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Megan West clomped gracelessly out of the Lodge of the Loch inn nestled between the glistening loch and the mountains beyond it. Munros, the mountains were called here, or some of them at least. There had been fifteen minutes of her life she wasn’t getting back, listening to that woman on the tour bus yesterday go on and on about Munros, Donalds, and Corbetts, how hills were categorized here, based on their height. 

“I’m here for the romantic castle ruins and with some vague hope to meet a rugged Highland sheep farmer who might fancy himself a nice American wife,” Megan had said drolly to the self-professed peak bagger. “I only purchased a one-way ticket.”

Though the woman had been from the States as well, she hadn’t picked up on Megan’s intentional sarcasm, which Megan had hoped would convey her disinterest in the subject matter, but which the woman chose to ignore because she knew everything and liked to hear herself talk.

Outside the white-washed inn, an erstwhile hunting lodge originally built almost two centuries ago, Megan helped herself to one of the rainbow of bicycles lined up as neat as bikes could be in a metal rack, which were free for guests’ use. She chose the beachy blue bike over the pale lavender, mint green, and salmon colored ones and then wrestled to extract it, the bikes quartered so closely that the handle bars were tangled with others on either side of it.

With an impatient twisting of her lips, she finally yanked it free and hopped on, riding away from the quaintly situated hotel lodge, recalling the sixty-ish woman at the desk, Janet McLaren, cautioning her, “Be mindful now of the uneven roadsides. And watch, will ye, for the buses that run along the causeway.”

She had a bike of her own at home, almost exactly the same as this one; hers was, she recalled specifically, ocean turquoise, and had been billed as a single-gear beach cruiser bike. That had intrigued her. Aside from the pretty color, she’d decided that cruiser sounded decidedly laid-back and that was the bike for her. She didn’t intend to bag anything on her bike, only wanted a cost-efficient, low maintenance means of transportation around her hometown of Des Plaines, Il, just north of Chicago, home of the very first McDonald’s restaurant. Mostly, the bike was utilitarian—she had no car and used it to get to and from work for nine months out of the year—though she did enjoy more scenic rides on her days off, most often along the Des Plaines river trail, which went sometimes through a forest of oaks and hickory with the meandering namesake river alongside for company.

Megan had barely pedaled out of the parking lot and she was huffing and puffing already, though she could partly blame this on pure frustration.

Her first trip overseas was so far just one disappointment and annoyance after another. And it was only Day Three. Day One had begun with her luggage going to the airport in Dublin—not even in the same country! She’d been advised with great kindness but little sympathy that she’d be lucky to see any of it during her two week stay. An hour later at the car rental place, the man behind the counter spent ten minutes detailing their contract before lifting his brows, holding up the keys, and asking which one of them—Megan or her travel buddy, Jasmine—would be driving the manual transmission, reminding them that everything was reverse in the UK, gears, pedals and which side of the road to drive on. After exchanging a stupefied glance with Jasmine—whose sole job had been to book the rental car—they had asked for an automatic transmission car. They were more than twice the cost, but it didn’t matter; they had none available. 

Day Two saw Megan and her travel buddy on the bus with the peak bagger during a wild oceanic storm so severe that nothing could be seen from the windows with the rain pelting them so hard—so much for taking in the majestic views. Simply walking out from the bus and into the lodge here near Loch Duich in Dornie had soaked them through several layers to the skin and chilled them to the bone. The fabulous dinner in the hotel restaurant had restored them somewhat and had given Megan so much hope for the rest of the trip.

Day Three—today—saw her escaping the inn on bicycle, needing a break from every one of the five thousand, four-hundred and thirty-nine crazy annoying habits and ticks of Jasmine that might see murder committed in the Highlands.

Megan gritted her teeth, wondering how she could have not known or seen any trace of Jasmine’s true character, how annoying she could be. They worked together and had now for two years, having met during their orientation in the ER, the first job for both of them immediately out of nursing school and having passed the NCLEX exam to be licensed as RNs.

Megan had gravitated toward Jasmine not because of the flaming red hair and many tattoos, though she’d been intrigued by both, but because of her name. Jasmine Lane. On their first break, Megan had sought her out, introducing herself and then teasing Jasmine that she had a great stripper name if the nursing gig didn’t work out. 

Only weeks younger than Megan’s twenty-four years, Jasmine had stared cold-stone at Megan and informed her that she had stripped her way through college to pay the bills, but that her name was real, not invented for that gig of several years. Megan’s profuse apologies had been waved off with no hard feelings. The awkward beginning had proved no hindrance. Megan and Jasmine gelled instantly, quickly developing a great working relationship and what Megan had thought was a solid friendship.

She’d looked so good on paper, Megan thought as she pedaled angrily along the black paved road. Jasmine laughed at all of Megan’s jokes, was a hard worker, willing to put in extra time as needed—the hospital was always short-staffed—and truly cared about her patients. At no time, either at work or the dozen times she’d been out with Jasmine to pubs and clubs after hours had Jasmine given any hint that she reveled in drama, or that she actually preferred sulking, whining, and complaining to finding anything of the positive. Looked good on paper referred to Megan’s utter certainty that Jasmine would be such a great travel companion. In reality, here and now in Scotland, Jasmine spent more time complaining about Megan’s lost luggage than Megan herself did. After the car rental fiasco—they had Uber-ed and taxied everywhere since their arrival in lieu of continuing their fruitless efforts to find any rental company with automatic cars in stock—Jasmine had sat in the Uber with her purse crunched up to her chest, arms crossed tightly, bitching the whole time that the website should have made it clear that it defaulted to stick shift as rentals. 

After a while, Megan had simply stared slack-jawed at her, feeling as if she were seeing Jasmine for the first time. Megan didn’t want to moan and cry about what had gone wrong; she wanted to make the best of their days here. Shit happened. They needed to move on. 

But then today, Jasmine was fighting with her boyfriend over the phone and refused to leave the hotel, where the wi-fi signal was good, afraid she might miss his next call, which she was sure would come with him meaning to apologize. 

Megan was simply flabbergasted. Seriously?

“Yes, seriously,” Jasmine had replied when Megan had posed that question half an hour ago. “He knows he’s wrong. And he will be calling. I’m not leaving this room until he does.” She’d flipped her long, poker straight hair over her shoulder and had given Megan an mm-hmm look, her gloating satisfaction decidedly premature. “I want to hear him grovel.” 

Megan wasn’t sure if she wanted to strangle Kyle—Dr. Kyle O’Donnell—Jasmine’s long-time, on-again-off-again boyfriend and frequent verbal sparring partner or if she wanted to wrap her hand around Jasmine’s neck, for seeming to go out of her way at this point to piss off Megan. 

Relax, she told herself. There are still ten more days. Technically, she didn’t need Jasmine to enjoy her vacation. Having grown up an orphan, shuffled from one foster family to the next over a span of eleven years, she was accustomed to solitude, to surviving by herself and making her own good time. 

Lost in her own thoughts, Megan was less careful about the terrain, swerving a bit off the paved road into the gravel and storm-made mud. She wobbled and winced but corrected her path quickly enough, gaining again the smooth blacktop.

The bike was similar in style to hers back at home, but this one, despite the possibility that it might not actually be retro, but truly vintage, was sturdier than hers, but damn this road near their inn was a never-ending winding slope, constantly climbing. Though a quick glance over her shoulder showed the inn yet in sight, though distant, as in she hadn’t gone that far, her legs ached already, and she was tempted to turn around.

But she glanced around, actually seeing the scenery for the first time. She was sorry that she’d just ridden along the loch for at least half a mile and hadn’t spent a moment on that view. She paused now to do so, planting her feet on the ground, stopped at the stone wall on the side of the road, and dropped her shoulders in awe of the view. Even under an overcast sky, the loch’s water shimmered and sparkled. Beyond, as in any direction, were more mountains—munros maybe—rich in the green of summer. The number and size of the mountains all around made her feel terribly small and insignificant but the beauty was not lost on her. 

She moved on then and when the road veered right around the loch, Megan veered left, onto what looked like the bike trail, which the innkeeper had also mentioned. This snaked yet uphill, but the incline was gradual enough and the path smooth enough that she continued on. She passed a couple of walkers and a couple riding bikes in the opposite direction, nodding a greeting, assuming their pastel colored bicycles suggested they were staying at the same inn. 

The trail soon leveled off and then crept slowly downhill, giving her legs a break. In the next minute, she passed a group of horseback riders, fairly confident that they were tourists as well, as implied by their very un-horseman-like gear—sneakers and fashion boots rather than riding boots—and the look of frozen terror on the face of one middle-aged woman as she white-knuckled the reins. The trail here was particularly narrow and Megan went by them slowly and quietly, not meaning to incite the horses to match the pace of her relatively faster speed.

Accustomed to riding for long stretches and as enchanted by the wooded areas through which she rode as she was by the open parts of the path and its breathtaking scenery as it twisted through the valleys, Megan rode for quite a while. Even when she stumbled upon pavement and followed that for another few miles, the views were splendid no matter which way she faced. The terrain and the gorgeous scenery certainly invigorated her and she was loath to give up this peace to return to the lodge and Jasmine’s snit. She was out in the middle of nowhere in a foreign country, not a soul around for miles now, and yet she felt oddly safe. In her familiar surroundings at home, so close to crime-ridden Chicago, Megan spent plenty of time on her bike looking over her shoulder. Just in case. 

Even when there was a faint crackle in the air, what sounded like a high-pitched thunder and one spark of strange lightning—strange because it rather looked like a ball and not a streak—she wasn’t concerned. She was fascinated.

And then she crested a small rise and coasted down the narrow road and spied the ruins of an ancient broch up ahead, which she’d read about in one of the numerous brochures collected during her few days of travel. Either Dun Troddan or Dun Telve, she decided this must be.

It was situated on the north side of the road, partway up the hill, a big gray ruin of a structure, some of the stones covered in green moss, the backside being more intact than the front, and having no roof over any of it. It was rather remarkable against the backdrop of the rolling gray clouds. On the hill in the forefront, just inside a haphazard wired fence, sheep lay all about the grass on the slope. 

Megan applied the brakes and stopped just at the wooden gate—closed and locked with only an oversized hook-and-eye latch—and wondered if that path worn into the grass inside the gate suggested people did, or were welcome to, traipse around by themselves. A sign on the gate identified the ruin as Dun Troddan, an historic site, but there was no warning about trespassing. 

On the south side of the road, directly across and sitting only a few feet off the actual road, was a long structure of old stone with a newer metal roof. It looked like a barn—maybe for those sheep—but she didn’t see any house or person around to ask if she could go up the hill to the broch.

With one more glance around to be sure there was no one of whom she might ask permission, Megan unlocked the gate and walked the bike through, closing the gate behind her so that no sheep went missing because of her. She spared those docile hoofed animals one more glance, noting that though they all looked lazily at ease, to a man—er, sheep—they were all staring at the stone round house ruins. 

Dismissing this as curious but not alarming, she nudged her bike along the very thin rutted path up the hill and lowered it to its side near the front of the ruins. The grass was tall up here and all around the front part of the structure where less than half of the wall remained. Megan walked around the back of it, around the aged but less ruined two story wall. Here she could walk closer to the remains and lifted her hand to run her fingers along the stone, imagining the hands that might have built this, possibly two thousand years ago according to the literature she’d read, and if the archaeologists had it right. 

“Holly?”

Megan gasped, whirling around at the sound of the deep voice, decidedly male and close and clearly distressed. She saw nothing but grass and low shrubs and those idling sheep dotting the hillside.

“Where are you, lass?” was called next, the voice stronger, maybe a little angry as well. “Holly!”

Assuming the tortured voice belonged to some father searching for his lost daughter, Megan strode quickly around the ancient dwelling, looking for its owner.

Where the wall was lower, more damaged by time and possibly other factors, Megan stepped closer and leaned over the top of it, the stone meeting with her chest. Her eyes widened at the sight of a huge man sitting inside the round house.

He was...well, he was unexpected, certainly being dressed as he was and for appearing a bit woozy sitting on his ass on the ground inside the ruins. He wore a fawn colored shirt that looked as if it were made of linen and hung loosely over broad shoulders. It was made plainly with straight lines and only a little notched vee at the neckline. A plaid throw laid over one of his shoulders, crisscrossing his broad chest, the ends of it trapped inside a thick belt of brown leather. His neck was corded and thick, flesh and tendons moving as he cocked his head from side to side, as if testing his own well-being or steadiness. He had a full head of riotous hair, dark brown, and a bit longish, curling over his ears and the back of his neck.

He gave his head a shake, tossing the hair around and tried to stand. 

The process was nearly painful to watch, how slow and uncoordinated were his efforts. Having now worked in the ER in Des Plaines for over two years, Megan had seen her share of inebriated and strung out people, but this was...this was different. He wasn’t floppy but tightly wound, each movement made with an extreme rigidity that was as confusing as it was concerning. 

“Sir?” She called out tentatively, wondering if he’d been here since she rode up to the gate at the bottom of the hill. Honestly, he kind of looked like he just woke up, as if he were groggy and trying to get his bearings. But again, he was so stiff, as if he forced each limb to do what he wanted.

At the sound of her voice, he whipped his head around, but even that seemed sluggish, or as if it cost him by way of dizziness. His eyes focused somewhere left of her, his gaze off the mark by about ten feet. He struck his arms out with his turn, and Megan could see veins popping in his wrist, the sleeve ridden up over his thick forearm. His hand was fisted.

Megan spied a spot further around the broch that had even less wall and where he might have entered—was he a vagrant? A homeless man sleeping here, just waking, maybe disturbed by her coming? She backed up from the wall and walked around to the opening, saying, “Sir?” once more.

He pivoted again, his dark brows creasing and crinkling dramatically.

“Cease!” He commanded, his curt tone and deep voice bringing Megan to an immediate halt. “Show yourself.”

She was standing directly in front of him now, not more than twenty feet of space between them. He appeared to be looking directly at her, but he wasn’t seeing her. Was he blind? Like, literally blind? 

“Go on with you!” He said then, lifting his hand in a threatening manner.

He was frightening, but part of that was his size, being very tall and having a muscular build, with large arms and thighs. And yet Megan was more stunned by the overall look of him than imbued with any terror for his intimidating form and strange dress—she’d never met a man, not in costume for some reason or another, who tucked his pants into his calf-high boots. If this were a much earlier century, and with the sea being so close, she might have guessed him a pirate. Odd clothes aside, he was possibly the most ruggedly handsome man she had ever seen. Tousled hair, stubbled cheeks of golden brown, a flash of white as he bared his teeth with whatever it was that provoked him to wear so severe a face, all put together around lips shaped generously and a jaw of chiseled granite. The eyes that flashed at her but didn’t truly see her were remarkably green, extraordinary even in this setting where green was all around, even as they were narrowed to ruthlessness by whatever perturbed him now. He was so...manly, so utterly masculine. 

“Sir, are you all right? Should I call—an ambulance? Is it nine-one-one here like in the States?” 

Surely Scotland had its own emergency number.

The question only seemed to infuriate him. His mien darkened and he fell—fell straight back onto his butt again, his knees hardly bending at all. A half second later, while Megan watched with her mouth hanging open, he flopped onto his back.

She noticed for the first time what thumped and landed at his side, what he’d held up at her, what she’d not noticed for being so engrossed in his astonishingly gorgeous face—a sword.

A sword?

He groaned.

“Oh, crap—are you okay?” There was an anxiousness in her voice, his odd behavior truly beginning to alarm her. But really— “Holy shit—why...why are you carrying a sword?”

“Cease!” He demanded for a second time. “Give me a bleeding minute, will ye?”

Megan’s eyes widened again, her stomach fluttering—very untimely, very inappropriate—at the sound of his voice. If velvet mated with whiskey and their child spoke with a thick Scottish accent, it would sound like this man. Wow.

He didn’t move for an entire minute then. Megan worried her lower lip and cautiously stepped inside the broch, having to hop down into the depressed interior where he lay. She approached with caution. Despite his lethargy, there was a vigor and vitality about him that warned she should expect that he could spring or pounce without either notice or provocation. She stepped slowly forward and then bent and grabbed at the handle of his sword, pulling it out of his reach along the ground. Geez, the thing was heavy, a very fine replica, though its presence here with this man still made no sense.

When she was out of his reach, she turned and exited the depressed interior, taking the weapon with her. Movement in her periphery caught her eye before she’d put the sword somewhere further away. She faced the interior of the ruins, being once more on the higher ground, and found him still on his back, but with his fabulous green eyes open and staring straight above while his hand patted frantically at the ground—where his sword had been but was no more. 

“I’m sorry,” she called out to him, her anxiety evident. What the hell was happening here? “I took your sword. I—I don’t think you’re well enough to have this.”

The man sat up, exerting great energy to do so, it seemed. He closed his eyes briefly and shook his head. And when he opened his eyes again, his face hardened noticeably, his visage terrifying for how furious he looked.

“You dinna take a man’s sword, lass,” he growled at her, “unless you mean to eventually be skewered by it.”

“Oh—okay,” she said. Okay, freak. “I’m going to call whatever emergency number they have here.” She dug into the pocket of her collared, pink sherpa sweatshirt, withdrawing her phone. She intended to Google first what Scotland’s version of 911 was, but her phone did nothing, had no signal. She was able to type in the question, but nothing happened. She didn’t even see any hint that the thing was scrolling or working in any way. Her phone was old and small, the icons tiny that she had to squint at them, but she was sure there was at least one bar saying she had reception. With a frequency that bordered on exasperating her phone had a mind of its own, sometimes shutting off or turning on whenever the hell it felt like it. 

“Did the witch bring you as well?”

His barked question startled her away from her fruitless search to see that he’d gotten to his feet once more. He was huge, at least six-two or six-three, with impossibly wide and square shoulders. He wasn’t olive complected to have been considered swarthy but he was suntanned enough that Megan silently added weathered to his description. What a shame, though, that so gorgeous a guy was nuttier than a fruitcake.

Witch? Bring her? Holy crap. Maybe this guy really was high on something. Sword-wielding tendencies aside, he was clearly unwell. Unhinged, maybe. Megan tucked her phone back into her pocket. The nurse in her wanted to help him, but this was clearly not a safe circumstance, not with him so big and brawny and they being so far out in the middle of nowhere. With that thought in mind, Megan pivoted and flung the sword far and away, well behind the tall, intact wall of the broch.

“What is this, Sidheag?” The man grumbled then. “Bluidy tricks with the mind, you scurvy witch?”

“Sir?” Megan called automatically, instantly wishing she hadn’t. She should have quietly slipped away, should return to the inn and send help from there. 

This time, he looked directly at her, startling her with the ferocity of his glare. Megan gulped down a breath and held it while he examined her with a curl to his lip that could not be mistaken for anything but displeasure or outright contempt. 

His low but inexplicable opinion of her, having looked his fill, seemed to be confirmed when he seethed, “Bugger me.”

Her eyes widened. 

“I need my sword, lass,” he said, his tone implacable, his green eyes penetrating to the point of distraction.

“Yes,” she said, her voice wobbling a bit, “but tell me first: are you all right? Or should I call for an ambulance?”

“I’ll be right as rain, lass, as soon as my sword is returned.”

He certainly sounded much improved, his voice stronger, more annoyed than tortured as it had first been.

“Right,” Megan said, knowing she needed to get away from the weirdo, now that he was on his feet and appeared to have complete control of himself. “Okay,” she said. “I put it back there, behind that part of the wall,” she said, pointing off vaguely to her left.

As soon as he moved, headed straight for her, but likely because she stood at the area where he could exit, where there was no wall, Megan moved as well. As he seemed strangely attached to his sword, more worried about that than his own perplexing condition, Megan turned and grabbed the bike and started running with it, away from the ruins and the man. Having seen one too many horror flicks where a locked door was a major set-back for the prey trying to escape the hunting madman, Megan did not run directly at the gate, but hopped on the bike and rode along the slick grass inside the gate and fence, parallel with the road. She only needed to put distance between herself and him. And while he had lastly appeared less sluggish of movement, she wasn’t sure he wasn’t capable of sprinting after her. 

It was tough riding on the side of the slope but thankfully, the ground leveled off a bit after fifty or so yards and she was able to get going straight and with increased speed.

A nervous glance over her shoulder heightened her panic. The guy was in hot pursuit, having the inexplicable speed of any bad guy giving chase in any action movie she’d ever seen. Megan squealed with panic and pedaled harder. Dread and fright filled her lungs with each terrified intake of breath. Her chest pounded with horror—why was he chasing her!

She chanced quick looks behind her again and again, each time finding that he was gaining on her. She moaned out loud her distress and didn’t need to turn anymore to know he was getting even closer; she could hear the clomp of his feet and his ridiculous sword smacking against his leg. The hair on the back of her neck stood at attention and she expected at any second for a big paw to clamp down on her arm.

There was something then to be said for her panic not having exploded, having only feared a hand coming at her. Only, as if that weren’t terrifying enough. But she’d have shed actual tears, might have expired from heart failure if she’d ever imagined he’d have crashed bodily into her, having launched himself through the air to stop her. 

He wrapped her up in his arms as he tackled her off the bike, somehow turning them so that he bore the brunt of the impact when they landed, hard and fast, on the ground. A startled and shocked “oof” escaped her, and she squirmed instantly to be free as soon as they landed. He was having none of it, his weight and strength no match for Megan’s five-foot-six, slender frame. She managed to get her hands between them and started beating at his chest. To little effect; it was embarrassingly easy for him to capture her hands and shove them above her head and into the grass.

“Hold!” He growled at her, his voice not so attractive now, but dangerously menacing. “I’ll nae strike you.”

“But you just tackled me off my bike!” She argued against his assertion, staring up into a pair of green eyes that might be the most gorgeous she’d ever seen if they weren’t attached to this monster.

“I could nae let you escape,” he said, his chest heaving.

“Escape?” She whimpered and then went perfectly still, closing her eyes. Oh, my God. How had this happened? What was happening?

“Lass?” 

Megan opened her eyes but refused to look into his. Instead, she focused on the veins in his neck, standing out in violent fury, and promptly let out the loudest, most earsplitting scream she could manage. Possibly the long breath she’d inhaled to enable the screech had alerted him of her intent so that he abruptly cut it short by clapping a huge paw over her mouth. Megan tried to twist and turn her face away from the clamp of his hand but once more, his strength proved far superior to hers. 

After a moment, when she stopped fighting against him, when their eyes met and held, his enflamed with menace while hers surely exhibited profoundly every ounce of her fright, he growled at her, “Bluidy vixen. I’ve said I’d nae harm ye. Dinna shriek again or I’ll be stuffing your mouth with—dinna scream!” 

Megan’s eyes widened. Stuffing her mouth with his fist, she’d bet he’d been meaning to threaten her.

“Will you scream?” He asked, lifting one slash of a dark brow, forcing his hand tighter against her mouth.

Left with little choice, knowing she lied—she would scream if she could, if she thought it would help—she shook her head. 

“Will you murder me?” She wanted to know as soon as the hand left her face.

And she didn’t know him from Adam, and wasn’t certain he wasn’t insane, but he did look briefly as if he were offended by the very question. 

“I’ll nae kill you. I’ll keep my sword sheathed.”

“You could snap my neck with your bare hands,” she countered, very sure she did not exaggerate. “You could rape me—”

“I’m nae a MacHeth,” he clipped, definitely taking offense at that provocation. With stiff, jerky movements, as if he realized how threatening his actions actually were, he rolled off her and stood up, surprising her by reaching down his hand to help her to her feet. 

Megan ignored it, sitting up without assistance. “You’re...I don’t know what you are, but I think you need medical attention.” He frowned anew, possibly at the use of what instead of who. But that was how he struck her—he didn’t seem real, or more aptly, he seemed unreal, unearthly. There was something just...not right about him.

“I need to get back to my time,” he said next, solidifying her very thoughts.

“What?” She snapped impatiently, governed by fright still. But she waved off her own question and then held up her shaking hands, her palms facing him. She didn’t want to know; she just wanted to get away from him. “I don’t know what that means. I can’t help you, buddy.” 

“I’m afraid, lass, that you and I have no choice. I will require your aid.”

“You can’t make me help you.” Why was he lumping them together? You and I?

“What do you fear most,” he asked curtly, terrifying her all over again, “death or violation?”

“You’re a monster.”

“Choose,” he snapped at her.

“Either. Both,” she blurted. 

“Verra well. Then either or both it shall be if you dinna give me aid.”

Megan stood and lifted her chin to him, feeling less vulnerable on her feet, a notion that dwindled by degrees since he still towered above her and for the way his frigid green eyes raked over her, lingering upon her legs, which for some reason increased the ferocity of his severe countenance. “Help you do what?” She asked.

“Get back to my time,” he said, finally returning his gaze to hers. “As I’ve said once already.”

“I don’t understand. What does that mean—your time?”

He didn’t answer but asked instead. “Did you see me arrive?”

“What? No. I just rode up—on my bike, which you’ve now broken—and you were lying there. But I didn’t realize that you were there until you called out. I thought you were injured. But I couldn’t get a signal and you...I’m sorry, I can’t help you.” She took one step backward, overcome by a fresh line of thinking and the terror that came with it. “Please don’t kill me.” He was a sword-carrying serial killer, she’d just decided, feeling all the color drain from her face. The images of sad and scary posters flashed fleetingly across her brain. They were seen everywhere, all around the Highlands, on every corner, in cafes and shops, at the desk in the small office of the inn where she was staying—American girls, tourists, five of them now missing, here and then gone, not a trace of them ever found. Those five faces, seen endlessly on every news channel and on every social media outlet flittered through her brain. What hypotheses were imagined by surely many people, that those poor girls were dead, stared her in the face.

It was him, she thought. He’d taken them. He’d killed them. He and his stupid sword. Oh, but she should have kept right on going, called for help from somewhere safe. 

Graeme took one step forward. “You can, lass,” he insisted, referring to her assertion that she couldn’t help him. “My apologies, for frightening you. But I fear I’ve no choice but to insist that you can and you will help me.”

“You know what?” She said, crossing her arms over her chest, feigning a bravery she most definitely did not feel. But no, she wasn’t going to help him in any way to affect her own kidnapping and death. He would win, surely, for being faster, stronger, filled with evil, but the coward in her didn’t want to suffer. Tears gathered in her eyes. “Just kill me now. I’m well aware of all the girls missing from the Highlands over the past few years. You’re the one, aren’t you? You’re a serial killer. You’ve taken them, have them imprisoned somewhere? Are they all dead now? And I’m next? Well, I won’t be shoved into some ventless cellar and used for your sick, sexual gratification—”

“What is this you’re bleating about?”

For a serial killer, he had a curious habit of being easily insulted. 

“Cora Bennett?” Megan sneered, her eyes wide. “Kayla Forbes? Eloise? Gabrielle...um, Noble, I think her last name was—oh my god, it was you. I can tell by the look on your face.” 

The evil murderer stepped forward, looming over her. “How do you ken of them?” He asked, his voice containing a nasty drawl of accusation.

“How do you?” She returned with renewed anger, shoving her forefinger into his rock hard chest. “I don’t know them. I’ve only heard about them in the news. What did you do to them, you monster?”

“Do I look like I bluidy murder women? For what? What did you squawk about—for carnal pleasure?”

“Well...well, Ted Bundy was pretty handsome, too. So yeah, you kind of do.”

“Are you nae of sound mind?”

“Me? Me!” She squealed. “You’re the one kidnapping and murdering women, running around dressed like...that.” Her shoulders sagged. “But why? Why are you killing them? Please! Get help for whatever is wrong with you. Just stop.”

“I did nae kill them. They’re alive and well—and quite happily so.”

“That’s completely believable,” she sneered. “Of course they are.”

“I vow to you, I have done them no harm.”

“Fine. And I promise you, you’re going to prison for what you’ve done.”

“You are becoming tiresome,” he decided. He circled his hand firmly around her arm. “Take me to your keep. I demand to speak to your laird.”

Megan slapped her hand over her mouth but was unable to hide all of her gasp. “Oh, my God.” She lowered her hand and pointed her shaking finger at him. “You were screaming for Holly! That’s what I heard when I first rode up. Holly Wright? Who’s been missing for the last year! Jesus Christ. She got away, didn’t she? She escaped and you’re chasing her.” 

She pulled at her arm, but he did not loosen his hold so that she simply slumped to the ground, overwhelmed by the truth as she now believed it. He’d been calling for Holly. 

Possibly because he did not want to lower himself to the ground as she had done, he let her arm escape his grasp. Megan flopped onto her back with resignation and stared morosely up at the sky overhead.

Stunned by how chance was their meeting and the role that something so nebulous as Fate would ultimately play in her subsequent death, Megan began to laugh. And soon it became hysterical and then she began to cry harder as well, hiccupping through gasps while tears spilled down her cheeks.

“She got away,” she cried. The poor girl Holly, whom he’d been calling, who’d been missing for the last year, had gotten away. Good for her, Megan thought, knowing a momentary burst of joy, until fear pushed to the fore and her lip quivered. “And now I’m caught.”

“God’s bluid, lass, but cease with the caterwauling,” commanded the butcher of innocents, sounding more aggrieved than incensed. He did now drop to his haunches beside her, managing to look yet intimidating but somehow less daunting, as if he purposefully tried to relax his expression and that was as un-severe as he could make it, still snarly and perhaps accustomed to...what? A greater fight from his victims? “Your name, lass?” He requested.

“M-Megan,” she answered, already picturing it on the next missing poster.

“I am Graeme MacQuillan and I vow to you I mean you nae harm,” he promised her. “I did nae lie about those lasses gone; I only met them yesterday and they were quite alive when I was...forced to leave today. Where is the nearest burgh? Settlement?”

She swallowed and answered rather automatically, inspired to agreeability by the genial tone he used. “Okay, let me think. I mean, where I’m staying is the closest, I guess. I mean, I didn’t pass anything on my ride here. That’s the—I’m staying in Dornie, near the Eilean Donan castle.”

“Donnán?” He repeated, giving it a completely different sound and inflection with his thick accent. “The MacKenzie isle?”

“I...I don’t know.”

“Do you ken Thallane, the MacQuillan stronghold?”

She shook her head, eyeing him dubiously. 

“Megan,” he began, holding her gaze, “would you be so kind as to escort me to the inn at Dornie?”

“Are you really giving me a choice?” She asked.

“Nae, lass, I’m afraid I’m nae. But I’m offering you peace, getting on to a public inn and would I be wanting to go there if I had nefarious designs on you?”

“I don’t know...anything,” she said pitifully.

The killer who’d given his name as Graeme MacQuillan rose to his feet again and this time when he extended his hand to her, Megan took it and allowed him to help her to her feet. Quite honestly, she half expected at that moment, he would have made his move—drawn his sword or another weapon, pulled her into a choke hold, clamped a sedative-laced cloth over her mouth and nose. 

When he did not, when he actually released her hand, Megan turned and contemplated her broken bicycle. 

“Well, that’s shot, I guess,” she said, turning to face Graeme again, simultaneously taking a step backward. “But since it’s rented, I can’t leave—what are you doing?” She asked, wincing, backing away from the hand he lifted toward her.

“You have a twig in your hair,” he said, still moving his hand forward, but slowly as if to cause no panic. “Leaves, as well.”

She told herself to run but for the life of her, mesmerized as she was by how vividly green his eyes actually were and the husky timbre of his seductive voice, either her feet didn’t obey, or she’d never truly issued the command. 

“You are,” she began to say, her voice halting, “you are a bit of a contradiction, brandishing a sword at me and then knocking me off my bike and now very politely plucking leaves from my hair. I don’t understand you.”

“I’m nae pleased to say it, lass, but that is nae going to improve anytime soon.”

Megan considered him, and the very unintimidating way he’d just admitted that, the delivery almost coming with a wince, as if he were sorry he was scaring her. For a brief moment, she wondered if she only wanted to believe him harmless, not a murderer of women, because he was so incredibly handsome.

“That sounds like the first truthful thing you’ve said to me.”

“And yet I have nae lied at all,” he said and studied her with his probing gaze before asking, “Which way to Dornie?”

Absently, unnerved by his gaze which suddenly looked less menacing than it did smoldering, Megan pointed over her shoulder.

“Come, lass.”

She glanced around, chewing her lip. They were completely alone up here, naught but hills and forests all around. She would have to entertain him and his pretense of innocence at least until they came upon another person or people. She would throw herself in front of an oncoming car if need be, just to get away from him.

“I swear to God,” she vowed, lancing him with a mean scowl of her own, “if you are a serial killer and you kill me, I will haunt you mercilessly all the rest of your days.”

“Aye, I dinna doubt you will, Megan.”
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With his own circumstance presently weighting heavily upon him, Graeme could muster little sympathy for the lass’ wheeled horse, which was in much worse shape than before he’d knocked her off it. Still, supposing the vehicle might be likened to a man’s actual horse, he did not simply abandon the broken thing, but picked it up, surprised by how light it was, and tossed it over his shoulder. Within ten seconds, he was annoyed already by the many-spoked wheel spinning continuously in front of him and clamped his hand briefly upon it to stop the circling. 

He then lifted the same hand to Megan, indicating their direction, that they should walk down the hill and through the gate. She rather stomped ahead of him, clearly meaning to leave him behind. To her chagrin, her shorter strides allowed him to easily keep pace with her without having to exert so much effort. 

He still couldn’t believe it—wouldn’t actually believe it until he was shown proof—but knew a displeasing and mildly disturbing concern that he was no longer in the fourteenth century, that one of the witches who’d come to Thallane had incredibly moved him through time. Even as he’d been told of such happenings by Holly and the wives of the Thain, the Cameron, and the MacClellan, he hadn’t believed it possible. 

But then at the bottom of the hill and across the road there stood a building that gave him pause. The stone and plaster of the sides was not uncommon but the roof covering it was something Graeme had never seen, being made of a hard substance, painted gray with lines impossibly uniform.

His brain teemed with all that was implausible and improbable. Graeme glanced to his side at the lass with the striking blue eyes and auburn hair, which bounced with liveliness around her shoulders and down her back, in reaction to her very aggressive strides. 

Though he had little tolerance for the fretfulness she displayed so eagerly, Graeme decided Megan’s apprehension was not misplaced. He recalled very well his first impression of Holly Wright, his cousin’s wife—a time-traveler, he now knew, which he imagined he’d just unwittingly become himself. Neither he nor Duncan had been able to put their finger on exactly what had initially raised awareness about Holly, but they’d both agreed something was off about her. Only later, as in two days ago, had they learned the truth about Holly. 

That was what had brought Graeme forward in time. Duncan hadn’t believed Holly when she’d told him the truth, when it had been discovered that she was not, in fact, Ceri MacHeth, whom Duncan had been contracted to wed. She’d been naught but an unwitting pawn. Duncan had then thought her mad, for inventing incredulous tales of having traveled through time. He’d bade Graeme take her away, out of his sight. 

Having suspected, despite the shock of her lies, that Duncan had great feeling for Holly, Graeme had not returned her to the family that had passed her off as a MacHeth, but had brought her to Cora, the wife of Lucas Thain. Graeme had been nagged by some notion that Cora, a compassionate sort who sounded uncannily similar to Holly, their speech decidedly English but then also oddly unfamiliar, might better deal with Holly, or know what might be done for the lass, if indeed she were unwell of mind. 

He'd not been prepared for the truth as it had been presented by the fourteenth century husbands of other time-traveling lasses—men he’d known and had fought beside for years! But then their revelations played only a minor role in convincing Graeme of the absurd truth; the advent of witches—actual witches, floating, shimmering fey creatures—had done most of the heavy lifting of compelling him—giving him no choice!—to believe it was real. 

Shunned by Duncan, who knew nothing of the absolute and outrageous reality, Holly had begged the witch who’d sent her to the year 1303 to send her back whence she came. 

Even now, less than an hour from the event by his reckoning, Graeme wasn’t sure if his own interfering—pleading with Holly to stay and give Duncan a chance to know and comprehend—had seen him moved through time instead of Holly, or if the witch, Sidheag, had planned all along to move him and not Holly. He recalled specifically that the witch had stared at him particularly before she’d lifted her hand to enact the magic.

Resigned to the fact that he would have few answers until he did return to his time, Graeme imagined he should presently strive more to put the lass, Megan, at ease. Unless he encountered another worthier soul who might aid him, she was all he had right now to help him navigate this unsettling business. Currently, however, she thought him guilty of murder for reasons no right-minded person would ever understand.

Mayhap he would only require her aid for a short time. He thought he might be better served by hiring out a lad as a scout. The lass was bonny, but her shrieks and tears and theatrics said clearly that she wasn’t made sternly enough to weather either the truth as he understood it, or to help him navigate journeying backward through the centuries. He wondered if her beauty might also be a distraction. Despite the confusion of time-traveling, wanting nothing more than to get back to Thallane, from where the witch had moved him, Graeme found himself too often staring at the lass’ toned legs in the strange black trews. Whatever the fabric was, he decided it adored her, based on the way it embraced her so fondly. Most distracting. 

Move backward through the centuries? He suspected, based solely on Holly’s begging the witch to return her to the twenty-first century, that he’d traveled forward
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