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Determined to surprise her boyfriend Angus on the Isle of Skye, Kate

Adams sets off on a sightseeing adventure, hoping to prove she’s
more than the predictable woman he thinks she is. But when an
eccentric old woman and a mysterious brooch send her hurtling into
17th-century Scotland, Kate finds herself facing a very different kind
of challenge. Survive clan wars, Highland politics, and a dangerously
attractive laird who doesn’t know what a hashtag is but definitely
knows how to make her heart race.

Laird Connor MacLeod never expected a strange lass to turn up on
his land, especially not one who fights off assassins, nearly burns
down his keep, and steals his heart before he can draw his sword.
But Kate is hiding more than just her name. She’s hiding centuries.

With a brewing war threatening his people and Kate’s only way home
possibly tied to a legendary treasure his clan has sworn to protect,
Connor faces his most impossible battle yet. Convincing a woman
from the future to stay in the past.

She’s from tomorrow. He's trying to protect yesterday.

But the only time that matters is the moments they share.
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Chapter One

A tlanta, Georgia

Present Day

June

Everyone has something they’ re really good at.

For Kate Adams, it was the ability to predict how long a coupl€e’s relationship would
last, even though she couldn’t predict the outcome of her own relationships.

Love Lasting , currently the most popular dating app in the country, went viral when
during an interview, Hollywood's hottest hunk was asked how he’d met the love of
hislife. The blond hottie grinned, looked straight into the camera, sending millions of
women swooning, and said he couldn’t have found the woman he was head over
heels in love with without Love Lasting.

Even better? The actor had fallen in love with a normal, everyday woman who ran an
art gallery. Enrollment numbers exploded as people flocked to the app, hoping to
meet their one true love. Talk about free advertising.

As the director of engagement, it was Kate's job to boost enrollment numbers, weed
out the bad apples, and promote the company brand across social media, utilizing
influencers, targeted ads, and other various marketing strategies.



Now, though, she frowned, tapping a perfectly manicured nail against her desk, the
metallic blue polish catching the afternoon sunlight streaming through her office
window. The numbersdidn’t lie.

She took a moment to arrange her Erin Condren planner, the pale blue linen journal
from Emily Ley that was almost too pretty to write in, and her good luck pen. The
pen had a crystal on the end and the barrel was decorated with flowers. A friend had
sent her the Pengems pen as a gift and she' d loved the way it felt in her hand so much
that she’'d ordered severa more. They were refillable, so she bought pretty pens for
each season, switching them out along with her planner to match the seasons and her
moods, even if here in Atlanta, Georgia, the change of seasons wasn't aways
noticeable, other than the date on the calendar.

“Four months,” she murmured, making a note in the planner with a color-coded pen.
Blue for work predictions. Green for personal observations. Red for urgent matters.
“Maybefiveif they take that trip to Bali they mentioned.”

A quick glance at the planner told Kate she had a mani/pedi appointment scheduled
for next week, along with a massage. Her mom had given her a package of six
massages for her birthday last year. A sigh escaped. All those years ago, her parents
had been traveling around Europe on summer break from college, when they met in
Rome at the Trevi Fountain, and three days later decided to get married. They had
been married ever since and were still madly in love. No wonder she was such a
skeptic. When your parents’ whirlwind romance turned into a forty-year happily ever
after, it set an impossible standard. Her older sister had inherited their romantic
streak, marrying a guy she’'d met at a rock concert. They’d married the next day,
driving from California to Vegas, and had been happily married for ten years with
four kids and counting. But Kate knew better. In her line of work, she’'d seen too
many “perfect” relationships crumble to believein love at first sight.

Behind her, the skyline shimmered in the oppressive heat. Even fourteen floors up,



she swore she could feel the weight of the humidity pressing against the windows of
Love Lasting's headquarters. The air conditioning hummed steadily, fighting a
valiant but ultimately doomed battle against the Georgia summer heat.

Kate saved her analysis and closed the file on Couple #72-B. Tiffany and Marcus.
They’d seemed so happy during their interview three months ago. Holding hands,
finishing each other’s sentences, planning their future with the kind of starry-eyed
optimism that always made Kate's stomach clench. She'd known then, watching
Tiffany’s fingers drum nervously against her thigh whenever Marcus mentioned
children. Had seen it in the way Marcus's smile tightened when Tiffany talked about
her five-year career plan.

Four months. Maybe five. And then it would be over and they’d both change their
profiles back to Actively Seeking a Relationship .

A knock at her door pulled Kate from her thoughts. Darcy, the company’s perky
marketing manager, leaned against the doorframe, her expression a mixture of

curiosity and apprehension.

“Well?" Darcy asked, twirling a strand of black hair around her finger. “What’s the
verdict on the golden couple?’

“They’ll be lucky if they make it to the Fourth of July.” She closed her planner.

Darcy’s shoulders slumped. “Damn. | was hoping we could feature them in our
success story campaign. They photograph like models.”

A dramatic sigh escaped. “ Are you sure? They seem so perfect together.”

“They seem perfect because they’re both terrified of being alone,” she replied, voice
matter-of-fact rather than unkind.



“Marcus wants a traditional family. Stay-at-home wife, two kids, white picket fence.
Tiffany’s building her own business and doesn’t want children until her late thirties,
if atall.”

She shrugged. “They’'re avoiding the conversation because they’'re still in the
honeymoon phase, but reality will hit in a couple of weeks.”

Darcy groaned. “Y our gift is serioudly depressing sometimes.”

Gift. Kate had heard that word used to describe her uncanny ability before. She
preferred to think of it as pattern recognition, an analytical skill honed by years of
studying human behavior. Nothing mystical about it. Just data points and probability.
“1 prefer to think of it asredlistic,” she replied, standing up and grabbing the insul ated
cup that was covered in a popsicle print. “Better to know now than waste years on

something that’s doomed to fail.”

“Let’s grab lunch,” Darcy suggested, falling into step beside her as they headed
toward the company cafe. “1I’m starving.”

Her phone buzzed in her jeans pocket as they walked down the hallway. She pulled it
out, smiling despite herself when she saw Angus’' s name on the screen.

Arrived in Edinburgh. Miss you already.

She texted back.

Miss you bunches.

“Is that your Scottish dreamboat?’ Darcy asked, peering over her shoulder while
selecting a kale and walnut salad from the cafe’s cooler and grabbing a Diet Coke.



Kate busied herself filling her cup with the crushed Sonic ice she loved so much
before grabbing a bottle of sparkling water.

“He' s in Scotland for business. Family distillery stuff. He'll be back in afew weeks,”
Kate replied, pouring the water in the cup and then carefully securing the lid.

“And then you'll finally introduce him to your friends?’ Darcy pressed as they made
their way back to their office. “Or is he like Bigfoot, often discussed but never
actually seen?’

Kate rolled her eyes, but there was a hint of discomfort beneath her annoyance. The
truth was, she and Angus had been dating for nearly five months, but she'd been
careful to keep their worlds separate. It wasn't that she was hiding him, exactly. She
just preferred to compartmentalize. Work Kate. Friend Kate. Girlfriend Kate. Neat,
tidy boxes that didn’t overlap.

“You'll meet him when he gets back,” she promised, knowing it was probably time.
“Now, if you'll excuse me, | have two more couples to analyze before the end of the

day-”

Back in her office, Kate settled into her ergonomic chair and pulled up the next file.
She tried to focus on the data points. Communication patterns, conflict resolution
styles, value alignment scores. But her mind kept drifting to Angus. Five months was
her longest relationship in ages. By all metrics, things were going well. He was smart,
successful, respectful of her space and independence. The sex was good. The
conversation was better.

So why couldn’t she predict where they were headed? The only bad part of her woo-
woo gift, as her family called it, was that it only worked on other people, never for
her own relationships.



Kate's analytical mind, so sharp when applied to others, turned fuzzy when she tried
to examine her own relationships. It was like trying to read a book held too close to
her face. All she could see were blurred shapes, not the clear picture.

Her phone rang, startling her. It was Gretchen, Love Lasting's CEO.

“Kate, do you have the latest retention numbers?’ Gretchen asked without preamble.
“The board meeting has been moved up to tomorrow.”

Instantly, she switched gears, pulling up the relevant files. “Sending them now.
Overall retention is up 12% since we implemented the new messaging system.”

“Excellent. And the Tiffany-Marcus analysis?’

Kate hesitated, hazel eyes narrowed as she looked over the data. “Four months,
maybe five. They’ re fundamentally incompatible on key life goals.”

Gretchen sighed. “That’s disappointing. They’ve been great for our marketing
materials.” There was a pause. “Have you ever been wrong about these predictions?’

The question hit a nerve. “Not yet,” Kate admitted. “But it's not magic. It's just
pattern recognition.”

“Well, whatever it is, it's making us a lot of money,” Gretchen said briskly. “The
board loves your work. Keep it up.”

Her phone buzzed again.

May need to extend my trip. Bit of family businessto sort out. Will keep you posted.

Family business. Kate frowned. Angus mentioned his family often, but shared few



details. She knew he had a sister, parents who ran the family distillery, and various
cousins scattered across Scotland. But the picture remained incomplete, like a puzzle
missing its edge pieces.

On paper, Angus was the perfect guy. Considerate, good-looking, financially stable,
and he put family first. His family owned some famous distillery off the coast of
Scotland on the Isle of Skye. The image of the Scottish flag behind the photo of
Angus on her phone reminded her of the guidebook tucked in her desk drawer.
Scotland: Myths, Legends & Landscapes . She'd been reading it during lunch breaks,
fascinated by the ancient stone circles and tales of enchanted glens.

Working at Love Lastinghad cemented her belief, despite her parents and sister, that
true love was something only found in fairy tales or movies. Jaded and worn out from
dating, Kate had decided she was going to find someone she liked to be around, a guy
with similar values and beliefs. And then, like a gift from the gods, she met Angus
when her car broke down next to afield of sunflowers she’d been photographing. He
owned the field, offered her aride back to the city, and they’ d been dating ever since.
They shared common ground, the ability to vacation together without fighting, and a
penchant for politeness. Those were the things that made a lasting partnership, not
red-hot passion that burned bright and cooled just as fast.

And yet...

At night, alone in her apartment, she'd curl up with action movies where cold-hearted
killers risked everything for the women they loved. Where samurai warriors found
purpose in protecting those they cherished. Where heroes made the ultimate sacrifice
for love. She fell asleep imagining what it might feel like to be the center of
someone’ sworld, to be loved with that kind of fierce devotion.

By the time she was ready to call it a day, Kate wanted nothing more than to curl up
and watch one of her favorite action movies. Tonight she planned to watch 47 Ronin



again. The movie where Keanu Reeves saved the woman he loved, but could never
have, and swore he’'d search for her through a thousand lifetimes. And even though
that movie ended tragically, she always turned it off with a smile, wishing someone
would love her as much as the hero loved the heroine.

Maybe it was time to find another job before she was so down on love that she gave
up and actually considered an arranged marriage or moved to a remote cabin in the
woods to count the mountain lion population.

As much as she liked Angus, enjoyed spending time with him, and knew he was
perfect on paper, Kate couldn't help but worry that her job had made her into
someone who always looked for the hidden, the lies, and had made it almost
impossible for her to truly trust anyone.

With her What would Dolly do? tote bag slung over her arm, she pushed her chair
under the desk as her phone rang.

“Mandy. What can | do for you?’

Mandy Albertson was what Kate and her co-workers called a true believer. She'd
dated almost every eligible guy within a hundred-mile radius. She and Mandy had
gotten to know each other over the three years Mandy had been searching for her one
true love with no success.

But that was what happened when you wanted Happily Ever After. True Love.
Soulmates.

Kate let out along breath. How many times had she told Mandy not to set the bar so
high? But instead to look for Mr. Right Now? And maybe, just maybe, the guy would
turn into someone she could tolerate for the next few years.



People didn’t stay married forever anymore, talk about an antiquated idea, no matter
how much a small part of Kate wished it were so. They changed and moved on,
finding someone new. Her parents and sister were an anomaly. When asked, her mom
told Kate she just knew. The same for her sister, who said they took one look at each
other and knew. Talk about outliers in the world of relationships. The constant
pitying looks from her family made Kate glad that her sister lived in Colorado now,
and her parents had decided to visit every state, driving around the country in a huge
RV with all the amenities. It was nicer than Kate' s apartment.

“Kate? Areyou listening?’

Mandy’ s voice pulled her out of the swirling thoughts. The sobbing on the other end
of the phone was so loud she had to hold the phone away from her ear. When it
subsided, she took a breath.

“Tell me what happened? Was it Peter?’

Mandy made a squeaking noise.

“Uh, huh.” More sobbing ensued, and then the sound of Mandy blowing her nose.

“You were right. Peter dumped me for a model named Anastasia. She's so beautiful.
How can | compete with a supermodel ?’

WEell, she'd tried to warn Mandy, to tell her that based on Peter’s love bombing
history, love of Sam Smith videos, and the fact that the best lingerie store in town
knew him by name, were al red flags, that Kate had predicted they would be over
within six months, but Mandy wouldn’t listen, so sure he was the one for her.

Mandy and Peter lasted five months, two weeks, and four days. The wedding, which
Kate strongly advised against, was scheduled for ten days from today. At least



Mandy’ s parents were wealthy, so all those lost deposits wouldn't hurt financially.

While Kate made soothing noises, she gathered up the rest of her things. Almost to
the elevator, Mandy’ s next words stopped her in her tracks as a young intern ran into
her back.

“Oops. Sorry.” She glanced over her shoulder at ... Mark? Evan? Kate couldn’t
remember.

The guy shifted his messenger bag, pushed his glasses up on his nose, and with a
glare, punched the button for the elevator.

“Wait. What?’ Kate peered at the phone to make sure it was still Mandy talking, and
not her older sister, who was much more practical when it came to matters of the
heart.

The voice came through calm and steady, the tears banished.
“I’ve canceled everything, sent back all the gifts, and found my own place.” A
choked laugh escaped. “Well, ailmost everything. I'm keeping the big honking ring as

payment for what he put me through.”

“Good for you.” As much as Kate wanted to tell Mandy to leave the online world and
step out into the real world, she knew the woman wasn't ready to hear it.

“Kate. Kate, you're not listening.”
She paused in the middle of digging through her bag for a hard candy grape Life

Saver. She despised gummy candy in al forms and shapes, but the hard candy Life
Savers were a bit of an addiction.



“I’m listening. Something about a trip?’

“Remember the honeymoon?’

There was a sound in the background, rather like boxes being shoved across a marble
floor. Good for Mandy.

“How could | forget, you' re taking—Yyou were going on my dream vacation.”

A little shriek sounded on the other end of the phone.

“No, silly. You're going on my honeymoon. | traded in my two tickets for one first-
classticket to Scotland.”

The sound of Mandy clapping her hands together, something she did when excited,
made Kate wince.

“It gets even better. | called your boss, crying and carrying on about how | found out
Peter is a seria love bomber, and that plenty of women have complained, but
thatLove Lastingdidn’t do a damn thing about him, so | was going to contact all the
other women and we were going to protest in front of the building.”

Kate gasped. “I didn't know that. | mean, | knew he was love bombing you, but |
didn’t know it was part of his history. It wasn't in hisfile. Why wouldn’t Ed tell me?’

She put a hand on the wall next to the elevator and wondered at something one of the
IT guys had said in passing about a snippet of code for the rich guys who joined.
She' d been so distracted by the hot actor news that Kate had forgotten all about it.

“l am so sorry, Mandy. If | had known, | would have permanently banned Peter from
thesite”



A giggle sounded. “I might have made it up about al the women he love bombed
coming to your office to protest, but based on Ed’s reaction, I’'m thinking it’s true.
Peter is rich, he probably donated to Ed’s favorite charity or something. Anyway,
when he asked what he could do to make it up to me and to keep this whole thing
between us, | told him to give you two weeks' vacation.”

The elevator doors opened, then closed with a ping as Kate stood in the lobby,
blinking, wondering if she'd fallen asleep on her feet and was dreaming.

“But, you're leaving. You were supposed to leave in ten days. | have too much to
do.”

“Not anymore.” Mandy sniffed. “Y ou’'re going. The ticket is in your name. Ed gave
you the time off, so put three of your nameless interns to work and go have a blast.”

“But ... what are you going to do?’

The laugh came again, high-pitched and dlightly unhinged.

“l sent Anastasia a screenshot from Peter’s phone before | left him, showing her that
he’' s love bombing at least three other women. How on earth he finds the time, | have
no idea.”

She blew her nose again.

“Don’'t worry about me. | accepted a job helping to restore Fort Jefferson in the Dry
Tortugas in the Florida Keys. Go and have fun.”

Mandy hung up, still giggling, as Kate rode the elevator from the lobby down to the
parking garage in a daze. It looked like she was going to Scotland on her dream
vacation. Her first vacation in over three years.



Seatbelt on, she paused, finger hovering over the button to start the car. Instead of
driving out of the parking garage, she grabbed her phone and pulled up the calendar

app.

“It'sfate.” She shook her head. “Not that | believe in fate, but this is perfect timing.”
Then she snorted, swirling her drink in her tumbler. “Please. Love is just a mix of
good timing, mutual attraction, and enough stubbornness to stick it out. Fate isjust an
excuse people use to justify bad decisions.”

The moment the words left her mouth, the lights in the parking garage
flickered—once, twice—before steadying again.

Kate froze, her grip tightening on the tumbler. A strange silence fell over the usually
humming garage.

“...Okay, that was weird,” she muttered.

She shook off the feeling and returned to her plans as she drove out of the garage.
Angus always teased her about not having a single spontaneous bone in her body. He
wasn't perfect, no guy was perfect, except for fictional characters. This wasn't a
fairytale, it was real life. He had flaws, but they were things she could live with, and
in time maybe they’ d find the happiness that came so easily to her parents.

She’ d be spontaneous. Surprise him on the Isle of Skye where he had a cottage on the
land his family owned. After all, one of their issues was that she was always content
to let him plan their dates. He'd said he liked it when she took charge.

As of today, Kate was going to be spontaneous. She was taking charge, getting on a
plane, and going to see her boyfriend. Then she would tell him that she was ready to
take things to the next level.



As she made aright at the light, a strange feeling settled in her stomach. Not quite
dread, not quite excitement, but something in between. For a moment, she had the
inexplicable urge to call Angus, to let him know she was coming. To make sure this
was a good idea. Instead, she shoved the feeling aside. Angus was going to be so
happy to see her.
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Chapter Two
| sle of Skye
1689

The mist hung heavy over Bronmuir Keep, wrapping the ancient stone battlementsin
a ghostly embrace. Connor MacL eod rolled his shoulders and adjusted his grip on his
basket-hilted broadsword, its familiar weight an extension of his arm. The weapon
had belonged to his grandfather. Smaller than the massive two-handed claymores of
old, but deadly in the right hands. Across from him, Ewan circled with the wariness
of afox, his own blade catching what little light filtered through the morning haze.

“You're slow today,” Connor taunted, feinting left before striking right, his sun-
kissed brown hair falling across piercing blue eyes that narrowed in concentration.

Ewan parried the blow, the clash of steel echoing off the stone walls. “And you'rein
afoul mood. Again.”

Connor grunted, pressing his advantage. His muscles burned with the effort, but the
pain was welcome. A distraction from the weight that had settled on his shoulders
since his father’ s death.

Three months had passed, yet the burden of leadership still felt foreign, like a poorly
fitted plaid. The scar above his right eyebrow, a souvenir from his first real battle,
pulled tight as he frowned.



“Come now,” Ewan taunted, dancing back from Connor’s thrust. “Is that the best the
mighty MacL eod can offer? My wee sister fights with more spirit.”

“Your sister is a terror,” Connor replied, a reluctant smile tugging at his lips,
softening the hard planes of hisface. “I’ve seen her with a wooden spoon.”

Ewan laughed, the sound carrying across the training yard where the scent of damp
earth mingled with the salt tang from the sea. “Aye, and you should see her with a
blade.”

He seized the moment of distraction, sweeping Ewan’s legs from beneath him with a
well-placed boot. His friend landed hard on his back, sword clattering to the stones.
Connor’ s blade hovered at Ewan’ s throat, the steel gleaming dully in the misty light.

“Yield?’

“l yield, ye great brute.” Ewan accepted Connor’s outstretched hand, allowing
himself to be pulled to his feet. “Though | maintain ’twas an unfair advantage. | was
distracted by your ghastly face.”

“My face?’ Connor arched abrow. “Have you looked in amirror lately, man?’
“Mirrors break when | approach. ' Tis my curse to be too handsome for this world.”
Connor sheathed his sword, shaking his head at his friend's nonsense. The training
yard was coming to life as the morning mist burned away, revealing a sky the color of
a bruise. Rain would come before midday, the old break in his arm, a reminder of a
skirmish with the MacDonalds three summers past when they’ d ventured too close to

Bronmuir’s boundaries, telling him so.

From his vantage point, he could see the rugged coastline where Bronmuir Keep



stood proudly on its rocky promontory. To the north, across the sea loch and beyond
the rolling hills, lay Dunvegan Castle, seat of the MacLeod clan chief. Though
Bronmuir was a smaller branch of the clan, they maintained their alegiance to the
main line at Dunvegan, sending men when called and paying their due tribute. To the
east, the jagged peaks of the Cuillin Hills cut a dramatic silhouette against the sky,
while to the south, the lands of Clan MacDonald sprawled, their ancestral enemies,
whose territory at Duntulm Castle, lay on the northern peninsula of the island.

“My laird,” a voice called from the keegp’'s entrance. Young Callum, barely twelve
summers old, stood with his chest puffed out importantly. “Moira asks for ye. Says
"tisurgent.”

Connor nodded, clapping Ewan on the shoulder. “Duty calls.”

“It always does,” Ewan replied, tone light but his eyes serious. “Go on, then. I'll
finish drilling the lads.”

The great hall of Bronmuir Keep had seen better days. Tapestries that once blazed
with color now hung faded and threadbare, much like the clan’s fortunes. Connor
strode across the rush-strewn floor, the dried herbs releasing their faint, sweet scent
as his boots crushed them. He acknowledged the nods of respect from those gathered
for the morning meal, the aroma of oatcakes and smoked fish making his empty
stomach growl.

Moira waited by the hearth, her gray-streaked hair pulled back in a severe braid. The
clan's healer had been a fixture at Bronmuir since before Connor’s birth, and she’'d
never been one to mince words.

“We're low on yarrow and comfrey,” she said without preamble, her weathered hands
working a piece of wool as she spoke. “And the feverfew is all but gone. With
summer upon us, we' [l need more for the wee ones when the fevers come.”



Connor rubbed his jaw, feeling the scratch of stubble. “Can we not gather more from
the glen?’

“Aye, if the MacDonalds havena trampled it al in their patrols,” Moira replied, her
mouth agrim line. “I'll send the girls out, but they canna go far without protection.”

“I’ll arrange an escort,” Connor said. Another task for the too-few men they had left.
With Cameron captured and Brodie missing, their numbers were stretched thin as
winter porridge.

Moira' s weathered hand came to rest on his arm. “You look tired, lad. Are ye
deeping at all?’

“Enough,” he lied. Sleep had become a luxury he could ill afford, with worries
circling his mind like hungry wolves. Dark shadows beneath his eyes betrayed his
exhaustion.

“Hmph.” The sound conveyed her disbelief eloquently. “Y our father worked himself
into an early grave, and you' re following the same path.”

“My father was cut down by MacDonad steel,” Connor corrected, his voice
hardening. “And | mean to see them pay for it.”

“Revenge is a poor bedfellow, Connor MacLeod.” Moira s eyes, sharp as a hawk’s,
held his. “It gives no warmth and leaves ye colder come the dawn.”

Before Connor could reply, the hall doors swung open with a bang that echoed
through the stone chamber. A rider stood in the entrance, rain-soaked and mud-

splattered, the smell of wet wool and horse following him inside.

“News from the south,” the man called, his voice carrying across the suddenly silent



hall.

Connor strode forward, gesturing for the messenger to approach. “ Speak.”

“King James has landed in Ireland with French support. They say he means to
reclaim his throne, starting with Ireland, then Scotland.” The man accepted a cup of
ale from a serving girl, draining it in one long swallow, foam clinging to his
mustache. “The clans are choosing sides. Some for King William, others for James.”

A murmur rippled through the hall like wind through summer heather. The Glorious
Revolution, they’'d called it when Protestant William of Orange had taken the throne
from Catholic James last year. There had been little glorious about it for the Highland
clans, caught between loyalties old and new.

“And what of the MacDonalds?’ Connor asked, though he suspected the answer.

“They’'ve declared for King James,” the messenger confirmed. “As have the
MacKinnons and most of the western clans.”

Connor nodded slowly, broad shoulders tensing beneath his linen shirt. It was as he'd
expected. The MacDonalds had always been loyal to the Stuart line, and with French
gold flowing into Jacobite coffers, they stood to gain much by backing James.

“What word from the MacLeods of Dunvegan?’ Connor asked, his voice low. The
other branch of Clan MacLeod had often charted their own course in matters of
politics.

The messenger wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “They haven't declared
yet, but rumors say the chief leans toward William. They’ ve always been canny about
picking the winning side.”



“We must call a council,” said Old Fergus, the eldest of the clan elders. His rheumy
eyes fixed on Connor from beneath bushy white brows. “The MacL eods must decide
where we stand.”

“Aye,” Connor agreed, though the thought of another council filled him with dread.
Hours of circular arguments while action was needed. “ This evening, after the day’s
work is done.”

The messenger cleared his throat. “There's more, my laird. The MacDonalds hold
your brother at their keep at Duntulm. They say they’ll exchange him for the
Bronmuir Brooch and a pledge of allegiance to King James.”

A cold fury settled in Connor’s chest, tightening around his heart like an iron band.
“Do they now?’

“Aye, sir. They sent riders to spread the word.”

“Then they’ll wait a long time,” Connor said, his voice dangerously soft. “The
MacL eods do not bow to threats.”

The hall emptied gradually as people returned to their tasks, the buzz of conversation
following them out. Connor remained by the hearth, staring into the flames as if they
might offer counsdl, the fire's heat bringing a flush to his tanned face.

“What will you do?’ Moira asked quietly, coming to stand beside him.

“What | must,” hereplied. “What my father would have done.”

“And what is that, exactly?’

Connor’sjaw tightened. “I don’t know yet.”



The old woman sighed. “Y our father was a good man, but stubborn as a Highland
stag. It did him no favorsin the end.”

“He died protecting our people,” Connor said sharply.

“Aye, he did.” Moira s voice softened. “But he might still be alive had he bent alittle
instead of standing rigid as an oak in a storm.”

She left him then, her footsteps fading across the hall. He remained, the fire's warmth
failing to reach the cold core of dread within him. Cameron was alive. That much was
good news. But the MacDonalds' terms were impossible.

The Bronmuir Brooch was more than just a treasure. It was the heart of their clan. A
Norse princess had gifted the large silver and gold brooch, set with three ancient blue
stones that shimmered like the deepest waters of the loch, to the first MacLeod of
Bronmuir. Legend told that it was crafted from metal taken from a Viking longship,
and the stones were the tears of a selkie who fell in love with the first MacL eod laird.

For generations, the brooch had protected the clan from disaster. Connor had worn it
at hisfather’ s funeral, feeling its weight against his chest like a promise.

To surrender the brooch would be to surrender their very identity. And pledging to
James would make them enemies of King William’sforces.

A finetrap, and one with no easy escape.

The rain had started in earnest by the time he made his way to the small kirk that
stood within the keep’'s walls. Water dripped from the eaves, creating small rivulets
that ran between the flagstones. His father’s grave was still new, the earth mounded
beneath a simple stone marker. Hamish MaclLeod, it read. Laird of Bronmuir.
Defender of His People.



No mention of the man himself. The rumbling laugh that could fill the great hall, the
hands that had been gentle enough to braid a small boy’s hair yet strong enough to
wield a sword with deadly precision.

“1 could use your counsel now,” Connor said softly, the rain masking his words from
any who might pass by. The cold drops mingled with the salt spray from the sea,
soaking through his woolen plaid.

“The clan looks to me, but | dinna ken the right path.”

The memory of his father’s final moments came unbidden. Hamish, pale with blood
loss, his hand gripping Cameron’s as they all stood by their father’s bedside. The
metallic scent of blood had filled the chamber, mixing with the herbs Moira had
burned to ease his passing.

“The clan comes first,” he had rasped. “Always. Remember that, my sons. The
MacL eods must survive.”

Simple words, yet the weight of them had nearly crushed Connor in the months since.
The clan must survive. But at what cost? And how could he ensure their safety when
enemies pressed from all sides? It should have been Cameron standing here as laird.
Steady, thoughtful Cameron who'd prepared his whole life for this burden. Not
Connor, who' d been content to ride and hunt and wench while his brother learned the
responsibilities of leadership.

A shadow fell across the grave, and he looked up to find Ewan standing nearby, rain
dripping from his cloak, his dark hair plastered to his forehead.

“1 thought I might find ye here,” Ewan said, his usual levity absent. “ The scouts have
returned.”



Connor straightened, pushing aside his private grief. “And?’

“MacDonald riders, a dozen strong, moving along our border. They’'re not making
any effort to hide their presence.”

“A message, then,” Connor said. “They want us to know they’re there.”

“Aye, and there’'s more. They’ve brought Cameron with them.” Ewan’s expression
darkened. “They’ve got him bound like a common criminal, parading him for all to

see.
His hand went to the hilt of his sword, a reflexive gesture. The leather-wrapped grip
was smooth from years of use, worn to the contours of his pam. “Where are they

now?’

“Camped near the stone circle at Glen Mor. They’ve made no move to cross our
lands, but they’ re close enough to cause trouble if they’ ve amind to.”

“How many men can we muster by nightfall?’
Ewan’s brow furrowed. “Twenty, perhaps twenty-five, if we include the lads barely
old enough to hold a sword. But Connor, we canna meet them in open battle. They

outnumber us three to one.”

“l dinna intend to fight them,” Connor said, already striding toward the keep, his
boots squelching in the mud. “Not directly.”

Ewan hurried to keep pace. “What, then? Ye have that look about ye. The one that
usually ends with usin some manner of trouble.”

Despite the gravity of the situation, a smile tugged at his lips. “When have | ever led



you astray, Ewan MacL.eod?’

“Shall | count the ways? Ewan retorted. “There was that business with the
MacDonald cattle when we were sixteen?—"

“That was your idea.”

“—and the time we ‘borrowed’ the laird’s prized stallion?—"

“Also your idea.”

“—not to mention the incident with the miller’ s daughters?>—"

“That,” Connor said firmly, “was entirely mutual.”

They had reached the armory, a low-ceilinged room lined with weapons and shields
bearing the MacLeod crest. The air was heavy with the smell of oil and leather,
mixed with the metallic tang of steel. Connor began inspecting bows, testing their

draw with his powerful arms.

“We'll need these,” he said, selecting several. “And as many arrows as the men can
carry.”

Understanding dawned on Ewan’ sface. “A night raid?’
“Aye. Not to attack, but to send our own message.” Connor met his friend's gaze.
“The MacDonads think to use my brother as bait, to draw us into a trap of their

making. | mean to show them that the MacL eods are not so easily manipulated.”

“And Cameron? We canna leave him in their hands.”



“No,” Connor agreed, his voice hardening. “We cannot. But neither can we meet their
demands. We need time, Ewan. Time to gather our strength and find a way to free
Cameron without sacrificing everything else.”

Ewan nodded slowly. “ So we rattle their cage. Let them know we' re watching.”
“Exactly. And perhaps,” Connor added, selecting a particularly fine bow for himself,
running his thumb along the smooth yew, “we might create an opportunity to speak
with Cameron. If he knows we haven’t abandoned him...”

“It might keep his spiritsup,” Ewan finished. “Aye, 'tisworth the risk.”

He clapped a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Choose ten men. Our best archers. We
leave at dusk.”

“And the council meeting? The elders will expect ye to be there.”

Connor’ s expression hardened, the scar above his eye standing out white against his
flushed skin. “The elders can wait. My brother cannot.”

As Ewan departed to make preparations, Connor remained in the armory,
methodically checking each arrow for straightness and fletching. The familiar task
allowed his mind to work through the complexities of their situation.

The MacLeods stood at a crossroads. To the south, the MacDonalds and their
Jacobite allies. To the east, King William’s forces, demanding loyalty. And caught
between them, a clan weakened by loss and division.

His father’ s words echoed in his mind. The clan comes first. Always.

Connor ran a thumb along the edge of an arrowhead, feeling its deadly sharpness.



Tonight, he would remind the MacDonalds that even a wounded wolf had teeth. And
perhaps, if fortune favored them, he might find a way to free Cameron without
plunging the clan into open war.

But as he worked, a nagging doubt persisted. What if there was no path that led to
both Cameron’ s freedom and the clan’s survival? What then would he choose?

His hand went to his chest, feeling the empty space where the Bronmuir Brooch
should have been. The ancient talisman with its three blue stones remained safely
hidden in the castle's secret chamber, where it had watched over generations of
MacL eods, guiding them through dark times. Connor could only hope the brooch’s
power would reach him even now, when he needed guidance most.
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Chapter Three

T he suitcase lay open on the bed, surrounded by neat piles of clothing organized by
category and color. Kate had been packing for three hours, which was ridiculous
considering she was only going for two weeks. The problem wasn't what to bring.
Her color-coded packing list took care of that, but rather the nagging voice in her
head that kept asking what the hell she was doing.

Spontaneous wasn't in her vocabulary. It wasn't even in her zip code. Yet here she
was, about to fly across an ocean to surprise her boyfriend, who didn’'t even know she
was coming.

“This is what normal people do,” she told her reflection in the floor-length mirror
propped against the wall as she folded another sweater. “Surprise visits. Grand
gestures. Being impulsive.”

Her reflection looked skeptical.

Kate checked her list again. Passport? Check. Travel adapter? Check. Comfortable
walking shoes, rain jacket, guidebook, toiletries? Check, check, check, check. She'd
researched average temperatures on the Isle of Skye in June (cool and changeable),
typical rainfall (frequent), and had even downloaded three different weather apps to
monitor conditions.

So much for spontaneity.

Her phone buzzed with atext from Mandy.



Stopping by before my flight to the Keys! Got something for your trip!

Kate smiled. Normally, she’d never invite a client to her home. Professional
boundaries were sacred, but Mandy wasn’t just any client anymore. Six months ago,
after Mandy’s previous relationship imploded, Kate had found her sobbing and
dangerously drunk at Velvet, a club downtown. She'd brought Mandy to her
apartment, let her slegp it off on the couch, and they’ d formed an odd friendship since
then.

Door code is the same. I'm surrounded by luggage.

Twenty minutes later, she stared in horror at the lacy, barely there lingerie Mandy had
dumped on top of her meticulously packed suitcase.

“l can't wear that,” Kate protested. “It’s... It's practically dental floss.”
Mandy, her blonde curls bouncing as she shook her head, looked much better than
someone who'd just had their heart broken should. “Trust me, Angus will loveit. All

men do.”

“I’m not trying to seduce him,” Kate said, though even to her own ears, the protest
sounded weak. “1’m just going to surprise him.”

“By flying thousands of miles? Honey, that’s not just a surprise, that’s a statement.”
Mandy sat on the edge of the bed, careful not to disturb the packing piles. “And

statements should be backed up with action. Preferably naked action.”

Kate couldn’'t help but laugh. “How are you so chipper? Shouldn’t you be drowning
in ice cream and tears right now?”’

Something flickered across Mandy’'s face, a flash of pain quickly masked by



determination.

“l did that for the first twenty-four hours. Then | decided Peter wasn’'t worth my
tears.”

She shrugged. “Besides, I'm channeling al my romantic energy into you now.
Someone deserves a happy ending.”

A pang of guilt rushed through her. Here was Mandy, fresh from heartbreak, pushing
her toward happiness while she herself prepared to spend months on a remote island
restoring afort. “Are you sure about the Dry Tortugas? It's pretty isolated.”

“That’ s the point. No cell service, no dating apps, no chance of running into Peter and
his supermodel.” Mandy glanced at her watch. “1 should get going. My flight leaves
in three hours.”

“1 dtill can’'t believe you're just... leaving everything behind.”

Mandy picked up the lingerie and tucked it into a corner of Kate's suitcase.
“Sometimes you have to burn it all down to start fresh. Now, promise me you'’ Il wear
this. At least once.”

“Fine,” Kate conceded, knowing it was easier than arguing.

After walking Mandy to the door with promises to stay in touch, she returned to her
packing, adding a few more practical items to counterbalance the lingerie. As she
worked, she pulled up information about the MacDonald Distillery on her tablet. The
company website showed sweeping views of the rugged Skye coastline, ancient stone
buildings nestled against dramatic cliffs, and rows of oak barrels aging fine whisky.
According to the “About Us’ section, the distillery had been in the MacDonald
family for generations, producing award-winning single malts using traditional



methods.

There was a photo of Angus standing proudly beside his father, both men wearing
kilts and holding glasses of amber liquid. Kate zoomed in on Angus's face, that
familiar charming smile, the sandy blond hair ruffled by the wind, those green eyes
that always seemed to be laughing at some private joke.

Five months. They’'d been dating for five whole months, which was practically a
lifetime in Kate' s relationship history. Things were good between them. Comfortable.
Easy. He didn’'t pressure her for more than she was ready to give, and he respected
her need for space. They'd settled into a pleasant routine of weekend dates and
occasional sleepovers, always at her place because his apartment was perpetually
being renovated (or so he claimed).

If she were analyzing their relationship for Love Lasting, what would she say? The
thought made her uncomfortable. She'd tried countless times to apply her “gift” to
her own relationships, and much to her annoyance, it simply refused to work
whenever she' d tried.

Then there was the downside of her job. Witnessing endless patterns of deception and
betrayal had turned her into a jaded, suspicious woman, who scrutinized every
romantic gesture. Perhaps it was better this way. She wasn’t sure she could handle
seeing the truth about her own situation with the same clinical detachment she
applied to strangers.

Kate closed the tablet and zipped her suitcase, making sure the AirTag was tucked
away in an inner pocket since she was checking the bag. This trip was about taking a
chance, stepping outside her comfort zone. About showing Angus, and herself, that
she could be spontaneous and romantic.

“It' s going to be great,” she told herself firmly. “Totally worth the anxiety.”



Her flight left in six hours. She'd already arranged for a cab to the airport, had
downloaded her boarding pass, and had set three alarms to make sure she wouldn’t
lose track of the time. Everything was under control, except for the knot of
uncertainty that had taken up residence in her stomach.

Kate tried to distract herself by reading more about the Isle of Skye. She'd
bookmarked severa sites online and the guidebook she' d purchased was filled with
gorgeous photographs of misty mountains, crystal-clear pools, and ancient stone
circles. One section detailed local legends, tales of faeries, shape-shifting selkies, and
time-dlips where unwary travelers found themselves transported to the past.

“The Idle of Skye is known for its thin places,” the book explained, “where the veil
between worlds is believed to be especially permeable. The Fairy Glen, the Fairy
Pools, and certain ancient stone circles are all said to be locations where one might
encounter the Good Folk or experience supernatural phenomena.”

A snort escaped, along with arather dramatic eye roll. The “Good Folk” sounded like
a euphemism for something decidedly not good. She flipped to the practical section
about food and accommodations.

By the time her cab arrived, Kate had convinced herself that this was a perfectly
reasonable thing to do. People surprised their significant others all the time. It wasn’t

weird or desperate or asign that she was trying too hard. It was romantic.

The cab driver, a middle-aged man with coa black hair, hefted her suitcase into the
back of the SUV. “Vacation?’

“Yes,” Kate said, settling into the back seat. “I’ m going to Scotland.”

“Never been. My wife wants to go, see al those castles and stuff.” He pulled away
from the curb. “Y ou meeting someone there?’



“My boyfriend,” Kate said, then added, “He doesn’t know I’m coming.”

The driver chuckled. “ Surprise, huh? Hope he’s not the jumpy type.”

“He'll be fine,” she said, more to herself than to the driver. “He's always saying |
should be more spontaneous.”

“Well, flying across an ocean unannounced is about as spontaneous as it gets,” the
driver said, catching her eye in the rearview mirror. “Good luck.”

The airport was crowded, but Kate navigated security and found her gate with plenty
of time to spare. She settled into a seat and pulled out her phone, tempted to text
Angus. Just a casual message, nothing that would give away her plans, but something
to confirm he was still in Scotland, still at the distillery.

Her finger hovered over his namein her contacts. What would she even say?

Hey, just checking in. Still in Scotland?

Too obvious.

Miss you, how’ s the family business?

Too needy.

Before she could decide, the gate agent announced boarding for first-class
passengers. She gathered her carry-on and boarding pass, her heart racing with a

mixture of excitement and anxiety.

The first-class cabin was everything Mandy had promised. Spacious seats that
reclined into beds, personal entertainment systems, and attentive flight attendants



offering champagne before takeoff. She accepted a glass, thinking she could use the
liquid courage.

As the plane took off, she gazed out the window at Atlanta, growing smaller beneath
her. For better or worse, she was committed now. In alittle over eight hours, she’'d be
in Scotland, and shortly after that, she' d be face-to-face with Angus.

The champagne, combined with the gentle hum of the engines, soon lulled Kate into a
drowsy state as she closed her eyes, letting her mind drift to thoughts of misty
Scottish landscapes and the ook of surprise on Angus's face when he saw her.

She must have dozed off, because the next thing she knew, the voice of the flight
attendant asking the man across the aisle what he wanted to drink with dinner woke
her. Kate straightened her seat and accepted the meal, some kind of Thai chicken dish
that was surprisingly good for airplane food.

After dinner, with the cabin lights dimmed and most passengers settling in for sleep,
Kate pulled out her guidebook again. She flipped to a section about the history of the
Isle of Skye, reading about clan warfare, ancient keeps, and legendary battles.

One passage in particular caught her attention.

“The ruins of Bronmuir Keep stand as a testament to one of Skye's most tragic tales.
In 1689, the laird of the clan was betrayed and murdered by his bride-to-be, a
MacDonald. It was all part of a plot to end the MacLeod line. According to legend,
the laird’s spirit still haunts the ruins, searching for justice and for the love that was
denied him.”

Kate frowned. MacL eods and MacDonalds, two clans with a history of bitter rivalry,
according to the book. According to the book, the main branch of the MacL eods still
had alaird in residence in Dunvegan Castle on the island. Angus was a MacDonald.



She wondered if these old feuds still resonated in modern Skye, or if they were just
colorful storiesfor tourists.

She read on, learning a little about the Jacobite risings, the Highland Clearances, and
the cultural renaissance that had revitalized Gaelic language and traditions in recent
decades. The history was fascinating, but eventually, the gentle rocking of the plane
and the soft drone of the engines ulled her to sleep.

Kate woke to the announcement that they were beginning their descent into
Edinburgh. She blinked groggily, disoriented for a moment before remembering
where she was and why. A glance at her watch told her it was early morning local
time. She' d sleep through most of the flight.

After landing and making it through customs, she found herself in the arrivals hall of
Edinburgh Airport, suddenly aware of the enormity of what she was doing. Pure
panic flashed through her before she took a deep breath.

She was here, in Scotland. But instead of immediately traveling to Skye, she had
decided on a more scenic route. A three-day guided tour through the Highlands. That
way, if she changed her mind at any point, she could simply sightsee all around the
country for the next two weeks and Angus would never know she’'d flown all this
way. And if, after the tour, she still wanted to be spontaneous, then she would arrive
at the distillery to surprise him.

She checked her phone. No messages from Angus. She sent a quick text to Mandy to
let her know she' d arrived safely, then headed over to meet her tour guide.

“Welcome to Scotland,” the cheerful guide smiled as she collected Kate and several
other tourists.

“We'll be taking a lovely scenic route to the Isle of Skye, including a ride on The



Jacobite steam train, what you might know as the ‘Hogwarts Express' from the Harry
Potter films.”

Over the next two days, Kate found herself mesmerized by the breathtaking
landscape of the Scottish Highlands. They journeyed across the haunting expanse of
Rannoch Moor, through the dramatic valey of Glen Coe, and alongside the
mysterious waters of Loch Ness. The steam train journey across the Glenfinnan
Viaduct was everything she’ d imagined from the films, the locomotive puffing clouds
of steam against a backdrop of mountains and glens.

On the third day, they crossed the bridge to the Isle of Skye. Kate' s apprehension had
transformed into excitement as they explored the Old Man of Storr and stopped for
photos at the iconic Eilean Donan Castle.

When the tour finally concluded, a surge of confidence filled her. The island’s wild
beauty, dramatic coastlines and misty mountains rising against pearl-gray skies, was

even more stunning than Angus had described.

“Where to, lass?’ the taxi driver asked, loading her suitcase into the trunk after she'd
bid farewell to her tour group.

“The MacDonald Distillery, please,” Kate said, sliding into the back seat, feeling far
more ready for her surprise reunion than she would have been three days ago.

The driver, an older man with a thick Scottish accent, nodded. “Aye, the distillery.
Lovely place. You here for the tour?’

“Something like that,” Kate said, not wanting to explain the whole situation. “How
long will it take to get there?’

“ About thirty minutes, depending on the sheep,” the driver said with a chuckle. “They



have a habit of blocking the road whenever they fancy.”

As they drove through the winding roads, Kate was captivated by the landscape, a
patchwork of greens and purples, punctuated by rocky outcroppings and the
occasional white-washed cottage. The sky was a constantly changing canvas of
clouds and sunlight, casting dramatic shadows across the hills.

True to the driver’'s prediction, they had to stop twice for sheep crossing the road.
During the second stop, the driver pointed to a crumbling stone keep on a nearby cliff
overlooking the water.

“That there' s the ruins of Bronmuir Keep,” he said. “Ancient MacLeod stronghold, it
was. There's a wee path up to it if you're interested in having a look. Tourists love
it.”

Kate recognized the name from her guidebook. “The one with the ghost story?’

The driver nodded, his expression serious. “Aye, that's the one. They say Connor
MacL eod, the laird, was murdered by his bride. Betrayed for love, he was.” He shook
his head. “Some say his spirit still walks the ruins, searching for revenge.”

“Do you believe that?’ Kate asked, intrigued despite her skepticism.

The driver shrugged. “I’ ve lived on Skye all my life, lass. I’ ve seen things that would
make a person’s hair stand on end.”

He glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “Would you like to stop and have a look?
It's on our way, more or less.”

Kate hesitated. She was eager to get to Angus, but the ruins looked hauntingly
beautiful against the misty landscape. “ Sure, why not? Just for afew minutes.”



The driver pulled over to a small gravel parking area and pointed to a narrow path
winding up the hill. “Take your time. The distillery isn’t going anywhere.”

She climbed out of the taxi, zipping up her lightweight jacket against the cool breeze
off the water. The path was steeper than it looked, and she was out of breath by the
time she reached the ruins.

Bronmuir Keep must have been impressive in its day. Even now, the remaining walls
stood tall against the sky, their weathered stones telling silent stories of battles and
banquets, of liveslived and lost within these walls.

Kate wandered through what must have been the great hall, trying to imagine it filled
with people. Fierce warriors in kilts, ladies in long dresses, servants hurrying about
their duties. Had Connor MacL eod really been murdered here? Had his MacDonald
bride truly betrayed him? According to what she’'d read, he’d married the woman in
order to bring peace between the two clans, and to free his brother whom the
MacDonalds had taken for ransom.

A sudden gust of wind whistled through the ruins, carrying with it a mournful sound
that raised goosebumps on Kate's arms. Just the wind, she told herself firmly. Not a
ghost, not alaird searching for justice.

She took a few photos with her phone, then headed back down the path to the waiting
taxi. As she walked, she couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching her.
She glanced back at the ruins, half-expecting to see a figure standing among the
stones.

There was nothing there, of course. Just ancient walls and the ever-present Skye mist.

Back in the taxi, she tried to focus on the excitement of seeing Angus, pushing aside
the strange melancholy that had settled over her at the ruins. The driver seemed to



sense her mood and kept quiet for the remainder of the journey, allowing her to
gather her thoughts.

Finally, they turned onto a long driveway. At the end stood an impressive stone
building with the words “MacDonald Distillery” emblazoned above the entrance.
Several cars were parked in the lot, suggesting the place was busy.

“Here we are, lass,” the driver said, pulling up to the entrance. “The famous
MacDonald Distillery. They make some of the finest whisky in Scotland, if you ask

me.

Kate paid the fare, adding a generous tip for the detour to the ruins. “Thank you for
the tour,” she said, gathering her suitcase.

“My pleasure. Enjoy your stay.” The driver hesitated, then added, “And mind how
you go. Some surprises aren’t always welcome.”

Before Kate could ask what he meant, he had driven away, leaving her standing alone
in front of the distillery. She took a deep breath, smoothed her hair, and wheeled her
suitcase toward the entrance.

The reception area was elegant, with polished wood floors, display cases showing the
distillery’s award-winning whiskies, and large windows overlooking the production

facilities. A young woman sat behind the desk, typing on a computer.

“Welcome to MacDonald Distillery,” she said with a bright smile. “Are you here for
the tour?’

“Actualy, I’'m looking for Angus MacDonald,” Kate said. “Is he available?’

The receptionist’s smile faltered dightly. “Mr. MacDonald is quite busy today. Do



you have an appointment?’

“No, I'm... I'm afriend. From America.” Kate realized how inadequate that sounded.
“Could you just let him know Kate is here?1’d like to surprise him.”

The receptionist looked uncertain. “I’m not sure if >—"

“It'saright, Fiona,” amale voice interrupted. “I’ll handle this.”

Kate turned to see an older man approaching. Tall, distinguished, with the same
sandy hair as Angus, though liberally streaked with gray. Angus's father, she
realized, recognizing him from the website photo.

“You must be Kate,” he said, tone carefully neutral. “ Angus mentioned you.”

“Mr. MacDonald,” Kate said, extending her hand. “It’s nice to meet you. | hope you
don’t mind the surprise visit. | came to see Angus.”

“Aye, well, that might be a bit complicated at the moment.” He glanced around the
reception area, which had begun to fill with visitors. “Perhaps we should speak
privately. Thisway, please.”

Confused by his reaction, Kate followed him down a hallway to a small office. The
knot of uncertainty in her stomach had grown tighter. Why had she decided to be
spontaneous? She was practical. This was what happened when one stepped outside
of one's normal behavior.

“Please, sit down,” Mr. MacDonald said, gesturing to a chair. He remained standing,
his expression unreadable. “I’m afraid Angus isn’'t here at the moment. He's at the
house, preparing for tonight’s celebration.”



“Celebration?’ Kate echoed.

“Aye.” Mr. MacDonald hesitated, then sighed. “I’m sorry you've come al this way,
but | think there's been a misunderstanding. Angus is engaged to be married. The
engagement party istonight.”

The words hit Kate like a physical blow as she blinked. “Engaged? But that’s...
That’ s not possible. We' ve been dating for five months.”

Mr. MacDonald' s expression softened with what looked like genuine sympathy.

“I"'m truly sorry, lass. Angus has been engaged to Amanda Albertson for years. The
wedding is set for September.”

“There must be some mistake,” Kate said, her voice sounding distant to her own ears.
“Angus and ... We'retogether. He was just in Atlanta last week.”

“Angus travels frequently for business,” Mr. MacDonald said carefully. “l can't
speak to his... persona arrangements while abroad. But here, in Scotland, he is
engaged to Amanda. Our families have been planning this union since they were
small.”

The room tilted. This couldn’t be happening. It was too absurd, too cruel. She had
flown across an ocean, only to discover that her boyfriend, her supposedly perfect,
respectful boyfriend, was engaged to someone else?

“1 think 1 need some air,” she managed to say, rising unsteadily to her feet.
Mr. MacDonald nodded. “Of course. Take all the time you need. There's a garden

behind the visitor center, quite peaceful. When you're ready, | can arrange
transportation to wherever you'd like to go.”



Kate mumbled her thanks and fled the office. The rolling suitcase clattered to the
stone floor behind her. She was barely aware of where she was going before she
found herself outside, in a small, manicured garden with a view of the sea. The
beauty of it seemed to mock her as she sank onto a stone bench, her legs no longer
able to support her.

Engaged. Angus was engaged. Apparently, had been engaged all along.

And the worst part? She hadn’t seen it coming. She, who could predict the end of any
relationship, had been completely blindsided by her own.

The irony would have been funny if it weren’'t so devastating.
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Chapter Four
“W hat the actual >—"

Kate slumped over on the stone bench in the garden, staring across the green at the
MacDonald Distillery, trying to make sense of the impossible. Her mind kept circling
back to the same bewildering fact. Angus was engaged. Had been engaged. The entire
time they were dating.

Five months of dinners and weekend trips and lazy Sunday mornings. Five months of
what she'd thought was the beginning of something real. Sure, it wasn't love at first
sight, but she' d thought they were good together, and she cared for him. A great deal.
Otherwise, she wouldn’t have dragged herself across the ocean to surprise him.

“Bloody stupid.” She muttered, liking the phrase she’'d heard at baggage claim.

It had all been alie.

She pulled out her phone with trembling hands and scrolled through her photos.
There they were. Angus and Kate at a Braves game, Angus and Kate hiking in North
Georgia, Angus and Kate at her company Valentine's party. He looked so genuine in
every picture, hisarm around her shoulders, his smile warm and inviting.

Had any of it been real?

A text notification from Mandy popped up on her screen.



Have you surprised him yet? Details, please!

Her throat tightened. Poor Mandy, so invested in her romantic adventure when
Mandy’s own had just imploded. And now she would have to tell her that they’ d both
been played for fools.

Before she could respond, a commotion near the distillery entrance caught her
attention. A sleek black Range Rover had pulled up, and a small crowd was
gathering. She watched as Angus stepped out of the driver’s side, looking exactly as
she remembered. Tall, handsome, with that easy confidence that had first attracted
her to him.

Then he walked around to the passenger side and opened the door with a flourish. A
woman emerged. Slender, elegant, with shoulder-length auburn hair and the kind of
effortless beauty that made Kate instantly conscious of her travel-rumpled
appearance. The woman dlipped her hand into his, and they shared a quick, intimate
kiss before turning toward the entrance.

Kate's heart stuttered. That had to be Amanda. The fiancée.

Without thinking, she stood and moved toward them, drawn by some masochistic
need to confirm what she already knew. Gravel crunched beneath her feet with each
determined step. The rusted iron gate creaked in protest as she pushed it open, a salt-
scented breeze carried the distant cry of a seagull across the yard.

As she approached, Angus looked up and saw her. The color drained from his face.

“Kate?' Hisvoice was strangled. “What are you doing here?’

The woman, Amanda, turned to look at Kate with polite curiosity. “Angus, darling,
who' s this?’



Years of professional composure kicked in, despite the emotional earthquake
happening inside her, as Kate straightened her spine.

“I'm Kate Adams,” she said, extending her hand with practiced ease. “Angus's
girlfriend from Atlanta.”

Amanda’'s perfectly shaped brows rose dightly, but her smile never faltered as she
took Kate's hand.

“Ah, yes. Kate.”

Her voice was soft, melodic, with a refined Scottish lilt. “1 suspected there might be
someone.”

Angus made a choking sound. “Amanda, | can explain?—"

The stunning woman squeezed his arm gently. “No need, darling. We' ve discussed
this.”

She turned back to Kate, her eyes surprisingly kind. “Men like Angus often need to...
sow their wild oats before settling down. I’ ve always known that about him.”

It was as if she'd stepped into some bizarre alternate reality. The analytical part of her
brain, the part that wasn't screaming in betrayal, noted the calm calculation behind
Amanda’ swords. Thiswasn't newsto her. She’d known all along.

“Our engagement has been arranged since we were children,” Amanda continued,
voice matter-of-fact.

“It’s as much a business merger as a marriage. The MacDonalds and the Albertsons
have been planning to unite our distilleries since before | was born.” She smiled at



Angus with genuine affection.

“That we happen to care for each other is afortunate bonus.”

Kate's mind raced, processing this new information with clinical detachment even as
her heart crumbled. She'd been the side piece. The foreign fling. The last hurrah
before Angus settled into his predestined life.

“l see,” she said, voice surprisingly steady. “And when were you planning to mention
this arrangement to me, Angus?’

Angus looked trapped, his gaze darting between the two women. “Kate, it's
complicated. What we had was real, but?—"

“What you had was temporary,” Amanda finished for him, not unkindly. “As was
always intended.”

She turned to Kate. “I don't blame you, you know. Angus can be quite charming
when he wants to be. And | imagine he never explicitly mentioned his engagement.”

“No,” Kate said, the word bitter on her tongue. “He most certainly did not.”

She turned and walked away before either of them could respond, her back straight,
her steps measured. Only when she was certain she was out of sight did she alow her
composure to crumble.

She ducked behind a storage building, pressed her back against the cool stone wall,
and did to the ground. The tears came then, hot and furious, her body shaking with
silent sobs. How could she have been so stupid? So blind? So utterly, pathetically
nawe?



When the first wave of grief had passed, leaving her hollow and exhausted, Kate
wiped her face with her sleeve and tried to think logicaly. She needed to get away
from here. Find a hotel, change her flight to go home, and pretend this humiliating
disaster had never happened.

But first, she needed her suitcase, which she’' d | eft at reception.

With a sniff, Kate pulled herself to her feet and made her way back to the visitor
center, taking a detour to avoid any chance of running into Angus and Amanda again.
She found a restroom and splashed cold water on her face, wincing at her reflection.
Red-rimmed eyes, blotchy cheeks, and hair a tangled mess from running her hands
through it.

“You're fing,” she told her reflection sternly. “This is not the end of the world. Men
aretrash. They lieall the time. Y ou knew that already.”

But Angus hadn’t seemed like trash. He'd seemed genuine, considerate, respectful.
The perfect boyfriend.

The perfect liar.

Kate reapplied her pale pink lip gloss, squared her shoulders, and headed back to
reception. The young woman behind the desk, Fiona, looked up with a sympathetic
smile that suggested news traveled fast in the distillery.

“I’ve called ataxi for you, Miss Adams,” she said gently. “It should be here in about
ten minutes. Mr. MacDonald suggested the Skye Lodge Hotel in Portree. It's quite

lovely, and they usually have rooms available, even in high season.”

“Thank you,” Kate said, touched by the woman’s kindness. “ And my suitcase?’



“Right here,” Fiona said, gesturing to where it stood beside the desk. “Would you like
some tea while you wait? Or perhaps something stronger? We do offer whisky
tastings.”

She almost laughed at the absurdity of it all. “Whisky might be appropriate, but |
think I'll pass. Thank you, though.”

Once settled into one of the comfortable chairs in the reception area, she tried to
ignore the curious glances from the staff and visitors. Her phone buzzed again,
another text from Mandy.

Helloooo? Did you find him? Is he surprised? Are you guys having hot reunion sex
right now?

Kate sighed, and with a single sniff, typed a response.

He' s engaged. To someone else. Will call when | can.

She hit send, then turned off her phone before Mandy could respond. No way could
she handle sympathy right now, not when she was barely holding herself together.

The taxi arrived promptly, and Kate was grateful for the driver’s taciturn nature. He
loaded her suitcase into the trunk without comment and drove her to Portree in
blessed silence, leaving her to stare out the window at the passing landscape without
having to make polite conversation.

The Skye Lodge Hotel was indeed lovely. A charming stone building overlooking
Portree Harbor, with hanging baskets of colorful flowers decorating the entrance. The
receptionist was efficient and discreet, checking her into a comfortable room with a
view of the water.



Once alone, she flopped onto the bed and stared blankly at the wall. She should call
the airline, book a return flight. She should call Mandy, give her the full story. And
maybe she should order room service, eat something, take a shower.

Instead, she did none of those things. She simply sat, numb and hollow, watching the
light shift as clouds passed over the sun.

Eventually, restlessness drove her to her feet. She couldn’t stay in this room, not with
her thoughts circling like vultures. She needed air, movement, and distraction.

With a scowl on her face, Kate grabbed her jacket and headed out, leaving her phone
behind. The town of Portree was picturesque, with colorful buildings lining the
harbor and narrow streets winding up the hillside. Under different circumstances, she
would have enjoyed exploring its shops and cafes, taking photos to share with
friends back home.

Now, she barely registered her surroundings as she walked, her feet carrying her
away from the town center and toward the outskirts. The road climbed steadily,
offering expansive views of the harbor and the mountains beyond. The wind picked
up, carrying the scent of salt and heather, and Kate pulled her jacket tighter around
herself.

She walked for what felt like hours, letting the physical exertion burn away some of
her anger and hurt. By the time she stopped to catch her breath, the town was a
distant cluster of buildings below her, and the sun was high in the sky, playing hide-
and-seek with the clouds. The air carried the briny scent of the sea mixed with the
sweet perfume of heather blooming across the hillsides.

In her aimless meandering, Kate realized she’d ended up on some kind of trail that
led away from the road and up into the hills. A weathered signpost, its wood silvered
with age, indicated she was on the path to the “Old Cemetery and Ruins.” Curious



despite her emotional exhaustion, she decided to continue. Ancient graves seemed
fitting company for her current mood.

The path grew steeper and more rugged, winding through heather and gorse. The
purple and yellow flowers brushed against her jeans, occasionally snagging the
fabric. Just when Kate was beginning to regret her choice, it wasn't like her sneakers
were made for hiking. The trail crested a hill, and she found herself looking down at a
small, secluded valley.

Nestled within it was one of the most hauntingly beautiful places she'd ever seen. A
ruined chapel stood amid a scatter of weathered gravestones, some tilting
precariously, others lying flat on the ground. Beyond the cemetery, perched
dramatically on a cliff overlooking the churning sea, stood the crumbling remains of
what must have been an impressive stone keep.

Not just any keep. Bronmuir Keep. Where the taxicab driver had stopped and she'd
explored, but she hadn’t seen the little cemetery. Then again, she hadn’t walked away
from the keep. The whole scene was bathed in the afternoon’s muted light, giving it
an otherworldly glow while the distant crash of waves provided a somber soundtrack.

Drawn by the peaceful solemnity of the place, Kate made her way down into the
valley. The gravestones were ancient, their inscriptions worn away by centuries of
wind and rain. Her fingers traced the faint remnants of |etters on one marker, feeling
the cool, rough texture of the stone beneath her fingertips. The chapel was little more
than a shell, its roof long gone, its walls crumbling. But there was a strange comfort
in its endurance, in the way nature had begun to reclaim it with ivy and moss.

Finding a flat boulder near the edge of the cliff, Kate sat and gazed out at the water.
The sea stretched endlessly before her, a vast expanse of steel gray that melted into
the horizon. White-capped waves crashed against the rocks below, sending up sprays
of foam that glittered in the sunlight. The cemetery must have served the keep and its



inhabitants for generations.

A while later, she stood, stretching, then wandered among the graves, occasionally
stopping to trace a name or date with her fingertip. These people had lived, loved,
fought and died on thisidland, their triumphs and tragedies long forgotten.

It put her own heartbreak into perspective, somehow. A century from now, who
would remember or care that Kate Adams had been foolish enough to fall for a man

who was engaged to someone else?

As the sun dipped lower, casting long shadows across the cemetery, Kate became
aware of another presence.

An old woman stood near the chapel ruins, bent and gnarled as the ancient rowan tree
that grew beside the path. She wore a heavy wool cloak despite the mild afternoon,

and her silver hair streamed loose in the wind.

Kate hadn’t noticed her arrival, which was strange given the open landscape. It was
asif the old woman had materialized from the very stones of theruins.

“Good afternoon,” she called, not wanting to startle the woman.

The old woman turned, fixing her with a penetrating gaze. Her eyes were dark and
fathomless, set in aface lined with countless wrinkles.

“Ye'vecomeat last,” she said, her voice surprisingly strong. “I’ ve been waiting.”

Taken aback, she blinked. “I’'m sorry, but | think you've mistaken me for someone
else”

The old woman made a sound that might have been alaugh. “No mistake, lass. Ye're



the one with the broken heart, are ye not? The one who can see the end for others, but
couldn’t see her own?’

The wind blew, sending a chill across her cheek, an icy caress. How could this
stranger know about her “gift”? About Angus?

“Who are you?’ Kate asked, taking an involuntary step backward.

“Just an old woman who tends to these stones and the memories they hold,” the
woman replied, her weathered hand gesturing to the surrounding gravestones. A sy
smile played at the corners of her mouth. “Though some might call me by other
names.”

The rational part of her brain suggested the woman was probably just an eccentric
local, perhaps not entirely sound of mind. But something deeper, more instinctive,
whispered that there was more to her than met the eye. She swallowed hard.

“What do you want with me?’ she asked.

The old woman’s lips curved in a smile that transformed her face, making her seem
suddenly younger, almost mischievous.

“It's not what | want with ye, lass. It'swhat ye want for yerself.”

She cocked her head, studying Kate.

“Y e came seeking love, did ye not? And found betrayal instead.”

“How do you know that?’ Her throat tightened.

“I know many things,” the old woman said simply. “I know ye have a gift for seeing



the end of love in others, but not in yerself. | know ye build walls to protect yerself,
then wonder why ye're alone. And | know ye dinna trust men after all ye have seen.”

Each word struck like a physical blow. She felt exposed, vulnerable, asif this strange
old woman could see right through to her core.

“What do you want?’ Kate repeated, her voice barely above a whisper.

The old woman moved closer, her dark eyes never leaving Kate's face. “The question
is, what do you want? Do ye want to go back to yer safe, orderly life, where ye can
predict everyone's heartbreak but yer own? Or do ye want something more?’

“l don’t understand,” she said, though a part of her felt she did, somehow.

“There are thin places in this world,” the old woman said, gesturing around them.
“Places where the veil between what is and what could be grows transparent. Thisis
such a place.” She pointed to aflat stone set on the ground near the chapel entrance.
“And that is such adoor.”

She looked at the stone, unremarkable except for a spiral pattern carved into its
surface, the lines almost worn away by time and weather. “A door to what?’

“To what ye need,” the old woman said cryptically. “Not what ye think ye want,
mind, but what ye truly need.”

“And what’s that?’ she asked, unable to keep the skepticism from her voice despite
the eerie certainty that this was no ordinary encounter.

The old woman’'s smile deepened, a hint of kindness softening her sharp features.
“Love, lass. Real love. The kind that doesn’t end.”



A hitter laugh escaped. “All love ends. That’s the one thing | know for certain.”

“Is it now?’ The old woman's eyes twinkled. “Then perhaps it's time ye learned
otherwise.”

She reached into the folds of her cloak and pulled out a small object, which she
pressed into Kate's hand. It was a gold and silver brooch, ancient and tarnished,
shaped like a Celtic knot with three blue stones set in its center.

“When ye're ready,” the old woman said, “come back here. Stand on the stone, wear
the brooch over yer heart, and make yer choice.”

“What choice?’ Kate asked, staring down at the brooch, warm in her hand.

But when she looked up, the old woman was gone. Kate spun around, searching the
cemetery, but there was no sign of her. It was as if she had vanished into the
gathering dusk.

Kate looked back at the brooch in her hand, tracing its intricate pattern with her
fingertip. The metal was warm to the touch, warmer than it should have been after
being held in the old woman’ s cold hands.

“This is crazy,” Kate muttered to herself. “I’'m talking to hallucinations now.
Perfect.”

But she slipped the brooch into her pocket all the same.
The sun dipped in the sky, casting long shadows across the cemetery. Kate decided

she should head back to town before it got too dark to find her way. But as she turned
to go, her gaze fell once more on the spiral stone by the chapel entrance.



A door, the old woman had called it. A door to what she needed.

Kate shook her head, trying to clear it of such fanciful notions. She was exhausted,
heartbroken, and clearly not thinking straight. What she needed was a hot meal, an
even hotter shower, agood night’s sleep, and a plane ticket home.
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Chapter Five

“M ake it go away,” she muttered, throwing an arm across her face to block out the
spotlights and the drums. With a groan, Kate turned to see it was not a spotlight, but
pale gray light filtering through the hotel room curtains and the gentle patter of rain
against the window.

Her head throbbed, a dull reminder of the whisky she’d consumed at the pub next
door with several boisterous Australians last night. Not her finest moment, but the
group of kids enjoying their gap year had been a welcome distraction and the burn of
the alcohol had at |east temporarily numbed the ache in her chest.

She stretched, wincing as her muscles protested. Y esterday’s hike had left her sore,
though the physical discomfort was amost welcome. At least it was a distraction
from the emotional turmoail roiling through her. How could she have been so clueless?
With a groan, she rolled onto her side and found herself staring at the brooch on her
nightstand.

Had that strange encounter with the old woman at the cemetery actually happened? In
the harsh light of day, it seemed more like a bizarre dream or a whisky-induced
hallucination. Y et the brooch was undeniably real, its tarnished metal gleaming dully
in the weak light, the stones at its center catching what little illumination filtered
through the curtains.

“l should turn it in,” she murmured to herself, running a finger along the Celtic knot
pattern. “It probably belongs to someone or was meant to be left at the grave of
someone’ s ancestor.”



With a sigh, she forced herself out of bed and into the shower. Under the blissfully
hot spray, she tried to formulate a plan. The logical thing would be to book a flight
home, lick her wounds, and try to forget Angus MacDonald had ever existed. But the
thought of returning to Atlanta, facing Mandy’'s sympathy and her colleagues
knowing looks, made her stomach clench.

No, she decided as she toweled off. She’d come all this way. She might as well see
something of Scotland before she left. Scotland had always been on her bucket list.
The ticket was paid for, the vacation approved, so she would stay, travel around the
country and she'd go home with a few souvenirs and scenic photos instead of just a
broken heart.

Dressed in jeans and a light sweatshirt, Kate ventured downstairs to the hotel
restaurant for breakfast. The hostess seated her by a window overlooking the harbor,
where fishing boats bobbed in the gentle swells and seagulls wheeled overhead
despite the drizzle. She’'d braided her hair and left her face bare since the rain would
just wash the makeup away, anyway.

“Will you be staying with us long?’ the hostess asked as she poured Kate a cup of
strong tea.

“Just a few days,” she replied, accepting the steaming cup gratefully. “I thought I’d
do some sightseeing while I’'m here.”

The woman nodded approvingly. “Wise choice. Skye has much to offer beyond
distilleries.” Something in her tone suggested she knew exactly why Kate had arrived
on the island and why her plans had changed. News evidently traveled fast in small
towns, even when you were a stranger.

After a hearty Scottish breakfast consisting of the eggs and toast she’'d ordered, not
the black pudding the server had tried to convince her to try, Kate was fortified



enough to face the day. She stopped at the front desk to inquire about local attractions
and was handed several brochures featuring fairy pools, ancient stone circles, and
dramatic coastal landscapes.

“The weather should clear by afternoon,” the clerk assured her. “Perfect for
exploring.”

Outside, the rain had indeed lessened to a fine mist that beaded on her navy jacket but
didn’t soak through. Kate stopped in at a small shop on the corner, purchasing a
bottle of water and, on impulse, a roll of Life Savers. The familiar candy was
comforting, a small taste of home.

She wandered through Portree for a while, browsing shops filled with woolen goods,
Celtic jewelry, and whisky. But her thoughts kept returning to the cemetery and the
mysterious old woman. Before she quite realized where she was headed, Kate found
herself on the path leading out of town, retracing yesterday’ s steps.

The climb seemed easier today, perhaps because she knew where she was going. The
mist clung to the heather, transforming the landscape into something ethereal and
otherworldly. By the time she crested the hill overlooking the cemetery, the rain had
stopped entirely, though heavy clouds still hung low in the sky.

The ruins looked different in this light, softer, more melancholy. The weathered
gravestones stood among the wet grass, and the crumbling keep on the cliff seemed to
blur at the edges, asif it might dissolve into the mist at any moment.

Kate made her way down the path, hiking boots squelching slightly in the damp earth.
The cemetery was deserted, no sign of the old woman or anyone else. She wandered
among the gravestones, reading the inscriptions that were still legible. Generations of
MacL eods lay beneath her feet, their lives, loves, and feuds long forgotten.



Eventually, she found herself standing before the chapel ruins. The spiral stone the
old woman had pointed out was there, set into the ground near the entrance. It looked
ordinary enough, just aflat slab of gray stone with afaint spiral pattern carved into its
surface, nearly worn away by countless footsteps over the centuries.

Kate pulled the brooch from her pocket, turning it over in her hand. The metal was
warm, warmer than it should have been after being carried in her pocket on a cool,
damp day. She traced the Celtic knot with her finger, feeling the intricate pattern
beneath her skin.

“Thisisridiculous,” she muttered to herself. “I should just turn thisin at the hotel.”

But instead of putting the brooch back in her pocket, she found herself pinning it to
her shirt, right over her heart as the old woman had instructed. It felt heavier than it
looked, a solid weight against her chest.

Almost without conscious thought, Kate stepped onto the spiral stone. The ground
felt solid beneath her feet, no different from any other patch of earth in the cemetery.
What had she expected? A trapdoor to open and swallow her whole?

She closed her eyes, feeling totally ridiculous. The wind had picked up, carrying with
it the scent of rain and salt and something else. Something green and ancient.

“What do | really want?’ she whispered to herself.
The answer came unbidden. To be loved. Truly, deeply, permanently. To find
someone who would never lie to her, never betray her. Someone who would see past

her defenses to the woman beneath.

But those were just fairy tales. Love aways ended. That was the one constant in her
life, the one truth she could count on. She’d seen it time and again, predicted it with



unerring accuracy. Except in her own case. She'd been blind to Angus's betrayal,
willfully ignorant of the signs that should have been obvious.

Kate opened her eyes, blinking away unexpected tears. Thiswas silly. Standing on an
ancient stone in a Scottish cemetery, pinning her hopes on some local superstition.
She should put this whole humiliating episode behind her.

She lifted one foot off the stone, but something made her pause. A strange stillness
had fallen over the cemetery. The wind had died completely, leaving an eerie silence
broken only by the distant crash of the waves against the cliffs. The clouds overhead
seemed frozen, no longer drifting across the sky.

And was it her imagination, or had the brooch grown even warmer against her chest?

“l wish...” The words slipped out before she could stop them. “I wish for a love that
doesn’t end. Someone to love me above all else.”

The moment the words left her lips, the world around her changed. The wind returned
with sudden violence, whipping her braid across her face and nearly knocking her off
her feet. The clouds overhead darkened and swirled, and a crack of thunder split the
ar.

The brooch pinned to her shirt glowed red, so hot she reached up to tear it off, but her
fingers seemed to pass through it as if it were made of smoke. Her body felt strange,
insubstantial, asif she too were turning to mist.

A wave of dizziness washed over her, and Kate swayed on her feet. The cemetery
around her began to blur and shift, the gravestones wavering like reflections in
disturbed water. The chapel ruins seemed to flicker, stones rising from the ground
and reassembling themselves before her eyes.



“What’ s happening?’ she tried to say, but no sound emerged from her throat.

The last thing she saw before darkness claimed her was the old woman standing by
the rowan tree, a knowing smile on her weathered face.

* * %

Kate came to slowly, awareness returning in fragments. Cold stone beneath her
cheek. The smell of damp earth and wood smoke. The distant sound of voices on the
wind.

Her head throbbed, a steady pulse of pain behind her eyes. Had she fainted? She must
have hit her head when she fell.

With a groan, she pushed herself into a sitting position, one hand going to her temple.
Her fingers came away clean. No blood, at least. Small mercies.

It took her a moment to register that something was wrong. Very wrong.

The cemetery was gone.

Or rather, it was dill there, but completely transformed. The weathered, tilting
gravestones had been replaced by newer markers, their inscriptions crisp and clear.
The chapel, which had been little more than a shell with crumbling walls, now stood
abandoned, its roof intact.

And beyond the cemetery, where the ruins of Bronmuir Keep had stood...

“It can’'t be—" Kate's breath caught in her throat.

A small castle rose against the sky, solid and imposing, its gray stone walls unbroken



by time. Smoke curled from several chimneys, and a flag snapped in the breeze from
the highest tower. The flag bore the MacLeod clan crest, a bull’s head encircled by a
belt of blue and silver, with three small ravens perched atop a crown above the shield.
Unlike the traditional MacLeod crest from Dunvegan, this one featured a crossed
claymore and dirk beneath the bull, marking this branch of the ancient family with its
own distinct identity. She recognized it from the brochures in the hotel.

“Thisisn't possible,” she whispered, scrambling to her feet.

Her knee buckled, and she reached out to support herself against the nearest
gravestone. The stone was smooth and relatively new, the inscription easily legible.

Here lies Morag MacL eod, beloved wife of lan and mother to his sons. Taken by
fever in the Year of Our Lord 1688. May sherest in peace.

1688.

Kate's knees nearly gave out again. She staggered back from the stone, heart racing.

“No,” she said aloud, her voice sounding strange to her own ears. “No, thisisn't real.
I’m dreaming. Or hallucinating. Or?—"

Or what? What other explanation could there be for what she was seeing?

She pinched herself, hard, on the soft flesh of her inner arm. The sharp pain made her
wince, but nothing changed. The castle still stood where ruins had been just moments
before. The chapel remained whole, not the crumbling shell she remembered.

Kate fumbled for her phone, thinking she could call for help. But her pockets were
empty. No phone. No water bottle. But at least she had the roll of Life Savers she'd
purchased that morning. Her hand went to her heart. It was gone. The brooch was



missing as well.

She looked down at herself, half-expecting her clothes to have changed as well, but
she was still wearing her jeans, hiking boots, jacket, and light blue sweatshirt. At least
that was something.

A movement at the edge of her vison made her turn sharply. A figure was
approaching from the direction of the castle. A man, tall and broad-shouldered,
moving with purpose across the open ground.

Her first instinct was to hide, but where? The cemetery offered little in the way of
concealment, and running would only draw attention. Besides, perhaps this person
could help her make sense of what was happening.

So she stood her ground, watching as the man drew nearer. He was dressed strangely,
in what looked like a long-sleeved linen shirt and a plaid draped over one shoulder,
secured with a belt at his waist. Dark hair fell to his shoulders, and even from a
distance, she could see the warinessin his stance. A few guys in town wore kilts with
hiking boots, but this guy... He looked like one of the action heroes in the movies she
loved.

When he was about twenty feet away, he called out something in a language she
didn’'t understand. His voice was deep and commanding, with a thick Scottish accent
that made the foreign words roll like thunder.

“I"'m sorry,” Kate called back, trying to keep her voice steady. “I don’t understand.”

The man paused, then switched to heavily accented English. “Who are ye, and what
business have ye on MacL eod lands?’

“My name is Kate Adams,” she replied, fighting to keep her voicelevel. “I'm... lost. |



need help.”

The man's eyes narrowed, his gaze sweeping over her strange clothing. He said
something else in that foreign language. Gaelic, she realized belatedly, then reverted
to English.

“Ye're dressed most strangely, lass. Where do ye hail from?”’

“America,” Kate said automatically, then winced.

The man’s brow furrowed dlightly. “The colonies? Y€ ve come a fair distance then.
What brings ye to our shores?’

Kate turned in a slow circle, heart hammering in her chest. The rugged landscape
stretched out before her, rolling green hills, jagged cliffs, the distant sparkle of the
sea. But there was no town with its quaint shops, no paved roads, no boats with
motors bobbing in the harbor. Not a single plane crossed the sky, no power lines cut
through the landscape, no cars or buses or trains, anywhere to be seen. Just
wilderness, a dirt path, and a castle that looked whole and inhabited rather than the
crumbling ruin she’ d visited that morning.

It was true. Somehow, impossibly, she had traveled back in time. The gravestone had
said 1688, but that was when Morag died. What year was it now?

Before she could formulate a response, the world began to spin. The shock, the
impossibility of her situation, crashed over her like a wave, and Kate swayed on her
feet.

“l don't...” she began, but couldn’t finish the thought.

The last thing she saw before darkness claimed her again was the man lunging



forward, his expression changing from suspicion to alarm as she collapsed.

For the second time in what felt like minutes, Kate drifted back to consciousness.
This time, she was lying on something softer than stone. A narrow bed, she realized,
with a rough woolen blanket drawn over her. The smell of wood smoke was stronger
here, mingled with unfamiliar herbs and the distinctive scent of tallow candles.

She kept her eyes closed, trying to make sense of what was happening. Had she
dreamed the whole thing? Maybe she'd never left the hotel? Maybe she’d had some
kind of breakdown after confronting Angus and had been taken to a hospital ?

But the sounds and smells around her were too vivid, too aien to be a modern
hospital. She could hear the crackle of afire, the low murmur of voices speaking that
same rolling language she couldn’t understand, the distant barking of dogs.

Reluctantly, she opened her eyes. She wasin asmall, stone-walled room with asingle
narrow window. The glass was thick and uneven, distorting the view outside, but she
could make out a courtyard below. A fire burned in a small hearth, filling the chilly
room with warmth and flickering light. Simple furniture. A chair, a small table, and a
chest completed the sparse furnishings.

And standing near the door, watching her with intense blue eyes, was the man from
the cemetery.

Up close, he was even more imposing. Tall and broad-shouldered, with a face that
could have been carved from the same granite as the castle walls. His features were
striking rather than conventionally handsome. A straight nose, high cheekbones, a
strong jaw darkened with stubble. A thin scar ran through one eyebrow, giving him a
dlightly dangerous air.



But it was his eyes that held her attention. A deep, penetrating blue that seemed to
look right through her.

“Ye're awake,” he said, his voice deep and resonant. “I thought perhaps ye'd sleep
until the morrow.”

Kate pushed herself up on her elbows, wincing as her head protested the movement.
“Wheream |7

“Ye're a Bronmuir Keep, home of Clan MacLeod,” the man replied, watching her
carefully. “1 am Connor MacL eod, laird.”

Connor MacL eod. The name sounded familiar — She gasped before she could stop
herself, a chill running down her spine despite the warmth of the room.

His eyes narrowed instantly, suspicion hardening his features. “Y ou know me? Have
we met before, 1ass?’

Kate's mouth opened, then closed. The knowledge sat heavy within her. That,
according to the guidebook, Connor MacL eod would be murdered by the woman he
was to marry. But how could she possibly explain that? He'd think her mad. Or
worse, awitch.

“l... no,” she managed. “Y our name just reminded me of something | heard.” A weak
excuse, but better than the truth.

Connor studied her face, clearly unconvinced. “What exactly did you hear about me
al the way from the new world?’

Kate's mind went blank for a moment. Time travel? It couldn’t be real. There had to
be some logical explanation. A dream, hallucination, elaborate historical reenactment.



Y et the ache in her muscles, the smell of peat smoke, the calloused hand of the man
before her, it al felt terribly, impossibly real.

“Nothing specific,” she lied. “Just... clan histories. I'm interested in Scottish
heritage.”

Her hands shook as she hid them under the covers. “What year isit?’ she blurted out,
unable to contain the question any longer.

Connor’s eyebrows rose dightly. “The year of our Lord sixteen hundred and eighty-
nine,” he replied, his tone suggesting he found the question odd but was humoring
her. “June, to be precise.”

1689. She had traveled back in time more than three hundred years.

The room seemed to tilt again, and Kate closed her eyes, fighting the wave of
dizziness that threatened to overwhelm her.

“Ye're unwell,” Connor observed, taking a step closer. “Moira said ye had no visible
injuries, but perhaps ye hit yer head.”

“I'm fing,” Kate managed, though she felt anything but. “Just... disoriented.”

Connor studied her for a long moment, his expression unreadable. “Ye said you are
from the new world,” he said finally. It wasn’'t a question.

“Yes,” Kate agreed, seizing on the simplest truth. “I’m along way from home.”

“The colonies,” he said after a moment. “Y € re from the English colonies across the
sea?’



Connor’s expression didn’t change, but something flickered in his eyes. Recognition?
Doubt? It was impossible to tell.

Kate hesitated. What could she say that wouldn't sound completely insane? She
couldn’t tell him she was from the future. He' d think her mad or, worse, a witch. But
she needed some explanation for her strange clothes, her accent, her lack of
knowledge about this time.

Relief flooded through her. Of course. The American colonies existed in 1689, even
if the United States didn’t. “Yes,” she said quickly. “Exactly.”

He didn’t look entirely convinced, but he nodded slowly. “And how did ye come to
be alone in our cemetery, dressed so strangely, with no possessions or companions?”’

That was the question, wasn't it? How had she ended up here? The old woman, the
brooch, the wish... it all seemed like afever dream now, too fantastical to bereal. Y et
here she was.

“l was...” Kate began, then faltered. What could she say? “1 was traveling. There was
astorm. | must have hit my head and... gotten lost.”

It sounded weak even to her own ears, and Connor’s expression made it clear he
didn’t believe her. But to her surprise, he didn’t press the issue.

“We' ve seen no shipwreck,” he said finally, his voice measured. “But we'll search
the shore for debris. If your vessel truly went down nearby, the tide will bring
something to us.”

He uncrossed his arms, clearly done with her. “Y€'ll stay here until ye' re well enough
totravel,” he said instead, his tone making it clear it wasn’t a suggestion.



“Moirawill tend to ye. When ye' re recovered, we can discuss how to return ye to yer
people.”

With that, he turned to go, his plaid swinging with the movement.

“Wait,” Kate called, a sudden panic seizing her at the thought of being left alone in
this strange place and time. “Please?—"

Connor paused at the door, looking back at her with those penetrating blue eyes.
“Rest,” he said, his voice softening dlightly. “Ye're safe here, lass. No harm will

come to ye under my roof.”

Then he was gone, the heavy wooden door closing behind him with a solid thud that
seemed to underscore the finality of her situation.

Kate sank back against the rough pillow, staring up at the stone ceiling.

1689.

She wasin Scotland in 1689, in a castle that would be nothing more than ruins by her
time, speaking to a man who had been dead for centuries.

The weight of her shirt suddenly felt wrong, and she patted the spot where the brooch
should have been. A chill ran through her that had nothing to do with the cold stone

beneath her.

When ye're ready, come back. Stand on the stone, wear the brooch over yer heart,
and make yer choice.

She’ d made her choice, al right.



And now she was trapped in the past with no idea how to get home or if she even
could.
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Chapter Six

T ime travel. Actual, honest-to-goodness time travel. The kind of thing that happened
in movies or books, not to practical, analytical women from Atlanta who worked for
dating apps. Kate stared at the ceiling, trying to make sense of her situation.

A soft knock interrupted her thoughts. The door opened to reveal an older woman
with iron-gray hair pulled back in a severe bun. Her face was weathered but kind,
with deep lines around her eyes that suggested she laughed often.

“Ah, ye're awake,” she said, bustling into the room with a bundle of fabric in her
arms. “I’'m Nessa. | tend to the household here at Bronmuir.”

“Kate Adams,” Kate replied automatically, pushing herself to a sitting position. Her
head still throbbed dully, but the dizziness had passed. “Thank you for taking care of

me.

Nessa set the bundle on the foot of the bed. “The laird would like ye to join him when
ye're dressed. I’'ve brought ye some proper clothes.” She eyed Kate's jeans and
sweatshirt with undisguised curiosity. “Though I’ ve never seen the like of what ye're
wearing. Isthat how all lasses dressin the colonies?’

“Not exactly,” Kate hedged. “It’s, um, practical for traveling.”

Nessa made a noncommittal sound, the look on her face suggesting that Kate might
aswell run around naked. “Well, ye'll want something more... suitable. Here.”



She shook out the bundle, revealing a simple linen shift, a woolen dress in a faded
blue, and various other items Kate couldn’t immediately identify.

“1 can dress myself,” Kate said quickly when Nessa moved to help her.

The older woman raised an eyebrow. “As ye wish. Though ye'll need help with the
laces.”

Left aone, she examined the clothing with growing dismay. No zippers, no buttons,
just laces and ties.

With a shrug, she popped the last two Life Savers candy in her mouth and tossed the
telltale wrapper in the fire in the hearth.

The shift was straightforward enough, a ssimple linen garment that slipped over her
head. The stockings were thin and delicate, requiring care as she rolled them up her
legs, and the leather shoes pinched uncomfortably at the toes. The dress, however,
was another matter. After several minutes of struggling, she had to concede defeat.

When Nessa returned, she didn't comment on Kate's failure, just efficiently helped
her into the dress, tightening the laces at the back.

“There now,” Nessa said, stepping back to survey her work. “Y€'ll do. The dressisa
bit large, but it will serve until we can make ye something proper.”

Kate looked down at herself. The dress was indeed loose, hanging awkwardly on her
frame, but it was clean and warm. The woolen fabric was rougher than anything she’'d
ever worn, scratching slightly against her skin. She went to the ceramic washbasin on
a nearby stool that was filled with cool water, splashing her face before undoing her
braid, and running a wooden comb through her tangled hair. With practiced fingers,
she wove her dark strands back into a simple braid, though a few wisps refused to



stay pui.

“Um,” Kate stammered, her cheeks flushing. “Isthere a... bathroom | could use?’
Nessa' s brow furrowed in confusion before understanding dawned on her face.

“Ah, the privy. Follow me.”

She led Kate down a narrow stone corridor to a small chamber jutting from the keep’s
outer wall. A wooden bench with a hole cut into it stretched across the space,

positioned over a deep shaft that dropped straight down the castle wall.

The room was cold and drafty, with only a narrow dlit window providing dim light. A
bucket of ash sat in the corner, used in place of modern paper.

The pungent smell made Kate's nose wrinkle, but she quickly did her business and
hoped she' d find her way home soon. Back to hot showers and running water, not to

mention electricity.

Emerging from the privy, she found Nessa waiting. “Thank you,” she said, surprised
by how genuine the words felt. “1 appreciate your kindness.”

Nessa's expression softened dlightly. “Y e ve had a shock, that much is clear. The
laird wishes to speak with ye now, if ye're able.”

Kate nodded, fighting down a flicker of nervousness. Connor had been intimidating
enough the first time she’ d encountered him.

But what choice did she have?

The woman bustled down stone corridors lit by torches and the occasional narrow



window. The castle was a maze of passageways, stairs, and small rooms, all built of
the same solid gray stone. With a jolt, Kate realized to these people the castle was
simply home, not atourist attraction.

They descended a narrow spiral staircase and emerged into alarge hall. A fire roared
In a massive hearth at one end, filling the space with warmth and flickering light. It
might be June, but it was cold inside the stone keep. Then again, she was used to the
heavy humid air of Atlanta.

Long wooden tables lined the sides of the room, though they were empty now. At the
far end, on a dlightly raised dais, sat a single chair, currently occupied by the man
himself, Connor MacL eod.

He was speaking to a young man who stood beside the chair, gesturing with one hand
as he made some point. The young man nodded, then noticed their approach and
murmured something to Connor, who looked up.

Those intense blue eyes fixed on her, and she felt a strange flutter in her stomach that
had nothing to do with fear. In the better light of the hall, she could see him more
clearly. His dark hair was pulled back from his face, revealing strong features that
seemed carved from stone. He wore alinen shirt open at the throat and the same plaid
draped over one shoulder that she’d seen earlier. A sword hung at his side, an actual,
honest-to-goodness sword.

“Leave us,” he said to the young man, who nodded and retreated to the far end of the
hall. “Nessa, wait nearby. The lass may have need of ye.”

Nessa curtseyed slightly and withdrew, leaving Kate standing alone before the dais.

For a long moment, he simply studied her, his expression unreadable. Kate forced
herself to meet his gaze steadily, though her heart was hammering in her chest.



“Yelook more yourself,” he said finally. “The clothes suit ye.”

“Thank you,” Kate replied, unsure if it was actually a compliment. “And thank you
for your hospitality.”

Connor leaned forward dlightly, resting his elbows on his knees. “Now, perhaps ye
can tell me who ye truly are and how ye came to be in my graveyard.”

Kate swallowed hard. She’'d been thinking about this since waking. What could she
possibly say that wouldn't sound insane?

“My name is Kate Adams,” she began, sticking to the truth as much as possible. “I’'m
from... the colonies, as you said. | was traveling when | was separated from my
companions.”

Connor’s expression didn’t change, but something in his eyes suggested he didn’t
believe her. “And how did ye come to be alone, without guardsmen, a companion,

provisions or proper clothing, wandering in MacL eod territory?’

“l got lost,” Kate said, which was true enough. “I don’'t remember exactly how |
ended up in your cemetery. | think | might have hit my head.”

“Y e were wearing the strangest garments I’ ve ever seen,” Connor observed. “Not the
dress of any colony | know of.”

Kate's mind raced. “They’re... practical for travel. Where I'm from, women dress
differently.”

“Indeed.” Connor’stone was dry. “And where exactly is that? Which colony?’

“Massachusetts,” Kate said, the first colonial name that came to mind. “Near



Boston.”

Connor nodded slowly. “And what brought ye to Scotland? A woman traveling alone
IS most unusual.”

“I wasn't alone,” Kate insisted. “I was with... friends. We were separated in the
storm.” The lieswere piling up, but what choice did she have?

“A storm,” Connor repeated. “Yet we've had fair weather these past days, and no
word of any ship foundering on our shores.”

Heat crept up her neck. “1 don’t know what to tell you. | was traveling, there was a
storm, and then | woke up in your cemetery.”

Connor stood suddenly, descending the two steps from the dais to stand directly
before her. He was even taller than she' d realized, towering over her by nearly afoot.

“Ye're hiding something,” he said, voice low and intense. “I can seeit in your eyes.
What isit ye're not telling me?’

Kate took an involuntary step backward. “I’ ve told you everything | can.”
It wasn't adirect lie, but it wasn't the whole truth, either. How could she tell him she
was from the future? That in histime, his castle was a ruin, and he had been dead for

centuries?

Connor's eyes narrowed. “Are ye a spy? Sent by the MacDonalds or the
McKinnons?’

“What? No!” Kate exclaimed, genuinely shocked. “I don't even know who those
people are!” Well, she did know a rat with the last name MacDonald, who was from



Skye... damn the cheating, lying bastard to hell.

“They’'rerival clans,” Connor said shortly. “And we're in the midst of troubled times.
King James flees while William and Mary take the throne. The Highlands are divided
in their loyalties.” He paused, studying her reaction. “And what of the war? The
French and their Indian allies have been causing trouble in the colonies for years
now. Surely ye' ve felt its effects?”

Kate's mind went blank. War with the French in America? Around the late sixteen
hundreds? She cursed herself for texting through history classes, preferring to analyze

relationship patternsin literature instead of memorizing dates and conflicts.

“1... my family lives in the countryside far from the fighting,” she stammered, hoping
her answer was plausible.

Connor’s expression hardened. “Strange that a colonial woman would be unaware of
a conflict that threatens her homeland.” He stepped closer, his voice dropping. “I
think ye're not who ye clam to be at all.”

“I’m not aspy,” sheinsisted, her heart racing. “I’m just... lost.”

Connor studied her face for a long moment, seeming to weigh her words. Finaly, he
stepped back.

“l don’t believe you're telling me everything,” he said, “but | don’t think ye're a spy
either. Yelack the guilefor it.”

She wasn't sure whether to be relieved or offended.

“For now, ye'll remain at Bronmuir as my guest,” Connor continued. “Until we can
determine the truth of your story and find a way to return ye to your people. If they



truly exist?’

“They exist,” Kate said firmly, though of course they wouldn’t be born for centuries.
Her parents and sister wouldn’t be worried yet. They knew she’ d gone to Scotland, so
they wouldn’t expect to hear from her until she returned. But when she didn’t... they
would be frantic. She swallowed hard. Not the time to worry about something you
can’'t do anything about , she told herself. Figure out how to get home first.

Connor’ s mouth quirked in what might have been the ghost of a smile. “We shall see.
In the meantime, y€'ll be given quarters and clothes, and the freedom of the keep,
under supervision, of course.”

“You're kegping me prisoner?’ Kate asked, her voice rising slightly.

“I"'m offering ye shelter and protection,” Connor corrected. “Would you prefer | turn
ye out to fend for yerself? A woman alone in the Highlands wouldn’t last a day.”

He had a point, and she knew it. Whatever had happened to her, however she had
ended up here, Bronmuir Keep was probably the safest place for her at the moment.

“No,” she conceded. “Thank you for your... hospitality.”

Connor nodded, apparently satisfied. “Y €|l dine with me tonight. Perhaps with food
and wine, you will remember more about how ye came to be here.”

It wasn't arequest, and Kate didn’t treat it as one. “ Of course.”
“Nessa,” he called, and the older woman reappeared from wherever she had been

waiting. “Show Mistress Adams to the east chamber and see that she has everything
she needs.”



“Aye,” Nessasaid, with asmall curtsey.

“Until tonight,” Connor said to her, inclining his head dlightly before turning back to
talk to two men that had approached from the right.

Dismissed, Kate followed Nessa from the hall, feeling the gaze of the people on her
back the entire way.

The east chamber proved to be a smaller room than she’d spent the night in, but it
looked comfortable with a narrow bed, a chest, chair, and a small table. A tiny
window looked out over the courtyard, offering a glimpse of the bustling life of the
castle below.

“The room you were in last night is for guests. This will be yer chamber while ye're
here,” Nessa said, gesturing around the room.

“There’'s water in the pitcher for washing, and I'll see to clothes later.” The woman
paused. “It would be best to put your... your traveling garments in the chest here by
the bed. People talk.”

She got it. Rarely were women who were deemed different treated well in the past,
that much had stuck from ancient history classes.

“Thank you,” Kate said, sinking into the bed. “Nessa... What’s happening? With the
king, I mean. Connor mentioned something about it.”

Nessa's expression grew guarded. “Ye truly don’t know? Where have ye been these
past months?’

“I"ve been... in the colonies. News travels slowly,” Kate said lamely. “Please, I'd like
to understand.”



The housekeeper sighed. “King James fled to France last year, and William and Mary
were crowned in his place. But many in the Highlands remain loyal to James,
especially those of the Catholic faith. There' s unrest throughout Scotland.”

“And the MacL eods? Where do they stand?’

“They have not declared for one side or the other as of yet, but they will declare for
James, I'm sure of it. The laird’s father, Hamish, was murdered by the MacDonalds
three months past.” Nessa's voice dropped to a near whisper. “Ambushed while
returning from a neighboring clan gathering. ' Twas a cowardly act, even for those
treacherous dogs.”

“I"'m sorry,” Kate said, genuinely sympathetic. “ That must be difficult for Connor.”

Nessa gave her asharp look. “Y e speak familiarly of thelaird.”

“1 didn't mean to,” Kate said quickly. “I just... he told me his name.”

“He is Laird MacLeod or Himself to ye,” Nessa corrected, though her tone was
gentle. “Mind yer place, lass. You're astranger here, and these are dangerous times.”

She nodded, chastened, making a mental note to pay attention and try to fit in. “I
understand. Thank you for explaining.”

The woman seemed to soften dlightly. “Ye seem a decent enough lass, despite your
strange ways. Rest now, ye're pale as the moon and need sleep. I'll return to fetch ye
for supper.”

Left alone, she moved to the window, looking out at the courtyard below. Men and
women moved about their daily tasks. Carrying water from the well, tending to
livestock, mending tools. It was like watching a living history exhibit, except this was



real. These people weren't actors though, they were simply living their lives. 1689. It
was crazy, but here she was.

Kate touched the spot where the brooch had been. Without it, how could she possibly
get back to her own time? Would standing on the stone at the chapel work without the
brooch?

A wave of despair washed over her. What if she was stuck here forever? No
electricity, no running water, no antibiotics, none of the comforts and safety nets of
modern life. Just endless days of scratchy wool dresses and suspicious glances from a
man who was supposed to be long dead. A knock at the door interrupted her thoughts.

“Comein,” she called, turning from the window.

A young woman entered, carrying a basin of steaming water. She was perhaps
thirteen or fourteen, with afreckled face and red hair tucked under a ssmple cap.

“For washing, mistress,” she said, bobbing a curtsey as she set the basin on the table.
“Mistress Nessa sent me to seeif ye needed aught else.”

“No, thank you,” Kate said, smiling at the girl. “What’ s your name?’

“Aileen, mistress,” the girl replied, looking surprised at being asked. “I’m one of the
kitchen maids.”

“Thank you, Aileen,” Kate said warmly.

The girl curtseyed again and turned to go, then paused at the door. “Is it true what
they’re saying? That ye fell from the sky into the graveyard?’

Kate suppressed asmile. “Not exactly. | got lost and ended up there.”



Aileen looked disappointed. “Oh. Well, that’s not nearly as exciting as what Rob’s
been telling everyone.”

“Who's Rob?”’

“One of the stable lads. He says ye're afairy woman come to grant the laird a wish.”
Aileen’s eyes widened. “Areye?’

“No,” Kate said firmly. “I’m just alost traveler.”

Aileen looked skeptical, but nodded. “If ye say so, mistress. Supper will be served at
sunset. Nessawill comefor ye.”

After the girl left, she sank back onto the bed, laughing despite herself. A fairy
woman? Well, it was better than being accused of witchcraft, which she’d half-
expected and seriously was no laughing matter. Women didn’t speak their minds, so
she’ d have to be careful in what she said and did in order to fit in.

Her amusement faded as she considered her situation. She was trapped in 1689
Scotland with no clear way home, dependent on the goodwill of a man who clearly
didn’'t trust her. And if what she remembered from that guidebook was true, Himself
was living on borrowed time.

Unless, of course, history could be changed.
The thought sent a chill down Kate's spine. What if her presence here already was
changing things? What if every word she spoke, every action she took, altered the

course of events?

And if that were true, could she save Connor from hisfate?



The question lingered in her mind as she washed, dipping the rag in the basin of
warm water, trying to prepare herself for whatever the evening might bring. One
thing was certain, dinner with the laird promised to be anything but dull.



Page 7

Source Creation Date: August 8, 2025, 3:51 pm

Chapter Seven

C onnor leaned against the battlements, gaze fixed on the strange woman who paced
the courtyard below. A fortnight had passed since she had appeared in the graveyard,
and still he had no notion of what to do with her. Kate Adams. Even her name was
peculiar.

She moved with purpose, her steps quick and determined as she walked the perimeter
of the yard. Her strange garments had been replaced with a simple gown, though she
still wore those odd leather shoes she'd arrived in, saying the ones he' d provided hurt
her big feet. He'd had to hide his smile as the lass did have overlarge feet. He turned
and grinned, admiring her rather fetching backside.

“Still watching her, are ye?’ Ewan appeared at his side, a knowing smirk on his face.
He straightened. “1’m observing a potential threat.”

“Avye, she looks terribly threatening.” Ewan’s voice dripped with sarcasm.

“A wee dlip of alass who doesn’'t even know how to sew, cook, tend afire or milk a
cow.” He scratched at his chin.

“1 could understand if she were from a noble family, but her speech.” He made aface.
“She swears like asailor. That’s no anoble lass.”

“ She speaks strangely,” Connor agreed, his eyes narrowing. “And she has knowledge
no woman should possess.”



Y esterday, he’'d overheard her discussing battle tactics with young Fergus, offering
insights about flanking maneuvers that had the lad wide-eyed with wonder. She'd
given the boy clever advice about how to outmaneuver the older lads who'd tossed
him in the cesspit. Something about using their size against them and staying
downwind. What woman knew of such things?

“Perhaps she’'s a spy for the MacDonalds,” Ewan suggested, though his tone made
clear he thought the idearidiculous.

“Mayhap.” Connor wasn't convinced of it himself. If the MacDonalds wanted to
place a spy in his midst, they’d have chosen someone who could blend in, not a
woman who drew every eye with her strange manner of speaking and her complete
ignorance of basic household tasks.

Below, Kate had stopped her pacing and was now examining a patch of herbs in
Moira's garden. She crouched down, touching the plants with careful fingers, her
head tilted in concentration. The morning sun caught her chestnut hair, highlighting
strands of gold that hadn’t been visible in the dim light of the hall.

“She’ s bonny enough,” Ewan commented. “For an English lass.”

“She claims to be American,” Connor corrected automatically, then frowned at
himself for the defense.

“American?’ Ewan’s brow furrowed. “Y ou mean from the colonies?’
“Aye. Did ye hear what the lass said this morn?’ Connor asked. “ Said she missed hot
running water. Then she coughed and asked wee John about horses. Mistress Kate is

rather strange.”

Ewan nodded. “Aye, and her manner of speech is peculiar. Uses words I've never



heard before.” He paused, glancing at Connor. “Might she be afairy?’

“Nay. Touched in the head is more like.” Connor frowned, watching Kate navigate
between the busy workers below. There was something different about her,
something he couldn’t quite place. Either she was mad or... well, he wasn't sure what
the alternative might be. Yet when she spoke, there was a clarity in her eyes that
didn’t match with madness.

“She’s hiding something,” he said finaly. “Of that I’m certain.”

“Will ye keep her, then?’ Ewan asked, interrupting Connor’ s thoughts.

“She’s not a stray dog to be kept or cast out,” Connor replied, though in truth, that
was exactly the decision he faced. “ She has nowhere to go, by her own admission.”

“Aye, 'tis summer. The crossing to the mainland will be easier now with calmer seas.
We could arrange passage on a ship to the colonies,” Ewan suggested. “ Though she’'d
need an escort and companion for propriety’s sake.”

Connor rubbed his jaw in frustration. “Any word of shipwrecks along the coast? Or
vessels running aground?’

“None,” Ewan replied, shaking his head. “We' ve had scouts checking the shores for
leagues in both directions. No debris, no bodies, nothing to suggest where she might
have come from.”

With Cameron still held captive and the MacDonalds testing their defenses, Connor
couldn’'t spare a single warrior or servant for such a journey. Even if he could find
someone willing to make the months-long voyage, the cost would drain resources the
clan desperately needed.



“She may stay until we can determine her true purpose,” he decided. “But she'll earn
her keep.”

Ewan snorted. “Doing what? She nearly burned down the kitchen yesterday trying to
make porridge.”

He winced at the memory. The entire keep had filled with acrid smoke, and Nessa
had banned Kate from the kitchens thereafter.

“She can...” He searched for a task she might manage without disaster. “She can
mend garments.”

“Have ye seen her needlework?’ Ewan raised an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t trust her to
sew a button on my shirt.”

Connor sighed. Kate's attempts at sewing had been pitiful, her stitches crooked and
uneven. She'd pricked her fingers so many times that the cloth had been spotted with
blood, and she'd cursed in a most unladylike manner throughout the entire ordeal.

“Then she'll learn,” he said firmly. “Everyone has a purpose at Bronmuir. She'll find

hers.

Ewan clapped him on the shoulder. “As ye say, laird.” His use of the title was
deliberate, a reminder of his position and responsibility. “I'll leave ye to your...
observations.”

Connor scowled at his friend’ s retreating back. Ewan was too perceptive by half. Yes,
he' d been watching Kate more than was strictly necessary, but it was only to assess
the threat she might pose. It had nothing to do with the way her eyes flashed when
she was challenged, or how her smile transformed her face when she was pleased.



Nothing at al.

The great hall buzzed with activity as servants prepared the midday meal. Connor sat
at the high table, reviewing the inventory of supplies with his steward. The spring
planting had gone well, and the early summer crops showed promise, but with the
MacDonald threat, they needed to ensure they had enough provisions should more
conflict arise.

His concentration broke when Kate entered the hall. She moved differently than the
other women, with a directness that was almost masculine. She didn’t duck her head
or step aside for the men in her path. She expected them to move for her, and
surprisingly, they did.

She caught his eye across the hall and gave a small nod of acknowledgment. No
curtsey, no deference to his position. Just that nod, as if they were equals. It should
have angered him, this lack of proper respect, but instead, he found himself nodding
back.

“My laird,” his steward said, drawing his attention back to the ledger. “About the
plantings?>—"

Shouts erupted from the hearth, drawing everyone's attention. Y oung Willy, one of
the kitchen boys, stood trembling beside an overturned pot, its contents spreading
across the rush-covered floor. His small face had gone white as the cook advanced on
him, brandishing his wooden spoon like a weapon.

“Y e witless fool!” the man’s voice boomed across the hall. “That was meant for the
laird’ s supper!”



Before Connor could step in, Kate had aready positioned herself between the
terrified boy and the cook’ s approaching fury.

“He didn’t mean to,” she said, her voice steady but gentle. “Look at the floor here.
It's uneven. Anyone could have stumbled.”

“He knows better than to carry it without a proper grip,” the cook insisted, trying to
push Kate out of the way.

She held her ground, chin lifted. “He' s just a child. We all make mistakes.”

Her eyes softened as she glanced at Willy. “Let’s get this cleaned up.”

The cook looked at Connor, clearly expecting him to put this presumptuous woman in
her place. Instead, he found himself saying, “The lass is right. No harm done that
can’'t be mended.”

The tension in the hall eased, and the boy gave Kate a look of such gratitude that
Connor felt a twinge of something like admiration. She'd stepped in without
hesitation, defending someone weaker than herself.

As the mess was cleaned up, she knelt beside the boy and spoke quietly to him.
Connor couldn’t hear her words, but he saw the boy’ s shoulders relax, saw the small
smile that crept onto his face. When she ruffled his hair and sent him back to his
duties, the lad went with his head held higher as he followed her out of the hall.

“She has away with the children,” his steward observed.
He grunted noncommittally, but he couldn’t deny the truth of it. The children of the

keep, initially wary of the stranger, had taken to following Kate about like ducklings
after their mother. She made up outlandish stories of metal carriages that moved



without horses and boxes that showed people speaking and moving as if they were
present in the room. Nonsense, of course, but the children were enchanted.

His thoughts were interrupted by a high-pitched scream from outside. Connor was on
his feet in an instant, hand going to the dirk at his belt as he strode toward the door.
The sound came again, a child sterrified cry, and he broke into arun.

Outside the keep, chaos reigned. People were shouting and pointing toward the
millpond, where little Morag, the blacksmith’s daughter, thrashed in the water.

Connor sprinted toward the pond, but he was too far away. Morag's head disappeared
beneath the surface, and his heart lurched painfully in his chest. Then a blur of
movement caught his eye. Kate, running faster than he’'d ever seen a woman move,
skirts hiked up past her knees as she ran.

Without hesitation, she plunged into the water, fully clothed. For a moment, both she
and Morag were gone from sight, and the world seemed to hold its breath. Then Kate
surfaced, the child clutched against her chest, both of them gasping for air.

He reached the pond's edge as Kate swam toward the shore, her gown plastered to
her body, her hair streaming with water. She handed Morag to her father, who had
arrived just behind Connor, his face ashen with fear.

“She’'sall right,” Kate panted. “ Just scared and cold.”
The blacksmith clutched his daughter to his chest as the lass cried, murmuring
prayers of thanks. Around them, the gathered crowd exhaled collectively, relief

papableinthe air.

Connor reached down and lifted Kate by the arms, helping her up the slippery bank.
She was shivering, her skin cold to the touch, but her eyes were clear and steady as



they met his.

“You can swim,” he said, unable to keep the surprise from his voice. Few women in
the Highlands could swim, few men, for that matter. The water was too cold, the skill
rarely needed, not to mention the water spirits.

“My parents taught me when | wasllittle,” she replied, teeth chattering.

He swept her into his arms in one fluid motion, ignoring her startled gasp and
subsequent protests as he cradled her against his chest, her sodden clothes soaking
through his shirt.

“Put me down! | can walk perfectly fine,” Kate insisted, though her trembling
betrayed how cold she truly was.

“Aye, and leave atrail of water through the entire keep?’ He tightened his grip as she
squirmed. “Be still, lass.”

Connor was acutely aware of the clan’'s eyes following them as he strode back
through the gates toward the keep, their daily tasks forgotten in favor of this
unexpected spectacle. He could feel the heat of her blush against his neck, though
whether from embarrassment or their proximity, he couldn’t tell.

“Nessa,” he called out to the housekeeper, who was already hurrying to keep pace
with his long strides as he carried Kate through the great hall. People stopped their
tasks to stare at their laird carrying the dripping woman, but Connor paid them no
mind as he took the stairstwo at atime.

“See that she’ s given dry clothes and warmed properly.”

Only when he reached Kate's chamber did he set her down, stepping back quickly as



Nessa bustled in behind them.

Ewan waited at the bottom of the stairs, arms crossed and wearing a knowing smirk
that he chose to ignore.

“Not aword,” Connor warned as he descended.

Ewan raised his hands in mock surrender. “1 said nothing, my laird.”

“Your face says plenty.” Connor strode past him, heading back to the hall. He needed
to finish the inventory, to focus on the practical matters of running the clan. He did
not need to think about the way Kate had looked with water glistening on her skin, or

the courage it had taken to dive into the pond without a moment’ s hesitation.

He did not need to think about her at all.

Night had falen, and the keep was quiet. Connor sat alone in his study, a cup of
whisky in hand, staring into the flames of the hearth. The events of the day played
through his mind, particularly Kate' s rescue of young Morag.

A soft knock at the door roused him from his thoughts.

“Enter,” he called, expecting Ewan with some matter of clan business.

Instead, she stood in the doorway, wearing a clean gown with her hair still damp but
neatly braided. She looked uncertain, hovering at the threshold.

“May | speak with you?’ she asked.



Connor gestured to the chair opposite him. “Comein.”

She closed the door behind her, improper, but he didn’t comment on it, and took the
offered seat. For a moment, she said nothing, just stared into the fire as if gathering
her thoughts.

“1 wanted to thank you,” she finally said.

Connor frowned. “For what?’

“For letting me stay. For not throwing me out when | can't even cook a simple meal
without nearly burning down your home.”

A small smile played at the corners of her mouth.

“I know I"'m not exactly earning my keep.”

“You saved Morag today,” he pointed out. “That’s worth more than any number of
perfectly cooked meals.”

She looked up, surprise evident in her expression. “You'’ re not what | expected.”

“And what did you expect?’

“l don’'t know. From the stories I’ ve heard about Highland lairds, | thought you'd be
more...” She gestured vaguely.

“Barbaric?’ he supplied dryly.

She had the grace to look embarrassed. “ Something like that.”



He leaned back in his chair, studying her. In the firelight, with her guard down, she
looked younger, more vulnerable. Not at all like a spy or athreat.

“You're not what | expected either,” he admitted.

“No?’ Her brow arched. “And what did you expect?’

“I"m not certain.” Hetook a sip of hiswhisky, considering. “Not someone who would
dive into a pond without thought for her own safety. Not someone who would stand
up to the cook to protect alad she barely knows.”

A comfortable silence fell between them, broken only by the crackling of the fire.
Connor found himself relaxing in her presence, the wariness he usually felt around

her easing.

“I still don't know what to make of you,” he said at last. “A woman from the
colonies, traveling alone.” His tone suggested how improper he found the notion.

“lI know it’s... unusual.” She smoothed her skirts, a gesture he was beginning to
recognize as Nervousness.

“But sometimes circumstances leave us little choice.”

“And what circumstances brought you here?” He couldn’'t keep the suspicion from
hisvoice. “Why did you |eave the colonies?’

She met his gaze steadily. “Loss. Change. A need to start fresh.”

“Your family?’ he asked, the question careful, measured.

“Gone.”



“No husband?’ The question escaped before he could consider its propriety.

Her chin lifted dightly, then faltered. “I’'m... I'm a widow,” she said, the words
coming out awkwardly, asif she were trying them on for the first time.

Connor caught the hesitation, the slight tremor in her voice that betrayed the lie. Still,
he found himself relieved at her answer, false though it might be. A widow would be
far more acceptable to house here at the keep than an unwed maiden. The clan would
gossip either way, but at least with awidow, propriety could be maintained.

“l see,” he said, choosing not to challenge her deception. “And how long have you
been...” He let the question trail off.

“Long enough,” she replied firmly, her composure returning. “Though | fail to see
how that’ s relevant to my staying here.”

He found himself fighting back a smile at her spirit. Even in her obvious discomfort,
she maintained her defiance.

“You may stay at Bronmuir,” he said, the decision crystallizing in his mind. “For as
long as you need.”

Relief washed over her face. “Thank you. | was supposed to stay with a cousin in
Edinburgh. A distant relation on my mother’s side. But | received word just before
leaving that she’ d passed from fever.”

Kate's voice softened. “By then, it was too late to change my journey. | promise I'll
learn to be useful here. | can?—"

He held up a hand, stopping her. “We'll find what you're good at. Everyone has a
place here.”



She nodded, rising from her chair. “I should let you rest. It's been along day.”

“Good night, Mistress Adams,” he said softly, standing.

She paused at the door, looking back at him. “Good night.”

After she left, Connor remained standing, staring at the closed door. The woman was
a mystery, one he wasn't sure he should try to solve. She disrupted the orderly
running of his keep, chalenged his authority, and carried herself with a confidence
that both intrigued and unsettled him.

And yet, when Morag had almost drowned, Kate hadn’t hesitated. She’'d acted with
courage and decisiveness, risking herself for a child she barely knew. That wasn't the
action of a spy or someone with ill intent.

It was the action of someone with honor.

Connor returned to his chair and whisky, watching the flames dance in the hearth.
Whatever Kate was... from the colonies, a spy, or smply a lost soul, she was now

under his protection. And a MacL eod always protected his own.

Even when his own good sense told him that he might come to regret it.
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Chapter Eight

T wo weeks. She'd been stuck in the past for a little over two weeks. Kate wasn't
going to lie, it had been difficult, especially for someone who was used to speaking
her mind. But as the days passed, she found herself growing accustomed to the
rhythm of life in the late seventeenth century, though “accustomed” was perhaps too
strong aword. “Less shocked” might be more accurate.

It might be mid June but with the clouds, every other day rain, and wind off the
ocean, it was cold. If she had to guess, she'd say it was in the mid-fifties. Nessa had
three dresses and underthings made for her. Today, Aileen had helped her put on the
simple linen shift and a woolen kirtle in a deep forest green that laced up the front.
The fabrics were rougher than anything she’d worn before, but she had to admit they
were surprisingly comfortable. And warm, which was essential in a stone castle that
sat on acliff by the ocean.

When she descended the narrow spiral staircase, Kate found the hall bustling with
activity. Women carried baskets of freshly baked bread, men discussed the day’s
tasks, and children darted between them, somehow avoiding a collision through some
sixth sense Kate couldn’t fathom.

“Ah, there you are,” called a serving woman, waving her over. The woman was
directing a group of younger girlsin setting up trestle tables. “ Sleep well, did ye?’

“Surprisingly, yes,” Kate answered, which was mostly true. The bed, a straw-filled
mattress on a wooden frame, was nothing like her memory foam at home, but
exhaustion had been an effective sedative.



“Would you help with the bread?’ the servant asked, gesturing to where several
women were slicing thick loaves.

Kate nodded, grateful for something to do. Standing around feeling useless wasn’t her
style, and keeping busy helped distract her from the impossible situation she found
herself in.

As she worked alongside the women, Kate listened to their conversation, picking up
fragments about clan matters. They spoke in a mix of Gaelic and heavily accented
English, switching between the two to include her in the conversation.

“... third rad this month...”

“... poor Hamish, God rest him...”

“...thelaird carries too much on his shoulders now...”

A younger woman, Bonnie, sighed heavily. “My cousin says the MacDonalds are
demanding twice the usual tribute for Cameron’s return.”

“Aye, and that’s not all,” added a woman with fiery red hair, leaning in closer. “I
heard they want the MacL eod Brooch itself. They say they’ |l exchange him for it and
a pledge of allegiance to King James.”

Gasps erupted from the circle of women, their hands momentarily stilling on their
work.

“The brooch?’ another woman scoffed, though Kate noticed her face had paled
dightly. “Dougal MacDonald reaches too far. No MacLeod would ever surrender
such atreasure.”



“What brooch?’ Kate asked, curious about their reaction. “What does it |ook like?”

Could it be the same one the old woman had given her?

The women exchanged glances, and an uncomfortable silence fell over the group.

“’Tis just an old family heirloom,” the woman said dismissively, returning to her
mending with renewed vigor. “Nothing that would interest an outlander such as
yourself.”

Nessa cleared her throat. “Enough gossip for one day. These linens won't mend
themselves.”

Kate nodded, but her thoughts were scattered. She needed to see it for herself. If the
stones in the brooch matched the one she'd been given in the cemetery, perhaps it
might hold the key to sending her back to her own time. Kate made a silent
resolution. Somehow, she would find away to get her hands on the brooch.

Instead of asking more about the brooch, she focused on cutting even dlices of bread.
It was harder than it looked.

Nessa appeared at Kate's side, startling her. “You're doing that wrong,” she said
bluntly.

“What'swrong with it?’ Kate looked down at the bread she’ d been dlicing.

“Too thin. We're not feeding birds here.” Nessa took the knife and demonstrated,
cutting pieces nearly twice asthick as Kate's. “Like this.”

“Right. Sorry.” Shetook the knife back, mimicking Nessa' s technique.



As the morning progressed, Kate found herself assigned to increasingly simple tasks,
which she suspected was due to her obvious incompetence at most household chores.
By midday, she was relegated to carrying water from the well. Physical labor, but
requiring minimal skill.

On her third trip back with filled buckets, she nearly collided with Connor as he
strode into the courtyard.

“Careful,” he said, steadying her with a hand on her arm.

The touch sent an unexpected jolt through her, and water sloshed over the rim of one
bucket. She stepped back quickly. “Sorry. | didn’'t see you.”

Connor eyed the buckets. “Nessa has put you to work, | see.”

“l volunteered,” she said, which wasn't entirely true, but sounded better than
admitting she'd been demoted to water carrier after proving useless at everything
else.

A hint of amusement crossed his face. “Did you, now?”’

“1 don't like sitting idle.” Kate shifted the buckets, which were growing heavier by
the second. “And | thought it might help me... fitin.”

Connor studied her for a moment. “Walk with me,” he said abruptly. “After you've
delivered the water.”

It wasn't quite a command, but it wasn't exactly a request either. Kate nodded and
continued toward the kitchens, wondering what he wanted to discuss.

When she returned to the courtyard, Connor was waiting, his tall figure silhouetted



against the stone archway, muscled arms on display. He gestured for her to follow
him, and they walked in silence until they reached a small garden tucked against the
inner wall of the keep. It was a humble space, with hardy herbs and afew flowers, but
it offered a measure of privacy.

“You'’ ve been asking questions,” Connor said without preamble.

Kate tensed. “I’ ve been trying to understand where | am. Is that a problem?’

“It depends on what you're trying to understand.” Connor’'s gaze was direct,
assessing. “My people say you're curious about our troubles with the MacDonalds.

About my brother.”

She sighed. Of course, the women had reported her eavesdropping. “1 wasn't prying.
Not intentionally. People talk, and | listen.”

“Why does it interest you?’

“Because I'm here,” Kate said smply. “Because whatever's happening affects
everyone in this keep, including me, for as long as I’'m stuck here. And because—"
She hesitated.

“Because?’ He prompted.

“Because you look exhausted,” Kate finished honestly. “And I’'m guessing it has
something to do with these troubles | keep hearing about.”

His expression softened dightly. He gestured to a stone bench, and they both sat,
careful to keep a distance between them.

“The clan has faced... difficulties in recent months,” he said after a moment. “My



father was murdered this spring. Cut down by MacDonald steel while defending our
lands.”

“I’'m sorry,” Kate said quietly.

Connor acknowledged this with a slight nod. “The leadership should have fallen to
my older brother Cameron, who had been groomed for it his entire life. But he was
captured during a border skirmish with the MacDonalds just a fortnight after our
father’ s death.”

“They’re holding him for ransom?’

“Aye. A sum we cannot easily pay, especially after a poor harvest.” Connor’'s jaw
tightened. “And my youngest brother, Brodie, who might have helped negotiate, has
been missing these five months past. The MacDonads demand more than just gold.
They want allegiances declared in matters where choosing any side means making
powerful enemies.”

Kate absorbed this. “Missing how?’
“He said he was going to see about a horse. He never returned.” Connor’s voice was
controlled, but Kate could hear the strain beneath it. “Then we received word he was

in Edinburgh, but after that... nothing.”

“That’s alot to deal with all at once,” Kate said, understanding better now the weight
she’d seenin his eyes.

Connor gave a humorless laugh. “ And you haven’t even heard about my sister yet.”

“Elspeth?” Kate asked, remembering a name she’'d caught in the women’'s
conversations.



His eyebrows rose dlightly. “Y ou have been listening carefully.”

She shrugged. “It’s a habit. I’m aresearcher by profession.”

“And what exactly do you research?”’

“People,” she answered, then added with a touch of irony, “I specialize in conflict
resolution and difficult personalities. Which is proving more useful than | expected.”

That earned her a brief smile before Connor’s expression sobered again. “Elspeth is
another... complication. She eloped six months ago with a MacKenzie man. Against
my father’ s wishes.”

“| takeit that’s a problem because...?’

“The MacKenzies have been our rivals for generations,” Connor explained. “Not
enemies, precisely, but not alies, either. My father forbade the match. Elspeth defied

him.

“And now?’

“Now she lives with her husband's clan, and my father went to his grave
unreconciled with his only daughter.”

Connor’ s voice held a complex mix of anger and regret.

“She hasn’t returned, not even for his funera.”

Kate considered this. “Have you invited her back?’

He looked at her sharply. “It’s not that simple.”



“lsn’t it?” She challenged gently. “ She's your sister.”

“She made her choice.” Histone made it clear the subject was closed.

They sat in silence for a moment, the summer breeze rustling the herbs around them.
A question had been forming in Kate's mind since her arrival, and now seemed as
good atime as any to ask it.

“Connor, the old graveyard, where you found me...”

He looked at her with sudden suspicion. “Aye, by the ruins of the chapel. What about
it?’

She chose her words carefully. “I’'m trying to understand how | got here. The last
thing | remember before waking up in your arms was being in that graveyard.”

Connor studied her for along moment, rubbing the stubble on his cheek. “It’ s not far,
just beyond that rise.”

“I"d liketo visit,” Kate said. “Maybe it would help me remember something.”

“It’ s not safe for you to wander alone.”

“I'm not asking to go alone. I'm asking for permission to go with an escort, if
necessary.”

He considered this, then nodded slowly. “I can spare a man to accompany ye
tomorrow, if the weather holds.”

“Thank you.” Kate felt a surge of hope. If she could find the flat stone with the spiral
at the chapel, find the old woman... ask if her brooch was the same as Connor’s



brooch...

“Don’'t thank me yet,” he said, rising from the bench. “The path isn't easy, and I'm
not convinced you'll find what ye' re looking for.”

Kate stood aswell. “I haveto try.”

Something in her voice must have conveyed her determination, because Connor’s
expression softened. “Aye, | suppose you do.” He hesitated, then added, “We all seek
our way home, one way or another.”

The smple statement, tinged with his own longing, caught at her heart. For a
moment, they stood looking at each other, an unexpected connection forming

between them.

Then he cleared his throat and stepped back. “I should return to my duties. And the
cook will be wondering where her water carrier has disappeared to.”

Kate smiled. “I’m probably promoted to vegetable peeler by now.”

“A prestigious position,” Connor said, the corner of his mouth lifting. “Don’t let the
power go to your head.”

The small joke surprised her, and Kate laughed. “I'll try to stay humble.”

The next morning dawned clear and cold. Kate dressed quickly in the warmest
clothes Nessa had provided, including a woolen cloak that smelled faintly of heather
and smoke.



Connor was waiting in the courtyard with a stocky, middle-aged man whose beard
was more gray than brown.

“Thisis Fergus,” Connor said. “He'll accompany you to the old graveyard and back.
He knows the path well.”

Fergus nodded to her, his expression neutral. “We should be off soon, if we're to
return before dark.”

“I"'m ready,” Kate assured him, trying to contain her eagerness.

He handed her a small bundle. “Some food for midday,” he explained. “The path is
longer than you might expect.”

Their fingers brushed during the exchange, and she felt that same strange jolt as
yesterday. She quickly tucked the bundle into the pouch at her waist. “Thank you.”

“Fergus will keep you safe,” Connor said, his eyes serious. “But stay close to him,
and return directly. The weather can change quickly thistime of year.”

Kate nodded. “I will.”

As they set out through the gate, she glanced back to see him watching them, his tall
figure silhouetted against the stone walls of the keep. He raised a hand in farewell,
and she returned the gesture before turning to follow Fergus down the path.

The journey took longer than Kate had anticipated. What had seemed like a short
distance when she was lost and confused turned out to be a winding route through
hills and over streams. Fergus was not much of a talker, answering her occasional
guestions with grunts or single words, which suited her fine. She was too busy
planning what she would do when they reached the graveyard.



Find the stone with the strange spiral marking. Look for the old woman. Go home.

By the time the ancient stone walls of the graveyard came into view, Kate's heart was
pounding with anticipation. This was it. Her chance to find answers. To go home to
her own time.

As they entered through the gate, her heart lifted dlightly at the sight, though it was
still jarring to see everything so different from her first visit. The stone markers stood
proud and new, their inscriptions sharp and clear in the fresh-cut stone. The chapel
was whole, its walls solid and roof intact. It was a far cry from the crumbling ruins
she remembered from her own time.

She searched systematically, walking up and down the rows while Fergus watched
from the shade of an old yew tree. Many of the inscriptions she could read were in
Gaelic or Latin, the letters crisp as if newly carved.

She hesitated, but there was no stone in front of the door as she stepped inside the
chapel, marveling at how different it was from when she'd first seen it in her own
time.

Instead of scattered stones and stubborn weeds, the floor was smooth though there
was an air of neglect about the place. The walls reached up to meet a sturdy timber
roof, and pale light filtered through the windows.

“Looking for something specific?’ Fergus asked, speaking more words at once than
he had all morning.

“I"'m not sure.” Kate shook her head. “It's so beautiful. Why isn’'t the chapel used?
We had services at the keep on Sunday.” Kate asked, noting the thin layer of dust on
the altar.



Fergus shifted uncomfortably. “Too exposed. After the MacDonalds started their
raids, the laird moved services to the keep’'s chapel. Safer that way.” He crossed
himself. “Though some say it’s bad luck to abandon God' s house.”

Kate ran her fingers along the worn stone of awindow ledge. “It seems wrong, letting
It stand empty.”

“Aye, well, better empty than filled with MacDonald warriors lying in wait.”
Fergus' s voice held a bitter edge. “ They’ ve used holy ground for ambush before.”

That explained Connor’s insistence on an escort. She made one final circuit of the
chapel, searching for any sign of the spira stone or the mysterious old woman, but
didn’t find anything. No woman waiting in the shadows, no magical brooch hidden in
acorner. No spiral markings anywhere. Just dust, silence, and the weight of centuries
pressing down on her.

As they made their way back to the keep, Kate scrutinized every woman they passed
on the road, but not a single one was the ancient figure she remembered. She was no
closer to finding her way home than she had been alittle over two weeks ago.

The sun was setting by the time they returned, painting the sky in shades of purple
and gold. Connor stood at the gate, his expression revealing nothing as they
approached.

“Find what you were looking for?’ he asked as she passed through the gate.

She shook her head, feeling the weight of disappointment settle over her. “No. But
thank you for letting me try.”

His eyes softened dlightly. “Sometimes,” he said quietly, “what we're looking for
isn't where we left it.”



She wasn't sure if he was trying to offer comfort or warning her against future
searches. Either way, she was too tired to puzzle it out now. She nodded her thanks
and headed inside, leaving Connor and Fergus to discuss whatever men discussed in
the gathering darkness.

That night, as she lay in her narrow bed listening to the wind howl outside her
window, Kate faced an uncomfortable truth. What if she was stuck here forever? The
old woman, the brooch, the magical stone. None of them seemed to exist anymore.

The thought of being stuck here should have terrified her. Instead, she found herself
wondering what Connor had meant about things not being where we left them.
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Chapter Nine

K ate had seen her share of tense business meetings, but nothing quite compared to
watching a Highland chief try to negotiate his brother’ s release while looking like he
wanted to throw his dirk across the great hall. The vein in Connor’s temple throbbed
as he read the latest message from the MacDonald clan. His jaw clenched so tight she
worried he might crack atooth.

From what she had learned, Connor wasn't engaged and wasn't seeing anyone, soO
either the guidebook was wrong or it hadn’t happened yet? And what if this unknown
MacDonald woman tried to murder him? It wasn't like she could tell him how she
knew what was coming. No, if it looked like a MacDonald woman might enter the
picture, then Kate would figure out what to do.

Seated at a wooden table, the uncomfortable bench making her butt go numb, Kate
stayed to the periphery of the hall as the room buzzed with whispered conversations
and concerned looks. Even Nessa had abandoned her usual brisk efficiency, hovering
near the kitchens and twisting her apron in her hands.

“They ask for more than we can give,” Connor said finally, his voice carrying across
the hall. “The Bronmuir Brooch and three hundred head of cattle.”

Ewan cursed colorfully. “They ken well we don’t have that many cattle to spare.”
This was just like the Jensen merger last spring, one party deliberately asking for the

impossible to see how desperate the other side was. They’d wanted to merge Love
Lasting with Hook Me Up, which was a hook up app, while Love Lasting was a



relationship app. Tak about a bad idea, not that anyone had asked what she'd
thought. The deal had fallen through when the CEO of Hook Me Up hosted a party at
a strip club and was caught on video with two strippers in a compromising position.
His wife was not amused.

Connor crumpled the message in his fist. “They willna have the brooch nor will | let
them bleed us dry.”

“Better the clan’s wealth than Cameron’s blood,” someone muttered from the back of
the hall. “He isthe eldest and should be laird.”

She watched Connor’s shoulders tense at the words. The weight of leadership sat
heavy on him. It was in every line of his body. Part of her wanted to go to him, to
share what she knew about negotiation tactics and finding leverage. But how could
she explain that she'd learned it all in business school and by watching action movies
without raising suspicions?

As she watched him rake his hands through his envy-inducing, thick sun-kissed hair
in frustration, she knew she had to try. His brother’s life depended on it. And maybe
she could help without revealing exactly how she knew what she knew.

Once the hall had mostly cleared out, she approached him. He till sat at the high
table, legs stretched out in front of him, staring at the crumpled message as if it might
suddenly reveal better news.

“You know,” she said casually, settling onto the bench next to him, but keeping a
careful distance, “1 once watched two shepherds argue over grazing rights near my
home.”

The lie felt awkward on her tongue, but she pressed on. “The clever one didn’t focus
on theland at all. He offered something his neighbor needed more.”



Connor’ s blue eyes lifted to meet hers. “ And what has that to do with this?’

Kate caught the scent of him as he turned. Leather, pine, and something distinctly
male that made her pulse quicken. She forced herself to focus. “Maybe the
MacDonalds are asking for the brooch and the cattle because they think that’s what
will hurt you most.” She shrugged, trying to appear nonchalant while her heart raced.
“What if you offered something else? Something they need but can’t easily get?’
“Such as?’

What would a Highland clan value besides livestock? Kate thought quickly. “Grain
for the coming winter? Extra weapons?’ She paused, then added carefully, “Or
perhaps information about their rivals?’

Connor’ s expression sharpened. “Continue, lass.”

“Well, from what I’ ve heard people saying, the MacDonalds have been feuding with
several clans.”

Thank goodness she' d been paying attention to the gossip in the castle.

“Maybe they’ d rather have intelligence about their enemies than a few hundred cattle
they’ d have to feed through the winter. Or the brooch.”

She shrugged. “Y ou could give them afake brooch. Unless they know exactly what it
lookslike...” shetrailed off.

A slow smile spread across Connor’'s face. “Aye, and | happen to know the
MacKinnons are planning to expand their territory in the fall.”

“Information like that might be worth more than cattle.” She could amost see the



wheels turning in his head as he considered the possibility.

He looked at her with new appreciation, a laugh rumbling in his chest. “Are ye
certain you're not Scottish, lass? The brooch is afine idea indeed. They’ve never laid
eyeson it. Might work well in our favor.”

Connor leaned forward, eyes intense. “Tell me, where did you really learn to think
like this?’

Kate's stomach dropped. “My father let me listen in on his business dealings.”

“You're different from any woman I’ve ever known.” He didn’t sound angry, just
curious. Then he laughed. “It would explain why ye are shite at womanly tasks.”

A snort escaped. “Maybe you just haven't known many women,” she deflected,
earning another surprised laugh from him.

“Touché.” He sat back, watching her with that penetrating gaze that made her feel
like he could see right through her carefully constructed story. “Will you help me
draft a response to the MacDonalds?’

“Me?’ Kate squeaked. “ Shouldn’t you ask your advisors?’

“My advisors would have me gather the clan and raid MacDonald lands.” Connor’s
mouth twisted wryly. “I think | prefer your approach.”

And that was how she found herself spending the afternoon helping a Highland chief
compose a counter-offer. She kept her suggestions subtle, phrasing them as questions
rather than direct advice. “What if you mentioned the MacKinnon information first?
Make them really think about what they might be missing? Then grudgingly say you
would give them the brooch?’



“Aye, they will think they are weakening us by taking possession of the brooch.”
Connor nodded, adding a few lines to the message. His handwriting was surprisingly
elegant.

“And here, we'll remind them winter is coming. Cattle need feeding, but
information...” He smiled grimly. “Information can keep a clan safe.”

“Exactly! That's a perfect value proposition,” Kate said enthusiastically, then froze
when Connor looked at her curioudly. “1 mean, it’'sagood... trade... suggestion.”

He frowned dlightly but continued writing.

Kate found herself relaxing as they worked, amost forgetting when and where she
was. This felt familiar. The back-and-forth of negotiation, the strategic planning.
Only the scratching of the quill pen and the occasional blast of cold air through the
hall reminded her she wasn't in her office back in Atlanta.

From across the room, she caught Angus, one of the older clan members, watching
them with narrowed eyes. His gaze was calculating as it moved between her and
Connor. She looked away quickly, pretending not to notice.

“There.” He sat back, looking satisfied. “What do you think?’

She read over the message carefully. It was perfectly crafted, suggesting the trade of
information while hinting at other possibilities, neither accepting nor regecting the
original demands. It left the door open for further negotiation while making it clear
the MacL eods weren’t desperate. “It’s perfect,” she said honestly.

“Thanks to ye.” He rolled up the message and sealed it. “Though | still don’t
understand how you know so much about negotiation.”



Her chest tightened. “I’m observant,” she said lightly. “And | listen more than | talk.”

“Aye, that you do.” He studied her for along moment. “Whatever your secrets, I'm
glad you're here.”

The warmth in his voice made her breath catch. She stood quickly, needing to put
some distance between them before she did something stupid like tell him the truth.
That she was a time traveler. “I should go, | told Moira I’d help her clean the
stillroom.”

“Kate.” His voice stopped her halfway to the door. “Thank ye.”

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak, and fled to Moira's stillroom where she
proceeded to nearly ruin the healer’s carefully dried herbs. She'd found what she
thought were weeds mixed in with the medicinal plants and had tossed them into the
fire. Moira's exasperated sighs when she discovered Kate had burned her prized
feverfew couldn’t dampen her spirits. She’d helped, or at least tried to help. She'd
made a difference, even if it was learning what not to do.

That night, lying in her narrow bed, she smiled up at the darkness. For the first time
since arriving in the past, she felt truly useful. The fact that Connor’s blue eyes and
rare smile kept appearing in her thoughts was just an unfortunate side effect of
spending the day with him. Nothing more.

She rolled over, punching her lumpy pillow into submission. She was here to help
save Cameron and then figure out how to get home. Not to notice how Connor’s
whole face transformed when he smiled, or how his presence filled a room, or how
his voice got deeper when he was thinking hard about something... Not to mention
the accent... and the muscles, and that perfect face.

“Oh, stop it,” she muttered into her pillow. “This is not a fairy tale. You are not



falling for a Highland chief.”

But as she drifted off to deep, she couldn’t quite convince herself she was telling the
truth.
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Chapter Ten

C onnor walked ahead on the narrow deer path, pausing every few paces to ensure
Kate didn’t need assistance. The morning mist clung to the hills, the air crisp and
clean. He'd risen before dawn, restless after another night of troubled dreams about
Cameron. The message to the MacDonalds had been sent, but waiting for their
response left him feeling hollow and useless.

He needed this, a few hours away from the weight of being laird. And for reasons he
couldn’t quite explain, or perhaps didn’t want to examine too closely, he wanted Kate
with him.

The wind whipped around them as Kate plodded up the steep, rocky path. Her boots
dipped on loose stones, sending tiny avalanches tumbling down the hillside. He
suppressed a grin when she mopped her brow with her sleeve, cursing under her
breath.

“Are you certain this mysterious destination is worth al this... exercise?’ She called
out, huffing and puffing.

He turned, brow furrowed in confusion. “ Exercise? What manner of word is that?’

“Oh,” Kate panted. The heather-scented breeze cooled her flushed cheeks. “It’s when
you... move your body to become stronger. Like training, but not for battle.”

Connor’s lips quirked into a half-smile as he watched her navigate the treacherous
ground, her skirts gathered in one hand while the other reached for purchase on the



rocky slope.

“Y e mean to tell me people in Boston move about just to become stronger? With no
purpose?’

“Something like that,” she managed, accepting his hand as he helped her over a
particularly challenging section.

“Not much farther now,” he assured her, his deep voice carrying on the wind.

“You said that an hour ago,” she grumbled, even though a smilelit her face.

“Impatient, are we?’

“Just wondering if you're lost and too proud to admit it.” She released his hand the
moment she was on level ground.

“A MacLeod, lost on his own lands?’ Connor pressed a hand to his chest in mock
offense. “Y ou wound me, lass.”

The path narrowed further as they made their way through the heather-covered hills.
The morning mist clung to the ground, and the scent of peat and wet stone filled the
air around them.

“Mind your step here,” he warned. “The ground’ s treacherous after yesterday’ srain.”

A rather unladylike snort escaped as she said, “Yesterday? It seems like it rains
amost every day.”

Connor shrugged, a smile on his face. “Aye, but today 'tis just a wee mist. Now
yesterday, that was a proper smirr . Though if ye want real rain, ye would like the



dreich . That's when it's gray and dreary and the rain doesna stop. Or there's the
drookit , that’s when ye get so soaked through ye look like a drowned rat. And then
there’ s the stoating , when the rain bounces right off the ground, and the haar , though
that’s more of athick fog that rollsin from the sea...”

“Okay, okay!” Kate laughed, holding up her hands in surrender. “I get it. You Scots
are completely obsessed with the weather.”

The sound reached them before the sight, a soft rushing that grew steadily louder as
they approached. Connor watched her face, waiting for the moment when she would
hear it too. Her head tilted slightly, brow furrowing in concentration.

“Isthat awaterfall?’ she asked.

“Aye.” He gestured for her to follow. “Just around these rocks.”

The path ended abruptly at a curtain of hanging vines. Connor pushed them aside,
revealing the hidden sanctuary beyond. “ After you.”

She stepped through, and he heard her soft gasp of surprise. The sound pleased him
more than he cared to admit.

The pool lay in a small, sheltered hollow, fed by a waterfall that cascaded down
moss-covered rocks. The rain gave way to sunlight slanting through a gap in the
surrounding cliffs, catching in the spray and creating a rainbow that arched across the
crystalline water. Wildflowers dotted the banks, their colors vibrant against the lush
green.

“Connor, it's...” She turned in a slow circle, taking in the secluded beauty. “It's
magical.”



“l found it when | was a lad of ten,” he said, moving to stand beside her. “I was
hiding from my brothers after stealing the last of cook’s honey cakes.” The memory
brought asmileto hislips. “I’ ve never shown it to anyone else.”

She looked at him then, something unreadable in her expression. “Why show me?’

It was afair question, one he'd asked himself, as he’d impulsively invited her on this
morning trek. Why indeed? Because she'd helped him craft the message to the
MacDonalds when his own thoughts had been too clouded by anger? Because she'd
shown more sense and strategy than half his advisors who clamored for war? Or was
it something else entirely, the way her eyes lit up when she solved a problem, how
she spoke her mind without fear, unlike any woman he’' d ever known?

“1 thought you might appreciate it,” he said finally, the words inadequate to his own
ears. “And | wanted to thank you. For your help with the MacDonald message.”

Kate seemed to accept this, turning back to the pool. “ Can we go closer?’

“Of course. Mind your step, the rocks can be slippery.”

They picked their way down to the water’ s edge. Connor found aflat boulder near the
pool and gestured for Kate to sit. He settled beside her, careful to leave a bit of space
between them.

“Thelocals cal this Lochan nan Sithichean ,” he said. “Part of Coire naCreiche.” He
leaned back on his hands, letting the peace of the place wash over him. “Legend says
aspirit dwellsin these waters, one who grants wishes to those pure of heart.”

“Do you believe that?’ Kate asked, her voice softer than usual.

He considered the question. As a boy, he'd certainly believed. Had whispered his



deepest wishes into the pool, hoping the spirit would hear. Asaman...

“1 believe there's magic in the world,” he said carefully. “Not aways the kind from
tales, but magic nonetheless.”

She trailed her fingers through the clear water, creating ripples that expanded
outward. “What kind of magic, then?’

“The magic of a perfect dawn. Of a sword balanced just right in your hand.” He
paused, watching her profile. “Of finding exactly what you need when you least
expect it.”

She looked up then, her eyes catching the light. For a moment, neither spoke, and
Connor felt something shift between them, something as delicate and powerful as the
mist rising from the pool.

“There’ s another part to the legend,” he said, his voice rougher than he intended. “It’s
said that if two people with true hearts come to the pool together, the spirit will bless
their... connection.”

“Connection?’ Kate arched a brow, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

Heat rose to his face. “ Mo chreach , woman, must you make me say it? Their love.
The spirit blesses their love.”

Her smile widened. “I’m just trying to understand the local traditions.”

“My mother brought me here once, told me the stories,” he said, the memory
suddenly vivid. “Said someday | might bring someone special.” He hadn’t thought of
that day in years. His mother’ s gentle voice, her hand smoothing his hair as she spoke
of love and magic.



“You must miss her,” Kate said quietly.

“Aye.” The ssimple word contained volumes. “ She would have liked you, | think. She
had little patience for fools.”

Kate laughed, the sound echoing off the rocks. “Is that a compliment?’

“From a MacLeod? Absolutely.”

She shook her head, still smiling. “Thank you for bringing me here. It's the most
beautiful place |’ ve ever seen.”

“You haven't seen much of Scotland then,” Connor replied automatically, then
regretted his words when her expression clouded.

“No, | suppose | haven't,” she said, looking away.

He cursed himself silently. There was clearly more to her story than she was willing
to share, and his careless words had reminded her of whatever burden she carried.

“Would you like to see the cave behind the waterfall?’ he asked, hoping to recapture
the easy moment they’ d shared.

Her eyeslit up. “There' s a cave?’

“A small one.” He stood and offered his hand.

Thistime, she took it without hesitation.

The path behind the waterfall was narrow and slick with spray. He led the way,
keeping a firm grip on Kate's hand. The roar of falling water filled his ears as they



slipped behind the curtain of white, emerging into the cool dimness of the cave
beyond.

It was smaller than he remembered, barely large enough for both of them to stand
upright. Water dripped from the ceiling, and the walls glittered with embedded
minerals that caught what little light filtered through the falls.

“It'slike being inside ajewel,” Kate said, voice hushed with wonder.

Connor watched her explore the small space, touching the damp walls with reverent
fingers, her face aight with joy. Something twisted in his chest, something
dangerously close to tenderness.

“The clan elders say the cave was formed by the tears of a fairy whose mortal lover
was killed in battle,” he said, leaning against the wall. “ She wept for a hundred years,
and her tears carved out this hollow in the rock.”

Kate turned to him, her expression thoughtful. “Y ou know alot of sad stories.”

“Most Highland tales end in tragedy,” he admitted. “But not all. Some speak of great
love that transcends death itself.” He paused, surprised by his own words. He wasn’t
given to romantic notions, yet here he was, speaking of love and magic like a
lovestruck youth.

“And do you believe in that kind of love?’ Kate asked, her voice barely audible
above the waterfall.

Connor found himself moving closer, drawn by something he couldn’t name. “I don’t
know,” he said honestly. “My parents had it, | think. But I’ ve always had the clan to
think of, my brothersto protect.”



“That sounds lonely,” she said softly.

“At times.” He was close enough now to see the droplets of water clinging to her
eyelashes. “But necessary.”

“Isit?’ Shetilted her face up to his, and for one breathless moment, he thought she
might close the distance between them.

Instead, she stepped back, nearly stumbling on the uneven floor. He reached out
instinctively to steady her, his hands finding her waist. Through the fabric of her
dress, he could fed the warmth of her skin, the dlight tremor that ran through her
body at his touch.

“Kate,” he began, though he wasn’t sure what he meant to say.

“We should go back,” she said quickly, her cheeks flushed. “Before someone notices
we're missing.”

Connor released her, immediately feeling the loss. “ Tha thu ceart ,” he murmured.
“You'reright.”

They made their way back through the waterfall in silence. The morning had grown
warmer, the mist burning off to revea a clear blue sky. He helped her back to the
boulder where they’d sat earlier, noticing how she carefully maintained distance
between them.

Had he imagined the moment in the cave? The way she’'d looked at him, as if seeing
something in him no one else had bothered to look for?

Kate wrung out the hem of her dress, avoiding his gaze. “So, did you ever make
wishes here as a boy? What did you wish for?’



The abrupt change of subject was transparent, but he allowed it. “Many things. To be
the best swordsman in the clan. For my father’s approval.” He smiled ruefully. “For
Cameron to stop hiding my boots.”

She laughed, the tension between them easing dlightly. “Did any of your wishes come
true?”’

“I became a fair hand with a sword,” he conceded. “The rest...” He shrugged.
“Perhaps the fairy found me wanting.”

“1 doubt that,” Kate said, with such sincerity that he felt something catch in his throat.
“Would you like to make awish?’ he asked, gesturing to the pool.

She hesitated, then nodded. “How do | do it?’

“Just close your eyes and think your wish. The spirit will hear.”

Kate turned to the pool, closing her eyes. Connor watched as her lips moved silently,
her expression one of such longing that it made his chest ache. He knew she must be
wishing to return home, back to the mysterious place she came from. The thought

brought an unexpected pang of sadness.

“Ready,” she said finaly, turning back to him. “Don’t you want to know what |
wished for?’

“No,” Connor replied, following Highland tradition. “It won't come true if you tell

me.

As they made their way back around the rocks, a shout met their ears. Ewan appeared
on the path, his expression urgent.



“Connor!” he called. “I’ ve been searching half the morning for you.”

He straightened, instantly alert. “What’ s happened?’

“A message from the MacDonalds.” Ewan handed him a sealed parchment, his eyes
flicking briefly to Kate. “They’ ve responded to our offer.”

The peaceful bubble of the morning shattered. Connor broke the seal, scanning the
contents quickly. His jaw tightened as he read.

“What isit?’ Kate asked, coming to stand beside him.

“They rgject our terms,” he said grimly. “They demand the brooch in exchange for
Cameron’slife. If we don’'t deliver it by sundown tomorrow...” He couldn’t finish the
sentence. The threat against his brother was too terrible to voice aloud.

“What exactly doesit say?’ Kate asked.

His eyes darkened as he translated the Gaelic. “ They claim the brooch is their rightful
property. They’'ll execute Cameron if we don’t surrender it within the fortnight.” He
crumpled the parchment in hisfist. “ They say they have proof it was stolen from their
clan generations ago.”

“They’'re bluffing,” Kate said with certainty. “This is a negotiation tactic. They want
you to panic.”

Ewan made a choking sound. “With respect, mistress, you know nothing of clan
politics.”

“1 know people,” Kate retorted. “And this—" she tapped the parchment, “—is written
by someone who wants you to think they hold all the cards. But they don’'t. Besides,



you planned for this. Y ou have the replica brooch ready.”

He studied her face, finding nothing but conviction there. “What makes you so sure
they’ Il accept it?’

“Look at the language. ‘ The brooch or consequences will be dire.” It's vague. If they
were really going to kill Cameron, they’d be explicit about it.” She handed the
message back to him. “They need him alive as leverage. This is posturing. And they
won’'t know the difference between the real brooch and your copy.”

Ewan looked between them, clearly bewildered by Connor’s willingnessto listen to a
woman'’s assessment of clan warfare. But he had seen the wisdom in Kate's strategy
before, and something in her confidence steadied him now.

“We need to return to the keep,” he said, making his decision. “I want to speak with
the council before we make the exchange.”

As they gathered their things and prepared to leave the sanctuary of the pool, Connor
caught her watching him with an unreadable expression.

“What?' he asked quietly.

“Nothing,” she said, shaking her head. “Just... Don't let fear guide your decision.
That’ s what they want.”

He nodded, grateful for her steady presence despite the turmoil churning inside him.
The peaceful interlude at the pool seemed a lifetime ago now, the almost-moment in
the cave, adream quickly fading in the harsh light of reality.

Y et as they made their way back along the path, he found himself drawing strength
from the memory. From her belief in him. From the magic of the place they’ d shared,



however briefly.

Perhaps the fairy had granted him a wish after all. Not one he’'d made as a boy, but
one his heart had made only recently, without him even knowing.

The wish for someone who saw him clearly, who understood the weight he carried,
who made him feel less alone.
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Chapter Eleven
K ate’'s fingers were numb. She'd been waulking wool for what felt like hours,
though the sun hadn’t moved much in the sky. The rhythmic thumping and singing

helped pass the time, but her shoulders ached. She was seated between Nessa and a
young girl named Mary at the long wooden table where the women worked the wool.

The sharp smell of urine used to clean the wool made her wrinkle her nose. She'd
nearly gagged when Nessa explained what they used, but apparently, it was the best
way to get the lanolin out. Kate had a new appreciation for her washer and dryer.

“Keep the rhythm,” Nessa called out. “We'll never get done at this rate.”

The women began another song, their voices rising and falling as they passed the wet
wool down the table. Shetried to join in, but stumbled over the Gaelic words.

“Here.” Moira passed her aflask. “A wee dram will help loosen your tongue.”

Kate took a sip and immediately started coughing. The whisky burned al the way
down. “That’s... potent.”

The women laughed. Mary patted her back. “You’'ll get used to it.”
Three more passes of the flask and she was feeling much warmer. The Gaelic words

didn't seem quite so difficult anymore. When they finished the current song, she
grinned at her companions.



“Want to learn a drinking song from my...village?’

Nessa frowned, but the other women nodded eagerly.

“99 bottles of beer on the wall, 99 bottles of beer..” Kate started singing,
demonstrating the counting down part.

Soon the women were enthusiastically joining in, though they changed it to “whisky
in the hall.” Their voices grew louder with each verse. She caught sight of Connor
walking past the open door, doing a double-take at the raucous singing. She gave him
alittle wave, feeling bold from the whisky.

He shook his head, but she could have sworn she saw a smile tugging at his lips
before he moved on, his plaid swishing against hislegs as he strode away.

Kate found herself smiling, too. Back home, she'd never done anything like this.
Sitting with a group of women, singing and working together. Her job had her
analyzing relationships from behind a screen, not building them over shared labor and
whisky. There was something oddly comforting about it, despite the aching shoulders
and the disgusting smell.

“Tell us about your village,” Mary asked during a break, her work-roughened hands
smoothing her simple brown wooal kirtle.

Kate paused, mentally scrambling for details about Boston that wouldn't raise
suspicions. These women believed she was from the colonies, Massachusetts
specifically, and she needed to keep her story consistent.

“Boston is... larger than most villages here,” she began carefully. “It sits on a harbor
with many ships coming and going. The streets are laid out near the water, with
houses built close together. Most are made of wood, though some of the wealthier



families have brick homes.”

She thought about what would be relevant to these 17th-century women. “There's a
large market where people trade goods from all over. Fish is plentiful, of course,
being so close to the sea. And there are several churches with tall steeples that you
can see from amost anywhere in town.”

Kate smiled, adding details she recalled from aweekend trip ayear ago. “ The winters
are harsh, with bitter cold winds coming off the water. But spring brings beautiful
flowering trees and summer days that can be quite hot.”

“1 would not want to leave the clan.” Mary pursed her lips. Though only seventeen,
her weathered face and calloused fingers made her appear the same age as Kate, who
had turned twenty-nine back in March. “Do you miss your family?’

Her chest tightened as she adjusted her dove gray dress, the wool itchy against her
skin. The other women wore similar plain dresses in muted browns and grays, with
white linen caps covering their hair, though Kate refused a cap, preferring to braid her
hair to feel the air on her neck.

“Yes, very much.” She took another sip from the flask, letting the whisky’s burn
steady her nerves and lend credibility to the tremor in her voice. “1 lost my husband
nearly two years past.” Kate's fingers tightened around the flask as she wove her tale,
making sure not to deviate from the story she’'d told Connor.

“| was supposed to stay with a cousin in Edinburgh, a distant relation on my mother’s
side. But | received word just before leaving that she' d passed from fever.” Her voice
softened, the genuine loneliness of her situation seeping into her words. “By then, it
was too late to change my journey.”

One of the older women clucked her tongue sympathetically. “Two years awidow, ye



say? Well then, lass, it’'s high time ye found yourself another husband. A bonny thing
like you shouldn’t be aone in the world.”

The scent of fresh bread wafted from the kitchen as the women worked the wool.

“Our laird needs awife,” Mary said with a knowing smile, her eyes twinkling despite
the shadows under them from years of hard work. “He watches you when you' re not
looking.”

“He does not.” She felt her cheeks grow warm, and not just from the whisky. The
other women’ s knowing looks made her face flush even deeper.

“Aye, he does,” several women chimed in, giggling as they continued waulking the
wool, al of the tipsy.

“Back to work,” Nessa ordered, her keys jangling at her waist as she surveyed them
with stern authority, though Kate caught the older woman hiding a smile behind her
hand. The housekeeper’s graying hair was neatly tucked under a spotless white cap,
her black dress marking her higher status among the servants.

As they resumed their work, a pretty girl with black hair joined them, standing next to
Mary, wringing her hands.

“What'swrong?’ Mary asked.

“Nothing. | just...” The girl’seyeswerered as if she'd been crying. “Archie asked me
to walk with him after supper.”

The other women immediately started offering advice and congratulations. She
studied the girl’s face and body language, years of analyzing relationships kicking in
automatically. Isla was nervous but not in the excited way of someone in love. There



was tension in her shoulders, worry in her eyes. And she'd seen the young man,
Archie, had taken his measure afew days ago.

“He' safine catch,” one woman said. “Your father will be pleased.”

“1 suppose...” Islatwisted her apron. “But what if?—"

“He'll break your heart within a fortnight,” Kate said absently, the whisky making
her forget her place. When she realized she' d spoken aloud, she clapped a hand over
her mouth. “I’'m so sorry, | didn’t mean?—"

But it was too late. The women had gone silent, staring at her. Islaburst into tears and
fled the room.

“How dare you say such athing?’ Mary jumped up. “Archieis my brother, and he'sa
good man.”

“lI didn’t... | just...” Kate looked helplessly at Nessa, who was frowning deeply.

“Perhaps you’' ve had enough whisky for one day,” Nessa said firmly. “Go get some
fresh air.”

She stumbled to her feet, mortified. Talk about a big mouth. Kate hurried to the far
corner of the garden, leaning against the cool stone wall. What had she been
thinking? She couldn’t go around casually predicting the end of relationships. These
people aready thought she was strange enough.

But she knew she was right. She’d seen it hundreds of times in her work at Love
Lasting. Archie was the charming young man who rushed into courtship without
really being ready for commitment. And Isla clearly had doubts she was trying to
ignore.



Sure enough, ten days later, Archie was seen kissing the miller’ s daughter behind the
stables. 1sla was heartbroken, but she would recover. Unfortunately, the accuracy of
Kate's prediction had not gone unnoticed.

She heard the whispers as she walked through the keep. Women crossed themselves
when she passed. Some of the servants took to leaving sprigs of rowan on her pillow
as protection against evil.

“Pay them no mind,” Connor told her one evening as they waked along the
battlements. He'd taken to seeking her out more often lately, though she tried not to
read too much into it. “They’ re just superstitious.”

“They think I'm a witch,” Kate said miserably. “All because | have a knack for
seeing when relationships won't work out.”

“Areyou?’ Hisvoicewasteasing. “A witch?’

“No!” She smacked his arm, then immediately pulled back. But somehow it felt
natural with him. “I just... I’ ve seen alot of relationships. | know the signs.”

His expression suddenly turned serious, his brow furrowing as he glanced around to
ensure they were alone. “We should not jest about witchcraft,” he said, his voice
dropping lower. “Such accusations have led women to terrible fates. Even in jest,
such words can take root in fearful minds.”

He was quiet for a moment, looking out over the darkening hills. “How does it work?
This ability of yours?’

Kate hesitated, unsure how to explain her career in dating app analytics to a 17th-
century Highland chief.



“It's not magic,” she said carefully. “I just... observe. People show who they are if
you pay attention. Archie, no offense to Mary’s brother, but he has wandering eyes.
Always looking at the next pretty girl. And Isla, she was nervous, not excited. When
you'retruly in love, there' s joy beneath the nervousness.”

He studied her face, his blue eyesintent. “And can you predict your own heart as well
as others 7’

The question caught her off guard. “No,” she admitted. “I’m terrible at that part.
Always have been.”

“Interesting.” Something flickered in his eyes that made her pulse quicken. “And
what signs do you see for us?’

Kate's heart skipped. “Us?’

“Theclan,” he clarified quickly. “Our future.”

“Oh.” Sheignored the dlight disappointment in her chest. “1’m not actually able to see
the future, you know. | can just tell when two people aren’t right for each other.”

“Like Idlaand Archie?’

“Exactly. He wasn't ready to settle down, and she knew it degp down but was trying
to convince herself otherwise because everyone said they'd be a good match.” Kate
sighed. “I should have kept my mouth shut.”

“Perhaps.” Connor turned to face her, his expression serious in the fading light. “But
you saved her from a worse heartbreak later. Sometimes truth is worth a little
discomfort.”



Kate met his eyes, struck by the warmth there. For a moment, she forgot about the
whispers and the rowan sprigs. She forgot about being trapped in the wrong time. She
just existed in this moment with Connor, feeling strangely at peace.

Then he reached out, hesitantly, and tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear. His
fingers were calloused but gentle, and something about the tenderness of the gesture
made Kate's breath catch. This man who commanded warriors with a single word,
who carried the weight of his clan’s survival on his shoulders, could be so
unexpectedly kind.

A raven cawed overhead, and she jumped, breaking the spell.

“l should goin,” she said quickly. “Thewind is cold.”

“Aye.” There was definitely disappointment in his voice now. “Sleep well, Kate.”

She hurried inside, heart pounding. She had to be more careful, not just with her
predictions, but with her growing feelings for Connor. She didn’t belong here, no
matter how right it felt sometimes.

In her chamber, she found fresh rowan sprigs on her pillow. She gathered them up,
meaning to throw them in the fire, then stopped. Maybe a little extra protection
wasn’'t such a bad thing, even if you didn’'t believe in it. She tucked them under the
bed and crawled under the covers, trying not to think about the way Connor had
looked at her as the sun set.

The irony wasn't lost on her. She could predict everyone else’'s romantic disasters
with eerie accuracy, yet here she was, falling for a man who lived centuries before
she was born. So much for her relationship expertise. Her “gift” was useless when it
came to her own heart, especially when that heart was leading her straight into
impossible territory.



She was definitely in trouble.
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Chapter Twelve

T he wind howled through the stones of Bronmuir Keep like the roof was going to
come crashing down on her head. Rain lashed against the narrow window of Kate's
chamber, the droplets transformed into tiny projectiles by the gale-force winds. The
shutters rattled, and she wondered if they had tornadoes here in seventeenth-century
Scotland?

Sleep was impossible. She had tried, oh, how she'd tried, but the combination of the
storm’s fury and her racing thoughts kept her wide awake. She'd counted sheep,
recited dating app statistics in her head, and even tried the meditation technique
Mandy had insisted would “change her life.” Nothing worked.

“Well, butter my butt and call me a biscuit,” she muttered, the Southern drawl she'd
spent thousands of dollars on vocal coaching to eliminate slipping back as her stress
mounted.

“This storm’s got more drama than a pageant queen with a broken heel.”

With a sigh of defeat, she tossed back the heavy woolen blankets and swung her legs
over the side of the bed. The stone floor sent a shock of cold through her bare feet,
and she quickly slipped on the soft |eather slippers Connor had given her.

Lightning flashed, briefly illuminating her small chamber. In that instant of
brightness, the room looked almost modern, just a bed, a trunk, a small table with a
basin. Then darkness swallowed everything again, and the thunder that followed
seemed to shake the very foundations of the keep, making her wish for electricity so



she could flood the room with light.

The night was pitch black except for when lightning split the sky as she moved to the
window, peering out through a gap in the shutters. During those brief flashes, she
could see the courtyard below, rain-slicked and deserted, and beyond that, the angry,
churning sea.

Another flash of lightning illuminated the battlements, and Kate froze. For a split
second, she thought she saw a figure, but not a guard, slinking along the top of the
wall, a dark silhouette against the briefly lit sky. Then darkness fell again, and she
couldn’'t be sure if her eyes had deceived her.

“Who in tarnation would be out in this?” she whispered, her accent thickening
further. “That’s crazier than a sprayed roach.”

The wind changed direction, and suddenly the rain was hammering directly against
her window. Kate stepped back, startled, as water found its way through the shutters
and sprayed her face.

She wiped her face with the edge of her shawl and turned away from the window.
Maybe she was just seeing things. The keep was full of guards, so surely one of them
would notice if anything was amiss.

But something felt wrong. Call it instinct, cal it her finely tuned BS detector, but she
couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn't right.

She lit a small candle from the dying embers in the hearth and made her way to the
door. The halway outside was dark and drafty, but at least it was dry. She hesitated,
considering whether this midnight wandering was really a good idea, then shrugged.
What else was she going to do? Lie in bed and listen to Mother Nature's temper
tantrum?



The candle created a small bubble of light around her as she moved quietly down the
corridor. The stone walls amplified the storm, making it sound as if she were walking
through the very heart of it. Kate had always hated thunderstorms, a childhood fear
she’d never quite outgrown, but there was something almost exhilarating about being
inside this ancient fortress while nature raged outside.

As she reached the top of the staircase that led down to the great hall, she paused.
Had she heard something? She held her breath, listening intently. There it was again,
asound that didn’'t belong to the storm. A scraping, like metal against stone.

“Hello?’ she called, immediately regretting it. If it was nothing, she’d look foolish. If
it was something, she' d just announced her presence.

No answer came, just another rumble of thunder that seemed to last forever. Kate
shook her head. The storm was making her jJumpy.

She continued down the stairs, the stone cold beneath her slippered feet. The great
hall was dimly lit by a few dying embers in the central hearth. Servants slept on
pallets along the walls, their forms barely visible in the gloom. During the day, this
space was the heart of clan life, full of people, noise, and activity. Now it was eerily
quiet, the only sounds the soft snoring of the sleeping servants and the howling of the
wind outside. How on earth were they sleeping through the storm?

Kate crossed to one of the narrow windows and peered out. Another flash of lightning
revealed the courtyard, still empty, and the battlements above. This time, she was
certain, afigure was moving along the top of the wall, hunched against the rain.

“Who would be out in this mess?’ she whispered.

The guards, of course. Connor had men patrolling at all hours. But something about
the way the figure moved didn’t seem right. Then again, she had become paranoid



since working for Love Lasting, always expecting the worst of men.

Kate waited for another lightning flash, but when it came, the battlements appeared
empty. Unsettled, she turned away from the window. The candle in her hand
flickered, casting strange, dancing shadows on the walls. Maybe she should go back

to her chamber. Clearly, this midnight wandering was feeding her imagination.

As she turned toward the stairs, a muffled thump came from somewhere above,
barely audible over the storm. Kate froze, straining to hear. Had she imagined it?

No. There it was again, a shout, cut short.
Moving as quietly as possible, she made her way back up the stairs and along the
corridor that led to the upper levels of the keep. She knew Connor’s chamber was on

this floor, as were those of his most trusted men.

The corridor was dark and empty. Kate raised her candle higher, trying to see farther
ahead. The flame cast eerie, dancing shadows on the stone walls.

“Connor?’ she called softly, not wanting to wake the entire keep if this was just her
Imagination running wild.

No answer.

She continued forward, her slippers quiet on the stone floor. At the end of the
corridor was a narrow staircase that she knew led up to the battlements. As she
approached, Kate noticed something dark and wet on the floor.

She knelt down, raising the candle to see better.

Water. A small puddle on the stone floor.



That wasn't unusual, given the storm. Except...this puddle was nowhere near a
window or door. And it wasn't just water, it was tinged with something darker.

When she realized what she was looking at, Kate's blood ran cold.

Blood.

She stood up quickly, her heart hammering against her ribs. “Connor!” she called, no
longer caring about waking anyone. “Help!”

The door at the end of the corridor burst open, and a man she’d never seen before
emerged from the stairwell. He wore the plaid of the MacDonalds. She recognized it
from Connor’s descriptions. The man’s face was hard, focused. Water dripped from
his hair and clothes, forming puddlies on the floor. In his hand, he held a dagger, its
blade dark with blood.

An intruder. A MacDonald in the heart of MacLeod territory. He had to have inside
help to breach the keep’ s defenses. Connor had atraitor in his midst.

The man’s eyes widened in surprise when he saw Kate, then narrowed dangerously.
“Well, well,” he said, hisvoice alow growl. “What have we here?’

Shaking, she backed away. This couldn’t be good. The feud between the clans was at
a breaking point, with Cameron still held captive. If a MacDonald had infiltrated the

keep...

“Stay back,” she warned, trying to keep her voice steady despite the fear coursing
through her. “The guards will be here any moment.”

The MacDonald laughed, a harsh sound that sent chills down her spine. “No one can
hear you, lass. The wine and whisky put them all to sleep, likely for hours.” He



shrugged. “ Those who did not partake will not hear anything over the storm. ’ Tiswhy
| chose this night.”

That explained why the corridor wasn’t full of MacL eod men. They’d been drugged,
and she had stuck to water after all the whisky she’d imbibed the day before during
the wool waulking work.

He advanced toward her, the bloody dagger still in his hand. “And who might you
be? Not a MacL eod, with that strange accent.”

Kate continued to back away, thinking. She had nothing to defend herself with, no
weapon, no plan. Just the cold stone wall at her back and a murderer approaching.

“I’m warning you,” she said, her Southern accent now in full force. “Y ou come one
step closer, and | swear I'll scream louder than a pig caught under agate.”

The MacDonald man's eyes widened dlightly at her strange expression, but his
advance didn’'t slow. “Scream al you want, lass. Everyone is asleep and the storm
will swallow yer words.”

He lunged at her as she dodged to the side, dlippers sliding on the stone floor. She
stumbled, caught herself against the wall, and ran.

Behind her, she could hear the man’s heavy footsteps gaining on her. She darted
down one corridor, then another, desperately trying to put distance between them, to
find help, or aweapon, anything.

The keep was a maze, especially in the dark, and soon Kate realized she had no idea
where she was. The storm continued to rage outside, thunder crashing overhead as if
in accompaniment to her frantic flight.



She rounded a corner and found herself facing a narrow staircase spiraling upward.
With no time to hesitate, she gathered her chemise in one hand and began to climb,
taking the steps two at atime.

The stairs seemed endless, winding higher and higher. Kate's lungs burned, her legs
ached, but the sound of pursuit kept her moving. Finally, she burst through a wooden
door and found herself on the battlements, the highest point of the keep.

The full fury of the storm hit her like a physical blow. Rain lashed her face, and the
wind threatened to knock her off her feet. Lightning flashed almost continuously,
turning night into fractured day, followed by thunder so loud it seemed to shake the
very stones beneath her.

In the brief illumination, she saw a crumpled form on the wakway, a young
MacLeod warrior, his throat cut, his eyes staring unseeing at the stormy sky. The
assassin’ swork.

Kate staggered forward, searching desperately for another door, another staircase, any
escape route. But there was only the narrow walkway of the battlements, with the
sheer drop of the keegp’s outer wall on one side and the inner courtyard far below on
the other.

She was trapped.

The door behind her crashed open, and the MacDonald man emerged onto the
battlements. Rain plastered his hair to his scalp and soaked his plaid, but the dagger
in his hand gleamed in the lightning flashes.

“Nowhere to run now, lass,” he called over the howl! of the wind.

Kate backed away, feeling the rough stone of the parapet against her back. The man



advanced slowly, savoring her fear.

“Why are you doing this?’ she shouted, trying to buy time, though she doubted he
could hear her over the storm.

“For my clan,” he replied, close enough now that she could see the cold
determination in his eyes. “The MacLeods will fall, one by one. Starting with their
chieftain.”

He raised the dagger.

In that moment, Kate saw movement behind him, another figure emerging onto the
battlements. A MacLeod guard, his sword drawn, moving silently toward the man’s
back.

Hope surged through Kate, but it died just as quickly. The man must have seen
something in her expression change, because he began to turn, the dagger still raised.

There wasn't time. Kate acted without thinking. As the MacDonald man turned, she
lunged forward and shoved him with all her strength.

Time seemed to sow. The MacDonald man's eyes widened in surprise as he
stumbled backward. His arms windmilled, trying to regain his balance. For one
terrible moment, he teetered on the edge of the battlements.

Then he was gone.
Kate rushed to the edge and looked down just in time to see the MacDonald’ s body

strike the rocks far below, where the sea crashed against the base of the cliff. The
next wave swept over the rocks, and when it receded, there was nothing to be seen.



“Mistress!” The guard was at her side, pulling her back from the edge. “Are you
hurt?’

Kate couldn’'t answer. Her whole body was shaking, and a strange buzzing filled her
ears. She had just killed a man. Pushed him to his death. The reality of it crashed over
her like the waves below.

“Mistress Kate,” the guard’'s voice seemed to come from very far away. “You're as
pale as death. Come away from the edge.”

She allowed herself to be led back toward the door, her legs moving mechanically.
The rain continued to lash her face, mingling with tears running down her cheeks.

“What happened?’ the guard asked, having to shout over the storm.

Kate opened her mouth to answer, but no words came. Instead, a wave of nausea
swept through her, and she doubled over, retching.

The guard held her shoulders, steadying her as she emptied her stomach onto the
stone battlements. When there was nothing left, he guided her through the door and
down the winding stairs, one arm around her waist to keep her upright.

By the time they reached the bottom, the keep was in an uproar. Either the effects of
the drugged wine and whisky had worn off, or someone else like her and the guard
had managed to wake everyone. Word of the intruder and the dead guard had spread,
and MacLeod warriors rushed to secure the castle. Angry voices called for
vengeance, and servants huddled in frightened groups, whispering among themselves.

13 Kate! ”

Connor’ s voice cut through the chaos. He pushed through the crowd, his face a mask



of concern and fury. When he saw her, pale and trembling in her rain-soaked chemise
and shawl, something in his expression changed.

“What happened?’ he demanded, taking her from the guard into his own arms. “Are
you hurt?’

Kate tried to speak, but her teeth were chattering too hard to form the words. Connor
cursed under his breath and swept her up into hisarms asif she weighed nothing.

“Get Moira,” he ordered the nearest man. “And find me dry blankets. Now!”

He carried her to the great hall, where the fire was being built up to a roaring blaze.
Setting her gently in a chair near the hearth, Connor knelt before her, his blue eyes
intense as they searched her face.

“Kate,” he said, his voice gentler now. “Tell me what happened.”

The warmth of the fire began to penetrate her frozen limbs, and she found her voice
at last.

“l couldn’'t sleep,” she whispered, her accent still thick with stress. “The storm... |
saw someone on the battlements. | knew somethin’ wasn’t right. | just knew it.”

Connor nodded encouragingly, his hands rubbing her cold arms.

“A man. A MacDonald. He killed one of your men.” The words came in short bursts,
her breathing still uneven. “He tried to kill me. | ran. The battlements. He followed

me.

Understanding dawned in Connor’s eyes. “ The guard said you pushed a man from the
wall.”



Fresh tears spilled down her cheeks. “I didn’t mean to kill him. | just... he was going
to kill the guard. And then me. | just wanted to stop him.”

Connor’ s hands tightened on her arms. “Y ou did what you had to do. Y ou saved alife
tonight. Many lives.”

“1 killed someone,” she whispered, the full weight of it settling on her shoulders. In
her time, she’d never even fired agun, let alone taken alife.

“Aye,” Connor said solemnly. “And it’s a terrible thing. But he was here to do harm.
Y ou stopped him.”

Moira arrived then, carrying a steaming cup of something that smelled of herbs and
honey. She took one look at Kate and clucked her tongue.

“Drink this, lass,” she said, pressing the cup into her hands. “It will calm your nerves
and help you sleep.”

Kate sipped obediently, the warm liquid spreading through her chest. It tasted of
chamomile and something else she couldn’'t identify, something bitter but not
unpleasant.

“The MacDonald man,” she said suddenly, looking up at Connor. “What does it
mean? Why was he here?’

Connor’ s face darkened. “It means the MacDonalds grow bold or desperate. To send
an assassin into my keep...” He shook his head. “They’ll pay for this,” He spoke
quietly. “Thereis atraitor amongst us.”

“Cameron,” Kate said, remembering the captured brother. “Will they hurt him
because of what | did?’



“Nay,” Connor assured her, though a flicker of worry crossed his face. “We have
been going back on forth and they need him alive for ransom. They don’'t yet know
their man has failed. Likely, they will think he lost his footing and was swept away
by the sea.”

“What happens now?’ Kate asked, the herb tea beginning to work its magic, dulling
the sharp edges of her shock.

“Now, we prepare,” Connor said grimly. “We are to meet the MacDonalds in a
sennight to discuss Cameron’s ransom. This changes nothing, except perhaps the
terms 1’1l demand.”

Kate nodded slowly, her eyelids growing heavy. “I’'m sorry | caused such aruckus. |
should’ve just stayed in my room like a proper lady.”

A ghost of a smile touched Connor’s lips. “If you had, lass, | might be lying dead
now instead of Young lan. Your ‘ruckus’ likely saved my life.”

Kate wanted to say more, to ask what this meant for the already strained relations
between the clans, to understand the politics at play. But the warmth of the fire, the
soothing tea, and the emotional exhaustion of the night conspired against her.

The last thing she remembered was Connor’s strong arms lifting her once more,
carrying her back to her chamber. As consciousness slipped away, she felt him brush

a gentle kiss across her forehead.

“Sleep, mo chridhe ,” he whispered. “Y ou’ re safe now.”
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Chapter Thirteen

K ate had never seen so many people determined to be cheerful in the face of danger.
Two days after the assassination attempt, Connor had organized a celebration,
ostensibly to honor the summer solstice, but everyone knew it was really to boost
morale after the MacDonald assassin’ s infiltration of the keep.

Even still, she could feel the undercurrents of tension rippling through every
interaction. While people laughed and danced, Kate saw them watching each other,
searching for signs of treachery among familiar faces. As the newcomer, she was an
easy target for their fears and mistrust. Whispered conversations died the moment she
approached. A few clan members shifted away when she joined them. Even Nessa,
who had begun to warm to her, now watched her when she thought Kate wasn't
looking. The mounting distrust threatened to unravel the fragile threads she' d begun
to form here, and she couldn't help but wonder if this was exactly what the
MacDonald laird had intended all along.

The great hall was near to bursting. Trestle tables had been pushed to the sides, laden
with food and drink. A trio of musicians played in the corner. The pipes, fiddle, and
bodhran had people clapping in time and dancing. The hal was warm from the
massive fire and the press of bodies, the air thick with the smell of roasted meat, ale,
and woodsmoke.

Kate stood near one of the tables, nursing a cup of watered wine. She’'d learned her
lesson about Highland whisky the hard way.

“Y ou should eat something,” Nessa appeared at her side, pressing a wooden trencher



into her hands. The plate held a slice of venison, some oatcakes, and some kind of
fish stew. Kate' s stomach lurched at the thought of food. She’ d barely eaten since that
night on the battlements.

“Thank you,” she said anyway, not wanting to seem ungrateful. “It looks delicious.”

The woman, who basically ran the keep for Connor, studied her face. “Troublesome
dreams?’

Kate nodded, not surprised she'd guessed. “Every time | close my eyes, | see him
falling.”

“’Twas him or you, lass. And likely others as well.” Nessa patted her arm. “The first
killing is aways the hardest.”

Thefirst killing. Asif there would be more. Kate suppressed a shudder.

“In my ti—" she caught herself. “Where | come from, most people never have to kill
anyone.”

“Y ou come from a peaceful place indeed.” Nessa looked skeptical.

“Not exactly peaceful,” Kate murmured. “Just... different.”

Across the room, Connor was deep in conversation with his men. He' d spent the last
two days strengthening the keep’s defenses, questioning everyone about the night of
the storm, trying to identify who might have helped the MacDonald assassin gain
entry. The investigation had yielded nothing conclusive, and the tension within the
castle walls was enough to send Kate fleeing to the gardens or anywhere else where
she would be outside.



Even now, as he spoke with his warriors, he caught her eye. Their gazes locked, and
something warm unfurled in her chest. He' d been like this since that night. Watchful,
protective, seeking her out whenever they were in the same room.

“Himself hasn’t taken his eyes off you all evening,” Nessa observed, following her
line of sight.

“He's just being cautious,” Kate replied, though she knew it wasn't entirely true.
Something had shifted between them.

Before Nessa could utter some sarcastic retort, the music changed, shifting to
something slower and more melodic. People began pairing off for a dance.

“Go on,” the woman said, giving her a gentle push. “Live alittle. You survived for a
reason.”

Kate hesitated. She'd learned a few Scottish dances during her time at the keep, but
she was far from proficient. And dancing with Connor seemed... dangerous,
somehow. Not because of any physical threat, but because of the way her heart raced
whenever he was near.

But Nessa was right. She had survived. And sitting on the sidelines nursing her
trauma wasn't going to help anyone. Taking a deep breath, she set down her trencher
and cup, only to look up to see Connor making his way over to her. The firelight
caught the angles of his face, softening his usually stern features. Her breath caught
when his blue eyes met hers.

“Would ye honor me with a dance?’ he asked, extending his hand, the musclesin his
forearms rippling.

Her heart skipped at the unexpected invitation. In that moment, with the warm glow



of the fire highlighting his rugged features and a rare smile playing at hislips, he was
breathtakingly handsome.

“1 would like that very much,” she said, placing her hand in his.

His palm was warm and callused against hers as he led her to the center of the hall
where other couples were already moving to the music. Kate was acutely aware of the
eyes following them. This was the first time they’ d danced together, and in this small
community, such things were noted.

“1 should warn you,” she said as they took their positions, “I’m not very good at this.”

“Then it's fortunate you've found yourself in the arms of the finest dancer in the
Highlands,” Connor replied, aplayful glint in hiseyes. “1 won't let you falter, lass.”

The dance began, a pattern of steps that brought them together, then apart, then
together again. Connor’s hand at her waist guided her through the turns, his touch
gentle. She found herself relaxing into the rhythm, letting the music and his lead carry
her.

“You're doing well,” he murmured during a moment when they were close. “Though
| suspect you weren't being entirely truthful about your dancing abilities.”

“1 have a good teacher,” she replied, then immediately flushed at how flirtatious it
sounded.

His eyes crinkled at the corners, and arare, full smile graced his features. “Aye, that
you do, and he’ s rather enjoying the lesson.”

They moved apart again, joining hands with other dancers to form a circle, then
returning to each other. Each time they came together, she felt the connection



between them strengthen, like athread being pulled taut.

“1 never properly thanked you,” he said during their next close pass.

“For what?”’

“For saving my life.” His gaze was intense, searching her face. “ The MacDonald was
headed for my chamber. If you hadn’t stopped him...”

Kate swallowed hard. “I just reacted. | didn’t think.”

“ Sometimes thinking only slows us down.” His hand squeezed hers. “Y ou have good
instincts.”

She wasn't sure that was a compliment. Back home, she’'d prided herself on her
analytical mind, her ability to think through problems. Acting on instinct had never
been her style. But here, in this time and place, perhaps instinct was what kept her
aive.

The dance ended, and they stood facing each other, slightly breathless. The hall had
grown warmer, or perhapsit was just the heat rising to Kate's cheeks under his steady
gaze.

“Would you like some air?’ he asked, nodding toward the door that led to the inner
courtyard.

She nodded, not trusting her voice. He offered his arm, and she took it, letting him
guide her through the crowded hall and out into the cool night.

The courtyard was quiet, the sounds of celebration muffled by the thick stone walls.
Above them, stars glittered in a clear sky, so much brighter than Kate had ever seen



them back in Atlanta. The moon cast everything in silver light, transforming the
ordinary keep into something magical.

“Beautiful,” she murmured, tilting her head back to take in the night sky.

“Aye,” Connor agreed, though when she glanced at him, he wasn't looking at the
stars.

A blush crept up her neck. She dropped her gaze, suddenly self-conscious.

“How are you truly?’ he asked, his voice gentle. “ After what happened?’

She considered deflecting, giving the same answer she'd given Nessa and everyone
else who asked. That she was fine, that she was coping. But something about the

quiet darkness and Connor’ s genuine concern made her want to be honest.

“1 keep seeing his face,” she admitted. “ The moment he realized he was falling. The
surprisein his eyes.”

Connor nodded, understanding in his expression. “The first time | took a life, | was
thirteen. A raid on our cattle. | didn’t sleep properly for weeks after.”

“Does it get easier?’ she asked, then immediately shook her head. “No, don’'t answer
that. | don’t think | want it to get easier.”

“It doesn’t,” he said anyway. “Not if you have a soul. But you learn to live with it. To
remember why ’twas necessary.”

They walked slowly around the perimeter of the courtyard, their arms still linked. The
night air was cool, carrying the scent of the sea and the earthy smell of summer.



“I'm not used to violence,” Kate said after a while. “Where | come from, most
disagreements are settled with words, not swords.”

“Sounds peaceful,” Connor observed.

“Itis, in some ways. But people still hurt each other. They just do it differently.”

He was quiet for a moment, considering her words. “Y ou speak as if you come from
another world entirely.”

Kate's heart skipped a beat. She'd been so careful not to reveal too much about
herself, but sometimes it dipped out. “Sometimes it feels that way,” she said
carefully.

“One day, perhaps you'll tell me more about this peaceful place,” he said, his tone
light but his eyes serious.

“Perhaps,” she agreed, though the thought of explaining modern transportation,
smartphones and dating apps to a seventeenth-century totally hot Highland warrior
made her head spin.

They had completed a full circuit of the courtyard and now stood near the door. The
sounds of music and laughter spilled out into the night, but neither of them moved to
go back inside.

“Thank you for the dance,” Kate said, breaking the silence. “ And for the fresh air.”
“My pleasure,” Connor replied. His eyes searched her face in the moonlight, and for a

moment, she thought he might kiss her. Her breath caught in her throat at the
possibility.



But then a guard called from the battlements, reporting the changing of the watch,
and the moment was broken.

“1 should return,” Connor said, regret evident in his voice.

“Of course,” Kate nodded, trying not to show her disappointment. “A laird’s work is
never done.”

He smiled at that. “ Truer words were never spoken.”

They returned to the great hall, where the celebration continued unabated. He was
immediately swept up by a group of men, and Kate found herself back at the
periphery, watching the festivities with a strange sense of detachment.

Despite the warmth and noise of the hall, a chill crept over her. The brief respite in
the courtyard with Connor had been just that, a respite. The reality of her situation
remained unchanged. She was stranded in the past, caught in the middle of a clan
feud, with blood on her hands and no clear way home.

The thought followed her like a shadow as she made her excuses and retired for the
night.

The man's face contorted with shock as he fell backward, arms windmilling
uselessly. His mouth opened in a silent scream that was lost to the howling wind.
Kate reached for him, too late, her fingers grasping empty air. She ran to the edge of
the battlements, looking down in horror as his body struck the rocks below with a
sickening crack that somehow carried over the storm.

But when she looked down, it wasn't the MacDonald assassin lying broken on the



rocks. It was Connor, his blue eyes open and staring, accusing her. Y ou did this, they
seemed to say. You killed me.

“No!” Kate screamed, the sound tearing from her throat. “Connor! No!”

She jerked awake, heart pounding, the scream still echoing in her ears. For amoment,
she didn't know where she was. The darkness was absolute, disorienting. Then
slowly, her chamber came into focus, outlined by the faint glow of moonlight through
the window.

A nightmare. Just a dream.

Kate sat up, drawing her knees to her chest and wrapping her arms around them. Her
chemise was damp with sweat, and she was shivering despite the embers still glowing
in the hearth.

The images from the nightmare were still vivid. Connor’s broken body, his accusing
eyes. She pressed the heels of her hands against her eyelids, trying to banish the
vision.

A soft knock at her door made her jump.

“Kate?’ Connor’svoice, low and concerned. “Areye all right?’

Had she screamed aloud? She must have, for him to have heard.

“I"'m fine,” she called back, her voice raspy. “Just a nightmare.”

There was a pause, then, “May | come in?’

She hesitated. She knew it wasn’t proper, him being in her chamber at night. But



propriety seemed a small concern compared to the terror still gripping her.

“Yes,” shesaid findly.

The door opened, and he dipped inside, closing it quietly behind him. He wore a
linen shirt and trews, his feet bare, hair touded from sleep. He must have come

straight from his chamber.

“1 heard ye cry out,” he said, moving to light a candle from the embers in the hearth.
The small flame cast awarm glow over the room, pushing back the shadows.

“I'm sorry | woke you,” Kate said, drawing the blankets up to her chin, suddenly
conscious of her state of undress.

“You didn't, mo chridhe ,” he assured her, setting the candle on the small table beside
her bed. “| was aready awake.”

In the candlelight, she could see the concern in his eyes, the furrow between his
brows. Without asking, he sat on the edge of her bed, the mattress dipping slightly
under hisweight.

“Was it the assassin?’ he asked quietly.

She nodded, not trusting her voice. Then, because it wasn't the whole truth, she
added, “And you.”

He arched a brow as he tilted his head at her, waiting.

“In the dream, it was you who fell,” she explained, the words catching in her throat.
“You who died.”



Understanding dawned in his eyes. “Ah,” he said softly. “That explains why you
called my name.”

Had she? Kate couldn’t remember.

“It felt so real,” she whispered, a shudder running through her. “I could hear... when
he hit the rocks. | could hear it.”

Connor’s face softened with compassion. Without a word, he gathered her into his
arms, pulling her close against his chest.

Kate hesitated only a moment before leaning into his embrace. His arms closed
around her, strong and secure, and something inside her broke. The tears came then,
hot and fast, soaking into his shirt as she pressed her face against his chest.

“Has anyone in your family...” he murmured, his hand stroking her hair, “ever had
the ability to see things before they happened?’

“Are you worried about dying?’ She pulled back slightly, looking up at him through
tear-stained eyes. The words from the guidebook came back to her, and while she
knew she couldn’t reveal them without telling him how she knew, Kate made a vow
to watch, and if a MacDonald woman came calling under a flag of truce, she would
tell him then and only then.

He held her tighter, one hand continuing its gentle motion through her hair, the other
firm around her waist. He didn’'t answer, just held her, a solid presence in the storm
of her emotions.

Gradually, the sobs subsided, leaving Kate exhausted but somehow lighter. She
became aware of his heartbeat under her ear, steady and strong. His hand continued
its gentle motion through her hair, soothing her like a child.



“Better?’ he asked after awhile, his voice arumble she felt against her cheek.

Kate nodded, not yet willing to pull away from the comfort of his embrace. “ Thank
you,” she murmured. “I’m not usually so... emotional.”

“There’s no shame in it,” Connor said. “What you did, what you saw, it would shake
anyone.”

She lifted her head to look at him, struck by the sincerity in his voice. In the
candlelight, his features were softer, the usual stern set of his jaw relaxed. His blue
eyes reflected the small flame, turning them almost gold at the center.

“You're agood man, Connor MacL eod,” she said softly.

Something changed in his expression, a warmth kindling in his eyes. His gaze
dropped to her lips, and Kate's breath caught. Slowly, giving her time to pull away,
he leaned forward as every nerve in her body went on high aert.

The blast of a horn shattered the moment.

He jerked back, his head turning toward the sound. “ The dawn patrol,” he said, regret
clear in hisvoice.

“You should go.” Kate nodded, trying to hide her disappointment.

He hesitated, clearly torn. Then, with a sigh, he rose from the bed. “Try to rest,” he
said, hisvoice gentle. “I’ll have Moira bring you something to help with the dreams.”

“Thank you,” Kate said, already missing the warmth of his presence.

At the door, he paused, looking back at her. For a moment, it seemed he might say



something more. But then he simply nodded and slipped out, closing the door quietly
behind him.

She lay back against the pillows, fingers touching her lips where his kiss would have
landed. The nightmare’s grip had loosened, replaced by a different kind of tension, a
yearning for something more.

Outside, the sky was beginning to lighten with the first hint of dawn. Kate watched
the gradual change through her window, her thoughts drifting between the man who
had just left and the life she had left behind.

For the first time since arriving in this century, she found herself wondering what it
might mean to stay.
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Chapter Fourteen

C onnor had received many unwelcome messages in his time as laird, but the one
currently clutched in his hand made his stomach twist into knots. He read it again,
hoping the words might somehow rearrange themselves into something less
troubling.

They did not.

He stood at the window of the study, watching raindrops trace erratic paths down the
glass. The weather matched his mood. Gray, unsettled, threatening to break into
something more volatile at any moment.

“My laird?’ Ewan’s voice came from the doorway. “Is everything all right?’

He turned, the tightnessin his jaw making his head pound. “No,” he said simply. “It's
Elspeth.”

Ewan's expression shifted immediately from curiosity to concern. Despite the rift
between Connor and his younger sister, everyone at Bronmuir knew how deeply he
cared for her. “What’ s happened?’

“She' s with child.”
The words hung in the air between them, heavy with implication. An unwed woman

with child was scandal enough, but the daughter of a clan chief in such a state was
catastrophic.



“The MacKenzie lad?’ Ewan asked, his voice carefully neutral.

He nodded, crumpling the parchment in his fist. “Aye. The same lad who, it seems,
neglected to mention he already has awife in Inverness.”

“And has aso conveniently sworn allegiance to William of Orange,” Ewan added, his
voice dropping as he spoke the name of the Dutch usurper.

The overthrow of King James Il had thrown all of Scotland into chaos, with clans
declaring for one side or the other, often based on which adversary had declared for
the opposite. Connor’s jaw tightened. While the MacL eods were Catholic and had
publicly declared for King James like most Highland clans, Connor privately believed
William’s grip on the throne would hold. It was an unpopular opinion so he kept it to
himself, knowing many would see it as betrayal to even think James wouldn’t return
to power, which was why Clan MacL eod had not publicly declared for a side yet.

“As if her choice of husband wasn't insult enough,” Connor said bitterly. “ She tied
herself to afamily that would betray everything we stand for.”

“And what of Elspeth now?’ Ewan asked. “Where has she gone?’

“She’s been banished.” Connor moved to the hearth, tossing the crumpled message
into the flames. He watched it blacken and curl. A fitting end to such bitter news.
“She’s living alone in a cottage. None of the clans will have her now.”

The thought of his sister, stubborn, headstrong Elspeth who had defied their father to
follow her heart, living in isolation, carrying a child whose father had betrayed her,
made Connor’ s chest ache. Y et beneath the concern lay a more complicated emotion.
A simmering anger that had never fully cooled.

“She made her choice,” he sad, as much to himsalf as to Ewan. “She chose the



MacKenzies over her own blood.”

“She chose love,” Ewan said quietly. “Or what she thought was love.”

Connor shot him a sharp look. “Are you defending her?’

“Nay, my laird. Simply...observing.”

He turned back to the fire, watching the last of the parchment dissolve into ash.
Elspeth had always been willful, even as a child. He remembered her at six years old,
climbing the tallest tree in the orchard after he'd told her it was too dangerous, her
small face alight with determination. She’d made it halfway up before dipping, and
Connor had caught her, his heart nearly stopping with fear. She’d looked up a him
with those same MacL eod blue eyes and said, “1 would have made it if you hadn’t
distracted me.”

That was Elspeth, always convinced she knew best, always ready to charge headlong
into danger if it meant proving a point.

“Who brought the news?’ Connor asked, pushing the memory aside.

“A crofter from the western shores. Said a woman fitting Elspeth’s description paid
him to deliver the message.”

“And what else does she want? Gold? Shelter?” The bitterness in his voice surprised
even Connor. “Having exhausted the hospitality of her husband’'s family, does she
now remember she has a brother?’

Ewan shifted uncomfortably. “ The message only contained news of her condition. No
request for aid.”



That gave Connor pause. Elspeth had always been proud, another trait they shared,
but to send word of her predicament without asking for help? That wasn’t like her.

A knock at the door interrupted his thoughts. Kate stood in the doorway, her
expression hesitant.

“I’'m sorry to intrude,” she said. “Moira sent me with these.” She held up a bundle of
dried herbs. “For your headache?’

Connor hadn’t mentioned a headache to anyone, but the dull pounding behind his
eyes had been building al morning. Moira s uncanny ability to sense such things
never ceased to amaze him.

“Thank you,” he said, gesturing her in.

Ewan bowed dightly to them both. “I'll leave you to it. Let me know if you require
anything else.”

As the door closed behind him, she approached, setting the herbs on the desk. “Moira
saysto brew these in hot water and drink it all, even though it tastes terrible.”

Despite everything, the corner of his mouth lifted. “Moira’s remedies always taste
terrible. | think she does it on purpose.”

“Probably. She strikes me as the type who believes medicine should be punishment as
well as cure.” Her smile faded as she studied his face. “It's more than a headache,
isn'tit?

He hesitated. His sister’s predicament was clan business, private. But something
about her direct gaze, the genuine concern in her eyes, made him want to unburden
himself.



“My sister, Elspeth,” he began, turning back to the window. “She’s with child.
Unmarried.”

Kate was quiet for amoment, absorbing this. “The man isa MacKenzie?’
“Aye. And it seems he wasn't free to marry her in the first place. He aready has a
wife.” Connor’s hands clenched into fists. “ To make matters worse, the MacKenzie's

have declared for William of Orange.”

“The new king?’ Kate asked, then seemed to catch herself. “I mean, the one who took
over when James fled to France?’

Connor looked at her sharply. Sometimes Kate's knowledge, or lack thereof, of

current events puzzled him. “William is no king of mine, nor of any true Highlander.
James is our rightful sovereign, regardless of what Parliament or the Lowlanders

Kate nodded, accepting the correction. “And the MacK enzies support William?”’
“Aye. They always align themselves with whoever holds power in Edinburgh.” The
contempt in his voice was unmistakable. “The MacKenzie turned her out when he
found out she was living in sin with the lad.”

“Oh.” The single syllable carried awealth of understanding. “That’s... awful.”

“Aye,” Connor agreed, watching the rain intensify, lashing against the glass now.
“She’s living alone on the far edge of my lands.”

“Will you help her?” Kate asked, moving to stand beside him at the window.

Connor sighed, running a hand through his hair. “1 don’t know.”



“Because you're still angry with her?’

He glanced at her, surprised by her directness. “ She abandoned her family, her clan.
Ran off with aman she barely knew, from afamily with ties to our enemies. A family
that now supports a Protestant usurper.”

“Shefell inlove,” Kate said softly. “People do all kinds of foolish thingsfor love.”

“Love?’ He scoffed. “If it was love, he wouldn’t have lied to her. Wouldn't have | eft
her alone to face the consequences of his actions.”

She was quiet for a long moment, her gaze on the rain-soaked landscape beyond the
window. “Where | come from, we have a saying. Blood is thicker than water.”

“We say that here aswell.”

“Family ties are stronger than other relationships. When everything else falls away,
blood remains.” She turned to face him fully. “ She’ s your sister. Your blood.”

“ She betrayed that blood when she chose the MacK enzies.”

“Did she? Or did she just make a mistake?’ Her voice was soft. “We all make
mistakes, especially when we' re young and think we know everything.”

Connor thought again of Elspeth in the orchard, so certain she could climb that tree.
So devastated when she couldn’t. He' d carried her back to the house after she twisted
her ankle in the fall, her small arms wrapped tightly around his neck, tears soaking
his shoulder.

“She’ s proud,” he said finally. “Too proud to ask for help directly.”



“Maybe she's afraid you'll turn her away,” Kate suggested. “Rejection from her
husband’s family would be painful, but rejection from her brother? That might be
unbearable.”

He moved away from the window, pacing the length of the study. Her words struck
uncomfortably close to the truth. He and Elspeth were too similar in many ways. Both
stubborn, both fiercely independent, both too proud for their own good.

“The MacDonalds would see it as weakness,” he said, thinking aloud. “If | take her
back after she chose our enemies. The other Jacobite clans might question our loyalty
to King James.”

“Maybe,” Kate conceded. “Or maybe they’d see it as strength. The strength to
forgive, to put family above politics.” She paused, her gaze thoughtful. “From what
I’ ve seen of Highland life, your people respect strength above all else. But there are
different kinds of strength, aren’t there? The strength to hold fast to your principles,
yes, but also the strength to show mercy when it’s needed.”

A snort escaped. “Aye, I've shown mercy. | didn’'t kill the lad.” He ran a hand
through his hair. “But only because he aready has three babes with hiswife.”

He stopped pacing, struck by her perspective. In the clans, mercy was often viewed
with suspicion, forgiveness with contempt. But there was another kind of strength in
it, astrength his father had never understood or valued.

“The babe will be born a bastard,” he said, voicing another concern. “With no name,
no inheritance. And with MacKenzie blood, the blood of our king’s enemies.”

“The baby will be your blood too,” Kate pointed out. “Your nephew or niece.
Innocent of their father’ s crimes or political allegiances.”



He hadn’t thought of it that way, that the child Elspeth carried was as much a
MacL eod as a MacKenzie. Hiskin. Hisresponsibility.

“1 need to think on this,” he said finally. “There’s more at stake than just Elspeth’s
welfare. The clan looks to me for leadership in these uncertain times.”

She nodded, understanding in her eyes. “Of course. It's a big decision.” She moved
toward the door, then paused. “For what it's worth, | think forgiveness is never
wasted. Even if it’s not earned, even if it’s not asked for. It heals the one who gives it
as much as the one who receivesit.”

And wasn't she the hypocrite? She hadn’t forgiven Angus, but then again, she'd
come to realize since she' d been here that she hadn’t really loved him. Only thought
he' d make a decent husband, more of a partnership than aloving marriage.

With that, she slipped out, leaving Connor aone with his thoughts and the persistent
drumming of rain against the windows.

Connor spent the remainder of the day in a fog of indecision. He went through the
motions of his duties. Reviewing the keep's defenses, settling a dispute between two
crofters, but his mind kept returning to Elspeth.

His sister had always been the heart of their family, even as a child. Where their
father was stern and their brothers boisterous, Elspeth had been a bright spark of joy
and mischief. After their mother died, she' d taken on the role of lady of the keep with
a grace that belied her fifteen years, managing the household and caring for their
youngest brother, Brodie, with a fierce devotion.

And then she'd met Alasdair MacKenzie at a gathering of the clans. Within a
fortnight, she’'d declared her intention to marry him. When their father forbade it,
citing the long-standing tensions between their families and the MacKenzies



questionable political loyalties, Elspeth had dSlipped away in the night, leaving
nothing but a note explaining her choice.

Connor had been the one to find it, to break the news to their father. He'd watched as
rage and grief warred on the old man’s face, had stood silently as he declared Elspeth
dead to them. And though he had never spoken those words himself, he hadn’t
contradicted them either.

Now, standing on the battlements as evening approached, watching the rain finaly
give way to a stunning sunset, Connor wondered if his silence had been its own kind
of betrayal.

“You look troubled.”

He turned to find Murtagh making his way slowly along the wall. He'd been injured
in a skirmish awhile back. His clansman’s recovery had been painfully slow. But he
was alive, and for that, Connor was profoundly grateful.

“Should you be up here?’ Connor asked, concern overriding his surprise. “ The stones
aredlick with rain.”

Murtagh waved off his worry. “I’'ll not heal any faster lying abed like an invalid.
Besides,” he added with aghost of hisold smile, “the view is better up here.”

Connor couldn’t argue with that. The rain had cleared the air, and the setting sun cast
a golden light over the landscape, turning the wet stones of the keep to burnished
bronze.

“l1 heard about Elspeth,” Murtagh said after a moment. “And her... complicated
Situation.”



Of course he had. News traveled fast within the keep, especially news of this nature.
“What will you do?’ His oldest friend asked when he didn’t respond.

“1 don’t know,” Connor admitted. “What would you do?’

Murtagh considered this, his gaze on the distant horizon. “I’d bring her home,” he
said finally. “She’s your sister. Whatever mistakes she’s made, she's still a
MacL eod.”

“My father wouldn’t have agreed.”

“He isn't here” Murtagh’'s voice was low. “You're laird now. You make the
decisions.”

Connor felt the weight of those words settle on his shoulders. Aye, he was laird now.
The responsibility was his, but so was the authority. He could choose a different path
than their father would have.

“The MacDonalds—" he began.

“Will think what they will, regardless of what you do,” Murtagh interrupted. “ Better
to act with honor and let them judge as they may.”

“And what of our loyalty to King James?’ Connor pressed. “Taking in someone
connected to afamily that supports William?—"

“Elspeth didn’'t swear allegiance to William,” Murtagh pointed out. “The man who
betrayed her did. And now our enemies, the MacDonalds, who are also our supposed
Jacobite allies, have cast her out in her time of need.” He shook his head. “If that's
what loyalty to James means, I’ d question the value of such alliances.”



He was startled by the bluntness. “You sound like a man who questions his own
loyalties.”

Murtagh's gaze was steady. “I question nothing except the wisdom of letting politics
dictate how we treat our own blood. King James wouldn’t ask that of you. He's aman
who values family above al else. Isn’t that why he fled to France? To protect hiswife
and son?’

Honor. The word resonated within Connor. Was it honorable to abandon his sister
when she needed him most? To let his pride and anger, or worse, political

considerations, overrule the bonds of blood?

Kate's words from earlier echoed in his mind. Forgiveness heals the one who gives it
as much as the one who receivesiit.

“I’ll send for her,” Connor decided, the words bringing an unexpected sense of relief.
“Tomorrow, at first light.”

Murtagh nodded, satisfaction evident in his expression. “Good. It's past time she
came home.”

They stood in companionable silence as the last light faded from the sky, stars
beginning to emerge in the darkening expanse above.

“Kate suggested as much,” Connor said after awhile. “That | should forgive Elspeth,
bring her home.”

“Did she now?’ Murtagh's tone was carefully neutral, but he caught the hint of a
smile.

“She' s awise woman, your Kate.”



“She's not my Kate,” Connor protested a bit too quickly.

“No?’ Murtagh raised an eyebrow. “The way you look at her suggests otherwise.”

Heat rose to his face as Connor was grateful for the dim light that hid his reaction.
“She's... different,” he said finaly. “Unlike any woman I’ ve known.”

“Aye, that’s plain enough to see. She doesn’t simper or flatter. Speaks her mind, that
one. Sometimes | wonder where she learned such boldness.”

“Sometimes too bold,” Connor agreed, thinking of their conversations about clan
politics, about his leadership, about the complicated loyalties of the Scottish clans.
Kate never hesitated to challenge him, to offer a different perspective. It was
refreshing, if occasionally maddening.

“She sees things clearly, though,” Murtagh observed. “Not clouded by old feuds or
clan rivaries. There'sawisdom in that, especially in these troubled times.”

Connor had the same thoughts. Kate's outsider perspective often cut through the
tangled web of Highland politics, offering insights he might have missed. “Aye,” he
agreed. “ She does.”

“Y ou could do worse,” Murtagh observed.

Connor shot him awarning look. “We're discussing Elspeth, not my... not Kate.”

“Of course,” Murtagh agreed, though his smile suggested he wasn't fooled by the
deflection. “ Speaking of whom, | believe | see her in the courtyard.”

Connor followed his gaze. Sure enough, she was crossing the courtyard below, a
basket over her arm, likely returning from gathering herbs with Moira. Even from this



distance, he could see the grace in her movements, the way she paused to speak with
one of the kitchen lads, her head tilted in that attentive way she had when listening.

“Go on, then,” Murtagh urged. “ Tell her your decision about Elspeth. I’d wager she'll
be pleased.”

He hesitated, then nodded. “Rest. Don’t overtax yourself.”

Murtagh's laugh followed him down the narrow stairs. “Advice you might consider
taking yourself, Connor.”

The courtyard was quieter than usual, the earlier rain having driven most indoors.
Kate looked up as he approached, a smile lighting her face that did strange things to
his pulse.

“Connor,” she greeted him. “How’ s your headache?’

“Better,” he said, though in truth, he’d forgotten all about it. “I’ve made a decision.
About Elspeth.”

Kate's expression grew serious, attentive. “And?’

“1’m sending for her tomorrow. Bringing her home.”

The smile that broke across Kate's face was like sunrise, warm and bright and full of
promise. “I’'m glad,” she said smply.

“As am |,” Connor admitted, surprised to find it was true. The decision, once made,
felt right in away he hadn’t expected. “ Thank you for your counsel earlier. It helped
me see things more clearly.”



“I didn’t do anything,” Kate demurred. “You would have come to the same
conclusion on your own.”

“Perhaps,” Connor allowed. “But it might have taken longer. | can be...” He searched
for the right word.

“Stubborn?’ Kate suggested, eyes twinkling. “ Obstinate? Hard-headed?’

“1 was going to say ‘deliberate,”” Connor said dryly.

Kate laughed, the sound light and musical in the quiet courtyard. “That’'s a very
diplomatic way of putting it.”

He found himself smiling in response, drawn in by her mirth. “I can be diplomatic
when the occasion callsfor it.”

“I’m sureyou can,” Kate agreed, still smiling. “It’ s just not your first instinct.”

“And what is my first instinct, do you think?’ The question came out more softly than
he' d intended.

Kate's smile gentled, her eyes searching his face. “To protect,” she said after a
moment. “To bear burdens alone. And to put duty before all else.”

He was struck by the accuracy of her assessment, by how clearly she seemed to see
him. “Y ou’ ve been paying attention,” he said, hisvoice low.

“l notice things,” Kate replied, afaint blush coloring her cheeks. “It’ s a habit.”

A habit that made her uniquely perceptive, challenging, and fascinating to him.
Connor found himself wanting to know more about her habits, her thoughts, her life



before she came to Bronmuir. But those were questions for another time.

“1 should go,” Kate said, breaking the moment. “Moira s waiting for these herbs.”

He nodded, reluctant to see her leave but aware of the eyes that might be watching
from the keep’ s windows. “ Of course.”

She took a step, then paused, looking back at him.

“1 think Elspeth is lucky,” she said. “To have a brother who can put family above
politics.”

Before Connor could respond, she was gone, crossing the courtyard with swift steps.
He watched her until she disappeared into the keep, her words echoing in his mind.

A brother who can put family above politics.

Her choice of words struck him. They could have been spoken by a Highlander born
and bred, yet sometimes Kate seemed to view their world through different eyes, as if
she stood outside their conflicts, seeing them with a clarity he could only envy.

He wasn't sure if forgiveness was what he felt yet, but he was willing to try. For
Elspeth, for the babe she carried, and perhaps, in some small way, for himself. And if
bringing his sister home raised eyebrows among their Jacobite allies, so be it. Some
bonds ran deeper than politics, deeper even than loyalty to aking.

With alast look at the darkening sky, Connor turned and made his way back to the
keep, already planning the journey to retrieve his sister. It wouldn’'t be easy. Few
things worth doing ever were, but for the first time since receiving the news, he felt
certain it was the right path.



Elspeth was coming home. The rest, they would face together, as family. As
MacL eods.

The rain continued to fall as Connor made his way to his chambers, turning over the
decision he’d made. Bringing Elspeth home was right. He felt certain of it now, but it
would not be without complications.

In his private chamber, he found Ewan waiting with a stack of correspondence that
required his attention. Most were routine matters. Reports from the outlying farms,
requests for arbitration in minor disputes, but one letter bore the seal of Clan
MacDonald.

“This arrived while you were on the battlements,” Ewan said, his expression carefully
neutral.

He broke the seal and scanned the contents, his jaw tightening with each line. “The
MacDonalds bicker over terms for my brother’s return. They press for our formal
declaration for King James,” he said finally. “They say our silence makes our loyalty
suspect.”

“And what will you tell them?’ Ewan asked.
He moved to the hearth, staring into the flames. “That Clan MacLeod stands with
King James, as we aways have.” He spoke the words with conviction, though a

small, pragmatic voice in his mind whispered that William’s grip on the throne would
likely hold. It was a thought he shared with no one, not even Ewan.

“Y ou dinna believe James will return, do ye?’ Ewan asked quietly.

Connor’s head snapped up, surprised by his friend's perception. “I'll declare for
James publicly,” he said carefully. “The clan expects it, and most Highland families



support his return. But privately...” He paused, choosing his words with care. “| fear
William’ s hold on the throne may be stronger than many wish to believe.”

“ A dangerous opinion to voice aloud,” Ewan observed.

“Aye, which is why | havena spoken it until now.” He ran a hand through his hair.
“The MacDonads and other Jacobite clans would see it as betrayal to even think
James willnareturn to power.”

“Yet you'll bring Elspeth home, despite her connection to a family that supports
William?’

“She’sblood,” Connor said simply. “Whatever her politics, she remains aMacL eod.”

Ewan nodded, satisfaction in his eyes. “Good. The lass has suffered enough for one
man’s betrayal.”

Connor returned to the letter, considering his response. He would affirm his clan’s
loyalty to James, as tradition and politics demanded. But he would also make it clear
that his sister’ s return was not a matter for debate or judgment by other clans.

“I"lll send our counteroffer for Cameron and our forma declaration to the
MacDonalds tomorrow,” he decided. “ Along with men to bring Elspeth home.”

As Ewan left to make the arrangements, he found himself thinking of Kate again. Her
perspective, so free from the entanglements of clan politics, had helped him see his
way clear. Family above poalitics. It was a simple principle, yet one so often forgotten
in the complex web of Highland alliances.
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Chapter Fifteen

T hree hours on horseback had turned Kate's legs into quivering masses of jelly, and
they still had miles to go before reaching MacDonald territory. The fiery ache that
burned through her thighs made her wonder if she’d ever walk normally again.

The Highland landscape stretched before them, breathtaking in its wild beauty, with
rolling hills of purple heather and imposing mountains that pierced the clouds, but she
found it difficult to appreciate the scenery when every step of the horse sent
shockwaves of pain through her body.

“We'll rest here,” Connor announced, gesturing toward a small clearing beside a
burbling stream. “I’ [l water the horses while ye stretch your legs.”

Kate had never been so grateful for a break in her life. She attempted to dismount
with some semblance of grace, but her stiff legs betrayed her. She dlid awkwardly
from the saddle and would have crumpled to the ground if he hadn’t appeared at her
side, strong hands steadying her.

“Easy,” he murmured, his breath warm against her ear. “Your muscles will loosen
with movement.”

His touch sent an entirely different kind of tremor through her body, one that had
nothing to do with saddle soreness and everything to do with the way his blue eyes
crinkled at the corners when he looked at her. Since their aimost-kiss three nights
ago, there had been a new tension between them, a heightened awareness that made
even casual contact feel charged with possibility.



“Thanks,” she managed, taking awobbly step back. “I think | need to walk for abit.”

Connor nodded, expression unreadable. “Don’t wander far. The MacDonalds have
been known to patrol these borders.”

“I’ll stay within sight,” she promised.

As he moved away to confer with the four warriors who accompanied them, she took
careful steps toward the stream, wincing with each movement. The journey to
exchange the replica brooch for Cameron had been planned with meticulous care, but
nothing had prepared her for the physical reality of traveling through the Highlands
on horseback.

What she wouldn’t give for a nice comfy car. With music, soft leather seats, and
speed. A sigh escaped. Well, at least the horses were cute.

She knelt by the stream, splashing cold water on her face and taking a moment to
collect her thoughts. The fake brooch, crafted to mirror the MacLeod heirloom, was
safely stowed away in Connor’s sporran. Kate had been stunned by the flawless detall
when he’d shown it to her the night before their departure. The fine etching, the
weight of it in her palm, even the gemstones looked every bit as luminous as the real
ones.

“They’ll believe it,” he'd said with quiet certainty. “It's near enough to the original
that none among the MacDonalds will ken the difference.”

Kate nodded, trusting in the confidence that burned behind his steady gaze. The real
Bronmuir Brooch was too precious, too closely tied to the MacLeods legacy to be
surrendered, no matter the risk. Still, she couldn’t stop the tight knot in her stomach.
Thiswas real life, not some historical action movie.



“You’re thinking too hard again.”

Kate looked up to find Ewan standing beside her, holding out a small cloth bundle.
“Qatcakes,” he explained. “You'll need your strength.”

“Thanks.” She accepted the food with a grateful smile. “Isit that obvious?’

“Your face gives you away,” he said, dropping down beside her with the easy grace
of someone accustomed to long journeys.

“When you're worried, you get this little line right here.” He tapped the space
between his eyebrows.

“I’m that transparent, huh?’

“Only to those who are paying attention.” Ewan glanced meaningfully toward
Connor, who was studying a map with intense concentration. “Some more than
others.”

Heat flooded her face. “I don’'t know what you' re talking about.”

Ewan’s knowing smile told her he wasn’t fooled for a moment. “Of course not. Just
as I'm sure the laird doesn't find excuses to seek your company at every

opportunity.”

“He's just being hospitable,” Kate protested, though the flutter in her stomach
suggested she hoped otherwise.

“1f you say s0.” Ewan rose fluidly to hisfeet. “We'll be riding again soon. Best finish
those oatcakes.”



As he walked away, she bit into the dense, dightly sweet cake, watching Connor
from beneath her lashes. He stood tall and commanding, his profile sharp against the
backdrop of mountains, the wind ruffling his dark hair. Something about him seemed
to belong to this wild landscape, as elemental and enduring as the ancient stones that
dotted the hillsides.

It was becoming increasingly difficult to remember that she didn’t belong here, that
her life in the twenty-first century awaited her return. Sometimes, in quiet moments
like these, the future seemed like a distant dream, less real than the solid earth
beneath her feet and the man who occupied more and more of her thoughts.

“Mount up,” Connor called. “We need to reach the pass before nightfall.”

With a sigh, Kate brushed crumbs from her skirts and prepared to face another few
hours of torture in the saddle.

They had been riding for another hour when she noticed the thin wisp of smoke rising
from asmall valley to their left. It was barely visible against the cloudy sky, but once
spotted, unmistakable.

“Connor,” she called, pointing. “Is that smoke?’

He reined in his horse, his expression sharpening as he followed her gesture. “Aye.
There shouldn’t be anyone living this close to the border.” He exchanged alook with
Ewan. “It could be atrap.”

“Or someone in need of help,” she couldn’t help adding.

His jaw tightened, but after a moment’s consideration, he nodded. “We'll investigate,



but cautiously. Kate, you stay with Fergus and Alec. The rest of uswill go and see.”

“But—" She began to protest.

“Thisisn’'t a negotiation,” Connor cut her off, his tone brooking no argument. “If it’'s
aMacDonad ambush, | need to know you're safe.”

The intensity in his eyes silenced her objections. She nodded reluctantly, watching as
Connor, Ewan, and the warrior named Donald veered off the path toward the smoke.

“Don’'t worry, lass,” Fergus said, his weathered face creasing in a reassuring smile.
“The laird knows what he’ s about.”

Kate wasn’t worried about his competence. She' d seen enough to know he was more
than capable of handling himself in dangerous situations. What bothered her was
being left behind, treated as someone who needed protection rather than a partner in
thisjourney.

They waited in tense slence, the minutes stretching interminably until Ewan
appeared at the crest of asmall hill, waving them forward.

“It'ssafe,” hecalled. “But you’'ll want to come quickly.”

Curiosity piqued, she urged her horse forward, following Fergus and Alec toward a
small stone cottage nestled in a hollow between two hills. It was a humble dwelling,
with a thatched roof and a small garden that looked well-tended despite the harshness
of the environment.

Connor stood by the door, his expression a complex mixture of emotions that Kate
couldn’t fully decipher. As she dismounted, he moved to her side.



“It's Elspeth,” he said quietly. “She’s here, not at the western edge of the island, as
we believed.”

Kate's eyes widened. “Your sister? But | thought?—"

“So did I.” Connor ran a hand through his hair, a gesture she’d come to recognize as a
sign of inner turmoail. “ She’ s been living here alone for nearly two months.”

Before she could respond, the cottage door opened, and a young woman stepped oui.
Even at a glance, the family resemblance was unmistakable. The same striking blue
eyes as Connor, the same proud bearing, though softened by feminine grace. Her
condition was aso evident. The gentle swell of her belly clearly visible beneath her
simple dress.

“Brother,” Elspeth greeted him, her voice cool. “I dinna expect to see ye here.”

“Nor | you,” Connor replied. “Your message said you were living near the fishing
settlement. To the west.”

A flicker of something, guilt, perhaps, or defiance, crossed Elspeth’s face. “I was.
Until they made it clear | was no longer welcome with a MacKenzie bastard in my
belly.” Shelifted her chin. “I’ve managed well enough on my own.”

Kate watched them, the tension between them so thick she thought she could reach
out and touch it. Connor’s posture was rigid, his expression guarded, while Elspeth

seemed to be bracing herself for rejection.

“This is Kate,” Connor said abruptly, gesturing toward her. “She’s a... guest at
Bronmuir.”

Elspeth’'s gaze shifted to her, assessing her with a directness that reminded her



strongly of Connor. “Y ou’re not from the Highlands,” she observed.

“No,” Kate agreed, stepping forward with a smile. “I'm from... quite far away,
actually.”

“The new world,” Connor said. “Her ship was wrecked on our shores.”

Elspeth’ s eyebrows rose dlightly, but she nodded. “Well, any friend of my brother’'sis
welcome in my home, humble though it may be.” She stepped back, holding the door
open. “Come in, al of you. | have stew ssmmering, and you must be hungry from
your journey.”

The interior of the cottage was small, but surprisingly cozy. A fire burned in the
hearth, casting warm light over the single room. Simple furnishings, a table, two
chairs, a narrow bed in the corner, were arranged with care, and bundles of dried
herbs hung from the rafters, filling the air with a pleasant, earthy scent.

“It's lovely,” Kate said sincerely, noting the small touches that made the space feel
like a home. A colorful woven blanket on the bed, wildflowers in a clay jar on the
table.

“1t’ s enough for me,” Elspeth replied, stirring the pot that hung over the fire. “And for
the babe when it comes.”

Connor, who had been standing awkwardly by the door, finally spoke. “How do you
survive out here, Elspeth? Winter will be harsh in these hills.”

“| trade with the croftersin the valley, herbs and remedies for supplies. Mother taught
me well before she passed.” His sister ladled stew into wooden bowls, her
movements brisk. “1’ve always been resourceful, Connor. Y ou know that.”



“Aye, but thisis no place for awoman alone, especially one with child.”

Elspeth’s expression hardened. “Would you have me return to the MacDonalds,
where I'm treated as less than a servant? Or perhaps to Bronmuir, where Father
declared me dead to the family?’

“Daisgone,” Connor said quietly. “And | never agreed with hisjudgment.”

A heavy silence fell over the room. Kate watched the conflicting emotions on
Elspeth’s face. Hope warring with pride, longing with the fear of further rejection.

“1 sent for you,” Connor continued. “The day before we left. The messenger should
have reached you by now.”

Elspeth stilled, her hand tightening on the ladle. “ Sent for me?’

“To come home.” Connor’s voice was gruff but sincere. “To Bronmuir, where you
belong.”

Kate had to swallow, seeing him interact with his sister, the olive branch he extended
despite the complicated history between them. She'd known he'd decided to bring
Elspeth home, but seeing him actually make the offer, witnessing the vulnerability
beneath his stoic exterior, touched her deeply.

Elspeth’'s eyes glistened with unshed tears. “And what of the babe? A child born
without a father’ s name?’

“The babe is a MacLeod,” Connor said firmly. “My niece or nephew will be
welcomed as such.”

A single tear slipped down Elspeth’ s cheek, quickly wiped away. “ The clan?—"



“Will follow their laird’s lead,” Connor interrupted. “And their laird says you and
your child are MacL eods.”

The siblings stared at each other, years of hurt and misunderstanding hanging in the
balance. Then, sowly, Elspeth nodded.

“1 will consider it,” she said, her voice steady despite the emotion in her eyes. “But |
cannot leave today. There are preparations to make, things to gather.”

“We continue to MacDonald territory,” Connor explained. “To negotiate Cameron’s
release. On our return journey, we'll stop for you.”

“Cameron?’ Elspeth’sface paled. “What’ s happened to Cameron?’

As he briefly explained the situation, Kate found herself studying Elspeth more
closely. Despite her obvious pregnancy and isolation, there was a resilience about her
that Kate only wished she had. His sister had made a mistake in trusting the wrong
man, but rather than crumbling under the weight of scandal and regjection, she had
forged a life for herself and her unborn child. It was impressive, especialy
considering the limited options available to women in thistime.

After the meal, which was surprisingly delicious given the simple ingredients,
Connor and his men stepped outside to discuss their route, leaving Kate alone with

Elspeth.

“He's changed,” Elspeth observed, clearing the bowls from the table. “My brother.
He seems... softer somehow.”

She smiled. “I wouldn't let him hear you say that.”

His sister laughed, alight sound that transformed her serious face. “No, | suppose not.



Connor has always prided himself on his strength. But there's strength in gentleness
too, something our father never understood.”

“Your brother isagood man,” Kate said. “He was worried about you.”

“Was he?' Elspeth paused, vulnerability flashing across her features. “I thought...
after | left theway | did...”

“Family is complicated,” Kate said, thinking of her own parents, their expectations
and disappointments. “But it’s also precious.”

Elspeth studied her curiously. “Y ou speak as if from experience.”

“1’ve made my share of mistakes,” Kate admitted. “And I’ ve learned that forgiveness,
when offered sincerely, isagift to both parties.”

“You're not what | expected,” Elspeth said after a moment. “For a woman in my
brother’ s company.”

Her cheeks warmed. “We're not, | mean, Connor and | aren’t?>—"

“Perhaps not yet,” Elspeth interrupted with a knowing smile. “But | see the way he
looks at you when he thinks no one is watching.”

Before Kate could formulate a response to that startling observation, the door opened
and Connor stepped back inside.

“We need to continue if we're to reach the meeting place by nightfall,” he announced.

His sister nodded, moving to embrace her brother. After a moment’s hesitation,
Connor’s arms came around her, holding her carefully, asif she might break.



“Besafe,” Elspeth murmured. “The MacDonalds are not to be trusted.”

“1 know,” Connor assured her. “Y e have three days to pack up your belongings, then
we ride for home.”

As they prepared to leave, Kate found herself drawn to the small shelf above
Elspeth’s bed, where afamiliar glint caught her eye. A brooch. Not as elaborate as the
Bronmuir Brooch, but similar in design, with a small blue stone set in silver.

“It was my mother’s,” Elspeth explained, noticing Kate' s interest. “The only thing of
hers | took when [ |eft.”

The brooch, so similar to the one that had brought her to thistime... Could it possibly
work the same way? If she could borrow it, perhaps try it at the ancient cemetery
where she'd first arrived...

“1t’ s beautiful,” she said, her voice sounding strange to her own ears,

Outside, the men were already mounted, waiting. As Kate climbed awkwardly into
her saddle, she glanced back at the cottage where Elspeth stood in the doorway, one
hand resting protectively on her belly.

The sight stirred something deep within Kate. A longing she hadn’'t fully
acknowledged until now. Not just for home and the familiar comforts of the twenty-
first century, but for connection, for belonging, for the kind of love that endured
despite mistakes and misunderstandings.

As they rode away, her thoughts turned to her own secret, the truth of her origins that
she kept hidden from Connor. If he knew she was from the future, would he look at
her differently? Would the trust they’d built crumble under the weight of such an
impossible revelation?



The brooch. If she told him the truth, perhaps he would let her borrow the Bronmuir
Brooch, just long enough to see if it could send her home. But the thought of leaving,
of never seeing him again, never knowing what might have developed between them,
filled her with an unexpected ache.

“You're quiet,” Connor observed, drawing his horse alongside hers.

She managed a smile. “ Just thinking.”

“About my sister?’

“Partly,” she admitted. “ She’ s remarkably strong, living out here alone.”

Connor nodded, pride evident in his expression. “MacL eods are stubborn by nature. It
serves uswell in difficult times.”

“Must run in the family,” Kate teased, trying to lighten her own mood.

The smile he gave her in return, rare and genuine, made her heart skip. “Aye, so I’'ve
been told. Usually by you.”

They rode in companionable silence for awhile, the beauty of the Highland landscape
unfolding around them. Kate found herself memorizing details, the particular shade
of blue in the sky, the way the heather moved in the wind, the solid presence of
Connor beside her, knowing that someday, whether tomorrow or years from now, she
would have to leave this place, thistime, this man.

But not yet. Not today.
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Chapter Sixteen

K ate slipped through the early morning mist, a small basket of provisions clutched in
her hands. Connor had left at dawn with Ewan and two other men to scout the
MacDonald meeting place, leaving strict instructions that she remain at camp. But
she'd never been particularly good at following instructions, especialy when they
involved sitting idly by while others took action.

The path to Elspeth’s cottage wasn't difficult to retrace. Kate had paid careful
attention during yesterday’s journey, noting landmarks and the gentle curve of the
hills. Not to mention it was the only road or path around.

She paused at the crest of the hill, looking down at the cottage where a thin tendril of
smoke rose from the chimney. What was she doing here, really? A snort escaped.
Yes, she was avoiding her own problems and her indecision about whether to tell
Connor the truth about when she came from.

With a sigh, she continued down the slope. Breathing heavily, she stood at the door,
trying to catch her breath before she knocked softly. For a moment, there was silence,
then the sound of movement inside.

“Who' s there?’ Elspeth’s voice carried a note of wariness.

“It's Kate. From yesterday? I’ ve brought some supplies.”

The door cracked open, Elspeth’s blue eyes, so like Connor’s, peered out suspiciously
before recognition dawned. “1 didn’t expect to see you again so soon.” She opened



the door wider. “Comein.”
The cottage was even cozier in the soft morning light, the fire casting a warm glow
over the smple furnishings. Elspeth wore a faded blue dress, her dark hair braided

loosely over one shoulder.

“My brother doesn’t know you're here, does he?’ Elspeth asked, taking the basket
and setting it on the small table.

She smiled sheepishly. “Not exactly. He's scouting ahead with some of the men.”

Elspeth’s lips curved in a small smile. “So you're as headstrong as you seem. No
wonder my brother is so taken with you.”

“l wouldn't say taken,” Kate protested, feeling heat rise to her cheeks. “We're just...
friends.”

“If you say so.” Elspeth began unpacking the basket. Oatcakes, dried fruit, a small
wedge of cheese, and ajar of honey. “Thisis generous. Thank you.”

“| thought you might need a few things before the journey back to Bronmuir,” Kate
said, settling onto one of the wooden stools.

Elspeth’s hands stilled over the basket. “1 haven't decided if I’m going.”

“Oh.” Shetried to hide her surprise. “I thought... after yesterday...”

“Connor offered out of duty,” Elspeth said quietly. “Not because he wants me there.”

“That’ s not true,” Kate countered. “He's genuinely concerned for you.”



Elspeth gave her a measured look. “Y ou dinna know our history.”

“Thentell me,” Kate suggested gently. “Help me understand.”

His sister was quiet for a moment, her fingertips tracing the grain of the old table.
When she finally spoke, her voice was low, steady with the weight of memory.

“1 was father’ s favorite. The only daughter after five sons. He spoiled me, | suppose,
even as he ruled the others with an iron will. He expected greatness from his sons,
most especially Cameron. As the eldest, he was meant to inherit the lairdship. Father
pushed him harder than the rest, demanded more, always more. It made Cameron
strong, but it also made him keen to be seen for who he was, not just the heir.”

She nodded, imagining what it must have been like growing up in a household ruled
by such expectations.

“But Connor...” Elspeth went on, her gaze drifting, eyes clouded with things long
kept buried. “He was two years younger than Cameron. And though our father never
spoke it plain, we all knew he never saw Connor as fit to lead. Said little, thought too
much. Too quiet. But after our mother passed, it was Connor who held us together.
He did the work that earned no glory but mattered most. Tended wounded after raids.
Took food to croftersin the snow. Looked after me.”

She swallowed hard. “When our father soured with grief and rage, it was Connor who
stood before me. Took the blame. Shielded me from his disappointment, the lash of
it.”

Her voice thickened. “And how did | repay him for that kind of love? | followed my
foolish heart and ran off with a MacKenzie. | brought shame to our name and left
Connor with the broken pieces. | havenae seen him since that night. | can only
Imagine what wrath our father visited down on him, but | know who bore the brunt.



Always Connor.”

Emotion swelled in her voice, proud yet trembling. “1 hurt the only brother who never
once hurt me. And I’ ve no right to ask his forgiveness.”

“Youfel inlove,” Kate said softly. “That’s not a crime.”

“It is when yer clan’s been feudin® wi’ his longer than any of us can remember,”
Elspeth replied with the wry ghost of a smile. “But love makes fools of us all, does it
not? | believed what Alasdair swore, that his people would welcome me, that we'd
build a fine life together.” Her hand drifted to rest protectively over the swell of her
belly. “I didna ken he was already promised to another.”

She winced. “I’m so sorry.”

Elspeth straightened her spine, pride stiffening her frame. “Dinna be. | made my
choice. And I’ ve learned to live wi’ what followed. But Connor...”

She exhaled long and slow. “He tried to stop me, ye ken. That night. Met me at the
gates. Begged me to think again. Said no good would come of loving a MacKenzie.”

“He was trying to protect you,” Kate said.

“Aye, he was. And | flung his care back in his face. Told him he was just like father.
Controlling. Blind to what mattered.” Her lips parted as if to say more, but it took a
moment for the words to come. “The last thing | said to him was that | hoped never to
see him again.”

The weight of that admission hung in the air between them. She could imagine the
scene, ayounger Connor, desperate to protect his sister from what he saw as aterrible
mistake. A headstrong Elspeth, determined to follow her heart regardless of the cost.



“People say things they don’t mean when they’re hurt or angry,” she said finally.
“1’m sure Connor knows that.”

“Perhaps.” His sister moved to the small window, gazing out at the misty hills. “But
there’ s knowing and then there' sforgiving. I'm not sure he's capable of the latter, not
after what my actions cost the clan.”

“What do you mean?’

“The feud between the MacL eods and MacKenzies has always been bitter, but my...
indiscretion made it worse. Alasdair used my feelings to gain information about
Bronmuir’s defenses, about patrol schedules and vulnerable points.”

Elspeth’s voice was hollow with self-recrimination. “I didn’t realize what | was doing
at the time, but the result was araid that cost three MacL eod lives.”

Kate inhaled sharply. “Connor never mentioned that.”

“He wouldn’t. He' s too honorable to lay that blame at my feet, even though we both
know where it belongs.” Elspeth turned back to face her. “So you see, it's not as
simple as coming home. Some wounds run too deep for healing.”

“l don't believe that,” Kate said firmly. “If I’ve learned anything in my life, it's that
it's never too late to mend what’ s broken. Especially between family.”

His sister studied her curiously. “Y ou speak asif from experience.”

She thought of her own family. Her parents’ disappointment when she'd chosen a
career in the dating industry over law school, the months of strained conversations
and awkward holiday dinners before they’'d finally reached an understanding. “Let’s
just say | know something about stubborn pride and the damage it can do.”



“And were you able to mend what was broken in your family?’ Elspeth asked.

“Yes,” Kate said softly. “It took time, and humility on both sides. But worth it, in the
end.”

Elspeth was quiet for a moment, considering. “Y ou care for my brother, don’'t you?
Not just asafriend.”

The direct question caught her off guard. “I... It's complicated.”
“Life usually is,” Elspeth said with a small smile. “But | see the way you speak of
him, the light in your eyes. And | saw how he looked at you yesterday, like a man

who' s found something precious and unexpected.”

Kate's heart fluttered at the observation. Had Connor really looked at her that way?
“Even if that weretrue, | won't be here forever.”

“None of uswill,” Elspeth replied, misunderstanding her meaning. “But that’s all the
more reason to seize happiness where we find it, isn't it?’

Before she could respond, a shadow fell across the doorway, followed by a sharp
knock that made both women jump.

“Kate?’ Connor’s voice, tight with barely contained anger, cut through the morning
gtillness. “Areyou in there?’

His sister shot Kate a sympathetic look. “My brother sounds displeased.”

“That’ s putting it mildly,” she muttered, moving to open the door.

Connor stood on the threshold, his expression thunderous. Behind him, Ewan waited



with the horses, studiously avoiding eye contact.

“What part of ‘stay in camp’ was unclear to you?’ Connor demanded.

Kate lifted her chin. “I brought Elspeth some supplies. | didn’t go far.”

“These borders are not safe,” Connor said through gritted teeth. “The MacDonalds
patrol regularly, and if they found you?—"

“But they didn’'t,” Kate interrupted. “I’'m fine. | just wanted to help.”

His jaw worked as he visibly struggled to control his temper. “We need to return to
camp. Now.”

“Don’'t be angry with her, brother,” Elspeth said, stepping forward. “Kate was kind
enough to bring me provisions. Something I’'m in need of, living alone.”

His gaze shifted to his sister, his expression softening almost imperceptibly. “You
shouldn’t be alone out here, Elspeth. It isn’'t safe.”

“So you've said,” she replied. “Though I’ve managed well enough these past
months.”

A tense silence stretched between the siblings, years of hurt and misunderstanding
creating an almost tangible barrier. She looked from one to the other, seeing the same
stubborn set to their jaws, the same pride in their bearing. They were so alike, these
two, both too proud to take the first step toward reconciliation.

“Elspeth told me about the night she left,” Kate said quietly. “ About what she said to

you.



Connor’s eyes narrowed. “That’ s between my sister and me.”

“Isit?’ Kate challenged. “Because it seems to me that you' re both carrying around
guilt and hurt that’s poisoning any chance of healing. Y ou think you failed to protect
her, and she feels responsible for betraying the clan.”

“Kate,” Connor warned, but she pressed on.

“Life is too short and too precious to waste it on pride. Believe me, | know.” She
gestured to Elspeth. “Your sister needs her family. And you need her too, whether

you' [l admit it or not.”

For a moment, he looked like he might argue further. Then, with a sigh that seemed
to come from the depths of his soul, he turned to Elspeth.

“Isthistrue? Do you blame yourself for the raid?’

Elspeth nodded, unable to meet his eyes. “| was blind. Foolish. | told Alasdair things
| shouldn’t have, never suspecting he would use them against our clan.”

“You weren't the only one who was blind,” Connor said quietly. “I knew something
was wrong. His interest in you seemed... convenient. But | was so focused on proving
myself to our father, on being the perfect son and warrior, that | didn’t see the danger
until it wastoo late.”

Elspeth looked up, surprise evident in her expression. “Y ou blame yourself?’

“How could I not? I’m your older brother. | should have protected you better.”

The admission hung in the air between them, raw and honest. Kate held her breath,
watching as years of misunderstanding slowly began to unravel.



“| don’t need your protection,” Elspeth said finally. “I never did. What | needed, what
| still need, isyour acceptance. Y our love, despite my mistakes.”

“You've always had that,” Connor replied, his voice rough with emotion. “Even
when | was angriest, even when father disowned you... You've aways been my
sister. Nothing changes that.”

Elspeth’s eyesfilled with tears. “I’ve missed you. All of you. Even Bronmuir, with its
drafty halls and father’ s ghost lingering in every corner.”

“Those halls don’'t have to be drafty,” Connor said, a hint of a smile softening his
features. “And father’s ghost holds no power over us now. Come home, Elspeth. Let
me, let us, take care of you and the babe.”

For a long moment, Elspeth hesitated, years of independence warring with the
longing for family and security. Then, slowly, she nodded.

“Alright. I'll come.”
The simple acceptance broke something open between them. Connor crossed the
small room in two strides, pulling his sister into a careful embrace that spoke more

eloquently than words.

Kate watched, her own eyes stinging with unshed tears. This was what mattered, she
thought, these moments of connection, of healing.

Later, as they rode back to camp, Connor kept his horse close to Kate's, the earlier
anger seemingly forgotten.

“That was a foolish risk,” he said, but the heat had gone from his voice. “The
MacDonalds?—"



“l1 know,” Kate interrupted. “It was reckless. But | couldn’t just sit in camp doing
nothing when | knew Elspeth was alone and pregnant and probably scared, even if
she’d never admit it.”

Connor studied her for a moment, his blue eyes thoughtful. “You have a way of
seeing through people’' s defenses. It’s... unnerving.”

“Isthat a compliment or acomplaint?’ Kate asked, trying to lighten the mood.

“Both, perhaps.” A small smile played at the corners of his mouth. “Though I'm
grateful for it today. What you did for Elspeth and me... | won't forget it.”

The ssimple sincerity in his voice warmed her more than any elaborate praise could
have. “She loves you. She just needed to know you still love her too, despite
everything.”

“I’ve never stopped,” he admitted. “But pride... It'sadifficult thing to overcome.”

“Tell me about it,” Kate said with feeling. “I come from a long line of stubborn
people myself.”

“Your family in America,” Connor said. “You rarely speak of them.”

She tensed dightly, aware that she was treading on dangerous ground. “There’s not
much to tell. My parents wanted me to follow a different path than the one | chose. It
caused some tension.”

“And now?’

“We've reconciled,” she said truthfully. “They’ ve come to accept that | need to make
my own choices, even if they don’t always understand them.”



Connor nodded, as if this made perfect sense to him. “Family is... complicated. But
essential.”

“Yes,” she agreed softly. “Essential.”

They rode in companionable silence for awhile, the beauty of the Highland landscape
unfolding around them. She found herself stealing glances at his profile, admiring the
strong line of his jaw, the quiet confidence in his bearing. He had shown such
vulnerability with Elspeth, such capacity for forgiveness. Would he be as
understanding if he knew the truth about her?

The thought of the brooch tucked safely in Connor's sporran nagged at her
conscience. She should tell him the truth, about who she was, where she came from,
how she had arrived in histime. He deserved that honesty, especially now, when trust
was growing between them.

But what if he didn’t believe her? What if he thought her mad, or worse, awitch? The
17th century was not known for its tolerance of the inexplicable. And even if he did
believe her, would he help her return to her own time? The thought of leaving him, of
never seeing him again, created an ache in her chest that was becoming harder to
ignore.

“You're quiet,” Connor observed, breaking into her thoughts.

She managed a smile. “ Just thinking.”

“About?’

“Choices,” she said honestly. “The ones we make, the ones we regret, the ones we're
still facing.”



His gaze was penetrating, as if he could sense the weight of the decision she was
wrestling with. “ Sometimes the hardest choice is the one we know we must make, but
fear to face.”

“How do you know which choice is right?’ Kate asked, the question slipping out
before she could stop it.

“lI don't know that we ever can, not with certainty,” Connor replied thoughtfully.
“But | believe that when we act from love rather than fear, we rarely go wrong.”

The simple wisdom of his words struck her deeply. Was she acting from love or fear?
Was her reluctance to tell him the truth about herself born of genuine concern for his
reaction, or was she simply afraid of losing what they were building together?

Asthey crested a hill, the camp came into view below, a small cluster of tents beside
a stream, smoke rising from a cooking fire. Tomorrow they would meet with the
MacDonalds, attempt to negotiate Cameron’s release. The danger was real, the stakes

impossibly high.

Kate was just shifting in the saddle to get a better look when Connor’s voice cut into
her thoughts.

“Y ou disobeyed me.”

The heat of hiswords made her blink, caught off guard. “What?’

“1 told ye to stay with Fergus and Alec. You didn’'t.”

“1 just—" She blinked in surprise, then lifted her chin. “I wasworried. | didn’t go far,
and when | saw there was no danger, | >—"



“You don’'t ken what danger 1ooks like out here.” His tone wasn't angry exactly, but
there was steel threaded through it. “If that had been atrap, you' d have been the first
tofall intoit. | give orders for areason, not to hear myself speak.”

Her pulse pounded, and she fought the urge to lash back. He wasn’'t wrong, even if
her pride bristled at the reprimand. “1 wasn't trying to ignore you. | just thought?>—"

“That you knew better than a man who's lived on these lands his entire life?’

She dragged in a breath and let it out slowly. “No. | only wanted to help.”

“1 ken that. But help me by staying alive,” he said softly. “Next time | give an order
like that, | expect ye to heed it. I’ ll not risk you.”

The words stung more for the care woven between them. The fear she’'d glimpsed in
his eyes earlier was still there, hidden behind frustration and responsibility.

She swallowed. “I’'m sorry. It won’'t happen again.”

He held her gaze for along moment before nodding. “ Good.”

The tension between them lingered, taut and crackling, until finally he let out a long
breath, his voice softening. “ Thank you.”

“For what?’ she asked, surprised.

“For Elspeth. For... seeing what needed to be done.” His words were quieter now,
sincere.

The gratitude in his eyes made her heart swell. “You're welcome,” she said, still a
little breathless from their exchange.



He looked toward the camp below, then back to her. “When this is over, when
Cameron is home and Elspeth is settled at Bronmuir...” He hesitated, clearly uneasy
in territory he couldn’t fight his way through. “There are things | would speak with
you about. Important things.”

Kate's pulse quickened. “What kind of things?’

He held her gaze, steady, warm with an emotion she dared not name. “The future.
Possibilities. If you' re willing to hear them.”

“I"d like that,” she said softly, meaning it despite the complications she knew loomed
ahead. Tomorrow would bring the confrontation with the MacDonalds, a day fraught
with danger and uncertainty. Beyond that waited choices she hadn’t fully admitted
she’ d need to make. About the brooch, her origins, her placein thistime.

And about the man beside her.
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Chapter Seventeen

K ate shivered as she tightened the wool cloak around her shoulders, watching
Connor confer with Ewan near the edge of camp as a light rain fell and the wind
picked up. Their heads were bent close together, voices too low to carry, but the
tension in his stance told her everything she needed to know. Today was the day.

The exchange, the fake brooch for Cameron, seemed straightforward enough, but
apparently nothing involving the MacDonalds was ever simple. Connor had made
that abundantly clear.

“You should eat something,” Fergus said, appearing at her side with a bowl of
steaming porridge. “ The laird says we' |l be leaving within the hour.”

Kate accepted the bowl with a grateful nod, though her stomach twisted at the
thought of food. Who would have ever thought she'd be excited to eat what she
thought of as oatmeal. Where were banana dlices, honey, and a few chopped pecans?
“Thanks.”

“Dinna fash,” the older man said kindly. “The laird knows what he's about. We'll
have Cameron home by nightfall.”

She hoped Fergus was right. The thought of Connor's brother suffering at
MacDonald hands made her sick to her stomach after the stories she'd heard the men

telling when they thought she wasn't listening.

Across the camp, he looked up, his gaze finding hers with unerring precision.



Something passed between them, a wordless communication that made her breath
catch. Then he was striding toward her, purpose in every line of his body.

“Weleave in half an hour,” he said without preamble. “ Are you ready?’

“Asready as|’ll ever be.” She nodded, setting aside her barely touched porridge.

His expression softened dlightly. “Y ou don’t have to come. Y ou could wait here with
Fergus?>—"

“No,” sheinterrupted firmly. “I'm coming. Maybe | can help.”

How, she wasn't entirely sure. She wasn’'t a warrior or a healer, but something told
her she needed to be there, that her presence might somehow make a difference, and
to make sure the guidebook didn’t come true.

Connor studied her face for along moment, then nodded. “Very well. But you'll stay
back during the exchange. No matter what happens, you remain with Ewan.
Understood?’

Thistime, she didn’'t argue. “Understood.”

“Good.” He hesitated, asif there was more he wanted to say, but instead turned away.
“Half an hour,” he repeated, already moving toward the horses.

Kate watched him go, admiring the quiet confidence in his bearing despite the weight
she knew he carried. The lives of his men, his brother’s safety, the future of his clan
all rested on his shoulders.

How different he was from the men she knew in her time. There was nothing
performative about Connor’s strength, nothing calculated about his courage. He



simply was who he was, without apology or pretense.

And shewas falling for him, hard and fast and against al reason.

The realization should have terrified her. Instead, it settled deep inside her where it
felt right.

Oh my. She wasin love with Connor MacL eod.

A man born more than three hundred years before her time, a man whose world was
vastly different from hers, a man she would eventually have to leave behind because
she had to go back. She didn’t belong here. Maybe she’' d already messed up history,
and the ripples were spreading through time. Her parents and sister must be frantic.

What if the MacDonald assassin she'd pushed over the battlements was an ancestor
of her ex, Angus? Would he or someone in his family cease to exist? Or maybe
Bronmuir Keep was now intact in her time?

The thoughts sent a pang through her so sharp it was ailmost physical. But there was
no time to dwell on thoughts of ripples through time. Not now. Not with Cameron’s
life hanging in the balance.

The weight of the fake brooch in Connor’s sporran was a constant reminder of what
was at stake. The craftsman had done his work well. None but the most discerning
eye could tell it from the original Bronmuir Brooch. He prayed it would be enough to
fool the whoreson Dougal MacDonald.

He cast a glance over his shoulder, checking on Kate who rode just behind him with
Ewan. She sat straighter in the saddle today, her movements more confident after



days on horseback. The sight of her, determined despite her obvious apprehension,
stirred something protective in his chest.

She shouldn’t be here. He should have insisted she remain at Bronmuir, safe behind
the stone walls. But even as the thought formed, he knew it was futile. Kate was not a
woman easily dissuaded once her mind was set. It was one of the qualities he most
admired about her, and one that most frustrated him.

“We're nearing the meeting place,” Ewan murmured, drawing his horse alongside
Connor’s. “Just beyond that rise.”

He nodded, tension coiling in his gut. “Keep the men spread out. | want eyesin every
direction.”

“Aye, and what of the lass?” Ewan asked quietly, with a meaningful glance toward
Kate.

“She stays with you,” Connor replied firmly. “No matter what happens.”

Ewan’s expression was grim. “Y ou think Dougal will betray us.”

It wasn’t a question. He had known Dougal MacDonald since boyhood, had crossed
swords with him more times than he could count. The man was as treacherous as he

was cunning.

“1 think Dougal rarely does what’s expected,” Connor said carefully. “Be ready for
anything.”

As they crested the hill, the meeting place came into view. A small clearing
surrounded by ancient pines, their shadows long in the morning light. A group of
riders waited at the far edge, their plaids marking them as MacDonalds.



Connor held up his hand, signaling his men to halt. “Stay aert,” he commanded, then
turned to Kate. “Remember what | said. Stay with Ewan, no matter what.”

She nodded, her face pale. “Be careful,” she said softly.

He held her gaze for a heartbeat longer than necessary, then turned his horse toward
the clearing, with two of his men flanking him. The rest of his men remained on the
ridge, bows at the ready.

As they approached, Connor could make out Dougal at the center of the MacDonald
party, his broad frame unmistakable even at a distance. There was no sign of

Cameron.

“MacLeod,” Dougal called as they drew near. “1 was beginning to think you'd lost
your way.”

“MacDonald,” Connor replied coolly. “Where is my brother?’

Dougal’ s smile was all teeth, no warmth. “ Safe enough. For now.” He gestured to the
men behind him. “Bring him.”

Two men disappeared into the trees, returning moments later supporting athird figure
between them. Connor’s heart clenched at the sight of his brother. Cameron’s once-
powerful frame was gaunt, his face bruised, his movements slow and pained as the
men half-dragged him forward.

“What have you done to him?” Connor demanded, fury rising in his throat.

“Nothing he didn’'t earn,” Dougal replied dismissively.

“He's dlive, isn't he? More than can be said for the two men he killed trying to



escape.”

Connor forced himself to breathe steadily, to think past the rage clouding his vision.
Cameron was alive. That was what mattered. Everything else could be dealt with
once they were safely away. A time would come when Dougal MacDonald no longer
breathed.

“You have what you came for,” Dougal continued, nodding toward Cameron. “Now,
where is my payment?’

Connor reached into his sporran and withdrew the brooch, holding it up so the
morning light caught the gemstones. “ The Bronmuir Brooch, as agreed.”

Dougal’ s eyes narrowed with naked greed. “Bring it here.”

“Release my brother first,” Connor countered.

A tense silence fell over the clearing. Connor could feel Murtagh shifting sightly
beside him, ready for trouble. Behind them, he knew Kate was watching, probably
holding her breath.

Finally, Dougal nodded to his men. “Let him go.”

The MacDonalds released Cameron, who stumbled forward a few steps before
steadying himself. His eyes, though dulled with pain, found Connor’s with fierce
recognition.

“Go to Ewan,” Connor instructed quietly.

His brother nodded, making his way slowly across the clearing. Connor waited until
his brother had reached Ewan’s side before urging his horse forward, the brooch held



out before him.

Dougal reached for it eagerly, but Connor pulled back at the last moment. “Our
business is concluded,” he said firmly. “I expect no further trouble from the
MacDonalds.”

Dougal’s smile was cold. “For now,” he agreed, taking the brooch and examining it
closely. “Though | can't promise what the future might hold, especially with your
sister carrying the bastard of the MacK enzie who killed one of my men.”

Connor’s jaw tightened at the deliberate provocation. “My sister and her child are
under my protection. Remember that.”

“A fact I'm sure the MacKenzies will find interesting,” Douga replied smoothly.
“Given their new allegiance to William of Orange.”

The implication was clear. Dougal knew of Elspeth’s situation, knew of the political
complications it presented for the MacLeods. It was a threat, thinly veiled but
unmistakable.

“We're done here,” Connor said flatly, turning his horse. “Ewan, let’s go.”

As they made their way back to the ridge where the rest of their men waited, Connor
couldn’t shake the feeling that things had gone too smoothly. Dougal had given up
Cameron with minimal resistance, barely examined the brooch. It wasn’t like him to
miss an opportunity to press for further advantage.

“Something’ swrong,” he murmured to Ewan as they rejoined their party.

Ewan nodded grimly. “He's planning something.”



“Let’s not wait to find out what,” Connor decided. “We make for Elspeth’s cottage,
then home to Bronmuir. Fast as we can.”

Kate had moved to Cameron’s side, her face a mask of concern as she took in his
condition. “He needs a healer,” she said quietly as Connor approached.

“Aye,” Connor agreed, noting the unnatural pallor of his brother’s skin, the way he
held himself, as if every movement caused pain. “Elspeth has some skill with herbs.
She can see to him until we reach Bronmuir.”

Cameron managed a weak smile. “I’'m not dead yet, little brother. No need to look so
grim.”

Despite everything, a smile broke out across his face. Trust his brother to jest even
now. “Save your strength,” he advised. “We ve a hard ride ahead.”

As they set off, he couldn’t shake his unease. Dougal had capitulated too easily, had
barely glanced at the brooch. Something wasn't right.

Hejust prayed they’ d be far away before he discovered what it was.

Kate kept close to Cameron as they rode, watching with growing concern as he listed
in the saddle, his face gray with exhaustion, sweat dripping down his face. The man
was clearly in no condition for a hard journey, but they had little choice. Connor’s
urgency was infectious, his certainty that Dougal had some trick planned, spurred
them all to greater speed.

“How much farther back to Elspeth’s?’ she asked Ewan, who rode on Cameron’s
other side, ready to catch him should he fall.



“Not far now,” Ewan replied, constantly scanning the surrounding hills. “Another
hour, perhapsless.”

Cameron gave a soft grunt that might have been a laugh. “I never thought 1'd be so
eager to see our headstrong sister again.”

“She’s had atough time,” Kate told him. “Grown up, | think.”

“Hardship will do that,” Cameron agreed, wincing as his horse jolted over the uneven
ground. “Though I’ d have preferred she learn her lessons some other way.”

They had just entered a narrow pass between two hills when Connor suddenly raised
his hand, signaling a halt. The company froze, aert and wary.

“What isit?’ Kate whispered to Ewan.

He shook his head dlightly, one hand moving to the hilt of his sword. “Not sure. He
senses something.”

Connor was perfectly still atop his mount, listening intently. Then, with a fluid
motion that spoke of years of training, he drew his sword.

“Ambush!” he shouted, just as arrows began to rain down from the hills on either
side.

Chaos erupted. Men shouted, horses reared, and the clash of steel on steel filled the
air as MacDonald warriors poured from the rocks above. She watched in horror as
one of Connor’s men fell, an arrow protruding from his chest.

“Get to the cottage!” Connor bellowed, cutting down a MacDonald who had |eapt
onto his horse. “Ewan, take Kate and Cameron! Go!”



Ewan didn’'t hesitate. He grabbed the reins of Kate's horse with one hand and
Cameron’ s with the other, spurring his own mount forward. “Hold tight!” he shouted.

Kate clung to her saddle as they galloped through the pass, arrows whistling past
them. She caught a last glimpse of Connor, sword flashing in the sunlight as he
fought off two attackers at once, before a bend in the path took him from her view.

They rode hard, the sounds of battle fading behind them. Cameron was barely
conscious now, slumped over his horse’s neck, held in place only by Ewan’s grip on
hisarm.

“Almost there,” Ewan called encouragingly. “Just ahead!”
Through the trees, Kate could make out the small stone cottage, smoke rising from its
chimney. Elspeth must have seen them coming, for she appeared in the doorway, her

expression changing from welcome to alarm as she took in their state.

“What's happened?’ she cried as they drew up before the cottage. “Where's
Connor?’

“Ambush,” Ewan explained tersely, dismounting in one fluid motion. “MacDonalds.
The laird ordered us ahead while he and the others held them off.”

Elspeth’s face paled. “Cameron,” she breathed, seeing her eldest brother’s condition
for thefirst time. “Quickly, bring him inside.”

Between them, Ewan and Kate managed to get Cameron off his horse and into the
cottage. They laid him gently on Elspeth’s narrow bed, where he groaned, his eyes

fluttering open.

“Elspeth,” he murmured, afaint smile touching his lips. “ Still as bonnie as ever, even



with ababe in your belly.”

“And you're still a silver-tongued devil,” she retorted, though her hands were gentle
as she examined his wounds. “Even half-dead.”

Kate hovered nearby, unsure how to help. “What can | do?’

Elspeth glanced up, her expression grim. “Heat water. There’'s a pot by the fire, and
clean cloth in that chest. We need to clean his wounds.”

As Kate hurried to obey, Ewan moved to the door. “I’'m going back,” he announced.
“Thelaird needs me.”

“Becareful,” Kate said, pausing in her task. “Please.”

He nodded once, then was gone, the sound of hoofbeats fading rapidly as he rode
back toward the battle.

Elspeth worked quickly as she cut away Cameron’'s tattered linen shirt, revealing a
patchwork of bruises and half-healed cuts across his torso. But it was the wound
across his side that drew a sharp intake of breath from both women. A deep gash, the
edges inflamed and seeping.

“This is bad,” Elspeth murmured, pressing a clean cloth to the wound. “The blade
was dirty.”

Cameron’s eyes were clearer now, watching his sister with a mixture of pride and
resignation. “ Alwaysthe clever one,” he said softly. “Even as awee |lass.”

“Save your strength,” Elspeth admonished, though her voice caught. “You'll need it
to heal.”



Kate brought the heated water and rags, watching as his sister cleaned the wound
with steady hands. “Will he be aright?’ she asked quietly.

Elspeth’s hesitation was answer enough. “We'll do what we can,” she said finally.

Outside, the sounds of conflict grew closer. Shouts and the clash of steel, the thunder
of hooves. Kate moved to the window, peering out anxioudly.

“Connor,” she breathed, spotting him among the melee. He fought like a man
possessed, his sword a blur of motion as he cut down one MacDonald after another.
Even from a distance, she could see blood on his face, but he moved with the fluid
grace of awarrior, seemingly untouched by the surrounding chaos.

Relief flooded her, followed immediately by fear as she counted the combatants. The
MacDonalds outhumbered Connor’s men at least two to one.

“They need help,” she said, turning back to Elspeth.

The other woman nodded grimly. “In the corner, behind that sack of grain. You'll
find abow and quiver.”

Kate blinked in surprise. “Y ou have weapons?’

“A woman alone can’'t be too careful,” Elspeth replied. “Can you shoot?’

Kate thought of the archery lessons she’'d taken in college, a brief phase inspired by
The Hunger Games . Not exactly the same as ancient combat, but the principles
couldn’t be that different, right? Other than the whole shooting at a man instead of a

target.

“Yes,” she said with more confidence than she felt, hands shaking. “I can shoot.” But



at areal person? Shewasn't so sure.

Elspeth nodded toward the window. “Then help my brother. I’'ll tend to Cameron.”

Kate retrieved the bow, smaller and lighter than she’d expected, and the quiver of
arrows. Her heart pounded as she positioned herself at the window, nocking an arrow
with shaking hands.

The battle had moved closer to the cottage now, spilling into the small clearing before
it. She could see Connor clearly, fighting back-to-back with one of his men,
surrounded by MacDonalds.

She drew the bow, sighted along the arrow, and released.

The arrow flew wide, missing its target by several feet. Kate cursed under her breath,
nocking another arrow. This time, she took a deep breath, steadying herself before
drawing back the string.

The arrow found its mark in the shoulder of a MacDonald warrior who had been
about to strike at Connor from behind. The man howled in pain, dropping his sword,
and Connor whirled around to dispatch him with asingle stroke.

For a heartbeat, Connor’'s eyes met hers through the window. Surprise flickered
across his face, followed by something that might have been pride, before he turned
back to the fight.

Emboldened, Kate continued to provide what cover she could from the window,
though her aim was far from perfect. She managed to wound two more MacDonalds,

distracting them long enough for Connor’ s men to gain the advantage.

The tide of battle seemed to be turning. The MacDonalds, realizing they were losing,



began to fall back. Several broke away entirely, fleeing into the surrounding woods.

“They’reretreating,” Kate called over her shoulder to Elspeth.

“Thank the saints,” Elspeth murmured, not looking up from her work on Cameron.
“Though they’ Il be back, and in greater numbers next time.”

The thought sent a chill through Kate. They couldn’t stay here, not with Cameron
injured and Elspeth pregnant. They needed to reach Bronmuir, where stone walls and
clansmen could protect them.

Outside, Connor was giving orders, his men moving quickly to secure the area and
tend to the wounded. Kate set down the bow and hurried to the door, relief making
her knees go weak as she watched Connor stride toward the cottage, bloodied but
whole.

“Connor!” she called, unable to keep the joy from her voice.

He looked up, his grim expression softening as their eyes met.

“Ye are damn good with an arrow, Kate.” In three long strides, he was before her,
hands coming up to cradle her face with surprising gentleness.

“You're not hurt?” he demanded, his gaze searching her face.

“No, I'm fine,” she assured him. “But Cameron?—"

His expression darkened. “How bad?’

“It's not good,” she admitted. “Elspeth is doing what she can, but...”



He nodded once, releasing her to stride into the cottage. Kate followed, watching as
he knelt beside the bed where his brother lay.

“Cameron,” Connor said softly, taking his brother’ s hand.

Cameron’s eyes fluttered open, recognition dawning slowly. “Little brother,” he
murmured. “Did we win?’

“Aye, for now,” Connor replied. “But we need to move. The MacDonalds will be
back, and in greater numbers.”

Cameron attempted a smile that was more grimace than a grin. “Then you’'d best get
me on a horse. I’m not dying in some cottage in the middle of nowhere.”

Elspeth made a small sound of distress. “He shouldn’t be moved. The wound?>—"

“Will kill me whether I'm here or at Bronmuir,” Cameron finished for her. “ At least
at home, | might die in my own bed.”

The blunt assessment silenced them all. Tears pricked at her eyes, but Kate blinked
them away. Thiswasn’t the time for weakness.

“We'll place him in the cart,” Connor decided. “With blankets to cushion the ride. It
will be easier on him than on horseback.”

His sister nodded, already gathering her supplies. “I'll need to pack my things. It
won't take long.”

“Make haste,” Connor urged. “We leave as soon as possible.”

As the siblings conferred, Kate slipped outside to where Ewan was organizing the



remaining men. Three had fallen in the ambush, their bodies now laid out respectfully
beneath their plaids. The sight made her stomach clench with grief and anger.

“How many MacDonalds escaped?’ she asked Ewan.

“Three, maybe four,” he replied grimly. “Enough to bring back reinforcements.”

“Then we need to hurry,” she said, though she worried about Cameron’s ability to
withstand the journey ahead.

Ewan nodded, already turning to direct the men in preparing the cart for Cameron and
the dead. Kate watched them work, admiring their efficiency despite their own
wounds and exhaustion.

These were good men, loyal to their laird and clan. She thought of the three who had
fallen, wondering about the families they left behind, the lives cut short because of a
feud that seemed to have no end.

“1t’ s not your fault,” Connor’s voice came from behind her.

She turned to find him watching her, his expression somber. “I know,” she said. “It's
just... so senseless.”

“Aye,” he agreed quietly. “Though sense has little to do with clan feuds. They’'re
born of pride and vengeance, fed by memory and blood, lasting for generations.”

“There has to be a better way,” she insisted.
His smile was tinged with sadness. “Perhaps. But not today.” He glanced toward the

cottage where his siblings waited. “Today, we get them home. Tomorrow... We'll see
what tomorrow brings.”



Within the hour, they were ready to depart. Elspeth’s few possessions were |oaded
into the small cart, alongside the dead, and Cameron, who lay on a bed of blankets
and straw. He drifted in and out of consciousness, his face ashen against the dark
plaid that covered him.

“Stay with him,” Connor instructed Elspeth as they prepared to ride out. “Watch for
any change.”

She nodded. “1 will.”

As their small, battered company set off toward Bronmuir, Kate found herself riding
beside the wagon, keeping a constant vigil over Cameron. Despite Elspeth’s herbal
remedies and careful bandaging, his condition was deteriorating. His breathing grew
more labored with each passing mile, his skin hot to the touch despite the cool air.

“Hold on,” Kate murmured, though she wasn't sure if he could hear her. “We're
going home. Just hold on.”

The journey seemed endless, each mile stretching before them like a lifetime. They
traveled as quickly asthey dared, Connor setting a pace that balanced urgency against
Cameron’ sfragile state.

Twice they stopped to rest the horses and check on Cameron. Each time, Elspeth
redressed his wounds, her face growing more drawn as she noted his worsening

condition.

“He's weakening,” she whispered to Kate during their second stop. “The wounds are
putrid.”

Her heart sank. “Is there nothing more we can do?”’



Elspeth shook her head, tears glistening in her eyes. “Pray,” she said simply. “Pray he
lives long enough to see Bronmuir again.”

As they continued their journey, the landscape gradualy changed, becoming more
familiar. She recognized landmarks from their outward journey. A tumbling stream
and arocky outcrop that resembled a sleeping giant.

“We're close,” Ewan announced, as the sun began its descent. “Another hour,
perhaps less.”

The news seemed to breathe new life into their weary company. Even the horses
sensed the proximity of home, their pace quickening despite their fatigue.

Kate leaned over the edge of the cart to speak to Cameron, who had been silent for
the past hour. “We're amost home,” shetold him. “Bronmuir is just ahead.”

To her surprise, his eyes opened, clearer than they had been since they’d found him.
“I knew he'd come,” he said softly. “Told those MacDonald bastards my brother
would never abandon me.”

“Never,” she agreed, her throat tight with emotion. “Connor would move heaven and
earth for you.”

Cameron’s smile was ghostly. “And for you, | think. Though he's too stubborn to
admit it yet.”

Before Kate could respond to this startling observation, Cameron’s eyes drifted
closed again, his breathing shallow but steady.

As the sun touched the horizon, casting long shadows across the hills, the silhouette
of Bronmuir Keep appeared in the distance, its stone towers rising proudly against the



evening sKky.

“Home,” Elspeth breathed, her voice thick with emotion. “I never thought to see it
again.”
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Chapter Eighteen

| f someone had asked her what death smelled like, which they hadn’'t, Kate would
have said that it had to be like the wrapper from a package of chicken left out in the
sun, but much worse. It wasn't just the metallic tang of blood or the sour notes of
infection, but something deeper. It was the smell of hope draining away, of prayers
going unanswered. Over the past three days, Kate had become intimately familiar
with the scent she knew she would never forget.

Cameron lay on the bed, his once-powerful frame now diminished, sinking into the
mattress as though aready half-departed. The MacDonald clan had returned him
broken. Ribs shattered, festering wounds across his back and side, and one arm
twisted at an angle that made even Moira s weathered face go ashen.

“More hot water,” the healer commanded, not looking up from where she pressed
poultices against the wound on Cameron’s side.

While she didn’t have many, okay, not any, 17th century useful skills, Kate could at
least fetch and carry, so she didn’t feel entirely useless. She moved quickly, lifting
the heavy kettle from the hearth and pouring steaming water into the waiting bowl.
After working with the healer, she'd found herself anticipating Moira's needs,
preparing herbs when asked, changing linens, and whatever else Moira needed. The
work kept her hands busy while her thoughts kept circling around the realities of
being trapped in the past. No modern medicine or doctors, for one thing.

Connor stood at the foot of the bed or sat beside his brother. His face was granite,
betraying nothing, but during her time with him, she’d learned to read the subtle tells.



The white-knuckled grip on the bedpost, the muscle jumping in his jaw, the shadows
deepening beneath his eyes with each passing hour.

“1 need to change the dressing again,” Moira murmured, nodding toward Cameron’s
side.

Connor turned his brother on his uninjured side. The Highlander groaned, eyes
fluttering open. For a moment, they were clouded with confusion, then focused on
Connor.

“Brother,” he whispered, voice like gravel.

“Aye, I'm here.” He took Cameron’s hand in his.

“The MacDonalds...” Cameron began, but a coughing fit seized him, flecks of blood
appearing on hislips.

“Save your strength,” he said, voice steady despite the tremor in his hands as he
wiped the blood away. “We' |l speak when you' re stronger.”

Throat tight, she stepped back, giving the brother’s privacy while helping Moira
prepare more poultices. Through the window, she could see clan members in the
courtyard below, their faces turned upward toward the room as if they could see
through the stone. Several crossed themselves before going about their duties.

“He'sno’ going to last the night,” Moira whispered, so low that only Kate could hear.
“The infection’ s too deep, and there’ s bleeding inside that | canna stop.”

Frustration ran through her. If only they were in her time, where modern medicine
and surgeons could save Connor’s brother.



“Does Connor know?’

Moira's eyes, red-rimmed from exhaustion, met hers. “Aye. He kens fine. He just
willna accept it yet.”

A soft sound drew their attention back to the bed. Cameron had reached up, fingers
weakly clutching Connor’s plaid.

“Listen well, brother,” Cameron said, each word clearly costing him. “I’ve no time
for gentle words.”

Connor nodded, leaning closer.

“You must lead them now. Not just until | heal, but always.” Cameron’s breathing
grew more labored.

“1 know being laird was never your wish. But | will be gone soon. Brodie is missing,
and the clan looks to you now. They need your strength.”

“Dinna speak so,” Connor said, his voice roughening. “Y ou will recover.”

Cameron’s laugh was a terrible sound, wet and broken. “Always the practical one.
Face the truth. I’'m for the earth, and soon.” His fingers tightened on Connor’s plaid.
“But listen. Thisisimportant. Dinna make my mistakes.”

“What mistakes?’ He asked, composure finally cracking.

“Living only for duty.” Cameron’'s eyes drifted to Kate, who stood frozen by the

herbs. “Find more than that. A good woman to love you and bear you many sons.
Swear it to me.”



Connor followed his brother’ s gaze to Kate, then back to Cameron. Something passed
between them.

“1 swear it,” Connor whispered.

Cameron nodded once, satisfied. Then his eyes glazed, focusing on something
beyond the room. “Mother,” he murmured, a smile ghosting across hislips. “1 see you
and father waiting with my two little brothers. I'm coming home...”

His hand fell from Connor’s plaid.

The silence that followed was absolute. He remained kneeling, one hand still clasping
Cameron’s cooling fingers. Then he rose, reaching out and gently closing his eldest
brother’s eyes.

“1 will tell the clan,” he said to Moira, voice distant. “Prepare him for burial.”

Not meeting her gaze, he strode from the room. The door closed behind him with a
soft click that somehow felt more final than a slam.

Kate moved to follow, but Moira caught her arm.

“Let him be, lass. Some grief must be faced alonefirst.”

Before she could respond, a commotion erupted from the corridor. Shouts and
running feet. The door burst open, and Ewan stood there, face ashen.

“It’s Elspeth,” he gasped. “One moment she was standing in the hall, the next she was
on the floor. There's blood, too much blood.” Ewan stood back to let them pass. “I
carried her to her chamber.”



Moira cursed, already gathering supplies. “The bairn,” she said grimly. “She’s losing
the bairn.”

Kate' s eyes darted to Cameron’s still form. “But?—"

“The dead will wait,” Moirasaid firmly. “The living need us now.”

They hurried down the corridor to Elspeth’s chamber. The scene inside was chaos.
Elspeth crying, her skirts soaked crimson, two serving women fluttering uselessly

nearby, clearly out of their depth.

“Out!” Moira commanded, and the women scattered. “Kate, clean linens. And hot
water, as much as you can fetch.”

Grateful for the clear instructions, she ran for the kitchens. When she returned along
with two of the kitchen girls, carrying steaming buckets of water and armfuls of linen,
Moira had already removed Elspeth’s blood-soaked dress.

“Hold her shoulders,” Moiradirected. “Thiswill hurt her, but it must be done.”

Kate positioned herself at the head of the bed, gently but firmly gripping Elspeth’s
shoulders. The young woman’ s face was ghost-white, her eyesrolling.

“Cameron,” Elspeth moaned. “Is Cameron truly?—"

“Hush now,” Kate soothed, pushing damp hair from Elspeth’s forehead. “ Save your
strength.”

Elspeth’s eyes focused suddenly, with startling clarity. “My brother is gone. | feel it.”
A sob wracked her body. “And now my babe as well.”



Kate had no words of comfort that wouldn’t be lying, so she simply held Elspeth’s
hand as Moira did what she could.

Hours blurred together. Kate moved between tasks, holding Elspeth when the pain
grew unbearable, preparing the herbs Moira called for, changing linens that soaked
through too quickly. Outside, the sky darkened, then gradually lightened again as
dawn approached.

Finally, Moira sat back. “It's done,” she said wearily. “The bairn is lost, but she will
live.”

Kate looked down at the young woman, now mercifully unconscious. “Are you
certain?’

“Aye. She's strong, like all MacL.eod women.” Moira cleaned her hands in a basin of
water. “Though she' [l need watching. The fever may yet take her.”

“I’ll stay with her.” Kate nodded, arranging a light blanket over Elspeth’s still form.
“Nay.” Moira s tone brooked no argument. “Y ou’ve been on your feet for near three
days. You'll rest, or you'll be the next one abed.” Her expression softened dlightly.

“Besides, someone should find Connor. He doesna ken about his sister yet.”

The weight of everything crashed down on her. Cameron’s death, Elspeth’s loss. She
swayed on her feet.

“Go wash,” Moira said more gently. “Then find him. He shouldna find out from one
of the men, not this news.”

Kate nodded numbly and made her way to her chamber. The water in her basin was
cold, but she didn't care, scrubbing at the dried blood until her skin was raw. She



changed quickly into a clean gown, then paused, uncertain where to begin looking for
him.

Something tugged at her memory, something he had mentioned once about where he
went to think. The cliffs. Of course.

The keep was eerily quiet as she made her way through it. Word of Cameron’s death
had spread, and the usual bustle was replaced by hushed voices and downcast eyes.
Outside, a light drizzle fell, the sky the color of date. Kate pulled her cloak tighter
and headed toward the path that led to the cliffs.

She found him exactly where she'd expected, standing at the edge of the precipice,
face turned toward the churning gray waters below. The wind whipped his hair and
plaid around him, but he stood motionless, as if carved from the same stone as the
cliff itself.

She approached slowly, making no effort to quiet her footsteps on the rocky ground.
Connor didn't turn, didn’'t acknowledge her presence in any way, but she knew he
was aware of her.

Suddenly unsure, she stopped a few paces behind him. What could she possibly say
that would matter?

In the end, she said nothing. Instead, she moved to stand beside him, close enough
that their shoulders nearly touched as she took his cold hand in hers, and gazed out at
the same turbulent sea. The rain fell harder now, plastering her hair to her face, but
she remained still.

Minutes passed, or perhaps hours. Time seemed meaningless here, at the edge of the
world.



“He knew,” Connor finally said, his voice barely audible over the crash of waves.
“He knew he was dying from the moment they returned him to us.”

Not trusting herself to speak, Kate nodded.

“| should have saved him sooner. | should have—" His voice broke.

“You did everything you could,” she said softly. “The MacDonalds did too much
damage.”

Connor’ s jaw tightened. “I’ll make them pay in blood for what they’ ve done.”

“Not yet,” Kate replied with quiet certainty. “They’ |l be expecting vengeance. They’ll
be prepared.”

He turned to her then, his eyes red-rimmed but hard as flint. “Y e suggest | do nothing
while my brother’ s body grows cold?’

“1 suggest you make them believe you' ve accepted defeat,” she said. “Let them relax
their guard, grow confident. And then—" she met his gaze steadily, “—when they

least expect it, strike with al the fury of the MacL eods.”

Something shifted in his expression. Surprise, followed by a gleam of cold
calculation that replaced the raw grief.

“Elspeth lost the baby,” she said gently. “Moira believes she’ll recover, but it was
close.”

Connor closed his eyes briefly. “ Too much death,” he whispered. “Too much loss.”

“I dinna ken how to do this,” he admitted, voice low. “How to be chieftain, how to



tell the clan ther future died with Cameron, how to wait when every drop of my
blood calls out for vengeance.”

“You'll do it because you must,” she said. “Because that’ s what a true chieftain does.
He thinks beyond the moment, beyond his own desires. He plans and plots. And then
he strikes.”

Connor nodded slowly, the fierce Highland warrior emerging through his grief. “Aye.
We will wait. And then we will show them why the MaclL eods have survived for
centuries.”

Kate's heart squeezed painfully in her chest. She'd never seen him like this,
uncertain, adrift. Always before, he'd been the rock, the immovable center around
which the clan revolved.

“You don't have to know everything right now,” she said. “You just have to get
through today. Tomorrow will come regardless.”

Connor looked down at their joined hands, then back at her face. Rain streamed down
his cheeks, indistinguishable from tears.

“Why are you here?’ he asked, the question layered with meaning.

“Because you shouldn’t be alone,” she answered simply. Then, after a pause. “And
neither should I.”

Something broke in him then. Perhaps it was the last barrier of his composure
crumbling. He pulled her against him suddenly, his arms wrapping around her with
desperate strength. She found herself leaning in, her arms circling his waist, her face
pressed against his chest. She could hear his heartbeat, strong and steady despite
everything.



They stood like that, clinging to each other as the rain soaked them both, the sea
roaring below. Kate felt the tremors that ran through his body, felt the moment when
grief finally overwhelmed him and silent sobs shook his powerful frame.,

She held him tighter, one hand reaching up to stroke his hair. “I’'m here,” she
whispered against his chest. “I’m right here.”

In that moment, with the taste of salt on her lips, from tears or sea spray or rain, she
couldn’t tell, Kate realized something that terrified and exhilarated her. She didn’t
want to let go. Not of this man, not of this place, not of this life she'd stumbled into
even with all of the death and hardship.

The thought should have sent her running. Instead, she pressed herself closer,
breathing in the scent of him. Wool and peat smoke and something uniquely him.

I’ll never let go , she thought, the words rising unbidden in her mind. She didn’t say
them aloud, couldn’t, not yet, but she felt them resonate through her body like a vow.

They remained there as the rain gradually eased, neither willing to be the first to
break the embrace. When Connor finally pulled back dightly, his eyes were red but
clear, his face composed once more.

“Thank ye,” he said ssimply.
She nodded, suddenly shy. The intensity of what had passed between them left her
feeling exposed, vulnerable in a way she hadn't allowed herself to be in years,

perhaps ever.

Connor reached up, brushing a strand of wet hair from her face with unexpected
gentleness. Hisfingers lingered against her cheek.



“We should return,” he said, though he made no move to leave. “The clan will need
me.”

“Yes,” Kate agreed, equally reluctant.

Connor took a deep breath, squaring his shoulders. The man who turned toward the
keep was different from the one who had stood at the cliff’s edge, still grieving, still
wounded, but somehow steadier. Asif sharing the burden had made it bearable.

They walked back in silence, side by side, not touching but close enough that Kate
could feel the warmth radiating from him. At the edge of the courtyard, he paused.

“Kate,” he said, voice low. “What you did for Elspeth, for Cameron... for me. | willna
forget it.”

Before she could respond, he was striding away, back straight, head high, every inch
thelaird his clan needed him to be.

Kate watched him go, her heart full of things she couldn’'t name. The rain had
stopped completely now, and weak sunlight broke through the clouds, casting long
shadows across the keep.

She thought of Cameron’s final words to his brother, of the understanding that had
passed between them. And of Elspeth, who had risked everything for love and lost so
much. Finally, she thought of Connor’s arms around her, and how, for the first time
in her life, being held hadn’t felt like being trapped.
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Chapter Nineteen

T he rain began as they were returning from the eastern edge of MacL eod lands, a
gentle patter that quickly transformed into an angry torrent. The wind howled across
the land, and Kate clutched her cloak tighter as the first drops found their way
beneath her collar.

“We need to find shelter,” Connor shouted over the gale. “ The path ahead floods in
storms like this.”

Kate nodded, her teeth already chattering. They’ d spent the afternoon gathering herbs
for Elspeth, who was till bedridden after losing her baby. Moira had sent them
specificaly for lady’s mantle, which only bloomed for a brief time each year. The
plant was said to help women recover from childbirth and miscarriage. While she
might not know much about medicine, at least during the month she’d been here,
Kate had learned to identify several herbs and could recite their uses.

“This way,” Connor called, turning his horse off the main path. “There’'s a place not
far from here.”

The rain lashed at her face as they rode, making it nearly impossible to see more than
a few feet ahead. She trusted his knowledge of his own land, but as the minutes
stretched on and the storm intensified, fear began to creep in. Her clothes were
soaked through, and she couldn’t feel her face.

Finally, Connor pulled his horse to a stop near what looked like a solid rock face. He
dismounted quickly and came to help her down, his strong hands steadying her as her



feet touched the ground, not letting go until she was steady.

“This way,” he said, leading both horses toward what appeared to be nothing but
more stone.

Only when they were aimost upon it did she notice the narrow opening, barely visible
unless you knew exactly where to look. Connor ducked inside, pulling the horses
after him, and Kate followed, relief washing over her as the howling wind was
suddenly muffled.

The cave was larger than it appeared from the outside, extending back into the
hillside. It was dark and damp, but blessedly dry compared to the deluge they’'d

escaped.

“The shepherds have used this place for generations,” Connor explained, his voice
echoing slightly. “ And sometimes those who need to disappear for awhile.”

“Outlaws?’ Kate asked, wringing water from her hair.

He smiled, the dim light from the cave entrance catching the curve of his lips.
“Among others. My brothers and | found it as lads. We'd hide here when we wanted
to escape our father’ s wrath.”

He moved deeper into the cave, and Kate heard the sound of rummaging. A moment
later, a spark flared, and Connor had a small fire going, illuminating their shelter with

awarm, flickering light.

“There's always dry wood here,” he explained. “An unspoken agreement among
those who know of this place.”

She moved closer to the fire, spreading her skirts to dry. The herbs they’d collected



were safely tucked in her satchel, protected from the sudden summer shower, but the
rest of her clothing had caught the brunt of the downpour. The cave smelled of earth
and smoke, with hints of heather and rain wafting in from the entrance where water
dripped steadily, forming small puddles on the stone floor.

“You're chilled,” Connor observed, his voice low and resonant in the quiet space.

The flickering firelight cast shadows across his chiseled features, highlighting the
scar above his right eyebrow and the determined set of his jaw. His sun-kissed brown
hair hung in wet strands around his face, droplets of water trailing down his neck.

“I’ll be fine once my clothes dry,” she replied, though she couldn’t suppress a small
shiver asagust of wind swept into the cave.

He settled beside her, close enough that she could feel the warmth radiating from his
body. Hislinen shirt clung to his muscled chest, and Kate found herself struggling not
to stare.

“The fire will help,” he said, reaching forward to add another piece of wood to the
flames. The movement brought him closer, and Kate caught the earthy scent of him,
heather and smoke and something she couldn't place, that she found oddly
comforting.

He tended to the horses, removing their saddles and rubbing them down with
handfuls of dry grass he found deeper in the cave. When he returned to the fire, he sat

down next to Kate, the flames casting his face in alternating light and shadow.

“This storm will last al night,” he said, glancing past the horses, toward the cave
entrance where rain till fell in sheets. “We'll need to wait until morning.”

They sat in silence for a while, listening to the rain and the occasional crack of



thunder. The fire popped and hissed, sending sparks dancing upward. Kate found
herself growing drowsy with the warmth, her head gradually coming to rest against
Connor’ s shoulder.

“1 should have read the signs more carefully,” he said suddenly, breaking the silence.
“The clouds were gathering in the west, but | thought we'd make it back before the
worst hit.”

“You can't control the weather,” Kate felt a smile ghost across her face.

He sighed, his breath stirring her hair. “I seem to be making too many mistakes
lately.”

There was something in his voice that she’ d never heard before. She lifted her head to
look at him, finding his blue eyes troubled in the firelight.

“What do you mean?’

He was quiet for so long she thought he might not answer. When he finally spoke, his
voice was low and rough with emotion.

“1 should have saved Cameron. | should have known the MacDonald offer was a trap.
| should have...”

“Connor,” Kate interrupted gently, “you can’'t blame yourself for Cameron’s death.
Y ou did everything you could.”

“Did 1?” His jaw tightened. “I’m laird. The clan looks to me for protection, for
guidance. And | feel like I’m failing them at every turn.”

Her heart ached at the raw pain in his voice. This was a side of him she’'d never seen.



The doubt beneath the confident exterior, the fear behind the strength.

“You're not failing,” she said firmly. “You're carrying an impossible burden, and
you' re doing it with more courage than anyone I’ ve ever known.”

He looked at her then, really looked at her, as if seeing something new in her face.
“How isit you always seem to know exactly what to say?’

She smiled sadly. “I’m good at reading people. It's what | did... before.” She stopped
abruptly, realizing she’ d nearly slipped.

“Before?’ Connor prompted, his eyes curious.

“Before | came here,” she amended quickly. “It was important in my... village... to
understand what people needed.”

It wasn't exactly alie, but it wasn’t the whole truth, either. In her job at Love Lasting,
reading people's relationships had been her specialty. Understanding what made
couples work, or more often, what made them fail, had been her bread and bultter.

He seemed to accept her explanation, but something in his expression told her he
sensed there was more she wasn't saying. He didn’t press, though, and relief spread
through her, followed by guilt. But people here in this time were superstitious. She
didn’t want to be branded a witch. Things were hard enough.

The fire crackled between them, casting dancing shadows on the cave walls.

“When | was a lad,” Connor said after a while, “my father told me that a chieftain
must be like stone. Unyielding, unmovable. I’ ve tried to be that. But sometimes...”

“Sometimes stone cracks,” Kate finished for him. “Being strong doesn’t mean never



feeling doubt or pain. It means continuing on despite them.”

His eyes met hers, and something passed between them, an understanding, a
connection that went beyond words. Her breath caught in her throat.

Without thinking, she reached out and touched his face, her fingers tracing the scar
above his right eyebrow. It was the first time she had initiated contact between them,
and she felt him go still beneath her touch.

“What happened here?’ she asked softly.

“Training accident when | was fourteen,” he replied, his voice equally quiet.
“Brodi€’ s blade caught me when | wasn’t paying attention.”

Kate's fingers lingered on the scar, then slowly traced down the side of hisfaceto his
jaw. His skin was warm beneath her touch, rough with stubble.

He caught her hand in his, eyes never leaving her face. “Kate,” he said, her name
sounding like a prayer on his lips, a gentle caress that made her heart flutter in her
chest.

The moment stretched between them, taut with possibility. Kate knew she should pull
away, should maintain the distance that had kept her safe all these weeks. But
something in his eyes, a vulnerability, a need that mirrored her own, made her lean
forward instead. The warmth of his calloused palm against hers sent tingles up her
arm, and she found herself moving closer, drawn by an invisible thread that had been
weaving between them since the day they met.

Their lips met softly at first, a gentle question that hung in the air between them. His
mouth was warm, tender, hesitant, as if he feared she might vanish if he pressed too
hard. Then his hand came up to cradle the back of her head, his fingers tangling in her



hair, and the kiss deepened, becoming an answer neither of them had known they
were seeking.

Kate melted into him, all thoughts of time, distance, and secrets momentarily
forgotten. His arms encircled her, strong and sure, pulling her closer until she could
feel the steady beating of his heart against her own. The scent of him, pine and |eather
and something uniquely him, enveloped her, and for the first time since arriving in
this century, she felt truly safe, truly home. Cherished.

The world around them faded away, the damp walls of the cave, the distant rumble of
thunder, the cold stone beneath them, until there was only him, only this moment,
only the sweet, intoxicating sensation of his lips moving against hers. A soft sigh
escaped her, and she felt him smile against her mouth, a smile she returned without
hesitation.

When they finally broke apart, both breathless, Kate found herself trembling, not
from the rain, but from the intensity of what had just happened. His forehead rested
against hers, breath warm on her face, his eyes searching hers with wonder and a
tenderness that made her heart ache.

“I’ve wanted to do that since | found you in the heather among the stones,” he
whispered, his brogue thicker with emotion.

Kate reached up to touch his face again, tracing the scar above his eyebrow with
gentle fingers. “I think I’ ve been waiting for you my whole life,” she admitted softly,
the truth of it surprising her even as she spoke the words.

For a perfect, suspended moment, they existed in a world of their own making, a
place where time and circumstance couldn’t touch them. Then reality came crashing
back, and with it, the weight of her secret. The truth that stretched between them like
an uncrossable chasm. But for now, in the shelter of his arms, Kate allowed herself to



believe that some bridges could be built, even across centuries.

“Connor,” she began, her voice unsteady, “there’s something about me that | need to
tell you. Something I’ ve been keeping to myself.”

He watched her, waiting, his eyes still dark with desire but now tinged with concern.

Kate took a deep breath. “I’m not... I'm not who you think | am.” The words stuck in
her throat. How could she possibly explain? I'm from the future. 1 was born three
hundred years from now. Everything you know about meis built on alie.

The magnitude of it overwhelmed her, and she faltered.

“Lass,” Connor said gently, misinterpreting her hesitation, “you don’t have to explain
yourself to me. Whatever brought you here, whatever you're running from, it doesn’t
matter. What mattersis who you are now.”

His kindness only made her feel worse. If only it were that smple. If only she was
just running from a bad relationship or a troubled past. But her truth was so much
more impossible.

“You don’'t understand,” she whispered.

“Then help me understand,” he replied, his fingers intertwining with hers. “But know
this, nothing you could tell me would change what | feel for you.”

The certainty in his voice made her heart ache. How could he be so sure when he
didn’t know the truth? If she told him everything, would he still look at her with that

warmth in his eyes, or would he recoil in fear and disbelief? Call her witch ?

“I"'m afraid,” she admitted finally.



Connor’ s expression softened. “ Of what, mo chridhe 7’

The Gaelic endearment, my heart , nearly undid her. “Of losing this. Of losing you.”

He lifted their joined hands to his lips, pressing a kiss to her knuckles. “Y ou won’t
lose me. I'm right here.”

She wanted desperately to believe him, but fear held her back. Instead of words, she
leaned into him again, finding his lips with hers. This time, their kiss was tinged with
a bittersweet ache, a promise and a plearolled into one.

When they separated, Connor kept her close, his forehead resting against hers. “The
storm won't last forever,” he murmured. “But this, what's between us, | believe it
could.”

She closed her eyes, letting his words wash over her. How had she come to care so
deeply for this man in such a short time? And how could she bear the thought of
leaving him if, when, she found away home?

As if reading her troubled thoughts, Connor began to speak, his voice low and
soothing in the dim cave.

“There’s an old legend in our clan,” he said, “about the Bronmuir Brooch. It's said to
have been gifted to the first MacL eod by the old gods themselves, at atime when the
world was changing.”

Kate's heart skipped a beat at the mention of the brooch. She'd seen it only twice.
The first time was in her own time, the second when Connor had brought it out to

duplicate it. It sounded silly, but she swore it called to her.

“What kind of legend?’ she asked, trying to keep her voice casual.



Connor shifted, settling her more comfortably against him. “They say it holds power
over time itself, that it was forged at the meeting place between worlds, where the
vell isthin.”

A chill that had nothing to do with the weather ran down Kate's spine.

“The old stories tell of a woman. Some say she was the Cailleach herself, who
appears during great storms, at the edges of time.” Connor’s voice had taken on the
cadence of a storyteller, rich and rhythmic. * She guides lost souls to where they truly
belong.”

Kate could barely breathe. “Do you... do you believe these stories?’
Connor was silent for a moment, considering. “I believe in what I’ve seen,” he said
findly. “And I've seen enough in my life to know that there are forces at work

beyond our understanding.”

He looked down at her, his eyes searching her face. “And you...? You are not like
other women, Kate. I’ ve known it from the first moment | saw you.”

The air between them seemed to vibrate with unspoken truths. Kate felt as if she
stood on the edge of a precipice, one step forward and everything would change.

But she chickened out. “I’'m just... me,” she said weakly.

Connor’ s smile was gentle. “Aye, you are. And that’s more than enough.”

He pressed a kiss to her forehead, then shifted to add more wood to the fire. “We
should rest. The storm will pass by morning.”

Kate nodded, suddenly exhausted by the emotional weight of their conversation. He



pulled his plaid over them as they lay near the fire, his arm a protective weight across
her waist.

Despite her turbulent thoughts, she found herself drifting toward sleep, lulled by the
steady rhythm of his heartbeat against her back, the sounds of the horses, and the
now-distant rumble of thunder.

Her last conscious thought was of the brooch and its supposed power over time. If the
legends were true, could it be her way home? And if it was... did she still want to go?

Dawn broke clear and bright, the storm having spent its fury during the night.
Sunlight filtered through the cave entrance, painting patterns on the stone walls.

Kate woke first, momentarily disoriented by the unfamiliar surroundings. Then she
felt Connor’s arm around her waist, his body warm against her back, and memory
flooded back. The storm, the cave. That kiss.

She lay till, listening to his steady breathing, reluctant to disturb this moment of
peace. Outside, birds were singing, celebrating the return of clear skies. The world
felt washed clean, asif the storm had swept away more than just the dust.

Connor stirred behind her, his arm tightening briefly around her waist. “Morning,
lass,” he murmured, his voice rough with sleep.

Kate turned to face him, finding his blue eyes already open and watching her. “Good
morning.”

There was a moment of uncertainty between them, a question of whether what had
happened in the darkness would survive in the light of day. Then Connor reached out,



brushing a strand of hair from her face with gentle fingers, and Kate knew that
something fundamental had shifted between them.

“We should return,” he said softly.

“Yes,” Kate agreed, though part of her wished they could stay in this secluded place a
little longer, away from the complications of the outside world.

Connor stretched, glancing toward the entrance where pale golden light spilled onto
the flagstones. Kate yawned, rubbing her arms as she gathered her satchel.

The thought hit her as she tried to shake the heaviness from her mind. “It’s the 4th of
July. Or, as | like to say, spilling the tea since 1776.” She clapped a hand over her
mouth.

Connor cocked his head, a puzzled smile flickering across his lips. “ Since when?’

Kate froze, heart thudding. She'd let her tongue run away with her again. “Just...
something | used to say at home. About, you know, the storm. Or perfect days you'll
aways remember,” she added quickly, hoping he wouldn't press. Still, she couldn’t
help feeling a pang at missing one of her favorite holidays. America was a long way
from her revolution. In her own time, her friends would be barbecuing, watching
fireworks painting the sky, swimming in someone's pool, and she was here, centuries
away, hiding in a cave with a Highland warrior.

Connor moved closer. “Isit an important day where you come from?’
She forced another smile, blinking fast. “Yes. Back home, it's the day we think

about... freedom.” She coughed, waving a hand. “ And maybe spill alittle tea for old
times' sake.”



He searched her face a moment longer, then nodded with quiet acceptance. “Well,
perhaps one day, you' Il tell me that story.”

Kate just squeezed his hand in return, her bittersweet smile lingering.

They rose and prepared to leave in comfortable silence, each stealing glances at the
other when they thought they wouldn’t be caught. The horses were well-rested and
eager to be moving, and soon they were making their way back toward Bronmuir

Keep.

As they rode side by side, Connor reached across the space between them and took
Kate's hand, squeezing it gently. No words were needed. The gesture said everything.
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Chapter Twenty

H ow things changed in aweek. The keep was quiet, heavy with grief as Kate walked
through the corridors, feeling the weight of sidelong glances following her path.
Where once she' d begun to find acceptance, now she found closed doors and hushed
conversations that stopped when she approached.

“Nae good can come of alass arrived wi’ the storm and a dead man at her back,” an
old woman muttered as Kate passed, not bothering to lower her voice. The words
sliced through her like a blade, but she kept her head high and her face impassive.

Cameron had been buried, laid to rest beside his father in the small cemetery behind
the chapel. The clan had gathered, somber and silent, as Connor spoke the words of
farewell. Kate had stood apart, knowing her place was not among the family. Even
then, she' d felt the distance growing between herself and Connor.

Now, as she made her way to the kitchen, she wondered if that distance would ever
close again. After their passionate kiss in the cave, she'd thought they were moving
toward something serious. A relationship. But since Cameron’s funeral, Connor had
withdrawn completely. She'd tried to ask him if something was wrong, but he'd
merely shaken his head, muttering that all was well even as he avoided her eyes. He
no longer sought her out during the day, no longer asked her opinion on clan matters.

Had she been too forward? Had their kiss in the cave crossed some invisible
boundary? Or was it something else entirely? Rumors had away of spreading through
the keep like wildfire, and she' d caught whispers suggesting her arrival had brought
ill fortune to the clan. First the MacDonald assassin’s death at her hands, then



Cameron’s passing so soon after his return, and Elspeth losing the baby. Some even
muttered that she was a witch or a banshee, bringing death in her wake.

Kate swallowed hard against the knot in her throat. She’'d finally begun to feel like
she belonged here, but now she felt more aone than ever.

Moira was in the stillroom, grinding herbs with a mortar and pestle, her eyes distant.
She hesitated in the doorway, then stepped inside.

“Can | help with anything?’ she asked softly.

Moira looked up, her expression unreadable. “Nay, lass. I’ve no need of help just

now.

“1 could prepare some broth for Elspeth,” Kate suggested, trying again. “| heard she's
still refusing to come out of her chamber.”

“Elspeth needs peace,” Moira said sharply, then sighed. “And no more ghosts. The
poor lass has enough haunting her.”

Kate flinched at the word “ghosts.” Was that how they saw her now, a harbinger of
death and misfortune? Thank the stars she hadn’t told Connor the truth, that she was a
time traveler. Then everyone would be calling her awitch.

“How is Connor?’ she asked, changing the subject.

The healer’ s hands stilled. “He doesna eat. Doesna sleep. He carries the weight of his
brother’s death like a millstone.” She looked directly at Kate for the first time. “He

carries many burdens now.”

The unspoken accusation hung in the air between them. She nodded, understanding



she’d been dismissed, and backed out of the kitchen. Her throat felt tight, and she
swallowed hard against the threat of tears.

The day dragged on, each hour heavier than the last. Kate tried to make herself
useful, mending torn clothing, helping Nessa with the linens, but everywhere she
went, she felt unwelcome. By evening, she retreated to her small chamber, but the
walls seemed to close in around her.

It seemed everywhere she went, Kenna's eyes followed, sharp as flint. More than
once Kate heard her voice in the corridors, low and urgent, whispering to the
laundress or to Moira, always with glances that darted away when Kate appeared. At
first, she brushed it off as more of the uneasy gossip that seemed to collect about her
like mist at dawn. But it grew harder to ignore when she saw two of the younger girls
crossing themselves as she passed, and one even spat on the floor behind her.

That evening, desperate for an escape, Kate retreated to her chamber. She paused
with her hand on the door, hearing the sound of someone inside, then the
unmistakable crackle of flames. She pushed the door open to find Kenna crouched
before the hearth. The girl straightened, eyes wild in the firelight, as a cascade of
unfamiliar fabric slipped through her fingers. Her sweatshirt, jeans, and bra, her last
links to home. They smoldered on the coals, curling up in bits of black.

“What are you doing?’ Kate cried, rushing forward. She reached out to grab them,
but it was too late, the delicate material was destroyed.

Kenna glared at her, chin raised defiantly. “Ridding the keep of your cursed things,”
she spat. “Witch’'srags. No decent soul wears cloth spun of shadows.”

Kate stared at the burning remnants of her life, words failing her. “Those are mine!
They’ re not dangerous?>—"



Kenna cut her off with a hard, hollow laugh. “No, but you are.”

Without another word, the girl brushed past Kate and out into the corridor, the door
banging shut behind her. She stared into the fire until the burn of smoke forced her
back from the hearth. Only then did she let herself sink onto the bed, wrapping her
arms tightly around her knees and burying her face in the coarse wool blanket. Tears
threatened, but she held them back. She didn’t know what she'd done to earn Kenna's
hatred, but she felt it, raw and unyielding, trailing her everywhere she went.

Unable to bear the solitude any longer, she slipped out into the night. The moon was
hidden behind clouds, the courtyard in shadow. A light rain had begun to fall, and
Kate welcomed the cool drops on her heated skin.

She found herself drawn to the stables, where a single lantern still burned. Peering
inside, she saw Connor standing beside his horse, one hand resting on the animal’s
neck, his gaze fixed on something she couldn’t see.

“Connor?’ she called softly.

He turned, and the emptiness in his eyes made her heart ache. This was not the man
who had held her through the night after she'd killed the assassin. This was not the
man who had kissed her in the cave with such tenderness. This was a hollow shell,
full of grief, and distant.

“You should be inside,” he said, his voice flat.

“I couldn't sleep.” She stepped closer, searching his face for any sign of the
connection they’ d once shared. “| thought maybe we could talk.”

“About what?”’



“ About Cameron. About what happened.” She hesitated. “ About us.”

Connor’s jaw tightened. “ There's naught to say about Cameron that hasn’'t been said.
He s gone.”

“1 know you blame yourself?>—"

“| said there' s naught to say,” he cut her off, hisvoice hard. “Not now. Not to you.”
Sherecoiled asif he'd struck her. “I’m only trying to help.”

“Help?’ He gave a bitter laugh. “Aye, you' ve helped enough, have you not? My
brother is dead. My sister nearly followed him. The clan looks to me for answers |

dinna have.”

“None of that is your fault or mine,” Kate retorted. “You couldn’t have known what
would happen.”

“Couldn’t 17" He turned away, shouldersrigid. “I am laird. Everything that happens
to this clan ismy responsibility.”

She reached out, her fingers hesitating just above his arm. “Let me be here for you,”
she whispered.

He flinched away before her fingers could make contact. “I canna talk right now,
Kate. Not to you.”

The rglection stung worse than any physical blow. She withdrew her hand, curling
her fingersinto her palm. “1 understand,” she said, though she didn’t. Not really.

So she left him there, alone with his grief and his guilt, and stepped back into the rain.



It was falling harder now, soaking through her dress and plastering her hair to her
skull. She didn’t care. The physical discomfort was nothing compared to the ache in
her chest.

Kate wandered aimlessly, eventually finding herself at the kitchen door. The main
hearth would still be warm, she thought. A place to dry off and gather herself before
returning to her chamber and trying to sleep.

Over the past week, she’d been dreaming of home. Hot showers, pizza, cars, grocery
delivery, and, of course, her parents and sister. Did they think she was dead? How
awful it would be to lose someone and not know what had happened to them. Not to
have closure. Did they bury an empty casket?

The kitchen was dim, lit only by the dying embersin the hearth. At first, Kate thought
it was empty. Then she noticed a figure huddled on a stool near the fire, a cup
clutched in trembling hands.

Kenna. The maid had always been cold toward Kate, avoiding her whenever possible,
spreading rumors that had gotten to Connor. Now she looked up with red-rimmed

eyes, her face tear-streaked and blotchy.

“Come to gloat, have ye?’ Kenna s words slurred, and Kate noticed the bottle on the
floor beside her.

“l just camein to get warm,” she said cautiously.

Kenna laughed, a harsh, broken sound. “Warm? There’'s no warmth here. Not
anymore, witch.”

Kate should have left. Every instinct told her to turn around and walk away. Instead,
she moved closer, drawn by something in Kenna's voice, araw pain that echoed her



own.

“Are you al right?’ She asked, knowing it was a foolish question even as the words
left her mouth.

“All right?” Kennatook along swallow from her cup. “Y ou think you’ re the only one
haunted by death?’

She dtilled. “What do you mean?”’

“I saw you that night. On the battlements.” Kenna's eyes were unfocused, voice low.
“1 saw what you did.”

“The assassin,” Kate whispered. “Y ou saw me push him.”

Kenna nodded slowly. “Aye. | saw you murder him.”

Something in Kenna's tone made Kate's skin prickle. “He was going to kill one of
Connor’ s men. He had already killed someone else.”

“His name was Malcom,” Kenna said, as if she hadn’t spoken. “He wasn’'t always an
assassin. Once, he was just a man. A man who promised to take me away from here.”

Understanding dawned cold and terrible. “Y ou knew him.”

“Knew him?’ Kenna let out that broken laugh again. “I loved him. And he loved me.
Or so he said.”

Kate felt sick. “Y ou were helping him. Giving him information.”

“Nothing important,” Kenna said quickly. “Just... small things. When the guards



changed. Which passages were least used. He said no one would be hurt. He just
needed to get inside, to take something valuable. Enough to start anew life. For us.”

“But he killed someone,” Kate said, her voice hardening. “He was going to Kkill
others.”

“And now he'sdead.” Kenna's eyes filled with fresh tears. “And so am |, nearly.”

She rose unsteadily, swaying on her feet. “Do you know what it’s like? To be trapped
between two worlds? Not to belong anywhere?’

The words hit too close to home. She did know, all too well.

“Kenna, |7—"

“They watch me,” Kenna continued, her voice rising. “All of them. They know
something’s not right. They don’t trust me, that’s why | told them ye were to blame.

A witch. I'm useless now. Usdless to the clan. Useless to the MacDonalds.”

“The MacDonalds?’ Kate's blood ran cold. “You've been passing information to
them?”’

“What else could | do? Kenna cried. “Malcolm was gone. | needed protection. |
needed away out.”

She lurched toward the door, bottle in hand. Kate followed, alarmed by the wild ook
in the woman'’s eyes.

“Kenna, wait. We can talk about this. We can figure something out.”

But Kenna was already stumbling into the rain, her pace quickening as she headed



toward the outer wall. Her heart pounded as she realized where Kenna was going.
The battlements.

“Kenna, stop!” Kate called, breaking into arun.

The rain was coming down in sheets now, driven by a rising wind that tore at their
clothing and hair. By the time she reached the stone steps leading up to the
battlements, Kennawas already halfway up, clinging to the wall for support.

“Leave me be!” Kenna shouted over her shoulder.

“Please,” Kate begged, taking the steps two at atime. “Whatever you' re thinking, this
isn't the answer.”

“lsn’t it?" Kennareached the top and staggered to the edge. “What answer is there for
me now? | betrayed my clan. | betrayed Malcolm. I’ ve nothing left.”

She approached slowly, hands outstretched. “ That’s not true. Y ou can make amends.
Y ou can start over.” Where were the damn guards?

“Like you?’ Kenna's laugh was lost in a gust of wind. “The sassenach? The woman
who belongs nowhere? You'reaslost as| am.”

“I"'m trying to find my place,” Kate said, inching closer. “And you can too. Come
away from the edge. Please.”

For a moment, it seemed the girl might listen. She turned dlightly, her eyes meeting
Kate' s through the curtain of rain.

“He would' ve left me too, you know,” she said softly. “Like they always do.”



Before she could react, Kenna stepped on top of the wall and then backward into the
empty air.

“NQO!” Kate threw herself forward, fingers grasping at air as Kenna disappeared over
the edge.

The scream that tore from her throat was primal, a sound of pure anguish that rose
above the howling wind. She collapsed at the edge of the battlements, staring down
into the darkness where Kenna had fallen.

Time lost al meaning. She didn't know how long she knelt there, rain and tears
mingling on her face. Eventually, she became aware of voices, of torches moving in
the darkness below. They had found Kenna' s body.

Kate couldn’t face them, couldn’t bear to see the accusation in their eyes. She fled,
feet carrying her blindly through the keep until she found herself in the small chapel.

The stone floor was cold and hard as she sank down before the altar. Her clothes were
sodden, her body shivering, but she barely noticed. All she could see was Kenna's

face in that final moment. All she could hear was her voice. You'reaslost as| am.

“l didn't want anyone else to die,” Kate whispered to the empty chapel. “I never
wanted anyone to die.”

But they had. The assassin. Cameron. And now Kenna. Deaths that seemed to follow
in her wake like shadows.

Hours later, that was where Nessa found her, curled into herself on the chapel floor,
soaked to the skin and trembling.

“Och, lass,” the housekeeper murmured, kneeling beside her. “What have ye done to



yerself?’

Kate couldn’t answer. The words were frozen in her throat, trapped behind the knot
of grief and guilt that threatened to choke her.

Nessa helped her to her feet, supporting her as they made their way back to Kate's
chamber. She helped her change into dry clothes, wrapped her in blankets, and built
up the fire without asking any questions about the fabric remnants.

Before she left, Nessa paused at the door. “ They found Kenna,” she said quietly. “The
poor, misguided lass.”

She stared into the flames. “1t was my fault,” she whispered.
“Nay.” Nessa's voice was firm. “A guard heard her confess. He ran to fetch Himself,

but was too late and that’s why there was no one on the battlements. The lass made
her choice. Aswe all must do.”
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Chapter Twenty-One
E nough was enough. Kate couldn’t sleep.

The stone walls of the chamber seemed to press inward, the darkness thicker than
usual. She'd been staring at the ceiling for hours, listening to the wind moan through
the cracks in the keep. It sounded like Kenna's last cry before she’'d thrown herself
from the battlements.

That sound haunted her dreams. When she did manage to drift off, she saw Kenna's
face. Accusing, broken, eyes hollow with grief. Then the MacDonald assassin,
Malcolm, his expression of shock as he plummeted to the rocks below. Both deaths
stained her hands.

Kate pushed herself upright, abandoning any pretense of sleep. The fire had died
down to embers, casting the room in ghostly shadows. She wrapped her arms around
herself, trying to ward off a chill that came from within rather than withou.

A flicker of light caught her eye. Through the narrow window, she spotted a lantern
bobbing across the courtyard. Connor's broad-shouldered silhouette was
unmistakable, even in the darkness. He moved with purpose, his stride long and
determined.

Where was he going at this hour?

Without thinking, she slipped from bed. The stone floor bit at her bare feet as she
pulled on her shoes and wrapped a shawl around her shoulders. She'd barely spoken



to Connor since Cameron’s death and then Kenna's suicide. The distance between
them had grown into a chasm she didn’t know how to cross, and he didn’'t seem to
care to bridge the distance.

Everyone was asleep, even the young guard posted in the corridor. If Connor found
out, there would be hell to pay, but the guard’ s dereliction of duty was her advantage.
She crept down the spira staircase, careful to step over the servants asleep in the
great hall near the hearth. Like a ghost or a mirage, she dlipped past them, following
the faint glow of Connor’s lantern through a side door left gar, one she'd never
noticed before.

The passage was narrow and damp, smelling of earth and time. Kate trailed behind,
keeping enough distance that Connor wouldn’t sense her presence. The walls pressed
close on either side, occasionally brushing her shoulders. After what felt like an
eternity of careful steps, the passage widened into a small, circular chamber.

Connor knelt before an ornately carved wooden chest, his back to her. Kate pressed
herself against the wall, barely daring to breathe. She watched as he produced a key
from around his neck and unlocked the chest with reverent care.

The lantern light caught something that gleamed within, a flash of silver, gold, and
sapphire that made Kate's heart stutter. The brooch.

Connor lifted it carefully, turning it in his hands. Even from her hiding place, Kate
could see the tension in his shoulders, the weight of responsibility evident in every
line of his body. He murmured something too low for her to hear, a prayer, perhaps,
or apromise to his dead father and brother.

After along moment, he returned the brooch to its resting place, closed the chest, and
locked it. Kate shrank back into an alcove as he rose and made his way back through
the passage, his footsteps fading into silence.



She waited until she was certain he was gone before approaching the chest. Her
fingers trembled as she touched the polished wood, tracing the intricate carvings of
Cdltic knots and thistles.

“l can't stay here,” she whispered to the empty chamber.

The words hung in the air, a truth she'd been avoiding for days. Connor had
withdrawn completely after Cameron’s death, throwing himself into his duties as
acting chieftain. The clan looked at her differently now, too. Whispers followed her.
The strange woman who brought death and tragedy in her wake.

She didn’t belong here. She never had.

The chest was locked, but Kate had dated a locksmith for a few weeks and learned a
thing or two. She removed a hairpin and worked it carefully into the keyhole. After
several tense minutes, she felt the satisfying click of the mechanism giving way.

The brooch lay nestled on a bed of faded velvet, its silver, gold, and sapphires
catching the faint light that filtered through a tiny window. Her breath caught in her
throat. It was even more beautiful than she remembered, an intricate Celtic design
surrounding three perfect gemstones.

“This is my only way home,” she told herself, fingers hovering over it. “I don’t
belong here.”

Images flashed before her eyes. Connor teaching her to ride, hislarge hands steady on
thereins. Thelittle girl she'd saved from drowning, who now followed her around the
keep like a shadow. Moira teaching her which herbs could heal and which could
harm. Nessa laughing as she told Kate old stories. The nights by the fire, listening to
tales of ancient Scotland.



For a moment, her resolve wavered as she thought about asking him if she could
borrow it. But then she saw Kenna' s face again, heard the accusations in the whispers
that followed her through the halls, and knew he'd never let her near it for fear she'd
curse it with her bad luck.

Y e bring naught but ill fortune, outlander.

Thelaird s heart has turned to stone since ye came, Sassenach.

Two deaths follow in yer wake.

Kate's fingers closed around the brooch. The metal was warm to the touch, as if it
had been lying in sunlight rather than a dark chest. She tied the ends of her shawl

around it, heart pounding so loudly she was certain it would wake the entire keep.

Back in her chamber, Kate quietly dressed, choosing the practical clothes she’'d been
given, hoping it wouldn’'t matter that her modern clothes had been burned.

Once more she crept down the stairs and across the hall. After making sure everyone
in the kitchen was asleep, she opened her satchel and placed a small loaf of bread, a
waterskin, and a knife Ewan had given her.

There was no telling what would happen when she tried to use the brooch. Would she
return to exactly the same moment she’ d left? Or would time have passed the same as
it had here? She hoped she’'d return to the same moment to spare her parents any
worry.

Would she even make it back at all?

Kate pushed the thought away. She couldn’t stay. Not when her presence brought
nothing but pain. There was nothing here for her.



The keep was silent as she made her way out and into the herb garden. The night air
was crisp, heavy with the scent of heather and salt from the sea. The moon hung low
and full, painting the landscape in silver.

At the edge of the garden, she paused. She turned to look back at Bronmuir Keep, its
ancient stones solid against the night sky. Torches flickered along the battlements
where guards kept watch. Somewhere within those walls, Connor slept, or more
likely lay awake, burdened by grief and duty.

“I"'m sorry,” she whispered, though there was no one to hear. “I never meant to hurt
anyone.”

The path to the cemetery was etched in her memory. Kate picked her way carefully
over the uneven ground, grateful for the moonlight that illuminated her way. The
wind tore her hair from the bun, whipping it around her face. Her fingers kept
straying to the shawl, reassuring herself that the brooch was still secure.

The cemetery appeared before her, its ancient stones standing like sentinels against
the night sky. Kate's steps slowed as she approached the place where she had first
arrived in this time. The old woman was nowhere to be seen, but Kate could feel a
presence in the air, a watchfulness that prickled along her skin.

She stood before the oldest stone in front of the chapel though the spiral was nowhere
to be found. With trembling fingers, she removed the brooch from the shawl. The
sapphires caught the moonlight, seeming to glow with an inner fire.

“Please,” Kate whispered, pinning the brooch to her chest above her heart. “Send me
home.”

The wind rose around her, tugging at her clothes and hair. In the distance, she thought
she heard footsteps, but she didn’t turn to look. Her entire being was focused on the



brooch, on the desperate wish to return to a time where she understood the rules,
where her presence didn’t bring death and heartbreak.

“1 don’t belong here,” she said, her voice breaking on the words. “Please... | want to
go home.”

The brooch remained cool, showing no sign of the magic that had brought her here.
Her throat tightened with panic. What if it didn’t work? What if she was trapped here
forever, an outsider bringing misfortune to those she had come to care for? Would
she end up like Elspeth? Living alone in atiny cottage with no friends or someone to
love?

The footsteps grew closer. Kate closed her eyes, pressing the brooch harder against
her heart.

“Please,” she whispered one last time. “ Send me home.”
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Chapter Twenty-Two

K ate perched on the edge of a weathered gravestone, clutching the brooch so tightly
that the intricate Celtic knots left indentations on her palm. The brooch was as cold as
the midnight chill that had settled over the ancient cemetery. Mist clung to the ground
like ghostly fingers, weaving between the tilted markers and caressing the moss-
covered stones of the ruined chapel.

“Where are you?’ Kate whispered, her voice ragged from unshed tears. “Please... |
want to go home.”

But was Atlanta truly home anymore? The thought of returning to her empty
apartment, to her color-coded planners and predictable life, felt hollow now. Yet
staying meant facing the accusation in Moira's eyes whenever she passed. It meant
enduring Connor’s cold distance. His grief-hardened face turned away from her as
though she were invisible. It meant living with death on her conscience.

A tear dipped down her cheek, followed by another. “I don’'t belong here,” she
murmured to the silent graves. “1 never did.”

The wind picked up suddenly, whipping a strand of chestnut hair across her face. A
crow cawed from atop a nearby headstone, its black eyes glittering. Her breath caught
as the mist began to swirl and thicken until it took the shape of a woman.

“Ye belong where yer heart leads, child of two tides,” came a voice like ancient
stones grinding together.



The old woman stood before her, more substantial than Kate remembered. Her wild
silver hair floated around her face as though underwater, and her dark eyes reflected
starlight that wasn't visible in the sky. She wore a cloak of midnight blue, adorned
with what looked like pinpricks of light, a map of the constellations woven into the
fabric.

“You'rereal,” sheroseto her feet. “I was beginning to think I’d imagined you.”

The old woman’s mouth curved into something between a smile and a grimace.

“l am as real as the ground beneath yer feet and as fleeting as the breath that leaves
yer lips.”

She gestured toward the brooch in Kate's hand. “Y e think that trinket will return ye to
yer time?’

“Won't it? That's how | got here.” Kate studied the woman’'s weathered face, her
heart pounding. “Areyou... are you the Cailleach?’

“Aye, that | am,” the old woman answered, her voice like stones shifting in a
riverbed. “What ye seek doesna lie in the place behind or ahead, but in the heart ye
run from.”

The Cailleach moved closer, her steps making no sound on the damp earth. “Time
isna a river, daughter of turning stones. It is a pebble in a pond, and every footstep

ye've ever made still ripples ‘round it.”

Her brow furrowed. “I don’t understand. | just want to go home. | don’'t belong here.
I’ ve caused nothing but pain by being here.”

“Ye havena finished what ye began.” The old woman's gaze was penetrating,



seeming to look through Kate rather than at her.

“The threads of yer fate are woven with his. Cut one, and both unravel.”

“With whose?’ She asked desperately. “ Connor’ s? Is that why I’ m here? For him?”’

The Cailleach raised a gnarled hand, her fingers splayed toward the star-strewn sky.

“Ye stand at the crossing hour, child. Neither here nor there. Neither then nor now.”
Her form began to shimmer, becoming translucent at the edges. “Choose wisely, for
some doors, once closed, canna be opened again.”

“Wait!” Kate reached out, but her fingers passed through the Cailleach’s arm like
smoke. “Please, | need more than riddles!”

The wind rose to a howl, drowning her words. The old woman’s form dispersed into
mist, leaving behind only the echo of her final words. The heart kens what the mind
canna fathom.

Kate stood alone once more, the brooch heavy in her pam. “Great,” she muttered,
wiping tears from her cheeks with her free hand. “Another cryptic non-answer from
the supernatural guidance counselor.”

The distant thunder of hoofbeats shattered the cemetery’s silence. Kate's heart |eapt
to her throat as she turned toward the sound. A horse and rider materialized from the
darkness, moving fast along the muddy path. Even before the rider’s face became
visible in the moonlight, she knew who it was.

Connor.

He reined his mount to a halt at the cemetery’ s edge, dismounting in one fluid motion



that spoke of alifetime in the saddle. His boots hit the ground with a dull thud, and he
strode into the graveyard with purpose in every step. His dark hair was unbound, wild
in the wind. There was violence etched across his face.

In the moonlight, his face was a study in devastation. The scar above his right
eyebrow stood out starkly against the skin, gone pale with fury and something deeper.
Betrayal. His blue eyes, usually warm when they looked at her, had turned to ice.

“Bloody hell, lass,” he growled, his voice low and dangerous.

“Yeactualy did it. Ye stole it, after al ye were given? After |—" He cut himself off,
his jaw clenching so tight she could see the muscle jump beneath his skin.

Kate couldn’t speak. The words lodged in her throat, choking her with their weight.
She had no defense to offer, no explanation that wouldn't sound like madness or
betrayal.

“Give it here.” Connor extended his hand, palm up. When she didn't immediately
move, he took a step closer. “The brooch, Katherine. Now.”

The use of her full name made her flinch. She looked down at the precious artifact in
her hand, its surface catching the moonlight. Slowly, she extended her arm, offering it
to him. “I only meant to borrow it.”

He snorted, his fingers brushing hers as he took it, the brief contact sending a jolt
through her system. He examined the brooch, then looked back at her, his expression
unreadable.

“Did ye ever mean aword?’ he asked, his voice rough with emotion. “Or were we all
mere pieces on your chessboard?”’



“It wasn't like that.” Her composure cracked.

“Then what was it like?” His voice rose, echoing among the graves. “Enlighten me,
for | canna fathom why ye would flee in the night like a thief. Why ye would take the
one thing that matters most to my clan?’

“1 didn’t know how to stay,” she whispered, tears flowing freely now. “But | didn’t
know how to go, either. | thought the brooch could help... after the story you told

me.”

“Old tales. Nothing more.” Connor stared at her for a long moment, his chest rising
and falling with each ragged breath.

“If ye truly wish to leave, go.” His voice was so quiet she strained to hear him.

“But doona lie again. Especialy not to me.”

Before she could respond, he turned and walked away, his broad shoulders rigid with
hurt. Kate watched him go, feeling bereft without the brooch she’ d come to see as her
lifeline.

“Connor,” she called after him, her voice breaking on his name.

He paused but didn’t turn. “Aye?’

“1 need to tell you something. Something | should have told you along time ago, that
I’ ve been trying to tell you for weeks.”

Slowly, he faced her, his expression guarded but attentive. At that moment, Kate
knew there was no going back. It was time for the truth, all of it, the consequences be
damned.
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Chapter Twenty-Three
| t was now or never.

Kate's heart hammered against her ribs as Connor stared at her, his blue eyes hard
and cold in the moonlight.

“I"m not from here,” she began, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Aye, that much is clear,” Connor said, his tone clipped. “From the moment ye
arrived with yer strange manner of speech and odd ways and yet | chose to accept you
into my home, despite knowing ye were not telling me the truth about yourself.”

Kate shook her head, chestnut hair spilling over her shoulders. “No, | mean I’'m not
from now .” She drew a deep breath, steeling herself. “I’'m from the future. The

twenty-first century.”

Connor’s expression didn’'t change, but she caught the slight narrowing of his eyes,
the minute tightening of his jaw beneath the shadow of stubble.

“Do ye take mefor afool, then?’ His voice was dangerously soft.
“1 know how it sounds,” Kate pressed on, desperation making her words tumble out
faster. “I was born in 1996. | work, or rather | worked, for a dating app called Love

Lasting, in Atlanta. | came to Scotland on vacation after my boyfriend Angus?—"

“Enough!” His shout echoed among the ancient stones, startling a roosting crow into



flight. “I'll not stand here and listen to such madness. If ye wished to leave, ye
needed only say so, not spin talesfit for abairn.”

She stepped closer, the damp grass soaking through the hem of her dress. “I can
prove it. Ask me anything about the future, anything at all.”

“Ye think to trick me with parlor games?’ He raked a hand through his dark hair, his
frustration evident in every taut line of his body. “Y € ve stolen the most sacred relic
of my clan, and now ye mock me with?—"

“In my time,” Kate interrupted, “men have walked on the moon. We have machines
that fly through the air carrying hundreds of people across oceansin hours. | can talk
to someone on the other side of the world instantly through a device that fits in my
pocket.”

Connor’s laugh was brittle. “Y € ve an active imagination, I'll grant ye that.”

“The American colonies will revolt against British rule and become an independent
nation in 1776. Scotland and England will eventually unite under one crown. There
will be wars that span the globe, weapons that can destroy entire cities in seconds.”
Kate's voice cracked. “And Clan MacDonald and Clan MacLeod will survive it all.
Y our bloodline continues for centuries, though your homeisaruin.”

Something flickered in his expression, uncertainty, perhaps. But it was quickly
masked by anger.

“And how would ye ken such things?’ he demanded. “Are ye a witch, then? Is that
why ye sought the brooch, for some dark purpose?’

“No!” Kate felt tears burning behind her eyes. This was what she’d been afraid of,
labeling her awitch.



“I’m just a woman who fell through time. | don’t know how or why, but | ended up
here, in 1689. The old woman at the cemetery, the Cailleach, she did something. The
brooch was part of it.”

Connor’s gaze dropped to the artifact in his hand. In the moonlight, the intricate
knotwork seemed to shift and move, as though alive.

“The Cailleach,” he repeated, his voice suddenly hollow. “Y €' ve seen her?’

Hope fluttered in her chest. “Yes. First in my time, then here. She speaks in riddles,
but she's real. She was here tonight, just before you arrived.”

Connor was silent for along moment, his breathing ragged. When he spoke again, his
voice was low, controlled.

“If what ye say istrue, and I'm no’ saying it is, why did ye no’ tell me before?’

Kate wrapped her arms around herself, suddenly cold. “Would you have believed
me? Or would you have thrown me in a cell”? Accused me of witchcraft? Burned me
at the stake?’

“1 would never harm ye,” he growled, and the raw hurt in his voice made her wince.

“1 was afraid,” she admitted. “And then... then | started to care for you. For everyone.
| didn’t want to lose what 1’d found here.”

“Until tonight.” Hiswords fell between them like stones. “What changed?’
Unable to bear the intensity of his gaze, Kate looked away. “ After Cameron died, you

pulled away. You barely looked at me or talked to me. Then Kenna...” Her voice
broke. “Her death is on my hands, asis the assassin who was her lover. | don’'t belong



here. I’ ve brought nothing but pain to your clan. Everyone thinks I’ m cursed.”

“S0 ye thought to flee? To abandon us, abandon me, without so much as a farewel|?’

“1 thought it would be easier,” she whispered. “For everyone.”

Connor stepped closer, close enough that she could see the pulse beating in his throat,
smell the heather, salt, and smoke that clung to his skin.

“Tell me something else,” he demanded. “ Something from this future of yours that no
one could possibly ken.”

Kate thought for a moment, then met his eyes. “In my time, they’ve mapped the
human body down to its smallest parts. They know what makes us who we are, tiny
building blocks called DNA. It's unique to each person, passed down through
generations.” She took a shaky breath. “And they can look at someone’s DNA and
tell exactly where their ancestors came from.”

Connor’ s expression was unreadable, but she saw his throat move as he swallowed.
“In my time,” she continued, “Skye is still beautiful. Tourists come from al over the
world to see the Fairy Pools. The MacLeod clan still exists. And while Bronmuir
Keep isnow in ruins, Dunvegan Castle still stands.”

Something shifted in Connor’s eyes, aflicker of belief quickly extinguished by doubt.

“If what ye say istrue,” he said slowly, “then ye've lied to me from the moment we
met.”

“Not about everything,” Kate whispered. “Not about how | fedl.”



Connor’s laugh was bitter. “And how am | to ken which words were true and which
were false? Y € ve stolen from me, Katherine, not just the brooch, but my trust.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, the words wholly inadequate for the pain she’d caused. “| never
meant to hurt you.”

“Yet here we stand.” He gestured to the space between them, moonlight casting his
face in harsh relief. The scar above his eyebrow stood out starkly against his skin, a
reminder of battles fought and won. But this, this was a wound she' d inflicted that no
sword could match.

Connor’ s expression softened for just a moment, and she caught a glimpse of the man
who had held her through nightmares, who had shown her the secret waterfall and
cave, who had looked at her as though she were the answer to a prayer he'd never
dared speak aloud.

“If ye truly wish to leave this time, to return to your world of flying machines and
talking devices, then go.” His voice was rough with emotion. “But the brooch stays
with the clan. With me.”

Tears spilled down her cheeks. “And if | want to stay?’

Connor studied her for along moment, his face a battlefield of warring emotions.

“lI dinna ken if | can trust ye again,” he said finally. “Ye' ve broken something
between us, something I'm no’ sure can be mended.”

He turned away, broad shoulders rigid with hurt, and began walking toward his horse.
Kate watched him go, rooted to the spot, her heart shattering with each step he took.

At the edge of the cemetery, Connor paused, looking back at her over his shoulder. In



the silver moonlight, his eyes gleamed with unshed tears.

“Y ou should take shelter for the night,” he said quietly. “ There' s a storm coming.”

Then he mounted his horse and rode away, taking with him both the brooch and the
pieces of Kate's broken heart.

She stood alone among the ancient graves, the mist curling around her ankles like
ghostly fingers. Above her, the stars wheeled in their eternal dance, indifferent to the
pain of mortals below. A cold wind swept through the cemetery, carrying with it the
promise of more rain.

Kate sank to her knees on the damp earth. For the first time since arriving in this
century, she felt truly lost, adrift between worlds, belonging to neither.

“What do | do now?’ she whispered to the silent stones.

No answer came but the soft sigh of the wind through the ruins of the chapel and the
distant rumble of thunder over the sea.
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Chapter Twenty-Four

K ate woke with a start, her back stiff from sleeping against the stone wall of the
chapel. The storm had passed, leaving behind that peculiar stiliness that follows
nature’s fury. Morning light filtered through a hole in the roof, casting dappled
patterns on the floor where she’' d spent the night.

She hadn’t meant to fall asleep. After Connor had taken the brooch and ridden away,
leaving her alone at the cemetery, she'd sought shelter in the chapel as the sky
unleashed its fury. The rain had seemed fitting, a mirror to her own storm of
emotions. She'd huddled in the corner, her clothes damp, and wept until exhaustion
claimed her.

Now, in the clear light of dawn, the full weight of what had happened settled on her
shoulders. She had told Connor everything, that she was from the future. How she’'d
arrived, why she'd taken the brooch. The look of betrayal on his face had cut deeper
than any breakup she’ d ever been through.

“1’ve made a terrible mess of things,” she whispered to the empty chapel. Her voice
echoed softly against the stone walls that had witnessed years of prayers and
confessions.

With a sigh, she pushed herself to her feet, wincing as her muscles protested. Her hair
had dried in wild tangles, and her clothes were wrinkled and dirt-stained. She looked
as much a disaster as she felt, but there was nothing to be done about it. She needed
to return to the keep, to face whatever consequences awaited her and figure out what
to do. Where would she live? It wasn't like she could stay at Bronmuir. How would



she make aliving? Survive?

The walk back seemed both endless and too brief. With each step, she rehearsed what
she might say to Connor, though she doubted he would listen. The clan would know
by now about the brooch, perhaps even about her origins. How could she possibly
face them al?

As Bronmuir Keep came into view, silhouetted against the morning sky, Kate's steps
faltered. The massive stone structure that had begun to feel like home now looked
imposing, unwelcoming. She forced herself forward, head high despite the knot of
dread in her stomach.

The guards at the gate stiffened as she approached. Their hands moved to their
weapons, though they didn’t draw them.

“1 need to speak with Connor,” Kate said, her voice steadier than she felt.

The younger guard’ s expression darkened. “Y € ve done enough harm, lass.”

The older one, Alec, she remembered, gave her a hard look. “The laird is ill. Took
sick after being out in the storm half the night.”

Kate' s blood ran cold. “111? How bad?”’

Neither man answered, but the grim set of their mouths told her enough. After a
moment, Alec stepped aside to let her pass, though his reluctance was pal pable.

The courtyard was busy with morning activities, but a hush fell as she waked
through to the hall. Eyes followed her, some curious, others openly hostile. Word had
spread quickly. She kept her gaze forward, refusing to show how deeply their
judgment cut.



Inside the great hall, she found Ewan pacing before the hearth. His normally cheerful
face was drawn with worry, the dark circles beneath his eyes suggesting he hadn’t

dept.

“Where ishe?’ Kate asked without preamble.

Ewan’s head snapped up. For a moment, anger flashed in his eyes, quickly replaced
by exhaustion. “His chamber. Moira swith him.”

“How bad isit?

“Bad enough.” Ewan ran a hand through his already disheveled hair. “Fever took
hold in the night. He stayed out in the storm all night.”

The accusation in his voice was unmistakable. Kate flinched but didn’'t look away. “I
need to see him.”

“Aye, well, Moira might have other ideas about that.” Despite his words, he didn’t try
to stop her as she headed for the stairs.

Outside Connor’s chamber, Kate paused to gather her courage. From within came the
low murmur of voices, Moiras commanding tone and another woman's softer
response. Kate knocked softly, then pushed the door open without waiting for
permission.

The room was dim, with heavy curtains drawn against the morning light. A fire
burned in the hearth, making the chamber uncomfortably warm. The air smelled of
herbs and sickness. Pungent, medicinal, with an underlying note of sweat.

Connor lay on the bed, his face flushed with fever, breathing labored. Moira stood at
his bedside, wringing out a cloth in a basin of water, while Aileen from the kitchens



stirred something in a pot by thefire.

Moiralooked up, her expression hardening, as she saw Kate. “Y e shouldnae be here.”

“1 want to help,” she said, stepping fully into the room and closing the door behind
her.

“Help?” Moira's voice was sharp as a blade. “Like ye helped poor Kenna to her
death? Or perhaps ye mean to help by stealing what isna yours?’

The words hit Kate like physical blows, but she forced herself to stand her ground. “I
made terrible mistakes. | know that. But right now, Connor needs all the help he can
get.”

“And what would ye know of healing, lass? Do they teach that in your time, along
with thievery and deceit?’

So Connor had told her, or perhaps he’' d spoken in his fever. Either way, Moira knew
the truth, and she clearly didn’t believeit.

“No,” Kate admitted. “I don’t know much about healing. But | can learn as | have
working with you. | will do whatever needs doing.”

Moira studied her for a long moment, her weathered face unreadable. Finaly, she
sighed. “Aileen, take that broth to the kitchen. It needs to simmer longer.”

The young woman hurried to obey, giving Kate awide berth as she passed.
When the door closed behind her, Moira spoke again, her voice low. “The laird told

me a wild tale before the fever took hold. About ye being from another time. Is it
true?’



Kate nodded. “It is. Though | understand why you’ d doubt it.”

“I’ve seen strange things in my years, lass. The old ways still have power in these
hills.” Moira wrung out the cloth again, placing it on Connor’s forehead. “But that
doesna excuse what ye' ve done.”

“No, it doesn't,” Kate agreed quietly. “Nothing excuses that. But please, let me help
carefor him. | can’'t undo what I’ ve done, but | can do this.”

Moira's gaze was piercing. “Why? Why do ye care what happens to him now? Ye
were trying to leave, were ye not?’

“l thought—" Kate swallowed hard. “I thought he didn’t want me anymore. After
Cameron’ s death, he pulled away. And then with Kenna... | felt responsible. | thought
everyone would be better off if | just disappeared.”

“So ye stole the brooch.”

“1 borrowed it. It brought me here, so | thought it would send me home.” Kate moved
closer to the bed, drawn by Connor’'s labored breathing. “I was wrong. About
everything.”

Moira didn’'t respond immediately. She adjusted the blankets around Connor with
practiced hands, her movements efficient. “He needs the fever to break. If it doesna

Soon...

The healer didn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t need to.

Kate took a deep breath. “ Tell me what to do. Whatever itis, I'll do it.”

For the next several hours, she followed Moira' s instructions and tried to coax sips of



broth between Connor’s parched lips. The tasks kept her mind focused, preventing
her from drowning in guilt and worry.

As the day wore on, she began to notice inefficiencies in their care routine. The herbs
were stored haphazardly, making it difficult to find what was needed quickly. The
water in the basin grew warm too fast, reducing its effectiveness in cooling Connor’s
fever. The schedule for administering different remedies was kept only in Moira's
head, |eading to confusion when Aileen returned to help.

“Moira,” Kate said during a rare quiet moment, “I have an idea that might help us
work more efficiently.”

The older woman raised an eyebrow, her expression skeptical. “Oh?’
“If we organize the herbs by purpose, fever reducers together, pain remedies together,
and so on, we could find what we need faster. And if we kept a written record of

when each remedy is given, we wouldn’t have to rely on your memory.”

“And ye think ye know better than me how to tend the sick? I’ ve been healing longer
than ye' ve been dlive, lass.”

“l don't know how to heal,” Kate clarified. “But | do know about organization and
efficiency. It' swhat | did, what | do... where|’'m from, and | was very good at it.”

Moira snorted. “What nonsense.”

“Please, just consider it. The more efficiently we work, the more energy we can
devote to Connor’s care.”

Perhaps it was the mention of Connor that softened Moira's resistance. “Show me
what ye mean, then.”



She didn’'t waste the opportunity. She quickly sorted the herbs into logical groupings,
labeling each with a small piece of parchment. She created a simple chart showing
the time each remedy should be administered, using a system of marks to track when
each dose was given. Then she arranged for fresh water to be brought regularly and
set up arotation of rags to ensure Connor always had a cool compress.

By nightfall, even Moira had to admit the new system was working well. “Ye' ve a
practical mind,” she conceded grudgingly. “ Though ye've little sense when it comes
to matters of the heart.”

Kate accepted the criticism without argument. She deserved far worse.

As the night deepened, the healer finally agreed to rest, leaving her alone with him. In
the flickering firelight, his face looked younger, more vulnerable. The stern lines of
command were smoothed away by unconsciousness, leaving only the man beneath.

At some point, the knowledge settled deep within her. She belonged here. With him.
Kate gently replaced the cloth on his forehead.

“I"m so sorry,” she whispered, knowing he couldn’t hear her. “I never meant to hurt
you. | was scared and stupid and | didn’t trust what was right in front of me.”

She took his large, calloused hand between her own. His skin burned with fever, but
his fingers curled dlightly around hers, an unconscious response that made her heart

leap.

“l don’'t know if you'll ever forgive me,” she continued softly. “I don’t know if |
deserve forgiveness. But I'm not going anywhere. Not again. Even if you send me
away when you wake up, I'll still be here, somewhere, waiting. Because this is where
| belong. With you. In thistime. In this place.”



Connor’s breathing seemed to ease dlightly, though perhaps it was only wishful
thinking on her part. Kate leaned forward, pressing her forehead gently against their
joined hands.

“Just get better,” she murmured. “Please.”

Outside, the wind picked up again, whistling around the stone walls of the keep.
Within, the fire crackled steadily, casting long shadows across the chamber. Kate
settled in for the long night ahead, determined to prove, to him, to the clan, to herself,
that she was exactly where she was meant to be.
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Chapter Twenty-Five

F or a moment, Kate was disoriented as she jolted awake, neck stiff from sleeping at
an awkward angle in the hard wooden chair. The dim light of early dawn cast
unfamiliar shadows across the chamber. Then her eyes fell on Connor as her breath
hitched.

Over the past three days, she'd barely left his side as the fever raged through him.
Now, in the gray light filtering through the narrow window, the sound of the waves
crashing against the cliffs outside, she could see that his face was no longer flushed
with heat. His breathing had steadied sometime in the night, the terrible rasping
replaced by the deep, even rhythm of healing sleep.

She leaned forward, pressing the back of her hand gently against his forehead. Cool.
Finally cool. Relief washed through her, so powerful she nearly wept.

“If ye're quite finished pawing at me, I’ d like some whisky.”

The gruff voice startled her so badly she nearly toppled from her chair. Connor’s eyes
were open, clear for the first time in days, though shadowed with exhaustion.

“You're awake,” she breathed, then scowled at him. “No whisky.” She scrambled to
pour water from the pitcher beside the bed.

He made that particularly Scottish sound in the back of his throat. “Aye, though I'm
beginning to wish | wasn’t.” He winced as he tried to sit up. “My head feels like it's
been trampled by horses.”



Kate dlipped an arm behind his shoulders, helping him rise enough to drink. She was
acutely aware of the heat of his skin through the thin linen shirt, and the solid weight
of him against her arm. He drank deeply, then sank back against the pillows with a
sigh.

“Ye're bossier than Moira,” he muttered, but there was no real heat in the words.
“Someone had to make sure you didn’t die,” Kate replied, setting the cup aside. Her
hands trembled dlightly. Now that the immediate crisis was past, the awkwardness
between them rushed back. The last time he’d been conscious, he'd looked at her
with such betrayal in hiseyesthat it had shattered her heart.

Connor’s gaze traveled over her face, taking in the dark circles under her eyes, the
tangled mess of her hair and state of her dress. Something flickered in his expression,
but before she could identify it, he turned his face away.

“How long?’ he asked.

“Three days,” she answered. “ The fever broke sometime during the night.”

He nodded dlightly, still not looking at her. “And the clan?’

Before she could answer, the door swung open. Moira bustled in, immediately noting
Connor’ simproved condition.

“About time ye rgoined the living,” she said briskly, moving to his bedside. She
pressed her weathered hand to his forehead, then nodded in satisfaction. “Fever's

gone. Y€ ve asturdy constitution, lad, I'll give ye that.”

“Has aught happened while | slept?’ Connor asked, his voice stronger now.



Moira s expression grew grave. “Aye. Word came yesterday. The MacDonalds ride.”

Connor tensed, immediately trying to push himself up. “How many? How far?’

“Lie dtill, ye great fool,” Moira snapped, pushing him back down. “Y€'ll do no one
any good if yefall on yer face. Ewan has matters well in hand for now.”

“1 need to speak with him,” Connor insisted. His face had gone pale with the effort of
sitting up, but determination blazed in his blue eyes. “And the council. Now.”

The healer muttered something under her breath that sounded suspiciously like a
curse. “Aye, I'll send for them. But y€e'll stay in that bed while ye speak to them, or

I'll tieyeto it myself.”

She turned to Kate. “Make sure he doesna do anything stupid. If he tries to leave this
chamber, knock him on his hard head with the pitcher. I'll fetch Ewan.”

With that, she swept from the room, leaving an uncomfortable silence in her wake.
Kate busied herself straightening the bedcovers, avoiding his gaze.

“Yestayed,” hesaid finaly. It wasn't a question.

Kate's hands stilled. “Yes.”

“Why?’

She looked up then, meeting his eyes directly. “Because | couldn’'t leave. Not with
you ill. Not with...” She swallowed hard. “Not with things unfinished between us.”

Connor’ s expression gave nothing away. “And the brooch?’



“1 don’'t know whereitis,” she admitted. “Y ou took it from me at the cemetery.”

He nodded slowly. “Aye. 'Tis safe.”

Before she could respond, the door opened again as Ewan entered, followed by
several older men Kate recognized as Connor’s council of advisors. Their expressions
ranged from concerned to openly hostile when they saw her.

“Out with ye, lass,” one of the older men said gruffly. “Thisis clan business.”

“She stays,” Connor said, his voice quiet but carrying the unmistakable weight of
command.

Surprise flickered across the faces of the council members, but none dared contradict
him. Kate retreated to a corner of the room, making herself as unobtrusive as

possible.

Ewan approached the bed, relief evident in his face as he saw Connor’s improved
condition. “Good to see ye with yer wits about ye again, cousin.”

“Tell me what we face,” Connor said without preamble.

Ewan’s expression sobered. “MacDonald scouts were spotted two days ago, near the
southern ridge. Last night, our own men reported a larger force gathering in the valley
beyond. They fly MacDonald colors, and they’re armed for battle.”

“How many?”’

“At least forty warriors, maybe more.”

A murmur ran through the gathered men. Kate felt a chill run down her spine. Forty



armed men against a clan already weakened by Cameron’'s death and earlier
skirmishes.

“Our own numbers?’ Connor asked, though from his grim expression, he already
knew the answer.

“Thirty men fit for battle,” Ewan replied. “Another ten who could fight if pressed,
though they’ re either too young, too old, or nursing injuries.”

“Hardly ideal odds,” Connor said dryly.

“Aye, and morale is low,” one of the older men added. “Cameron’s death weighs
heavy, and there are those who whisper of ill fortune dogging our steps.” His eyes
flicked briefly toward Kate.

Connor’s jaw tightened. “ Superstitious nonsense. The MacDonalds would have come,
regardless. They’ve been looking for an excuse since my father’s death.” He pushed
himself upright, grimacing dlightly at the effort. “What supplies do we have?’

The discussion turned to practical matters. Food stores, weapons, defensive positions.
Kate listened carefully, mentaly cataloging the disorganized approach to their
preparations. The clan had weapons scattered across three different storage areas.
Food supplies hadn’t been properly inventoried. The healers stores were depleted
after illness.

Kate bit her tongue, watching as the council members argued about priorities. She
noticed Connor’'s jaw tightening with each passing minute, his patience clearly
wearing thin as the men talked in circles.

When the meeting finally concluded, the council members filed out one by one,
leaving only Connor and Ewan behind. Kate hesitated by the door, then turned back.



“May | speak freely?’ she asked, her voice stronger than she felt.

Connor’s gaze settled on her as he sighed. “What troubles ye, lass?’

“Everything is scattered,” she said, stepping forward. “Weapons in three places, food
supplies uncounted, no clear system for who guards which areas or when. In a siege,
efficiency matters. If we organize now, we' |l be better prepared when they arrive.”
Ewan crossed his arms. “ And what would ye know of siege warfare, lass?’

“Nothing,” Kate admitted. “But | know about organization and efficiency. It's what |
did in my... before.” She glanced at Connor, uncertain how much he'd shared about

her origins.

“Give me the day to put systems in place. | can help coordinate supplies, set up
rotations, make sure everything is where it needs to be when it’ s needed.”

Connor and Ewan exchanged a long look.

“Tell the council,” Connor finally said to Ewan. “The lass will oversee the
preparations. She works with you and Nessa. Whatever she needs, seeto it.”

Ewan raised a brow, but nodded. “Aye. Though they willnalikeit.”

“l dinna care what they like,” Connor said, his voice hardening. “Because of the
damned MacDonalds, Cameron is dead. Let them come. | will cut down every single
one who crosses our threshold. | will have my vengeance. For my father, for my

brother, and for my clansmen.”

“For Cameron,” Ewan agreed solemnly.



“For Cameron,” Connor echoed, his eyes dark with promise.

As Ewan left to deliver Connor’ s orders, Kate remained, uncertain.

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

Connor’ s expression was unreadable. “Don’t make me regret it.”

The keep buzzed like a disturbed beehive. Kate moved through the organized chaos,
clipboard in hand—a rough approximation she'd fashioned from a small wooden
board and parchment. She'd spent the morning taking inventory of weapons,
assigning each type to a specific storage area, and creating a ssmple tracking system
using colored fabric strips to mark what was where.

“The spears go there,” she directed a group of young boys, pointing to the rack she
had set up near the eastern wall. “Make sure they’re sorted by length, longest at the
back.”

The boys hurried to comply, though not without curious glances at her makeshift
clipboard and the strange marks she kept making on it.

In the courtyard, men were reinforcing the gates and preparing defensive positions.
Kate suggested moving large barrels filled with water to strategic points around the
keep, both for drinking and for dousing any fires the attackers might set. The idea had
been met with initial skepticism, but Ewan had backed her, and now the barrels stood
ready.

She paused in the shadow of the great hall, watching the activity around her. Despite
the grim circumstances, there was something oddly satisfying about seeing her



organizational systems take shape. Here, at least, she could be useful. Could begin to
make amends.

“Ye' ve aknack for this.”

She turned to find Nessa, the keep's housekeeper, standing behind her. The older
woman'’s expression was still guarded, but there was a hint of grudging respect in her

eyes.

“Thank you,” she said, surprised by the almost-compliment. Nessa had been one of
the most openly disapproving of her presence since the whole brooch debacle.

“Don’'t get above yerself,” Nessa sniffed. “I still think ye're trouble. But ye've a
practical mind, I'll give ye that.”

“I’m trying to help,” she said simply.

“Aye, well.” Nessa gestured toward the kitchens. “ The grain stores need counting. If
ye're so clever with yer lists and marks, perhaps ye can make sense of them.”

Kate recognized the olive branch for what it was. “I’ d be happy to.”

In the kitchen storerooms, she found chaos. Sacks of grain and dried goods were piled
haphazardly, with no clear system for tracking what was used or what remained. With
Nessa' s reluctant assistance, she established a simple inventory system, using small
chalk marks to indicate quantities and creating a rotation to ensure the oldest supplies
were used first.

“Saints, she's daft,” Nessa muttered, watching Kate arrange the storage area. “But the
lass gets things done.”



By midday, she had moved on to the makeshift infirmary Moira was setting up in a
corner of the great hall. The healer was sorting through her depleted supplies,
muttering darkly about the shortage of certain herbs.

“What do ye want?’ Moira asked bluntly, as Kate approached.

“To help,” Kate replied, holding up her clipboard. “I’ve been organizing supplies
throughout the keep. | thought | could do the same here.”

Moira eyed her suspiciously. “And what do ye know of healing herbs and poultices
other than what I’ ve taught ye?’

“Nothing,” Kate admitted. “But | can help you track what you have and what you
need.”

After a moment’s consideration, Moira nodded grudgingly. “Very well. Come, then.
If ye're to be useful, ye'll need to know the difference between feverfew and
foxglove, lest ye kill someone by mistake.”

For the next hour, Moira showed her how to identify and prepare various medicinal
herbs. Despite her gruff manner, the healer was a patient teacher, correcting Kate's

mistakes without the biting criticism she’ d expected.

“Ye've quick hands,” Moira observed as Kate successfully ground a mixture of dried
herbs into afine powder. “Grind that any finer and "twill blow away in the wind.”

Kate set the mortar aside carefully. “Moira,” she said hesitantly, “can | ask you
something?’

The older woman blinked. “Y e can ask. Doesn’t mean I'll answer.”



“Do you really think I’'m awitch?’

Moira was silent for a long moment, her weathered hands continuing to sort through
bundles of dried herbs. “I’ ve seen strange things in my years,” she said finally.

“The old ways still have power in these hills. But a witch?’ She shook her head
slowly. “Nay, not awitch. Something else entirely, | think.”

“Then why do you still look at me like | might sprout horns at any moment?’

A hint of asmile touched Moira slips. “Because ye might yet, lass. Because ye might
yet.”

She set a hand on Kate's arm, the gesture startling in its gentleness. “Y e could have
left. Why stay?’

Kate thought about it, surprised by the ssimplicity of her answer. “Because people
need help. And because | can help.”

Moira grunted, a sound that might have been approval. “Well, then. Let’s get back to
work. There’ s much to do before the MacDonalds come knocking at our gates.”

As evening approached, Kate found herself drawn to the battlements. The setting sun
cast long shadows across the landscape, turning the rolling hills to gold and crimson.
In the distance, the sea glittered, deceptively peaceful. Hard to believe that
somewhere beyond that beautiful horizon, men were preparing for war.

She leaned against the cold stone, letting the wind tug at her hair. What was she doing
here? Playing at being a historical staging and logistics manager while actual lives



hung in the balance? She'd spent her career organizing dating profiles and marketing
campaigns, not siege defenses.

“Areye awitch, then?’

The small voice startled her. She turned to find a young boy, no more than six,
watching her with wide eyes. His mop of red hair stood up in al directions, and his
freckled face was smudged with dirt.

Kate knelt at hislevel. “No, I'm not awitch. Just awoman trying to help.”

The boy looked unconvinced. “Mam says ye came from the skies like afairy. That ye
stolethe laird’ s treasure and tried to flee.”

Kate winced at the blunt assessment. “I made a mistake,” she said carefully. “I was
scared and confused. Have you ever done something you regretted when you were
frightened?’

The boy considered this, then nodded solemnly. “1 wet the bed once when there was
thunder. Da said only babes wet the bed.”

Kate bit back a smile. “Well, there you go. Everyone makes mistakes when they’'re

scared.
“1 suppose,” he agreed dubiously. “Are ye going to help us fight the MacDonal ds?’
“I’m going to help in any way | can,” she promised.

Apparently satisfied, the boy scampered off, leaving her alone with her thoughts once

more. She turned back to the view, watching as the last rays of sunlight slipped below
the horizon. In the gathering darkness, she could almost imagine she saw movement



on the distant hills, shadows that might be men preparing to attack.

“Y e shouldn’t be up here alone.”

Connor’s voice her made her start. She turned to find him standing a few feet away,
his tall frame silhouetted against the torchlight from the courtyard below. He looked
better than he had that morning, though still pale, with dark circles under his eyes.

“Y ou shouldn’t be out of bed,” she countered.

A ghost of a smile touched his lips as he took a swig of whisky from a flask.
“ Stubborn wench.”

“You need to rest.”

“1 needed to see for myself how the preparations go.” He moved to stand beside her
at the wall, his gaze scanning the darkening landscape. “Ewan tells me ye ve been
most... efficient.”

“I’'m trying to help,” she said simply.

Connor nodded, his expression thoughtful. “Aye, so ye are.”

They stood in silence for a moment, the wind whistling around them. So much
remained unsaid between them, about the brooch, about her confession, about the
future neither of them could predict.

“Will they attack tomorrow?’ Kate asked finally.

“Likely. They’ll want to strike while they believe us weakened.” His jaw tightened.
“They’re not wrong.”



“WEe'll beready,” she said with more confidence than she felt.

Connor glanced at her, aquestion in his eyes. “We?’

“I’m not going anywhere,” she said firmly. “Whether you believe that or not.”

He studied her face in the fading light. “Be careful on the morrow,” he said finally.
“When the fighting starts, stay with Moira in the great hall. The MacDonalds will
target the wallsfirst, but if they breach the gates...”

“I’m not planning on dying,” Kate said, meeting his gaze steadily.

A dlight smile crossed his face. “Nay, as I’ve not seen it written on one of your wee
lists.”

The unexpected touch of humor caught her off guard, and she found herself smiling
back. For a brief moment, the tension between them eased, replaced by something

warmer, something that felt like the beginning of understanding.

The moment shattered as a horn blast cut through the night air. Connor stiffened, his
hand automatically moving to the sword at his side.

“My laird!” avoice called from the watchtower. “Riders on the southern rise!”

In the distance, Kate could just make out dark shapes moving against the night sky. A
chill ran down her spine that had nothing to do with the evening air.

“Saints preserve us,” someone whispered from the walls.

Connor’s expression hardened into the mask of a warrior, all traces of the sick man
gone. “It begins,” he said quietly. “Go to the hall, Kate. Now.”



As she hurried down the stone steps, the keep coming alive with urgent activity
around her, she felt a strange sense of clarity. Whatever happened, whatever came
after, she had made her choice.
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Chapter Twenty-Six

T he urgent wail of horns blaring through the predawn darkness woke Kate. The
riders from late last night had kept their distance, obviously waiting until early this
morning to attack.

For one disoriented moment, she thought she was back in Atlanta, with a car alarm
going off outside her apartment window. Then the rough wool blanket scratched
against her skin, and the smoky scent of peat fire filled her nostrils.

Not Atlanta.
Bronmuir Keep.
1689.

The thundering of boots in the corridor outside her chamber door jolted her fully
awake. She threw back the covers and scrambled to her feet, yanking on her dress, a
simple linen shift with a bodice that she'd finally learned to lace properly. The corset
was much more comfortable than the old underwire bras she used to wear. Her
fingers trembled as she worked the laces, her heart pounding in rhythm with the
shouts echoing from the courtyard below.

“To arms! The MacDonalds are upon us!”

Kate flung open her door just as Moira rushed past, her gray-streaked braid swinging
behind her.



“Stay inside, lass,” the healer commanded over her shoulder. “This is no place for
ye.”

She ignored Moira, following the stream of people down the narrow stone staircase.
The great hall was in chaos, with women gathering children, old men strapping on
swords they hadn’'t wielded in decades, warriors rushing to the battlements. The acrid
smell of fear mingled with smoke and the metallic tang of freshly sharpened steel.

Through the open main door, Kate could see the courtyard filling with MacL eod
warriors. Connor stood at the center, broad shoulders squared beneath his plaid, sun-
kissed brown hair pulled back from his face. Even from a distance, she could see the
intensity in his blue eyes as he barked orders, his voice carrying across the yard.

“Ewan, take ten men to the east wall. Dougal, secure the gatehouse. The rest of ye
with me at the main gate.”

Kate pushed her way through the crowd, ignoring the disapproving glances from the
women herding children toward the back of the hall. Outside, the air was thick with

mist, making her feel like she was walking through a nightmare.

Connor caught sight of her and frowned, striding toward her with purpose. “ Get back
inside. Now.”

“1 can help,” sheinsisted, lifting her chin. “I’m not going to cower in acorner.”

“This isna a debate,” he growled, his accent thickening with stress. “These men
willna hesitate to cut ye down and worse.”

A cry from the battlements interrupted them. “They're at the gate! And there's
movement on the cliffs!”



Connor’s head snapped up. “The cliffs? Bloody hell, they’'re trying to flank us.” He
grabbed Kate' s shoulders, fingers digging into her flesh. “Inside.”

The raw emotion in his eyes nearly made her obey. Nearly. But as he turned away,
shouting orders to split his forces, she made her decision. She wouldn’t hide. Not this
time.

Instead, she ran to where Moira was readying the makeshift infirmary in the corner of
the great hall. “What can | do?’ she asked.

The older woman'’s sharp eyes assessed her. “Y e can fetch clean water and tear these
into bandages.” She thrust a stack of linen at Kate.

She took the fabric, grateful for atask to occupy her mind. As she tore the linen into
strips, Nessa bustled around the kitchens, barking orders at the other women and
gathering herbs for poultices. The sounds of battle echoed from beyond the keep's
walls. Shouts, the clash of metal, and occasionally, the terrible cry of awounded man.

Hours passed in a blur of bandages, water, and blood. Just as Kate was returning from
the well with another bucket of water, something caught her eye through the open
kitchen door. Movement in the mist. A flash of tartan that didn't belong to the
MacL eods.

“They’ re coming through the back!” She shouted.
But her warning came too late. The door burst open, and three MacDonald warriors
charged through, their dirks flashing in the gray morning light. The women near the

door screamed, scattering with children in their arms.

Kate looked around frantically, searching for a weapon. Her eyes landed on a heavy
cast-iron pan sitting near the hearth. She lunged for it, her fingers closing around the



handle just as one of the MacDonalds spotted her.

He grinned, revealing stained teeth beneath his red beard. “Well, well. What have we
here?’

Kate backed away, hefting the pan. It was solid, the weight reassuring in her palm.
The warrior advanced, his dirk held low.

“l wouldnado that if | wereye, lass,” he sneered.

Behind him, the other two MacDonalds were engaged with the MacLeod men who
had rushed in from the courtyard. The clash of steel on sted filled the air, punctuated
by grunts and curses.

Kate's attacker lunged, and she swung the pan with al her might. It connected with
his forearm with a sickening crack. He howled, his dirk clattering to the stone floor.
Kate didn’t hesitate. She brought the pan down on his head, and he crumpled at her
feet.

Her hands shook as she stared at his still form. Had she killed him? The thought made
her stomach lurch, but there was no time to dwell on it. More shouts came from the
kitchen passage. The MacDonalds had found their way in.

Kate dropped the pan and grabbed the fallen warrior’s dirk. The blade was heavier
than she expected, the handle worn smooth from use. She had no idea how to use it,
other than stick them with the pointy end, but it was better than nothing.

She ran toward the kitchen passage, heart hammering against her ribs. The narrow
corridor was dim, lit only by a single torch in an iron bracket. She pressed herself
against the wall, listening to the sounds of fighting ahead.



Connor’ s voice rose above the din. “Hold them back! Don’t let them reach the hall!”

She inched forward until she could see. Connor and two other Macleods were
fighting five MacDonald warriors. He moved with deadly grace, his broadsword a
blur of steel as he parried and thrust. But even as she watched, one of the MacL eod
men fell, blood spurting from his throat.

Connor faltered, still not fully healed from the fever. A MacDonald warrior seized the
opportunity, driving his blade into Connor’s side. Connor grunted in pain, staggering
back against the wall. The MacDonald raised his sword for akilling blow.

Kate didn’t think. She burst from her hiding place with a scream that surprised even
her and hurled herself at the MacDonald. The dirk in her hand plunged into his back,
between his shoulder blades. The warrior roared in pain, twisting around to face her.
His blade caught her across the forearm, dlicing through her sleeve and into her flesh.

Pain blazed up her arm, but she refused to let go of the dirk. She wrenched it free and
stumbled backward, nearly falling over an overturned chair. The MacDonald
advanced on her, blood soaking his plaid, his face contorted with rage.

“Ye'll pay for that, ye wee bitch,” he snarled.

Connor appeared behind him, his face pale with pain, but his eyes burning with fury.
His broadsword swung in a vicious arc, catching the MacDonald across the back of
the neck. The man’s head nearly separated from his body as he coll apsed.

Kate stared, bile rising in her throat. Connor’s gaze locked with hers, and for a
moment, they stood frozen, both breathing hard. Blood streaked his face and soaked

his side where the blade had caught him.

“Y e shouldna be here,” he rasped, but there was something different in his tone. Not



anger, but akind of respect.

Before she could respond, more MacDonalds poured through the rear door. Connor
pushed her behind him, raising his broadsword despite the wound in his side. Kate
grabbed a heavy bottle of spirits from a shelf and stood at his back, her injured arm
throbbing.

“If wedie,” she said, her voice steadier than she felt, “we die together.”

She felt rather than saw him nod. “Together, then.”

They fought as one, Connor with his broadsword, Kate with her makeshift weapons.
The bottle, a wooden stool, whatever came to hand. When a MacDonald slipped past
Connor’s guard, Kate smashed the bottle over his head. When Kate was cornered,
Connor cut down her attacker with a single stroke.

Time blurred. Her world narrowed to survival. Thrust, parry, dodge. Her arm burned,
blood soaking her sleeve and dripping onto the stone floor. Connor’s movements
grew slower, his face gray with pain and blood loss. But still they fought.

The clash of steel and shouts of men filled the air until a commanding voice cut
through the chaos.

“Enough!”
The fighters parted like a tide to revea Dougal MacDonald, his imposing figure
silhouetted in the doorway. A triumphant smile played on his lips as he stepped

forward, eyes locked on Connor.

“Your brother Cameron begged for mercy at my hands,” Dougal taunted, voice
dripping with malice. “Aswill you.”



Connor’s jaw tightened, his knuckles white around the hilt of his broadsword.
“You're aliar aswell as acoward, Dougal. My brother would never beg. Least of all
to the likes of you.”

Dougal laughed, touching the ornate brooch pinned to his plaid. “I cannot lose, for |
wear the Bronmuir Brooch. Y our clan’s power is mine now.”

“Is that what you believe?’ Connor’s voice was dangerously soft. “Then you know
nothing of our history.”

Kate watched as Connor straightened despite his wounds, his voice carrying
throughout the room as he spoke.

“The legend of the brooch is known to every true MacLeod. Forged in the fires of
Bronmuir by our ancestors, blessed by the old gods themselves. It grants victory in
battle and protection from harm.” His eyes narrowed. “But only to those of MacLeod
blood.”

A flicker of uncertainty crossed Dougal’ s face.

“That silver and gold was taken from the prow of a Norse longship,” Connor
continued, his voice gaining strength. “The metal that survived a hundred storms was
gifted to the first MacL eod of Bronmuir by a Norse princess who saw his true heart.”

Connor took a step forward, and Kate noticed how the clansmen around them had
fallen silent, hanging on his every word.

“Those stones that catch the light like the depths of the sea? They are the tears of a
selkie who gave up her ocean home for the love of my ancestor. When she returned to
the waves, she left those tears as a promise of protection.”



Dougal’s hand fell away from the brooch as Connor spoke, the magnificent piece
gleaming in the firelight. Silver and gold intricately woven around three large blue
stones that seemed to glow with an inner light.

“For seven generations, that brooch has protected our people from disaster. No
MacLeod laird wearing it has ever fallen in battle. No winter has brought starvation
to our clan while it remained in our possession.” Connor's eyes locked with
Dougd’s. “The selkie's magic flows in our blood. To you, it is merely metal and
stone.”

“What you wear,” Connor continued with a wicked grin, “is nothing but a trinket. A
decoy. The real Bronmuir Brooch is safely hidden away, as it has been for
generations.”

Dougal’s expression twisted with rage. “You lie!”

“Test your luck then,” Connor challenged, raising his broadsword once more.

With aroar of fury, Dougal charged forward. Connor met him with a fierce battle cry
of his own, summoning strength from some hidden reserve. His blade flashed in the
dim light, and with one powerful stroke, he cut down his enemy.

And then, suddenly, it was over. MacLeod reinforcements flooded the corridor,
driving the remaining MacDonalds back. The invaders retreated, leaving their dead
and wounded behind.

Kate sagged against the wall, her legs trembling beneath her. Connor leaned heavily
on his broadsword, his breathing labored. Their eyes met across the blood-spattered

larder.

“Yesaved my life,” he said softly.



Kate attempted a smile, though it felt more like a grimace. “ Consider us even.”

Night fell on Bronmuir Keep, bringing with it a heavy silence. The MacDonalds had
been driven back, but at great cost. Five MaclLeod warriors dead, a dozen more
wounded. Theinjured laid out on pallets before the hearth in the great hall.

Kate sat aone on a bench near the fire, staring at her bandaged arm. Moira had
cleaned and dressed the wound, declaring it “awee scratch.” The healer had given her
a draught for the pain, but she’d only pretended to drink it. She wanted to keep her
head clear.

The events of the day replayed over and over. The clash of steel, the coppery smell of
blood, the weight of the dirk in her hand. She had killed. That made four. The
assassin. Kenna. And the two MacDonald men. The knowledge sat like a stone in her
chest.

111 Kate.”
She looked up to find Connor standing before her. His side was heavily bandaged, his
arm in ading. His face was drawn with exhaustion, but his blue eyes were clear and

focused solely on her.

“How are ye feeling?’ he asked, lowering himself carefully onto the bench beside
her.

“Like I’ve been hit by a bus,” she admitted, then caught herself. “I mean... I'm sore,
but I'll live. How about you?’

“I’ve had worse.” The hint of a smile touched hislips. “Though no’ many.”



They sat in silence for amoment, watching the flames dance in the hearth.

“Connor? Why didn’t you wear the brooch in battle?’

A long sigh escaped. “’Tis said it can only be used three times and has been used
twice already.”

Around them, the clan moved quietly, tending to the wounded, comforting the
grieving, rebuilding what had been broken.

“Ye shouldna have been in that fight,” Connor said at last. “But I’'m grateful ye

were.

Kate turned to look at him, surprised by the admission. “I couldn’t hide while
everyone else fought.”

“Aye, I’'m beginning to understand that about ye.” He shifted, wincing slightly as the
movement pulled at hiswound. “Ye'reno’ like any woman I’ ve ever known.”

“Isthat a good thing?’ she asked, half-joking.

“Itis.” Hisexpression grew serious. “I didna believe ye, ye ken. About where, when ,
ye came from.”

Kate's breath caught in her throat. “ And now?’

Connor reached into the sporran at his waist and withdrew something that glinted in
the firelight.

“l had Ewan fetch it.” The Bronmuir Brooch. Its surface was polished to a warm
glow, the intricate Celtic knotwork catching the light.



“1 believe ye now,” he said softly. “Every strange word, every moment ye speak of a
world | canna understand. | seeit now. | seeyou.”

He placed the brooch in her open palm. The metal was warm from his body, the
weight of it familiar and strange all at once.

“What are you doing?’ she whispered.
“Giving ye a choice.” Connor’'s gaze never left her face. “The old witch at the

cemetery brought ye here for a reason. Perhaps that reason was today. Perhaps ye
were meant to save my life, and now ye're free to return to your time.”

Kate stared at the brooch in her hand, her throat tight with emotion. “And if | don’t
want to go back?’

“Then ye stay. With the clan. With me.” His voice roughened. “We will face every
storm together.”

She looked up at him, seeing the vulnerability behind hiswarrior’s facade. This proud
Highland chieftain was offering her his heart, his future, hisworld.

“| need time to think,” she admitted.

Connor nodded, though she could see the disappointment he tried to hide. “ Take all
the time ye need. The choiceisyours.”

He rose stiffly, favoring his injured side. “Rest now. The dawn will bring enough
work for al of us.”

Kate watched him walk away, the brooch clutched tightly in her hand. The metal
seemed to pulse with warmth, asif alive with its own magic.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

T he morning after the attack, Kate stood at the edge of the cliff behind Bronmuir
Keep, the brooch clutched in her palm. The metal was warm against her skin despite
the cool sea breeze that whipped her hair around her face. That was the gift he had
given her. The freedom to choose.

Below, the waves crashed against the jagged rocks, sending up plumes of white spray
that caught the early sunlight like scattered diamonds.

The cut on her arm throbbed beneath its bandage, a physical reminder of all she had
endured, all she had done. She had killed four people. The memory of the dirk sliding
into flesh made her stomach clench. Y et she had saved Connor’s life in doing so, and
couldn’t bring herself to regret the choice.

“1 thought | might find ye here.”

She turned to see him approaching, his movements stiff from his own injuries. The
morning light caught in his brown hair, turning the edges to gold. His blue eyes were
solemn as they met her own hazel eyes, though she caught aflicker of something else
there. Hope, perhaps, or fear.

“1 needed to think,” she said, turning back to the sea.

He came to stand beside her, close enough that she could feel the warmth radiating
from his body, but not touching. “ And have ye reached a decision?’



She opened her hand, revealing the brooch. Its intricate knotwork caught the light, the
surface gleaming. “I don’'t know if thiswill even work,” she admitted. “I don’t know
if I can go back.”

“Yedinnahaveto try,” Connor said softly. “Y e could stay. With me.”

She looked up at him, studying the strong line of his jaw, the way his mouth curved
when he was trying not to show emotion. “So if | stay...”

Something flickered in his eyes, a spark that ignited and spread, warming his gaze.
“Then ye would make me the happiest man in all of Scotland.”

Kate closed her fingers around the brooch again, feeling its weight, its history. “I'm
afraid,” she whispered.

“Of what, my fierce lass?’
“Of everything. Of loving you. Losing you. Never seeing my family again.” She
swallowed hard. “The guilt | carry for the men | killed. And for Kenna and her

lover.”

Connor’s hand came up to cup her cheek, his calloused palm rough against her skin.
“Yesaved my life, Kate. Y€ ve nothing to feel guilty for.”

“l killed two men in the battle,” she said, voice breaking. “And Kenna... if | hadn’t
pushed her lover from the battlements?>—"

“Ye did what ye had to do,” Connor interrupted firmly. “Kenna took her own life.
Her MacDonald lover made his own choice. Their fates were not of your making.”

Kate leaned into his touch, drawing strength from his certainty. “1 still see their faces



when | close my eyes.”

“Aye, and ye always will,” Connor said gently. “That’ s the burden of survival. But ye
dinna have to bear it alone.”

He took her hands in his, his voice dropping to a solemn murmur. “My father taught
us an ancient prayer before our first battle. The old priests would say it over warriors
who had taken livesin defense of their clan.”

His thumbs traced circles on her pams as he recited. “May the shield of Saint
Michael be between ye and the enemy. May your hand be guided by justice, your
heart by mercy. The blood on your blade is the price of our freedom, and the
Almighty understands the warrior’s burden. Go forth absolved, for ye fought not with
hatred, but with love for those ye protect.”

The wind gusted around them, carrying the scent of heather and salt. Below, the sea
continued its eternal dance with the shore, waves retreating, only to surge forward
again with renewed force. Like time itself, she thought. Always moving, aways
changing, yet somehow constant.

And in that moment she realized something that made her bones tremble, not that she
must choose between two lives, but that one might now be impossible to leave
behind.

“lI may have left my time behind,” she said, the words rising from some deep place
within her, “but I’ve found where | truly belong.”

Connor’'s eyes widened dlightly, hope blooming across his features. “Are ye
saying?—"

“I’m staying,” Kate said, holding out the brooch to him, and as the words | eft her lips,



she felt aweight lift from her shoulders. “If you'll have me.”

He took the brooch, pocketing it. His smile was like the sun breaking through storm
clouds. Without warning, he swept her into his arms, lifting her off her feet in afierce
embrace. Startled by the sudden movement, Kate laughed, then winced as pain shot
through her injured arm.

“Careful,” she gasped. “I'm still abit battered.”

“Forgive me,” Connor said, setting her gently back on her feet, though he kept his
arms around her. “I forgot myself.”

Kate leaned into him, resting her head against his chest. She could hear his heart
beating, strong and steady. “1 never thought I’ d find someone who made me feel like
this,” she murmured.

“Like what, |ass?’

“Like ’m home.”

His arms tightened around her. “ Then let us build a future together.”

The courtyard garden was small but lush, a hidden oasis of green tucked away from
the harsh Highland winds. As the sun began to set, painting the sky in shades of gold
and pink, she wandered among the herbs and flowers, trailing her fingers over the
rough leaves of sage and the delicate petals of wild roses enjoying the last days of
summer. There was aready a chill in the early August morning air and soon it would
be cold.



The events of the day had left her emotionally drained, but strangely peaceful. She
had made her decision, and with it had come a sense of rightness that she couldn’t
explain. She belonged here, in this time, with these people. With him.

The thought of him brought a smile to her lips. After their conversation on the cliffs,
he had been called away to deal with the aftermath of the attack. Organizing repairs,
comforting the bereaved, planning for the clan’s defenses. But he had promised to
find her at sunset, his eyes holding a promise that made her heart skip.

The sound of footsteps on the gravel path made her turn. Connor strode toward her,
his tall figure silhouetted against the fading light. He had changed from his
bloodstained plaid into fresh clothing, though his movements still betrayed hisinjury.

“Yelook beautiful,” he said, hisvoice low and warm.

She glanced down at her ssmple dress, patched in places and stained with dirt and
blood that wouldn’t quite wash out. “I’m amess,” she laughed.

“Nay,” Connor said, stepping closer. “Y € re perfect.”

There was something in his tone that made her breath catch. He reached for her hand,
his fingers entwining with hers. “Walk with me?’

Kate nodded, allowing him to lead her deeper into the garden, where the stone wall
provided shelter from the wind. The air was heavy with the scent of herbs and salt
from the nearby sea. As they reached a small bench nestled beneath a small gnarled
tree, Connor stopped.

“1 have something for ye,” he said, reaching into his sporran.

Kate's heart raced as he withdrew a small object and held it out to her. In the fading



light, she could see it was aring. A delicate band of silver and gold, inset with alarge
emerald that caught the last rays of the sun.

“It was my mother’s,” he said, voice rough with emotion. “My father gave it to her
when they wed. I’ve kept it safe all these years, waiting for...” He trailed off, his blue
eyes searching hers.

“For what?’ Kate whispered, though she knew the answer.

“For the woman who would make my heart whole again,” he said ssmply.

Kate felt tears prick at her eyes. “ Connor?—"

“l love ye, Kate,” he said, the words tumbling out as if he couldn’t hold them back
any longer. “I didna think it possible to feel this way again after all I've lost. But
ye've brought light back into my life when | thought there was only darkness.”

He took her hand, his calloused fingers gentle against her skin. “I ken it’s soon, and |
ken ye' ve much to adjust to in thistime. But | canna imagine a future without ye by
my side.” He paused, drawing a deep breath.

“Will ye marry me, Kate? Will ye be my wife, my partner, my heart?’

Kate stared at the ring, at the man holding it, and felt the last of her defenses crumble
like ancient stone walls finaly yielding to time. She had spent so long running from
vulnerability, from the possibility of loss. But here, now, with Connor looking at her
as if she were the sun and stars combined, his blue eyes shimmering with a devotion
that stole her breath, she couldn’t run anymore.

“I'm terrified,” she admitted, her voice barely audible above the rustling of leaves
and the thundering of her own heart. Her hands trembled as she clasped them



together.

“I'm scared of loving you this much. Of losing you. Of failing you. I’ve never let
anyone get this close before.”

His expression softened, the scar above his eyebrow crinkling slightly. The fading
sunlight caught in his wild, sun-kissed brown hair, as the scent of wool and leather
tickled her nose.

“Aye, love is a fearsome thing,” he said, his deep voice washing over her like warm
honey. “But I'd rather face that fear with ye than live without ye. The thought of
waking each day without yer smile would be a darkness | couldna bear.”

She reached up to touch his face, her fingertips tracing the line of hisjaw, rough with
stubble, the curve of his lips, warm and inviting. The contact sent electricity through
her veins, a sensation both foreign and familiar.

“Yes,” she whispered, tears gathering in her eyes, reflecting the golden light of
sunset. “I’ [l marry you.”

Connor’s smile was radiant, transforming his usually stoic features into something so
beautiful it made her chest ache. His hands, calloused from years of wielding a sword
yet impossibly gentle with her, slipped the ring onto her finger. It fit perfectly, asif it
had been made for her. Perhaps, Kate thought as she admired the way the metal
caught the light, this had been her destiny all along.

He leaned down, his lips meeting hers in a kiss that began as gentle as a whisper but
guickly blazed into something fierce and consuming. Kate melted into him, her arms
winding around his neck, fingers tangling in his hair, her body pressing against his as
if she could somehow merge their souls together. She tasted the sweetness on his
tongue, breathed in the scent of pine and leather and something uniquely Connor that



had become as essential to her as air.

The world around them disappeared. The ancient stones, the whispering wind, the
distant cal of birds returning to their nests, al of it faded away until there was
nothing but the two of them, suspended in a moment that felt eternal and ephemeral
all at once. Heat bloomed between them, aliving thing that wrapped around them like
invisible flames.

When they finaly broke apart, both breathing hard, Connor rested his forehead
against hers. His hands cradled her face as if she were made of the most precious
glass, his thumbs gently wiping away tears she hadn’t realized she’ d shed.

“Ye have my heart, Kate,” he murmured, his voice rough with emotion. “From this
day until my last. | will cherish ye, protect ye with my body, and love ye with
everything | am.”

“And you have mine,” she replied, meaning it more than she had ever meant anything
in her life. The words seemed inadequate for the tide of feeling washing through her,
but she saw in his eyes that he understood.

“1 never believed in fate until | found you. Until you found me.”

They stood in the hush of the garden, wrapped in each other, until Kate suddenly
gasped and pulled back slightly.

Connor caught her waist. “What isit, lass? Are ye unwel|?’
She shook her head, stunned. “No, it's nothing like that. It's, it's just something |

forgot.” She looked up at him, her voice wavering. “Before | came here, | read about
Bronmuir Keep in ahistory guidebook, right before | left for Scotland.”



He frowned slightly. “And what did it say?’

Kate swallowed hard. “It said the ruins of Bronmuir Keep stood as a testament to one
of the most tragic tales on Skye. That in 1689, the laird of the clan was betrayed... and
murdered... by hisbride. A MacDonald. That it was part of aplot to end the MacL eod
line.”

Connor blinked. “Bloody hell,” he muttered.

“They said the laird’s ghost, your ghost, still walks the ruins, looking for justice. For
the love that was denied him.”

There was a beat of silence, a small wind curling through the garden as though
marking the gravity of the moment.

Then Connor laughed, a deep chuckle that rumbled from his chest. “Me? Marry a
MacDonald? The lass would gut me in my sleep just to claim the larder and the
cattle.”

Kate didn't smile. Not at first. Her heart pounded, and strange understanding flushed
through her like fire in her blood. “Connor...” she whispered, her fingers tightening
around his.

He sobered at once. “What is it?’

“Don’'t you see?’ she said. “You never did marry that girl. Because | came here.
Because of me. History changed.”

A slow smile curved his lips, one that curled around her heart like a ribbon. “Aye, |
believe ye did change fate, Kate. At great cost. But saints, | canna regret a single
heartbeat of it.”



She laid her hand over his heart, then brushed her lips over the scar above his brow.

“If fate gave me the chance,” she said, voice low and sure, “I’d choose you again.”

“And | you,” he said, voice rough. “In every time, in every life.”

They stood together in the gathering dusk, the world around them fading into shadow,
the garden a silent witness to their vow. A cool breeze swept across the keep,
carrying the scent of heather and salt from the sea, but Kate felt only warmth. This
was where she belonged. This was home. Not a place, but a person. This man, with
his strength and his gentleness, his honor and his passion, had become her anchor in a
world where everything else was uncertain.

The moon rose full and bright, casting long shadows across the garden where Kate
walked alone. She couldn’'t sleep, her head too full of the day’s events, her heart too
full of emotion. The ring on her finger caught the moonlight, the emerald glowing
like atiny star.

She had left Connor sleeping, his face peaceful in repose, his breathing deep and
even. She had needed a moment to herself, to process everything that had happened,
everything she had chosen.

The garden was different at night, mysterious, amost otherworldly. The herbs
released their scents more strongly in the cool air, creating a heady perfume that
mingled with the salt of the sea. Somewhere in the distance, an gull called, the sound
echoing across the silent landscape.

Kate made her way to the small bench where Connor had proposed, settling herself
on the weathered wood. Above her, the stars were impossibly bright, more numerous



than she had ever seen in the light-polluted skies of Atlanta. She tried to imagine
never seeing electric lights again, never driving a car, never using a smartphone. The
thought was both terrifying and strangely liberating.

“Y ou have chosen well.”

The voice, soft and ancient as the hills themselves, made Kate jump to her feet.
Standing at the edge of the garden was a figure she had seen only twice before, the
old woman from the cemetery. The Cailleach.

In the moonlight, she seemed to shimmer, as if not quite solid. Her silver hair flowed
around her like water, and her dark eyes held the wisdom of centuries. She wore a
cloak of midnight blue, embroidered with symbols that seemed to move when she
wasn't looking directly at them.

“You,” Kate breathed. “Y ou brought me here.”

The Cailleach inclined her head dlightly. “I merely opened the door. You walked
through it of your own free will.”

“Why?" Kate asked, the question that had haunted her for months finally finding
voice. “Why me? Why now?’

The old woman’s lips curved in a smile that was both ancient and knowing. “ Some
souls are born out of their time, child. Yours was always meant for this place, this
moment.”

“But my family, my friends?—"

“Will live their lives, as you will live yours,” the Cailleach said gently. “The threads
of fate weave a complex tapestry. Y our thread has found its proper place.”



Kate heard footsteps behind her and turned to see Connor approaching, his expression
alert despite having been woken from sleep. He wore only his plaid, hastily wrapped
around hiswaist, his chest bare in the moonlight. His eyes widened as he caught sight
of the Cailleach.

“What—" He began, then stopped abruptly as the old woman stepped forward.

As she moved, the air around her seemed to shimmer and change. For a moment, she
was no longer an old woman, but something else entirely. A being of light and power,
ancient as the land itself. Her cloak billowed around her though there was no wind,

and the symbols embroidered upon it glowed with an inner fire.

Connor dropped to his knees, his face a mask of awe and terror. “ Saints preserve us,”
he whispered, reaching blindly for Kate's hand.

The Cailleach looked at him, her eyes now glowing like twin stars in the darkness.
“You have doubted,” she said, her voice echoing strangely in the still night air. “You

have questioned. But now you see.”

“Aye,” Connor breathed, his fingers tightening around Kate's. “| believe. | believe all
of it.”

The Cailleach nodded, seemingly satisfied.

“Will | ever go back?’ Kate asked, though she already knew the answer in her heart.

“Your path lies here now,” the Cailleach said simply. “The future is not when you
are, but who you're with.”

With those words, she began to fade, her form becoming translucent, then
transparent, until only a faint shimmer remained in the air where she had stood. A



breeze whispered through the garden, carrying the scent of heather and something
older, wilder, the essence of the Highlands themselves.

For along moment, neither Kate nor Connor moved, both too stunned by what they
had witnessed. Then Connor rose slowly to his feet, his eyes never leaving the spot
where the Cailleach had been.

“Was that—" He began, his voice hoarse.

“Yes,” Kate said softly. “ That was her. The one who brought me here.”

Connor turned to her, his face pale in the moonlight. “I saw her change. She wasna
human.”

“No,” Kate agreed. “I don’t think sheis. Not entirely.”

His hand found hers again, his grip firm and reassuring. “| believed ye before, Kate.
But now...” He shook his head, as if words were inadequate. “ There are more things
in heaven and earth than | ever dreamed possible.”

She smiled, recognizing the echo of Shakespeare. “The world is full of wonders,” she
said. “Some we understand, some we don’t.”

He drew her close, his arms encircling her waist. “The greatest wonder is that ye're
here with me,” he murmured, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “Whatever magic
brought ye to me, I’'ll be grateful for it al my days.”

They stood together in the moonlit garden, surrounded by the ancient magic of the
Highlands, their hearts beating in time with each other. And Kate knew, with a
certainty that went bone deep, that she was exactly where she was meant to be.



The great hall of Bronmuir Keep buzzed with activity as the clan prepared for the
evening meal. A fortnight had passed since the MacDonald attack, and life was
slowly returning to normal. The dead had been honored and buried, the wounded
were healing, and the damage to the keep was being repaired.

Kate moved among the tables, helping to set out trenchers and cups. Her ring caught
the light from the hearth, sending small flashes of green across the wooden surfaces.
Several of the women had noticed it and offered their congratulations, their initial
wariness of the strange outlander giving way to genuine warmth. They had forgiven
her because their laird had and because she had risked all during the battle to save
them and their laird.

Moira approached, her sharp eyes taking in Kate's flushed cheeks and bright eyes.
“Yelook happy, lass,” she observed, a smile softening her weathered features.

Before she could respond, the doors to the hall burst open, and a young man
staggered in, his clothing stained with travel dust, his face haggard with exhaustion.
“l seek thelaird!” he called, voice cracking.

Connor emerged from a side chamber, his expression alert. “Aye, I’'m here. What
news?’

The messenger straightened, drawing a deep breath. “I’ ve come from Edinburgh, my
laird. I’ ve seen him. I’ ve seen your youngest brother, Brodie!”

A hush fell over the hall, al activity ceasing as everyone turned to stare at the
messenger. Connor went very still, his face draining of color. “Ye're certain?’ he
asked, hisvoice barely above a whisper.



“Aye, my laird,” Thomas said eagerly. “As certain as | stand before ye. He was at the
harbor, working on one of the merchant ships. | called out to him, but the crowd
separated us before | could reach him.”

Connor’s hand went to the hilt of his dirk, a gesture Kate had come to recognize as
his way of grounding himself when emotional. “Was he well? Did he appear injured
or ill-treated?’

“Nay, my laird. He looked hale enough, if a bit thin. And his hair was cropped short,
but "twas him, | swear it.”

A murmur ran through the gathered clan members. Surprise, hope, joy. Brodie, the
youngest MacL eod brother, lost over six months ago, was alive.

Connor turned to Kate, his blue eyes bright with unshed tears. “My brother lives,” he
said, his voice rough with emotion.

She crossed the hall to him, taking his hands in hers. “Then we'll find him,” she said
firmly. “We'll bring him home.”

Connor nodded, squeezing her hands. “I’ ve lost too many,” he said, his gaze holding
hers. “I willnalet another dlip through my fingers.”

“Then let’ s bring him home,” Kate repeated, her voice strong and sure.

Around them, the clan erupted in cheers and excited chatter. Plans were aready being
made. Who would go to Edinburgh, what supplies would be needed, how soon they
could depart? The hall, which had been so recently filled with grief, now vibrated

with hope and purpose.

Kate looked around at these people who had become her family, at the man who



would soon be her husband, and felt a deep sense of rightness settle in her soul.

She had left behind a world of convenience and technology, of fast food and
smartphones, of dating apps and predictable heartbreak. But what she had found was
so much more valuable. A place where she was needed, where she belonged, where
she was loved, not for who she could pretend to be, but for who she truly was.

The future stretched before her, unknown but full of promise. There would be
challenges, of course. Adjusting to life in the seventeenth century, learning the ways
of the clan, becoming the wife of a Highland chieftain. But Kate was no longer afraid.
With Connor by her side, with the strength she had discovered within herself, she was
ready to face whatever came next.

As if reading her thoughts, Connor turned to her, his expression solemn but his eyes
alight with love. “Together,” he said softly, a promise and avow.

Kate nodded, her heart full to bursting. “Together.”
In the warmth of the great hall, surrounded by the people who had become her clan,
Kate knew that she had finally found what she had been searching for all her life. Not

just love, but belonging. Not just passion, but purpose.

She was home.
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T he Ide of Skye, Scotland
Sometime in the future

Dr. Abigall Winston clutched the tablet against her chest, squinting as the late
afternoon sun reflected off the crumbling stones of Bronmuir Keep. The wind
whipped her dark hair across her face, carrying the scent of brine and heather from
the cliffs below.

“Bloody tourists,” she muttered, pushing her way through a group taking selfies. Her
sensible boots crunched over loose gravel as she ducked under the preservation
society barriers, flashing her credentials at the lone security guard.

“The north tower is still off-limits, Dr. Winston,” he called after her. “Structural
engineers haven't cleared it yet.”

She raised a hand in acknowledgment without turning back. The discovery had been
reported from the north tower, and after three years of researching the mysterious
Lady Katherine of Clan MacLeod, Abigail wasn't about to wait for bureaucratic
clearance.

The stairwell was dark and smelled of damp stone and time. Abigail switched on her
flashlight, illuminating centuries of wear on the steps beneath her feet. Each footfall
echoed, asif the keep itself was breathing around her.

When the workman had called, voice trembling with excitement, about finding a
seded chamber during the restoration, she'd dismissed his breathless tales of



“untouched treasures.” Historical sites were always yielding forgotten storage rooms
or priest holes. But his mention of a portrait bearing the name Katherine had sent her
racing from Edinburgh to Skye without even packing a proper bag.

The newly exposed doorway gaped before her, its ancient oak reinforcements having
protected whatever lay beyond for centuries. Abigail’s heart hammered against her
ribs as she stepped through.

“Oh my,” she whispered.

Unlike the rest of the keep, exposed to weather and time, this chamber remained
remarkably intact. The air felt different here, still and waiting, like aheld breath. Dust
motes danced in the beam of her flashlight as she swept it across the room.

The portrait dominated the far wall.

They stood together, a man and woman caught in a moment of quiet joy. The man,
Laird Connor MacLeod, surely, stood tall and proud, his wild brown hair touching
broad shoulders, a half-smile playing on his lips. One hand rested on a broadsword,
the other curled possessively around the woman’'s waist. Pinned at his shoulder was
the infamous Bronmuir Brooch, its silver and gold setting and blue stones capturing
thelight asif it had been polished yesterday.

But it was the woman who drew her gaze and held it. Katherine MacLeod wore a
gown of deep green, her chestnut hair tumbling in waves past her shoulders. Her

eyes, a striking hazel flecked with gold, seemed to follow Abigail across the room.

“Impossible,” Abigail breathed, checking the date inscribed at the bottom of the
frame. 1695.

The glass case beside the portrait held what appeared to be a journal, its leather



binding cracked but intact. Abigail carefully lifted the protective covering, her trained
hands trembling dlightly as she opened to a random page.

The handwriting was neat, precise, and utterly modern in its style.

April 18, 1691

Implemented the new inventory system today. Connor laughed at my color-coding,
but when we accounted for every last grain in the storehouse in half the usual time,
even he had to admit it was “no’ a daft notion after all.” Next week, I'll introduce
basic accounting ledgers to track the wool production.

Abigail flipped forward, finding detailed sketches of what appeared to be primitive
plumbing systems, medical records tracking fever outbreaks, and notes on crop
rotation that wouldn’t become common practice for another century.

Thefinal entry made her throat tighten.

December 31, 1699

Ten yearsin this century. Sometimes | still wake reaching for my phone or craving a
hot shower that doesn’'t require hauling twenty buckets up from the well. But then
Connor’s arms tighten around me, or little Cameron crawls into our bed with his wild

dreams and sticky fingers, and | remember why | stayed.

| may have left one time behind, but | have found where | truly belong. The futureis
not when you are, but who you’ re with.

To whoever finds this someday. Timeisn't astraight line. It'sacircle, and love is the
compass that guides us home.



Abigail closed the journal with reverent hands, her academic skepticism warring with
the evidence before her. She'd spent her career chasing historical anomalies. People
who seemed to know too much for their era, innovations that appeared decades before
their time. But this...

This was the proof she’'d always sought.

The sun was setting as she emerged from the keep, casting long shadows across the
ancient cemetery that bordered the ruins. Her mind raced with implications,
publications, research opportunities, all the ways she could share this discovery with
the world.

She paused by a weathered stone cross, the same one featured in numerous local
legends about wishes and fate. The same one mentioned repeatedly in Katherine's
journal.

“1 don’'t suppose you grant wishes for love like Katherine and Connor’s?’ she said
aloud, feeling foolish even as the words left her lips. Three months since David had

walked out, claiming her “ obsession with the past” |eft no room for their future.

The wind picked up, carrying the scent of woodsmoke and something else, something
green and ancient. Abigail shivered, wrapping her coat tighter.

“They were bonny together, were they no’ ?’

Abigail startled. An elderly woman sat on a nearby bench, her silver hair escaping a
cap. How had she not noticed her before?

“I"'m sorry?’

“The laird and his lady,” the woman said, her accent thick as heather honey. “Love



like theirs doesna fade, even when the stones do.”

Abigail stepped closer, drawn by something in the woman’s dark eyes. “Do you work
with the historical society? | don’t think we've met. I'm Dr. Winston.”

The woman’s smile deepened the lines around her eyes. “Aye, | ken fine who ye are,
lass.”

A cloud passed over the sun, and in that brief shadow, Abigail caught the glint of
something at the woman’'s throat. A brooch, silver and gold with blue stones,

identical to the one in the portrait.

“That brooch—" Abigail began, but the words died on her lips as a tour group passed
between them. When they cleared, the bench was empty.

Where the woman had sat lay a single black feather, spiraling gently in the wind.
Abigail reached for it, but the breeze lifted it away before her fingers could close
around it. The feather danced upward, catching the last golden light of day, then

disappeared over the cemetery wall.

Some stories are written in ink, others in stone. But the rarest ones, the ones that
reshape destiny, are written across time itself.

And sometimes, if you listen closely enough, you can hear them still.
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Edinburgh
1689
Late Autumn

The cobblestones gleamed like wet river stones in the thin drizzle, reflecting the
amber glow of newly lit street lanterns. Brodie MacLeod pulled his borrowed cloak
tighter against the chill, the hood concealing his face as he wove through the crowded
streets of Edinburgh.

At seventeen, he moved with the wary grace of someone much older. The boy who
had left Skye almost a year ago, full of romantic notions and defiance, had been
burned away like morning mist. What remained was leaner, harder, his blue eyes
shadowed beneath a furrowed brow and dark hair that had been shorn close to his
scalp.

The White Hart Inn loomed ahead, its weathered sign creaking in the wind. Brodie's
hand instinctively checked the dirk hidden at his waist before he pushed through the
door into the wall of noise and heat.

The common room reeked of wet wool, spilled ae, and unwashed bodies. Smoke
hung in layers beneath the low beams. In the farthest corner, half-hidden in shadow,
sat Anne McKinnon.

His chest tightened at the sight of her. The copper hair tucked beneath a plain cap, the
proud tilt of her chin, the fingers that nervously traced the rim of her pewter cup. For



her, he had defied his brothers, abandoned his clan, and forsaken his name. For her,
he would do it all again.

“Ye shouldna be here,” she whispered as he dlid onto the bench opposite her. Her
Gaelic was soft, meant only for his ears. “They’ re watching the ports now.”

“Let them watch,” Brodie replied, reaching across to take her trembling hand. “The
ship leaves at dawn. By this time tomorrow, we'll be bound for the Colonies.”

Anne wouldn’t meet his eyes. Her fingers were ice cold despite the fire roaring in the
hearth.

“What troubles ye, lass?’ Brodie asked, ducking his head to catch her gaze. “Isit the
journey? | swear to ye, I'll work my hands to the bone in Virginia. We'll have land of
our own within five years.”

A tear dlipped down her cheek. “Brodie, |1?7—"

The door to the inn crashed open. Five men in the king’s colors filled the frame, rain
dripping from their cloaks onto the threshold. The tavern fell silent.

“I"'m sorry,” Anne whispered, finaly looking up. The anguish in her eyes told him
everything.

Cold understanding washed over him. “What have ye done?’

“My laird knows about us,” she said, her voice breaking. “He threatened to banish my
family. | had no choice.”

The soldiers moved through the room with purpose, straight toward their table.
Brodie s hand flew to hisdirk.



“Don’'t,” Anne pleaded. “They promised ye wouldn’t be harmed if ye didn’t resist.”

Betrayal tasted like ash in his mouth. “And ye believed them? Christ, Anne, do ye
ken what they do to Highland rebels?’

The captain of the guard reached their table, his face impassive beneath his rain-
soaked hat. “Brodie MacL eod? Y ou' re to come with us.”

Brodie stood slowly, his muscles coiled tight. Five against one. No chance of
winning, but perhaps a chance of escape if he timed it right.

“They said they’d only hold ye until the troubles pass,” Anne said desperately. “A
few months at most. Then ye can go home.”

Brodie laughed, a harsh sound with no humor. “Aye, and the English king loves the
Scots like brothers.” His voice dropped lower. “I would have died for ye, Anne
McKinnon. Remember that in the cold nights ahead.”

As they bound his wrists with rough rope, Brodie caught a glimpse of something
passing between the captain and Anne. A small pouch that clinked with the
unmistakable sound of coins.

“Thirty pieces of silver,” he spat. “At least Judas got a kiss with his betrayal.”

They dragged him out into the rain, past the curious eyes of Edinburgh’s citizens.
None would interfere. None would remember the face of yet another Highland lad
being hauled away to an uncertain fate.

Three weeks later, Brodie lay in the fetid darkness of a ship’s hold, the taste of blood
and seawater sharp on his tongue. The vessel pitched and groaned around him,
timbers creaking like tortured souls. The chains at his wrists had rubbed his skin raw,
but the physical pain was nothing compared to the hollow ache in his chest.



“Where d'ye think they’'re taking us?’ whispered the man chained beside him, a
blacksmith from Perth who' d been caught with Jacobite pamphlets.

“Does it matter?’ Brodie replied, staring into the darkness. “Hell’s hell, no matter
which shoreit’son.”

The ship lurched violently, sending several men dliding across the wet planks.
Something had changed in the motion of the waves. They were no longer in calm

waters.

“l heard the guards say Jamaica,” another voice offered. “Sugar plantations. Men
don’t last two yearsthere.”

A sudden commotion above deck pulled Brodie from his thoughts. Men shouted.
Something heavy crashed. The unmistakable sound of steel on steel rang out.

“What’ s happening?’ the blacksmith hissed.

Before anyone could answer, the hatch flew open. Rain and sea spray poured in,
along with the silhouette of a man.

“How many down there?’ called a voice with athick French accent.

“Twenty, maybe more,” answered someone above.

“Get them up. Quickly now. The Royal Navy won't be far behind.”

As Brodie was hauled up into the storm-tossed night, he saw the British crew lined up
against the gunwale, hands bound. A ship with unfamiliar colors flew alongside them,

grappling hooks binding the vessels together.

“Pirates?’ he asked the man, removing his chains.



The man grinned, teeth flashing white in his dark face. “Privateers, lad. Flying under
French colors.” He nodded toward atall figure giving orders near the helm. “Captain
has no love for the English or their slave ships. You' ve a choice now. Join us or take
your chances in the longboat.”

Brodie looked out at the heaving black sea, then back at the captain. The man stood
like a warrior, unbowed by the tempest around him. Something about his stance
reminded Brodie of Connor.

“What’ s your name, boy?’ the captain called, striding over.

“Brodie MacLeod of Skye,” he answered, straightening to his full height despite his
weakened state.

A strange expression crossed the captain’s weathered face. “Macleod, you say? |
once knew a MacL eod who saved my lifein atavern brawl in Inverness.” He studied
Brodie for along moment. “Can you fight?’

“Aye. And | learn fast.”

The captain nodded once. “We'll see. My ship’s no place for vengeance or self-pity.
L eave those chains behind with your past.”

As dawn broke over a steel-gray horizon, Brodie stood at the rail of the privateer
ship, watching the slave vessel shrink into the distance. The salt air stung his cracked
lips, but he breathed it in deeply, tasting freedom and possibility.

Anne's betrayal would always be a scar across his heart. But for the first time since
that rainy night in Edinburgh, Brodie felt something other than despair stirring in his

blood.

The wind changed, filling the sails with a sudden snap. The ship surged forward,



cutting through the waves toward whatever fate awaited beyond the horizon.

Behind him, unnoticed in the chaos of the night, a black feather drifted across the
deck, spiraling upward into the lightening sky.

* * %

Thank you so much for reading!

| hope you enjoyed A Scot for All Time. Next up is, The Scot Who Loved Me
where you' [l meet an awkward geologist and a Jacobite spy. | hope you loveit.



