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	A Matter of Time

	A MacKendimen Clan Novel

	A man conceived in the past and living in the present …

	A woman in need calling him back …

	Where and when does his destiny lie?

	Current Day…

	Douglas MacKendimen grew up listening to his parents’ fantastical tales of their journey to the past and has never believed a word of it. Caught up in the stressful world of practicing medicine, the strange dreams during restless nights should not surprise him—but the woman calling to him does. The dreams intensify as he returns to Scotland for a family gathering.

	Dunnedin, Scotland, 1370

	Caitlin, daughter of the MacKendimen Clan healer, has even greater abilities than her mother and can heal with only her touch. Her power is growing as she tends to her kith and kin, but is drawn to a man in her dreams. When he appears and saves her life, she believes they are meant to be together. The truth – that he is from the future and must return destroys all her hopes. She cannot abandon her clan to be with him and he must leave.

	Secrets of the past and future threaten to destroy them as Douglas and Caitlin’s love grows. When the fates are against them, it’s just a matter of time before they will be forced to choose whether to follow their hearts’ desires or to remain apart forever.
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Author’s Note

	Because Scottish Gaelic is difficult for most of us to read and pronounce and because it doesn’t even sound as it looks, I originally chose to use a form of Scots English in this story. It has the characteristic accent usually associated with the Scottish language, but it is recognizable and readable to those of us who speak English. Reading it aloud will give you a real taste of Scotland, as it were. However, to make it a bit easier to read, I’ve smoothed out those words in this edition and used only a small sampling of those Scottish-sounding words.

	To aid in your reading, here are some of the commonly-used words and their translations:

	didna = did not

	no’ = not

	willna = will not

	yer = your

	ye = you

	haes = has

	This list is not complete, but is a sample of the words I use in the story.
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An rud a bhitheas an dan, bitheadh e do-sheachanta.

	One cannot bypass one’s fate. ’Tis as ’twas meant to be.

	


Prologue

	The heat! Dear God, the heat!

	He tried to move away but it surrounded him, entrapped him. He forced his eyes open and still his body would not obey his commands.

	Flames! Taller and wider than he. Waves of heat washed over him, stealing his breath, overpowering and terrorizing him. His mouth and throat were parched, but sweat gathered and ran down his face, his chest. He knew he couldn’t survive much longer—he felt his strength draining away. He could fight no longer.

	Then she was there. Her presence called to him, urged him on in his struggle. He stared at her, amazed that someone could brave the fire’s heat. In an instant, she stood before him—her head barely reached his chin. With her head bowed, he could not see her features, only the porcelain translucence of her skin and the flowing black hair.

	Look at me, he thought, unable to speak the words.

	Her head lifted, revealing to him long lashes matching the black strands of hair and a full, red mouth.

	Open your eyes, he pleaded soundlessly. Look at me.

	Her glowing green eyes startled him. She raised her hands and reached out to touch his face. Their gazes locked as he waited for her touch. A blessed coolness spread through him from her hands, through his head, chest, stomach, limbs. He saw the flames and knew their heat had not lessened. But he felt only her hands. He allowed her comfort to strengthen him, to remove his pain, to bring forgetfulness.

	Then the glow left her eyes and she stepped away. His stomach clenched in fear of the heat and the pain he faced without her intervention. He tried to reach for her but his body would still not respond. He saw regret in her eyes as she backed away and moved through the flames.

	She was gone.

	No! his mind screamed.

	Stay....

	Please .... help me....
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	“Help me!”

	The loudness of his own cry woke him from the troubled sleep. Douglas lurched up in his bed, entangled in the damp sheets, covered in sweat. Panting, still in the clutches of the fear and pain of the dream, he pushed his hair out of his eyes and pushed the sheets down and off his legs.

	He balanced unevenly on those still-shaky legs, dragged his fingers through his sweaty hair and swallowed long and deep trying to clear his clogged throat. Then he made his way to the bathroom, not bothering to turn on a light. He knew from experience that the terror would pass quickly and he would be left with ...

	He would be left with a vision of a woman who either saved him or tempted him every night in his sleep. He’d never met her, didn’t know her, other than in his dreams.

	But, his soul told him that she would alter his life when they met... and they would meet. In turning away from other women, real women in his life, he knew it was just a matter of time before he found the lady with green eyes.

	Just a matter of time...

	 


Chapter 1

	Dunnedin, Scotland

	Present Day

	“So, have ye come to seek out yer destiny?”

	Douglas MacKendimen turned around slowly at the familiar voice. Mairi, fortune-teller extraordinaire, stood before him awaiting his response.

	“No, Mairi, I know my destiny.” Douglas laughed as the old woman’s face tightened with stubbornness. They’d played this game before.

	“’Tis coming yer way soon, boy, and ye willna be able to stop it.” Mairi wagged a bony finger close to his nose. She clutched her woolen shawl around her stooped body and whispered something he couldn’t quite make out.

	“What did you say?” Douglas moved closer and bent down nearer to her. “I couldn’t make out your last words.”

	“I said that ye be as stubborn as yer father and mother. Ye tempt the Fates wi’ yer cockiness just as they did, so long ago.”

	“Mairi, please don’t start with those tales you told me as a child. They are just stories you made up to keep me interested in coming back here.”

	Douglas stuck his hands into the pockets of his warm leather jacket. What ever made him come out to the ruins in this weather, at this time of night? He hadn’t even stopped at the manor house other than to drop off his bags. The pull was always at its strongest when he arrived. For reasons he’d never been able to discern or understand, his first stop on every trip back here to Dunnedin was this ancient stone arch. And, as always, Mairi knew he was here. His breath curled around him in the cool air.

	“Is that what ye believe? Only stories for restless bairns? Och, there will be a reckoning for ye, lad, and it comes to ye soon.” Mairi paced now, in front of him, in front of the old stone arch.

	Doug ran his fingers through his overlong hair. This trip to Scotland for the family reunion had been a last-minute thing for him. He was tired, jet-lagged and exhausted from double shifts at the hospital... and from sleepless nights caused by the strength of the dreams. Maybe now that he was here he would get some rest.

	So, he thought as he readjusted the collar of his jacket, he really needed to sleep and not be standing here arguing with this distant relative... especially one who should be in her own warm cottage and not exposed to the harsh weather surrounding them.

	“Mairi,” he started, placing his hands on her frail shoulders and drew her into an embrace. “I will visit you tomorrow and you can tell me those stories again ... when I’m awake enough to pay attention.” Douglas stepped back and smiled. “Can I walk you back home?”

	“I amna ready to go back.” Mairi’s voice trembled as she answered. Was she cold or frightened? he wondered. He knew she was stubborn—if she said she wasn’t ready, she wouldn’t go home yet. “But ye should come to me in the morn, afore the noon meal. I have something to tell ye, lad.”

	Douglas kissed the waxen cheek she offered and nodded at her in farewell. He’d taken a few steps when he turned back to ask if there were any messages for his parents— something Mairi always gave him to carry to the “new” castle.

	The arch stood alone, moonlight reflecting off the sharper edges and cascading over its curve to the barren rocky ground around it. Smaller boulders lay on the ground some distance away but the arch dominated the landscape.

	And there was no sign of Mairi.

	Douglas blinked a few times and squinted into the moonlit night, looking for some sign of the old woman. But there was none. She’d disappeared into the mist-filled night without a trace... again.

	One day, maybe even during their chat tomorrow, he would gather up his nerve to ask how she did that. For now, the heat and comfort of the clan’s manor house called undeniably to him.
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	“Dr. MacKendimen, it’s good to see you, sir.” The butler closed the thick oak door behind Douglas and reached out to take Doug’s jacket as he removed it. “I’m afraid the family has retired for the night.”

	“That’s fine, Mr. Parker, I’ll see them in the morning. Do you have me in my regular room, then?” Parker was the epitome of an efficient butler, managing the entire MacKendimen household and making it look easy. In all his years of visiting the ancestral home of the MacKendimens nothing... no one... ever frazzled Parker.

	“Just Parker, sir. And yes, the corner room in the back on the second floor,” Parker nodded in the direction of that room as he hung Douglas’s jacket in the hall closet. “Breakfast will be informal and begin at seven, sir.”

	“Good night then, Mr. Parker.”

	“And a good night to you, too, Dr. MacKendimen.” Douglas noticed the small wink as the older man turned and left the hallway.

	With each step on the creaking wooden stairs leading up to the second floor, the weight of his exhaustion grew. By the time he reached the assigned room, Douglas knew he would be asleep before his head hit the pillow.
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	“No, please, help me....”

	He forced the words out of his constricting throat, the pain of the scream waking him.

	Gasping for air, Douglas sat up and threw off the covers. The coolness of the room made his sweat even more uncomfortable. The quiet knock at the door gave him something to focus on until the terror seeped away.

	“Douglas? Are you okay?” His mother’s whisper seemed to echo across the stillness of the room as he tried to calm his ragged breathing.

	“Yes, Mom, I’m fine.” Knowing she would not leave until she assured herself by seeing his condition, Douglas grabbed his robe from the foot of the bed and threw it on. Moving quickly to the door, he turned the knob and eased it open a crack.

	“I heard you as I went by,” she said, pushing the door open and entering the room. “Do the dreams still come?”

	By the time Douglas turned to face her, his mother Maggie MacKendimen had taken a seat on his bed. “I’m just overtired, Mom. I’ll see you in the morning.” He opened the door and gestured for her to leave.

	“You may as well close the door, Doug. I’m not leaving.” She sat staring at him from across the room and he knew he’d lost the battle. She was already in mother mode and wouldn’t leave until... well, until she was satisfied with his answers. He really didn’t need this.

	“Tell me about them. Are they as frequent as last year?”

	“They come and go, Mom, as you should know.” He looked pointedly at the door but it did no good. He didn’t want to talk about the dreams, or how frequent and strong they’d really become. “Now, I’d like to go to bed, if you don’t mind?”

	“If you’d answer my questions, rather than try to evade them, we could both go back to bed.” Her cut-to-the-chase attitude shouldn’t surprise him; his mother always preferred the short, concise version to the long, flowery one.

	He dragged his hand over his face and through his hair. Could he tell her? What would her reaction be to the power and clarity of the dreams? Maybe his workload at the hospital was the cause—too many all-nighters and too many weekends could do this to a person. Right?

	She must have sensed his reluctance to reveal details, for she rose and approached him where he stood at the door. Stepping closer and rising up, she took his head in her hands, pulled his face to hers and kissed his forehead. If only that were all it took to banish the dreams and the sense of disorientation they brought with them and left behind.

	“I try to remember that you’re an adult and a ‘doctor,’ but the sounds I heard from the hall scared me, Doug. I’ll wait until you’re ready to tell me. Good night.”

	He turned the knob and pulled the heavy wooden door open. Without another glance, his mother walked out. Her acquiescence didn’t fool him—she would have the truth from him and on her own schedule.

	 


Chapter 2

	Dunnedin, Scotland

	1371 A.D.

	“’Ware the woods at night, Caitlin.”

	“I think ’tis you I should fear at night, Craig MacKendimen, and no’ the woods.” Caitlin MacInnis shrugged off her cousin’s heavy hands and stepped away. The moon shown full and bright on this brisk, autumn eve. She was losing precious time standing here fending off Craig’s tentative advances. She had but one more night to collect the lifesaving herbs from their sheltered growing place.

	“I could come with ye, protect ye from harm.” Craig’s bright blue eyes gleamed in the shaft of moonlight that covered him. “What do ye say, Caitlin?”

	“I have an important task to complete for my mam and you and your big feet will trample the very plants I need. Nay, Craig, I dinna need your help this night.”

	Confusion showed clear on his face. The heir to the laird and clan was not used to being thwarted, not in battle and not in his dealings with women. Caitlin looked over his features yet again and wondered why they did not inspire her to the same devotion... the same silliness that affected the other women in the clan MacKendimen. He stood tall next to her, she could stand a step above him when they were on the stairs leading to the great room in the keep and still not meet his gaze eye-to-eye. His face was ruggedly handsome, angled with a strong chin and brow. He wore his lion-mane hair loose and flowing, the very picture of clan manhood at its best. But none of this made her feel the “tingling” that others claimed when his gaze fell their way.

	She sighed and pushed her hair back over her shoulders. They were cousins, mayhap that explained her lack of attraction to his charm? But nay, she was cousin to most in the village and he, too, and that didn’t stop the others from looking at him with cow eyes.

	Mayhap ’twas the stranger she dreamed of....

	Craig jumped back when the door of her cottage opened and her father stepped out in the moonlight. Caitlin laughed out loud when Craig showed the same reaction that all the boys and young men in the clan had to her da. Even years of working the fire and iron for the clan had not lessened his height or bearing. Pol, the blacksmith, still managed to intimidate anyone who thought themselves her suitor. And his timing was impeccable, as ever.

	“I thought ye were doing yer ma’s errands, Caitlin. ’Tis not like ye to dawdle when she awaits yer return.”

	“I am on my way there now, Da. Craig was just now leaving.” She nodded at him and he looked at her father. There had to be a way to discourage his attentions without humiliating him... again.

	“Craig, tell Robert that I will speak to him on the morrow about our stores and weapons.” Pol stood his ground and Caitlin watched Craig’s confusion clear. He knew he had no choice but to leave without her now.

	“Aye, Pol, I will take yer message to him now. Caitlin, have a care in the woods.” He turned and stalked away without looking back. She watched him disappear into the shadowed path of the village.

	“He fancies himself in love with ye, lass.” Her father spoke little but saw much.

	“Aye, Da, he does... this week. But his affections will move next week onto someone more accepting.” They’d been through this every year for the last three, ever since Craig’s betrothed had died of fever. Persistence was a trait he’d perfected.

	“Robert asked me if there was a chance for the two of ye. Is there?” ’Twas difficult to read more into his question because he had that frustrating ability to keep his tone low and constant even when upset. Her da had been around her mam too long.

	“The laird asked? I would think he and Anice would want Craig to look elsewhere for a new wife.”

	“Ye didna answer my question, lass. Is there a chance for ye and Craig?”

	Caitlin tried to think of a way out of this. Her parents had looked on with a disinterested air while Craig made his intentions quite clear to everyone in the clan. Obviously, she had missed their true feelings about this possible match.

	“Would it make ye happy if I accepted Craig’s offer of marriage, Da?”

	“Have I told ye about yer uncanny ability to steer the conversation away from things ye dinna want to discuss?” Her father laughed.

	“What has Mam to say about this? What has she seen?” Caitlin’s mother was renowned for her an-da-shealladh, her gift of second sight.

	Pol laughed again, louder this time. Caitlin did avoid things she didn’t want to talk about.

	“Well, I really should go now, Da. I don’t want to waste the light of the moon.” She wrapped her cloak tighter around her shoulders and bent over to pick up the basket she’d prepared.

	“Yer mam hasna told me of any visions, lass. Ye are the only one she shares her wisdom with when it comes to her. But, yer hesitation tells me more than any sight could tell me. I will share this news wi’ Robert on the morrow.”

	Caitlin sighed deeply with relief. Robert could direct Craig’s interest elsewhere. She was safe... for now.

	“Caitlin, have a care in the woods.” She caught her father’s wink before he turned and went back inside.

	“I will, Da. I dinna fear the woods at night.”
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	Mayhap she did fear the woods this night? Caitlin followed the small stream to its split and looked for the pathway off over the hill. She didn’t see it.

	She stopped and looked back at her approach to this place and it did not look familiar at all to her. She knew that the moonlight made all appear as shafts of shadow and light but she should recognize something... something.

	Her breath escaped in puffy clouds of steam in the autumn night’s chilly air. Caitlin tucked the loose strands of hair behind her ears and adjusted the heavy woolen cape another time. The moon’s progress through the night sky was more than it should be—she’d been walking only a short time... hadn’t she?

	An owl’s sudden shriek made her turn too quickly and she caught her foot on a gnarled root of a huge tree. Her cry of pain and alarm as she fell echoed down the paths and through the valleys.

	Caitlin untangled her hands from the cloak and the basket and straightened her legs in front of her. Pulling her skirt down over her knees, she felt gingerly down her left shin and pressed on her ankle. The immediate pain and wave of nausea told her what she wanted to know—her ankle was most definitely injured, mayhap sprained and mayhap broken.

	She groaned loudly in frustration and anger. This night was not turning out to be the familiar search for herbs she’d hoped for. First Craig and his attempts to woo her and now this. After a few moments of self-pity, Caitlin’s bottom let her know that she could not remain on the wet, cold ground for much longer. The dampness seeped through the layers of skirt and chemise underneath it.

	Struggling to turn over and get to her knees, Caitlin noticed the quiet of the forest. She’d disturbed the peace of the night here with her squawking and groaning. Pushing herself up onto her uninjured foot, she gently tested the other on the ground.

	Damn! She could put no more than a bit of her weight on it. How was she to walk back to her home? She leaned back against the tree whose traitorous root had done this and looked around. Mayhap Craig would disregard her pleas not to follow? Nay, he would face her father’s displeasure if he did and no man in the village did that without strong reasons—stronger than a stolen kiss.

	Caitlin crouched down and searched the foliage at the tree’s base for something she could use to support her foot. No long branches or sticks were there.

	There was one thing she could try before giving in to her fear and anger. It had never worked on her before but mayhap this time it would? Sliding down to sit, Caitlin took a deep breath in and blew it out forcefully. She repeated this again and twice more before she began to feel her control grow. When her breathing was deep and regular, she slid her hands down and laid them on the now-swollen ankle. Concentrating on her breathing, she waited for the heat to build in her hands.

	It did not come.

	Her healing gift was for others and not for herself, and never to be called upon lightly. She choked back a cry and pushed back to her feet. She would have to rely on her “normal” abilities to get herself home, or wait for morning and rescue by one of her clan.
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	Hours later, well, it seemed to her that hours had to have passed, she’d managed only to make it back to the stream. Her basket remained where she’d fallen and she’d dropped her cloak along the way, too. Sweat beaded and slid down her chest and back and legs even in the coolness of the night, making her shift and skirt stick to her wherever they touched. Her efforts were quickly sapping her strength.

	’Twas then that she heard him.

	A man’s raucous laughter shattered the stillness of the night. Then another voice joined in and another. Their voices carried on the air, making their location difficult to determine. She almost called out to them...

	Then she heard a name... MacArthur. A chill tore through her body and mind. Good God, her clan’s enemies were on their land? Reports had come in over the last weeks about raids made by the Mac Arthurs and all included tales of beatings and worse for any MacKendimen caught in their grasp.

	Without thought, she took one step, and then another. And ended up facedown in the dirt. A cry escaped her and floated through the glen. Oh, God, too late, too late. She had to hide, she had to hide.

	Struggling anew, she got to her feet and cocked her head to one side, searching the woods for more sounds. None came. This was not good, not good at all. Tears made her vision watery and unclear. She rubbed briskly at her eyes with the back of her hand. She had to move off the path, and get out of sight before they found her.

	Realizing that her best way might be to crawl, Caitlin dropped to her knees and dragged her bad foot along. She’d gone no more than a few yards when the voice came to her through the darkness at the side of the trail.

	“Look, Angus, the wee lass must have heard about ye, she’s trying to get away.”

	Sheer terror forced her to move faster... and her haste caused her to misjudge the men’s location. Rolling off the beaten track into the brush, she landed on a man’s booted foot. She looked up. The twisted grins of three men greeted her.

	And each of them armed to the teeth with swords and daggers and ready to use them.

	The one across the way called Angus stepped toward her and drew a dangerous, long dagger that reflected the moonlight into her eyes. As he took long strides toward her, she struggled to get up. The man closest to her trapped her by stepping on her long, loosened hair. She could not move.

	The one called Angus lowered the knife as he approached, the blade appeared to grow larger and larger as he got closer. When the point of it reached her neck and lowered to the valley between her breasts, she could hardly breathe.

	The sharp edge sliced through the ties of her bodice. The cut laces were the last thing she saw as she lost consciousness.

	 


Chapter 3

	“For a woman who claims to be of such an advanced age, you do get around.” Douglas approached the archway straight on. He’d been chasing her all day, from manor house to cottage to every sort of place the village had to offer. He thought he’d caught up with her at suppertime only to have her slip away.

	“A lack of respect will get ye nowhere, lad. I had important things to accomplish today.”

	She stood at the side of the stone structure and gazed skyward. He looked in the same direction and saw the full moon overhead, lighting the landscape to almost the brightness of day. Suddenly a shooting star blazed a path across the edge of the moon and exploded in the sky, showering splinters of light and color above them.

	Douglas could not move—his lungs refused to take in air and his heart thundered in his chest. Suddenly the woman in his dreams came into his thoughts. Like the dream returning, the heat rose in him until sweat poured down his limbs. He finally managed to force out a word, a plea.

	“Mairi?”

	“’Tis a sign, lad, a powerful sign.” He watched, unable to move as she neared him. “Ye must not fear, lad. ’Tis as ’twas meant to be.”

	She placed her hand on his arm and feeling began to return, painful prickles of sensation reminding him how complete and mystifying the numbness had been.

	“What was meant to be?” Douglas was free of the paralysis but felt drained, exhausted by the brief experience. “What do you mean?”

	She took her time in answering him. She gathered her cloak tighter around her shoulders and then she finally gifted him with her reply.

	“Ye were conceived in the past, Douglas, and born in the present. Ye are time’s child and are being called home.”

	“Mairi, have you lost your mind?” He realized her age must be catching up to her. She’d always seemed so clear-minded but apparently even a physician could miss symptoms of loss of mental acuity.

	“Nay, I am certain that what I say will surprise ye in some ways and yet, part of ye must ken how true my words are. Ye are not of this time. Ye were created from yer parents’ love on their own journey through the time. The dreams are the call. One awaits ye, needs ye to survive and ye will need her to survive as well. Ye have ignored the Fates for longer than I thought possible even by one with yer father’s stubbornness and yer mother’s spirit.”

	If he didn’t know better, he’d swear her eyes glowed as she spoke. Must be the reflection of the moonlight. What was she talking about? Oh, sure, he’d heard his parents’ stories and he’d believed not one word of them. Traveling back to the past? Not possible, end of story. No matter what this dear old family soothsayer said.

	“Mairi, let me get you to your cottage. This damp autumn air can’t be good for your arthritis.” He put his arm around her frail shoulders and began to guide her away from the site. A few steps were as far as he got before she stopped and became as immovable as stone.

	“My basket, Douglas. I have left it on the rocks near the arch. Can ye get it for me?”

	Pleased that she hadn’t started on him again, Douglas nodded. As he walked toward the basket, he heard her speak.

	“Whether ye believe or no’ isna of importance, Douglas. ’Tis the past where ye belong and ‘tis the past that seeks ye now.”

	Leaning over to pick up the basket, he sighed. There’d be no way to get her off this train of thought now. Once she focused on her stories of the past, she was locked onto them like the jaws of a hunter’s hound on his quarry. He straightened back up and turned, ready to put up with the nonsense about time travel and his family’s past. She was gone.

	Gone? How could that be? A woman of her age and problems with arthritis did not rush anywhere. But she was gone. He looked around the open fields and toward the forest. She could not have taken more than a few steps in the time it took him to reach over to get the basket. And yet, the landscape was clear, only he and the archway stood in the moonlight.

	That’s when he noticed it At first he couldn’t identify it because bees didn’t swarm at night. It was a buzzing sound, growing and waning, as if thousands of insects were coming and going around him. He cocked his head, trying to ascertain the sound’s direction. Near the arch—was it coming from near the arch?

	He took a few steps and listened again. Definitely near the arch. Douglas could see nothing out of the ordinary in the night, but he began to feel heat emanating from the arch. The arch hot? Not very likely after so many cold and damp Highland nights. But it was the source of the heat. He lifted his hand and placed it on one of the boulders in the arch.

	Ouch, damn it! His hand throbbed after its sudden exposure to such a powerful surge of heat and power. He was shaking off the stinging burn when the cry came through the darkness.

	It was a young woman screaming in terror, begging for help. In Gaelic? Most of the inhabitants spoke English around here. He’d learned it during his childhood visits but only the Old Ones of the clan still clung to the Gaelic.

	It came again, a piercing, shrill cry of fear and pain that gripped his heart and made his mouth and throat go dry.

	Where was she? He scanned the area around him, the cry was so loud that she had to be close. But, nothing, no one was nearby. He trotted in the direction of the cry when it came a third time. A dreadful certainty told him it would not come again. He must find her—now.

	Without realizing it, he picked up speed and headed toward the plea for help. It led him straight into the archway... and a black void.

	Darkness enwrapped him—the completeness of it stole his breath and the ability to move or speak. He wanted to fight against the bonds it created, but his body refused his mind’s commands. Douglas tried to calm his thoughts—he handled emergencies every day of his life; this should not be new to him.

	But it was. He tried to recall his last steps before the blackness overtook him. He’d heard that scream and then ran to find her. He was alone now... or maybe he wasn’t. No sounds or movements or perceptions invaded his cocoon of senselessness. Nothing....

	As quickly as it had begun, the darkness was gone. Sharp points poked into his arms and legs, a freezing dampness spread through his clothes, forcing him to move. He scrambled to his feet and searched the area for anything, anyone. His fingers tightened around Mairi’s basket and he couldn’t believe that he still carried it.

	He was in a forest—tall, thick vegetation blocked his path and his view. In the quiet of the night, the movement of water over rocks traveled to his ears. Where was he? There was no spring or river near the arch.

	Then, it came once more to him through the darkness. A girl’s desperate scream followed by the husky laughter of men. He finally, finally, got a fix on where the sound came from and trotted in that direction. Douglas slowed to a walk as the sounds became louder. The flicker of flames in a clearing ahead brought him to a halt. Bile rose in his throat at the sight before him.

	A girl no more than a teenager being pawed by three... actors? The men were wearing old-style hunting plaids and leather jackets. With filthy beards and hair matted to their heads, these men looked far more fierce and realistic than any of those he’d worked with in medieval reenactments.

	And actors or not, they were bent on terrorizing this girl. Being held captive by two men and facing another with a drawn dagger probably would have been enough to scare her into submission, but one was tracing lines with the point of his knife down her throat and onto her chest. Even from his position, he could see thin rivulets of blood from the pricks of the blade, each one getting closer and closer to the edges of the girl’s open and dangling blouse. Her long, dark hair hung from partly loosened braids and covered most of her face. He could see her eyes and they were wild with fear. She let out another moan as the biggest of the three approached her again, his knife already stained with her blood and at the ready once more.

	Distracting them was the only chance he had to save her.

	Douglas drew back the basket and prepared to throw it as he ran toward them. The muffled clanging of metal drew his attention. Pulling back the cloth in the basket, he found his own two daggers. Why would Mairi be carrying his weapons? A thought of her true intent began to swirl in his mind but he stopped it instantly. Mairi could not have known he would need them. She could not have. Well, at least he would not jump into the fray unarmed.

	Taking a deep breath, he dropped the basket and grasped the knives in his hands as he’d done many times before in practice and play, and cleared his mind. With a roar that came from the bottom of his being, he crashed through the trees and threw one of the daggers as he ran. The anguished cry told him his aim for the shorter of the men was true. Now if he could be lucky with the other two. He focused on the one with the dagger drawn and plowed into him, both falling to the ground. Taking advantage of the surprise of his attack, Douglas jumped to his feet and struck again.

	With a swift kick aimed high in the chest, he pushed the man back to the ground. His opponent lost consciousness when his head hit a rock on the ground, freeing him to face the last one. He turned and repositioned his knife, angling the blade downward for more control and power.

	“Lad, I dinna ken ye but ye could hae joined us in our fun wi’ the lass. She’s got enough for all of us to share.”

	He’d said the words in Gaelic which threw Douglas for a moment. Gaelic in this day and age? He shook his head and translated the words to himself. Douglas took a step closer, distributing his weight evenly on the balls of both feet for better balance.

	The man’s hands were blackened shadows against the girl’s pale skin and white blouse. He held her in place in front of him by her hair, grabbed and pulled back from her face now to expose the whiteness of her throat. His knife aimed directly at the major artery, he smiled showing a near-toothless grin. If he severed that vessel, the girl would have little or no chance at survival even with his own advanced skills. He stepped back.

	“Who are you?” he demanded. At the questioning frown, Douglas repeated his words in Gaelic and added, “Let the girl go and I’ll let you leave.”

	Laughing, the man shifted his captive, tightening his hold until she gasped. Douglas avoided looking directly at the girl. He knew her fear would distract him and give his opponent an advantage.

	“Since I hae her, ye’ll be the one to leave. I amna giving her up now that ye’ve taken two men from me. She’s my payment for your actions.” He began to back up toward the trees, dragging his hostage with him. Twisting around, his actions placed the girl’s face directly in the moonlight and Douglas saw her for the first time.

	“You?” he bellowed, shocked to his core with recognition. She was the woman in his dreams, now flesh and blood before him. “Who are you?” he screamed out again following the pair’s movements into the forest. He wasn’t sure who he was asking now, his mind reeling at the sight of his dream savior.

	She must have recognized him, too, for her eyes widened and she slumped into a faint. Her weight, though slight, caused her captor to pause and turn, giving Douglas an opportunity for a clear throw.

	The dagger left his hand, directed at the back of his adversary. At the moment of impact, Douglas savored a moment of satisfaction.

	An excruciating blow on the back of his skull sent him to his knees, clutching at his head as he fell. A nauseating wave of pain pulsed through him and then the darkness pulled him down, again into nothing.

	 


Chapter 4

	“How does he fare this morn, daughter?”

	Exhausted from another night of caring for the stranger, Caitlin shifted in the chair next to the pallet and touched the man’s brow yet again. Shaking her head, she looked at her mother. “He still haes the fever.”

	Caitlin slid down to the dirt floor and picked up the basin of water. Gathering up all the used rags, she rose and limped to the doorway, favoring the injured foot. “I will freshen the water and begin again.”

	“Nay, lass, I can see to him now. Now that ye can put yer weight on yer foot, ye need to clean yerself up. And get some rest.”

	“But, Mam...” she began to argue.

	“’Twill be no arguing wi’ me, lass. Ye are nigh to fainting wi’ exhaustion and havna even washed since we brought ye both here. Go. I put a jar of ointment and some fresh bandages to wrap yer foot in on the table for ye. Wash at the cave and use it.”

	Caitlin started to tell her mother that she was fine but one look at the older woman’s face told her not to bother. “I’ll bring the fresh water to ye first.”

	At her mother’s nod, Caitlin ducked through the low opening and fetched cold water from the outside well. After taking one last look at the unconscious man, she gathered a drying sheet, clean clothing, a small container of soap and the healing salve made by
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