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The Laird for All Time series stretches hundreds of years and through five tales of love, hope and second chances. At the center of them all is a mysterious, elfin man with ruddy cheeks and sparkling blue eyes. Auld Donell some know him by. A timeless man who never seems to age, who is everywhere and nowhere all at once. If he has a master plan, no one seems to know what it might be...
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It all started with a Laird...
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For Lori & Thelma

who have been subjected to this weird writing habit longer than anyone and still talk to me.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE
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Duart Castle

The Isle of Mull, Scotland

October 2010

––––––––
[image: ]


“There she is, lassie.”

Emmy gripped the edge of the window and stared at the panoramic view of the distant castle the driver’s finger pointed toward as the bus traveled the winding road along the eastern coastline of the Isle of Mull. 

In the distance was the last destination on her ten-day UK vacation. Starting naturally in London, she had taken in the sights of Wales and Yorkshire, before traveling from there on to Edinburgh and Glasgow. The distant edifice was the last spectacle she had come so far to see: Duart Castle— the ancestral home of the clan MacLean for hundreds of years. 

Her guidebook told her the name Duart meant “Black Point” in Gaelic and, based on the view from the ferry as she had crossed the Sound of Mull that afternoon from mainland Scotland, she knew why it bore that name. The castle did indeed sit on black earth that contrasted with the waters of the sound and the overcast sky behind it. 

When she had first spotted the castle from the ferry on her arrival, the clouds had hung so low that they almost clung to the land between the water and the castle, nearly obscuring her view of it. Now, as the bus approached Duart from the ferry terminus at Craignure, she could see its prominent outline jutting out from the crag against the skies beyond. Dipping below the layer of cloud, the late afternoon sun lit the West-facing side as she neared, showing the wear of centuries on the face of the building.

Her guidebook also told her the clan MacLean had lived on this land since the 14th century and remained in that castle until they were forced to leave during the Jacobite rebellion, retreating to the Treshnish Isles. After several years of military occupation, the castle had been gutted by fire in 1756, and Duart remained a ruin until it was bought back by the family in the mid-1800s and restored. 

Now the castle was a fine example of medieval architecture; glorious, wonderful...

And open to the public from April until October. 

What a vacation this had been so far. After four years of brain-numbing undergraduate work, two years of medical school full of rotations through various medical specialties, and four more years of harrowing residency with forty-eight-hour shifts and zero personal life, it was long past time for Emmy to have a vacation. 

If there was a person on earth who ever thought that doctors didn’t earn every penny of their billings, then that person was dead wrong. As a resident, Emmy had hung by her fingertips on the lowest rung of the ladder. She was barely above those medical students rotating through the departments and just below the lab rats. She had been the gopher, grunt and dumping ground for every job no one else wanted to do. 

It’d been that long since Emmy had even been on a date. Not a single date! She felt more sexless these days than one would think was humanly possible. She’d brought it on herself, though. She’d heard the tales, seen the proof and knew better than to encourage a relationship during her residency. With all the long hours, overnights and demands associated with a medical residency, the future MDs had one of the highest divorce rates by occupation in the US. They were only nudged from the top spot by naval submariners, who spent up to six months at a time under water and out of contact. 

Like a submariner, she felt like she’d been underwater for a long while now. But, here and now, she made time for herself. Though several of the other residents invited her to join them on their vacations to the Virgin Islands or Hawaii, Emmy chose to take her vacation alone. Most of her friends couldn’t fathom why she wanted to ‘do’ the UK in the chill of fall, but Emmy was determined to fully enjoy her alone time before starting her new career.

A little ‘me’ time was her explanation; she’d always been comfortable in her own company.

The bus shuddered to a stop outside the outer gates of the ancient castle - the keep, she’d learned it was called, and she accepted the driver’s hand as the old man assisted her from the bus.

“Wow, Donell.” Emmy addressed the old man who had thus far been chatty and informative on the short trip from Craignure. “It’s just as amazing as you said.” 

She was the only passenger today, most likely because it was the final day of the season. The castle would be closed from tomorrow. The weather was turning colder, and most tourists were long gone from the area. Donell had probably just been happy for someone to show up and wanted to make her feel welcome. He’d entertained her along the way with outrageous tales of the region’s past conflicts that he had surely embellished to make them more exciting. 

The brisk October breeze had her clutching her short velvet blazer closed as she turned to the old castle. The heavy cloud coverage did nothing to alleviate the somber façade of the castle. The walls were dark and starting to crumble. Showing its age, Emmy thought, but magnificent nonetheless, appearing to grow from the rocky cliffs to tower five stories high at its hipped roofline.

“She’s a bonny lass, is Duart,” the old Scot commented with a thick brogue she enjoyed. Between his gravelly voice and the appearance of the clichéd old-timer, she could easily to picture him at the local pub taking a pint or two. His haggard, weathered features fell into more folds than a Shar Pei. His dark eyes were so deeply recessed that Donell almost gave an impression of unfathomable age. An ancient Scotsman in his battered cap and coat. A bit clichéd but the perfect person for the tourists to sidle up to, to beg for a picture or two with him.

Swinging her large tote and smaller purse over her shoulder together, she glanced up at the castle. Too bad the weather wasn’t cooperating, she mourned; a bit of sunshine would probably do wonders for the old place. Digging in her tote for her camera, she swung it up to take a picture. 

Look at the old girl, so beaten down with age. 

“I’ll bet it was really something a hundred years ago when it was restored,” she commented aloud. 

“Restoration was completed ‘bout 115 years ago,” Donell offered, leaning back against the fender of the shuttle with his arms crossed over his chest. “Ye wouldnae hae wanted to see it then.” 

“Why not?” Emmy asked absently as she took a few more shots.

“They were no’ happy times, lassie. Tragic, the old laird and his family.” The old man shook his head with a soft cluck of his tongue. 

“Really?” She glanced back at the building with a sigh. “What happened?”

“Family troubles mostly, bad luck.”

“Still, I would so love to have been there to see it at its shining moment. How wonderful it would be...” her voice was wistful.

“Ye think so?”

She nodded. “I know so.”

“Should be careful, lassie, what ye wish for.”

“Wishing for simpler times? Where’s the harm in that?” she asked absentmindedly as she took several more shots of the castle.

“Ye think old days were simple times, lassie?”

“Of course, they were.”

“Hmm...” Donell scratched his stubbled chin and considered her thoughtfully. “Would ye care to take a wager on that then?”

“What do you mean?”

The sun came out from behind the clouds then and seemed to grow brighter, reflecting off the ancient stones and bringing dark spots to Emmy’s eyes. She shut them tightly as a dizzying wave of déjà vu hit her, as if she had been here before. As she looked back at the castle, the sun washed across the stone embattlements as if awakening the castle from a long sleep. The years seemed to melt away from the building as the sun beamed across it, crumbling block smoothed, discolored stones became brighter. 

Well, that was weird. 

“Did you see that?” she turned back to ask Donell, only to discover the driver had already left. She hadn’t even heard him pull away. She frowned, annoyed. When did he do that? She’d just been talking to him. She could only hope he would remember to come back and get her.

Studying the castle again, she realized a little sunshine did indeed do wonders for the castle. Perhaps she’d just imagined the aged appearance on her arrival as a reflection of the dreary weather. After all, it had been rebuilt around the middle of the nineteenth century. Right now, it looked almost new. Funny, she would have thought in the hundred and fifty years since its reconstruction began, the structure would’ve aged a bit more than this. 

Tucking her camera away, she approached the outer wall and laid a hand against the stones, absorbing the cold dampness. Weird, she thought again as a rumble coming from the road drew her attention. Shading her eyes, she watched a rider on horseback approach from the west at a fast pace. 

Though the setting sun at his back shadowed the face of the rider, her jaw sagged unconsciously at the dramatic image the man and horse made as they approached the castle. The complete vision was like something out of a romance novel, or maybe a surreal shampoo commercial. Dark hair rippled back from a strong, tanned face. The wind pulled at the open collar of his shirt, exposing a tanned chest and muscular pecs. A kilt, no less, flapped against the long legs gripping the horse’s sides. 

Such a pure physical rush of lust swept over Emmy that she swore right then and there that she would never again go so long without a date, much less five years of abstinence.

The horse came to a rearing halt not ten feet from her. Startled, she leaped back out of harm’s way. As the hooves landed on the ground, the rider swung himself to the ground and strode toward her. Eyes blazing with heat and anger, he walked—no! actually stomped toward her, slapping off dust of his kilt as came.

Mel Gibson, Christopher Lambert, Adrian Paul – those movie highlanders had nothing on this man. He was just that. All man! He wore his kilt slung over an ivory shirt. His thighs were bare and heavily muscled. He was taller than her five foot-eight by nearly a head; broad shoulders, dark hair...the whole masculine package was devastating. A god descended from the heavens. Emmy knew she’d never seen such a vision in her life, and thought she was unlikely to again. 

She stumbled back several steps as he stalked forward. He easily caught her by the shoulders nonetheless and glared down at her. 

“Altachadh-beatha.” His deep brogue bit out the foreign words.

Partially terrified, largely enthralled, Emmy did the only thing that seemed appropriate.

She fainted.
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Willing her eyes to open, Emmy found herself laying on a large comfortable bed, the dark night broken only by an antique oil lamp on the table next to her. Resting in the darkness, she cringed at the humiliation of fainting in front of such a gorgeous guy. How impressive it must have looked! she thought disparagingly. She would never go so long without a vacation again.

Maybe it had all been a hallucination. A hallucination brought on by fatigue, stress and anxiety. Yes, of course. It was all brilliantly clear in retrospect. She’d just finished a horrific six-week rotation in psychiatry, after all. Six long weeks at a mental hospital where God checked in daily, and Al Capone and Joan of Arc resided alive and well. 

The experience taught her psychiatry wasn’t her calling, but she’d learned enough to self-diagnose. This was just simple anxiety; stress brought on by nerves and lack of sleep. Perhaps she would prescribe herself some Paxil or Xanax... 

Her internal conversation ended in a very verbal shriek as she rolled over and saw a man... the man sitting quietly in a chair next to the bed.

“What the...” she sputtered as she literally jumped off the bed. “Ohmigod, I thought I was imagining you. Who are you? What are you doing in here?” The words tumbled one over the other incoherently. “Go! Leave before I call the Bobbies or whatever they are called up here. You just can’t walk into my hotel room...” She stopped and looked around, registering her surroundings for the first time. “Wait. This isn’t my hotel room. Where am I? Who are you?”

A large male finger reached out and nudged up her chin, effectively closing her mouth and stopping the rambling flow of words.

“Charming, my love. Is this the way we’re going to play it then?” His accent was a thick and deep Sean Connery rumbling...and so very, very sexy that Emmy was utterly disarmed. For a moment, at least. A little shudder passed through her, and she shook free of his spell.

She shoved his hand away from her chin roughly, a move that clearly surprised him.

“What are you talking about?” 

“Amusing,” he murmured. He leaned back in the chair and rubbed a forefinger absently across his full, appealing lower lip. “Did ye no’ think I’d recognize ye, Heather love?”

“Look, obviously you’ve got the wrong girl. My name is Emmy.”

“Could ye no’ think of a more clever alias, my love? Not a terribly original variation of Emeline Heather.”

Alias? His nonsensical questioning had Emmy rolling her eyes. “Okay. Whatever. Point remains you got the wrong girl. Go back to the mother ship.” 

Too bad that he was absolutely round the bend, she thought. He honestly had to be the most incredibly appealing man she had ever laid eyes on. And that voice! The voice alone sent little vibrations of lust along every nerve ending.

She rounded the bed to the safety of the opposite side, attempting to create a barrier between them. Her blazer and scarf hung on the end of the bed. Snatching them up, she slipped them back on. “What time is it anyway?” Hurrying over to the door, she ran her hand over the wall next to it. “And where is the damn light switch?”

“The what?”

“The switch? Or do you call it something else? Oh, hell, just turn on the damn lights, for crying out loud.” She crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him.

“Ye’ve developed a most foul mouth while ye’ve been gone, my love.”

Emmy threw her hands over her head in frustration. “I am not your love or your Heather.”

“Did ye think I would forget ye even if it has been nigh ten years since ye left?” 

That voice was doing things to her again. Despite her apprehension, she felt every word with a quiver deep in her chest. It was disconcerting to say the least since that warm melting feeling was completely at odds with her other reactions to him. She needed to get away from here before she did something stupid.

“Left? Read my lips. I-have-never-been-to-Scotland-before.” She spoke slowly, enunciating each word while making a mouthing motion with her hand like a puppet. “Never. Comprende? You got the wrong girl. I am Emmy MacKenzie.” She squared her shoulders. “Dr. Emily MacKenzie.”

He stared at her in disbelief for a moment, then to her surprise, burst out in laughter. A heartfelt, rich laughter that would have been incredibly attractive in a man not quite so insane.

Disgusted with him and herself, she wrenched the door open and left the room, determined to find the castle’s caretaker—assuming she was even in the castle and he hadn’t dragged her off somewhere—and get away from the madman.

Emmy stalked down the hall and down a massive stone staircase that led to the floor below, noting with relief, the central hall she’d seen on Duart’s website. The thought crossed her mind, however, that it looked even more authentic than it had seemed in the brochure or on the website. She paused, uncertain. Where was the office? Surely the caretaker would have some sort of office or desk. 

A heavy oak door opened to her left and a tall, lean man in a dark suit entered the hall. “Can I help ye, lassie?” he asked in a heavy burr.

“Thank goodness.” She rushed toward him. “Are you the manager? There is a strange man upstairs who was harassing me, and I’d like to report him.”

“A strange man, ye say?” The man looked utterly befuddled by her statement. “Only the laird and his family are here in the castle, lassie. Are ye sure ye’re no’ mistaken?”

“No! There really is someone up there,” she insisted and hissed, “He keeps insisting that I’m his wife!”

The man’s eyes crinkled in amusement as they shifted up to the stairs behind her. “It seems the lass is having a hard time remembering ye, Connor.”

Emmy spun around to face the man from her room above her on the landing, watching with an amused grin on his lips. 

“It does seem to be the case, Ian. Perhaps ye should reintroduce us.”

“Lassie, may I introduce Lord Connor James Lachlan MacLean the Second, Earl of Strathclyde, Laird of the Clan MacLean, Lord of Duart Castle and ye’ll be remembering, yer husband.”

“I am not his wife!”

“Aye, ye are,” both men replied in unison.

* * * 
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Connor MacLean stared down at his long-lost wife, momentarily enthralled by the woman before him, her beauty heightened by the high temper she was in. Her hair was lighter than he remembered and her figure fuller in all the best places, but it was most definitely she. 

Nor was she the frigid young thing he recalled from ten years past. Time had brought an assuredness to her manner, and clearly, enough self-confidence not to fear an argument or confrontation with him. She’d actually slapped his hand away. And her temper brought a high color to her cheeks that was unbelievably alluring.

He tamped down the beginnings of an arousal trying to recall his anger and the humiliation she’d dealt him all those years ago. It shouldn’t matter that she had a fullness to her lips that begged him to forgive and forget and to take them with his own. He could not forget who she was.

She paced the hall with unconcealed agitation. Her stride manly in the shockingly tight trousers she wore. Strange that, for Heather had always been one for high fashion.

“Oh my God,” she entreated again in a most sacrilegious way, “if you treat all your guests in this fashion, you’ll be out of business in no time!” 

* * * 
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Rubbing her hands over her face, Emmy tried to remember what she had learned about dealing with the mentally unstable. Damn, she never, ever wanted to go into that field, why would she retain any working knowledge on the subject? That laird had her totally frazzled.

“Connor, right? Okay, Connor, let’s compromise here,” she tried in a low soothing voice. “I’d be willing to concede that I must bear a striking resemblance to your wife, if you will just for one teeny tiny moment consider that I might just not be her.”

“I might hae considered that, if ye wisnae here, now, exactly ten years from the day ye left.” 

“Ten years later you think you’d know me? Her? Get real! I could not see my own mother for ten years and not recognize her. How can you be so sure?” 

A female squeal sounded from a nearby doorway. As Emmy turned, a young woman who was her absolute double, but for her chalk-white pallor and stunned expression, whispered, “Gracious” and fainted promptly into the other man’s arms.

Her shocked gaze met Connor’s as he descended the stairs pointing at the other woman. “That’s how.”

With heavy feet, she followed the men into a nearby room as the one named Ian carried the woman over to a small sofa and laid her gently down. 

Emmy stared in amazement. She’d always heard that everyone had a doppelgänger somewhere in the world. Here was hers. She could tell no physical difference between their two faces. She almost wanted to reach out and touch her to make sure she was real. A shudder passed through her that she couldn’t identify... trepidation? Fascination? Fear?

The man called Ian took a small vial from a maid who scurried in after them and waved it under the woman’s nose until she started and began to revive.

When she opened her eyes, the other woman examined Emmy suspiciously for a long moment before summoning a small smile as she struggled to sit up. “Heather, we thought you’d never come back. Where have you been all this time?”

Emmy sighed, unsure of where to go next in this tangled mess. “Listen, uh... ma’am, I’m afraid we have a bit of a misunderstanding in the works here...”

“Come, Heather, ye’re no’ going to pretend that ye dinnae recognize yer own twin, are ye?” the laird taunted as he assisted the other woman into a sitting position.

“Twin?” 

Her gaze locked with blue eyes that looked so much like her own and shivered. The light brown hair was identical to her original color... before she had it highlighted, of course. They could have been twins, that much was true, except the woman was obviously well along in her pregnancy, maybe the end of her second trimester.

When she remained stiff, the other woman’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Oh, poor dear... you don’t remember, do you? It’s me, Dorcas, your sister.”

Disarmed by the unusual name, Emmy blinked. “Dorcas?” 

“You may call me Dory, of course... as you always have,” she added. with a curious frown. “What is it about my name you seem to find so amusing now, if I may ask?”

“It’s nothing.” Dropping into a nearby chair and tucking one leg beneath as was her habit, Emmy slouched back in the seat and waved her hand. “Let’s move on, shall we, and get back to the issues here. This assumption that I am your sister.” She jabbed a finger in the laird’s direction. “And his wife.” 

The laird stepped forward, pointing a finger right back at her and opening his mouth to speak when Dorcas—no, Dory was much better—stopped him with a raised hand and urged him to sit as well. “Come, Ian and I were just going to pour some tea. Join us. We’ll work through this.”

Emmy glowered at the laird, Connor, who sat and stared back at her from beneath thick brows until, in short order, she found herself being handed a cup of hot tea. She frowned down into the cup. Hot tea. Of course, they drank tea in Great Britain, but like psychiatry, it just wasn’t her thing. At least in the major cities, she’d managed to find a Starbucks or two. She set the cup and saucer down on the table in front of her.

“That’s an interesting, um, ensemble you have on, Heather,” Dory observed with just a bit of an edge as she poured tea for the men. Ian put his hand over his cup to stop her, and the men instead took glasses of some sort of liquor from an attending servant. “Is it the latest style in traveling apparel?” Dorcas poured her own cup and took a sip, analyzing Emmy over the rim.

Emmy looked down at the ‘ensemble’ she’d recently bought just for this trip. A nice pair of dark wash skinny jeans tucked into knee-high black suede boots for warmth and comfort in the cool fall of Scotland. Her white silk blouse was covered with a short, black velvet jacket and accessorized with a silver tasseled scarf. Maybe not as comfortable for travel as just jeans and a t-shirt, but that wasn’t what she was going for. She hadn’t wanted to give the impression of a sloppy American tourist for the locals to poke fun at. 

“I think it was designed more for style than travel. Don’t you like it?” she asked the room in general, only now noting the disconcerted and disapproving looks of the two men as they looked her over. Emmy knew she was regarded as a fairly attractive woman. While she wasn’t overly vain about her looks, she wasn’t accustomed to men looking at her as these two were... as if she were distasteful in some way.

* * * 
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Connor studied her attire. He’d noticed as she slept upstairs that her clothes were more than unusual. Trousers! Positively indecent wear for a lady. The tight pants accentuated her long legs and the short little jacket accented her tiny waist. The blouse beneath was surprisingly sheer. It was also abundantly clear she wore little beneath it. 

“Yer shirt seems to be a wee bit on the thin side,” he offered at length, still staring at her chest. 

“Ye can see her legs,” Ian added with a hint of appreciation.

“You can’t see my legs. I’m covered to the ankle!”

“Can see yer shape,” he clarified as his eyes skimmed down her figure with appreciation, drawing an unpleasant cluck from Dorcas.

“Men have no appreciation for fashion,” his wife scoffed and turned to Dory. “Don’t you like it? I mean, it might be a bit trendy for conservative Britain, but a visit to the Queen wasn’t on my itinerary.”

Dory only pursed her lips in disapproval and changed the topic: “Maybe it would help us if we understood who you think you are.”

Heather stared at Dory dumbly for a moment. Trying to summon another lie? How long was she thinking she could continue this denial of her identity? He wasn’t sure whether he should be angered or amused by her tenacity.

* * * 
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“If you would simply check the visitor’s list, my name is Emily Rose MacKenzie.” The faces around her still looked skeptical, so she added, “Don’t you have records of the guests you’re expecting here? I’m the American who was crazy enough to come over in the fall rather than the summer? On the last day the castle is open to tourists? I was told the laird and his family usually lived in Edinburgh for the summer and that’s why the house was open to visitors from May until October. I didn’t know the owners would be here...” she stopped, suddenly aware that she was rambling while frowning confusion deepened on their faces.

“So ye came back now because ye wisnae expecting any of us to be here then?” Connor misinterpreted.

“No, I already told you I have never been here before,” she insisted. The aggravating spiral of frustration that’d wound her up before tightened again. “I am a tourist... just visiting on vacation.”

“Vacation?” the three repeated blankly.

“Yes, vacation.” Emmy searched her memory. What did the Brits call it? “Holiday. I am here in the UK on holiday. For ten days.”

“Ye returned here for a holiday?” Ian asked with bewildered frown. “Why would ye do that?”

A screech caught in her throat and the coil snapped. “Not returned! Listen, I’m just a tourist. I am staying in Oban across the sound; I have a room there. I just got in yesterday and came straight here on the ferry today because you close tomorrow for the winter!

“I am an American citizen. I live outside Baltimore. I’m originally from Richmond, Virginia.” The brows grew even more puckered. “I did my undergraduate at UVA and attended John Hopkins. I graduated at the top of my class; I did my residency at Hopkins... I’m a doctor, dammit! I know who I am. Why don’t you check my passport if you’re unsure?”

“Passport?” The word echoed around the room from three mouths, as if it were foreign to them.

“Do you have another word for it maybe?” she asked, baffled by their confusion. “I can show it to you. It’s in my large tote.”

Again, three mouths silently formed the word “Tote.”

“The brown leather bag.” She spoke slowly, hoping to alleviate their bewilderment. Undeniably, something was being lost in the translation.

“I’ll hae one of the servants fetch it for ye.” Ian offered.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER THREE


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Emmy discreetly massaged her temples where a throbbing headache had begun to pound. This was all so unreal. Here were these strange people, dressed ultra-conservatively, having no sense of fashion, yet questioning hers and insisting that she was someone they knew. The woman who looked just like her was wearing a floor-length skirt and a blouse that buttoned up tightly to her chin. She looked horribly uncomfortable as she alternated between staring at Emmy as if she had seen a ghost and looking at her with deep suspicion.

Her head hurt, her eyes burned, and she wanted nothing so much as to take a handful of Excedrin and sleep until this was all over.

And that man! Unable to help herself she peeked up between her fingers at him. Oh, that man. The laird. He made her heart pound faster just looking at him. He’d changed from the kilt into a pair of tight charcoal pants and white shirt. The shirt had been left open at the neck and had only a short collar on it. Odd style. European probably. His hair wasn’t black at all but rather a dark rich brown, nearly mahogany, in fact, with lighter variable streaks that could only be natural. Well over six foot, she guessed about two hundred-fifty or more pounds full of muscle, thick and heavy. He was built like a right tackle football player she’d known in college, but his were the kind of muscles built through heavy work, rather than reps in a gym. 

He was rugged and beautiful. And angry. She couldn’t help but wonder what he would look like if he were to smile.

His stare penetrated her as if he were trying to see right through her. As if he could see into her mind. If he were insane, it would be the greatest loss to womanhood she could imagine. He was otherwise the most compelling man she’d ever met.

“What did you say to me out front?” Emmy asked curiously.

Connor looked blankly back at her for a moment then shook his head as if remembering. “It was Gaelic. It meant welcome home.” 

“Didn’t sound too welcoming,” she muttered, and his gaze returned intensely to her face.

The heat in his dark brown eyes was deep and turbulent, unsettling and thrilling to Emmy at the same time. He was the stuff of fantasies, she thought. Of all her fantasies. Years of imaginings since she was a teen had always placed a man such as this at their center. She almost wanted in that moment to be who he thought she was.

“Who do you think I am, exactly?” her husky voice questioned before the thought even formed in her mind.

He let out a disbelieving snort.

“Humor me.”

“Verra well. To humor ye, my love.” His deep, intriguing brogue again brought Connery-esque fantasies to her mind. Fantasies, fantasies. “Ye are my wife, Emeline Heather Stuart MacLean, Countess of Strathclyde. Ye left here, ran away to be more accurate, ten years ago today and no one has seen ye since.”

His wife. What woman would want to run away from him? 

The thought of having all the benefits of marriage to him made her clench her knees together tightly. Remember, she reminded herself, he’s insane... mental. It didn’t matter; her knees quivered anyway. 

“And what exactly happened ten years ago today that I supposedly ran away from?”

“Our wedding night.” He turned his back on them and stared out the window, his arms crossed tightly over his chest.

It was a defensive posture Emmy recognized immediately. It was hurt. Pain of loss. Anger. All brushed away with harsh sarcasm. Unfortunately, she wasn’t in much of a mood to cater to his male pride.

“Must not have been an experience worth repeating,” she muttered under her breath.

More unfortunately, he heard.

He whipped back to face her. “Ye dare to mention such a thing?”

“Relax, big guy, I’m not here to bruise your tender male ego. If you have problems in the sack—not that I can imagine that—” She rolled her eyes. “It’s none of my business.”

“The sack, as ye so quaintly put it, was ne’er reached, as ye well remember. Ye left before that.” His voice rose as he worked his temper back up. 

She stood up to face him “It wasn’t me,” she yelled right back.

“I dinnae remember ye being so temperamental, my love.”

“If you ‘my love’ me one more time, I swear I’m going to...”

“Ye’re going to what?”

“Um, Connor?” Ian interrupted from the doorway. 

“What?” they both snapped, turning towards him.

Ian held up her large tote in one hand, her purse in the other. 

“Oh, thank God.” Emmy huffed as she stalked over and snatched the bags from his hand. “Let’s get this over with so I can get the hell out of this loony bin. Real shame, too,” she muttered to herself as she rummaged through the larger bag. “Man, you finally meet a guy that curls your friggin’ toes, and he ends up being some whacked out SOB who has nothing better to do than... Aha! Here you go, Laird MacLean. Read it and weep then call me a cab and get me the hell out of here.”

* * * 
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The grin that had been forming on Connor’s lips faded at this last. He was sure that she had no idea she’d been talking out loud. It intrigued him that she said he ‘curled her toes’ though he had no idea what ‘friggin’ was. 

Just as she had no idea that the words he’d spoken to her upon her arrival were ‘welcome home, wife,’ but did not feel the need to clarify given the insanity of her refusal to admit her identity. 

She waved a dark little booklet at him, her lips pursed with annoyance. God in Heaven, he didn’t remember her being so lovely even with Dory here as a daily reminder. The entire situation befuddled him, and he struggled to maintain his anger toward her. It shouldn’t matter if Heather had suddenly become the most tempting woman on the face of the earth. He loathed her.

Frowning, he took the booklet and stared down at its cover. There in shining gold letters was that word. Passport. Below it was some sort of emblem of an eagle and shield with ‘United States of America’ below.

It fell open to a colorful page of another eagle and flag. And there was her portrait as well. A color photograph? He’d never heard of such a thing. Despite the fact that it was crisscrossed by a series of lines, it was an excellent photograph. He’d never seen one so focused. To the right was printed her name, the one she’d provided. Her nationality listed as USA and her birthplace, incredibly, as Virginia, USA. 

She’d gone to America? He’d been there years ago looking for her. It was only one of the hundreds of places it seemed he searched for her until they all assumed she was dead. But she’d been there, near Baltimore, she said. Then he saw her birth date. March 10, 1982.

“It seems that yer forger wisnae as good as ye maun hae thought.” He tapped the booklet against his hand. “Yer birth year is listed here as 1982.”

“Yes, I was born on March 10, 1982. What’s the problem with that?”

“Because that would be impossible considering that it is only 1895.” 

“Get. Out. You think you can pull some prank like that on me?”

He shared a bemused look with Ian who nodded in agreement. “Aye, lassie. October 18, 1895.”

His wife spun about, her mouth gaping like a landed fish as she looked around her. 

Then she fainted...again, at his feet. 
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A horrible burning in her nose brought Emmy sharply back to awareness. “What? What happened?” she asked as she slapped away the smelling salts beneath her nose.

“Ye fainted... again,” Ian remarked with some disgust.

“Well, my love, those travelling papers were an excellent forgery. Impressive yet imperfect.” The laird had retreated and was now ensconced once more in his chair leisurely sipping his drink. “Are ye ready to hae yer bluff called and explain to me why ye’ve decided to return after all this time?”

Emmy looked into his chocolaty eyes and knew that there was no way to explain this; she didn’t have a clue herself. The Victorian furniture, their outdated clothing, the Gibson-girl hairdo Dory wore...It was beginning to make some sense. Illogical sense, but sense of sorts. But to explain it?

Sure, in her bag there was proof of where, and when she was from, but at this point they’d probably just think her mad. Maybe a witch or something equally unacceptable. She wondered what they did to witches in 1895. Oh, why hadn’t she majored in history? She loved historic architecture, that was why she was here to begin with, but she’d never really studied history itself. 

Maybe it was better for now to just play along. At least until she had a handle on what was going on. If she went along, faked her way through, she might work her way out. 

“Yes,” she lowered her eyes and tried to appear repentant. Ian helped her into a sitting position on the settee next to Dory, then took a seat himself. As one, they waited expectantly. 

But Emmy found she could do little more than stare at the man across from her. Slouching back against the cushioned back, she considered her choices, and him. What to say? What to do? 

Play along, she reminded herself, pretend to be his wife.

But he hates his wife, a part of her mind argued. 

She didn’t want him looking at her with hatred. No, there were other emotions she wanted to see in his eyes. The realization startled her. 

“Heather, please sit up. Your posture is absolutely atrocious,” Dorcas chided, handing her another cup of tea. “Here, this will make you feel just the thing.”

Again, Emmy found herself staring down into another cup of tea with some disgust. “May I have a glass filled with ice, please?” she asked Dorcas. 

Though her eyes showed curiosity, the woman nodded to a footman standing near the door who left the room immediately to do her bidding. Emmy swirled the cup idly as she waited for him to return, staring down steadily into the liquid and making no move to look at, or speak, to any of the other three occupants of the room. 

What to say? What to do? 

Questions again raged through her mind, but no alternatives presented themselves. She was in another time. Unbelievable! Things like this just did not happen to normal people, to anyone for that matter, unless the government had come up with some portal through time and were covering it up? That had happened before. Well, not with time travel specifically, but it had happened in other scientific arenas. Wasn’t there some fuss in the 1950s though about some ship that was in Philadelphia and disappeared, only to show up in Norfolk just moments later? Something like that? She couldn’t remember. But there were always all kinds of stories about government cover-ups and conspiracies. That could be the answer. 

If it was something of that nature, would they reverse it? Could they? How widespread was it? Were there others here like her? Others stuck in other times having this same discussion in their heads? Perhaps, but what to do until she knew for sure? She most emphatically did not want to be burned as a witch, or something equally repellent.

The footman’s return roused Emmy from her reverie, and she took the glass from the small tray he held out to her. Rather than the uniform cubes she was used to, this ice looked as if it had been chipped off a block. Still, ice was ice. 

Nodding and whispering her thanks, she took the glass and carefully poured the hot tea into it, vaguely aware of the bewildered stares she was receiving. Even from the footman. She ignored them and took a few extra minutes to dig around her tote for some sweetener. 

Connor watched, intrigued, as his wife slapped the little pink packets against her hand before tearing them open and shaking the powdered contents into her drink. He wondered what it was. Laudanum? 

Her forefinger followed the powder into the glass where she stirred it for a moment before popping her finger in her mouth to suck off the excess liquid. That small action changed the course of his thoughts entirely. It was the most singularly erotic action he’d ever seen a woman perform. The images it provoked aroused him unexpectedly. Stifling the arousal without mercy, he embraced his anger and broke the silence.

“Well, Heather?” Connor prompted harshly, aware that she wasn’t going to willingly begin on her own.

“Okay,” Emmy looked up and met his dark gaze once more, feeling its pull like a whirlpool tugging her under the water. “Well, I returned here because I wanted to...” 

She stared into his stormy eyes and felt the attraction between them, the chemistry, and knew that he had felt it, too. Strong and intense, unlike anything she had ever experienced before. A reaction like those you read about but are sure never actually happen in real life. So, the words, when they came, seemed to be the most truthful she had ever spoken in her life. 

“I came here to be with you.”
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Emmy didn’t even flinch as the door slammed shut behind Connor as he stormed out of the room. She was stunned as well by her answer. Yet it felt right. The minute she’d seen him—before she’d concluded he was simply mad, that is—her first thoughts had wished for a man like that to be hers. The feeling of romance novels and fairy tales...well, adult fairy tales. It wasn’t real. It wasn’t typical, normal or usual. 

In one of her favorite romantic comedies, French Kiss, when Meg Ryan’s Kate and Kevin Kline’s Luc finally kiss at the end, there’s this moment when his hands clench into fists on the back of her dress as if he couldn’t hold her tight enough, close enough or long enough. 

In Emmy’s mind, that moment was probably one of the most romantic, passionate kisses she had ever seen. Definitely top ten. She wanted to be wanted like that. She wanted to be in the arms of a man where an embrace wasn’t enough, where he needed so much more from her. She wanted a man to hold her as if he wanted to become one with her. Be one with her. She’d always dreamed of being desired with that intensity. 

Yet, if she were honest with herself, Emmy admitted she never expected to feel like that in her entire life. It certainly wasn’t a feeling she imagined having within minutes of meeting a man.

Especially one she considered completely nuts. 

But there it was. Lust that overwhelmed the senses and brought irrational thoughts and impulses to mind. She believed strong physical attraction was normally the result of getting to know a man. In her romantic experience, a good sense of humor was the most powerful attractor she’d ever come across. 

With this laird, Connor, she wanted more than anything just to feel those strong arms wrapped around her, holding her tightly with all the desperation and desire she’d seen in his eyes. More than anything, she knew that one kiss with him would be the most memorable experience of her life.

“Oh,” she moaned, burying her head in her hands once again. “What am I doing? I am such a nitwit.”

“I would agree on that point,” Dorcas volunteered as she poured herself yet another cup of tea while Ian slipped out of the room after Connor. “You shouldn’t have said that to him. Now he’ll be a horrific bore for days and days. Not that he is ever in good humor, mind you. You’ve only made it worse. More tea?”

“You should really back off on that stuff. That much caffeine isn’t good for you.” Emmy slumped back in her chair and sipped her own iced tea. 

Not even realizing the other woman was repeating “caffeine?” while glowering at her posture, Emmy muttered to herself. “What am I supposed to do now? I’m sure I missed the ferry back to Oban by now.”

“You should really sit up properly. Your posture is simply atrocious,” Dorcas scolded as if she couldn’t help herself, earning a glare in return from Emmy. 

“You said that already,” Emmy told her.

“Then you must accept it as fact.” Dory pursed her lips and considered Emmy thoughtfully. “In truth, I am most curious how you arrived here today. There was no ferry from Oban today and Connor noted there was no carriage on the road when he arrived. Did you walk from Craignure then? It is a long distance.”

“I didn’t walk. I took the shuttle.” Emmy said, though she knew the words would make no sense to Dorcas, as she rubbed her hand over her face as if she could massage this all away. “I’m not sure where it went either. Ugh, this is crazy. Like a bad dream.”

“Well, it’s late. Perhaps after a night’s rest everything will be clearer. Don’t worry, as long as Connor believes you are Heather, you will have a place to stay at least.” Dory patted her hand.

That got Emmy’s attention. “What do you mean ‘as long as Connor believes’? Don’t you believe I’m this Heather person?”

Dorcas’s eyes narrowed on Emmy, and she questioned in return. “Don’t you think I would know my own twin, no matter how long she’d been gone?”

“So, you know I’m not her.”

Dorcas nodded. “You are not.”

“What makes you so sure? And why didn’t you tell Connor that?”

“The Heather I knew would never come back to Duart. She disliked Connor on sight and had absolutely no intention of marrying him. She was unable to stop the wedding but ran away while he waited for her to ready herself for his bed. She would be a fool to come back after this time, and she was no fool.” Dorcas sipped and regarded Emmy curiously. “And I did not tell him so, not only because he would not believe it no matter how vehemently I assured him it was so, but also because I am curious who you truly are. Moreover, what reason you have for coming here now, today of all days? Can you answer that?”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that just yet,” was Emmy’s truthful confession.

“Well, Connor will be expecting you to stay until you can, so we might as well see you settled in.” Dorcas heaved herself from the settee belly first and preceded her to the door, motioning for her to follow. “Since you had no other bags with you, I will lend you some more suitable clothing. But it is late and such things can be accomplished in the morning.”

“Bags? I have bags. They are safe in my hotel room across the sound.” Emmy made a little rowing motion with her hands. “Safely back in the twenty-first...” she clamped her mouth shut quickly. “Any clothes you can offer would be appreciated, I guess. At least I have my toothbrush.”

* * * 
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Dorcas led the way back up the stairs and through a labyrinth of hallways to the room where Emmy had been before. Reaching up inside the door, she twisted the knob on a large wall sconce and a small flame grew in the globe, lighting the room with a warm glow. 

“Gaslights?” Emmy asked.

“Aye, all the main and family rooms are lit and a very nice convenience it is. Since the MacLean clan regained possession of the lands and castle, the laird has been doing much to restore the castle as his father, the first Connor MacLean had before him.” 

“The room is lovely.” 

It was, in fact. Probably a classic example of Victorian décor. The bed was a large four-post bed, the posts, headboard and footboard were all intricately carved in scrolling floral motifs. The bedding and curtains were a lovely lilac gray silk, though more frilly and lacy than she tended to like things. There was a dressing table and pair of delicate, upholstered chairs near the fire. Overall, it was aesthetically pleasing. 

Dorcas, however, offered a short snort. “You should have seen this place ten years ago. It was a near ruin and almost uninhabitable. It truly is a transformation. Your dressing room is through there.” Dorcas pointed out another door farther along the wall. “I will have my maid bring you a nightgown now and other clothing in the morning as well as a few gowns to choose from.”

“Gowns?” Now Emmy was the one repeating words. 

“Aye, we dress for dinner, and you will be expected to join us tomorrow evening.”

“If I’m still here,” she murmured under her breath, then shrugged. “Well, I haven’t worn a ‘gown’ since I went to the Sigma Chi Sweetheart Ball in college.” Rueful humor prompted a chuckle. “It’ll be just like prom night.”

Dorcas again looked mystified by the foreign words, but simply shook her head. “The American way of speaking you’ve adopted is most strange. The bell pull is over there next to the bed. I will assign a maid to aid you. Breakfast is served until eleven in the morning. I would advise that you do not attempt to flee into the night. That would only serve to upset the laird more.”

“I have nowhere else to go,” Emmy answered honestly. Truly she was stuck here until she could find a way back to the ferry, to her hotel... 

To her own time.

Once Dorcas had gone, Emmy noticed another door next to the dressing room door the woman had pointed out to her. It led to a large bathroom with a sink, commode and claw foot tub, all looking terribly Victorian and historic but, thankfully, familiar. At least she wasn’t going to have to use an outhouse, chamber pot, or any other equally awkward or distasteful substitute. 

Stripping down to her camisole and panties, she found her toothbrush in her tote and made use of the quaint bathroom. After trying the chain pull on the toilet several times, she washed her face, brushed out her long hair and put it in a ponytail. 

A maid brought her a long, conservative nightgown, which she donned over her underclothes. She turned to see the maid watching her with curiosity. When the girl realized Emmy had caught her staring, she flushed and drew back the bedclothes for Emmy to get in. 

Once she was settled, the maid left, turning down the light as she went. Emmy snuggled down in the deep feather mattress and warm comforters, thanked God for the warm flannel nightgown and tried to plot her departure. But thoughts of escape were not what came to her mind. Instead, visions of the laird filled her consciousness.

This man, this laird, Connor MacLean, was unlike any man she met before. He was raw masculinity, not just in his bulging muscles and rough handsomeness, but also in his demeanor. He was a ruler and not in a tidy corporate CEO kind of way. It was powerful and magnetic. She was fairly certain he didn’t have a feminine side let alone one that he was in touch with, but just the same, his dominating persona was fascinating.

“Connor,” she whispered, imagining him sweeping her into his arms. “Why would any woman want to leave you?” 

If he engendered feelings such as these in most females, he’d be constantly surrounded by women. Of course, it was possible that he was a serious asshole or something. Possible? Likely? She wasn’t sure. 

Trying to focus on the negative, Emmy again found herself wondering about the other possibilities Connor represented. 

“Ugh,” she moaned, burying her head in the pillow. “I will never again go five years without sex if this is how the first hot guy I come across affects me.” 

With that vow, she let herself be lulled into a fitful sleep by the sound of rain and thunder from outside, and a night of erotic dreams.

* * * 
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Connor leaned against the door that connected his chambers with the room where Heather now slept. The earl’s suite. He wasn’t sure why he brought her to those rooms earlier, the countess’s chambers. What possessed him to open them up again other than the fact that she’d come back? But he had, and just knowing nothing more than a mere door separated them, drove him mad.

He could not remember wanting Heather this desperately before. When he’d first met her, she’d just arrived at Duart for their wedding. An arranged marriage, of course. The wish of his father and hers. Heather had seemed dismayed by him upon their introduction, though he’d never known why. 

Pretty, but shy and haughty, he’d felt no great desire for her either; only resolve to have the thing done. He spent a day with her, giving her a tour of the castle. It’d been a near ruin at that time; the restoration his father planned still in its early stages. She’d been distressed with her future home as well. Withdrawn, but her silence oozed criticism and disdain of everything at Duart, including him. The next day, he’d stood with her before the altar and said his vows, knowing it made her as miserable as it did himself.

And then she was gone. 

Now she returned. It was if she had become a different person in the intervening years. Of course, she’d been just a girl then, not the woman she was now. Time had served her well. Her appeal, and the attraction he felt for her now, were strong—stronger than any he could recall experiencing in his entire life. 

He desired her. No, he simply wanted her. 

What she had said downstairs tore through him again. She had come back to be with him. Why? Why now? On this day? The questions stopped him. Held him. He could open this door now and demand his rights as the husband everyone thought him to be. Complete what had not been consummated before. Gain relief from the lust that held him in its thrall. 

But he knew what held him back. 

He needed to talk to her. First, he also needed to talk to his solicitor. Only his solicitor, Conrad Baines, was aware that Connor’d had this marriage annulled two years ago. Only Mr. Baines knew the woman next door was in fact, no longer his wife in truth or under law. 

He didn’t know why he had lied to her, other than pure rage at her appearance. Perhaps it had been curiosity over her arrival or... something else. He didn’t know what it was, but it served him, for now, to have her think of him as her husband.
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Emmy woke early and stretched out muscles left tight from sleeping on the soft mattress. Bright sunshine poured through the tiny windows of the outer embattlements facing the east. Years of residency had trained her to get her sleep when she could and to function on very little of it. By habit and training, she was a light sleeper and early riser. She lay there for a moment, warm and cozy in the cocoon of the feather bed, although the nip on her cheeks suggested the air in the room was much colder.

Finally, she rose and quickly dressed in her clothes from the previous day. Making quick use of the bathroom, she brushed her teeth, and washed her face with the bar of fragrant soap. She twisted her hair up in a claw clip and was soon slipping out the door. 

None of the others were awake or perhaps it all been a dream, she hoped as she crept down the hall from her room without seeing another soul. Maybe the vision of Connor on horseback had been a hallucination from which she was only just now recovering and the rest merely a bizarre, stress-induced dream. It could now be 2010 as it should be, and she was here at Duart on vacation... 

A maid in a long gray, Victorian dress, white apron and cap on her Grecian knot crossed the hall carrying an armload of linens. Her appearance shattered Emmy’s sudden hopes and she knew that the ‘dream’ was indeed reality.

What to do? The never-ending question again pounded in her mind like the beating of a drum. Duart, she thought. 1895. She still had no real idea how it had happened beyond her initial speculation that it had to be a government experiment gone wrong. Coping with her circumstances was top priority. 

Logically, she knew she should pretend to be this Heather MacLean as long as she could get away with it. She was lost in time, and if she fought the battle and the laird accepted that she wasn’t his wife, she’d be left without a place to stay or food to eat. That was something she couldn’t afford to happen, especially with winter fast approaching. Of course, she also had no money to support herself in this time. The pounds and pence in her purse would only draw suspicion she wasn’t prepared to defend against. 

What she needed to do was figure out how to get back. Sadly, she didn’t have a clue where to start. Until she did, she’d do what she had to, even if it meant deceiving the entire castle. Better that than the nightmare of burning at the stake.

Emmy tiptoed toward the stairs before she shook her head for being such a ninny. Was she truly trying to sneak around this castle? It was so big her chances of meeting another person were pretty slim. Straightening, she strode more confidently, taking in the décor of the castle as she went. 

The halls were paneled in intricately carved rosewood with lovely, fragile sconces lighting the hall at intervals. Plush carpet runners padded the wood floor and oil paintings in ornate frames hung on the walls. The staircase was another example of fine woodworking with its hand-carved spindles and elaborate newel posts. The hall below was lit by an enormous chandelier that bounced light off the polished marble floors.

It was all very extraordinary and indicated a wealth that boggled Emmy’s mind. And, oddly, it all looked brand new as if it had just been completed. The MacLeans had only returned to Duart in the past twenty years from this historic date, having recovered the castle after centuries. Duart had been a near ruin on its recovery by the clan; she knew that much from her guidebook, but now she wondered to what extent it had been rebuilt. Perhaps she would find the courage to ask Connor.

Opening the massive front door, she slipped silently into the misty Scottish morning. The rising sun on the other side of the castle cast long shadows over the courtyard and outer walls. The castle itself was a thick U shape. The central section she exited from reached out with two deep wings on either side. On one side, the building was five stories high. The rear and opposite side were only three, and the top end of the U the wings created was closed by a tall defensible wall with only an ornamental iron gate leading to the entrance she’d arrived at the day before. 

She hadn’t seen this enclosed courtyard before though Connor must’ve carried her through it the previous day after she fainted outside the front gates. That open area might have been used in the past for the castle soldiers to train in or for work to be done. Today it consisted of a tidy network of pathways and low shrubbery with an impressive stone fountain at its center. Not complicated, but rather sparse overall. Compared with the lush gardens she had seen over the course of her vacation, Emmy appreciated its simple elegance.

The morning air chilled her, and she clutched her blazer around her. The ground, damp after the storms of the previous evening, squished beneath her feet as she walked across the paths and through the heavy gate, the only exit from the entire castle she had found so far. She went down a series of stone steps to the drive where the bus had dropped her off the previous afternoon. 

There she paused and turned to look up at the castle, the walls dark in the shadows of the early morning. It looked nothing like it had when she arrived yesterday. Pacing back and forth, she wondered if being in the right spot would whisk her back across the hundred and fifteen years into the future. Perhaps there was an invisible portal or something. She glanced toward the gates and back up at the keep, still shadowed by the castle. 

Nothing. 

She found another spot and looked around again. 

Nothing.

“Well, hell,” she muttered at her failure to be instantaneously whisked away back to her own time. Obviously, it wasn’t going to be that easy. 

She pivoted around to face the rugged countryside sprawling out from the castle. To her right stood the stables in place of the dumpster that had been there the previous day. Flipping a mental coin, Emmy went left and rounded the northern corner of the building, coming quickly to an abrupt drop-off at the cliffs, which backed the castle. The castle jutted straight up from those rocky crags, overlooking the Sound of Mull and the mainland of Scotland beyond. Perfectly built for defense. 

Only half interested in the architecture, she stared out over the white-tipped wavelets and considered her situation with a clear mind, not one clouded by the distraction that Connor MacLean presented the previous evening. 

Surely something would get her home. Maybe a repeat of her movements at the same time and place would do the trick. It’d been nearing sunset when she arrived so maybe she should try again in the afternoon. There might be a wormhole that appeared regularly at that spot—assuming this was a random phenomenon and not a government accident of sorts. 

There was something she remembered—maybe from Star Trek—that a time portal or wormhole might not appear in the same place twice. Being in the same spot may not work. Wasn’t that how Voyager got stuck out in the Delta Quadrant? Maybe not. Emmy couldn’t remember. While she loved a good sci-fi movie, they tended to blur together after a while. Plus, she wasn’t sure how the science translated into reality... if it did at all. That’s why it was called science fiction. 

As for reality, she could remember nothing about Einstein’s theories on the whole mess. What if there was nothing she could do? She’d never been good at waiting for others to fix problems for her. She was more proactive than that.

Leaning over the edge of the drop-off, she stared down. It was not a cliff so much as an extremely steep hill with sharp, angular rocks jutting out from it now and then. And it ended not at the water but rather at a plain that angled out to the water. That beach of sorts was rocky and harsh. No plant life softened this landscape. Still, it was lovely. 

She raised a hand to shade her eyes against the morning sun. The sun glistened and glinted off the rough waters left over from the night’s storms as they splashed and hit the rocks far below. The roar of the waves was louder here filling her ears with their crash and growl. It was violent and terrific. Awe-inspiring, just as she had hoped it would be.

“It’s phenomenal,” she whispered
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