDonald’s have sent her! I am telling ye, cousin, that something is not right about this. How does a wee lass get all the way into the bowels of the castle into the dungeon without getting noticed? She had helped. There are spies among us,” the other man that Cameron called Bran, said.

      Maria did notice the think accent that this man named Bran, also had. She knew it was another clue toward her being in the past. The modern Scots did have an accent of course, but this accent was so much thicker and different.

      “I do not know how, Bran, but I plan to find out. That is why I need her here to question. If I send her away as you wish, then I will not have my answers to those questions. Perhaps she is from the future and the myths of the Scathach are true. If that is true than I want to help her,” Cameron said.

      “Ye have lost your wits, cousin. If she is indeed a witch, then no good will come of it.”

      “Bran, I am the Laird of the land of Dunscaith. I will make the decisions and you will obey them. Now off with you while I deal with this, I have no more time for you.”

      Maria was startled by this last statement and quickly scurried across the room and sat down on the bed with tumbler in hand. She could hear footsteps in the corridor as Bran walked away and Cameron came to the door.

      In her mind, Maria filed through what had been said by the two men. Cameron was the Laird. That meant that he was in charge… he was practically the king of this land. Her brown eyes grew wide as she thought about this. She had been speaking with the Laird of the castle and didn’t know it. That was why he gave her such odd looks! That was why he demanded answers from her in the most dominant way!

      Maria felt like a fool, especially because he was quite attractive.

      But why would someone of such importance come to her and not his advisors or Generals?

      Was she in danger? She heard the man call her a witch and that wasn’t a good thing. If it were true and she was in fact in another time, then she could be in a lot of danger. Witches were considered new age where she was from, but in this time, they were either burned at the stake or lynched.

      The key rattled in the latch, and she grew very nervous. The king… or Laird was about to walk in. She hoped that he was telling the truth and didn’t think of her as a witch. But more importantly, she braced herself for seeing the attractive man again that she now knew was the Laird. I wish I had a toothbrush and toothpaste, she thought.
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      Cameron stood in the corridor outside the door of the woman who he had locked in the tower of his castle. He didn't think of her as his prisoner, but she wasn’t free to roam the castle. So she was in fact his captured woman.

      He wondered who the lass was and what she was hiding. But more importantly he wanted to know how he would get it all out of her. He placed the key in the lock, ready to see what the woman had to say.
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        * * *

      

      Maria braced herself as she sat on the bed, waiting for the man to walk in. The door opened. The gorgeous tall man with the broad physique entered. He seemed to fill the room completely. Now that Maria knew he was the Laird, she looked at him with completely new eyes. There was a sense of dominance and majesty to him. As though she could see the ruler that he was just by looking at him.

      His thick muscular forearms, let her know that he had wielded his sword since a very young age. The scar on his left arm let her know that he had seen battle. Yet his blue-gray eyes held a sense of sadness in them, and she wondered just what kind of pressure he was under being someone that ruled a land yet was in constant fear of being assassinated by those who wanted to take the castle from him. His blond hair, which moved down to his jawline, swayed with each step. Maria suddenly found her mouth very dry.
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        * * *

      

      Cameron looked at the woman who had become very intriguing to him. He could not figure her out, but something deep inside of him told him that she was not an assassin. But thinking in that way could be dangerous for him. His cousin Bran was not wrong about him. Cameron had a history of being a bit impulsive and too romantic for his own good. These same traits, which endeared him to his people after having to deal with his cold, unintelligent, sneaky uncle for twelve years, unfortunately made him easy for women to manipulate if he fell for them hard enough. His friends were aware of this and tried to keep him out of trouble. This woman with her beautiful dark hair, pale skin and brown eyes had the ability to do this to him and he knew it on the first look. But it wasn’t just her beauty that made him gravitate toward her, it was also her mystery. Who was she? Where did she come from? Why was she dressed in a way he had never seen before?
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        * * *

      

      “Maria.” He said her name with a very thick Scottish accent that made it sound different altogether.

      She's sort of liked it. Then he sat down next to her on the bed. Maria shifted slightly as the entire weight of the soft mattress underneath her moved. The scent of his manliness wafted toward her, making her very aware of him.

      “Are you going to tell me what happened? Why you were down below in the castle again? I specifically told you to stay here. You will need to follow my orders if I am to keep you safe. I do not know who you are or what you want, but there are others here who think you are a danger. I have not decided myself if you are not. But they have decided, and they will do harm to you if they think you are doing harm to me. I tell you to stay in this room for your own good. Now why did you go down there?”

      “I’m not a witch,” she said.

      “Why do you say such a thing to me?” he asked.

      “I heard you talking outside the door. Don’t burn me at the stake or whatever crazy thing it is that you do to women you accuse of being a witch. I’m not a witch. I don't have any magic or anything,” she said.

      “I will decide if you are a witch or not,” he said. “Though I am partial to believing you, because you would have already used magic to leave the castle if you were.” He sat for a moment, looking at her. “I want to hear what you have to say.”

      “I just want to go home.”

      “And where is home?”

      “New York City?” she said.

      “New York? I know of York in England, but not New York. So you are an English woman?” he asked.

      “No I’m not English. I’m American,” she replied.

      “What?” he questioned. “I’ve not ever heard that term.”

      She let out a frustrated groan. “This is going nowhere. I just want to go home but the door I came through seems to only work one-way. I could not get it open.”

      “What door?” he asked.

      “The door downstairs I was trying to open it again when your stupid guard pulled me away. Maybe you can open it? You seem strong,” she said. Maria caught herself looking at his strong arms. “Very strong.”

      “This door… you travelled through it to get here, from the future?” he asked.

      “I know that it makes me sound like a witch, but I’m not, and I have proof. I’m not a witch — or a crazy person — well I am so stressed that I feel crazy, but I’m not actually crazy.” Maria realized she was starting to ramble.

      “Whatever it is that has happened to you, it has obviously been a lot. That is why I brought this,” he said pulling a leather flask from his belt. He pulled the plug out of it and handed it to her.

      Maria smelled it and winced. “Is that whisky?”

      “It is. Some of the best whisky in the Scottish Highlands. Go ahead it will calm you. You seem to be in great distress, lass.”

      Maria gave him a look, and then took a swig of the whisky. It was the strongest whisky she had ever drank and she immediately started coughing.

      Cameron laughed a little. Maria didn't like this. She narrowed her eyes at him and then took another drink. This time she didn’t cough at all.

      “Now, are you ready to talk about this and give me the truth, lass?” he said.

      “I have been telling you the truth. I don't know what I could say to make you believe me. I’m not a witch. I’ve come here somehow from another time. Far into the future. I didn't believe it at first. I didn't believe that this was the past. I mean how could it? Those kinds of things don't happen. But so much is not right here. There are no planes flying in the sky. People aren't looking at their phones or talking about modern things. Even your accent sounds strange to me. Then, what I saw on the camera…”

      “On the what?”

      Maria took another drink and then handed the flask back to him. Then she walked across to the table and grabbed the GoPro camera and sat down next to him on the bed. Perhaps a little too close, her arm brushed against him and heat shot up her body.

      She still managed to keep it together and turned on the camera.

      “You have proof of this traveling through worlds?” he asked.

      “I do, but how much of an open mind can you look at my proof with?”

      “I am here drinking with a possible witch or madwoman who might get nasty in her cups. I think that proves I am of open mind as you say,” he said with a smile.

      Maria looked at him and suddenly felt some of the tension leave her. Then she started to laugh softly at his words. “I guess that’s true.”

      Then she turned to look into his eyes. They seemed to sparkle as he looked at her. She swallowed hard. He didn’t look away from her. His gaze stayed locked on her and she felt very vulnerable and exposed.

      “Who are you, lass?” he said. His voice was thick and husky.

      Maria recognized that sound. It was lust. She struggled to not kiss him in that moment, because that would not be a smart thing to do.
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        * * *

      

      Cameron looked at the woman’s pink lips. They were full and flushed. He admired this mysterious lass and was finding her more intriguing by the moment. But as her soft laugh left her lips, he restrained himself from taking her in his arms. They were already sitting on the bed and it would be easy for him to kiss her and test the waters, see if she would allow him to do so. But he knew that he could not, not yet.
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      Maria pulled herself out of the daze of staring into the attractive man’s eyes. She had to remain focused and figure out how to get out of the situation she was in. If this man was truly going to be on her side, then she needed to trust him. It was time for her to show him the footage, but she didn’t know how he would react.

      The man could very well consider it witchcraft and lock her in the dungeon, but she had to try.

      “Alright. This is going to be strange but all you have to do is look at it,” she said.

      His thick brows furrowed together as he looked at her, then looked at the camera in her hands.

      Maria rewound the footage and then tilted the screen so that he could look at it.

      “Watch this,” she said and pressed play.

      “What in the hell is that?” Cameron said leaning far back from it, frightened.

      “You don’t have to be scared. It won’t hurt you. Think of it like a painting. Or a tapestry. This gadget paints what it sees whenever you point it in the direction of something. Then it keeps them inside and will show them to you again when you’re ready to see them. As long as the battery last…” she said that last bit to herself really.

      “It is magic,” he said. Cameron moved back into position sitting up straight and looked at the screen.

      “It really isn't. It’s just technology. The way you have wheels on your wagons, it’s almost the same thing. Something made by man to make things easier, it’s commonplace in the future where I’m from. I have proof if you’ll watch.”

      “All right, lass. I will watch as you say.”

      She showed him the footage starting with her friends. It was on night vision, and the voices of them talking were playing loudly. Cameron gasped a few times as he watched, completely confused by what he was seeing. The castle was clearly in ruins, and not at all how it was for him now. That had to give him some feeling that she was telling the truth.

      Then the footage got to the point where Maria took off the iron bar. Look did you see that? That movement? It looked like some sort of energy waves. I’m telling you, I didn’t do that. It’s as if taking off that iron bar somehow caused the door to change. I was just exploring out of fun in my time.”

      Maria stopped the footage and rewound it and showed him the removal of the iron bar again. “Do you see it? Cameron, did you see it? Please don't make me feel crazy,” she said.

      “I did see it. I do not know what that is. Or why it would do that, but I also don't understand what I'm looking at with these moving paintings,” he said with his eyes wide.

      Maria realized just how overwhelming it must be for him, just as overwhelming for her to be in a different time.

      “I understand. Now watch when I go through the door. That is when I moved from my time to your time,” she said playing the footage again.
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        * * *

      

      Cameron watched as Maria crawled through the door, going from a dark ruins in the catacombs, into the brightly-lit chamber room on the other side. The torches were lit, and it was very obvious that the two sides were very different. But that was not what made him feel overwhelmed. What made him completely confused was how the moving paintings he watched, moved when she crawled through it. It was like jumping into a pool of water and it was like watching someone jump into a pool of water and watching the water move across the surface.

      “And did you see that? What happens when I crawl through the door? That isn’t a trick of the moving paintings. It shouldn’t be that way,” she said rewinding the footage and showing him again.

      “I do see it. This is vexing,” he said as he stood up from the bed. He paced back and forth.

      “Where are you from really?” he asked.

      “I told you, I’m from America. I’m guessing it hasn’t been discovered yet, but it’s a land across the sea. In the future, it’s inhabited by people from all over the world. I live in a city there that is very advanced. That is why I am dressed this way, something you think strange, but everyone dresses this way there. I’m not here to harm you or to be a spy or whatever you think it is. I’m just a woman that is lost in a different time. I don't want to believe it either, but unless you are playing some elaborate joke on me, this is the reality.”

      “America…”

      “Yes. That’s where I’m from. I was taking a vacation. A vacation is a time where people go travel and see other places for fun and leisure. I came here to Scotland, to this very Castle to visit it. Only the castle doesn't look the way it looks now. It’s torn down in places and burned and has been for hundreds of years. I came with a group of people, led by a tour guide, which is a man who just makes sure nothing bad happens to you and shows you around. My tour guide is a Scottish man by the name of Mr. Leslie. That is all that I know about him, but he’s not from your time, he’s from my time.”

      “This is all very hard to believe, you must understand that,” Cameron said. He looked at her wanting to believe her, but her story was very strange, even though he had heard some similar things in the past. But he was not ready to think of those things as true when he had been told they were nothing but stories as a child.
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        * * *

      

      Maria looked at the attractive man, wondering exactly what he was thinking. Did he believe her? Would she believe someone telling her the same thing? She was a detective after all, and she was supposed to look at things logically and not magically. But there was something about the sincere looks that he gave her that made her think perhaps he did believe her.

      “Look, I don't know if that doorway is some sort of time traveling portal, but it seems to only work one way. I couldn't even open the door when I was down there this morning. When I came through I was so confused. I thought the festivities were part of the tour that I was with, so when the door slammed shut and I couldn’t get back through, I didn’t think anything of it. I should have tried harder to go back. But there was this breeze, and the door slammed shut. It wouldn't open again.”

      “A breeze?”

      “Yes, a draft of wind. I’m not a witch, I didn’t cause this. There are no such things as witches anyway.” Maria put her hands on her hips.

      “I know what a breeze is, lass. I just think that it was obviously on purpose. Things are different here than in your America, Maria. Things happen for a reason and we have myths and legends that sometimes turn out to be true. We do not think of witchcraft as a story, it is very real in these parts.”

      Maria looked at his face knowing that he was very serious about what he was saying. Who was she to make fun of his cultural ways? She was a stranger in this land, and it was his land. He was being very kind to her, and she knew that he didn’t have to be. Others would have thrown her in the dungeon or had her killed. But this man trusted her for whatever reason, and she was grateful for it. In this moment she was still reeling with the fact that she couldn’t understand that she had traveled through time. A part of her still hoped that this was some sort of elaborate prank, but that part of her was slowly getting smaller.

      “I understand. But I can assure you that I’m not a witch.”

      “But you have shown me, the moving pictures, my mind cannot understand such things. Do not show anyone else. I need to sort things out. Not everyone among my clan will be able to understand any of this. I do not expect them to.”

      “They will think I’m a witch?”

      “They already think you are a witch, or an assassin come here to kill me,” he said.

      “Kill you? Look at you, the size of you, and look at me. Wouldn’t an assassin be a warrior of your size?”

      “My clan knows me well. They know that a beautiful woman like you, being mysterious and intriguing, would capture my attention, and so you have. Getting close to me would be easy to assassinate me, and not all killing is done with a sword, lass.”

      Maria swallowed hard. “Beautiful?”

      She wasn’t used to being called beautiful by a man who look like him. She had always been a tomboy and thought of herself in such a way. Even though there were those at the department who had called her ‘the pretty one’, she knew that they were just being idiots. But this gorgeous man, a Scottish Highlander warrior and Laird of the land, thought she was beautiful. She felt her body responding to him immediately. The warmth gathered between her thighs and she had the shake the image off, imagining him taking her right there in that moment.

      “I understand. I’m not here to assassinate you, I give you my word on that.”

      “And I will take your word. As long as you take mine and trust me. I want to get to the bottom of this and what you experienced, lass.” He looked from her to the window, and then back to her, as if he’d just made some kind of decision. “I must consult with someone. I will see what she has to say on the subject, and if she knows more, then I will bring her here to speak with you. That is if you will allow it?” he asked.

      “Yes, I will allow it. Anyone who can help really, I am grateful to.”

      “Good. I will see to it. Keep this,” he said, handing her the leather flask of whisky.

      “Thank you. I could use another drink,” Maria said.

      “I will have food brought up to you by Heigl. She is a kitchen cook and like a second mother to me. I trust her. You are safer to stay here. I will post a guard at this door,” he said walking toward the door. “Please, stay in the room this time, lass.”

      “Cameron…”

      “Yes, Maria?”

      “Thank you, for trusting me.”

      Cameron nodded and walked out.

      Maria could hear the key rattle in the latch. She wondered if he was locking her in or locking out others from coming into her room. She was relieved that Cameron had some faith in her and believed her words. It seemed like his advisors were against her and she found that him being on her side, made him even more attractive.

      She laid on her back on the mattress. “I can’t believe this is happening,” she whispered.

      Only a few days ago she was in New York City receiving congratulations from everyone on being promoted to detective. Maria had worked for years to move up the ranks and her entire life revolved around it. Now, it seemed like it was all for nothing if she couldn’t find a way to get back.

      But could she go back? If she were able to find a way to get back to her time period, how could she go on as if nothing had happened to her. Would it all seem like a dream if she did make it back? Could she just forget about all that she had seen and heard in the castle?

      Maria sat up and grabbed the flask of whisky. She unplugged it and took another long swig, then she coughed. “So strong.”

      Then she took another and another. If she was going to get through it, she was going to need to be a bit drunk.
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      Cameron was very intrigued by Maria, and did not think she was a spy whatsoever, or a witch. Even though he did agree that there might be something magical about her. He kept the key to her door around his hip and walked down to the kitchen.

      He wanted to make sure that the mysterious woman was well taken care of, but there were few he could trust to do it. His tanist, Bran was already too suspicious of her, and so he could not trust him. Nor would he trust any of the guards to be checking in on her and have access to her door key, for she was far too pretty to not be a temptation.

      So he knew that he could only trust one person with her care. He moved down the long corridor. The smells of baking meat pies and baking fish hit him. He inhaled sharply. Cameron had always loved the warmth of the kitchens and the smells of food in them.

      “There’s my favorite girl,” he said as he walked into the kitchen.

      “Oh, you flatter me, lad,” Heigl said. She was a portly kitchen cook who had known Cameron since he was a wee lad. She thought of him as a second son and he thought of her as a second mother, especially because her cooking was so good.

      He placed a hearty kiss on her cheek. She held a tray of fresh dough and placed it on the table.

      “What ye be doing down here? Looking to ruin your appetite eh?” she said.

      “Yes. I am always hungry, and I cannot be long without your cooking,” he said popping a freshly baked morsel in his mouth. Then he leaned down to her and quietly said.

      “Heigl, I want you to take a tray of hot stew, some bread, some sheep cheese, and whatever you can gather. Along with another jug of water and some ale to the tower room.”

      “Yes of course, as ye say,” Heigl said.

      “Here is the key. I am trusting you with it and no one else. I shall expect you to return it to me as soon as you are done bringing these items to the woman in that room. She is very special, and I want you to treat her with special care. But she is rambunctious and you will have to lock the door behind you when you leave. It is for her own safety. I will be in the dining hall. Bring me the key after you have seen to her comfort,” he said.

      “You can trust me,” she replied.

      “I know. That is why I ask you and only you.” He gave the plump cook a wink.  He knew he could trust her as he would his own mother.

      Cameron trusted her more than he trusted his cousin Bran and advisors. Heigl had a kind heart, something that he could relate to.

      Cameron left the kitchen and walked down the corridor. He could hear the sounds of his court gathering in the dining hall. It would be time for dinner soon.

      Cameron made his way to the stairs and up to his bed chambers. He opened the door and went inside. His chambers were very grand, something that he did not care for, but it was a necessity. The room needed to be large so that he could see out from all views of the castle.

      From the sitting chambers where he conducted his official work and had his desk, he had a view of the moors and fields across to the mainland. This way he could keep an eye out for anyone approaching, especially armed men.

      Then from the other window of his sitting chamber he could see out over the castle grounds and keep an eye out for fires or other problems in his own castle.

      From his bedroom the window afforded a view of the sea and he could see if any would be attacking by water. But it also allowed him to listen to the ocean and fall asleep in the cool air of the salty breeze.

      Cameron quickly unhooked his belt and pulled the long feilidh-mhor through the loops. . He pulled the diagonal belt from his chest and laid it on the desk along with his plaid. Then he pulled the tunic from his body.

      Naked, he walked to the wash bin and poured cold water in from the pitcher. He washed up, splashing water on his face and washing his hands. Then he got dressed in a fresh tunic and grabbed his feilidh-mhor and rethread it through the loops and replaced his belt.

      Next he put on his diagonal leather belt across his chest and secured his sword to his waist. Then he left his chambers to join his court of men to eat dinner downstairs in the grand hall.

      He reached the end of the corridor and entered the grand dining hall. This was his favorite room in the castle. He stood at the entry way.

      Suddenly a tin mug slammed on a table three times. Everyone stood up from their chairs in honor of the Laird entering the hall.

      There were rows upon rows of tables, and one very long table at the head of the long narrow room. This was where Cameron would take his place. He walked around behind this table and put his hand up then said, “Let us feast.”

      “Here. Here. To the Laird,” voices shouted together. Mugs of whisky or ale were raised.

      Then Cameron took a seat at the middle of the table. This was the signal for everyone else to be reseated.

      The tables were set with large platters of food. Mutton, potatoes, root vegetables, and pots of stew were served from ceramic platters and bowls. Loaves of bread were piled high and added to the scent of delicious food inside the hall.

      In the middle was a grand hearth, a fire pit dug into the middle of the floor where a high pile of wood burned. It was one of many hearths around the dining hall, but since it was summer only this one needed to be lit. In the colder months all of the hearths and fireplaces were lit.

      Cameron sat between his cousins, Bran on one side and his other cousin Hugh MacLeod on the other.

      As Cameron took a strong and long drink of ale from his mug, he could see that his cousins were eying him.

      “Are you both going to say what is on your mind? For it is obvious that you have been talking about me while I have been gone,” Cameron said. He reached for a loaf of bread and tore at it to pop some pieces into his mouth. A maid servant was over his shoulder pouring some hot stew into a bowl and serving it to him. Then she refilled his mug of ale to the top. As the Laird, he was always attended to first. Then she walked away tending to the others at the long table who had the privileged position of sitting at the Laird's table.

      “Ye know very well of what we wish to speak of cousin,” Bran said.

      “Is it true? This one is wildly beautiful and already has you in her spell?” Hugh said smiling at Cameron.

      “It is not true. That is, she does not have me in her spell,” Cameron said feeling frustrated.

      “But she is wildly beautiful? You are not denying that cousin?” Hugh teased him.

      “This is no laughing matter. The other clans have sent an assassin to yer door, and ye are ready to warm her bed and allow her to kill ye in the night. This is nothing to make fun of, and ye are not helping, Hugh,” Bran said as he grabbed a drumstick of chicken and bit into it. The juices ran down his chin and into his beard.

      “I don't know. Being between the milky thighs of a dangerous woman might be exactly the way that Cameron wants to go, knowing him.” Hugh teased and joked.

      “You would say such a thing,” Cameron said to Hugh with a smile. He was glad that at least one of his cousins was making light of the situation.

      “Just do not lay with this woman until ye know more about her. There is talk of the MacDonalds. They are using the summer months to strengthen their forces. There is not a farm across their lands that they have not hit upon in order to recruit a farmhand to teach him fighting skills. Something is afoot, cousin, and ye should not let yer guard down, even if it is from a pretty woman,” Bran said.

      “Let them gather their forces if they wish. They are no match for our castle defenses, I am not too worried about them. Though I do keep a cautious eye, and do not trust any Clan but my own. That is always the way of things. Now I will hear no more ill talk of the woman. There is no use for it. Spreading lies about her could put her in danger and neither of you want to be responsible for that, do you?” Cameron said giving Bran a warning look.

      Bran turned away and focused on his food. Hugh gave Cameron a grin, knowing that Bran was defeated.

      Just then, Heigl appeared at Cameron’s side and handed him back the key. Cameron nodded to her. He wanted to ask how Maria was, but he didn’t want to do so in front of Bran.

      Cameron ate his meal and looked out over the men and women gathered in his court, happily eating and feasting in the dining hall as they did every night. Sharing a meal with his men kept them on his side. Any Laird who did not eat with his men and kept to his chambers as though high-and-mighty did not stay a Laird for very long.

      Once the meal came to an end, the music began to play and people roamed about the dining hall, mingling and getting drunk together. With Bran no longer at his side, Cameron spoke in secret to Hugh.

      “Hugh, do you know if your mother is at home during this time?”

      “She is. I just got word from her yesterday that she had returned from a trip gathering herbs, in the Northern parts.”

      “Good. Tell no one, but you and I will ride out to her first thing in the morning. If anyone asks, merely tell them that you are showing me a new horse and I want to take it out for a ride. You are my stable master after all,” Cameron said.

      “As you say, cousin. I will expect you in the morning, meet you at the stables.”

      “Yes, I will be there at dawn. I want to get back as soon as possible. I do not trust the woman to be in the castle without my protection.”

      “That is a good point,” Hugh said.

      Cameron liked his cousin Hugh quite a bit. He was a lot like him in that he did not break into dramatics with everything the way that Bran did.

      Hugh MacLeod was two and twenty years of age and a distant cousin and more of a best friend to Cameron. Cameron didn’t know anyone who had the animal skills that Hugh had, and so he gave him the position of stable master and chambers inside the castle once Cameron was made Laird of Dunscaith. This of course was something Hugh was very happy to accept because it was better than fighting for living space at home among his six sisters, all of who had raven black hair, just like Hugh.

      “We ride out in the morning, as you say,” Hugh said.

      “Good, enjoy your evening, cousin. There is a wench that has been eyeing you from afar all night,” Cameron said.

      Hugh followed Cameron’s gaze to a maid who had smiles for him as she poured ale into mugs at a nearby table.

      “You were always very observant, cousin, and I thank you for it,” Hugh said as he stood up and gave a playful bow to Cameron before walking off to speak sweet nothings to the maid.

      Cameron stood up and made the rounds. He always checked in with each and every table to see how the men were and to listen to them. Sometimes they gave him their grievances on little things, other times they played a gambling game out of fun. But Cameron was always careful not to drink too much because it was important to listen to everyone. He kept his wits about him and if he could overhear a tidbit of information that might lead to a mutiny in the castle, then he wanted to remember it. It was how he kept his men in line.

      Before going off to bed, Cameron found himself in the corridor of the towers. This was where Maria was being held. He told himself he was checking on her to make sure that nothing bad had happened to her, but in reality his blood was coursing through his veins.

      He stopped in front of her door and pulled out the key. He was about to put it in the latch, when he decided not to. Then he continued walking and returned to his own chambers, restless.

      The very next morning, after seeing to food for Maria, he went to meet Hugh. Cameron walked out to meet him at the stables at dawn.

      “Does this have to do with the mysterious beautiful woman in the tower?” Hugh asked as he held the reins to a new horse that he had broken. They had to make sure it looked like they were taking this new horse out for a ride so that Cameron could approve of it. Cameron still stopped in front of his own horse, Midnight, who was a very dark black stallion, and gave it a scratch on the nose before taking the reins of the new horse from Hugh.

      “What makes you say that?” Cameron said with a knowing look, letting Hugh know that indeed it was about the woman.

      “Let us go before more of the castle wakes up,” Cameron said.

      The two men mounted the horses and then rode out of the stables to the bridge that connected the castle island with the mainland. They rode hard across the grassy fields and trails that we're cleared between the swampy moors. Hugh's mother lived a good thirty-minute ride away from the castle.

      “Brother has come!” Hugh’s youngest sister, Eberden shouted when she saw the two men approaching and ran inside of the cottage.

      A few moments later, Hugh's mother Erin and his six sisters came out of the cottage to greet them. The cottage was made of the same gray stone as the castle, with a thatched roof. Large gardens were fenced in by wooden post and beams to keep the deer from eating the herbs and flowers that nourished the family.

      “What a fine sight this is. To what do we owe this occasion, not only my son comes to visit, but he brings the Laird of Dunscaith,” Erin said with a smile.

      Both men dismounted and tied the horses to a post, and then gave Erin a hearty hug.

      “Well I have come to eat your morning cooking of course. And the Laird is always following in my footsteps, is he not?” Hugh teased.

      “Yes, always since you were both wee lads,” Erin joked back. “Come inside then. We were just finishing the morning meal and have a nice batch of tea on the pot,” Erin said.

      The two men followed the family of women inside. Cameron was happy to drink any tea that she made because it was always tea that was good for you. She was a master of herbs, and knew a great deal of ancient knowledge. Some called her a witch, but it had never been proven. But women who understood her herbs and plants were always called witches in these parts, though it was nothing but medicinal.

      Erin also acted as a midwife to women throughout the region. People of the nearby village and of the castle always wanted her when a woman was ready to give birth, and she knew just what type of herbs to give to ease the pain and make the birthing easy with a healthy child. Hugh had told Cameron that his mother sometimes had dreams that later came true, but they wanted to keep that knowledge just among the family because the Scots were a very superstitious people and considered anything out of the ordinary to be witchcraft, and that now included the appearance of Maria Saunders.

      But Erin also had knowledge that Cameron sought for she was a woman who had been the daughter of another woman who had great knowledge of the castle history, and particularly the catacombs. That knowledge was very important now, considering what he had seen on the device that Maria had. If there was anyone who could shed light on the subject, it would be Erin, and he also knew that she would do it in confidence.

      “Here you are, drink this. It is a good drink for the morning and will wake you up and give you good energy all day,” Erin said setting down hot tea in front of the men.

      Cameron noticed that it had been quite a while since he had visited the woman because she had much more gray in her jet-black hair, and her features had grown sharper. Her brown eyes contained more knowledge than before and he knew that he needed to make it a point to come speak with her more often than not.

      “Now what really brings you both here?” she asked.

      “I have come for your knowledge on the castle, the history of it,” he said.

      “There is a lot of history on the castle, lad. You will have to be more specific, won't you,” she said.

      Cameron looked around the kitchen at all of the sisters watching. He didn't need more people knowing about Maria and it spreading through the nearby villages. Something like that could cause a mob to show up at the castle with torches and pitchforks.

      “I understand. Perhaps we could take a walk and speak,” he said.

      “As you wish, bring your cup,” Erin said.

      “If you will excuse me, I am going to gather a few items from my chamber to take back to the castle,” Hugh said. “Perhaps my sisters could help me?”

      “Yes, brother,” the eldest sister said in a frustrated manner knowing that they were not allowed to eavesdrop on the Laird's conversation with their mother.

      A few moments later, Erin and Cameron were walking among the trees, outside of the cottage.

      “I have come to ask a favor of you. Something has happened in the castle that we cannot explain. A woman has appeared there, she came in through the catacombs door and she seems to be…” Cameron said.

      “Seems to be what. Spit it out,” she said.

      “She seems to be from another time,” he said.

      Erin stopped walking all together. Erin had heard such things before but only in a dream. Years ago she had a dream that she came upon a woman, about the same age as her who had told her that she had passed through the catacombs door into another time. Erin thought the woman to be the Scathach, but it had been just a dream and she thought nothing more of it. But now here was the Laird of the very same castle telling her similar things.

      “Are you sure of this?”

      “I have seen it with my own eyes. You are the only person I know of that has knowledge of these things. Will you do me a favor and come to speak with her, see if you can make sense of any and all of this?” he asked.

      “Yes I will come. My Laird has summoned me and therefore I shall do as asked. But give me time I want to consult my old books to see what I can find. Perhaps tomorrow?”

      “Yes tomorrow is sufficient, or the next day if you need the time. Please feel free to stay in the castle, I shall have a room made up for you. it is yours if you want it,” he said.

      “Thank you, I may take advantage of that. For now who knows of this woman and her passage?”

      “Most of everyone in the castle. It is not something that I wish them to know, but she was discovered by one of the guards and it caused quite the uproar. My advisors know and my closest men are aware. My maid Heigl also knows for she brings her food and drink. But most do not know of her time travel to be true. They think of her as a witch or mad with fever.”

      “Try to make sure that is the end of it. That only those within the castle walls know about it and urge them to not speak widely of the new woman. Things like this are not taken well among our people,” she said.

      “Yes, of course,” Cameron said. “Thank you for your time, Erin, as I should be getting back.”

      “Very well. Come, I want to give you some herbs to take back to your kitchens,” she said.

      “I am forever in debt to you for keeping my castle from getting sick,” he said.

      They walked back to the hut and the two men left with bushels of herbs.

      A few moments later, Cameron and Hugh made their way back to the castle, riding hard and fast.

      Cameron had a lot to think about. He knew that it was not safe for Maria to be out and about as many feared her as a witch, but perhaps if they got to know her and saw that she was not someone to do harm, they would reconsider.

      As he rode across the fields, he saw that the clouds were giving way to sunshine and the morning fogs were disappearing. It would be a very fine day. He grinned as he thought of a good idea.

      “What is that grinning? I know it,” Hugh shouted to him from his horse.

      “I am just smiling because it is a fine day, cousin!” Cameron shouted.

      “I think this mare between your legs is why you are smiling. She is a good ride. Or is it a different mare you’re thinking of?” Hugh teased.

      Cameron laughed loudly.

      Then Hugh spurred his horse into a faster gallop. Cameron followed. Indeed it was a fine horse that he was on and she rode very fast and with good steps. He was glad that they had gone for a brisk ride that morning, it was helping to relieve some of his restless spirit that had suddenly felt caged since the arrival of the mysterious woman, Maria.
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      Upon his return to the castle, Cameron thanked Hugh for the brisk ride on the mare. “Indeed you have broken her in very well and I approve of her. I want this mare as one of my personal horses,” Cameron said loudly so that the stable boys and any others in earshot knew that they had simply been riding.

      Cameron took the bundle of herbs to his chambers. He knew that these herbs were not simply for cooking but for medicinal purposes. He hung them up to dry from the rafter.

      Then he set about taking care of his duties. There was a pile of letters on his desk from other Lairds and farm holders to be taken care of. He also needed to do his daily walk through of his armories, stables, food stores, and other castle necessities.

      It wasn't until afternoon that he made his way to check on Maria, even though he had been thinking of her the entire day.

      He knocked on the door, and he heard her soft voice from inside. He pulled the key out from the small leather pouch on his belt and unlocked the door.

      “It is me, Cameron,” he said.

      “Come in,” she said.

      Cameron walked in to find her sitting by the window. Her hair was down and freshly brushed, and he had almost forgotten just how beautiful she was. But he could see that there was a sadness in her eyes, and that made his heart ache.

      “You have eaten?” he asked.

      “I have. Thank you for keeping me nourished and hydrated.”

      “And yet, you do not look happy, Maria.”

      “How can I be happy when I cannot return home. I just wish that someone else would try to open the door. Perhaps it is not me that needs to open it. I just want to go home. If you were taken from your home, you would want to return, would you not?”

      “Yes, I would.”
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        * * *

      

      Maria looked at Cameron, always overwhelmed by how tall and foreboding his large physique was. Not to mention his incredibly good looks. But it wasn't enough to calm her heart because she really did ache to return home.

      “Come. Let us go down to the door and I will try to see if I am able to open it,” he said.

      Maria was stunned. She hadn’t expected him to say such a thing, or to be so kind. She thought that she would have to do a lot of convincing to get some else to try the door or have to run away out of her room again.

      “Really? You would do that?”

      “I am offering, am I not? Now come before I change my mind,” he said walking out the door.

      Maria scampered after him. He closed the door behind him and then led her down the corridor.

      “I do not know if this will work. Hopefully it will and we can get you back home. But if it does not, I have seen a friend that is willing to come speak to you to see if we can figure this out. She has good knowledge of the castle and the strange happenings,” he said.

      “Thank you, Cameron, I appreciate it,” she said.

      He glanced at her for a moment, a small smile on his lips. “I do like the way my name sounds coming off your tongue, lass.”

      .

      Maria felt intense heat envelope her as she walked next to the strong man with the delicious body scent. Her heart beat faster and she found it difficult  to remain calm near him. Now that it was possible she was about to go home, she felt a little bit of remorse that she wasn’t able to sample Cameron in another way. After all, how many chances would she get to be intimate with a man from the ancient past who looked the way he did and was a Scottish Lord of the land?

      She had to shake these inappropriate images from her mind, though it was hard when he walked in front of her giving her a good view of his backside.

      Finally they arrived in the chamber with the door. “That’s it. The small door. I guess I could try again,” Maria said. She tried to pull open the door, but once again it didn’t work. She tried again, nothing.

      “Perhaps it is just stuck. Allow me,” Cameron said.

      Cameron placed his large hands on the door latch. He yanked hard, as hard as he could. Maria watched as his biceps and forearms flexed. It was obvious that he was giving it all his strength, and he did have a lot of strength. Then he tried to push the door the other direction. He was very strong, and she knew that something else was holding the door if a man of his strength could not open it.

      “I cannot believe this. It is as though there is some force holding the door closed altogether. The door is not to be opened by brute strength, but by some other manner. I apologize Maria. I will take you back to your room,” he said.

      “Back to my room? So soon?” she said.

      “What?” he asked.

      “I’ve been like an animal in a cage in that room. It would be nice to walk around. I need the exercise.”

      “Yes of course, I did not think of that, lass. I must apologize to you for keeping you there. It is for your own safety, though, I assure you. But let us take a walk around the castle grounds, we will go outside and get some fresh air and sunshine.”

      “Thank you. I long to feel some of the sunshine on my face. To think in New York the tall buildings are always blocking out the sun and now there are all these fields where there so much sun and I’m still stuck inside,” she said.

      “The buildings block the sun?” he asked.

      “They are very tall buildings,” she said.

      “How tall?” he asked.

      “It is hard to explain, but much taller than the castle,” she said. “We call them skyscrapers because their height is thousands of feet in the air.”

      Cameron looked at her and smiled. “You’re right, that is very tall. I cannot even imagine such a thing.”
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        * * *

      

      Cameron was glad to have this time with her, and he wanted to see her in the sun as well. He could picture her in the blue and green colors of his clan, frolicking in the heather fields.

      “This way,” he said. “We must get you changed.”

      “Changed?” She looked up at him with those gorgeous eyes of hers and he smiled.

      “I cannot have you wandering around the castle grounds in what you wear now. People are already suspicious of you. You need to look as if you are of this time as much as possible. Unless you want to get the looks and possibly killed?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “No, you’re right. Alright, then I will change.”

      She followed Cameron upstairs until they got to her door. He walked into her room with her. She looked at him and crossed her arms.

      “What is that look, lass?”

      “I’m not going to change in front of you. Some privacy please,” she said.

      “Right, lass. Apologies.” Cameron walked out and closed the door with a smile on his face. He leaned against the wall and waited. Knowing that she was taking off her clothes on the other side of the door had him feeling heated. It had been a long time since a woman made him stir in such a way. He had his past of lovers, but he had not found the woman for him. When he was a teenager he fell in love, but the girl got very sick with the plague and passed. He had never felt like he truly loved a woman since then. With being in line to become Laird, he spent all of his time learning how to rule the lands and understanding the tenants and clan rivalries. But now, this woman intrigued him like no other. And she was naked just beyond the door. His manhood stirred for her.

      “Cameron…” her soft voice called to him.

      He opened the door. She had her back to him, and her back was exposed. He could see her soft pale skin, because the dress laced up the back.

      “I don't know how to do this. I’m sorry that I need your help,” she said.

      “Yes, of course.” He took steps to her and then gently touched the bottom laces. The top of his hand grazed against her skin and he heard a soft gasp come from her.

      “I'm sorry. My hands are cold,” Cameron said.

      He laced up the dress, doing it slowly even though he could do it fast. He wanted to savor this moment and it was hard for him to restrain himself. He wanted to push his hands into the dress and touch her soft skin. He wanted to kiss her neck, and trail kisses down her back. But he held himself off from doing so.

      “There, you are all done.”

      Maria turned to face him.

      Cameron gave her an inquisitive look. “Are you all right? Your face has turned pink.”

      “Has it? I was just struggling with putting on the dress is all.”
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        * * *

      

      Maria quickly moved away from him walking toward the door. She felt embarrassed. She was red in the face from having him lace up her dress. It had seriously turned her on. She was thinking very bad thoughts in those moments, and it must have made her become very flushed.

      “I'm ready to go outside. I’m excited to see your home,” she said, walking ahead of him down the corridor.

      “I'm excited to show you, but that is the wrong way,” he said.

      Maria stopped walking and felt very embarrassed, this didn't help after she already felt embarrassed for being turned on by him. She turned to face him. He had a dashing grin on his face. His full lips were slightly pink and in contrast against his white teeth. He held his arm out gesturing toward the other way.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      Together they walked down the hallway and then down another staircase that led to a door on the side. He unbolted it and they walked out into the warm summer day.

      She inhaled a strong breath of salty ocean air, letting the coolness of it fill her body. It smelled heavenly. A mixture of a smells from the oceans, the stables, the kitchens, and the fields were all mixed together into one breeze. It was very pure to her.

      “This is lovely,” she said.

      Maria looked at him and noticed him watching her with a grin. She felt freer than she had in quite some time and was happy to be out of the little room, finally. She blushed as he threaded her arm through his and pat her hand.

      “Come this way,” he said. “There is a fine walking trail that goes around the island. We can walk that trail for exercise and then we can follow it down to the beach where the waves hit the rocks,” he said.

      “I would like that very much.”

      They walked arm-in-arm and Maria noticed that everyone they passed looked at her. She must look very odd and out of place. She tried to lower her voice so that no one could hear her American accent. She knew that her dark hair wasn’t uncommon, but her hair wasn’t in the same style as most of the women she’d noticed around here.

      Cameron had been right to make her put on the dress. She was glad that it was summer and a fairly warm day because she didn’t have anything on underneath except her bra and panties. He hadn’t provided her with the typical long underskirts and pantaloons that she assumed women would wear. She wasn’t looking forward to wearing a corset at all either. Do they even wear corsets in this time period? she wondered.

      She could hear people whispering, ”Who is that woman with the Laird?”

      Maria just kept her eyes focused ahead of her. She didn’t make eye contact with anyone, but she kept a careful eye upon her surroundings. She wanted to be aware of the environment in case of an emergency. She had seen where everything was located from her room window, but that was only the courtyard area. Now she was outside the castle walls, and there was so much to take in. She could see the very small village ahead, it was mostly just a few huts, and she wondered if those were for people who worked in the castle such as a blacksmith and the maids.

      “This trail here leads down to the ocean,” he said.

      They followed the trail down to the rocky edge of the island.

      “It is low tide. We can walk onto the sand. When it is high tide, the water covers the sand and we do not have a beach at all. This is where the fishermen set out to catch food from the ocean for our tables. See those boats there,” he said pointing to small wooden boats bobbing up and down on the water.

      “Yes. I see them. That is very nice. I have enjoyed the fresh sea stew from your maid. It is very delicious,” she said. “It’s awesome that you get to eat fresh seafood without it being polluted with toxins. Where I’m from the rivers and oceans are becoming so polluted that some seafood has become toxic to us.”

      “What? Is that true?” he asked looking at her with concern.

      “Yes, unfortunately.” Maria nodded.

      “Why would anyone ever want to live in such a place. This, what nature provides, is everything to us. It is against the gods to not protect it and honor it.”

      “Yes, I think so too,” she said.

      Maria looked at him, admiring him. In her time he would probably be considered an environmentalist, but in this time he was just considered someone with common sense. He wanted clean food to eat, as every human should. She had no idea when things had changed, but in her time, people were just waking up to what a mess had been made of the oceans, rivers and lakes.

      “Here.” Cameron picked up a spiral shell and gave it to her. “A gift.”

      She smiled. “Thank you.”

      For a moment, they stared into each other’s eyes and the world seemed to fall away. He had his back to the ocean, and she looked at how well his eyes matched the background of the water. It made his eyes seem bluer than before.

      His long, blond locks flowed in the ocean breeze around his face and she longed to push her fingers through it. Finally, it was too much and she pulled her gaze from his.

      Maria found that she was getting heated every time she had a moment like that with him.

      “Could I pick up some of these smaller rocks to put in the room? I think these are pretty,” she said picking up a rock, but not wanting to be rude or inappropriate about any cultural things that she was not aware of. They could be sacred rocks for all she knew.

      “Yes, of course you may, lass. As many as you desire,” he said.

      She smiled at him knowing that a man in her time period had never spoken to her like that before. Maybe this time period wasn’t so bad after all.

      Then she turned and looked up at the castle. She gasped. “The castle is so big and beautiful. I never imagined it was this big when I saw it before,” she said. She remembered the ruins of the castle and now it looked nothing like it. This was her first time seeing it at a distance, and the entire castle. It took her breath away, but also made her feel sad. Because she had seen that the ruins had been burned, she knew that at some point, the castle was going to fall into ruin. This home that this gorgeous man found sacred would not always be as majestic as it was now.

      “Yes, it is beautiful. My home. I would die for it. I am loyal to it,” Cameron said.

      Maria looked at him as though she had never seen him until that moment. She liked what she saw.
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      Maria Saunders was starting to feel like she was getting her bearings in this new time. She was still half considering that she could wake up from this dream at any moment, but with every passing hour it was starting to become more pleasant than she could have imagined. That was partly due to the Laird of Dunscaith, Cameron MacLeod.

      She was surprised at how quickly her attraction for him had grown. It wasn't just because he was the most attractive man she had ever seen, and made her body feel things she hadn’t felt in a long time, but also because there was a kindness to him that she was not expecting. He was a Scottish Laird and she expected him to be a hard man. She thought he would be the pillaging and take what he wanted, type of man. But he was quite the opposite and she found that intriguing.

      They spent the entire afternoon walking around the edges of the island, away from prying eyes. Maria was surprised at how much it felt like she was on a date back in her own time. He would probably laugh to know that such a thing existed. This Scottish time was probably more about betrothals and arranged marriages. She wondered why Cameron didn’t seem to have a wife. Or perhaps he did, and he had simply not mentioned it to her? That would be a very player thing to do.

      After they returned from the walk, she felt at ease. She laid down on the bed for a while, feeling better after being able to be outside in the ocean air and allow the sun to kiss her skin. Then she took out the shell that he had given to her. It was a beautiful shell with an iridescent sheen to it. She thought of it as quite a romantic gift and set it down on the table beside the bed.

      Sometime, while thinking about Cameron, and the ordeal she found herself in, Maria drifted off to sleep. It wasn't until there was a loud knock on the door did she wake up.

      It was dark in the room, and for a moment she thought she was back in her apartment in New York City. Then the salty ocean air blew in through the window, and she remembered where she was. She stood up and walked to the door.

      “Yes? Who is it?”

      “It is Heigl, lass. May I enter?”

      “Oh yes, please come in.”

      She heard the key rattling in the lock. Then the door opened and light from the corridor torches filtered in.

      “Oh lass, why are you in the dark? Do you not have flint to light these candles?” Heigl said coming into the room in such a flurry. She carried some items with her, but Maria couldn’t make out what they were in the dark.

      “I do Heigl, but I was asleep when you're knocked on the door. I hadn’t had a chance to light them because it was still daylight when I fell asleep. I must have been very tired.”

      “Oh, I understand, lass. You have been through a lot,” Heigl said as she moved about the room lighting all the candles creating lots of light. Then she lit the logs in the fireplace, poking the logs that were in it to get them to catch flame. The room felt warm and cozy within minutes.

      “What is all this?” Maria said looking at the bundle that Heigl had set on the table. It was a large piece of cloth wrapped around something, tied with a rope.

      “You have been requested to dine with the Laird tonight, and that is going to make you presentable,” Heigl said. Heigl had a knowing look on her face with a mischievous smile, as though she knew something that Maria didn’t.

      “Dine with the Laird? Do you mean go downstairs in front of everyone? I don’t think I can do that, Heigl,” she said. Maria was growing very nervous. It was one thing to spend time with Cameron, but a complete other to be in front of all of those who had suspicions of her. Heigl had been very kind to her and Maria was grateful for it. She felt less alone with having this portly kind woman be kind to her.

      “Oh, but you must. An order from the Laird is an order to be followed. Now go ahead, untie it,” Heigl said.

      Maria move to the bundle and pulled at the rough taffeta yarn, and then unwrapped the cloth. “Oh, this is beautiful.” Maria said holding up a very fine blue dress.

      “Yes, and it will look very lovely on you,” Heigl said.

      “Wait, what is this?” Maria said picking up other items from the bundle. She had what looked like a linen slip dress in her hand, and there was another full linen skirt as well.

      “The under things to wear under the dress. There are several layers, and it is important that they are worn to give the dress its proper look. I don't know where you are from, lass, and the Laird has not told me much. But I saw what you were wearing before and that is not what we wear here, especially the ladies. You cannot go to dinner in the grand hall dressed like an English soldier,” she said.

      Then there was another knock at the door. “Oh good that will be the hot water for you to wash up.” Heigl open the door. A small girl entered with a large bucket of steaming water. She set it on the floor and looked at Maria with wide eyes. Very curious.

      “That is enough, lass. Now be off with you,” Heigl said.

      The girl scampered away and close the door behind her.

      “All right, lass, let's get that dress off of you and scrub you clean,” Heigl said.

      “Scrub me clean? Can’t I have a bath or something?”

      “I shall see to a bath tomorrow. For now there is no time, and we must scrub you here. Hurry up now, turn around and let me unlace that dress.”

      Maria did as she was told, and Heigl pulled the dress off of her.

      “My Lord, what is that that you wear?” Heigl asked as she looked at Maria's bra and panties.

      “Where I’m from, it’s much warmer, and we don’t need our under things to be very long like you do here in Scotland,” Maria said, hoping that was believable and wanting to laugh at the astonishment the woman had on her face.

      “I see. Now put out your arms, lass.”

      Maria did as she was told and allowed Heigl to take the course brush dipping it in the hot water and soap and running it along all of her extremities and body. She had to admit it felt very good to be clean and allowing someone else to wash her was like being at a Korean spa.

      Once they were done, Heigl dried her off with a rough blanket that was on the bed. Then threw it on the floor. “I will bring you fresh blankets for tonight. Now it is time to get into the underthings,” Heigl said.

      Maria sighed, but did as Heigl said. Heigl helped her squeeze into the linen slip,  and full skirt, which she tied tightly around her waist. Maria sucked her stomach in as much as she could, and wondered if she’d be able to eat as she wished with it being so tight. Then Heigl directed her to sit down, which she did, and Heigl pulled out a brush and a bundle of flowers from the bundle that held all of the items.

      “We are going to braid this lovely dark hair nice and pretty with these white flowers from the herb garden. They will do nicely with the blue dress,” Heigl said.

      When they were all done, Maria felt like a new woman. She didn’t have a mirror to look at herself in, but by the smile on Heigl's face she knew that she cleaned up nice.

      “There now, lass, you look fit to dine with the Laird of Dunscaith. Such a pretty girl,” Heigl said.

      “You really think so, Heigl? Thank you so much for all of your help and everything. You are so kind to me.”

      “I am kind to the Laird. He is like a son to me, and what he asks me to do I do it. Now come and I will lead you down to the grand hall, the feast will be starting soon,” Heigl said.

      A few moments later, Maria stood behind Heigl, walking down the corridor toward the end. The smell of cooked fish, seafood, and breads wafted in the air and she realized that she was very hungry. Soft string music played, and she found the music familiar. She remembered that it was the same that she heard the first night she arrived, after crawling through the small door. At that time she thought it was the sounds of the party from the ghost tour, and now she knew that it was the Laird having dinner with his court.

      “Here we are,” Heigl said.

      Maria stopped in the entryway to the grand hall. Her feet felt frozen to the gray stone floor. She took it all in. The ceiling was very high, almost fifteen feet high or more. There was a grand fire in the middle of the room and rows and rows of wooden tables and benches filled the long narrow room. Sitting on the benches were hard looking men in belted plaid, beards, and broad physiques. All of them had swords at their sides and mugs of drink in their hands.

      At the top of the room was a long table, decorated in a more lavish manner with silver candelabras and bouquets of flowers. She had seen enough historical movies to know that was where the Laird sat with his family or trusted advisors.

      “Go on then,” Heigl said placing her hand on Maria’s back and pushing her into the room.

      Suddenly the chatter became lower in volume as most of those seated realized she had entered the room — until it was completely silent except for the string music. All eyes were on her.

      Maria started to sweat. She didn’t like the attention and she remembered that Cameron said everyone suspected that she was a witch.

      “Lass…” the deep voice pulled her out of her panic.

      She turned to see Cameron at her side. He looked gorgeous. His hair was still down, but the top half of it had been pulled back and tied at the crown of his head with a leather strip. Loose tendrils fell around his face, framing his blue-gray eyes that seemed to sparkle in the fire light.

      He wore a fancier plaid cloth that was more blue than green and happened to match her dress. Maria thought he looked to be wearing attire that was more refined than the casual attire she had seen him in so far.

      His large masculine hand was held out to her with his palm facing the floor. Maria placed her hand on top of his.

      “Good. Now just hold your head high and come sit at my side. You are my guest,” he whispered to her.

      She nodded nervously. His smile made her feel a little calmer, then they began to walk through the grand hall toward his table.
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        * * *

      

      Cameron enjoyed feeling her hand on his. The heat gathering there did not escape his notice. When he saw her walk in, his heart stopped. She was the most beautiful creature he had ever seen.

      The white flowers in her hair gave her an angelic look, and the dress cinched tightly on her waist, showed her womanly tall body. He’d gone to her side immediately. Cameron knew that if he showed his court that he accepted her as a friend to the clan, then they would have no choice but to do the same. And he very much wanted her accepted by his clan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

        

      

    

    
      Maria sat at the long table, at the head of the hall next to Cameron. She felt nervous because she knew that all eyes were on her, including those of Bran. She also knew very well what the man thought of her, that she was a witch or a spy, and she didn't know which one was worse in their eyes.

      “Have some of this, it is quite potent, but I think that you will like it,” Cameron said taking a glass bottle from a servant that hovered over his shoulder. He poured the liquid into her goblet.

      “What is it?”

      “A whisky we brew here ourselves, not for the faint hearted,” he said. “We only drink it in the evenings because it is a bit strong.”

      “Oh, are you trying to get me drunk?” she said.

      Cameron turned to her and gave her a strong look. It was a look filled with lust, and it made Maria become very warm in the layers of her dress.

      “Would I have to?” he said in a low husky whisper.

      Maria's eyes grew wide and she blushed but didn’t respond to him. Instead she picked up the goblet and smelled the fragrant liquor. It was very strong. She took a small drink, and then began to cough lightly.

      Cameron let out a soft laugh. “You were warned, lass,” he said.

      She set down the glass and looked around the room, taking it all in. It was a very lively situation, and in this moment she felt like she was back in her own time partaking in one of those themed restaurants like Medieval Times. How strange it all was.

      Then there were three very sharp notes let out by the stringed musician, and everyone cheered.

      “What's going on?” she asked Cameron.

      “It is the feast being brought in,” he said.

      Just as he said it, a long line of servants entered the hall, each of them carrying platters of food to set down on the various tables. Maria was very moved by the way that these people were grateful for food. In her time it was generally taken for granted unless you lived in a poorer country, but these people knew how much work was involved in delivering the food from the land to the kitchen and then to the table. They cheered for it and were very happy for it. She could really get used to this simple way of life and being grateful for the small things.

      Platters were set before her and Cameron, and the rest of his men who sat at his table. There were large pots of fish stew, loaves of bread, roasted vegetables, and meat pies. Seeing all displayed in front of her felt very festive.

      “This is so wonderful and festive,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      Cameron looked at her. Her eyes were filled with wonder and there was a smile on those beautiful lips. He was glad to see her happy. He had seen so much worry and stress in her eyes since her arrival that he wanted to give her a little bit of reprieve from it. He knew that having her as his guest for dinner was the right thing to do, no matter how many people stared at them. He wanted them to look at her, to see that she was no danger at all. It was very important.

      A loud cough broke Cameron’s focus from Maria’s face. It was Hugh, who sat on the other side of Maria. Hugh gave him a look that he took to mean he needed to make introductions.

      “Oh yes, Maria, please allow me to introduce you to my cousin, Hugh. He is my stable master and one of my advisors. I trust him with my life,” Cameron said.

      “Very nice to meet you, sir,” Maria said with a smile.

      “And you, lass, very good to meet you as well. You were right, Cameron, she is very bonny, but that is not why I drew your attention. I think you are forgetting something,” Hugh said gesturing toward the rest of the hall.

      Cameron turned to see that all eyes were on him, waiting. He quickly stood up, realizing he was neglecting his duty to his people. He held up his goblet and said, “In honor of my guest, the lovely lass, Miss Maria Saunders, let the feast begin.”
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        * * *

      

      Cheers overtook the hall, but Maria was quite stunned to see that Cameron had devoted this feast in her honor. She didn't know if the cheers were in agreement of that, or simply because everyone was about to eat. She smiled a polite smile, knowing that she was being judged by all.

      “Pick up your goblet,” Cameron said quietly to her.

      Maria quickly picked up her goblet and raised it in the air. Cameron pushed his goblet against hers, and then they drank. She was glad that he was trying so hard to get everyone to see her as a person because she knew that her life depended on it. Cameron sat down and the servants began to serve him and Maria from the soup bowls first.

      “Thank you for doing that, you did not have to,” she said quietly to him.

      “Oh, but I did, lass. The more my people see you and not some mystery locked in the tower, the more they will think of you as a person and not a witch.”

      “I know your charms are starting to work on me,” Hugh interrupted with a cheery laugh.

      Maria smiled at him, glad that he was much more pleasant than the other cousin, Bran.

      The entire hall was very festive as everyone ate and enjoyed the food and drink. The musicians in the corner played on their stringed instruments and Maria again recognized some of the songs, they were the same that had played the night that she arrived. How long ago that seemed for her now even though it had only been a few days. She knew that what she was hearing that night she arrived had been everyone sitting in this very hall enjoying a meal. She was glad that she didn’t follow the music and stumble into the Great Hall because her demeanor at that time would have made her look crazed and no doubt many of these men would have put a sword through her in order to protect their Laird.

      “Are you alright, lass?” Cameron said leaning over to her side.

      “Yes, all is well. Thank you very much for this. It feels good to be out of the room,” she said pulling out of her thoughts about the night that she arrived.

      “I understand. I am sorry that you have been locked up in that room, it is for your own protection. But perhaps with more time, you can have some freedoms,” he said.

      As soon as he said, some time... her smile turned into a frown. Was she destined to stay in this time period forever?

      “What is it that bothers you, lass?” Is the food not to your liking?”

      “No, the food is very good,” she said. “I was just wondering if I would ever get back to my own home. I miss it,” she said.

      “I understand. Perhaps when my friend comes to visit, she will have some answers for you. She knows the mysteries of this Castle better than anyone.”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      “For now, you are here as my guest. Enjoy your meal, enjoy the evening,” he said pouring more whisky into her glass.

      Maria knew he was right and tried to focus on enjoying her time in this strange world and time. After the eating was done, a very informal manner took over the hall. Everyone walked around the Great Hall enjoying conversations at various tables. A few drunken people danced in front of the musicians, laughing and having a good time. Maria thought of it as a party, and she was glad that the focus seemed to be taken off of her, except for one man who continued to look at her from across the room as he sat at a table with a few other men, who also stared at her.

      “Who is that man?” she asked Cameron as they stood together.

      “That is my tanist, and cousin Bran.”

      She remembered the name, it was the man that he argued with outside her door who thought of her as a witch and did not trust her. She quickly looked away and smiled at those who walked by her.
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        * * *

      

      Bran glanced at his colleagues who seemed to think the same way about the new woman as he did. “Look at the way she smiles. Cameron is known to turn a blind eye when it comes to a pretty face. Look how close and how familiar they are, she could poison his whisky at any moment if she wished,” he muttered.

      “Aye, tis true. But what is to be done about it?” one of the men said to Bran.

      “There is nothing to be done. The Laird is set in his ways, and we are loyal to his word. All we can do is keep an eye on her and make sure that she does not get the opportunity to cause him any harm,” Bran said.

      The men agreed, and then continued watching.
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        * * *

      

      Maria could feel eyes upon her from across the room. She knew that Bran and his men still stared at her. Obviously they didn’t trust her and being a detective herself she knew to keep an eye on the suspect. That was exactly what they were doing to her, they thought that she would be the suspect in some sort of harm coming to Cameron. Not that it was true. She would never harm him. But fine, they could watch her all they wished because she wouldn’t be doing anything to harm their precious Laird.

      Her eyes turned to the man in question and she watched him circulate the room. Stopping and chatting with people at each table, he made them all seem very important to him. As she watched, she continued to drink the potent whiskey he’d poured for her. He wasn’t wrong, it was very strong and she was starting to feel the effects of it.
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        * * *

      

      “Watch your step there,” Cameron said an hour later. He had been keeping an eye on her, but he also took the time to mingle and talk with those in the hall. He had not realized that while he was away from her side she had drank quite a bit of the very strong whisky.

      “I’m fine,” Maria said with a small hiccup. She put her hand over her mouth, her eyes flying to his and her cheeks turning pink. “I suppose I had quite a bit more of the drink than I realized.”

      “Come, I will walk you back to your room,” he said taking the goblet of whisky from her hand.

      “Kay, I think that is a good idea.”

      “Kay? What is this word?” he said amused.

      She grinned up at him sleepily. “Hmmm, kay, short for okay, means all right, or yes, I agree.”

      Cameron chuckled and held out his arm for her. She looped her arm in his and walked at his side as they made their way out of the hall. He led her through the maze of corridors and stairs until they were at her door. He hesitated, really wanting to kiss her, but with how much she’d had to drink, he was unsure.
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        * * *

      

      Maria stopped at his side in front of her door and had a strange feeling. It felt like she was back in her own time on a date in New York with the guy stopping in front of her Brownstone apartment to kiss her goodnight. She turned to look at Cameron, tilting her head up because he was much taller than she was, and she really liked that. She looked into those gorgeous blue eyes and could still see the bright color of them even though the corridor was dark and only lit by torchlight.

      “Well, I had a very good time tonight. Thank you for inviting me,” she said. It startled her that those words were the same words she would say after a date in New York in her own time, and yet it seemed to be the right thing to say in this time as well. Such a strange coincidence.

      “Aye, I did as well, lass. I have something for you,” he said moving closer.

      Maria grew very heated. She braced herself tilting her head back even further, ready for him to kiss her. Her entire body came alive. He moved closer, and she found herself closing her eyes and feeling a bit dizzy from being drunk. But she waited, knowing he was about to place his lips on hers at any moment. But then she felt something like cold metal be placed into her hand. She opened her eyes confused. Maria looked down and saw that there was a skeleton key in her hand. Was he not going to kiss her?

      “What is this?”

      “I thought about what you said earlier. That it was good to get out of your room. I want you to stay in your room for your own safety, but during the day you may walk around the castle and into the courtyard. But you must not leave the castle gates. This key is to your room so that you can lock it from the inside,” Cameron said.

      Though she was a bit disappointed that he wasn’t going to kiss her, she was excited for her new freedom. “Really? That's great. Thank you so much, Cameron.”

      “But I must have your word that you will not leave this room at night. Only at sunlight with the exception of eating dinner, but I will come get you or Heigl will. Then I will walk you to your door afterward. This key is only for you to leave your room during the day time, is that understood?”

      “Yes, I understand. Thank you again.”

      Cameron opened her door and walked into her room. She was confused and wondering what he was going to do. Maybe he was going to kiss her after all? But that was not the case. He simply walked around the room, making sure there was no one else in there waiting for her.

      “The room is safe. Lock the door behind me, lass. Sleep well,” he said. For a moment Cameron looked at her.

      Maria hoped that he would kiss her, pull her close and maybe stay the night with her, but then the look on his face went from lustful to soft, almost caring, like he didn’t want to take advantage of her since she’d been drinking.  He gave her one more heated look and then he turned away from her and closed the door behind him.

      Maria pushed the skeleton key into the lock and struggled with it for a moment. She had never used such a key in her life. Finally she got the door locked and pulled on it several times to make sure she had done it right. Then she took the key and set it on the table. She popped herself back on the bed, remembering just how stupid she felt that she thought he was going to kiss her. She had closed her eyes and everything, tilting her head back in anticipation only to be disappointed. “That was so stupid, Maria.”

      But before she could feel any more embarrassed, she drifted off to sleep, wearing the layers and layers of clothes.

      The next day, Maria woke with quite the headache and drank as much water as she could. After a visit from Heigl, who helped her get dressed in a new dress, Maria took advantage of her newfound freedom. The very first place she wanted to go was outside.

      She made her way into the courtyard and found a few steps to sit on. There she stayed for quite some time simply observing the residents of the castle go about their daily chores. How fulfilling it must feel to labor all day and have that end with good results like putting dinner on the table or having clean laundry. It was all so simple, and she could see how it would bring great joy. It seemed so much simpler than life in New York. She couldn’t recall a time when she’d been happy to just have food on the table, or clean clothes after a day of chores. Sure, her days had been satisfying working as a NYPD officer, at least she’d thought they were at the time, but now? Now she wasn’t so sure about anything anymore.

      Shaking off those thoughts, Maria spent the other half of the day walking around inside the castle, trying to get her bearings and walking out onto the turrets to get a view of the ocean. It was very beautiful all around.

      That evening, once again she had dinner sitting at Cameron’s side, and afterward he walked her to her door once more.

      By the next day, Maria was starting to fall into a routine with Cameron making sure that her basic needs were met. He visited with her often throughout the day and always made sure that she would join him for dinner at his side, but she could not be sure if his interest in her was merely because she was a time traveler, or something else. She didn't dare consider it.
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      Cameron MacLeod, was enjoying the company of the strange woman who had appeared in his castle. There was something unusual about her and the fact that he could not figure that out made her very intriguing to him. It was possible that she was magic, or a witch, but would that be so bad?

      He knew the dangers, that his tanist continued to tell him was possible about this young woman. Bran considered her to be a spy or a dangerous woman. But the more time that Cameron spent taking Maria into the hall to enjoy the evening feast, the more that the people seemed to accept her. She was kind and curious and his people seemed to pick up on that, just as he had.

      The past two nights he had enjoyed those evenings because he was able to walk her back to her room, where temptation continued to plague him. He wanted to kiss her, but he knew that he could not. It would not be right. She was a guest and a stranger in his lands. He did not want to seem as though he was taking advantage of the young lass.

      But one thing was for certain, he was thoroughly enjoying her company and having her living at his castle.

      The next morning, Hugh's mother Erin arrived. He was very glad that she had come to the castle so that she could advise Maria on what had happened to her. He also wanted to know some answers.

      “Did you find any information about what could possibly be going on here?” he asked Erin as he walked her up the stairs toward Maria's room.

      “I did indeed. I read some old books, and there are a few mentions of sightings of the Scathach. So I need to hear first-hand what the young lass has to say. Then I will know how it relates to what I have read and found,” she said.

      “Yes, of course. Right this way. I am so glad that you have come.”

      Cameron stopped in front of Maria’s door, it was just before the noon meal, and he did not know if she was walking the castle grounds or not. He knocked on the door.

      “It’s Cameron. I have brought my cousin to see you, she might have some information for you,” he said loudly.

      Within a moment the door opened. Looking upon her beautiful face, he almost forgot that Erin stood behind him. He found that this was happening more often every time he looked at Maria after he had not seen her for a few hours. It was as though her beauty captivated him all over again.

      “Hello. Yes I remember you said something about a visitor. Please, won't you come in?” Maria invited.

      “Thank you,” Erin said.

      “Maria Saunders, may I introduce you to my cousin, and the mother of Hugh. She lives nearby a few miles away from the castle and is a very wise woman. I trust her and therefore I hope that you would trust her,” Cameron said as he walked into her room behind Erin and close the door.

      “It is nice to meet you, Erin. I am so glad that you have come,” Maria said.

      “Of course. When my Laird calls for my help I answer, as any good Scot would,” Erin said as she walked in a circle around Maria.

      Maria started to grow nervous as the woman seemed to be sizing her up and judging her. Because Maria was wearing the traditional Scottish clothing, she wondered if Erin would see anything unusual about her or did she just look like a woman playing a trick from this very time?

      “Now, I want to hear everything that you have to say. Start from the beginning,” Erin said standing in front of Maria with her hands on her hips.

      Maria looked at Cameron, he nodded his head encouraging her.

      “You can trust her. Tell her you are from the future,” Cameron said.

      “Alright then. I shall start at the beginning. I was in my own time, and I came to this Castle only it is in ruins in my time. Hundreds of years into the future, I went through a door down in the catacombs and entered this time.”

      “Tell her the details of the door. She can show you on her device,” Cameron said.

      “Yes, the camera. I will show you,” Maria said. She moved to the table and opened the drawer to pull out what she called the GoPro camera. After explaining to Erin what the camera was, she showed her exactly what she had showed Cameron.

      Erin appeared quite stunned, and Cameron understood this reaction to the GoPro device, he had been quite startled by it himself. Then of course watching the device and seeing her transfer through the door, it was a great deal to take in.

      “I believe I need to sit down a moment,” Erin said pulling the chair from under the table and sitting down.

      “Aye, and a stiff drink too, I’d imagine,” Cameron said pulling out a flask of whisky. He gave it to Erin, and she took a long swig and then another. The room was silent for a few moments as Erin took the time to get her bearings.
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        * * *

      

      In this moment, Maria looked at Cameron. He looked just as attractive as ever. He was looking at Erin with concern and a gentleness that made Maria care for him more than she already did. Though he was a strong and brawny man, he had a good heart and she could see that. His blue gray eyes showed his gentle demeanor, but his strong arms and hard body showed his strength physically.

      “Very well. I will tell you what I have found in my readings and looking at your moving paintings, I think that there is some truth to it. Lass, have you ever heard of the Scathach?” Erin finally said.

      Maria searched her mind remembering where she had heard that term before. Then it hit. “Yes, I remember hearing of the Scathach from one of the people I was with on the tour. But they did not have much to say other than it was possibly a witch who lived here long ago and used the castle…even possibly built the castle. That is as much as I know,” Maria said.

      “Aye, that is true and that is what I found in my readings. MacLeod, this very Castle it is said was built by the Scathach, long ago. She used it to train other warriors not only in the ways of fighting, but in the ways of witchcraft and magic. I have always thought of them as legend.”

      “Yes, legends and ghost stories. I have heard the story since I was a wee lad, of a ghost woman walking around this Castle. But it is just stories,” Cameron said.

      “Yes, just stories to us all. But now this woman is here, Maria, having gone through a magical portal. That portal must have been put there by the Scathach. It is possible that she still uses it to this day to go back and forth at different time and places,” Erin said.

      “But why now? Why has no one found it before? This portal?” Cameron asked.

      “That, I cannot answer. Perhaps the Scathach is the only one who can pass through it, unless a human is there at the right place and the right time? It is possible that Maria came upon it just after the Scathach had used it and it was still active? Or perhaps the Scathach wished to bring her through for some unknown reason? I want to see it for myself, and then maybe I will have some answers for you,” Erin said.

      “Yes, of course let us all go,” Cameron said.

      Maria nodded and grabbed her plaid wrap, draping it around her shoulders.

      Together the group walked down into the dungeons, a path that was starting to become very familiar to Maria, she no longer felt lost in the castle. Finally they arrived in the catacombs, and Maria showed Erin the door. But just as before, Erin wasn’t able to open it. Maria and Cameron also tried, and it did not budge. There did not seem to be anything magical about it.

      “Well lass, I am sorry to say that no one knows if the Scathach is still around and alive. Perhaps she is lost in some time, we will never know. So there is no true way for me to know if there is a way back for you. I am sorry that I cannot be more help. I will continue looking through the old text to see if I can find anything.”

      “So that is it? I’m stuck here?” she asked.

      “For now, lass, Yes,” Erin said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

        

      

    

    
      Maria sat on the bed in her room. Cameron had said his goodbyes to his cousin Erin, but that had all gone by in a flash as he took a shocked Maria back to her room. Everything that happened after Erin said that there was no way back through the portal for Maria, had been a blur. Maria, it appeared was stuck in his time with no way back to her own. .

      “Maria? Maria?” Cameron moved in front of her. He had not seen the strong woman look in this way since he’d known her. She looked quite despondent as her gaze stared at the wall across the room. He knew that it was Erin's words that had frightened her and left her in this state. He sat down beside her on the bed.

      Putting his hand on her shoulder, she finally turned her gaze to him. Her eyes were glazed as though she were trying to fight back tears.

      “What did you say?” Her voice was soft and weak.

      “I simply said your name. Are you feeling ill?” he asked, hoping that the shock had not left her feeling sick, for he did not have a bucket handy and he did not wish to leave her at just that moment.

      “I feel... I feel...”

      “Confused?” he suggested.

      “Yes, precisely. Can you blame me?” She looked up at him, her lips trembling. “I’ve just been told by the only person who seems to know what’s going on here that I’m stuck here. I want to go home,” she said. Tears began to flow down her cheeks.

      Cameron felt bad to see her in such a way. He put his arm across her back and pulled her side against his side. “I understand. I cannot imagine what you feel at this moment. To know you cannot return home. I couldn’t bear not returning to my home here,” he said.

      “You do understand.” Maria turned to him, looking into his blue-grey eyes.

      “I do.”
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        * * *

      

      For a moment, she was locked by those eyes and held their prisoner. His strong hand moved from her shoulder down her arm, rubbing and consoling her. Maria was strong, but she needed to be held. She allowed her body to lean against his side.

      “I understand your sorrow, lass, I do,” he whispered.

      Maria tucked her head into his brawny neck and cried. Her body shook with tremors as she did so, finally letting go. She was finally giving in to the facts, that she was stuck in this time period and there was nothing to be done about it. She would never see her family again. New York City was in the future and she would never live there again. Her hard work to make detective in her own life had all been for nothing. This was all overwhelming, so much so, that all she could do was cry.
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        * * *

      

      “Shh… I am here for you, lass. Let it go. Your tears are necessary,” Cameron said pulling her closer against him.

      He wanted to take her pain away, but there was nothing he could do. Cameron MacLeod, the Laird of the land was not used to being powerless. He could always order for something to be done to fix things. But this time, there was nothing. He had sought the advice of Erin, hoping that the wise woman would have a solution, however she did not have a way to fix the door.

      Guilt, set in. He was glad that Erin could not solve the door, because although he wanted to make Maria happy, he also wanted to keep her. It was a selfish thing for him to think, he knew that much. But he also knew this woman had stirred him like no other. Even now as she cried in his arms, he wanted nothing more than to take her and make her truly his.

      “Lass…” he said putting his massive hand on her chin to lift her head and tearful eyes to his.

      “Cameron…” she whispered.

      Her pink full lips trembled, and he could not bear it any longer. Cameron pressed his lips to hers. A soft moan escaped her mouth, making him hungrier. He had longed to taste her lips and he was not disappointed. He moved his hands up and down her back and he pressed her against his body. Relief swept through him when she raised her arms and placed her hands behind his neck. She twisted her fingers into his hair as she kissed him back. Was she just as hungry for him as he was for her?
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        * * *

      

      Maria felt heat rush through her body as he kissed her. She was losing herself to the lustful feelings overcoming her. She adored feeling his strong hands rubbing up and down her back. For the first time since she arrived she felt happy to have to stay in this time. His strong manly presence next to her did things to her that she’d never felt before. He kissed her harder, and suddenly she found herself slowly reclining backward, onto the mattress. Cameron's heavy body pressed on top of her, and she let out a soft moan.

      She had longed to run her fingers through his thick blond hair, and she was finally able to scratch that itch. She gripped it, as she kissed him. And then her hand moved down his neck and over his broad shoulder down to his bicep. It was very large and strong and hard. She wanted to explore every inch of his body, and there was nothing that would stop her from doing so. She was completely lost in the moment of heavy petting. Cameron's strong hand move down the side of her body and then back up, and she wanted more. He was being quite the gentleman, but she wanted him to  cup her breasts and feel his large hands touching her intimately.

      Suddenly there was a loud pounding at the door. Cameron sat up abruptly, and Maria felt quite annoyed that they were being disturbed in this moment. She needed him and his consoling her with kisses had calmed her greatly. Only moments before she was worried about being stuck in this ancient time forever, but now that anxiety had been replaced with sensual exhilaration and she wanted to hold on to it for as long as she could before her anxiety returned.

      “Who is there?” Cameron's deep voice boomed across the room as he stood up and walked to the door.

      Maria stood up from the bed and pushed her hair back, trying to make herself presentable.
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        * * *

      

      Cameron was extremely frustrated, in more ways than one, when the banging at the door stopped him from getting his fill of this sensual woman. He had ached to kiss her since her arrival, and yet he was only able to indulge in that fantasy for a few minutes before being interrupted. Such was the life of the Laird of the castle, all decisions were made by him and needed his attention at all times. But why did it have to be this time, his lips were still hot from her kiss and his member was gorging.

      He angrily yanked the door open. Hugh stood on the other side.

      “Of course, it is you.” He sighed. “What is it, Hugh?” Cameron said.

      Hugh looked at him and then looked at Maria over Cameron’s shoulder, giving Cameron a look of disapproval. “The MacDonalds have just approached the bridge.”

      “The MacDonalds? They are not due to visit us,” Cameron said.

      “I am aware of that. Which is why I came to look for you immediately, but you were not in your chambers or anywhere to be found in the castle. Then I thought to look here, which should have been my first stop,” Hugh said.

      “I will come straight away just a moment,” Cameron said and closed the door. He turned back to Maria. “Stay here. Lock the door with your key. I have to attend to this. The MacDonalds have been rivals off and on, and we never know what to expect from them. I will have food brought to you later. But do not leave this room unless I come to get you myself,” Cameron said, worrying that there was to be trouble.

      “Rivals? What do you mean? Are you in danger?” Maria said looking concerned.

      “I do not know. Stay here as I said, so I can determine if there is to be trouble,” Cameron said and then gave her one more hard kiss. “Lock the door.” Then he turned and reopened the door, striding across the threshold. Hugh was leaning against the wall waiting for him. Cameron slammed the door behind him, but it did not help. He still felt frustrated.
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        * * *

      

      Maria’s hand went to her lips, she was very confused. She walked back and forth in her room, not sure what to make of all of it. She was still reeling from the fact that her body had responded in such a way to Cameron. Then remember what he’d said, she rushed to lock the door. As she did, she heard shouts in the courtyard. She quickly moved to the window and watched as Cameron entered the courtyard followed by twenty of his armed men, some of them on horseback. On the turrets she noticed more men, standing with bows ready.

      There was loud shouting, and Maria was growing quite nervous. She wished that she had her Glock with her, she didn't like feeling useless and she was a trained cop after all, good with a firearm, though these people wouldn't even know what that was at this time.

      She had a hard time making out what was being said with the thick Scottish accents and what she could overhear were just a few words. Something about the MacDonalds requesting permission to approach the gates of the castle. They wanted an audience with Cameron.

      Maria knew enough history to know that an audience with Cameron would take place in the Great Hall. She had to know what was going on.

      Then she watched as Cameron and his men entered the castle again, and guards were sent to open the gates. It was obvious that Cameron had granted such a visit. She suddenly grew even more nervous. If there were this many armed guards it was because they thought that the MacDonalds were a threat to Cameron and she didn’t want to lose the only friend that she had made in this time. Without him she would definitely be lost, and he had captured her heart.

      She waited and watched. A few minutes later the gates to the castle opened and a group of people arrived on horseback. She noticed they wore red and white colors, different than the blue and green she was used to seeing around the castle.

      A man and a young woman dismounted from their horses, along with the group of five men behind them. Bran greeted them and then led them inside the castle.

      “Oh, I can’t bear this,” Maria said. She quickly grabbed her key and unlocked her door. Quietly, she made her way down to the great hall. She did not stop until she was near an entryway but stayed hidden.

      “Why have you come?” Cameron asked the man standing before him.

      Maria observed that this man was of medium height with dark hair. She could see that his eyes were green, and he had a devilish grin on his face, which was unsettling to her.

      Behind him stood a younger girl, only about nineteen or twenty years of age, very young, Maria thought. The girl seemed to be looking around at the grand hall as though trying to memorize it. Five armed men stood behind her and Maria could tell that they were MacDonald men because of the red and white plaid they wore.

      “I, Jamie MacDonald, have been sent by my father Laird Duncan MacDonald as a diplomat,” the man said.

      “I know who you are,” Cameron said annoyed.

      “Yes, of course, old friend. I have been sent to discuss the trade routes across our land that border your land. There has been much upheaval at our home as our shipments have not been arriving, at all,” Jamie said.

      “I see,” Cameron said. “And what proof do you have that this is a problem on our side?”

      “I do not have any proof as to what or why shipments seem to come across trouble when approaching the border, but that is why I have come, so that together we may seek out the problem and deal with it. It is my father’s wish,” Jamie said.

      Maria didn’t like this one bit, something was off with this. She watched as Bran whispered in Cameron’s ear and she wished she knew what was being said. She looked at the MacDonalds, including the armed men and didn’t like the look of them at all. They reminded her of street gangs in New York with the way they carried themselves and looked at Cameron’s men. They were heated and ready for a fight.  Guys like that were not looking for peace and negotiations, they were looking for blood.

      “You wish me to offer you residence here in my castle while you seek answers, though our clans have always been at odds?” Cameron asked.

      “It is the right thing to do, is it not?” Jamie smiled.

      Maria had a bad feeling about this. She knew Cameron to be an honorable man and that he would accept a request for hospitality because he had been so hospitable to her, an outsider and possible witch time traveler.

      Then she recalled where she had heard the name MacDonald. In reading about the castle’s ownership, the MacDonalds were listed as a conquering clan. Meaning they had taken the castle at some point in time through violence. What year did that happen? What year am I in now? Why did I not think to ask? Maria’s mind started to race. Who was the Laird during that conquest? She could remember nothing. Booking her trip last minute meant she only briefly read some information on the plane about the castle and Skye. She mostly paid attention to the ghost stories and nothing more, since that was the purpose of the trip. Now she wished she had paid more attention to the guide’s information instead of falling asleep on the bus. Could this be the start of the MacDonald invasion? She had to warn Cameron!

      Maria watched as Cameron looked to Bran and then nodded his head. Bran seemed very disappointed in it.

      “Very well. You Jamie MacDonald and your wife may have accommodations in the castle. Your men however must stay in the castle ground barracks among my own men. They will have food and beds, but not within these walls. Then you and I may discuss these problems with the trade paths together at length until we come to a plan,” Cameron said.

      “I thank you kindly, Laird of Dunscaith. I only want peace and solutions,” Jamie said with a bow.

      “As do I. You will be seen to your accommodations,” Cameron said.

      Cameron nodded to his men who then escorted the MacDonalds.

      Maria watched growing more and more nervous by the second as these treacherous men of this rival clan were now staying on castle grounds. This wouldn’t be good.
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      Maria moved down the corridor, hoping that no one would see that she had been spying on the meeting. She didn't need to be looked at as any more suspicious than they already were looking at her. As she walked, she was trying to remember everything she could about the information she read about the MacDonalds taking over the castle at some point. But she couldn't remember. She realized just how much she took for granted having access to the internet in her own life when she needed to look up information in order to help solve a crime. Now she had to rely on her memories, and so far it wasn't helping.

      “What are ye doing in this part of the castle, witch?” The voice was deep and startling.

      Maria had been lost in her own thoughts while she was walking back to her room and didn't realize that she took a wrong turn. She looked around, seeing Bran coming down the corridor toward her. She stood up straight, she had faced New York City criminals and she was not going to let this Scottish man who didn't even have a gun intimidate her. She put her chin up high as she looked at the walls.

      “I was on my way back to my room and I think I got turned around. That’s all,” she said turning her back to him, in order to retrace her steps. But she felt his hand around her wrist, stopping her.

      “I do not believe ye. What are ye really doing in this part? Are ye looking for the bed chambers of the Laird in order to seduce him and kill him in his sleep? I will not allow it,” Bran said.

      Maria narrowed her eyes at him. “No I’m not looking for his bed chambers. But I do wish to speak with him. The MacDonalds are not to be trusted.”

      “And how exactly would ye know that? How would an outsider know that? Are ye working with the MacDonalds as well? Is that why ye are here? They sent ye ahead of their clan in order to make yer plans. Perhaps ye've been signaling them from yer window high in the tower?” he accused.

      As he continued to make his suspicions about her known, she realized just how much his thoughts seemed plausible. First she showed up out of nowhere before the MacDonalds, and now she was trying to give them warnings about them. But how would she know anything about the MacDonalds at all if she were a true outsider as she said she was. Still she was not going to allow Bran to make her feel terrified.

      “No. I’m not working for the MacDonalds. I work for no one. All I know is that they are dangerous to keep here and that is something I think your Laird should know.”

      “And I believe ye should leave yer mad ravings to yerself. Ye will cause an all-out war between us and the MacDonald Clan with yer ridiculousness,” Bran said as he tightened his grip on her wrist and dragged her down the corridor.

      Maria was struggling to get loose, but this Scottish man was very strong. “Let go of me, you brute.”

      “Ye are lucky that I am only dragging ye back to yer room and not to the dungeon where I think that ye belong.”

      “I do not belong in the dungeon. I belong back home. I just want to go home and I'm only doing you a favor by warning you about the MacDonalds,” Maria said to him.

      However, Bran was not going to listen, and she knew it. He opened her door and pushed her inside. She nearly fell on the floor as she stumbled across the room, catching herself with the table because he had flung her so hard. She turned to him and gave him an angry look.

      “Stay in yer room, witch. And stay out of this. And I order ye to stop trying to manipulate the Laird with yer sweet tongue and honey words,” Bran said and then slammed her door.

      Maria let out a very frustrated groan. “Ugh! You jerk!”

      She moved to the window and watched as the MacDonalds men were led through the courtyard and out the gates. She assumed they would be staying just outside the gates where there were several long halls of barracks. At least they wouldn't be in the castle where any of them could possibly assassinate Cameron at any moment.

      She found that she was very worried for his safety, especially after they had shared such a heated and passionate kiss, one that suddenly came back to her as she thought about it. They had been interrupted by Bran in that moment, warning them of the arrivals and things have escalated from there. So she hadn’t had a moment to reflect on how delicious that moment was. She turned around and looked at the bed where they had lay before, kissing and touching. She wanted more of it and she felt guilty about that.
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        * * *

      

      After giving orders to Hugh to keep an eye on the MacDonald men out in the barracks, Cameron made sure to put other precautions into place now that Jamie MacDonald would be staying in the castle. He would need a guard outside his door, as well as one posted outside Maria's door. He walked through the castle giving orders, setting everything into place so that they were ready for the unexpected. Then he decided that he would visit Maria and tell her that she would be dining in the Great Hall with him in order to welcome their guests.

      “Where are ye going? Have ye set guards in place? What do you think it is that Jamie really wants?” Bran said coming around the corner and meeting up with Cameron in the corridor.

      “I do not know. Either it truly is a visit regarding the trade routes, or he is up to something else. I suspect both. The guards are in place,” Cameron said.

      “And where are ye going now?” Bran asked. Bran turned and looked down the hallway toward Maria's room. “Do not let that woman bewitch ye, Cameron. Ye are becoming infatuated with her and when that happens ye do not think clearly. We have all seen it before and now is not a good time. Leave her in her room, see that she is fed and taken care of but do not visit her until this thing with Jamie is done and he is gone from this Castle. I advise ye of this as your Tanist.”

      “That is advice that I did not ask for,” Cameron said.

      “Then why make me yer trusted Tanist if ye are not going to heed my advice and warnings?”

      “Because I thought it would make you feel good,” Cameron said giving him a grin and punching him lightly on the shoulder.

      Bran looked incredibly annoyed. “I am only looking out for yer best interest,” he muttered.

      Cameron stood outside Maria's door, remembering what had happened right before they were interrupted. He wanted more of it, but as his body responded to that memory he knew that he had to listen to Bran in some capacity. Bran was right, this woman would cloud his judgment. Therefore, he could not step into her room. He knocked on the door.

      “What happened? Is everything all right?” Maria said opening the door.

      “Everything is fine. We will have guests at the castle, members of the MacDonald Clan. The Laird MacDonald’s son. I have come to ask you to  join us for dinner, and I expect you to keep your journey here private. We cannot trust these people. My people do as I say, and if I tell them you are not a witch, then they will not spread such information. But the MacDonalds on the other hand, well they could find out that information and do what they please with it after they leave. I don't need an entire mob from the countryside showing up at the castle gates to demand your head. But if they find out that you are staying here and were locked up in your room, then that will only create more suspicions. Therefore, I ask that you  dress, and come to dinner, but say nothing of where you come from. Is that understood?” he demanded.

      Maria narrowed her eyes at him. His asking was really more a polite demand, and he knew it. He could tell that he did not like being told what to do. Though he hoped she understood his need for her to do as he said in this particular situation.

      “Fine. I will come to dinner and say nothing. Is that all you have to say to me?” she said, her voice filled with anger.

      Cameron looked at her and could see the fire in her eyes. It only served to make him want her more. He restrained himself to not push inside the room and kiss her angry lips. Instead he took a step backwards. “That is all. Heigl will come to you with a change of clothes. I will see you at dinner.”

      Then he turned on his heels and walked away from her door. He knew that he could not stay near her any longer or he would have kissed her and then he would not be able to stop there. He would lose the entire night to her bedchamber.
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        * * *

      

      Maria watched the tall Scot walk away. She had wanted to give him the same warning that she had told Bran about the MacDonalds, but he had made her angry and she forgot that she wanted to mention it. She closed the door and locked it behind her with the key. Maria plopped down on the bed feeling a little annoyed. Only a few hours before Cameron had been amorous, and had touched her gently with a passionate kiss, and now he was being aloof and controlling.

      “I guess men haven't changed that much since the old days,” she said rolling her eyes as she compared her interaction with Cameron to dating in modern New York City.

      An hour later, Heigl showed up at her door with a very nice dress that she hadn’t seen before. It was quite elegant, and something told her it was because of the guests staying at the castle.

      “I think this might be too elegant and lavish for me, Heigl,” she said as Heigl held up the gown.

      “It might be more than what you are used to wearing, but that is because the MacDonald Clan is here. It is customary to show the other clans that your own clan is in good standing with good wealth, and not weak. If the MacLeod Clan would show up to dinner looking disheveled and poor, it would give the visiting clan reason to think they were weak and would want to invade and conquer. These things are known, lass,” Heigl said.

      “Oh, I guess that makes sense. But I’m not part of the MacLeod Clan,” Maria said.

      “No, you are not. But you are a guest that is being taken care of by the MacLeod Clan and that means that you will be treated with the utmost respect and good material offerings. If the MacLeod Clan is able to show that people who stay with them are treated lavishly, then it not only shows that the MacLeod Clan has class, but also riches to spare. Is it not so where you are from, lass?” Heigl asked confused.

      “Yes, I suppose it is. I just never thought of it that way,” Maria said. The only thing she could think of that was close to it was how people bragged about what they had on social media.

      “There, don't you look a sight,” Heigl said putting her hands on Maria's hips and turning her toward the mirror she’d had brought in. Maria was stunned by her own reflection.

      “Oh my,” she murmured looking at her form in the mirror that seemed to carry the heavy folds of fabric and V waisted dress very well. Her blue black hair was done up with curls pinned to her head, which dangled down with ribbons as though they themselves were jewelry. The entire ensemble was blue, dark blue and light blue in places, and it went to show that the MacLeod Clan had ownership over her of some sort. She smiled a wide smile.

      “Yes. that smile is appropriate, for you look quite bonny, lass. Now, let's get you downstairs to the hall. It is about time for supper to be served.”
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      “Heigl, walk with me please,” Maria whispered to the maid as she stood at the entryway of the great hall. Maria was quite nervous, and many people had already gathered for the meal. Some were standing about chatting and drinking, and others were already sat at the table. She scanned the room looking for Cameron, but he was not there. She didn’t know what to do and felt silly that she was waiting for a man to command her. But she didn’t want eyes upon her as she entered alone, that was why she asked Heigl to walk with her into the hall.

      “Fine, lass, come to this side of the room,” Heigl said leading Maria to the edge of the room to take a goblet off the tray. Heigl said some words in the old language to the kitchen maid holding the tray, that Maria did not understand. Maria just smiled slightly and did her best to stay against the wall and next to Heigl.

      As Maria looked around the room, she could tell that there was a different mood in the hall all together. There was a sense of tension, and she knew why. It was because of the visiting MacDonald Clan. Then suddenly, the chatter lightened and then came to a complete stop. She watched as everyone turned toward the main entrance of the grand hall. Maria turned to look as well.

      Cameron MacLeod had entered, and he looked incredibly dashing that it almost took her breath away. His long blond hair was pulled back again with that leather strap, and loose tendrils hanging about his face. He wore the blue and green plaid across his chest over a new tunic. The kilt made of the same plaid wrapped around his waist and fell down to his knees. His high boots looked to be newly polished, and he wore all kinds of various medal adornments that seemed to glint in the firelight. It was more than the lavish belt buckle and sword at his side, and Maria wondered what they all meant. She took a drink of the port in her hand in order to quench her gathering thirst.

      At Cameron’s side were Bran and Hugh. Behind Cameron, were Jamie MacDonald and his young wife. Behind them were MacLeod men, all of them armed with swords. Maria could only assume that the MacDonald men were eating outside the castle walls with the rest of the MacLeod Clan men.

      “It is a good night for a good meal,” Cameron said loudly. “As you may have already heard, we have guests staying with us in order for us to speak on matters of trade. You will treat them with the same respect as you treat to me. The son of Duncan MacDonald, Jamie MacDonald and his wife Eileen,” Cameron said introducing them.

      Jamie stepped forward and nodded a bow to the hall.

      Then, Cameron stepped forward and walked toward his grand table at the front of the hall with his entourage following him. Maria felt very edgy, at the tension that was moving throughout the room. Suddenly, Hugh was at her side.

      “Lass, Cameron asked me to have you sit among one of the hall tables. This way,” Hugh said escorting Maria.

      Maria gave a tentative parting look to Heigl who nodded with encouragement. Maria was glad that she didn’t have to sit with Jamie and his wife at the grand table, but also a bit disappointed because now she couldn’t get a take on their character and understand if they truly were a threat to Cameron. But she understood Cameron's need to have her not to be too noticeable to the MacDonald Clan.

      “Right here, lass. This is Mr. Gibson and his wife. I give you Cameron's honored guest, Miss Maria Saunderson. She is to dine with you,” Hugh said.

      “Yes, we have met before, Mrs. Gibson,” Maria said taking a seat on the bench, glad that she had made it a point to mingle with some of the women during previous night's after dinner when people would gather around the hearth in the hall.

      “Yes of course, please sit, lass,” Mrs. Gibson said with a smile.

      Her husband simply nodded and seemed more interested in the ale in his mug than making conversation.

      Hugh nodded before walking off to join the grand table. Cameron stood at the table with Jamie to his right, and Jamie's wife sitting next to Jamie. To Cameron's left sat Bran and then Hugh.

      “Let the feasting begin,” Cameron announced. Then the hall grew loud with conversation as everyone began to watch for the servants bringing in platters of food to set on the tables. Maria felt relieved, finally the tension had lessened.

      “That is a very pretty fabric.”

      “Thank you.” Maria smiled.

      “I hope that there are clams this evening,” Mrs. Gibson said in a jolly voice.

      “Me too,” Maria answered. This was just what Maria needed because she could eat and nodded her head to Mrs. Gibson. She suspected that Mrs. Gibson liked to talk, and didn’t much expect a response. That made it easy to only half pay attention to the conversation while looking straight ahead past Mrs. Gibson at the grand table, and at Cameron and the MacDonalds.

      Though she couldn’t tell what was being said, she was skilled at observing people by their body language. It was what a detective was supposed to do. Looking at Jamie, she could tell that he was a man who liked a good time. If she were in New York she would consider him a playboy who liked to drink and hang out at the clubs. His wife sitting next to him, seemed a little off to her. She looked around a lot, and not at the people but at the building itself, as though looking at or studying the architecture. The dirty looks she would give her husband Jamie whenever it was obvious he had cracked a joke at her expense, did not slip past Maria's attention. Not much had changed in the marriage department, she thought.

      Besides these little observations, Maria didn’t observe anything sinister, which was a relief to her. Every now and then when she looked at Cameron, she hoped that he would look to her and they would have a moment. But he never did. He never even glanced her way, though it was obvious that she had a direct eyeline to him.

      How was it that they had shared such a heated moment? And now it was as if she didn't even exist. To this thought, she drank a little bit more port than she should have.

      Before she knew it, the evening meal had ended and transitioned into the mingling hour, to which she only participated in for a bit before heading back to her room. She could no longer be around Cameron because she was feeling angry that he hadn’t even come to talk to her. She knew that she shouldn’t think such things since he had so much on his mind dealing with the MacDonalds, but there were plenty of times when she saw him laughing and joking with men, so he definitely had the time to speak with her. He chose not to. That made her angry and so she made her way back to her room, locking the door behind her and settling in for the night.

      But even though she had quite a bit of port in her, she found herself tossing and turning and couldn’t sleep. So when there was a light knocking at her door, she was fully awake.

      “Lass, it’s Cameron,” the voice said in a low whisper.

      Maria was shocked to hear his voice and she quickly unlock the door.

      Cameron stepped inside and close the door behind him. She could smell the whisky on his breath.

      “What is it? Is there something wrong? Did the MacDonalds do something?” she asked because she was astounded to see him come to her room so late in the night.

      “No, they have not done anything. Jamie went to bed already quite drunk with his wee wife. I simply came to check on you since I did not get a chance to speak with you, with my duties and all during the dinner.”

      “ Oh, I’m fine, thank you. I’m glad that you have come. There is something I have to tell you about the MacDonalds,” she said.

      “Oh, and what is that?” he said taking a step toward her, towering over her with his tall height.

      “I remembered something, from my time. I remember reading about the castle and that the MacDonald Clan eventually took it over. But I don't know when it happened, or even if you took it from them. I only remember that they did eventually conquer the castle at some point,” she said.

      “Is that so?” he said with a concerned look on his face. He sat down on the bed, and Maria realized that this caught him off guard because usually he had an arrogant reply.

      “Yes, so please do not trust this Jamie man,” she said.

      “Jamie? I do not think he is a threat, if it would be anyone it would be his father Duncan, the Laird of the MacDonald Clan. Jamie is nothing but a drinker and a troublemaker, no doubt his father sent him to deal with this in order to keep him sober all together. Jamie is rumored to have a temper, but he mostly takes it out on his wee wife. Jamie has never been good with women, does not believe they are strong enough for anything.”

      “He doesn't? And do you, Cameron? Do you believe that women are strong enough?”

      “Indeed I do. They are very strong and can be very dangerous, dangerous to my heart, and to my body.”

      His hand moved down the side of her gown. Maria felt her entire body come alive. His kiss was hungry and deep.

      Before she knew what was happening, she kissed him back. Her desire awoke and overtook her every move.

      Maria felt herself getting aroused by the nearness of his body. Her lips separated and his tongue tenderly brushed against hers. He put both of his hands on her small waist and then his hand slid over her dress. He caressed her softly, followed gently over her belly.

      Maria moaned softly at his touch. She felt the heat from his hand as he went further up until his hand covered her heaving bosom. Her mind twirled.

      She wanted him badly. Maria craved this man. She couldn’t hold on any more. His fingers quickly unfastened the laces of her dress down the front and he pulled her bosoms free.

      She gasped as her milky white flesh became exposed to him. Maria was overwhelmed for she had never experienced anything like this before.. It was wild to her.

      His fingers squeezed her rosebud nipple that was erect and hard in his grasp. She breathed vigorously yet felt short of breath. He moved his lips down her body and secured her breast in his mouth.

      Cameron moaned and delicately sucked on the tip of her nipple and twirled his tongue around it. She angled her back responding to his licking and kissing. Her body tingled all over. The mounting pressure between her thighs became more evident as the familiar pulsing she felt in her core came over her once more.

      But deep down she thought… He doesn’t love me. I shouldn’t give myself to him.

      Yet, she couldn’t stop. She placed her hand against his hard stomach. He was strong and she could feel the swell and ripple of his muscles. She unfastened the ties of his shirt from his neck and pulled it off.

      Maria allowed her eyes to drag over his perfect form. His lean abs and solid shoulders were sun-kissed, and she let her hands meander over them. She couldn’t stand it any longer. She desired him. It was a delightful feeling. His hand moved up her thigh, past her thigh-high, white, wool stockings tied together with pink ribbon. Cameron’s long fingers traced over her skin. Maria moaned at the feeling once more.

      Cameron pushed her dress up alongside her thigh with his hand. His long fingers moved to her under pieces of clothing. His hands worked quickly as he loosened the pantalets and began to pull at them.

      She opened her legs wide ready for him to be between her thighs.

      He pulled up her dress and pulled her panties off. He kissed her and his hand plunged in and found her clit. He massaged it in small circles. She thought she would explode in seconds. The desire that had built up in her made her feel like she was on the verge of something. She opened her legs wider and let him explore deeper. Two of his long fingers moved inside of her. He thrust them in and out of her as she cried out in ecstasy.

      “Cameron, I want you. I want you inside me,” she murmured urgently.

      He covered her mouth with his, stopping her words. She wouldn’t let him stop. She would make this happen. She reached down and grabbed his throbbing manhood. She rubbed it up and down. He moaned loudly. She knew he had to be beyond the point of stopping. She pulled his throbbing cock from beneath his kilt . She ran her hand up and down getting him harder.

      He moaned and moved his head back enjoying the movement. She moved her hand faster and faster. She wanted him on the brink so that there was no stopping. Then she grabbed the waist belt of his plaid and unbuckled it. Cameron pushed up and gripping the belt, pulled it off fully and set it and his plaid aside, then pushed his kilt down his legs, exposing his thick cock. She stared at it for a moment, startled at its size.

      Cameron grinned and then pushed away at her dress and all the many layers.

      “Now, I need you, Cameron. Please I need,” she moaned.

      She liked feeling his hard toned body between her legs. He gripped his cock and placed the tip inside of her. She arched her back up and he pushed inside of her.

      She moaned, “Cameron. Yes, Cameron. You feel wonderful inside me.”

      He moved slowly at first, thrusting in a sensuous rhythm that drove her crazy. . She grabbed onto the sheets and made a fist trying to hold on. She didn’t want to orgasm yet.. He kissed her neck and trailed kisses down to her breasts. He sucked lightly on her nipples and then with his teeth, he tugged softly on them.

      She ran her hand softly down his back feeling every muscle as he moved. He was a very strong man. He pulled out of her slightly and then moved faster, thrusting in and out of her. It was quick movements and drove her quickly to the brink.. Within seconds she was yelling as sensations exploded inside of her.

      She wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him tightly to her. His mouth explored hers deeply and passionately. He moved down her neck and over her breasts again, kissing her everywhere.

      Maria moaned and arched her back up. She had been wanting this and desiring this for far too long.

      He moaned and she opened her legs wider and arched her body to him. She wanted him deep inside her. She wanted him to cum with her. She wrapped her legs around him again and pulled him to her as he thrust deeply into her.

      They both moaned at the feeling of the exquisite sensations as he filled her fully with his cock.

      “My God, Maria, love.  You’re so beautiful,” he whispered in her ear.

      He moved his hips back and forth pounding against her. Cameron began to breath heavier and by the look on his face she could tell he was close to ecstasy. She grabbed onto his back and held him close. Then with a few more thrusts he exploded inside of her, taking her over the edge with him.

      Cameron collapsed on top of her. She hugged him close to her. Cameron moved to pull out of her, but she didn’t want him to leave.

      “No, don’t move. Let’s just stay like this for a while longer. I like having you inside me,” she whispered.

      Cameron smiled, and pulled her close as he rolled, so that he wasn’t crushing her.
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      Maria  looked at the brawny and very sexy Scottish man lying next to her. How did it come to this? She should be trying every single minute of every hour to get back to her own time, and yet she had found herself tangled in the lives of these ancient people. Now, she was giving her heart and  body to one.

      Suddenly there was a loud banging at the door. Cameron popped out of bed in the amount of time that it took Maria to sit up. She realized just how trained he was to expect the unexpected. That must be conditioning when you are the Laird of a castle that could be put under siege at any moment.

      She watched as he quickly dressed, tying the plaid around his waist. She grabbed the linen shift and pulled it over her head as he opened the door.

      “Hugh? What is it?” Cameron asked.

      “It’s not good. You need to come quickly. Where is your sword? Do not come unarmed,” Hugh said quietly.

      Maria was panicked. She quickly pulled on her boots as Cameron grabbed his belt and sword and buckled it around his waist. “Stay here. Lock the door,” he said to her then walked out the door.

      But Maria, being a detective, was not one to stay behind in an obvious emergency. She quickly grabbed the rough plaid blanket from the bed and wrapped it around her shoulders and was out the door following Cameron and Hugh.

      “It’s Jamie. It appears that he has been murdered,” Hugh said to Cameron.

      “Christ almighty. This cannot be. Who knows?” Cameron said to him as they walked quickly down the corridor to the staircase down one level.

      Maria was behind them but trying not to draw attention to herself. She didn’t want Cameron to turn around and order her to go back to her room. Obviously this was a major emergency, a murder in the castle. If it were true, and someone had been murdered, she could be of help. She hoped that it was not what Hugh had said, Jamie MacDonald, she knew all too well that that would be causing a lot of trouble between the Clans.

      “No one knows. The guard came to find me, and I came to find you. I went to your Chambers at first, and then..”

      “Yes. Yes keep that to yourself. Let us not wake the whole castle. How was someone able to murder him with a guard on his door? We need to keep this from his men as long as possible, but I want guards searching the castle right now for anyone suspicious. Search every corner, every room,” Cameron said as they got to the top of the stairs.

      “I don’t know how it happened, I will question the guard again,” Hugh replied.

      They entered the corridor where there were a group of men, surrounding a body on the floor. Maria watched as Hugh gave orders to what seemed to be a man that was a captain of the guards of sorts, ordering him to gather his guards to search for a possible suspect. The guard went into action.

      “This is not good. It is recent, within the hour,” Cameron said squatting down.

      It was then that Maria got a good look over his shoulder. She gasped. Jamie lay on the ground on his back in a pool of blood. Though it was not the first time she had seen a body, it was strange to see one in this way.

      “What are you doing here? I said to stay in your room,” Cameron said, moving to her side as if to block her view.

      “No, I might be able to help. I have some skill in figuring things out like this. This is what I did before I came here,” Maria said squatting down next to the body.

      Cameron moved next to her, hovering over Jamie. Jamie was lying on his back with a knife in his chest.

      Maria could tell that it went directly into his heart and would have killed him instantly. But she didn't stop there, she was looking around at the hallway, and the doors.

      “Is this his room?” she asked pointing to the door.

      “Aye, it is.”

      “Where is his wife?” Maria asked.

      “Christ. What has happened here? No. This is not so,” Bran said approaching the scene.

      “I’m afraid it is. We are in a mess now,” Cameron said.

      “And what is she doing here? The witch? This is no place for her. We cannot trust her tongue,” Bran said narrowing his eyes at Maria and putting himself an inch from her.

      “I can help, and I’m not scared of you.” Maria put her chin in the air.

      “No, he is right. Having you here will only rouse suspicion. Hugh…” Cameron said.

      “Yes, I am on it, Cameron,” Hugh said. He grabbed Maria’s arm and pulled her away.

      “No. Don’t. I can help,” she said planting her boots on the stone floor.

      Hugh sighed. He picked her up and placed her over his shoulder. “Now don’t scream, lass. We can’t have you waking the castle to this. Let the men figure this out.”

      Maria narrowed her eyes as she looked at Cameron while she was being carried away. She wanted to scream in protest, but they were right. Having groups of people stampede all over the place would not be good at keeping this murder from Jamie’s men outside the castle walls for as long as possible was important. No doubt they would think that a member of the MacLeod Clan did it.
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        * * *

      

      Cameron looked at Jamie, lying in a pool of his blood. He glanced up at Bran. “We must put a plan into action immediately. I have the guards searching the castle for anyone suspicious. Who could have done this? Why here?” He frowned and thought of what Maria had asked. “And where is the guard that was supposed to be on his door? And where is his wife?”

      “I do not know. No one else sleeps in this corridor to ask. I will have the guards secure the castle after the search to make sure no one comes in or goes out,” Bran said. “And Hugh is tracking down the guard that was on duty, and I will send someone to find the wife.”

      “Laird MacDonald could declare war over something like this. He could lay siege to the castle, to the whole island,” Cameron commented, remembering what Maria said about the MacDonald Clan taking ownership of the castle at some point in the future. Jamie’s murder could be the beginning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      Maria walked back and forth in her room, completely frustrated and annoyed. Cameron had allowed Hugh to carry her to her room like she was a simple girl who didn't know anything. It reminded her of how much she had to struggle to get the police department to take her skills seriously. Some things never changed.

      Maria moved to the window. It was dark and quiet outside, no alarms being rung. She saw a few of the MacLeod guards running across the courtyard looking for the murder suspect. I should be looking, she thought. But since she was locked in the room, she could only look from high in her window. It gave a good aerial view, but it was too dark to see much of anything except those who moved across the courtyard every now and then. The murderer would be long gone from the castle by now, if they had tried to leave at all.

      “But who would want Jamie dead?” she muttered. “There was no reason that I can see for any MacLeod to kill a visitor from a neighboring clan because it would obviously cause an all-out war. So the only MacLeod Clan member that would want to do such a thing would be someone who also wanted harm to come to Cameron or the castle. But his men were very loyal, she didn't think that any of them would take on such a thing. She knew power did terrible things to the most loyal people and to her, everyone was a suspect.

      After watching the courtyard for some time, Maria decided to get dressed. Anything could happen at any moment and she didn’t want to be in her underdress and boots only. She pulled on a daytime plaid wool dress, and quickly laced it up the front and then added the belt. She pulled her hair up into a bun, ready for anything to happen. She really wanted to put on her jeans and sweater and leather jacket, but even if it would be comfortable if any violence were to break out, it would also single her out and make her look very suspicious.

      Then she heard boots outside her door in the hallway. They were coming down the hallway and seemed to belong to more than one person, and then they stopped near her door.

      “Right here,” was all that she heard them say.

      She didn't hear anything else, and she could only think that perhaps guards had been posted on every level of the castle.

      One hour later there was a light tapping at the door. She moved to it immediately and heard Cameron say, “Lass, it's Cameron.”

      She unlocked the door and he stepped inside. In the hallway she saw two guards posted across from her door. She wondered if that was the noise she had heard earlier, and if Cameron had posted them for her protection.

      “What is it? Did you find the murderer? What happened?” she asked.

      “No. We have found nothing yet. I only came here to check on you to make sure that you are safe. There is a murderer on the loose. Do not let anyone in the door but myself. I also brought you this,” he said, taking out a short dagger and giving it to her.

      Maria immediately wished that she had her Glock instead.

      “Thank you.”

      “If anyone comes through that door that is not me, use it, love.” He pointed to his chest, right over his heart. “A quick stab here, and you will be safe.” He looked worried.

      “I’ll be alright Cameron,” she said, not wanting to tell him in this moment that she was a trained killer, trained by the New York City Police Department to protect herself and to hunt bad people, granted her training had been with a gun, not a dagger, but she had no qualms about using it if it came to that. She took the dagger and pushed it into the belt around her waist.

      “Good, cause I could not stand it if anything happened to you, love,” Cameron said, stroking her cheek. And then suddenly he pulled her to him. He placed his lips on hers, pulling her even closer.

      Maria could feel his passion and longing, and her body immediately went weak with heat and lust. She wanted him in that moment, but there was no time for it.

      She put her hands on his strong chest and pushed away from him slightly. He smiled at her, with lust in his eyes.

      “There is no time for that.” She smiled to and then became more serious. “Cameron, I really can help figure this thing out, it was my job in my time. I am trained to find murderers. It is very important that we catch whoever did this. If the men that Jamie came with find out about this, there will be trouble and you could lose the castle. You need to find out how this happened immediately. Please, I really can help I have training in it and where I am from.”

      “You have experience in murder?” His thick brows rose.

      “Yes, investigating murders and trying to figure out who did it. It is almost like being a guard or a soldier,” she frowned trying to come up with a proper term that he would understand, “or a high ranking officer trying to figure out what happened to a soldier. Like a judge or a court of law. It is hard to explain but I work in that.”

      “A woman? Women work in those departments where you are from?” Cameron asked, incredulous.

      Maria rolled her eyes. “Yes, in the twenty-first century, it is  not like here in this time, one day soon I will explain it all to you, but right now there is no time to lose. We must figure out what happened and who did that to Jamie. Did you recognize the knife that was used to murder him? Is it from the castle? Was it a dagger or something used during a meal? I didn’t get a very good look at it before Hugh dragged me away. Was there a trail of blood? I didn’t see one, but that doesn’t mean it wasn’t there, the hall was dark. And what about the guard that was supposed to be on the door, or his wife?” she was asking as quickly as they came to mind. “Oh and did he have any defensive wounds on his hands?”

      Cameron put his hands on his hips and looked her up and down in amazement. “Aye, you are skilled with knowing the right things to look for. Like a tracker in the woods. Unfortunately, I do not know the answer to those questions.” He frowned.

      “Well then let us find them out together. I can't sit here any longer. What about Eileen? She’s been found, hasn’t she? Have you spoken with her? Questioned her?”

      “Yes, we’ve found her, but no, we have not yet questioned her. One of the maids is with her because she was hysterical and crying. She did not strike me as a capable woman, I doubt she has any answers for us.”

      Maria frowned. “I would not be so sure of that.. Come, let us go question her. Women aren't always that innocent, some of the most prolific serial killers in history are women,” she said moving toward the door.

      Together they walked to the room they’d put Eileen in. They entered and Maria saw that one of the kitchen maids from the castle was tending to her as Eileen sat by the fire crying.

      “Perhaps you can fetch some tea for us and bring it back here? Speak to no one along the way about anything,” Maria said to the kitchen maid.

      The maid looked at Cameron and he nodded, giving her permission. The kitchen maid left, and Maria closed the door.

      “Eileen MacDonald, this is a good friend, Miss Maria Saunders, she is staying with us at the castle and is a trusted and skilled scholar of sorts. She is helping with all of this,” Cameron said.

      Eileen looked at Maria and nodded her head in greeting but nothing more.

      “Eileen, I am very sorry for your loss. We are doing everything we can to find out who did this and bring him to justice. Now just to get an idea of around what time in the night this happened to your husband, I have some questions. Why were you not in the chamber with your husband?”

      “I asked a maid to show me to a separate chamber, I was in this room.”

      Maria noticed the bed was rumpled, as though someone had been in it at some point. “I see. Did you hear anything unusual coming from Jamie’s room then in the middle of the night?” Maria asked.

      “No, I was asleep,” Eileen said.

      Maria watched Eileen’s face as she answered her questions, and she could tell instantly that Eileen was hiding something or lying. She fidgeted her fingers and played with her hair quite often and sometimes she would not make eye contact with Maria, all signs that she was trying to hide something.

      “What about the guard who was in the hall. Did you see or hear him?”

      Eileen shook her head. “No.”

      Maria looked around the room, as Cameron made conversation with Eileen, asking more questions. There were some things that were off to her, but since she hadn’t seen this room before the crime, she didn’t know what was unusual. But she did notice that the heather on the floor near the door was fresh compared to the rest of the room, the rushes spread out on the floor. As though it had been recently changed, but just that part. She also noticed that Eileen was fully dressed, in a day gown. But it wasn't the gown that she had worn to dinner, it was a new one that Maria hadn’t seen before. That meant that Eileen had been roused from her sleep to be told about her husband. She should be wearing her night clothes. But at some point since being told of her husband’s death, she had put on a new dress, or the alternative explanation being she changed out of her dinner dress straight into the day gown. Maria wished that she could find that dinner dress and check it for blood, but asking to see it would be too obvious of an accusation and she didn’t have proof that Eileen was being untruthful yet.

      After they were done with questioning Eileen, they moved back to the crime scene next door where Maria took mental notes of the position the body had been in and the blood drops on the floor. Jamie’s body had since been removed to the catacombs for safe keeping until his burial.
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      “It is something that we absolutely must do, and we must do it right now before the sun comes up and everyone wakes in the castle,” Bran said.

      “It is a very risky move.” Cameron paced back and forth inside of his chambers.

      Maria watched the two men argue, then she looked toward the window and could see the familiar light of the sunrise ghosting across the horizon, meaning that it would be rising at any moment. Jamie's men would wake up and find out the news.

      “But taking the MacDonald men and Eileen hostage is not a good things for us to do, it is not an honorable idea,” Cameron said.

      “Then what would ye have us do? Go down to his men in the barracks and explain to them that the man they are supposed to guard with their lives on the journey here has been murdered, we don't know who did it, but it is definitely not one of us and if they will just bear with us we will figure it out? Do ye really think they will simply agree and go on to eat the morning meal and have some ale? Ye know as well as I do that a fight will immediately breakout putting our men in danger and then there will be more lives taken,” Bran said.

      “I know you are right. I just wish there was another way. This will look like an act of war against the MacDonalds,” Cameron said.

      “It already is an act of war with the death of Jamie, though none of us did it. If it were the other way around and I went to stay with the MacDonalds and I was murdered, what would ye think?” Bran said.

      “That it was a MacDonald who did it in order to start a war with our clan,” Cameron said sitting down on the chair behind his desk. He sighed in resignation.

      “Very well. Have guards placed at Eileen’s door, she does not leave her room. Wake our guards that are in the barracks with the MacDonalds as quietly as you can. Remove them, and once all of our men are out, then lock the MacDonald men in the barracks with heavy guard. I will come down and explain to them what has happened, as Laird, it is my responsibility. Right now I am going to write to Laird Duncan MacDonald to explain all and have it dispatched to him.”

      “But then he will come straight away, with an army!” Bran said.

      “Jamie is his son. He has the right to see him, and to bury him and that needs to be done immediately. I will tell him to approach with a white flag raised and that we are doing our best to find who murdered Jamie, and that the Macleod clan is not to blame. We have been set up and we do not want that person to get what they wanted, a MacDonald and MacLeod war. Send word for our rider to get ready, they will ride harder than ever before in order to get this letter to Laird Duncan immediately. Now go and carry out my orders. I shall come down to the barracks to speak with Jamie's men within the hour,” Cameron said.

      Bran nodded at Cameron, and then gave a sideways glance to Maria.

      She didn’t like the way he was looking at her, as though he suspected her. But Bran had been looking at her in that way since her arrival.

      “What? Whatever you have to say, spit it out,” Maria said.

      “We do not know where ye were when Jamie was murdered,” Bran said.

      “Bran!” Cameron barked.

      “How dare you accuse me of such a thing. I would never!” Maria shouted taking a step toward Bran.

      “Ye have a dislike of the MacDonalds, ye told me that yerself. Ye stopped me and told me to be wary of them. Did I imagine that question mark that is a fine suspicious thing to say before Jamie is found murdered!” Bran shouted back at her getting in her face.

      Cameron stood from his desk and walked toward them. “Bran I said that is enough.”

      “No it is not. Ye are always blinded by the beauty of women. Can ye not see how this all connects? This woman shows up out of nowhere, within the walls of our own castle. Then she bewitches ye with seductions, and ye have fallen for it. Then she speaks ill of the MacDonalds, and then Jamie is found dead. Where were ye when Jamie was murdered? Why do ye not answer that simple question?” Bran said.

      Maria narrowed her eyes at him. She didn’t feel the need to prove herself to this man who had doubted her since her arrival. Her anger was flaring. But her whereabouts during the murder was in bed with Cameron, and she felt that it was a sensitive subject. She should not have to say such a thing, but Cameron definitely should defend her because he knew where she was. She looked to him and waited.

      Cameron looked at her. Maria put her chin in the air and her hands on her hips.

      “It was not her, Bran. Now go and carry out your orders immediately,” Cameron said putting his hand on Bran's chest and pushing him backward toward the door.

      “A witch, clearly,” Bran said, “she will not admit where she was because she did it. She is Jamie's murderer.”

      Maria had enough. She was disappointed that Cameron wasn't going to say that she was in bed with him in order to defend her. But she wasn't going to allow Bran to spread his suspicions about her throughout the castle. Mob mentality would take hold and she would find herself being killed because of it.

      “It was not me because I was in bed with Cameron. If you do not believe me, then ask Hugh, for he came to knock on my door to find Cameron to alert him about the death of Jamie.”

      Bran’s eyes grew wide. He looked at Cameron. Cameron simply looked down at the floor. Maria was crushed that he was not agreeing with her, though there was no need to. Bran could simply ask Hugh and he would say the truth about what he had found.

      “You know where she was, now go,” Cameron said pushing Bran out the door.

      Bran gave him an angry look and then stomped out the door. Cameron closed the door behind him and took very long strides back to his desk. He said nothing and began to call out parchment and ink to write the letter.

      “I think that what you are doing—” Maria began.

      Cameron cut her off, “I think it would be best if you returned to your room. Have breakfast, and then go back to your room, please. You have your dagger on you, do you not?”

      “I do.” Maria’s jaw tightened.

      “Then you shall be safe. Whatever murderer was in the castle must be long gone by now. Now go.” Cameron did not look up but kept his head down.

      Maria could tell it was obvious that she had wounded his pride or ego by telling Bran that they had slept together, but he gave her no choice. She wanted to stand there and fight her ground, but the way his jaw was clenched let her know that this was not the right time. He had a clan to deal with and he needed to go address Jamie's men in the barracks. However, her sympathy for him having to do all of these responsibilities didn’t stop her anger from growing inside. She quickly walked out the door and slammed it behind her.
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      Maria stomped down the hall of the castle making her way back to her room. The stone floor wasn’t as effective as she’d have liked, as her boots barely made much sound. She needed to keep her mind occupied and since no one else had detective skills, she put it upon herself to do some more work.

      Instead of going to her room, she turned and went down to the kitchen. She made a tray, of bread, cheese, strong port, and no water. She had a plan. If Cameron wasn’t going to let her go with him to help, she’d just have to do a bit on her own.

      Maria carried the tray and stopped in front of Eileen’s room where two guards were already placed.

      “Cameron asked that I bring this to Eileen and check on her,” she said.

      The guard nodded and opened the door for her, allowing her to walk in. Once she was fully through, he closed the door behind her. Eileen stood up from the table.

      “Eileen, hello. I am sorry that this is happening to you.” Maria carried the tray to the table. She suspected that Eileen was the murderer and knew that she had now put herself in the room alone with the most likely killer. She was on her guard but also playing good cop. She did her best to speak in the more formal way that everyone else did in this time, so that Eileen would be comfortable and perhaps give herself away.

      “Why am I being kept here under guard? I don't understand.”

      “The guards are there for your own protection. We have not found the murderer and you need to be protected from what happened to your husband. We don’t want it happening to you. I have brought you some food and some port. I hope that I can join you. You see, I am more like you than you know in this Castle.” Maria poured two glasses of port and handed one to Eileen.

      “You are? How?”

      “I am not a MacLeod. I have not been at the castle very long. They had me under guard at one point as well, off and on. They do not trust women in general, I have found.”

      Eileen sat down with a sense of relief to judge by her body language and took a drink of the port. “Most men do not trust women at all.”

      “Yes, I agree with you on that,” Maria said.

      “Then I am sorry that your visit here at the castle is happening at this time and that you are involved in all of this. My husband tends to create chaos wherever he goes.” Eileen took another drink.

      “Thank you, I do not wish to be at this castle for much longer either.” Maria took a drink and then popped a slice of cheese into her mouth.

      Maria sat there with Eileen listening to what she had to say, mostly complaints about her husband and it was obvious to her that Eileen wasn’t a woman in love. This was looking more and more like a crime of desperation, but Maria didn’t know yet how desperate Eileen would have to be to do something like that. Everyone had a breaking point, something that triggered them to take that next step. The only people other than Eileen and Jamie, who might know what that was were Jamie's men, or maybe Jamie's father himself. It was obvious that after Cameron sent the letter to Laird Duncan, that he would be showing up at the MacLeod Castle soon enough.

      But Maria could not simply walk up to Laird Duncan and start asking questions especially during his time of mourning, a time of tension where war could erupt at any moment. Bran was right that Laird Duncan could show up with an army and lay siege to the castle without wanting any sort of conversation.

      If Laird Duncan was a reasonable man, then Cameron would be able to get her close enough to Laird Duncan in order to find out about the relationship between Eileen and Jamie. That of course meant sorting things out with Cameron before he would help her. He was obviously pissed off  about her ratting him out to Bran that they had slept together, and she would need to make amends in order to solve this crime.

      A few minutes later, the door burst open. Bran was standing there seething with anger. Maria and Eileen both stood up.

      “What are ye doing in here? Are ye conspiring together?” Bran shouted as he went directly for Maria. He wrapped his hand tightly around her arm and pulled her toward the door.

      “No, drop your suspicions about me. Take your hands off of me.”

      “I will do no such thing. Cameron said he ordered ye to go to yer room and to stay there, and ye did not obey that order. Ye must listen to the Laird of this castle like the rest of us. I am putting a guard at yer door,” he said.

      “I was merely bringing Eileen food. She deserves that much,” Maria said trying to throw him off her suspicions and that she was actually investigating Eileen. But it was no use, Bran was livid and already carrying her down the hall.

      A few moments later he pushed her into her room and posted a guard at her door.

      “This woman does not leave her room unless I or Cameron come to fetch her. Is that understood?” Bran shouted and then stomped away.

      The door closed and Maria was absolutely brimming with anger. How dare Bran treat her that way, but that was the way women were treated in this land. At least she got what she wanted, more information from Eileen.

      Maria sat down on the bed feeling the port taking hold. She had drunk more than she had wanted to and not getting any sleep the night before, she started to grow tired. Her heart was heavy with despair and she wondered why she needed to help Cameron at all. She should be concentrating on getting loose and finding her way to the catacombs door back to her own time, but she was finding that she was less homesick for her own time and wasn’t missing her own home as much as she was before. She knew exactly why she felt that way. Cameron MacLeod. Even though he had failed her, she had felt things for this man that she hadn’t felt in a very long time.
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      Cameron MacLeod did not want his advisers or his men to know that he had become involved with Maria, the woman they considered an outsider and possibly a witch. So when Maria confessed that she was in bed with Cameron during the murder of Jamie, it did not please him. His relations with Maria were no business of Bran, especially during this tense time. 

      It angered him that Maria had exposed their intimacy to Bran. It angered him and he sent her away, it was what men like him did. He was not used to this spirited independent woman. She did what she pleased, including informing on their relationship. 

      But then Bran was right in some respects, the fact that Maria had an effect on him, it made it harder for him to focus on his responsibilities. The lass did have a spell on his heart in some way. So sending her back to her room while he dealt with Jamie's men and his wife as well as informing Jamie's father that his son was now dead, helped him to focus on those tasks. 

      There was too much to do, and he would have to deal with Maria later, no matter how guilty and angry it all made him feel in the moment. 
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        * * *

      

      Maria woke up to a light tapping at the door. She opened her eyes and saw that it was nearly Sunset. She had slept for several hours after being up all night dealing with the murder of Jamie. She quickly straightened her dress and pushed her hair back thinking that it must be Cameron at the door.

      “Who is it?”

      “Lass, it’s Erin. I have brought you some dinner,” the soft voice sad.

      Maria unlocked the door and opened it for Erin, seeing that there were still two guards posted at her door. She now understood that it wasn't simply to protect her from the murderer, but that she was expected to remain in her room. Once again she felt like a prisoner and shook her head at the annoyance of these men who didn’t believe her.

      “Erin, so good to see you. Please come in,” she said to the kind woman who carried a tray of food, and a very large glass bottle of port which Maria was glad to see. She closed the door behind her and went to sit at the table with her friend.

      “Oh lass, what chaos has erupted here at the castle since I have gone away? I came to check up on you.”

      “So the news has spread? About Jamie MacDonald?” Maria said.

      “Yes, there are few who do not know that a MacDonald, the son of the Laird was murdered in the MacLeod Castle. It is on everyone's tongue, which is why I came to see you. As a visitor, I know that my own people would suspect an outsider. Since they do not know the true way that you came here, they do not know much of you. I thought you could use a friend who understood how you came to be in the castle,” Erin said pouring the port into a goblet.

      “That is very true. You and Cameron are the only people who know about how I traveled through the door. Thank you for coming to see me, Erin. I am very worried, but also very frustrated.”

      “Tell me, lass, what has happened?” Erin said.

      “In my own time, I am a person who investigates murder to find out who the perpetrators are, I investigate other crimes as well, but usually my job is to find the murderers. I am trained for it. We look for clues and track down the murderer but telling Cameron this, he only allowed me to do my work for a short time and then sent me away. I do not understand him. One minute he is hot and the next cold.”

      “I know what you speak of all too well. I am an expert in my own scholarly ways. Herbs and medicinal things, even knowing the history of these parts, but most men do not take my skill seriously. It is just part of being a woman here in this time, not being heard. The men are respectful, for the most part, but they think we are fragile creatures.”

      Maria popped a piece of bread into her mouth. “It is truly annoying.”

      Maria noticed that Erin was looking at her, as though analyzing her. It made her uncomfortable, she was usually the one doing the analyzations.

      “Is your frustration at Cameron only because he does not let you participate, or something else? It seems to me you might have bonded with the man?”

      Maria looked at her with wide eyes. Was it obvious? Did it show on her face that she was falling for Laird Cameron MacLeod?

      “ I...I…”

      Erin laughed. “No need to be bashful with me, lass. You are a strong woman and Cameron has been known to be impulsive. He is a good man, a bit uncompromising . But you must understand he is constantly under scrutiny and pressure by the old guard in the clan for his lack of experience when he was made Laird. It is that pressure that makes him fear disclosing his relationships because he knows that if he falls in love with a woman, suddenly that woman is in danger. That is what happens to women when they are aligned with powerful men. Other men might harm the woman in order to get to the man. Do you understand that?”

      “I do. It is the same in my time. Even with the advances we’ve made, some men still think of us as fragile creatures. And others still use loved ones to get to other men.”

      Maria took a drink of the port, realizing that she had been a little bit hard on Cameron, treating him as though he was a man from her own time and should know better. But she had failed to remember that in dealing with him, she shouldn’t think of him as a modern man. Things were vastly different in this time and dangerous. He was the Laird after all and anyone seeking to destroy him or take his place obviously would use anyone that he had affection for, such as a lover or his own child as a hostage of sorts. It was possible, even in her own time it was still done. She understood him better listening to Erin speak about the pressure he was under as a Laird, but she still expected an apology from him.

      Erin and Maria ate a hearty dinner together, and drank plenty of port. Maria was very glad that Erin had come to visit her. It was true that only she and Cameron knew her true background and where she had come from and it was comforting to be able to talk to someone openly. She did wish that Erin had come to her with news about the portal, new information about the door in the catacombs and how it worked. But she also knew if that information was available and written down somewhere then many would have used it before. 

      For now she would be satisfied with just being able to work on the murder case in order to keep her mind occupied from the fact that she was stuck in a different time with no possibility of going back to her own life. Or the fact that she was falling in love with a man who treated her so differently than what she expected in her time. If a man in her time dared to treat her as she had been treated here, she would have brought them up on assault charges, and kidnapping, or at the very least unlawful imprisonment, but here was a different world. It was a world she was trying to navigate and trying to remain out of suspicion to those who thought of her as a witch.

      “It was good speaking with you, lass. Stay strong. I'm visiting with Cameron before I leave back to my own home. I will have a word or two with him about how he treats women,” Erin said giving her a wink.

      Maria smiled, knowing that she truly did have an ally in Erin. She gave the woman a hug, before she was left alone again, waiting to see what would happen and what would become of her.
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      After getting an earful from Erin, Cameron was not able to sleep at all that night. There was too much on his mind. They had taken Jamie's men prisoner, for all accounts. Though they were hospitable to them. They were not in the dungeon, simply locked up in the barracks and not able to leave. It would be too dangerous and most of the men were heated over the murder of their Laird’s son, as they should be. It was their job to protect Jamie, and the fact that the MacLeod Clan forced them to stay out of the castle, only made the MacLeods looks suspicious, as though it was all planned. Then of course having Eileen under guard as well. But to top it all off, Erin had visited him and spoke a few words about his actions toward Maria, and he knew her to be right. She was a wise woman.

       So although he should be thinking about the brink of war between the clans, he was thinking about the woman he wanted so badly in his bed. Finally giving up, he dressed and made his way from his room to hers. He nodded at the two guards posted at her door, and then knocked lightly. There was no point in alerting the entire floor that he was visiting her, especially not Bran.

      Maria opened the door, and it was obvious to him she had not been sleeping. She gave him a look, an angry one, but stepped aside for him to enter regardless.

       He shut the door behind him and relocked it.

      “Well? Have you found the murderer?” she asked with her arms crossed.

      Cameron was hoping for a more agreeable greeting, perhaps a heated kiss. But he knew she had every right to be angry after the way he had treated her.

      “We have not.”

      “No, of course not, because you are looking in the wrong place. I think it is right under your nose and you do not even know it,” she said sitting down in the chair and staring at him pointedly.

      He pushed his fingers through his long hair and sat down on the bed. “And I suppose you have figured it out, of course?”

      “Not entirely, but I bet that I am further along in the investigation than you are.”

      “You are angry. I can see it in those spirited brown eyes of yours,” he said.

      With those words he watched as Maria stood up from the chair and stomped directly in front of him. She poked her long narrow finger into his chest. “I have every right to be angry! Why did you do that to me in front of Bran? You did not want to admit to him that we had slept together! He was about to throw me in the dungeon and accuse me of killing Jamie when you knew all along it could not have been me because I was in bed with you. Yet you said nothing. You are a coward!”

      Cameron stood up. He did not like being called a coward. “I am no coward, lass. I did what I did to protect you. If Bran knows where my heart lies, then everyone will know. That puts you in danger immediately. If Laird MacDonald believes that I murdered his son,  he will go after the one that I love as revenge!”

       He watched as Maria's eyes grew wide. He was startled himself realizing that those words had come out.

      “Love? You love me? You hardly know me,” she murmured.

      “Aye. Which makes it that much more crazy, Maria. And yet it is true. I do not know who you are, and you have come to me with these strange words and shown me strange pictures of you going from your time to mine. For all accounts I should be the last man to fall in love with you, yet here I am. If I could make you my wife right now, I would. But how can I gain acceptance from my people who do not yet trust you, if  I make a woman my wife, when she is suspected of murder, of being a witch, and possibly causing a clan war?”

      “Wife? You don’t own me, you can’t force me to marry you, I don’t belong to anyone, let alone you, not like this,” Maria said.

      Cameron watched as she pushed her stubborn chin into the air. “Being my wife would mean that you belong to me, lass. That is simply the way of things here. You would accept it and you would honor it,” he said growing angrier.

      “I will not belong to a man who doesn’t trust me, Cameron. You may have touched my heart, but I will not belong to you if you treat me as you did in front of Bran.” She looked hurt, but determined. “I begged you to let me help in this investigation, to let me help find Jamie's murderer and you doubted me. You let Bran treat me like a suspect, when you knew damn well I have nothing to do with Jamie’s death. I can’t live like that, no matter how much I want to be at your side as your wife. If you have no faith in me, in my abilities, I can’t be with you.”

      “Aye. That was wrong of me. I can see that now. But, lass, you must bear with me I am a man of my time, and we do things differently. That does not mean that I cannot learn to have faith in your capabilities, to defend you before others, to honor you and love you as you are. But I cannot put you in harm's way, love.” He paused and looked at her, hoping to get her to understand him. “I received word from Laird MacDonald. He read my letter and wrote in return. He's not a happy man and will be here by tomorrow. He did not say so, but I fear he will bring an army. By this time tomorrow there might be an all-out war outside the castle. There could be many casualties and I very well could be one of them. I cannot put you in that danger.”

      “You think he’s going to lay siege to the castle?” Maria's voice was soft. .

      She had been away from him, from everyone,  except for Erin and did not know what had transpired. He watched her face, waiting to see if she would continue in her anger. Her eyes got watery and she moved toward him. She wrapped her arms around him and pressed her cheek against his chest, holding him close. He wrapped his arms around her, glad to have her close.

      “Then please, Cameron, I don’t want to see you die. I can’t be alone in this place. Please, help me to help you. I beg you to get me an audience with Laird Duncan when he arrives. Surely there must be a moment of speaking about these things before the battle begins? Under the white flag.”

      “An audience with Laird Duncan? Have you lost your mind, lass?”

      “No. I am truly thinking clearly. I have a plan. Bring me out to him, Cameron. If you wish it, Bran and your advisors can believe you're bringing me out as your suspect. A visitor in the castle that is not of the Clan MacLeod.”

      “I cannot stomach the idea of you coming to harm, lass. I cannot do what you ask of me. It would be a death sentence.”

      “Trust me.” She looked up at him, pleading. “I assure you I’m trained to handle myself in these situations. MacDonald will be reluctant to resort to violence against you when having the moral high ground is the whole basis of his plan to attack you. If he chooses violence without hearing your ‘suspicions’, his supporters will falter and think him the aggressor. Especially if you raises suspicions that they’re targeting the wrong person.”

      “I do not know, lass,” Cameron said moving away from her. He walked back and forth in the room, contemplating her words.

      “I can do this, Cameron, I promise. This is what I do for a living in my time. I am paid good money to do this. That is how good I am at it. Before I came here I was moved to a higher position in my job, the trip to Scotland was a celebration of my promotion. Please, trust me.”

      Cameron stopped and looked at her. He knew her to be clever, and strong. Any other woman who had gone through a portal from one time to another would be nothing but a shell of herself. Crying constantly and whimpering and not able to handle the transition, but Maria handled it with strength, the same way that he would. He knew her to be his equal, and it was time that he started treating her as such.

      “Do you swear to me, lass, that you have thought this through completely? I have faith in your cleverness after all that you have shown me. I do not doubt you. I only caution you that you do not know these men as I do. Men make brash decisions. Are you aware that while you are speaking to Laird Duncan, he could in that moment take a knife and run it through you while you are mid speaking? Are you ready for something like that? Because I am not ready to watch it,” he assured her.

      “I’m ready for him to make the attempt, because I will expect it. I will remain far enough away from him so that he does not have a chance to do such a thing, but I will also keep in mind that he could throw a knife or order a bowman to fire at me. I will make it difficult for him to target me, but I assure you that my questions and information will occupy his mind so much that he won’t have time to think of violence. You will see, Cameron, I will show you.”

      “Then we will do this. Tomorrow when he arrives, I shall take you to him,” he said, and then had a idea.  “We can disguise you as a thief, a possible subject for questioning. We will go out and greet him under the white flag and try to stave off a battle. But that is tomorrow,” he smiled gently and pulled her closer, “tonight I shall make love to you like it is our last.”

       Cameron leaned down and kissed her, hard…
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      Maria smiled. She felt the tension leaving her, their argument finally over and having come to an understanding. This man took her breath away, she gloried in how he made her feel as he continued to kiss her neck as he undressed her, pulling her dress off her shoulders, letting it fall the floor.

      Cameron made quick work of her underthings before scooping up her naked body and carrying her to the bed. The exhaustion she felt from the long chaos of emotions disappeared as her heart began to pound in her chest. He laid her down gently on the bed and kissed her passionately. He pressed his body against hers.

      Maria moaned softly at the sensation of his clothes caressing her already hard nipples. His kisses moved down over her pale skin and then he covered her breast with his mouth. Maria moaned louder as she arched up toward him. Her hands twisted the sheets underneath her.

      Cameron let out a groan at her response. Then he moved his hand between her thighs and stroked her sweet center.

      “Yes. Yes,” Maria whimpered louder and louder.

      Cameron grinned as he watched her wiggling underneath his touch. He kissed her belly and moved further and further down until his face was between her legs. Maria tangled her fingers in his hair, as he pressed kisses everywhere but where she wanted.

      “Oh Cameron,” she moaned.

      His tongue pressed against her clit, making her even wetter..

      “Oh! Yes! Oh!” she said, her words loud to even her own ears, but she couldn’t help it. She felt the sensations building inside of her. The heartbeat pulsing and throbbing between her thighs.

      Cameron moved his tongue faster, applying more pressure as her climax built and then he pushed her over the edge and she screamed out his name, “Cameron!”

      Cameron stood up, proudly looking down at her with a heated gaze as he unfastened his plaid and pulled off his tunic, draping them on the chair. He removed his boots and then slid the kilt down his legs, letting it fall to the floor. Maria looked at her handsome Scot as she still enjoyed the fog of release and wiggled on the bed.

      “You drive me absolutely mad, lass,” he said.

      Maria bit her lip as his words made her feel very sensual with his thick Scottish accent.

      He climbed on top of her, placing his hips between her thighs. He covered her mouth with his and pushed the tip of his cock inside of her. They both moaned.

      Cameron pushed deeper, entering her. Maria opened her thighs wider to him. He moved slowly and sensually, building a rhythm of pleasure. She clung to his back, kissing  his chest and neck. She couldn’t stop placing small passionate kisses all over him, anywhere her mouth would reach. She couldn’t get enough of him.

      “My dearest Maria, you are mine. I am the luckiest man in all of Scotland,” he whispered breathlessly.

      His words made her feel more secure. No words from any other could make her doubt him, not even words from Bran.

      She arched her body up to meet his. They intertwined passionately; feeling each other’s bodies. Cameron made love to her with such eagerness and devotion. Then Maria felt the familiar sensations building again. She knew that she wasn’t going to last much longer. Her moaning grew louder and louder as the pulsing between her thighs started to build faster. She was lost in the moment. She forgot that she was in a different time, that she was lost in the past, right now she was exactly where she wanted to be. She lost herself in the eyes of the handsome man who looked down on her with his blond hair tousled around his face.

      “Oh God! Yes! Don’t stop!” she shouted. Her moaning grew louder and louder, and she didn’t care who heard her.

      Her voice was joined by Cameron’s as he began to thrust faster and more vigorously pushing them both over the edge of pleasure as they both reached the peak of orgasm. Their voices echoed off the walls.

      A few moments later Cameron, having been satisfied, looked at her and grinned as he rolled to his side, next to her.. “Do not fall asleep, prisoner, that was only the first course,” he said breathlessly.

      “Prisoner, hmmm?” Maria looked at him, placing her hand on his chest with a grin. “Aren’t you exhausted?” she asked.

      “I have caught a second wind. Besides there is plenty of time for sleep later,” he said.

      Maria laughed. She was pleasantly pleased at his naughty nature. He moved from the bed and poured himself some port from the bottle on the table while she looked at his perfect, naked body.

      “Good. I am ready,” Cameron said, setting the cup down and moving back to her.

      “Already? You can’t be serious?” she said.

      “Oh but I am. Do not doubt me, when I say I am hungry… I am hungry.” He rolled her onto her back and kissed her naked breasts.

      She laughed.

      Later, Maria woke to an empty bed. She’d known that it would be empty as Cameron had warned her that he was going to take care of things.

      Maria was nervous, walking back and forth in her room. Heigl had come to bring her breakfast and help her dress in a fresh dress that was not made in the MacLeod Clan colors, which was important for this day. Instead it was completely brown, a coarse wool dress and cape tied around her neck. Duncan would be arriving any minute, and she could hardly keep her nerves at bay.

       She wanted to take a strong drink of port or whisky but knew better than to do that, She needed to stay sharp. Then she heard the sound of horns, like a conch shell being blown. She moved to the window and saw guards entering the courtyard and could hear the heavy sound of horses hooves, somewhere on the horizon, a lot of them. She couldn’t see outside the castle courtyard walls, but she knew that this meant Duncan was arriving.

      The door unlocked, and Cameron stepped in. He had a bit of rope in his hand. Bran was at his side.

      “I've come to take you to the Laird Duncan MacDonald. Put your hands together,” Cameron said roughly, but his eyes looked soft.

      “I didn't do it,” Maria said, going along with the story they’d come up with together. She put her hands together, regardless.

      Cameron gave her a soft look and then tied the rope around her wrist, putting some of the slack in her palm, she pulled it tight around her wrist, so to anyone else it would seem it was actually tight.

      “Save your protests for Laird MacDonald,” Bran said.

      This was all part of the plan. They had to make Bran believe it, or no one else would believe it and Bran would fight and deny Maria the chance to meet with the Laird. This was best way to accomplish what they needed to. 

      Cameron grabbed her arm and pulled her into the hallway. Maria immediately saw Eileen standing there. Her hands were not bound, but there were MacLeod guards all around her. She would be taken to the Laird, but it was going to be a very complex situation. One that Maria knew absolutely had to go right.

      Eileen nodded her head at Maria, and Maria return the greeting. They, being the only two women, it was a show of solidarity which would work in Maria's favor.

      The women were led through the castle corridors and out into the courtyard. It had been a while since Maria walked beyond the castle gates, not since Cameron took her for a walk along the shore. It felt good to get out even in this precarious moment.

      As they walked along the courtyard, everyone turned to stare at them. Maria held her head high, not one to let her dignity leave her. Let the people of the castle think what they wanted of her in this moment, it was necessary but hopefully she would be able to change their minds if she succeeded in solving this murder.

      “Open the gates!” Cameron shouted.

      “Open the gates!” the gate guard echoed his words.

      Very strong men moved to the wooden pylon barring the gate. They lifted it off with a heave, and then set it down. The gates were pulled open and the fresh sea air hit Maria's face. The loose tendrils of hair around her face tickled her skin. She had put her hair up in a bun, anything to not look like a witch.

      As they stepped out, she saw that there were several tents set up across the ravine. She looked at the bridge, remembering it as nothing but a ruin on the ghost tour. Now it was as if it was freshly built, new and beautiful. It crossed the ocean ravine, linking the island to the mainland, where Duncan's camp was set up.

       Cameron squeezed Maria's arm in reassurance. She took a deep breath and they stepped out of the castle gates, toward the bridge, crossing it until they entered Laird Duncan's camp.

       A man taller than Cameron, and very broad with his hand on his sword, which was tucked into his belt, stood at the head of a group of men. She could only assume that this elder man was Laird Duncan, Jamie's father. He seemed to be a very accomplished and strong warrior, nothing like the way Jamie looked, which had been a complete playboy.

      Cameron stopped, several yards in front of the camp and started to shout these words. “Laird Duncan MacDonald, you received my letter. Nothing has changed. We grieve greatly along with you that your son was murdered under my roof. We have not rested while searching for the murderer, but I can assure you that this was not planned by us. We believe our clan is being set up to start a war between our clans, that is not something that I want. We come to you under the white flag to speak with you on this matter further. With me I have the wife of Jamie, Eileen, who I relinquish to you today, as well as this woman in front of me, a guest who has been staying at the castle, but who is not of the Clan MacLeod. Miss Maria Saunders.”

      “Laird MacLeod, we have come here seeking justice. But I do not wish a war between our clans, unless it is discovered that you did this to my son. That is grounds for war, as you know. But in protecting my clan and not causing more bloodshed, I agree to speak with you on the matter first. That way it is known all across the land that I Laird Duncan MacDonald did attempt to keep the peace and to allow my men to stay alive and go home to their families where they are needed. Let us have this conversation and be done with it,” Laird Duncan said.

      Cameron nodded, and then look to Bran. Together the entire group continued walking toward Laird Duncan's tent. Finally they were directly in front of each other and Laird Duncan held out his arm. Cameron took it and wrapped his hand just below Duncan's elbow, in a Scottish handshake. Then Duncan gestured for the party to enter the tent. They all did so.

      Maria entered, noticing that the tent was set up for long-term stay. There was a very long table with benches, and it looked to her to be a tent where one would plan battles.

      “I release Eileen MacDonald to you. We kept her under guard for her own safety. We do not know if whoever took your son from you, would also seek her life. I am happy that we were able to return her to you,” Cameron said as Bran guided Eileen forward.

      Eileen stood in front of Laird Duncan and gave him a very long and deep curtsy. Maria watched, very closely. She noticed that this man, Duncan, had no deep affection for Eileen and that was a sign.

      “You and I shall have words. For now, go sit and wait,” Duncan said to Eileen. He nodded at one of his guards that came forward and guided Eileen to sit down at the table.

      Eileen poured herself some whisky and took a long drink.

      “Tell me what you know, Cameron MacLeod,” Duncan said.

      “Our investigation into the matter of the murder of your son is still ongoing, but we are fairly close. I want to introduce you to this woman,” Cameron said as he suddenly untied Maria's hands.

      “What are ye doing?” Bran said.

      “This woman is not the suspect. Silence Bran, I brought a suspect to Duncan, but I merely did not say who the suspect was. Now you will not speak against me in the presence of another Laird,” Cameron said.

      Bran grew silent even though there was anger on his face. He took a step back and obeyed Cameron.

      “As I was saying, this woman is Miss Maria Saunders. She is a foreigner here who is not a member of Clan MacLeod, but has been staying in the castle as my guest.”

      “Very convenient for you, that your suspect or whatever this woman is, is not a member of your clan, but a visitor.”

      “I know very well how this looks, Duncan but looks can be deceiving. This woman is the key to unlocking who murdered your son. I must explain to you that she is trained and skilled in analyzing murders and crimes in her homeland, and that she has been looking into the murder of your son. Because of the skill, she has come to a possible conclusion of who took his life.”

      Duncan looked Maria up and down, clearly surprised that a woman could hold such skills. “I've never known a woman to understand such things, but I am intrigued. Tell me what you know, lass, and then I will decide if it is worth hearing anymore or if it is simply nonsense from a woman.”

      Maria knew that in order to get her confession, she would have to put some pressure on Eileen, who she believed to be the suspect. She directly moved her gaze to Eileen and locked eyes with her. Eileen’s eyes grew wide, and then she poured herself some more whisky and drank it back, a lot of it. That was just the reaction Maria wanted before she put her attention back to Duncan.

      “I do have information for you, sir, but before I give it to you I must ask you a few questions, with your permission,” Maria said.

      Duncan’s brows furrowed. “What accent is this that you speak with? I have not heard of it before.”

      “No. No one in these parts has. That is because I am from a different land, one where women have rights and hold positions of power. Now if you will… my questions?”
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      Maria was very nervous but used her training as a detective to stay calm. She could feel the tension all around her, from Duncan, and from Bran as well. But she could also feel Cameron being cautious and tense behind her. She had to remain focused on the task at hand, revealing the true murderer of Jamie MacDonald.

      “Laird Duncan, what do you know of your son's relationship with his wife?" Maria asked. She saw Eileen shift in her seat, uncomfortably. It was exactly the effect that she wanted.

      “My son and Eileen? That is an odd question.”

      “One that I need you to answer honestly," Maria said.

      The Laird Duncan turned and eyed Eileen, and then turned back to Maria.

      “The marriage seemed to be a stormy one. My son tended to visit the beds of many women, but that is the right of any man if he wishes. Eileen, did not step out on him, we made sure of that, having her watched at all times.”

      “Having her watched? That is interesting that you took such lengths, keeping an eye on your son's wife.”

      “Well the lass gave cause. She often became irrational and very emotional, sometimes in front of all of us. Once she even followed Jamie out when he was on duty, never wanting to leave his side. A most unnatural thing. But she is a young naive girl, look at her," he said.

      Maria did look to Eileen again who was pouring herself more and more Whisky, drinking it down.

      Maria asked a few more questions, realizing just how unstable Eileen’s character was being painted, as Duncan explained more about the girl. Maria watched her, still drinking the whisky. She was nervous and starting to sweat. But Duncan also had an unusual look on his face, as though hearing the list of odd behavior that Eileen had showed sounded very strange when it all came out together in one long list. It was just what Maria had hoped for. She was being more of a criminal lawyer at this point than a detective, as though she was cross-examining a witness.

      “You must tell me what these questions are leading to, lass," Duncan said.

      “I ask these questions because of the evidence that I found in the castle. There was dried blood inside of Jamie and Eileen’s room. And though she claims a maid gave her a separate room next door, no one can corroborate that. The rushes of heather on the floor inside the room she claimed she was given were changed, but not on the entire floor, just in the doorway. As though someone had cleaned up something and did not want to draw attention to it.”

      Duncan's eyes grew wide. He turned and looked at Eileen. Eileen could not make eye contact with them. She simply looked at her cup of whisky and took another drink. Maria knew that she was about to crack. She kept going with her findings, which were actually accusations.

      “Then there is the matter of how your son died. A knife through the heart. no one recognizes the knife, it is not a dagger of anyone in Clan Macleod, but it was a simple sharp knife used at dinner the evening before his murder. But it is the angle that it entered your son that is very intriguing. It is a low angle, as though inflicted by a shorter person. Not a tall man of his equal standing. There was no evidence on Jamie that he was involved in a fight. No defensive wounds of any kind. Your son is a skilled fighter is he not?”

      “Yes. He was many things and he has been fighting since he was a wee lad, as all Scots have.”

      “And yet there was no evidence that he had tried to stop the stabbing from happening. There were no wounds on his hands where he would have blocked such a thing. No bruises on his face showing that he had been in a fight. This meant that whoever did it was someone he trusted, someone that he would let get close to him. Jamie would not be expecting this person and would underestimate their ability to do him harm. Most likely a woman.”

      Everyone in the tent gasped at her words. Whisperings of “A woman?” were on everyone’s lips.

      Horror crossed Duncan’s face as the evidence seemed plausible. Maria knew that he himself would be able to see Jamie’s body and see that she was right about no self-defense wounds. She’d asked him about it before, but he’d not realized her reasoning behind the question before she supposed.

      Then Duncan turned his back to Maria and looked firmly at Eileen. “Eileen?”

      With one swift move, Eileen stood up and grabbed the dagger off a guardsman belt next to her. She lunged toward Maria. “You bitch! How dare you! You outsider! You do not know how Jamie treated me! He deserved what I did to him!”

      Maria stepped back and dodged the dagger swaying in the air. Her move was really quick and she had been expecting it. Suddenly, Cameron stood in front of her, blocking Eileen’s  access to her. He caught Eileen’s hand by the wrist and took the dagger from her. Bran and one of Duncan's guards grabbed Eileen, holding her back.

      Tears were streaming down Eileen’s face. “Jamie did not love me! I could not stand it anymore! I was his prisoner, not a wife!” she shouted hysterically.

      Maria felt bad for the woman in that moment. She knew that it was very hard to be a woman in modern times, and it would not be much easier during this time when women were considered nothing but property. Still, murder was not the answer. Eileen had a choice. She could have robbed him and run away, even if that was an undignified thing to do. At least it would not be taking human life, and Maria knew that if Eileen was able to do it to one person, she was most likely able to do it again. She was a danger and needed to be dealt with.

      “You witch!” Duncan shouted and backslapped Eileen, nearly knocking her unconscious. She went limp in the guard’s arms.

      “Put her under lock and key. Place her under guard. Do not let her out of your sight. This woman took the life of my dear son!” Duncan shouted.

      Cameron put his hand on Maria’s shoulder. “Are you alright, lass?” he whispered.

      “I’m fine,” she said.

      “You did good, lass.”

      Finally, after giving Duncan a moment to experience his anger and grief, he had a few words to say.

      “Thank you, lass. Thank you for exposing this woman. She has confessed with her own words, something that might not have happened if it weren't for you. A battle could have erupted between our clans and more lives lost because of her stupidity. You have my gratitude," Duncan said to Maria.

      “I am glad to be able to help. Your son did not deserve what happened to him and I am very sorry for your loss,” Maria said.

      “Now, I would like to see my son. Now that I know the MacDonalds are in no danger here on the island of Skye,” Duncan said.

      “Yes, of course. You will want to take him home and bury him with dignity. We have kept him for you with honor. Come and we will show you to him and release your men to you as well. We meant no harm in keeping them, but we did not want them to start a war among our men without knowing the truth," Cameron said.

      “Yes, take me to them after I see my son and I will have words with them. Now, let us go.”

      Cameron put out his hand, and Duncan grasped it by the elbow, shaking it. Maria was relieved. The tension between the clans was resolved, and Cameron was no longer in danger. Eileen would be brought to justice for what she had done, and Duncan would see that the MacLeod Clan had no animosity toward him.

      Together she walked with Cameron and Duncan and a few of Duncan's men, toward the bridge back toward the castle.

       As she walked, she remembered seeing only the ruins of the bridge on the ghost tour. How strange it was to walk across it now, and if she were to be stuck here forever, as Erin had said, then would she be one of those ghosts in the future? Such an odd sensation to think of herself as part of history, in the future. But now that she had gotten to know these people, and had fallen for the Laird of the castle, would she go back if she had the opportunity? If the portal were to open right now in this moment, what would she do? Maria was surprised to realize that she didn’t have the answer.
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      Maria walked along the shore of the isle of Skye. She picked up some shells and rocks and stored them in the pocket of her thick wool skirt. She now had the freedom to go beyond the castle gates, something she had earned, freedom.

      She looked up at the tall castle walls, beautiful and romantic in the sunlight. Maria closed her eyes and inhaled a strong breath of the ocean air. A seagull squawked as it flew overhead. In this moment she pretended that she was in her own modern time. Was it so very different? With her eyes closed and only hearing and smelling, it could very well be as though she was still on that ghost tour, and it was sunrise as she walked along the shore of the very Island.

      But then a panic took hold in her heart. If she were in her own time, then she would never see Cameron again. Quickly she opened her eyes, and looked at the castle again, making sure that it wasn't in ruins. It was the full castle, and she hadn’t been transported back to her own time.

      Still, that was not enough, she hastily made her way back toward the courtyard, entering to make sure that nothing had changed. People moved back and forth, carrying loads and baskets and she was able to breathe easily again seeing them. She smiled to herself, feeling satisfied that everything was the same.

       The strife between the MacLeod Clan and the MacDonald Clan was no more and they were on equal footing once more, staving off any chance of the MacDonald taking over the castle anytime soon, at least for now. There was always that information in the back of her head, because she could never remember the year that it happened. For now she would have to be satisfied with not knowing.

      She walked into the castle, making her way to the corridor. She didn't even have to look up because she had memorized the path, going here and there. This was now her home. Because she was looking down, she suddenly ran into a hard wall. Maria lifted her chin, to discover that it was no wall at all but just a very hard Scottish man’s chest. Bran.

      “Excuse me," she said, and then moved around him, trying to get by, but he wouldn’t let her. “What? What is it now? Do you wish to accuse me of something new?" she said putting her hands on her hips.

      Bran grinned. “I guess I deserve that. No. No accusations, lass. I only wish to apologize. I treated ye unfairly, but ye must understand ye are an outsider and we Scottish are suspicious of everyone who is not our own clan. It is the way of things. Ye came under suspicious circumstances with yer mad ravings. But I am apologizing now.”

       Maria was startled by his apology. At first she thought this might be some sort of trick, but she didn't want to ruin the moment.

      “Bran, I accept your apology. Though I must say that I do understand why you did such things. If I were in your shoes I would have found me suspicious and strange as well. You are only doing your job, and I must say that I admire your loyalty to Cameron. It is a fierce loyalty. This clan is very lucky to have you.”

      “Yes we are, and we are protective of it. So you understand?”

      “I do,” she said.

      “Good. That is all,” Bran said stepping aside. Then he walked away.

      “Well, not one for many words,” Maria mumbled to herself and then continued on her way.

      Later that evening, Maria sat next to Cameron at the head table in the grand hall. But this was different, their relationship was no longer a secret, not for almost three weeks now. Everyone knew that they were courting, as Cameron liked to call it, which Maria thought was absolutely adorable. It was much better than saying dating, like she would in New York. 

      Everyone was having a few drinks, waiting for the feast to be served. Good spirits had been had all around since the possible battle with the MacDonald Clan had been avoided, and Cameron made sure that everyone knew why they had avoided it. He made sure that everyone knew it was because of Maria's work and her words with Duncan that had caused Eileen to confess to the murder.

      Now everyone looked at her with pride in their eyes, some calling her the savior of Clan Macleod. Of course Maria thought the name was a little extreme, but it was much better than witch.

      The string musicians began to play a song, and Maria recognized it. It was the same melody that played the night that she arrived. It seemed like a lifetime ago that she listened to the music, thinking that it was part of the ghost tour party. How foolish she felt now thinking about it. She wondered what had happened to the ghost tour people, Jennifer and the Italian couple. What did the tour guide, Mr. Leslie, think of her disappearance? Were the police called and the entire castle and island searched? They probably thought that she somehow was swept out to sea.

      She felt guilty knowing that her family would miss her and think that she was dead. But in the circumstances, she was not able to go back. So she had to push all of the guilt out of her mind and concentrate on enjoying the present. Feeling guilty would not change anything.

      Suddenly, Cameron pounded his fist on the table. It startled Maria and the string musicians stopped. Cameron stood up, ready to give a speech as he often did before eating. Maria smiled at the handsome Scottish man. She was completely enamored with him and no man in her modern time could ever compete with him. He was a real warrior, a ruler of the land, and the hottest man she had ever seen.

      “Lads and Lass! Listen here! I have news. My heart has been touched. The savior, as ye call her, has also saved me in more ways than one. I am honored to announce that I wish to make this woman my wife!” 

      Cheers erupted all around. Maria looked at him with wide eyes. She had no idea he intended to make such a public display to propose to her, or to propose at all. Her heart leapt with joy.

      “That is… if she will have a lad like me?” he said turning to her.

      Maria stood up with tears in her eyes. “Yes. I will.” She smiled.

      “Yay! Hoorah!” the clan shouted.

      Cameron pulled her to him and planted a kiss on her lips, a deep and passionate one that only brought more cheers and applause from the crowd.

      Maria could not believe it. She really was happy in this moment, and she wanted to be this man's wife. She knew now in this moment that she loved being in this time, at this castle, and with this man at her side. No other man would do. 

      Having him propose to her in front of the entire clan made her feel included and accepted, finally. She found a true place in this strange land. His kiss heated her up and she almost forgot that they had an audience. Finally with a low groan, Cameron pulled his lips from hers. He turned back to the crowd and shouted, “Another round of whisky to celebrate! Your Laird is getting himself a wee wife!”

      Everyone cheered and servants appeared with more jugs of whisky and port. The stringed musicians erupted into a jolly song and many took to the floor to dance.

      Cameron sat down with Maria. He looked at her with such pride.

      “I knew from the moment I first saw you, lass, that you were the one for me, but only now do understood that feeling. Are you happy with me, lass?” he asked.

      “Aye. I am,” she said taking on the speech.

      His thick brows rose. “As am I. I want you to be my wife, more than anything.”

      “And I want you to be my husband, forever,” she said.

      They smiled and then kissed again.

      A few minutes later the feast was served, and a grand party followed late into the night. But Cameron turned in early, taking his newly betrothed with him. They made love in celebration, and commitment.

      One week later, Maria was moving about the castle. She had now moved into Cameron's bed chambers, though their wedding was a week away. The entire castle and village were preparing for it. It was going to be a very grand event, and she couldn't be happier to be able to celebrate with the entire clan. She felt truly accepted and was excited to become the woman at the side of the Laird, helping him run the clan.

      She was deep in thought about this as she walked through the castle, so deep that she hadn't realized that she had gone into a section of the castle that she had never been to before. Maria felt that she was turned around, and turned to head back where she came from, when something caught her eye. A very tall and elegant looking woman, about the age of fifty or so, turned the corner. Maria only caught a glimpse of her white robes. But there was something curious about her, she had never seen her around the castle before. Maria walked down the long corridor, trying to catch up and round the corner where the woman had disappeared.

      As Maria got to the corner, the woman was already down at the other end of the corridor where there was a staircase and she was descending it.

      “Hello? Excuse me?” Maria called out, but the woman did not stop.

      Maria followed and quickened her step, until she got to the staircase and walked down them very fast. When she got to the bottom of the stairs Maria was stunned. These stairs led to the catacombs. Then there was a loud bang. It startled Maria.

      She turned just in time to see the small door that she had come through long ago. The sound that she had heard, was the bang of the door being closed. Maria's eyes grew wide as she noticed a glow to the door. 

      Maria realized the woman she had just seen was the Scathach!

      “Wait! Who are you! Where did you go!” Maria shouted running to the door.

      Maria put her hand on the door and pulled it open. She stood there stunned, she could not believe it had opened. Erin had been right, only the Scathach was able to open the door that was the portal through time. What had happened to her before, was exactly what was happening now. She had come across the door just moments after the powerful witch had gone through the door, leaving the door still active for a few moments.

       This was it. This was what she had been waiting for, for months now. Maria took a deep breath, ready to go through. But then she stopped, the image of Cameron's face washed before her. There was no guarantee that if she went through the portal that she would wind up back in her own time. She could wind up further in the past, or maybe even the future for all she knew. There was no way of knowing, but what she did know more than anything, was that she was in love with Cameron. She didn’t want to go back. Maria Saunders, wanted to stay.

      “Have a safe trip,” she said as though the witch could hear her. Then she closed the door and walked away. Walked back through the castle, and to her fiancé Cameron MacLeod.
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      In the mean time, make sure to check out my other series that I think you will love, starting with Highlander Found, which is book 1 in the Highlander In Time series! Click here to get it!
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      Click here to get Highlander Found!

      At midnight, Audrina James finally laid her head down, gratefully onto her pillow. It had been another grueling day in Trauma One, it was always the worst when the nursing staff and doctors of the trauma ward lost a child. Audrina looked at the ceiling where she had taped pictures of stars, lush green fields, exotic ancient castles and the forests of her ancestral homeland, vowing to herself that she would visit Claran Castle in Scotland someday. Audrina had put the pictures up so that she could clear her mind of the gruesome scenes that she faced in the E.R. day after day, night after night. They’d worked hard to save the boy from the ravages of a car crash, but Donald Nightingale, of sunny northern California, flatlined at eleven-thirty, after half a day’s worth of surgeries, blood transfusions and plasma bags. Audrina didn’t cry much anymore after working in the trauma center. But there were a few patients who tugged at her heartstrings. Donald would be one of them.

      “Look at the pictures. Look at the pictures,” Audrina chanted to herself. She used them as a platform to spring her mind into more pleasant thoughts before she drifted off to sleep. Audrina had been fascinated with the stories and lore of her ancestry when her grandfather used to sit her on his knee and recount tales of his youth, roaming the Highlands of Scotland. That was before a potato famine reached his homeland and forced his family to immigrate to the United States. Audrina would spend hours, daydreaming as she roamed the redwoods behind the house, pretending the tall trees were the ancient forests of Scotland. She knew now that Scotland was much greener, and the forests were made of tall oaks, and rowan trees, beech and pine and ash. But she had promised herself she would visit and discover it for herself someday.

      That was all a couple of decades ago, when Audrina had been just seven. After high school, she had gone on to nursing school, and now was faced with the ever-increasing violence of the San Francisco Community Hospital that came through the doors. The timing had just never felt right. There was always one more case to oversee, or one more patient to look after and successfully care for until they walked out the door of their own volition, and not in a body bag or stretcher.

      Audrina certainly had the money saved for the trip, but she always felt there was something holding her back. Some small fear she had that there was something Grandfather neglected to tell her about the ancient folklore. Audrina never quite made the jump to buy the plane ticket or book the hotels. She’d never really been sure why, but as she laid there, thinking about all of the never did’s that young Donald was never going to experience, she thought, “Why am I holding back? I have no solid reason, no proof that there is anything in Scotland I should be afraid of.”

      “I’m going to request the time off tomorrow and start booking tickets after my trip to the museum,” she vowed out loud.

      There was no one to hear her proclamation, she realized. There wasn’t anyone in her life that she could tell really. “I guess that makes it kind of sad, maybe even a little pathetic. Sure, I have my co-workers, but they would all say, “Finally, you are taking a vacation,” when I tell them,” Audrina thought.

      Audrina had become a trauma nurse after Mom had suffered the same fate as little Donald. She winced as the memories of that day entered her mind. It had been much like Donald’s parents rushing into the hospital. The only difference between her grandfather being informed, and Mrs. Nightingale’s heart-wrenching screams, had been significantly different, but as equally as devastating. That’s when Grandfather had taken her in. She didn’t know who her dad was, and it never occurred to her to go looking for him. She knew that she was loved when Grandfather took her, a scared little girl, home that night. He had cared for her and she didn’t need anyone else. Anyone, that was, except her mom, but she wasn’t coming back. When Grandfather had passed away she was twenty-one, she was left with no one. She hadn’t even bothered getting a pet. Audrina was never home because she worked so much. She’d always felt like it was her duty to save people because, well, she couldn’t save her mom back then.

      Audrina tried to roll over onto her side. She was disgusted with herself that she was caught up in her own head and wallowing in self-pity. Her vow was just that and she was sticking to it. She realized, as she flipped back onto her back, that she had never been able to fall asleep unless she was looking up at her pictures. Grandfather had printed them for her the week that Mom had passed. He wanted her to have something to think about, other than the sadness of losing her mom.

      As Audrina’s eyes began to flutter closed, and she emptied her mind save for thoughts of faraway lands and lost familial ties, something, perhaps the moonlight, sparkled in the pictures above her. A small light that glowed in the tower of the castle, appeared to be brighter in the picture. But she squinted at it, and then chalked it up to fatigue and weary eyes. Her lashes batted against her cheeks one last time, and she fell into a deep, sound sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Candles surrounded her in a circle, haloing the circular room with an ethereal glow. Long thin tapers of white sheep’s fat burned low and lit the gloom of the dark tower. She’d been locked in there for so long, she had lost track of time.

      There was a straw mattress, in a splintered bed of Ashwood. The thin blanket cast across it, was worn and frayed at the edges. A small wooden chair, equally as uncomfortable, sat at the base of the bed. It wobbled on three legs, having relinquished one of the legs long ago, for the usage of a handle for a torch. The torch, had long ago burnt to ash, and was scattered and lost amongst the dust and dirt that caked the cold stone floor. She rocked back on her heels and murmured a soft prayer to the Gods, the Spirits, anyone who would listen. The tower was a prison, a tortuous place that seeped into the soul like the smoky blackness of a demon, coming from the bowels of hell to inhabit and ingest the goodness of the person’s humanity.

      There were bones in the ashes and they cried out to her. Begging her to release them of their captivity. She couldn’t help them that night. They would remain tethered there until the angels came for them on the day of reckoning. Thunder clapped outside the castle and lit up the tiny room in an intense light that threw the stark furnishings of the room into harsh contrast. The candles flickered, and she feared they would blow out. Cotswold Castle had many frivolities, protection from the elements in the prison tower, was not one of them.

      Rain lashed against the stone tower and sprayed into the room in droves of unending dampness. It rained often in Scotland. She hadn’t been dry since she was thrown into that room. The water collected in puddles at the base of the windows. She sat in the middle of the room in an attempt to keep herself and her activities dry.

      She knelt over a carnelian kilt pin. It glowed in the candlelight like fire. She reached out her hand and touched it as she murmured. The contact sent a spiral of heat through her fingertips, and she jerked her hand back. How could the stone set in silver be warm to the touch? There was no fire there. The brooch had not been warmed against constant contact with her skin, as she had been shivering since she arrived there. The cold was such that it seeped not only into her bones, but into her very soul. There was no possible way the stone could be warm.

      Her eyes fixated on the glowing center of the gem as she continued to murmur, “Bone of my bone, flesh of my flesh, through spans of time, I cannot rest. Seek thee my kin, and pardon my sin, that I may reincarnate, and new life begin. And with this pin I shall be returned to my love, cast through the ages, by touch of mine blood, and light from sun up above.”

      The kilt pin glowed ever-brighter in a hue of burnt orange that lit up not only the room, but blazed like the dawning of the early morning’s sun, sending spirals of light from the tower window. She heard shouts from below and quickly loosened the stone nearest the door, about halfway up the wall. She hid the pin behind the stone, where someone had hollowed out the stone behind that, and replace the stone so that it looked seamless. She prayed that someone would find it someday, and that she might rise up, released from the ashes of the debris of bodies from that hellish place. She heard footsteps on the stairs and boots clunked up the stone steps. She hurriedly pushed the stone back in place and managed to take one step back, as the door was thrown open and she screamed in terror as…”
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        * * *

      

      Audrina woke, sitting bolt upright in bed.

      “What the hell?” she muttered as she glanced up at the pictures. “What the heck was that?” she wondered to herself as she let her tired body fall back against the pillows. She stared at her pictures and then pushed herself back up to a sitting position. She used her hands and pushed to stand up, so that her upturned face was almost nose to nose with the picture of the castle. Audrina stared at the tiny light in the tower. It had faded over the years, but she could have sworn last night it glowed brightly. So brightly it almost lit up the room.

      And then…and then, that dream. What a strange dream. Who was that woman in the dream? What happened to her? She must have died there. Audrina could feel the drive of her trauma nurse training kick in. She had to save her. But how? That’s silly. The woman…me…that was centuries ago when she cast the spell. And what kind of a spell was that anyway? Audrina’s mind began to fog over, the dream becoming misty around the edges, as reality and the present day slowly seeped back into her mind. She looked around the modern-day bedroom and laughed at the absurdity of her mind’s vehemence that the dream was somehow a reality way back when.

      She climbed off the bed and hit the shower, enjoying the feel of the warm jets hitting her body as the ache from the previous day’s strenuous shift was washed away. She combed out her dark red hair and swiftly braided it down her back as she stared into her own brown eyes in the reflection of the foggy mirror. She wiped away the condensation and flashes entered her mind. The reflection of a woman in the puddles on the floor as the lightening lit up the room. Did she have brown eyes like my own? Audrina wondered. She shrugged and finished her braid and then donned her typical casual wear of jeans, an oversized tee-shirt and a ball cap. The ensemble fit well on her athletic frame, and it was just what she needed to walk down to San Francisco’s Museum of Natural History. Audrina enjoyed the casual wear on a rare day off, and she was equally as pleased that the museum was hosting an exhibit on loan from Scotland. She figured she could kill two birds with one stone. She could get her walk in and surround herself in ancient artifacts that made her yearn for a time and place that she had not yet discovered. She pulled her ballcap low over her eyes as she walked out the front door, not minding in the least that she had been accused on more than one occasion of being a tomboy.
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      When Audrina reached the museum, she purchased her ticket and queued to get in line to be let into the exhibits. She was about ten minutes early and so she began to read the pamphlet that was handed out at the ticket booth. She had been to the museum so many times, she was only interested in the exhibit on loan from the Scottish Museum of Ancient History, but she figured she might peruse a few more on her way out. She read about the various artifacts that were on display, quite impressed with the vast array of items that have been amassed.

      As she flipped the cover open, she paused, staring down at the pamphlet stupidly and didn’t really register what she was seeing and reading on the pamphlet. As she stared down at the glossy photo, the memory of the dream from last night was a bit hazy, but there was no mistaking the kilt pin from the dream. The one that the woman, that she, had cursed. Or maybe the woman in the dream, she, had placed a spell on it. But there it was, shining back up at her from the brochure. Audrina blinked rapidly in the sun, thinking that maybe she was mistaken, and this was another pin that was excavated from some site in Scotland, and it just looked similar. But as she continued to read, the weighted feeling in her stomach became heavier and heavier.

      “The Cotswold Pin, a rare and expensive carnelian-gem set pin, was discovered last year in the ruins of Cotswold Castle’s eastern most tower. Archeologists and Historians know very little about the pin, except that it was discovered hidden behind a lose stone near the doorway to the tower, where a mason was reinforcing the towers infrastructure. Cotswold Castle is host of a long and bloody history in the Scottish culture and it is well known that Lord Cotswold, imprisoned many native Scotsmen, in his long and cruel English reign over the Scottish people. It is speculated that the pin was hidden by one of the prisoners. Most likely in the event of their impending death and the desire for such a rare gem to not fall into the hands of the English. It is known that Lord Cotswold’s reign was filled with such terrors and atrocities against the Scottish people, such as imprisonment, torture, and rape. He often invoked the First Rights, also known as Prima, against many young Scottish Brides. It was well known that many of the ones he impregnated he had accused of, tried, and found guilty of witchcraft and subsequently sentenced to death. It is no wonder that whoever was bequeathed such a rare treasure as this gem-inlayed kilt pin, would have wanted it hidden from such an atrocious and vindictive lord and ruler.”

      Audrina’s hands trembled, and the pamphlet shook as she read and re-read the description under the brooch. “How can this possibly be? How is it that I dreamt of this very kilt pin, only last night? I have no memory of such a pin, even from the countless hours spent with Grandfather pouring over history and ancestry books,” she wondered.

      She only realized that the line had started to move, and people were entering the museum, when someone shouted, “Are you going to stand there all day?”

      She jumped and shouted, “Sorry!” over her shoulder as she hastened to the door.

      She followed the map of the museum to the new acquisitions and the new exhibit that was on display and it took her a full ten minutes to push through the throngs of people who were gathered around the ancient claymores and thread-bare tartans. She looked for a case, a glass case, figuring, if the museum was going to display rare and beautiful jewelry and gems, they would have it resting on a bed of velvet and enclosed in a high-security, alarm activated case such as the ones she had seen countless other relics, and objet d’art displayed in before.

      She found the very case she was looking for and made a beeline for it. She waited at the back of the line and tapped her foot restlessly, as she waited for the older couple who were fawning over the brooches and tartans and listing off their family tree and origins, dating themselves back to the days of yore and their own ancestors. Just when her patience couldn’t possibly take any more waiting, the line moved ahead, and she was able to press in, face to face with the kilt pin.

      Audrina found it extraordinary that, even after centuries sitting behind a stone, even though it was unexposed to the elements, it was still in pristine condition, as if it had never survived centuries of time passing by. She was sure that it was probably dusty when the mason found it, possibly even the gem was scratched or worn and thus had to be restored, but the pin was pristine.

      The burnt orange gem sat at the apex of a silver hill. The silver had been bent and molded onto a swirling pattern to resemble the crest of the hill, so the gem was the representation of the sun. From what Audrina knew of Celtic mythology, the sun symbol was more widely used in the sun cross symbols, which were indicative of Christianity’s introduction to the Celtic peoples. But this sun was a literal representation of the sun, suggesting that whoever designed and forged the pin, was still a practicing pagan, possibly giving the pin druidic or witchcraft origins. On the outset of the circular pin, the silver swirled into a Celtic knot which was wavy around the edges, like a river. Audrina knew this because as Grandfather and she had investigated the Claran, or MacClaran name, it was discovered that the Claran’s were one of the older tribes of Scotland, but those particular tribes were ancient, nomadic druids who traveled the waters from the Isle of Eire, also known as Ireland. The modern day Claran’s were to be found inhabiting the areas on the River Clare and the name Claran literally meant, “One who lives near the River Clare.” So, Audrina knew her ancestors had been an ancient people of magics and mystery, and the warring tribes had caused them to take root in Scotland as one of the founding tribes, and they had taken their name and origins with them. The evidence was right there in the pin that resembled the pagan magics and the river beds from whence her people came. The tribes, like the rivers on the pin, were split between Ireland and Scotland.

      Audrina felt her excitement at having found such a connection to her ancestors, begin to grow. She stared with her face almost pressed to the glass, willing the pin to do something, anything to give her a sign that she belonged there, with it. She felt like, somewhere deep in her soul, that the pin belonged to her, but she knew this was silly, because it belonged to the museum in Scotland. It didn’t change the connection she imagined she could feel through the glass.

      As she stood there, she again realized the grumblings of the crowd around her as she had allowed herself to be lost in her thoughts. She was about to exit the line and circle back around, when the crowd was jostled and parted by the streak of a black clothed and masked figure, who shoved them aside. When the intruder got to Audrina, he shoved her so hard, she knocked into the glass and it smashed as the sirens from the museum began to wail. Audrina cut the back of her hand on the glass as she tried to stop her fall, but with the rest of the crowd, she tumbled to the floor. Audrina looked up, just in time to see the masked figure reach into the case and grab something. A flash of orange and silver registered in her mind, and she clawed her way back up and ran after the thief, as he dashed outside the museum with what she could only proclaim as “her” kilt pin.

      Audrina chased after him as the wail of sirens from the museum’s security, and the automatically notified police screeched in her ear. As athletic as she was, it didn’t take her long to catch up to the thief, and she tackled him, expertly maneuvering him into a judo hold from her years of training with Mr. Tanaka at his Japanese dojo. Audrina had needed an outlet for her rage and frustration for losing everyone she had ever loved. And she had miraculously stumbled upon it in the classes offered at the dojo and Mr. Tanaka’s ever-patient and serene temperament.

      The thief was quickly apprehended at Audrina’s capable hands, just as the police showed up and began to cross the sunny court-yard.

      “Hey lady, are you nuts?” one of the officer called. “You don’t chase after a criminal! What were you thinking!” he shouted.

      Audrina didn’t answer him, but reached out her shaking hand toward the pin that had fallen to the ground in the take-down of the thief, and as her bloodied fingers from the cut on the glass closed around the pin, the sun shone brightly through a cloud cover, landing directly on the pin, the blood and her hand, and then suddenly, there was a black and gray mist, and Audrina was falling, falling, falling.

      Click here to keep reading Highlander Found!
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