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        Druiminn Castle 1410, Scotland

      

      

      Boyd Macleod, chief of the Macleod clan, stood before his stronghold, staring down the Fae who threatened him and those he loved. "You will not take her!" he roared, fear and panic threatening his control. The Fae Queen smirked to his outburst.

      His wife stood behind him. He could not see her, but knew she would be as defiant as he, standing tall and proud, a sword in her hand and ready to die this day if it meant that they would be separated.

      He would not let them take her. Never.

      The Fae Queen gestured to Sorcha. "Mayhap, I have not been clear enough, Chief Macleod. Sorcha's mother, a Fae Princess, was granted the child's life on the condition that she would be returned to us on her five and twentieth year. She is half-Fae, after all, and does not belong in your dirty, ancient world." The Fae Queen cast a scathing look about his land, disdain on her face as she gazed up to the castle itself, the curtain wall protecting his four-story tower castle that his father finished building late last century. It was one of the best fortresses in Scotland, and she dared to mock it. Ridicule him and his people.

      "I doona care what deal you had. Sorcha doona belong to you. She belongs here with me. With our people."

      "No, she does not," the queen said, her tone bored. "No matter what iron you wield toward me, it will make no difference here. I could strike you down with a flick of my hand and take her anyway, take you and your men's life away." The queen's eyes seemed to glow, and for a moment, Boyd thought she may do what she threatened before seemingly thinking otherwise.

      "If I do not take Sorcha, she will die here this day. I always collect on what is due to my kind, but I shall gift you something in return, Chief Macleod."

      "I doona want anything from you. No more deals will be made here. Not today or ever."

      The queen smiled. She was a beautiful woman, her long, flowing white hair sparkled as if the precious metal of silver was threaded into her locks. Her eyes were fiercely blue, as ancient as his land, and all-knowing. A powerful being that, although standing in long, white robes that appeared angelic to anyone who viewed her, the being was as cold as ice and her soul as hard as rock.

      "Boyd," Sorcha whispered behind him, clutching his arm and showing the first signs she was scared. Hell, he was afraid, not that he'd ever admit to such a fault, but he was. Sorcha was everything to him. He could not lose her.

      "Aye." He turned, clasping Sorcha's arms. "’Tis alright, lass. I'll not let them harm you."

      Tears welled in her eyes, and she cast a glance in the queen's direction. "I doona want to go. I'm not a Fae. The tales are untrue," his wife declared, her voice breaking on her last words.

      Boyd pulled her against him, stroking her long, white locks, so similar to the Fae before them, and he knew that statement to be a lie. She had come to him as a young woman looking for a husband, her parents seeking an alliance. Sorcha was small-boned with striking features, otherworldly, and he had been captured by her beauty. He had fallen in love with her the moment he'd seen her. His only regret in their marriage was the absence of a bairn. No matter how much they had tried, they had not been blessed by children of their own.

      Keeping hold of Sorcha, he unsheathed his sword, holding it at his side. His men, armed and behind him, did the same, and the sound of metal sliding against metal rent the air. A fog descended over the land, and a biting wind accompanied it. An ominous sight, and he could feel his men's alarm, their fear of the change of the elements.

      "Do not disappoint me, Macleod. A deal is a deal. If you do not obey my decree, Sorcha will be no more. If she does not come with us now, she will die. The choice is yours."

      There was no choice in such a decree. His mind roared with alarm, with hate and anger. How dare the Fae Queen do this to him and his people? If she chose, she could leave Sorcha alone, let her live out her life here with him. He knew the Fae to be fickle, untrustworthy, and cruel when they wanted to be, but this… This was beyond evil. There were no words for such an act.

      "Sorcha is mortal. To take her makes no sense. Leave her be. Mayhap we can exchange something else, coin or land."

      The queen laughed, the sound echoing through the land, mocking his words. "I have no need for your riches, Chief Macleod. The child is to be returned to us. Her mother has paid for her crimes of siring a child with a mortal. Now that child is grown and can return to the people she should always have known."

      "This is my family. I doona want anything to do with the Fae," Sorcha yelled out over the wind.

      But it was no use. No matter how they pleaded or what they offered, nothing but Sorcha would satisfy them. They would take his wife and his life along with it. For to live without her was equivalent to death itself.

      The queen raised her hand, sweeping it over his armed men. The sound of clanging metal, of bodies falling onto one another, met his ears, and Boyd turned to see his men still as death.

      "Do not be alarmed. They are not dead, merely sleeping. Once Sorcha is with us, they will wake." The queen held out her hand toward Sorcha, her confidence that his wife would go with them spiking a fury inside Boyd he had held dormant.

      But no more.

      He charged forward, raising his sword. The queen's eyes flared as he came within striking distance, but then he was floating above his lands, his ability to move stripped from him.

      The queen's face morphed into something angry and displeased. She no longer radiated light and calm, but darkness, her gown changing to black instead of white, the silks swirling like an angry sea.

      "That was uncalled for, Macleod, and I cannot stand for such insolence. Come." She reached for Sorcha. His wife fought the command, turned, and tried to hold on to the men lying at her feet, but like an unknown force, she was pulled toward the queen.

      Panic tore through Boyd, and he struggled in his invisible chains, the movement like swimming through a fast-moving current, heavy and impossible to gain traction. "Stop, please, doona take her." He would beg if he had to. This was his wife, his love. He could not have her stolen from him.

      "Say your goodbyes. You will not see her again." The queen took Sorcha's hand, and with horror, Boyd watched as his wife seemed to lose all her fear, anger, and panic. Her face relaxed to the beautiful curves he knew so well, that he had traced with his fingers, had kissed when they made love. Her woolen gown made of the clan's red, blue, and green colors fell from her body and was replaced by a long, white, flowing robe, barely appropriate to retain honor.

      "Sorcha will be happier with us, Macleod, but we thank you for your care toward our princess."

      Sorcha looked up at him, a small frown between her brow. "I love you, Boyd." Her whispered words carried off into the wind.

      "No," he roared, "doona take her. No!" Boyd fought against his bonds, but it was no use. He was captured, held above the ground, and as useless as the Campbells.

      The Fae and Sorcha disappeared. The queen remained, stared up at him, a smirk marring her lips. "She will be happy with us and live forever, but you'll never see her again. But do not despair, Macleod, for I have something for you too, just as I promised."

      "I doona want your doaty gift, shrew," he seethed, conceiving a hundred different ways he'd like to lob off her head.

      "Had you cooperated, I would not need to bestow upon you anything, but now I must. You defied our laws. You loved a Fae and sought to keep her here in the human world where she did not belong. Punishment must be served," she said, her eyes glowing alarmingly bright. "I curse you with immortality. You shall live as long as the Fae you valued so dearly. An eternity without the one you love until your heart is full of another. The people you love, your clan and family shall grow old and die, while you, Macleod will be forced to watch. No strike against you will save you from this curse. Not even one against yourself."

      He would never love again. No woman could compare to his wife. Sorcha was his heart and soul. "I welcome the curse, for if only to give me time to seek justice upon you." Boyd gained pleasure at the queen being taken aback by his words. Good, he wanted to insult her, scare her, let her know that one day, may it be a week or a thousand years from now, he would have his vengeance.

      The queen shrugged one delicate shoulder. "Well then, I suppose you shall live forever. Open your heart, Macleod, and your pain will be over. Fight me on this, and you shall forever dwell in your darkness, your anguish and resentment." And then she was gone.

      Boyd dropped like a stone to the ground, making an oomph sound when his gut landed against a rock. He stared at where he'd seen Sorcha last, the sound of his men gaining their wits behind him.

      He stood, turned to face his men, despair swamping him. He'd lost the only woman he had ever loved. His life. He raised his eyes and found his men, some still on the ground, staring at him as if they'd seen a ghoul.

      "Chief," Corey, one of his guardsmen gasped, pointing at Boyd's head. "Your hair, ’tis white."

      Boyd grabbed a lock of his hair and started at the sight of it. Gone was his dark-red brown hair, and in its place was the coloring of the Fae. He could not speak, did not know what the change meant. Or if it were simply the marking of the curse now in place.

      The sound of laughter floated through the trees, and he turned, glaring at the woods, knowing the Fae Queen was watching, enjoying her foolery.

      "Laugh all you like, but know that one day I shall have my revenge on you. I promise on my own heart's blood," he yelled, slicing across his hand with his dirk. Blood pooled in his palm and slid down his arm. He fisted his hand, raising it to the sky. "I will not die until I see your head upon the ground. See who is laughing then."

      The laughter stopped, and he turned, striding back to Castle Druiminn, past his startled men's faces and his staff who went about their chores.

      Today, he may have lost everything, but tomorrow was a new dawn. A new day to plan, plot, and ultimately act. He would get Sorcha back, and he would kill the Faery Queen, and he would not die until he had done so.
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        Druiminn Castle 2021, Scotland

      

      

      Maya Harris stood at the gates of Druiminn Castle and watched as bus after bus unloaded its many tourists, all eager and excited for their tour of the old Scottish stronghold. Maya shaded her eyes and glanced up at the castle, forever in awe of this estate and still home to the Laird Macleod.

      How lucky she was to be working here for the summer and helping out in the kitchens when they needed more staff. With the multitude of tours every day, she was constantly cleaning up after the sightseers. Yet, she loved every minute of her work. Just to be within the ancient walls, looking up at the magnificent portraits of past lairds, the tapestries, the oldest dating back to the 15th century was one that had always captured her notice.

      Her employer and head housekeeper, Mrs. Holmes, had stated it depicted a standoff between Chief Boyd Macleod and the Fae Queen in the early fifteenth century. Maya had inwardly scoffed at the old folk tale, as an English woman, born and raised in Kent, she never believed in the Scottish superstitions. Still, the tapestry was unbelievably well kept and lifelike. Not that she could touch it to see how perfect it really was since it sat behind a wall of Perspex to stop grubby, oily hands from feeling it.

      Hers included.

      She strolled around the side of the castle, entering through the kitchen that also served as the staff entrance. Maya greeted the chef Samuel, Molly, and Heidi, her two closest friends she'd made in Scotland, who were eating their lunch.

      "Oh, Maya, you'll be so excited to hear what we have to tell you today. Mrs. Holmes was stating this morning that she needs to clean the Perspex covering the tapestries in the great hall this afternoon," Molly said, her eyes bright with excitement.

      "If you're sneaky and quick enough, you may be able to feel one for the first time. We all know you're a little obsessed, just like the rest of us who want to touch things we're not supposed to," Heidi joked.

      Samuel, who had been standing kneading dough, scoffed, didn't comment on Heidi's words.

      "I wouldn't dare touch it. Mrs. Holmes would sack me on the spot, and I would hate to lose this job. I love it here." Maya pulled off her coat and hung it in a small closet before sitting down at the table. "Have you just finished your morning shift? Are we still on for drinks down in Druiminn tonight?"

      Every Friday night, the staff would get together and have a few wines or beers at the local pub. The week had been extremely busy, what with the height of the tourist season, and they would all have earned their night of relaxing and partying before another busload of people arrived tomorrow.

      "I can't make it tonight," Molly said, her tone dejected. "I'm training for my night job at the petrol station. It's only from eight to eleven every night, so I'll still be able to work here, but it'll mean more money for me, and I'll get to Dubai for my holiday even more quickly."

      Maya smiled at the thought of a holiday in Dubai. All that warm, hot air, the beaches, the amazing architecture, and the people. "I would love to travel there. What an amazing place it would be." One day, Maya promised herself.

      She had very few holidays in her life. As an orphan, she never knew her parents, didn't even know who they were. From what she could find out from Child Services, they had left her on the doorstep of a hospital in Kent and never returned.

      Her life hadn't been too terrible, however. Not like what so many other children had to endure when in foster care. She had been put with kind people, if not a little distracted and not too involved, but at least they never hurt her.

      She had finished high school, attended university, and earned a degree in media studies, but found after she left that gaining employment in that field was a hard gig to score. With her money running out, she had seen the advertisement for cleaning work required on a Highland estate during busy tourist seasons and had applied.

      The moment she had walked up from Druiminn toward the castle, watching as it slowly revealed itself through the trees, she had fallen instantly in love and under its spell. When summer was over, she would ask to be kept on or seek employment locally. There was something about Scotland that pulled at her heartstrings and made her feel at home.

      "She's only going because she has fantasies of marrying a rich sheik," Heidi teased, grinning. "If you do happen to land one, see if he has any brothers. I could endure quite well a life of luxury."

      Molly laughed, sipping her can of soft drink. "Oh, I will, and I can find one for you too, Maya. If you like."

      Maya chuckled, pushing back her chair when she noticed the time. "If you find a sheik, it'll be enough for me that you'll be happy." She went over to the uniforms closet and pulled out a clean apron. "I better get going, the morning tour will be gone by now, but I'll see you tonight, Heidi?”

      Heidi saluted, grinning. "Oh, yes, you'll see me for sure. I'll probably beat you there since you're working this afternoon, but I'll have a wine waiting for you."

      "Thank you. Seeya, ladies," she said, striding out into a passage that led toward the great hall. Maya found Mrs. Holmes ordering a bevy of men to remove the Perspex from several tapestries in the great hall, her deep frown showing her concern, not to mention she was hovering over the men's work like a panicked mother hen.

      "Do you need any help?" Maya asked, coming to stand beside Mrs. Holmes and watching as three men worked on the Fae tapestry she loved so much.

      "Oh, Maya, just the girl I wanted to see. You'll be with me today. We've roped off the Great Hall, the tourists can walk past the hall, but they canna enter. I'm sure they will not mind since they'll see the restoration of sorts that we're doing. No point in looking at the tapestries when you can't see the actual needlework."

      "I would love to help you. What would you like me to do?"

      Mrs. Holmes pointed toward several buckets and cleaning items. "Once the Perspex is down, we'll need to clean and dry them thoroughly. The men will come back later today to put the Perspex back up, so we won't have them waiting around for us to finish, but we'll try and get this done today."

      "Of course," Maya said, inspecting the cleaning items before turning to watch as another group of men had the first Perspex down. It was not her favorite tapestry, but another work that depicted a lady looking out over the ocean from Druiminn's Castle walls, but she was turned toward the artist, a cheeky grin on her face as if she was laughing at something that was said behind her.

      "I know you love the Fae tapestry, but this is my favorite," Mrs. Holmes said, staring up at the work now free from its plastic bonds. It had faded of course, they all had over the hundreds of years since they had been sewn, but they were all still so beautiful.

      "Who is this of?" Maya asked, unable to look away from the striking woman grinning back at them all from the tapestry.

      "Her name was Abigail, but everyone from historical records called her Abby. She married Aedan Macleod, laird here in 1601. It is rumored she was from foreign shores, but nobody really knew for certain which ones. I've always thought she has an air of mischief and knowledge about her that you doona often see in paintings or tapestries. Like she knows something we do not."

      Maya had to agree. The woman looked so happy, like the tapestry had caught a moment in time, similar to a photo today. "She's very beautiful. Is this the same woman in the painting in the upstairs gallery? The large one, over the fireplace?"

      "Oh aye, the very same. Laird Macleod and Abigail were a love match. Devoted to each other to their very last days. He had many portraits commissioned of her."

      How lovely to have found a love such as they had and in 1601. Not the easiest time in history to be a woman or wife to a man with such responsibilities. Scotland's history was as savage and as rough as the highland mountains.

      "Right now," Mrs. Holmes said, cutting into her thoughts. "Enough of the past, let us finish our jobs so we may enjoy our weekend. I know you wish to get to the tavern and enjoy a night out with your friends."

      "Are you doing anything this weekend, Mrs. Holmes?"

      "Nay, just a spot of gardening and cleaning up around the yard. The usual."

      Maya smiled at the older woman before rinsing out her cloth and wiping the Perspex, ensuring it was spotless and free from any smears. They worked for several hours. The large, rectangular-shaped Perspex covers were dustier than Maya had assumed them to be when they were on the wall. They placed the ones that were finished in front of the tapestries they belonged to before Maya turned to the last Perspex that needed to be cleaned.

      Mrs. Holmes stood, clutching her back as she came into a standing position. The older woman looked tired and pained from the day's work. Maya took pity on her. "I can finish this one, Mrs. Holmes, if you wish to head home. I'll let the laird’s staff know that I'm leaving, and they can lock up the rooms they have open to the public."

      Mrs. Homes didn't look sure, and Maya smiled, trying to put her at ease. "Truly, I'm more than happy to finish this one alone. It'll only take me an hour at most, and I'll be done. You head off, enjoy your weekend, and I'll see you on Monday."

      "You're rostered on for tomorrow. Are you sure you doona want me to stay and finish this one? I doona have to be back here until Monday."

      Maya waved her concerns away, rinsing out her cloth. "It's no trouble at all. I love being here, and at this time of the evening, it's lovely and quiet. I can almost picture myself as the lady of the manor, going about her chores in the house."

      Mrs. Holmes chuckled, stretching out her back yet again before throwing her cleaning rag into the bucket beside her. "I am aching a little, so if you're sure? I doona want to leave you in the lurch."

      Maya shook her head. If she showed she was willing to go the extra mile while working for the laird during their busy season, perhaps it would lead to a full-time position. She would love to live and work here full time. One of the most beautiful places in the world, without a doubt. "Not at all. You go. I'll finish soon enough. You enjoy your weekend."

      Without further prompting, Mrs. Holmes picked up her bucket and started for the door. "Thank you, Maya. You're a real asset to this estate. I canna thank you enough."

      Maya smiled, bidding Mrs. Holmes goodnight before turning the Perspex and scrubbing it. She finished the last cover within the hour, placing it before the tapestry for the men to rehang tomorrow. It took her minutes only to empty her bucket and pack away the cleaning products they had used.

      She entered the Great Hall, tidied up the chairs, a few display items that were moved during the day's work, and put the room back to rights before leaving. Standing in the central hall, she was amazed as she looked up at the tall stone walls, the dais at the end of the room that so many lairds had sat, ate, and laughed with their people. It was a magical feeling. It wasn't hard to imagine times of old, the people, the music, and laughter that must have passed within these walls.

      Maya wasn't sure what it was about this place, but she felt like she was coming home the moment she had arrived at Druiminn Castle. That this was where she was supposed to have always been. Not Kent. Not England. But here, the Isle of Sky, the Highlands. Scotland.

      She walked over to her favorite tapestry, studying the masterpiece yet again. This one was lifelike, almost like a photo, and the laird in this time was so handsome with his cutting features, his build worthy of a romance book. They rarely made men like that in her time. Not that she had been looking much these days. Men, in general, had been a disappointment, and so she had decided to concentrate on herself and no one else. Make herself happy before attempting to make others so.

      The castle was quiet, not a breath of wind or a creak to be heard. Maya frowned, looking about the hall when a shiver stole down her spine. The sense that the castle was waiting for something, someone, trembled through her.

      She crossed her arms, hugging herself and looking again to see if anyone was about. There was no one there, and she shook her head, disregarding her silly notions. Not that it would surprise her to find the castle to be haunted, but she didn't believe in those sorts of things.

      With a sigh, she turned back to the tapestry, the urge to feel it, just once, overwhelming. If the laird found out, she would be sacked on the spot, her dream of living and working here full time over.

      And yet, she was alone, there were no security cameras…

      A voice in her head taunted her, told her to touch it. That this was her only chance. It could be years before they took the covers off again. With a need, a yearning that burned through her body, she reached out, wanting to touch the handsome laird.

      With a will of its own, her hand would not stop, and then, finally, the pad of her finger touched the tapestry, the silk thread soft and smooth to the touch. "Beautiful," she gasped on a breath. And then everything changed.

      The room spun, voices echoed, faces she could not recognize came in and out of view.

      What is happening to me?

      Fear froze her to the spot. She tried to run toward the door, but the room turned at an increasing rate, making it impossible to flee. Something bad was happening—something she couldn't control.

      She screamed for help, but even though her mouth was open, and her mind shouted the words, no sound emerged. What had she done! Why did she touch the tapestry!

      So, this was how she would die, her final thought before the blackness enfolded her, and there was nothing.

      Nothing at all.
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        Druiminn Castle 1510, Scotland

      

      

      Maya scrunched up her face as the odor of wet dog woke her, along with the stench of rotten breath. She cracked her eyes open the smallest bit to see where she was. What met her vision wasn't at all what she expected.

      A large wolfhound, panting before her face, stared and sniffed her head. She didn't move for fear of frightening the dog and causing it to react.

      Gone were the stone flagstone floors with soft Aubusson rugs upon them, and in their place were hard, musty-smelling rushes. She sat up, looking about the room, her mind telling her it was the same place she worked, the same walls, dais, and fireplace, but there were so many things different about it too.

      The fine furniture she polished was no more. Rough, handmade benches ran up and down the length of the room. The dais, a polished, darker wooden table, sat before the fire at one end. Two large high-back chairs lined up behind it.

      Voices met her ears, men's voices in particular, and fear prickled down her spine, but when she went to move, she could not. Her limbs, buttery and weak, refused to work.

      Like a nightmare, she watched as men and women entered the hall, some ignoring her presence altogether while others gave her a curious stare before seating themselves.

      A woman in a gray, woolen dress bustled into the room, a bevy of women behind her, all carrying trays with a profuse amount of food. They set them on each table, another group of servants following those carrying trays and laying down wooden plates and spoons.

      One of the servants whispered something in the older woman's ear, and she turned, her eyes widening at the sight of Maya.

      "Och, and who are you, may I ask?" The woman came to stand before her, her hands settling on her wide hips.

      "I, ah," Maya croaked, her mind not wanting to believe what she was starting to think had happened to her, but there was nothing else for it. No other explanation. Had she just time traveled? There wasn't any way in hell Mrs. Holmes could pull off such a trick and so quickly unless they drugged her in some way, and she’d been out of it for days. That was unlikely. Mrs. Holmes was a kind woman, no prankster.

      "I'm Maya Harris."

      At hearing her voice, the occupants of the hall stopped and turned, looking at her with something akin to disdain. Maya shut her mouth, pushing herself back against the wall and wishing it would open up and swallow her whole. Or better yet, return her home.

      Why had she touched the tapestry? Stupid, curious fool.

      The tapestry must have been what sent her here. Could it return her home? She looked up at the wall where it hung, but found nothing but bare stone staring back at her. No tapestry, no nothing that could help her return to her time. There were several large spikes and swords. Maybe they could at least keep her safe if these people turned on her.

      "You are English. What are you doing in Druiminn Castle? I doona think I hired you as help, so I'm curious to know what you are seeking here, lass?"

      Maya thought over her reply. She had to be careful. If she were kicked out, then where would she go? What would she do? The castle must hold the key in getting her back to her time, and she had to stay here to enable that.

      "I fell and hit my head when I entered the hall. I traveled here from England. I'm looking for work." It was all she could think of to say, and absurd as it sounded when speaking it aloud, there was little she could do to change her fate. "I'm sorry I'm a little confused." Maya leaned forward, electing the same response from the older lady who seemed to be in charge. "May I ask what year this is?"

      The woman's demeanor changed, and then everything happened quickly after her words. The older woman reached down, clasping her arm and dragging her up and out of the hall. She took her into a small room that sat alongside the Great Hall, shutting them both inside. This was used as a small linen closet in her time. Now, however, it held a different purpose. The room had a window and a small desk, a lone candle burning on the bureau with a few papers scattered about.

      "You are a time walker then. Well, ’tis good to meet you, Maya Harris. We have been waiting a long time for your arrival."

      Maya frowned, her stomach roiling at the absurdness of what the older woman had said. The past fifteen minutes were the most impossible of her life. "A what? What is a time walker?" She had never heard of such a thing, and she was certainly not one. Nothing so impossible had happened to her in the past. Nothing ever happened to her at all.

      Nothing exciting anyway.

      “You are not from our time, if I have that correct. Your clothing states as much, and your hair. Mayhap your skin is as clean and fresh as the day you were born, I imagine. Had you lived in our time, traveled from England as you state, no such thing would be possible.” The woman stepped back, studying her. “What time have you traveled from, lass? What brought you here?”

      Maya chewed her bottom lip while her mind frantically fought to calm down. “I’m from the twenty-first century. I was working at Druiminn, but in my time. I…” She rubbed her head, her thoughts a jumble. “I touched a tapestry and then I woke up in the hall below. That’s all I remember.”

      “Hmm,” the woman said, nodding slowly. “Well, that you were gifted with such a journey tells me that you are the one whom the laird has been waiting for. Even if the stubborn lad doona know it.” She smiled at Maya and a little of Maya’s concern dissipated. She seemed like a nice woman, and looked to be trying to help her.

      “What am I going to do? The tapestry that I touched isn’t in the hall. I thought if I touched it again it may send me back. Do you know of any in the castle?” Maya looked about, not seeing any wall hangings in this room either.

      “Nay, there are several paintings, but no tapestries, not as yet in any case. I do believe the laird has one being made, but that is several months from completion.”

      Maya let out a frustrated breath. This was hopeless. What if this laird was cruel and unkind? What if he did not trust her and killed her on the spot? She was too young to die. And she certainly didn’t want to die via a sword or hanging. Oh dear God, did they hang people in Scotland in this time?

      "All will be well, lass. You doona need to look so frightened. We must have your attire changed and come up with a story for your past before the laird meets you." The older woman frowned, studying Maya as if she were some kind of otherworldly being. "I'm Mrs. Fletcher, the head housekeeper here at Druiminn Castle. I've worked for the family for many years since I was a lass of your age or younger. A position that has been passed down through my family since the laird lost his wife many years ago."

      "What is the year, Mrs. Fletcher?" Maya pressed, needing to know as much as she needed air to breathe.

      "It is the year of our Lord, fifteen hundred and ten, Maya lass. Tell me what year it is that you have traveled from?"

      She slumped down on a nearby chair, her legs refusing to hold her upright any longer. "How do you know that I have traveled from anywhere, except England as I said? Is it so obvious that I’m not a local?"

      "Oh, I've seen and heard many a tale about time walkers, the Fae, superstitions that would keep your pretty head awake forever and a day. I know a time walker when I see one, and I believe you are one of those. Now, no more nonsense. Tell me what year, and then we can decide what to do about it, if anything. Or at least try to work out what you being here means."

      "Does it have to mean anything?" Maya asked, her stomach roiling with nerves. Would she ever be able to travel home? Would she ever see her friends again? Experience indoor plumbing? Dear Lord, what would she do without a toilet!

      She took in the room. There was no overhanging light, no light switch, all the modern conveniences the castle had in her time were stripped and gone. Surely this sort of thing, time travel, wasn't possible. And certainly not something that happened to people such as herself. Nothing ever happened to her that was remarkable.

      "It's 2021 where I'm from. As I said, I work at Druiminn Castle as a cleaner during the holiday season. The current laird, Richard Macleod opens up his estate and grounds to the public for them to tour." The truth bubbled out of her, no matter that Mrs. Fletcher's face had paled to a deathly gray. "I came up to Scotland to work. I've seen the laird from afar, but I have yet to meet him. He's happily married with children."

      "There is a laird still in your time? Five hundred years from now, there is a Laird Macleod?" the older woman squeaked, clapping her hands, a smile breaking out on her face. "Och, ’tis good news, lass. It means our laird, Boyd Macleod, breaks the curse that has ailed him these hundred years."

      "What?" Maya stood, stepping away from the older lady. "He's cursed and been living for over a hundred years?" How old was this laird? If he were over a hundred years, he must look like a walking corpse by now. Maybe she had hit her head harder than she thought. Or the housekeeper had. Who believed in curses? Only crazy people, right? But then, she was standing in a room, had seen people already with her own eyes who defied reality, so who really was the crazy person…

      Mrs. Fletcher held out her hand in a placating kind of way, trying to stem her fears. "Boyd Macleod’s age has been frozen in time since the Fae Queen cursed him to find a love greater than the one he had with his wife. The woman they took from him. Of course, our laird loved dearly and has never found another, nor would he, since he’s sworn himself to revenge, not life. Not a life with another that is."

      The tapestry, of course. The day Boyd Macleod, Chief of the Macleod clan, faced the Fae Queen and lost everything he had ever loved. "The tapestry you mention that the laird is having made and is due in several months… Does this by any chance depict the day he lost his wife?” If such a thing could be confirmed, and she had access to it when it was delivered, maybe it would send her home, and this nightmare would be over.

      "I believe that is the case, Maya. ’Tis not ready yet, has been years in the making, but we hope to have it here by Samhain." Mrs. Fletcher studied her a moment before she said, "You believe the tapestry will send you home should you touch it again?"

      “I do,” she said, but a little of her hope fled at the woman’s statement. Samhain was months away, that's if the time lined up the same. It had been June when she was in her time. Maybe it was closer to Samhain than she thought.

      "What month are we in?" she queried, praying the woman said late October, which would place her right near the time the tapestry may be ready.

      "’Tis June, lass."

      Maya swallowed the lump that wedged in her throat. It would be no use to anyone to fall into a heap of tears. There was little she could do until the tapestry was ready. Other than the Fae turning up again and sending her home.

      She pulled herself out of her dejected musings and looked over to the older woman. She supposed she had to thank her lucky stars that Mrs. Fletcher seemed like a nice lady. One with an open mind who wouldn't tie her to a pole and burn her as a witch simply because she appeared one night in the Great Hall. "My only chance of returning home is to remain here until the tapestry returns. I can only pray that it sends me back home. I do not belong in this time. I have friends who’ll worry about me. They’ll think something awful has happened."

      Mrs. Fletcher nodded, taking in Maya's words and finding merit in them. "While I doona know all the particulars of time travel, I do believe this to be true. You touching the tapestry and that it sent you here can only mean one thing. You are the key to the clan’s future. You are the way in which our laird will find love and peace."

      "Me?" Maya said, her word coming out as a squeak. She didn't want to be any laird’s great love and certainly not one who was over a hundred years old. Eww. Her lip curled up in disgust at the thought of trying to win his affections. She was only twenty-seven. If he had been cursed a hundred years already and had been married before that, he would be at least 120 years old. "The laird will not be interested in me, and I'm certainly not interested in playing this game. I'm sure other Scottish lasses could warm his bed."

      Mrs. Fletcher's brow furrowed in a confused frown. "The laird may be 127 years old, but he doona look a day over twenty-five. Meet the laird first and then see what you think. He's used to me throwing women in his path, but none have ever captured his heart. You, however, my dear, I think may be different. The Fae Queen cursed him until he found a love greater than the one he had with his wife. We have tried many women of his time, all of them sent home without harm or husband. But the Fae doona think about a woman out of time that may be sent back to claim the laird's heart. You may be just the woman to break this curse and find love while you are here."

      Maya stared at Mrs. Fletcher, wondering if the older woman had lost her mind. She had touched a stupid tapestry, that was
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