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        When thunder crashes

        And lightning illuminates

        Magic comes to pass.

      

        

      
        Thistles sway, dancing

        Purple petals and green stems

        So very lovely.

      

        

      
        Rain falls in crystal torrents

        Sparkling drops on fingertips

        Liquid Sustenance.

      

        

      
        Black clouds shield the sun

        Blanketing the world in darkness

        Taking away our sight.

      

        

      
        The castle climbs high

        Battlements touching the sky

        Striking fear below.

      

        

      
        Warriors come now

        Their weapons shined and sharpened

        Prepared for vengeance.

      

        

      
        We will survive this

        Surge of ruthless cruelty

        For we are strong, wise.

      

        

      
        Loneliness touches

        Us all and can break hearts

        Leaving us wretched.

      

        

      
        Massaging the soul

        Flexing your capacity

        To accept love’s hold.

      

        

      
        Flames burst, destroying

        Everything in its path

        Poisoning, tainted.

      

        

      
        The evils of men

        Devastate the innocent

        Obliterating.

      

        

      
        Do not surrender

        To one who strips you, attempts

        To watch you bleed dry.

      

        

      
        Fear paralyzes

        Only those who allow it

        Be strong, be steady.

      

        

      
        Afraid of being

        Broken leaves one hopeless and

        The future stark, bleak.

      

        

      
        When hope does soar high

        So too does joy and pleasure

        Fostering courage.

      

        

      
        Brave and courageous

        Forge ahead, part from the past

        And tumbling forward.

      

        

      
        Beneath moon magic,

        Lovers’ gentle strokes bring bliss

        And sweet surrender.

      

        

      
        A precious ending

        A love that shan’t be broken

        By the bonds of time.
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            Emma

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present Day

        Drumnadrochit Village

        Scottish Highlands

      

      

      

      “Just where the hell have you been?”

      I woke to the sound of Steven’s berating voice pounding through my skull.

      Wait—Steven?

      No, no, no…

      Blinking, I look up at the modern day ceiling. At the familiar water stain. Rusty-gray, and if I squinted my eyes, I could make out the shape of a rabbit in its pattern.

      “Emma, goddammit, I’m talking to you.”

      I blinked again. Disbelieving what I saw, heard.

      Modern ceiling. The one I stared at for several nights while on “vacation” with this man—because it wasn’t what one would normally call a vacation. Only a moving of location. A place that was not my home. But the same old shit, the same nasty Steven.

      My first husband.

      “For fuck’s sake, Emma! Why are you even dressed like that?” Steven shouted, his words sounding as though they came through a megaphone from a mile away. Boom. Boom-boom. His footsteps pounded on the floor, closing the minuscule distance between us and I tried not to flinch.

      “Steven?” I asked, rolling my head to look over at him. I hoped by saying his name aloud this nightmare would disappear.

      How was this possible?

      How was I here?

      It had been over two years since I’d left him, racing through a storm when lightning had struck. I’d been transported back in time to 1542, and into the arms of Logan Grant. My soul mate. My true husband.

      The lump in my throat grew, but my mouth was dry. I couldn’t swallow, only lay there, feeling my tongue grow thick.

      Close enough now to touch me, Steven reached out and plucked none too tenderly at the arm of my gown.

      My clothes were soaked through. A plain green gown. The wool scratched against my soggy skin. My linen chemise was tangled around my legs.

      Why was I all wet? I closed my eyes listening for the sounds of a storm outside. I could hear the faint splatter of raindrops, not the torrential downpour kind, just a soft rain, one that turned into a mist.

      “Are you going to answer me?” he shouted.

      “What…?” My eyes popped open. I could barely get the word out. My mind whirled so fast nausea filled my belly. Was this a dream?

      Or had my life with Logan been a dream?

      Tears pricked my eyes.

      Steven’s fist slammed down on the bed beside me. “You have embarrassed me for the last time.”

      I flinched, wondering if the next slam of his fist would be on my body.

      I couldn’t speak. I didn’t know what to say. How could I answer him? Did he even want to hear what I had to say? Quite frankly, I didn’t give a shit.

      “Did you know I was arrested? Do you even care?” he droned.

      No. And No.

      He let out a frustrated, animal-like growl. “I’ve been searching this godforsaken countryside for weeks. Trying to clear my name. They thought I murdered you. Half my business partners have dropped their contracts.” He gave me such a hard stare, I was certain, now that he’d found me, he was considering murder.

      “How… How long have I been gone?” I managed to ask, working to sit up.

      “Three months.” He shoved me back down.

      Three months. That was all I was gone? And yet, years had passed with Logan. Years of love, of adventure, of hardship. I was a changed woman. In 1544, which was what it was when I left, I was strong, confident, happy. I was a mother.

      Oh, dear God…

      I pressed my hand to my middle, feeling the new squishiness of my belly, the place where my son had occupied just six weeks before. I swallowed hard. Trying hard not to cry. Praying Steven hadn’t seen the way I touched my abdomen.

      My baby…

      An ache, deep and profound, filled my chest, suffused my bones.

      How could this be happening?

      Steven narrowed his eyes at me, scanning me from head to toe. “You look different. Fatter.”

      He sounded disgusted. But I knew it didn’t matter how I looked, bone-thin or thick as a whale, he’d never be satisfied.

      And, I was different. I had been proud of myself. Logan had loved me and called me beautiful every day. Yet, Steven had the power to strip away all the ways in which I’d changed, blossomed under Logan’s love. I felt small, insignificant.

      I curled up in a ball and rolled away from him, unable to look at his hateful face. Tears rolled from my eyes. I was powerless to stop them. I bit my knuckles to keep mournful sobs from leaping out of my mouth.

      My true husband, my love, my child, my friends. My life.

      All of it was stripped away from me.

      In the blink of an eye.

      Happiness, that had been mine, was gone.

      Steven made a disgusted sound and headed for the door.

      “We’re going home, Emma. You’re going to tell the authorities you ran off, but now you’re back. You’re going to pay for what you’ve done to me. I don’t know how, but you will.”

      I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t even if I tried. No words would come except for Logan’s name, and Saor, the name of our baby son—meaning free.

      The door slammed closed and I jumped.

      You’re going to pay…

      Steven’s footsteps pounded down the stairs. I could hear him shouting at someone. Maybe his mother. But I didn’t care. I wasn’t going to stay here, and I wasn’t going back to the U.S. with him either.

      I wasn’t going to pay.

      Gathering a strength, which I didn’t quite possess, I sat up on the springy bed and swiped at my tearful eyes.

      I had to figure out a way to get home—to 1544.

      Again.

      Leaning on sheer will like a crutch, I shuffled toward the window, peering out at the graying, cloud-filled sky. Rain wetted the street, making the asphalt look shiny black. Two elderly women walked arm and arm down the street; their heads bowed low, beige raincoats splattered with raindrops, a single black umbrella over their heads.

      We’d vacationed in the summer. August I thought, but I couldn’t quite remember. I’d worked so hard to forget my past. My life with Steven. I didn’t want to remember. Didn’t want to relive it. He’d been emotionally abusive to me. Crushing me from the inside. I’d sunk inside myself and become a shell of a human being. A stranger, even to me.

      I clutched at my chest, feeling my heart race and ache.

      It must be November now. Or close to it. In the U.S., families would be preparing to celebrate Thanksgiving. Buying turkeys, vegetables, looking up recipes and booking flights.

      I never liked Thanksgiving. Not because I didn’t like turkey or cranberry sauce. The holiday had always been oppressive in Steven’s house. Not my house. His. And I had no family to celebrate with.

      My mother-in-law would come over, a few of his other distant family members and business partners. Everyone would be kissing Steven’s arse (God I miss Logan) hoping he’d cut them a slice of his multi-million dollar pie.

      I shivered. A chill filled me all the way to the bone. An icy feeling that I knew wouldn’t go away until I was in Logan’s arms.

      A soft knock sounded at the door. Not Steven. Nothing about him was soft, and he’d not knock anyway.

      I didn’t turn away from the window. Didn’t beckon whomever it was to come in. I stood still, silent, hoping I could wish my way out of this room. Pinching myself and praying this was just a nightmare I’d wake from.

      But I knew, deep down, that this was real. I was awake. I was back in present day.

      My life with Logan had been real, why else would my full breasts ache with the need to feed my child?

      “Mrs. Gordon?” Mrs. Lamb said from the other side of the door. Her voice sounded far off. Older.

      I still didn’t answer, but I could hear the handle jiggle and the creak of the door as she pushed it open.

      I looked down to my feet, muddy and barefoot. Where had Steven found me? Or had I just appeared here? I didn’t remember walking through the mud.

      “Are ye all right, dear?” she asked, also staring at my muddy feet.

      I pressed my lips together, gritted my teeth. Shook my head, and water droplets pinged against my face. Mrs. Lamb had helped me to escape the last time. I owed my new life to her.

      “I brought ye a tea.”

      I didn’t want tea. I wanted my husband. My child.

      “No, thank you.” The words came out harsh, bitter, and I was immediately contrite. She didn’t deserve my anger. It wasn’t her fault that Fate had brought me back.

      She pressed forward, her feet skimming softly over the rug I’d muddied.

      “Drink, dear. It’ll make ye feel better.”

      I glanced down at the older woman; her arthritic fingers curled on my shoulder, a teacup and saucer jiggling in her other hand. I took the cup, not because I wanted to drink it, but because I was afraid she’d drop it.

      “If ye want to talk…” she started, but I cut her off.

      “I’ll be fine. And I never got to thank you—before.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t help feeling…”

      “It’s not your fault I’m back,” I said, my voice sounding hollow without emotion. “I have no idea why I’m back.”

      I was flat. Numb.

      Mrs. Lamb shook her head again. “But if I’d—”

      “You set me free,” I whispered. I felt my womb lurch and the tears that I’d managed to quiet, once more stirred behind my eyes.

      “And yet ye are back.” She sounded confused.

      I nodded, though in my head, I swore, I was not going to be back for long. “Not of my choosing,” I said softly.

      “I’ll help ye again, lass.” Mrs. Lamb backed out of the room, and once she’d closed the door, I set the cup down on the dresser, my heart pounding.

      I couldn’t wait for her to return. I had to leave. My limbs buzzed, my heart raced and my mind was a jumble of panic.

      I yanked at the lock on the window, praying that it would unhinge. God, why wouldn’t it budge?

      When was the last time someone had opened it?

      I tugged and tugged and tugged.

      Finally it wrenched free with a loud, metal on metal grating sound. I flung the window open; not daring to look behind me, afraid that Steven was going to come through the door at any moment, jerking me back into his life.

      How could this have happened? The question repeated in my mind over and over like a bad song I couldn’t flush out.

      Why did Fate decide I could no longer be with Logan?

      What had I done?

      I stuck my leg out of the window, the water on the outside of the windowsill making me slip slightly. I was weak. Limbs shaking. Fingers trembling.

      But I wasn’t going to let a thing like body weakness get in the way of escaping. Figuring out how to get back to Logan gave me some strength.

      The last time I’d gone to him had been during a storm, and I’d climbed the hill toward his castle. When lightning struck, I’d been transported. But I knew from Moira and Shona’s story, they’d both traveled back in time from their house in Edinburgh. It didn’t seem to matter where you were, as long as the circumstances were right and Fate decided it was time.

      All I had to do was get to Edinburgh. To…what street did they live on? I couldn’t remember the name of it, but I knew where they kept a spare key. And I knew that everyone knew them. Someone could point me in the right direction.

      I glanced toward the ground, ten feet from where I was and nothing to shimmy down on. This wasn’t going to feel good.

      I could break a leg, twist an ankle.

      But it would be worth it. I’d crawl all the way to Edinburgh if I had to, just to get away from Steven.

      I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. The air was wet, and I could smell Loch Ness not far in the distance. Twisting so that I faced the inside of the tiny room, I had one leg hanging free and the other hooked over the ledge.

      Somehow, I managed to tug the other leg out, hanging on for dear life with quivering arms. I lowered myself, clutching to the windowsill with fingers that were slowly slipping. Face to face with white clapboard, mold growing along its edges. Only about a five foot drop now. Not too far.

      One. Two. Three.

      I closed my eyes. Braced myself. And let go.

      My toes hit quickly, a painful jarring up my legs.

      I ignored the fact that I was dressed in the clothes of the sixteenth century and barefoot.

      “Mrs. Gordon…” I whirled to see Mrs. Lamb poking her head out of the back door. “Here. Take it, please.”

      She held out a beige, leather pocketbook. Without thinking, I grabbed the purse and gave Mrs. Lamb a tight hug.

      “Go,” she urged.

      I heard a commotion, something slamming above, fanning down from the opened window I’d jumped out.

      “Go, now!” Mrs. Lamb pushed me and I ran through her yard, tripping on an uprooted tree root, catching myself at the last second.

      “Emma!” Steven’s bellow cut through the air, louder than a canon. “Get back here, you bitch!”

      But I didn’t stop running. Didn’t turn around to look at him. Didn’t want to see the angry, twisting snarl on his face. Afraid that if I did, I’d trip and fall and he’d catch up to me.

      I shoved open the gate at the back of Mrs. Lamb’s yard, rushing through several yards before making it to a street. I ran all the way down the road, around the corner, my feet slapping painfully against the sidewalk, bits of acorn and other debris digging into the soles of my feet.

      “Mrs. Gordon!” An older woman pushed open the door of her tiny yellow house and waved at me. “Mrs. Lamb called. Come in!”

      I didn’t even ask. I bolted inside, let her shut the door behind me and set the lock in place.

      I leaned against the wall beside the door, panting, my head hitting and rocking a picture that hung there.

      “Thank you,” I murmured, pressing my hand to my heart.

      The woman nodded, her lips pursed. “Never ye mind that, dear. We need to get ye cleaned up.”

      “I’m—”

      “Emma.” She gripped my hand in hers, patted it. “I know, dearie. I’m Mrs. MacDonald. We’ve all been hearing about ye. Come now. I’ve a daughter about your size. We’ll get ye changed and then I’ll drive ye wherever ye need.”

      I let myself breathe a small, hopeful, sigh of relief. “Edinburgh. I need to get to Edinburgh.”

      “I’ll take ye there.”

      “But it’s so far from here.” At least a four-hour drive. “Maybe just the train station.”

      “Nonsense. No distance is too far.” She sounded like she wanted to add more, perhaps that she’d drive to Hell if needed to get me away from Steven.

      We’ve all been hearing about ye.

      Thank God for Mrs. Lamb. She was like my fairy grandmother in this world. I hadn’t the inclination to be annoyed that she’d been talking about me, for I was only grateful that she had, or else I’d not be here, dry and almost safe.

      Mrs. MacDonald ushered me up a narrow staircase, the fact that her name was the same as Logan’s greatest enemy not lost on me.

      She led me into a small bedroom, wallpapered in thistles, and looking as though it had been last decorated in 1968. A yellowed, crocheted blanket covered a twin bed pushed up against the wall. A tall, antique dresser stood stoically beside the window, with a basin and pitcher on top.

      She flung open a closet, and the clothes inside also looked like they were from 1968. The woman looked to be in her seventies, making her daughter maybe in her forties or fifties at most.

      “Claudia likes vintage, as ye can tell,” Mrs. MacDonald frowned, riffling through the clothes. “’Haps this will do.”

      She tugged out a plain black, knee-length, cotton wrap dress. A thick black belt to tie in the middle. Two black, leather flats.

      I worked to shuck myself from the wet linen and wool, the fabric sticking to my skin. But finally, I stood naked, arms crossed over my full breasts, dripping and achy.

      Mrs. MacDonald looked me over, appraising me with a sorrowful eye.

      “A bath first?”

      “Is there time?” I glanced toward the window where the blinds were drawn.

      “He’s not going to look for ye so close. And even if he comes knocking, I don’t have to answer.”

      I nodded, a small weight lifting, and feeling grateful to have people on my side.

      “Come along then.” She handed me a bathrobe, which I slipped on, the feel of the scratchy old terrycloth a reminder of the one my mother used to wear before she died.

      “When did ye have your bairn?” she asked.

      I swallowed hard, again touching the softness of my belly. “Saor was born six weeks ago.”

      “Saor. I like that name. Seems fitting, given your situation.” She cocked her head, like she was going to say more but instead, said, “We’ll get ye back to Saor.”

      I nodded, even though I was pretty certain Mrs. MacDonald had no idea how to get me back to my child. Or that I’d even time traveled in the first place.
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            Logan

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        July, 1544

      

      

      

      I woke with a start, the bed beside me cold. Saor wailed in his cradle, the same one I’d howled in as a bairn. Carved oak, a tale of our history etched in the posts, much the same as the four-poster I shared with my wife.

      “Emma?” I sat up in the bed, swinging off the covers, standing nude.

      I turned in a circle, stretching and frowning. Our chamber was empty save for Saor and I. His tiny fists of fury punched at the sky as he yowled at the injustice of having been left alone.

      “Where is your mama?” I crooned to the tiny lad, lifting him from his cradle and sticking my finger in his gummy mouth to suck on until she came back. “Must have gone to the privy.”

      Of course, there had to be a logical reason behind Emma leaving our chamber, and the privy it must have been. My mind wanted to travel toward another explanation, however, as it often did if I couldn’t find her right away. One we’d both feared would come. If she’d been brought to me from another time, when would she be taken away?

      I refused to think of that. But it was odd that she was missing, given she normally used the chamber pot in the middle of the night. But, mayhap, her stomach was feeling unwell and she needed privacy.

      I paced the room with the bairn sucking at my finger until that no longer satisfied and his wails once more climbed up to echo in the rafters.

      Many minutes had passed and with each ensuing second, I became more and more worried about what could have happened to my wife.

      Granted our child was only six weeks old, but in the past several weeks, she’d not once left in the middle of the night.  Nor had she done so the entirety of the time she carried the child within her womb.

      Unable to wait another moment, I placed the bairn back in his cradle, his cries growing louder as I tugged on breeches, not bothering to tie them closed. I scooped Saor back up, wrapping him in a soft plaid blanket and opened the door, carrying him out to the corridor. The bairn quieted, his tiny eyes roving over the change in place. All was quiet; the moon still high in the sky and darkness blanketed the Highlands.

      “Emma?” I called, walking down the length of the long corridor toward the end, my feet silent on the stone floor. The doorway to the privy chamber was slightly ajar, no light from a candle seeping through the opening.

      The closer I got, the quieter the night seemed to become. The stiller the air, as though we were the only two beings in the world.

      “Emma?” I called again, and still she did not answer.

      I pushed open the door, finding the privy empty, the stench of waste made worse by the heat of the summer.

      Saor whimpered, shoving his fists against his tiny lips.

      I frowned, asking the bairn, again, “Where is your mama?”

      In answer, Saor howled, his little body growing tense with his anger, his back arching.

      “My laird?”

      A sleepy looking nursemaid opened the door to the chamber she’d been housed in across the hall from Emma’s and mine, in case she was ever needed, though Emma had yet to call on the lass.

      “Can ye take the bairn? Have ye seen Lady Emma?”

      The woman rubbed at her eyes and shook her head. “I’ll take him, and nay, my laird, I haven’t.”

      I handed the bairn over to the tired lass; ignoring the appreciative glance she gave my bare chest. It never ceased to fail, a fact I used to be proud of but now found exceedingly irritating.

      “Keep him until morn.” If—nay, when—I found Emma, I was going to lay her out across the bed and make sweet, raw, love to her.

      Mayhap Emma had gone to the kitchens, hungry. She’d barely eaten any of her supper; too tired was she with caring for the bairn all by herself. I helped where I could, but I’d yet to grow breasts. That thought made me chuckle. I normally insisted she remain in our chamber to rest throughout the day, but I was certain she snuck around the castle while I was out with the men. Emma loved to be involved with the day-to-day things, and I admired her for it. But often, she let herself suffer rather than take the rest she deserved.

      With long, hurried strides, I made my way back down the corridor toward the stairs, taking them three at a time until I reached the bottom. The guards there leapt to alertness.

      “All is well, my laird,” one of them grumbled, wiping at his sleepy eyes.

      “What of my wife? Have ye seen Lady Emma?”

      “Not since yestermorn, my laird,” the second guard said, much more alert than the first.

      Yestermorn. So, she’d not come down the stairs. I regarded the men, puzzled. “’Haps ye fell asleep and missed her.”

      “Nay, my laird,” the alert guard responded. “I’ve been awake the whole time.”

      “As have I, my laird.” The second guard looked slightly worried that I wouldn’t believe him. “She’s not come this way. Shall we help ye to find her?”

      I frowned. She could have gone down the servant’s stair, but why would she do an odd thing like that?

      “Nay. Man your posts and if ye do see her, please ask her to wait for me in our chamber, and one of ye come to find me.”

      The guards nodded their agreement.

      I made my way toward the kitchens, finding it empty save for the sleeping form of a couple kitchen boys by the hearth. In an hour or so, Cook would wake and begin the days’ baking, and the lads would rise to help her.

      I cleared my throat, approaching the lads who leapt to their feet, swiping hands over their grimy faces, rubbing crust from their eyes.

      “Have ye seen Lady Emma?” I asked them, though I doubted either of them would have woken had she come inside, since they’d not even stirred when I entered the kitchens.

      “Nay, my laird,” they both said in unison.

      “Ballocks!” Where the hell was she? I scraped a hand through my hair, that one fear, that she’d disappeared niggling at the base of my skull, a fingernail scratching at an open wound.

      Rory had disappeared from the Highlands for five long years. Shona had gone back to the present to find Moira. They’d all returned. But that didn’t mean that Emma would, and even if she did, it might be years. I shook my head. Nay, nay, nay. She was here. I just hadn’t found her yet.

      I circled back to the servants’ stair, checking with the guard posted there who also hadn’t seen her, either. If none of the guards posted at the stairs had seen her come down, then ’haps she’d gone up?

      She liked to take walks on the battlements often, breathing in the fresh air, taking a few private moments to think.

      I took the stairs three at a time, once more, all the way to the top, but the door to the battlements was bolted. Was it possible she’d gone out and someone bolted it behind her?

      Doubtful, but possible.

      I unlocked the door and pushed it open, feeling the coolness of the summer night wash over my skin. This side of the castle was empty of guards at this time of night. Several others were stationed at key points, but since Emma liked it up here, and I sometimes joined her for privacy, this particular turret was often unmanned.

      And it was empty now.

      “Emma?” I called anyway, hoping she’d poke her head from some crevice I couldn’t see her behind.

      Guards on the other walls turned toward me, and I raised my arm in greeting. I’d have to question each one of them. Someone must have seen something.

      I made my way around the unoccupied turret. Panic, which had started the moment I found her side of the bed empty, curled deep in my gut, shredding me from the inside out.

      She was gone.

      People often disappeared in the Highlands, but there was only one reason for a person to vanish into thin air and I didn’t want to think about what that meant.

      Fate could not have recalled her.

      I refused to believe it. Refused to allow such a horrifying notion to even take root—but it already had. For, when I’d found out about Emma, wasn’t this the one thing I’d feared the most?

      I approached each guard on the battlements, every guard at the front gates, the postern gate, and the water gate… None had seen her. Murmurings of the castle walls being breached by the enemy sent up a panic. And it wasn’t like I could quell that panic or naysay their assumptions. They didn’t know about time travel, or about Emma’s past. To them, their mistress had been taken, secreted away from the castle by some nefarious criminal.

      “What’s going on?” Ewan approached from the castle, looking harried. The sun was starting to rise, but the shadows on his features were all concern.

      I gritted my teeth and then finally put my voice to work, hearing the way I sounded choked when I spoke. “I canna find Emma.”

      Ewan’s face paled, visible in the dim dawn light. The way his eyes shuttered, I knew he had the same fear as I. Emma was his sister. If she could disappear, it meant he could—or his wife. Hell. Ewan wasn’t even from this time. He’d traveled years ago and never returned—save for a twenty-four hour period.
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