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Ireland, Present day

––––––––
[image: ]


LIZ O’CLANCY DIDN’T trust her cousin, Deidre, nor did she trust her own fiancé, Rick. The two sat shoulder to shoulder on the sofa, unaware Liz hid in a shadow of the great hall and listened to Deidre discuss her search of the castle.

Liz had flown in yesterday after being unable to contact her grandmother, Anna, for several days. Her worry mounted when she arrived to find the elderly woman missing. Liz had already decided that Deidre was not searching for Anna. Most likely her search involved finding something valuable, maybe jewels, a bag of gold, a famous painting. Whatever it was, it sounded as though Deidre was trying to talk Rick into helping her find it. 

Deidre’s deceitful green eyes held Rick’s rapt attention., as she said, “I’ve taken the sensor into every room, and I haven’t found even a hint of it.”

“I bet the old woman knows. That’s why she’s hiding,” Rick said.

Liz scowled. The little strumpet, Deidre, would use every ounce of her considerable charm to lure Rick into her clutches. But would Rick agree?

Regrettably, she didn’t get to hear more of their conversation. Rick spotted her and jerked away from Deidre. If Liz hadn’t been so upset, she would have found the guilty flush of his pale face comical. 

Yet, there was nothing comical about Deidre’s search for something that did not belong to her. Grandmother Anna must have known about a treasure when she disappeared. That’s why she’d sent Liz the clue—something of value hidden where Liz had been forbidden to play as a child. And now she was counting on Liz to find it before Deidre did.

Rick straightened his shirt to present the air of an injured party. “I suppose your boyfriend has left.”

He referred to Donnnegan O’Riley, Liz’s childhood friend who had come to visit today. She hadn’t realized how much she missed him when she moved from Ireland to New York. Now that she was back, it was only natural they would see one another.

Liz pinned Rick with a sharp look. “He has left, though it doesn’t look like you’ve missed my company.”

Deidre’s cat eyes narrowed into green slits. “Relax. We were only talking. And from what Rick told me, you have no right to complain.”

“I’m not complaining, Deidre. I’d be glad to tell you what Donnegan and I spoke about. Will you tell me about your conversation with Rick?” Liz made her voice frosty as a blizzard, her eyes cold as blue shards. She pressed her lips into a tight line because she knew Deidre would never tell the truth.

Rick shifted. Liz thought he looked uncomfortable. He’d be a lot more uncomfortable if he spouted that psychiatric platitude about unresolved childhood issues. As a child she’d been schooled to keep cool. She’d squeezed down her anger as Anna had expected. It had been Anna’s expectation. But Anna wasn’t here.

Liz said coolly, “I believe you were searching for something?”

Deidre widened her jade-green eyes. “I was speaking of Anna, of course.” 

“You’re not looking for Anna. You don’t care about Anna.”

“That’s not true. I’ve been telling Rick my greatest childhood sorrow was in knowing she loved you more than me.”

Rick nodded. “It’s true. She did say that.”

“What else did she say?”

“Not much. We’ve only been talking for a few minutes. I told her how I felt about you taking Donnegan as your confidant instead of me. I was hurt, but I overreacted. I shouldn’t have complained about him coming here. Will you forgive me?” Rick asked.

His apology caught her off balance. Was he only looking for a sympathetic ear when Deidre cornered him? Nonetheless, she felt uncomfortable stirrings of mistrust in the psychiatrist she’d been dating, a man she’d trusted with her very soul, her deepest thoughts and emotions, her past and her hopes for the future. She’d thought she knew him well. But how much had he shared with her?

He’d told her about his mother in upstate New York and his father, who had been a stockbroker before he died. He had no siblings, and he enjoyed his status as an only child. He didn’t care for animals, and his personal goals were all related to success in his business. 

Although she’d presumed a great deal, what did she truly know about his character? Nothing. This admission left her feeling emotionally naked and distinctly disadvantaged.

It also made her determined to discover what Deidre wanted so badly. She would do all in her power to defeat her. However, it would help if she knew the object of her search.

Rick was still waiting for her reply to his plea for forgiveness. She studied the sharp lines of his face and wondered what was going through his mind. 

She summoned her composure. “If your only offense is your jealousy of Donnegan, I forgive you. What I could not forgive is for you to believe Deidre’s telling the truth.”

Rick waved his hand in dismissal, winked at Liz, and said, “I’m qualified to know the truth when I hear it. Don’t worry about that.”

She studied the two of them. “I hope so.”

“Are we friends again?”

“Of course.”

He yawned. “Then I’m going to take a nap. All this dissension’s worn me out.”

Deidre gave Liz a devilish smile. “I’ll join you, Rick. In my own room, of course,” she added. 

Liz glared at Deidre’s retreating back. Her copper hair swung loosely at her shoulders. Her hips fit closely in her well-cut jeans. What man wouldn’t find her attractive?

The question reminded her of the insecurity she’d fought all her life. If Anna had thought modeling would cure it, she was wrong. Instead, it had only made her worse. 

Liz waited until Deidre was in her room to knock on Rick’s door. She opened it quietly. As her eyes adjusted to the dimness, she saw he had the disheveled appearance of someone who had just fallen into bed. Bereft of glasses and with tousled hair, he looked surprised to see her.

He covered his surprise with a smile. “Come in, Liz. Does this mean I’m forgiven?”

He squinted at her as she took a seat in a tall-backed floral chair beside the window and said, “I only want to talk.”

“All right. Let’s talk.”

As he slipped on his glasses, she prayed she’d know if he were telling her the truth. She took a deep breath to steady her nerves and said, “I heard enough of what was said, enough to know Deidre is searching for something. Did she tell you what?”

“Yes. It’s really nothing.”

Liz leaned forward in the chair. “What is it?”

He peered through his round lenses, like a blue-eyed owl. 

“When she visited here as a young girl, she lost a valuable ring her parents had given her. It was as green as her eyes, with small diamonds set beside the emerald stone. She searched her room and found no trace of it. Now she’s searching the castle.”

“Why wouldn’t she tell me?”

He tsked. “I’m afraid trust doesn’t run very deep in your family. Deidre said you knew she liked the ring. She thought you might have hidden it for spite.”

Incredulous, Liz felt her jaw drop. “She’s telling a lie. I don’t even remember this ring.”

He shrugged. “She seemed pretty upset about it.”

“She never mentioned it before.”

He studied her with an expression of doubt. “She told me about it years ago. But being her psychiatrist, it was privileged information I wasn’t allowed to share with you.” 

Liz stared out the window, down at the beloved grounds of her estate. The back lawn lay carefully tended and surrounded by hedges. The rich ebony soil of the bare round garden awaited the arrival of spring. 

Bright flowers would burst forth to contrast with the green of the hedges. Beyond the wall, the grounds were left wild to support a soft coat of heather that lay beneath a thin layer of frost. Trees scattered like lone sentinels, bare-armed in the wind, becoming thicker as they banded together into a dense wood south of the castle. Through this wood, Liz had taken the path along the stream, over sodden leaves to old Maggie’s house just yesterday. She’d hoped Maggie, her grandmother’s best friend, might have some idea where her grandmother had gone.

“I don’t like it when you grow so quiet,” Rick said.

With an effort, she tore her gaze from the grounds. “It’s nothing. I was only admiring my land. It’s important to me, you know, this castle and the grounds.”

“I understand.”

“I realize you don’t like to break a confidence, but I’d like to know if anyone is planning to come by these lands dishonestly. Deidre has spoken freely about how she feels about Anna’s sanity. She insists that she’ll have her committed.

Rick frowned. “I’m aware of no such plan.”

Liz nodded. If he’d promised not to tell, she hoped he’d break that promise on her behalf. She wasn’t sure he would. And her uncertainty made her uneasy. For the first time she realized how well he must know Deidre. Her cousin had been his patient for years. Liz would have given a lot to be a fly on the wall when Deidre came for her sessions.

Since that was impossible, she’d have to ferret out Deidre’s plans on her own. Perhaps another visit to Maggie was in order. The old woman had lived in her cottage for years and might know if something valuable was rumored to be hidden in the castle. 

She stood and said, “I’m sorry I disturbed your nap. It’s been a wearing day, so I’ll let you sleep.”

Rick raised himself to sit. “What will you do?”

“I’m going to my room. I have some correspondence that needs attention.”

“Promise to get me if Anna returns? She might need my help. Certainly, she needs assessment.”

Liz nodded, though she had no intention of keeping this promise, at least not until she evaluated Anna for herself. She doubted she’d get the chance, for she didn’t think Anna would return and risk being accused of paranoia in believing Deidre was trying to steal her estate. Unless Maggie could help her, Liz was on her own. 

But not entirely on her own. Donnegan had pledged his assistance as sincerely as a knight pledging loyalty to his lady. 

She giggled as she tried to imagine his solid frame atop a horse, lance in hand. Still, it had been romantic. And though she’d never considered a romance with her childhood friend, she was immensely attracted to the code of honor by which he lived. 

She pushed away the frivolous thoughts. She’d been honest when she told Rick she had correspondence to attend to. She wanted to call Donnegan and ask him to accompany her to Maggie’s house. Though she didn’t doubt Maggie had been honest, perhaps she would be willing to share even more if Donnegan were along. 

She felt a bit guilty for ringing him in the studio. Her demands on his time weren’t allowing him much time to paint. Yet, she needed him, as much for emotional support as for the insight he might bring. 

He answered quickly, “What’s up?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe it’s nothing, but I’d like to talk to Maggie. Could you come? We could meet on the path to the stream. You could park near the woods instead of coming here. I don’t want anyone to know I’ve gone with you.”

“I’ll park beside the fence and cross over the meadow to the stream. We’ll meet under the big oak that was our favorite to climb.”

“Thanks, Donnegan.”

She sat, staring out the window after she told him “goodbye”. It would take nearly an hour for him to drive to the meadow, and she had no desire to wait in the bitter cold. So, she sat thinking, unable to guess what Deidre had uncovered. It must be valuable. But what? Maybe she’d found a clue stuck inside an old book or behind a loose board. A secret map, perhaps? Whatever it was, she’d surely hidden it in her room, or else on her person, neither of which Liz could search at the moment. 

She paced the plush carpet of her Persian rug until it was time to meet Donnegan. Then donning her woolen coat, she wrapped a scarf about her neck and pulled a woolen hat onto her head. Then she cracked her door and slipped soundlessly down the stairs and out the back of the castle to the sally port. 

A brisk wind whipped at her coat, thrusting moist tendrils of cold through the thick fabric. Ignoring its bite, she cleared the gate and hurried through the damp heather toward the grove of ancient oaks where bare branches bent and swayed in their annual dance with the icy breath of winter.

Though bare-leaved, the thick grove made a barrier from the worst force of the wind. She rubbed her gloved hands together to warm them and hurried toward the oak where she was to meet Donnegan. It didn’t surprise her he was already there. Curiosity alone would have drawn him. Yet, deep in her heart she knew that curious or not, there was little he wouldn’t do for her.

“Thanks for coming,” she said, giving him a breathless smile.

He smiled in return. “I’m due a visit with Maggie.”

She knew he was waiting for her to explain her urgency. So, as they walked along the path strewn with russet leaves, she recapped the conversation she’d overheard. When she came to the part about a treasure, Donnegan asked, “I can’t believe Anna would have left such a thing hidden in a castle.” 

“What if it were big, too big for a safety deposit box?”

He thought it over. “I suppose she would be right to keep it hidden. Do you think Deidre was trying to bring Rick in on it?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised.”

“You know him. What will he do?”

Liz shook her head. “I don’t know. And that bothers me. I’d stake my life that you’d do the honorable thing. But, right now, after catching him with Deidre, I wouldn’t stake a nickel on Rick. I’d like to think he’d refuse her, but I don’t believe the story he told me about the ring. So, what am I to think?”

Donnegan stored her compliment to him in the memory box of his mind where he kept all good memories of Liz. Elated by her trust, it took him a minute to re-focus on the problem. He forced himself to concentrate. “I would think Rick would be a rational sort of man who wouldn’t believe in buried treasure.”

Liz wrinkled her nose in distaste. “Deidre can be persuasive.”

“I know. She tried to seduce me once.”

Liz came to an abrupt halt. “What?”

Donnegan’s cheeks flooded with heat. “It was the last time you both were here for the summer. We’d spent the afternoon together walking along the beach. When I brought you back, you went in to clean up. I was in the bailey getting ready to leave when she stopped me and suggested we sneak off behind the palisade.”

Liz stared at him. He knew it had never occurred to her that Deidre would go after him. He had always belonged to Liz. His devotion had been obvious. Finding Deidre had tried to breach their friendship must have surprised her. 

She paused beneath the canopy of bare branches, frozen by his admission. “What did you do?”

He shrugged his broad shoulders as he met her penetrating gaze. “I refused her. She’s hated me ever since.”

Liz let out a sigh of relief. “She did it to be evil.”

“She did it to get at you. She assumed we were lovers.”

Liz’s porcelain face flushed pink, hiding the sprinkling of freckles across her cheeks. 

Donnegan could have bit his tongue when he noticed her discomfort. The last thing he’d meant to do was make her uneasy with him. He shook his head and berated himself for blurting it out. 

“Aye, Liz, don’t look so shocked. She was only trying to get at you. It certainly wasn’t because she found me attractive.” His self-deprecating tone was delivered with a faltering grin. 

She lowered her eyes and asked, “Do you wish we’d been lovers?”

Donnegan felt himself hurtling on a collision course with disaster. He knew how she felt about him. If he told her the truth, he would only set himself up to be reminded they were friends. To imagine otherwise had been a shock to her. 

He stared over her head at the line of clouds banking in fluffy drifts, pushing back the blue line of the sky. Fighting to keep his expression from revealing the depth of his feelings, he said, “Don’t ask me what I felt as a green lad. It doesn’t matter now.”

The set of his jaw told her he wouldn’t be budged to confess his feelings. He said it didn’t matter anymore. So, he must have gotten over any romantic notions he could have once held towards her. Liz was disappointed by the thought and decided her ego was in desperate need of overhauling. 

“We’d best hurry,” he said. “Those clouds look like they’re carrying a deluge of rain.”

When she didn’t move, he gave her a concerned look. “Liz?”

She sighed, no longer uncomfortable, but wishing she could read his mind, to know exactly what he thought of her. Since it wasn’t possible, she nodded and said, “It was raining on the day so long ago when Maggie found me wandering in the woods. I was cold and wet, and she gave me a cup of tea before pointing me towards home.”

“Not surprising. We were always getting wet in the woods when we were kids. It didn’t matter then because it was summer.”

She pursed her lips, thrusting away the warm feelings of those summer days. It was winter in her life now. As wintry as the gray sky. She supposed it followed that her relationship with Rick had gone as cold as her trail to Anna. Would it ever be summer again?

In a simple gesture to guide her, Donnegan took her gloved hand as they reached the stone path that led to Maggie’s cottage. It branched from a thick patch of fern nestled between two trees. In truth, Liz would never have found it again if she had not been with someone who knew it was there. 

She liked having her slender fingers swallowed by the warmth of his palm. Here was someone she trusted completely. And trust was something she didn’t take lightly these days.

They found Maggie at home. She welcomed them as though she’d been expecting them. “Come inside and take off your coats. My bones tell me a storm is brewing.”

She poured them cups of tea from her gleaming kettle and settled them at the ancient table. Liz slipped off her gloves and sipped the warm brew. It smelled of mint and honey and slid smoothly down her throat. 

She smiled at Maggie, “This is one of the teas Anna ships to me in New York. She didn’t think I’d survive on American tea.”

Maggie nodded. “Anna has her moments of wisdom.”

A Persian cat rubbed against Liz’s ankles, and she started in surprise.

“What a beautiful cat,” she said, admiring the creature.

Maggie beamed with pride. “A gift from my friend Donnegan. He thought I must be lonely. Isn’t he a thoughtful one?”

Liz nodded. “He is, indeed.”

Maggie reached a withered hand to rub the cat. “I was just brushing out her fur when you arrived. The naughty miss likes to rub herself along the burr patch.”

Liz let her fingers trail along the cat’s velvet side. Anna had never allowed pets. It had been a long time since she’d touched the soft warmth of an animal. As soon as she got a place of her own, she was determined to buy both a cat and a dog and enjoy every moment of their company.

“I’m sure you’re wondering why we’re here,” Liz said.

Maggie’s solemn gray eyes never blinked as she studied Liz, seeming to see below the surface of her skin and into her thoughts. Her face crinkled thoughtfully as she said, “I knew you’d be back. We’re bound together in this somehow. I feel it.”

Liz didn’t know what to say to this pronouncement of fate, so she launched into her tale of the overheard conversation, and then asked, “Do you know of anything Anna may have hidden? Anything of value Deidre would want?”

Anna’s old friend shook her head. “I doubt she would have told me. And she wouldn’t have told you until the time was right. Perhaps she miscalculated the timing.”

Liz set her cup down and leaned intently toward Maggie. “Deidre was searching for something, and she wouldn’t waste her time unless it was valuable.”

“Have you thought it might not be a thing, but a place Deidre is seeking?” Maggie asked.

Liz glanced at Donnegan. The dainty teacup looked absurd in his massive fingers. He looked as confused as she felt.

“What place?” Liz asked.

Maggie seemed to consider a moment before saying, “I can only tell you what I’ve heard. Anna said her grandfather found some sort of anomaly in the castle, a place where he walked into another time. He claimed to have made several trips before he boarded it up. He showed it to no one, and no one believed it was true. Twas said he was crazy, but maybe not.”

Liz sat back in her chair, feeling disappointed. She had come in vain if this bit of fantasy was the best Maggie could offer. 

“Why would Anna care about a time change?” Liz asked.

“Didn’t you say she was escaping from your cousin?” Maggie asked mildly.

“Yes. But you can’t really believe there’s such a thing as time travel. It’s preposterous.”

Donnegan took her hand. “There are many things our ancients would have thought preposterous that we take for granted. Why not time travel?”

Liz was incredulous. “Are you buying this?” 

She supposed the idea appealed to Donnegan’s romantic nature. On the other hand, Rick would never be so gullible. 

“At least consider the idea,” he said.

“That she’s jogging back and forth from our time to the past or future?”

“Has Deidre found a treasure? She’s been searching for quite some time. She’s been there for months,” Maggie said.

“That long? I had no idea. Anna didn’t say anything.” 

“Anna only arrived a few days before she disappeared again,” Maggie said.

“And you think she’s traveled in time?”

Maggie raised a gray brow. “If not, where is Anna, and why hasn’t she contacted you?”

Liz shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“Did you think more about the clue?” Maggie asked.

“Yes. But it still makes no sense.”

“Close your eyes, and let yourself remember back, back to anywhere Anna didn’t want you to go.”

Liz did as Maggie suggested, closing her eyes, and trying to center her thoughts on childhood days in the castle. Anna had warned her against playing in the closed rooms of the bailey, telling her there were still sharp tools inside that could hurt her. And she’d warned her repeatedly to stay off the battlements. Anna didn’t like heights.

After a few minutes, Liz opened her eyes. When she told them what she’d remembered, Maggie looked disappointed. “At least you have a start. And perhaps, if I’m wrong, you’ll find a treasure instead.”

A low rumble of thunder rent the air. It was miles away, yet the darkening sky proclaimed the onward rush of the storm. Donnegan stirred restlessly. “We’d better head back if we’re not to get soaked.”

As she pulled on her gloves, Liz noticed Maggie studying her “You could use a few good meals, my dear, to keep from being carried away by the wind.”

Seeing as Maggie was a tiny woman, Liz was surprised by the comment.

“Liz was a model,” Donnegan supplied.

“Was?” Maggie repeated. It seemed her sharp old ears missed nothing.

“Yes. I never really enjoyed it. I’m moving back to Sligo.”

Maggie beamed. “A bonny decision. Your cheeks will be blooming roses in no time.” 

She ushered them cheerfully to the door. “Don’t forget to fasten up your coats. From the look of those branches, the wind has picked up a mite.”

After bundling into her coat and hat, Liz thanked Maggie and ventured into the darkening afternoon with Donnegan. Just as they set upon the path, Maggie called to them, “Remember, if you do find it, make sure only the three of us know where it is. There must be a reason Deidre wants it so badly.”

Liz turned and nodded her okay. It was a ludicrous idea conjured by love of a good yarn. And it didn’t help Liz solve her problem. 

The wind moaned a wailing ballad as they wound their way down the path. Stray twigs blew down to be snared by the wool of Liz’s hat. Her cheeks grew flushed, and her nose grew numb. Nevertheless, there was something about the promise of an impending storm that had always excited her. She admired the raw power of nature, unleashed and untamable. Wild power that did exactly as it willed. 

Lightning cracked across the sky, and with it, a drizzle of rain trickled between the limbs of the oaks. As they scurried beside the stream, Liz was reminded of another time, long ago when she and Donnegan had been caught in a summer storm. They’d crossed the stream and hidden in a cave along the far bank that rose steeply above the water. They’d passed a fanciful hour telling stories of the evil spirit, the Puca, who could show up as a horse. They imagined him appearing at the entrance of their cave. By the time the storm ended, they were too frightened to come out for nearly another hour. And when they did, they ran the distance home. 

Liz wished she might hide in a cave and refuse to come out until Anna was returned and everything safely resolved. But she was not a child anymore, and this was not a game. No matter what Deidre was after, Liz sensed hiding wouldn’t make it go away.

Ominous clouds roiled above them when they reached the meadow where Donnegan had parked. “Let me drive you. You’ll get soaked crossing.”

Liz formed her lips to refuse, just as a crack of lighting split the sky with a saber of blue light. It changed her mind. “Just to the gatehouse. I can cross the bailey safely from there.” 

Donnegan nodded. 

The rain began to pour in thick translucent sheets. Nonetheless, Donnegan put Liz inside the car before he made his way to the other side. She grinned as the rain dripped off his hat and onto his nose. 

“You are a gentleman even when you’re getting soaked,” she said.

He gave her a questioning look.

“Rick never holds the door for me. He’s of the opinion it’s demeaning to my sex.”

Donnegan raised a blond eyebrow. “Do you find it demeaning?”

“Not when you do it. I find it sweet. I think Rick just doesn’t like to go to the trouble. And he would certainly not like to get cold and wet.”

Donnegan shot her a smile. “It gives me pleasure to do small things for you.”

So sweet, she thought. All the years they had been friends, she’d taken his kindness for granted. And what had she done for him besides be his playmate? Not even a batch of cookies had been baked for him, or a Valentine card sent as a friend.

She felt selfish. “I’ve been remiss with you, I realize. I’ve done so little to aid our friendship, and you’ve done so much.”

His green eyes met hers in a tender look. “Being with you was all I asked. That was your gift to me.”

He stopped the car at the gate as she’d requested. She turned to him and asked, “Do you really think there’s anything to the idea of a gateway to another time?”

His eyebrows formed a frown. “I’m skeptical, yet I won’t deny I’m curious about the possibility.”

“Shall we go on a search tomorrow, just the two of us? It will have to be very early, before the household awakes.”

Donnegan grinned. “I can come whenever you say.”

“Four o’clock.”

“I’ll be there.”

She slid from the car and walked into the open mouth of the gatehouse. Donnegan’s enthusiasm had been catching. The only thing better was for Anna to turn up and explain the intrigue that surrounded them.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Two


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


LIZ’S WATCH BLEEPED incessantly, bringing her slowly from a sound sleep. Still groggy, she pressed the button, and the sound mercifully stopped. She marshaled all of her effort to force open her eyes. She’d never been a morning person and being summoned from sleep in the pitch black of pre-dawn was possible only when she had powerful motivation.

Her mind cleared, and she remembered her incentive. She sat up and accustomed her eyes to the darkness. The fire had burned out, and with the thick velvet draperies pulled fast, there wasn’t even moonlight to illuminate the room. 

She turned on her lamp and swung her legs from the bed, fumbling to find her slippers. The chill in the room penetrated her flannel gown. She hurried to don her gray wool slacks and the heavy, navy, angora sweater Anna had given her for her birthday. 

Donnegan would be here soon. And she doubted he would be late. Donnegan was never late. 

She pulled up her hair and secured it with a barrette. A brief toilette and a smidgeon of make-up was all she had time to do before Donnegan would be at the sally port. And she’d promised to be there to let him in.

She grabbed the two flashlights that would be their source of light and hurried down the familiar winding stairs. A winter wind moaned outside, and Liz shivered. It was deathly cold in the castle and ghostly quiet except for the wind and the scrabbling of a small mouse that scurried away when she reached the bottom of the stairs. 

The little fellow was no doubt surprised to find his nocturnal wanderings disturbed by a beam of light. Though not a mouse lover, Liz felt a kinship with the small stealthy creature, for she did not wish to be discovered wandering the castle in the middle of the night, either. If Deidre or Rick found them, she would have a hard time explaining what she was doing with Donnegan. 

She removed her wool coat from the hook beside the kitchen door and set off for the sally port. The wind stole away her breath and whipped the ends of her hair across her face. Fog swirled below her like low, pale clouds, making her feel as though she were walking on nothing more substantial than air.

Yet, she knew the way well. She’d often let herself out by way of this gate when Anna presumed she was still in the castle. 

She called softly to Donnegan as she slipped the bolt. 

“Are you there?”

“Aye.” 

Together, they opened the gate, allowing Donnegan to slip into the bailey.

“You must be frozen,” Liz said as they hurried toward the kitchen door.

“I am. But it kept me from falling asleep.” He nodded toward the castle. “Everything quiet?”

“Yes. I don’t expect anyone to stir for at least two hours.”

“That gives us a bit of time.”

He ducked his head beneath the low portal as they entered the kitchen. Liz paused a moment to catch her breath, and also, to thaw in the warmth of the kitchen. 

Donnegan whispered, “Any coffee?”

She shook her head. “No. And I don’t dare rattle around to make it.”

He shrugged, as if resigned to his bleary state, Donnegan asked, “Where should we start?”

“Let’s start down here. This used to be the knight’s quarters.”

Flashlights in hand, Liz opened cupboards and felt for loose stones along the wall, stones that could be hiding something of value, and Donnegan did the same. When the kitchen proved disappointing, they moved to the great hall and then to the north tower. 

It was dreadfully cold in the tower. Surrounding walls and the stairs underfoot were imbued with the frigid chill that lasted during the winter months. When they reached the third floor, they searched along the walls and floor of the old chapel. Since the other rooms were occupied by servants, they had arrived at a standstill. 

“I saw a mouse when I came downstairs. I wish we could ask him. I bet he knows more places to look than I do,” Liz said.

Suddenly, Donnegan turned to face her. Though it was too dark to see his face, she heard excitement in his voice. “We haven’t checked the pantry.”

Liz nodded. “It’s about the only place we haven’t checked. Perhaps we’ll meet up with my mouse.”

They crept back the way they’d come until they reached the ground floor. Through the tall windows, Liz could see the sky was morphing from ebony to a soft rosy, pink blanket from which the sun was emerging to light the day. She glanced at her watch. Seven-thirty. They’d have to hurry.

Liz became breathless as she scurried to keep up with Donnegan’s long stride back to the spotlessly clean kitchen which belied the presence of prowling rodents. The pantry door let out a protesting groan as Donnegan pulled it open. Liz grimaced, hoping no early riser was stirring about.

They entered the rectangular room filled with rows of various foodstuffs. As a little girl, Liz had sometimes perused the supplies and wondered how much trouble she’d be in if she ate her way through the things she liked the best. Anna would have been sure to figure it out, and the lecture wouldn’t have been worth the pleasure.

She flipped the light switch and closed the door behind them. At least, the inside of the panty was an inconspicuous place to carry on their search. Still, in time, a maid was sure to open the door and receive a fright to find them staring back at her.

They set their flashlights aside and began to examine the walls behind the food. 

Liz moved aside a heavy barrel of beans at the end of the pantry and ran her fingers along the wall. Slick stone met her touch until she caught a splinter between cracks in the stone. She raised it to her mouth and sucked the puncture.

“I got a splinter.”

“What?” Donnegan paused from moving food from one of the shelves. 

“I got a splinter from between the stones.”

“Stone doesn’t have splinters.”

Liz bent and examined the crack more carefully. “It does if there’s wood behind it.”

He was beside her in a moment, his sturdy fingers prying the stones until one pulled away. It was clear someone had boarded a passage and then done a poor job of masonry to cover it. He removed the stones until enough were cleared to allow access. 

“We shouldn’t remove more than we need,” he said. 

“There’s still the matter of the wood.”

“Stand back.”

“What?” Liz grabbed his arm. “What are you going to do?”

“Stand back, and I’ll show you.”

“Don’t make a lot of noise,” Liz hissed.

Before she could protest further, Donnegan exerted a powerful kick dislodging the wood that guarded the passage. Liz sucked in her breath, fearful Rick or Deidre would come crashing downstairs and discover what they’d found, if indeed it was worth finding.

Donnegan poked his head in the hole. “We’ll need the flashlights. It’s dark in here.”

“Wait.” Liz felt suddenly fearful. “There may be spiders and all sorts of awful things in there.”

Donnegan turned to see Liz’s eyes were wide and frightened. His bold Liz who had not shrunk from climbing the tallest tree or hiding in a dark cave during a thunderstorm was frightened of this dark hole. 

“I’ll go in first and tell you what I see,” he said. A need to protect her flowed through his veins.

She tightened her grip on his arm.

“What if someone comes in? We should put everything back as it was.”

He turned back. “You’re right. We’ll do that first.”

He righted the pantry, replacing the food to the proper shelves.

Then Donnegan returned to the hole, feeling like Pooh Bear who would be lucky to squeeze through. He put one leg over the remaining stone and then ducked, corkscrewing his body to wrench himself into the opening. The remaining boards quivered, threatening to splinter away.

He shone his light about the room. Its earthen walls were adorned with cobwebs. The remains of long wooden tables were scattered upon the floor. A leg here and a broken top there. It was obvious the room had long been in disuse.

“I think this was a drying room for herbs,” he told Liz.

“What else do you see?”

“I see spider webs, but there are no spiders or other crawly things on the floor.”

Liz knew she was only putting off the inevitable. Donnegan wouldn’t return until he’d held a thorough search of the room. And since this was all her idea, she couldn’t stand here like a coward while he proceeded alone.

Liz shivered with a premonition that something evil lurked beyond that room, something that had nothing to do with treasure. Something ominous and mysterious lay beyond the safety of her pantry. 

Donnegan’s sudden silence threw Liz into a panic. She poked her head into the hole to find him standing just inside the room. She gasped with relief that he hadn’t been snatched into a foreign dimension or eaten by a fairy tale dragon. 

She slipped through the hole as gracefully as a cat. It was inevitable she would force herself to conquer whatever held her back. Liz didn’t shirk from a challenge. It wasn’t in her blood.

She paused with her flashlight casting a beam onto a wall crisscrossed with misty webs. She bit her lip and tried to calm the fearful pounding of her heart. It was just a herbal. Nothing more sinister than spiders lurked within. 

When she’d regained a measure of composure she said, “We should put the barrel back in place.”

“Yes, or we’ll surely give ourselves away.”

Donnegan tossed the loose stones that had scattered to the pantry into the herbal. Then, he pulled the barrel behind them to cover the hole in the wall. 

“Now we’re free to explore. No one will find us here,” he said.

Liz swallowed hard. “But how do we get out when we finish? The household will be up, and we can’t pop out of the pantry unless we’re sure no one is about.”

But Donnegan wasn’t listening. He’d discovered something lying on the earthen floor. Lured by curiosity, Liz squatted down beside him.

“What is it? What have you found?”

“It looks like an odd coin, very old, gold perhaps.”

“Do you think that’s what Deidre was seeking?”

“Perhaps. But I can’t help feeling there’s more to this room than that. Something we haven’t found.”

“Put the coin in your pocket for safekeeping,” she said, as she shone her light on the hard-packed floor. Her light picked up the pattern of a sundial painted on the floor. 

“What in the world?”

Donnegan joined her. “It’s a stone clock.”

“I know. But this room has no light. Why would there be a sundial?”

“It must have had a source of light at one time. We only need to find it.”

Liz glanced at her watch. Now that Donnegan was on a quest, there was no chance of pulling him away. So, she helped him feel along the earthen walls, shuddering when her fingers groped into the unmistakable stickiness of a web.

She stopped searching when Donnegan found a heavy iron bucket and began to push it away from the wall. He gave a low grunt as he inched the monstrous pot sideways, and then a shout of victory when a shaft of sunlight broke into the room. 

“It’s the bolt hole. This room was built on the side of the hill. It leads outside.”

“No wonder it’s so cold in here.”

“Let’s look around,” Donnegan suggested.

Liz sighed, feeling they were embarking on a wild goose chase. 

“We’ll have to wriggle through those bushes.”

The bolt-hole exit appeared to be hidden behind a row of thick cedar. Liz groaned as she followed Donnegan on a torturous crawl through the hedges. Branches clutched at her clothes and yanked at her hair. If it hadn’t been for Donnegan’s greater weight pressing the branches ahead of her to the ground, she would have been hopelessly entangled. As it was, she emerged with her hair unclasped and a very nasty snag in her sweater. 

Donnegan had fared better and emerged with only cedar sprigs in his now disheveled hair. Liz laughed as he brushed at them with her fingers

“You look like a Christmas tree.”

He gave her a wry look before frowning at her cheek. “And you have a tiny cut.” 

He touched her gently and wiped away a smear of blood.

“I must look a fright,” she said.

“You look beautiful. You would look beautiful even if you crawled through a dozen bushes.”

She gave him a grateful smile. “You always know just the right thing to say.”

Donnegan’s smile tightened as if he there was something he wished to add, but he remained silent and glanced around the grounds. 

“We’re past the outer walls,” he said. 

“Yes, I see. Since we’re outside, you’d better head back to your car. I’ll go back by way of the kitchen. If anyone asks, I’ll say I was out for an early walk.”

Donnegan didn’t move. His brow drew into a puzzled frown. It made Liz uneasy. She reached for his arm. “What’s wrong?”

“Where’s the road?”

“What?” 

She gazed past the drawbridge, expecting to see the road which ran from the moat across the meadow. What should have been a bright ribbon shining in the sun was a wide earthen path worn in the grass.

“Something’s not right,” Donnegan muttered.

He pointed to the battlement. “That’s not your crest.”

Liz blinked. Instead of the falcon resting on a background of blue, there was a red flag sporting a fiery-eyed wolf. 

She couldn’t take her eyes off the unfamiliar image. It had to be Deidre’s doing. But what was she trying to pull? Liz couldn’t imagine what she could possibly gain by changing the family crest. 

Anger surged like a tide. Liz intended to find out what she was up to...and right away. 

As she prepared to storm the castle, Donnegan wheeled her abruptly back the way they’d just come. Her patience snapped from all she’d endured these last few days.

“What is it? Why are you holding on to me?”

He pointed to the edge of the trees where someone squatted, cooking over a spit. Little of the person was visible inside the heavy gray cloak, only the eyes peering from beneath the hood, staring in their direction. 

Liz thought the stranger seemed the least of their troubles right now.

“That’s all we need...a poacher, though what’s cooking couldn’t be more than a rabbit,” she said.

“Perhaps this person can tell us what’s going on,” Donnegan suggested.

They changed course and headed for the woods. Liz felt sudden and radical consequences were about to be unveiled. 

Arising, the person appeared tall and possessed superb posture. It was a woman whose silvery hair shown around the edge of the cloak. The closer they came, the more familiar she looked.

Liz caught her breath and ran towards her. 

She flew into Anna’s open arms, comforted beyond belief that they’d found her. She would worry about the fact she was oddly dressed and cooking over a pit fire later. If Anna had lost her sanity, at least, she’d not come to harm.

After a moment, Liz pulled back to study her grandmother’s face. Age lines crinkled around her faded blue eyes, in spite of infinite jars of cream she faithfully applied. Yet, her skin was polished pearl, with cheeks just rosy enough to be healthy. She was thin, however. Liz could feel her bones through the heavy cloak.

“Where have you been? I could never figure out your clue,” Liz said.

Anna’s pale brows drew into a frown. “You must have. You’re here. And just in time.”

“We’re at the castle, Anna, and someone’s changed the flag.”

“Yes. It was a terrible thing, losing the castle. It was taken by the O’Clannahans. We’ve got to take it back.”

Liz’s gaze flew to Donnegan. He reflected the unease she felt. Rick had been right. There was something terribly wrong with Anna’s mind.

Liz took Anna gently by the shoulder. “I don’t know what’s happened, but I think it has more to do with Deidre than the O’Clannahans.”

Anna shook her head. “Deidre doesn’t exist here. Don’t you understand? You’ve gone back in time.”

Liz was aghast. “We came though the bolthole, that’s all. We’ve not gone back in time, and neither have you. Come back with us, and we’ll get you warm and fed.”

Anna pulled away. “You don’t understand. If we go to the castle we’ll be turned away at best. We don’t own the castle right now.”

Liz was at her wits end when Donnegan spoke. “Don’t be too hasty, Liz. Where’s the road?”

“It hasn’t been built yet,” Anna replied.

Donnegan’s gaze locked with Liz. “Do you think it’s possible?” 

“Of course, it’s not possible. There’s an explanation. We may not like it, but it will make more sense than time travel.”

“Maggie seemed to think it was possible,” Donnegan persisted.

“Does Maggie make a habit of zipping through time
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