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	A Love Through Time

	A MacKendimen Clan Novel

	An archway in time. . .

	A man in search of his future in the past. . .

	A woman who holds the key. . .

	Maggie Hobbs has had enough of controlling men in her life. Breaking up with her longtime boyfriend, she heads to Scotland for her summer vacation, hoping to put it all behind her—though she never dreams how far behind her it will go! During a stop at a clan ceilidh, Maggie meets the man who should be heir to the Clan MacKendimen—one whose father turned his back on his heritage for a new life in America. And then Fate steps in to throw her back to a time when men controlled everything!

	Alex MacKendimen returns to his father’s lands and discovers a life that could have been his. With the emptiness of his life staring back at him, he wished for another chance to find happiness and finds himself catapulted to the past – as he and a beautiful stranger face dangers together in medieval Scotland.

	Thrown together and back to medieval Scotland by Fate, Maggie Hobbs and Alex MacKendimen must discover the reasons for their journey through time and face their greatest fears. Struggling to survive and to find a way home while falling in love, they must learn to trust each other more than they have ever trusted another. Will they make it out of the past or be forced to survive far away from everyone and all they know?

	 


Praise for

	A Love Through Time:

	“Alex and Maggie, both exceptionally well-drawn adult characters, make this appealing adventure special.” —Publishers Weekly

	“Brisbin provides plenty of humor and entertainment in this romp through time, but she sees to it that medieval life is not presented as all fun and games.”—ALA Booklist

	“...an enjoyable read that will sweep readers away to the Scottish moors.”—Romantic Times Magazine

	“Classic time travel! Terri Brisbin has created an evocative Scottish tale brimming with warmth, wit and sensuality.”—  USA Today Bestselling author May McGoldrick

	“ ‘A Love Through Time’ is a mystical, magical adventure you won’t want to miss. Terri Brisbin is a welcome new voice in time travel romance.” — NYT Bestselling Author Susan Wiggs
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Author’s Note

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

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

	didna = did not

	haes = has

	haesna = has not

	havna = have not

	no’ = not

	willna = will not

	wi’ = with

	yer = your

	ye = you

	This list is not complete but is a sample of the words I use in the story.
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‘S e am gum bidh an dearbhadh de gaol siorruidh.’

	’Tis time that will be the proof of love everlasting.

	 


Prologue

	Dunnedin, Scotland

	For generations, MacKendimen clan lore has it that the stonecutter’s simpleton son was to blame. Centuries ago, after stumbling off the path that led to the quarry, the boy got lost while looking for more stone to fit his father’s requirements. Confused, weary, and hungry, the boy wandered through the lush forest searching for the quarry or home.

	Wending his way through the woods, he lurched into a small clearing where he found an ancient circle of stones. Not realizing the importance of such a ring, he decided that he would use some of the perfectly sized and smoothed boulders to meet his father’s demands. Shortly after, the boy found his way back to the path and used the stones as he had made up his mind to do.

	The stones, fashioned into an archway in a new wall around the MacKendimen keep, caused peculiar things to occur. Strange, unidentifiable noises emanated from the archway. Sometimes unusual lights and shadows filtered through from one side of the arch but not the other. When people seemingly disappeared through it, the laird of the time reached his limit. He ordered the arch to be filled in with stone and the rest of the construction left unfinished.

	Generations later, Cormac, the MacKendimen at that time, commanded that a larger keep be erected a distance away from the original location and it was. Eventually, the walls of the deserted castle, robbed of stone for the new fortress, began to deteriorate. After many centuries, there were only ruins left behind to mark the spot... and one complete archway. By the late 1900s, the stones and mortar placed in the arch all those years before had crumbled. It was open again.

	And the magic waited.
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	New Jersey, Present Day

	“You’re going where?”

	The entire room instantly quieted and all eyes and ears were on Maggie Hobbs. Everyone in the teachers’ lounge waited for her answer. Usually, they were involved in their own conversations, but Pat’s startled exclamation grabbed everybody’s attention.

	“You heard me,” Maggie replied, clearing her throat and waiting for the silence to die down. “Scotland. I’m going to Scotland.”

	“But who are you going with?” Pat’s voice was a little quieter this time. “You can’t be thinking of going on your own.”

	“I showed you the brochures from the tour group months ago, Pat. Didn’t you think I was serious?”

	“I didn’t think you meant this summer or by yourself.”

	Pat’s tone, full of worry, warmed Maggie with the sense of protection and concern that she felt as they talked. But Pat sometimes forgot that they were both teachers and almost the same age. Maggie was not one of the second graders in the classes they taught.

	Maggie leaned back in her chair and pushed her long auburn curls back over her shoulders. Looking around the crowded room, she noticed that almost everyone had gone back to their own discussions. She spoke in a normal voice to Pat now.

	“You know how much I’ve wanted to go to Scotland, and you know how long I’ve wanted to do this. This is the first summer I’ll have the time to go.”

	“You mean, now that you’ve broken off with Don, there’s no one to stop you?”  Pat raised her eyebrows at the end of the question, almost daring Maggie to lie.

	“No. This is the first time I’m not taking any summer classes.”  Maggie glanced at Pat, making eye contact, before continuing.  “And, the first time there’s no one to interfere with my plans.”

	“Is that what Don did... interfered?”

	“That, among other things.”  Maggie sighed loudly. “Don had his ideas about where our relationship was going, and they were very different from mine. Breaking up was the best thing that could have happened to us.”

	“Are you sure?” Pat asked.

	Maggie reached across the table and patted her friend’s hand. “Yes, the best thing that could have happened. We’ll both be happier with other people.”

	“So you’re going to Scotland. When do you leave?”

	“Not until the middle of July. I’m joining a group tour that visits mostly historical sites. I’ll spend a week in England and two weeks in Scotland.”  Picking up her lunch tray and carrying it over to the counter, Maggie laughed over her shoulder. “Maybe I’ll pick up a Scottish accent by the time I get back.”

	“Knowing you, you’ll pick up the accent the first day!” Pat followed Maggie into the hallway now filled with lively and loud students.

	“I do not know what ye are blethering about,” Maggie answered in an exaggerated Scottish brogue.

	“You’ve been reading too many Scottish romance novels, my girl. And you do know what I mean. Just don’t be too friendly with the natives over there.”

	“Aye, aye, ma’am.”

	After offering Pat a crisp mock salute and a mischievous wink, Maggie took her friend’s arm and guided her into the crowded corridor. She decided to wait until she was ready to leave to give Pat all of the details of her trip. That delay would give Pat less time to worry about her and less time to harass her into changing her plans. O, Scotland, bonnie Scotland, here I come, she thought. But for the moment, she headed for her classroom.

	[image: Image]

	“Excuse me? You’re going where?” Nancy Hubbard asked, her voice barely below a scream.

	Alex MacKendimen pivoted to face the irate woman whose questioning voice was a few decibels short of ear-piercing. He took one look at her turbulent expression and braced himself for the coming storm.

	“This really shouldn’t be news to you, Nancy. You’ve met my aunt Jean and heard her talk about her trip home.”

	Clenching her jaws, Nancy glared at him. “Well, I may have heard her discuss her trip, but I never realized that it included you!”

	Alex crossed the room and placed his hands on Nancy’s shoulders, unsuccessfully trying to draw her into an embrace. He decided not to fight her resistance and dropped his arms to his sides.

	“Aunt Jean is the last of my father’s family still alive here in the States. She asked me to take her to this festival. It’s only held every five years, and she’s worried that she won’t be around for the next one. Please understand...” Alex reached for her again, but she backed away.

	“I’m sorry, Alex, I don’t understand. You have put me and our vacation off for too long. First it was your damn commitments at work and now this.”

	“Nancy, we can still go. I’ll be back by the end of July, and I have plenty of time accumulated at work that I can use for us. Or...”

	“Or what?” Nancy’s voice and the frown on her face showed her suspicions.

	“You could come with us.” Alex waited for the explosion. Nancy enjoyed the finer things in life. Traipsing around the wilds of Scotland or attending the MacKendimen clan gathering in a town far away from any glamour that Scotland might offer in its larger cities, did not fit her concept of a vacation.

	“That is not an option,” Nancy replied quietly. “I don’t think this is going to work.” She picked up her purse and faced him.

	“It could work, if you’d join us.” Even as the words left his mouth, Alex knew they weren’t talking about the trip any longer.

	Nancy fumbled in her purse and then threw something at him. He caught it one-handed and looked at it. He shook his head as the realization hit him: she was returning his house key.

	“Nancy, wait...”

	“Good-bye, Alex. I hope you and your aunt have a nice summer in Scotland.” Nancy’s voice grew loud and shrill as she stalked over to the stairs. “And don’t bother to call me when you get back.”

	The pounding of her shoes on the bare steps and hallway echoed through the foyer as she made her way to one of the bedrooms. Alex walked over to the doorway and listened to her progress through the room, opening and closing drawers and doors. After a few minutes of rampaging through his upstairs rooms, Nancy stomped her way down the steps dragging a suitcase.

	Pausing on the lower landing, she gifted him with her most furious scowl yet. Then, without another word, she yanked the door open, dragged the suitcase through it, and slammed it closed behind her.

	His mind reeled. He watched through the window as Nancy hurried to her car, threw the luggage in, and climbed in after it. The roar of the engine and the squeal of the wheels as she pulled out of the driveway were loud enough to hear through the closed window.

	How could she so misinterpret this trip? Why was she so angry? Of course he had commitments at work. She knew how close he was to securing the partnership and her part in it. Wait a minute... She had broken up with him? He breathed in deeply a few times, trying to clear his head.

	He paused and waited for the anger or hurt to hit him in the gut. But, in a single moment of internal recognition, he only felt relief: deep, soul-lifting relief. She was gone, and his life was his own again, to run as he wanted. Alex strolled into the living room and dropped on the couch. Sliding down and pulling a designer pillow behind his back, he rested his feet on the glass cocktail table... something that would have driven Nancy crazy. He leaned his head back and looked around, smiling at the quiet.

	It felt good.

	 


Chapter 1

	The bus paralleled the course of the Western Highlands Rail Line, hugging the curving coast and presenting extraordinary views of the rugged Highlands on one side and the deep chasms and valleys worn by rivers rushing toward the turbulent Atlantic Ocean on the other. Their next stop was Oban, before turning inland and heading for Loch Lomond and then on to Glasgow.

	“So, Maggie, what’s been your favorite place so far?”

	“Well, Mrs. Ludlam, I don’t think I have just one favorite place. In England, I enjoyed York and the Jorvik Viking Center. So far, in Scotland, every castle we’ve visited has impressed me more than the last one.” Her elderly roommate had the energy of someone forty years younger and kept pace with the busy itinerary without a problem.

	“Didn’t you like London?”

	“Of course. The shops were fun.” Maggie leaned closer to the woman sitting next to her on the motorcoach. “I may still have some pound notes in my purse for the rest of the trip.” They laughed at her comment and both women turned their eyes back to the incomparable vistas spreading out around them.

	The tour guide announced a rest stop and Maggie collected her things, stuffed them in her backpack, and left the bus. At the last moment, she grabbed her camera in the hopes of capturing just a few more spectacular photos. After using the privies, Maggie decided to walk a bit to stretch her legs before reboarding the bus. A gift shop across the narrow street caught her attention. A few minutes later, she was browsing through the aisles and looking at postcards. On the off chance that those pictures might be more appealing than her own photos, Maggie selected several to save as reference points of her journey.

	Walking out into the scenic town, she checked her watch. Since there was still a half hour left on their break, Maggie strolled over to a viewing area that overlooked the verdant farmland surrounding the town. Looking down at the rolling countryside, memories already made, came flooding back.

	She’d been in Scotland for over a week and was halfway through her trip. Western and southern England still lay ahead, but Scotland was almost finished. She found the magic here that she had dreamed of all those years. Touching ancient walls, walking through historic castles and palaces, and visiting centuries-old battlegrounds sent shivers into her soul. She would never forget the colors of Scotland. Green fields and forests. Purple meadows of heather. Blue-misted mountains against a deep pink sky. Nothing would ever come close in comparison with the scenery of Scotland.

	Maggie sighed deeply and looked around her. Mrs. Ludlam approached, waving to get her attention. Maggie stood and walked toward the friendly woman, another facet of her trip she would not soon forget.

	“Maggie, it’s time to leave.”

	“Thank you for finding me. Although,” she added a wink for emphasis, “I don’t think I’d mind being left behind.” The older woman wrapped her arm around Maggie’s and walked toward the waiting tour group.

	“I agree,” Mrs. Ludlam responded. “After seeing some of the men here, even I wouldn’t mind staying behind.”

	They climbed aboard the bus, found their seats, and waited for the departure to Oban. Three more days, just three more days, Maggie thought. She planned to enjoy every minute she had left in this country of her dreams.
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	The next day, after the bus passed through Dalmally, rattling noises interrupted the usually tranquil ride. Stopping in the center of a small town, the travelers eavesdropped on a heated discussion between Ms. Buchanan, the extremely efficient tour guide, and Mr. MacTavish, the driver. Then Ms. Buchanan’s voice came over the speaker.

	“I’m afraid there’s a problem with the motorcoach that needs the attention of a professional repairman.” After the groans of dismay died down, she continued. “We’re near a small village that is hosting a clan gathering, which you may enjoy while we”—her sharp glance landed on the driver—”take care of the problem. We will drop you off here at the edge of the gathering and we will pick you up”—again her eyes turned accusingly to Mr. MacTavish—”at half past six. I’ll see to arrangements for this evening, and we’ll make it to Glasgow almost on schedule. Thank you for your cooperation.”

	The microphone clicked off, and the passengers started talking. The chattering grew as the tourists gathered their belongings. Maggie sorted quickly through her bag and threw anything she might need for a long day of sightseeing into her backpack. Her carry-on bag would be secured with the other luggage until they reboarded the bus at the end of the day.

	“Are you sure you need all of that?” Mrs. Ludlam waved her hand at the growing pile on Maggie’s lap.

	Maggie scooped the various bottles, containers, and packages into her bag and zipped it up.

	“Well, Mrs. L., ye never know when ye might need something ye do not have.” She laid the brogue on thick, and Mrs. Ludlam laughed.

	“By the time we leave here, you’ll be sounding just like the natives. Come to think of it, you do already!”

	The day that looked so threatening a while before had turned into a glorious one. Sunshine poured from a near cloudless sky onto the fields surrounding the ruins of the old castle belonging to the Clan MacKendimen. The touring group was enjoying a clan gathering that was held every five years and drew family back from all parts of the world. As Maggie made her way through the tents and pavilions, she also heard that the “true but dispossessed” heir of the clan was here. Drawn by the scrumptious aromas of food and promises of a story yet to be told, she found a food counter nearby and purchased a hot meat pie and beverage. Glancing around the tent, she found a place filled with tables and benches and sat by a crowded one to try to find out more. She didn’t wait long.

	“Have ye seen him yet, Cora?”

	“Nay, Alison, I’ve not. How about ye? Do ye know what he looks like?”

	“Nay, only that he’s from America and his name is Alex.”

	“Does he carry his faither’s looks?”

	“Aye, he does!” A new voice entered the conversation. “Tall and handsome with the MacKendimen blue eyes, too.”

	“Ye saw him, Rose? Did ye meet him as weel?”

	Maggie watched as the young woman named Rose preened in the attention her boast had gained her.

	“He was much more polite than I expected of a foreigner, ye know? He took my hand, even kissed it, he did.”

	Rose held out her hand as though remnants of the kiss could be seen by all.

	“Sounds as though he haes his faither’s charm as well.”

	A dreamy sigh followed that comment, but Maggie shifted on her bench. Charming. A shiver, like icy fingers, skimmed up her spine. That’s how everyone described Don. That’s how she described Don before she knew his charm was just a diversion to keep you from seeing the real manipulator underneath.

	The mouthful of rich, well-seasoned meat pie that moments ago stirred up her appetite now turned dry as dust in her mouth. She forced the food down in a convulsive swallow. Don followed her even to Scotland. She shook her head, clearing the negative memories. He would not ruin this vacation. Maggie focused back on the lively conversation still going on at the next table.

	“Weel, let’s look about. He carries the clan sword, which should not be hard to miss, even in this crowd.”

	The women stood, and Rose obligingly pointed in the direction where she had last seen the “heir o’ the clan.”

	They separated and headed off in different directions on a mission to seek out the rightful laird. This could be interesting, after all, Maggie thought. A clan festival and the makings of a scandal. The Scots loved a good scandal. She made a mental note to try to see this pretender to the clan’s seat sometime during this day.

	Her attention turned to the cheering crowds close by, and Maggie finished her pie and followed the shouts to the next clearing where huge men tossed even bigger cabers through the air like they were twigs. She found a place to sit and enjoyed watching the muscle-bound men throwing telephone pole-length trees. Their physiques were amazing, from their arms and shoulders all the way down to their... feet

	[image: Image]

	“You make a fine Scotsman, Alex. Your father would be proud.”

	“Would he, Aunt Jean?” Guileless blue eyes turned up to look at him as Alex MacKendimen waited for her answer.

	“Your father chose to leave his clan and heritage behind him when he came to America. That’s no reason for you to ignore your family background, lad.” Her words carried a hint of bitterness.

	He knew his father’s reasons for leaving. Better opportunities awaited in America for him. His father was willing to give up all he held dear to move to the land of opportunity. His future family deserved a chance for the good life in the United States.

	Unlike Aunt Jean, who held onto her heritage, Gordon MacKendimen left it all behind. He refused to speak Gaelic or wear the clan colors. He refused to return to his homeland. Then his death made a return impossible. Aunt Jean didn’t understand these things, but Alex did. His own success in life, bought by his father’s separation from all he knew, was the only thing important in his life. Alex being made the youngest partner in his firm would have made his father proud and that meant more to Alex than anything he might have missed in his pursuit of success.

	More than anything.

	He had jeopardized his career once, when Nancy’s father found out about their breakup. In spite of her insistence that it had been her idea to end their engagement, her father, a senior partner in the firm, seemed reluctant to consider Alex’s bid for a partnership position after the split. Many months of “kissing up” and getting back in good graces had put him in line for the next opening. It would finally be his—providing he made an attempt to reconcile with Nancy.

	Attempt being the key word here for him. And not too big a price to pay for finally fulfilling his father’s dream.

	Alex shrugged and looked at the traditional Scottish costume he wore and the clan sword he carried in a scabbard on the heavy leather belt. Aunt Jean made sure one and all knew of his relationship to the present laird. Actually, his uncle Calum had taken Aunt Jean’s announcement of the presence of the real heir to the clan, pretty well. Of course, that was after he stopped choking and coughing on the whisky he had sipped just as Aunt Jean spoke. And, after half the people in the room had slapped him on the back to clear his throat. And... well, maybe he had not taken it so well, after all.

	Alex strolled through the festival grounds with Aunt Jean, smiling at all who greeted him. Thank God for his corporate schmoozing experience—he’d have been lost in this situation without it. He now knew how beauty pageant contestants must feel: always on, always smiling and gracious. He relaxed his facial muscles and pulled his aunt to a stop beneath some shady trees.

	“You enjoyed seeing Uncle Calum suffer, didn’t you?”

	“Me? Your poor, defenseless aunt?” His sixty-years-young aunt had the nerve to bat her eyelashes at him like a teenager.

	“Ha! He never stood a chance against you, and you know it! He and Dad teased you unmercifully when you were young, didn’t they? So, this is your revenge?”

	Aunt Jean gasped loudly at his assessment of the sibling relationship. “How did you know?”

	“You weren’t the only one who told stories about the good old days.”

	“Your father?” Her voice lowered to a whisper.

	“Yes, Dad told me how much of a trial you were to your older brothers from the day you were born. Now, I’m your target.”

	“Not my target, Alex,” She looked horrified at the thought. “I just wanted you to see the real Scotland and the rest”—she gestured at the people attending the gathering—”the rest of your family, before it’s too late.”

	“Too late? Don’t give me that ‘I’m not going to live much longer’ routine. You’ll probably outlive all of us.”

	Alex leaned down to her and touched his lips to her cheek. They began walking again. “Well, who else do you want to show me off to?” He joined his favorite relative in some hearty laughter as they explored the clan festivities, his cell phone packed securely in his sporran. Only in Scotland could men wear skirts and pocketbooks and get away with it.

	* * *

	“Come in, lass. Come inside and sit for a wee bit.”

	For some reason, Maggie did just as the old woman asked. Usually cautious about strangers, she surprised herself by feeling so comfortable here at this fair. She had even traded her street clothes at one of the tents that rented authentic costumes for the gathering participants. What would Pat have to say about this?

	Now, dressed in the garb of a medieval peasant—plain woven skirt, matching bodice and a linen chemise underneath, with only her modern backpack out of sync—she accepted the stranger’s invitation. As she entered the small tent, the hubbub behind her faded and a quiet calmness surrounded her.

	The old woman was wearing a shawl of the blue, red, white, and deep green plaid the MacKendimens now called their own. The gray hair pulled into a bun at the nape of her neck and the wrinkled skin on her face, neck, and hands showed her many years. The twinkling, deep-set blue eyes bespoke of wisdom and kindness.

	“I am said to have two sights, lass. And my second sight tells me you are here to meet yer destiny.”

	“Second sight?” Maggie asked, raising an eyebrow. She ignored the unexpected tingle that shot through her at the woman’s words.

	“No need to be afraid, lass. I do not see that yours is a bad future. Nay. I see one filled wi’ good fortune and love.”

	“Don’t you have to read my palm or something?” Maggie held out her hand, but the woman shook her head.

	“I’ve waited for ye, lass. I dreamed of ye and yer ties to the clan MacKendimen.”

	Curiosity overcoming her natural caution, Maggie crossed to the table and dropped onto the small bench. “Who are you?”

	“I am called Mairi.”

	“Well, Mairi, I hate to disappoint you, but I have no connection to this clan.” Maggie shook her head for emphasis. Mairi only nodded serenely, looking as if she’d chosen to ignore Maggie’s words. “Maybe you were dreaming about someone who looked like me,” Maggie finally suggested when the woman made no further response.

	“Nay, you are the right one.” Mairi took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Maggie held her own breath, waiting. “Ye teach the wee ones and ye’ve been sent to teach one of our own.”

	Maggie’s lungs refused to obey her command to breathe. How did this woman know she was a teacher? She had not mentioned her profession to anyone at this gathering. And who was she supposed to teach in Scotland? She tried to laugh to show her disbelief, but the laughter died in her throat when her eyes met Mairi’s intense, enigmatic gaze.

	“Relax, lass. Breathe nice and slowly.” Mairi took Maggie’s hand in hers and massaged her palm with a soft, almost hypnotic stroke. “Ye have nothing to fear from me.” Another shiver crept along Maggie’s spine.

	“What do you want from me?” Maggie looked around at the tent, and everything appeared hazy. A buzzing sound invaded the quiet of the tent, and Maggie cocked her head, trying to locate the source of it. She realized the sound came from inside her head, and she shook it, trying to clear her vision and her hearing.

	“Nothing, lass. I ask nothing of ye except that ye be ready to teach a MacKendimen when the time comes.” Mairi rose from her seat and, firmly but gently, led Maggie to the opening of her tent. As Maggie stepped over the threshold of the enclosure, Mairi continued to speak.

	“A MacKendimen needs to learn about the power of true love, Maggie, and you are to be his teacher.”

	Maggie, surprised that the woman knew her name, tripped over the canvas lip of the tent and stumbled forward. She turned back to ask a question, but the tent was empty.

	Completely empty.

	 


Chapter 2

	Alex first noticed the ruins while he escorted Aunt Jean through the festival. They caught his eye again later when he was going to the food tents for some lunch. And now, he felt their pull even more strongly as he walked toward the field where the contests of strength were held. Alex decided that now was as good a time as any to explore the oldest part of the MacKendimen property.

	Tugging on the kilt as he walked, Alex also rearranged the sporran and thick leather belt around his waist. He could never get used to wearing one of these... plaids. He kept it on only for Aunt Jean and the look of love and longing on her face when he entered the room wearing it. When she saw him, her eyes filled with tears and she whispered his father’s name. The family resemblance was strong, he knew, but the emotion on her face and in her voice made it seem more real to him.

	Pride swelled in his soul when his uncle handed him the clan sword to complete his dress. Uncle Calum told him, as he hooked the heavy belt and scabbard around his waist, that this sword was presented to the laird of the Clan MacKendimen by none other than the Bruce himself.

	Nevertheless, the damn thing was heavy and cumbersome to someone unused to carrying its weight and length. Alex readjusted it for the umpteenth time and squinted into the bright afternoon as he walked steadily toward the ruins. He could gain some privacy there and call the office on the cell phone. Thank God for modern conveniences, he thought as he picked his way over the rocky path.
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	Maggie wended her way carefully through the tumbled and crumbled stones strewn across the field. These ruins were much older than the present castle, which was built in the 1600s. Several decaying archways stood in silent watch over their surroundings, but most lay in broken sections on the ground. Bits and pieces of a clan legend were talked about by the attendees at the festival, but Maggie didn’t know the whole story.

	She approached one of the structures, closed her eyes, and placed her palm on the stones. The urge to actually touch history had grown in her as she toured England and Scotland. Every time Maggie entered a building or walked through a hallway, she felt this compulsion to absorb the history of the place, using all of her senses, especially touch. These ruins drew her to them like metal filings to a magnet.

	Maggie suddenly jumped, literally shocked, as a jolt traveled up her arms and through her body. It reminded her of an electric pulse, but there were no power lines here. She moved her hand to a different place on the arch, and still the unseen power surged. She stepped away from the arch and held her hand above her eyes to shade them from the sun so she could see the whole structure. Looking at the other arches, she realized that this was the only one still intact. Well, the frame was intact, but the stones and mortar inside its curve were gone, all but a short pile that formed a wall.

	Maggie sat back down and kept her hand in contact with the arch. The sensation, warm and tingling, was almost pleasant, once she got used to it. Almost as pleasant as watching the approaching Scot.

	Maggie slowly got to her feet as she realized the Scot was heading directly toward her.

	“Hello,” he said as he came closer, “and which of my lovely Scottish cousins are you?”

	He stepped nearer and caught her hand, pressing it to his lips in a gallant gesture redolent of Old World charm. When she noticed his full clan dress but that no Scottish brogue enhanced his deep voice, she knew this must be the man so many spoke of at the festival. The “heir.” Her gaze moved from his well-muscled thighs below the kilt up to his face and then his eyes. Ah, this must be the color they called “MacKendimen blue.” How charming, she thought, feeling herself respond almost unconsciously to the warmth of his rakish smile and the appreciative glint in his eye.

	Horrified at her response, she jerked her hand from his as memories of Don’s empty charm rushed through her mind.

	“I’m afraid you’re mistaken. I am not one of your ‘lovely Scottish cousins,’ as you put it.” Maggie rubbed her hand on her skirt, anxious to remove the feel of his mouth from it. The last thing she needed or would allow was another charmer in her life.

	“You don’t sound Scottish.” He sounded confused as he pointed out the obvious to her. His forehead creased and he tilted his head to one side, studying her closely as though he found her intriguing. His voice was deep and purely masculine. She tried to ignore the almost instant physical reaction she was having to him.

	“Neither do you.” Maggie realized her voice bordered on offensive. “I mean, I don’t because I’m not—Scottish, that is.” She forced a neutral tone into her words. He had not really done anything but remind her momentarily— and painfully—of Don. She told herself to be more pleasant, since it wasn’t his fault that he raised difficult memories. Determined to make up for her rudeness, she offered him a tentative smile.

	He took a step back from her and held out his hand in a more recognizable gesture. She hesitated for a moment and then shook it—American-style.

	“I am Scottish but, as you can tell, I’m not from here. I’m Alex MacKendimen, from the States.”

	“That answers my question of the day.”

	“What question?”

	“What the real heir of the clan looks like. It’s the topic of the gathering.”

	He blushed. She didn’t remember seeing a man blush before, but it looked so darn attractive, she hoped to see it again. The blush made his blue eyes look a shade lighter than they were. Ruggedly handsome features stood out on his tanned face. He wore his hair, a shade of dark auburn with red highlights that flashed in the strong sunlight, in a conservative cut above his ears and short all around. And the blush spread to the tips of his ears.

	“I’m sorry,” she said, “I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”

	“I really don’t like being the center of conversation. But it’s not your fault at all.”

	“Then whose is it?”

	“Well, mine, I guess. I brought my aunt here for this reunion without knowing all the details.”

	“Details such as you’re the lost heir of the clan?”

	“No, not lost. They knew where I was all along.”

	She let herself join his laughter at his words, and Maggie realized she hadn’t introduced herself.

	“I’m Maggie Hobbs,” she smiled as she said it, “also from the States.”

	“Nice to meet you, Maggie. From where in the States?”

	“New Jersey.”

	“New Jersey? Really?”

	“Yes, the good old Garden State.”

	“I don’t believe it! Me too!”

	“Really?” she asked, “Where?”

	“I live in Haddonfield.”

	Maggie sat back down on the wall. “I live in Winslow. Can you believe it? We’re almost neighbors and have to travel more than a thousand miles to meet.” She shook her head at the irony of coming all the way to Scotland and meeting someone who lived close by.

	“How did you turn up here?” Alex asked.

	“I’m a teacher, and this is the first summer I’m not going to school. So, I came here for the history. And,” she added in a low, conspiring tone, “I’ve wanted to visit here ever since I read my first Scottish romance novel. And you?”

	“As I mentioned, I brought my aunt Jean back to attend the gathering. You know, she played on my sympathies to come with her, but I think she had this ‘rightful heir’ thing planned all along.”

	“Are you?” Maggie raised her eyebrows in question.

	“The rightful heir?” At her nod, he continued, “Apparently. My father was the eldest son and would have inherited. But he refused his inheritance and moved to the States in search of the woman of his dreams.”

	“That sounds romantic. Did he find her?”

	“Yes, he did. He married my mother a year after arriving. Anyway, I guess if he had stayed, I would be the heir of the clan. But....”

	“Does the real, I mean, the proclaimed heir know that you’re not going to challenge him?”

	“I think Uncle Calum realizes I’m no threat to him. I am here to enjoy the gathering and meet the clan. But I am definitely not enjoying the dress.” Had he noticed her gaping at his legs again? How embarrassing!

	“Dress?” she asked, forcing her eyes back up to his face. “Don’t you call it a plaid?”

	“They can call it anything they want to, but I call it too short and too damned drafty,” He twisted the kilt at his waist and resettled his belt. He turned away from her and adjusted the long scabbard that hung from his belt and contained a sword. After another moment, he shifted again and pulled the sword from its cover. Alex placed it point down along his leg, resting it on his boot and holding onto its jewel-encrusted hilt. Then he sat on the wall next to her. “So, how long are you going to be here in Scotland?”

	Maggie pushed her hair over her shoulders and sighed. “I’m nearly done. I have three more days in the Trossachs and Glasgow, four days in England, and then home. How about you?”

	“We leave here at the end of the week and are spending a few days in Inverness. After that Edinburgh, and then home. By the way, do you have plans for dinner?” He extended the invitation without a moment’s hesitation.

	“Well, actually I do. My tour bus will pick me up, and I’ll have dinner with the group.” Not wanting to be rude and realizing that they would both be going back to the same area in New Jersey, she added, “Maybe we could get together when we’re back home?”

	“That sounds great. I just wish we had more time here.” Sincere regret filled his voice. She heard it, felt it, and found herself hoping for the first time in their conversation that they would see each other again.

	“Time?” A scratchy voice interrupted their conversation. Maggie never saw or heard Mairi’s approach. Now, she stood directly in front of them, so close that they couldn’t get up from the wall. Maggie felt the vibrations under and around her grow stronger. A buzzing sound, like a swarm of bees attacking a hive’s enemy, surrounded them.

	“Mairi, you startled me.” Looking at Alex, she said, “Do you feel that?” She placed his hand under hers on the stones between their bodies. Even the stone wall beneath them carried the vibrations now.

	“Feel what?” He frowned, obviously not feeling or hearing what she could.

	“That pulsing and heat coming from the stones.”

	“I don’t feel anything, Maggie.” Alex looked back at Mairi. “Who are you?”

	Before the old woman answered him, she placed one hand on both of them, on their shoulders.

	“Time? Ye can have all the time ye need, lad. Remember, time will prove if a love be true.”

	Then, with a force completely at odds with the frailty of her figure, Mairi pushed them backward, through the arch.

	 


Chapter 3

	I’m blind!

	Blinking against the complete darkness and fighting against the terror overwhelming her, Maggie’s chest tightened. Unable to breathe, she reached up to rub her eyes, but her hands refused her mind’s command to move.

	Oh, God, blind and paralyzed. But how? A few... moments? minutes? hours? ago, she was sitting on that wall, talking to Alex. And now? Had she fallen and hit her head and done this to herself?

	Just before utter and uncontrollable panic took over, she heard a voice: Mairi, the old fortune-teller from the festival. She struggled to call out to the woman, but her voice also failed her. She must have really banged her head hard because her hearing wasn’t working well, either. Mairi’s words weren’t clear at all. She seemed to be mumbling about time. Time would prove... Time would prove what? A blinding flash of light roared through her darkness, and she could move once again.
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	“If love be true.” Alex repeated aloud the words he just heard in that all-encompassing darkness. Finally able to move, he shielded his eyes against the brightness. Squinting, he raised his head and saw that he and Maggie were lying in a field. Scrambling to his feet, he reached down to help her stand.

	“Are ye weel?”

	“What did you say?” she asked. Her voice trembled as she accepted his help to stand.

	“I said, ‘Are ye weel?’”

	He watched as her face scrunched up in an expression of complete confusion. Well, he wasn’t feeling quite clear about this, either.

	“Why are you talking like that?” she asked.

	“Speaking how? I do not know yer meaning.”

	Her mouth hung open now, gaping in... surprise? Shock? What was her problem now? First, she seemed offended by his greeting when they first met and now... what?

	“What is the problem?” he asked as he straightened, yet again, the damned plaid at his waist.

	“Was it just an act? A line to pick up women?”

	“A line? What are ye blabbering about?” He scratched his head. Obviously, their fall backward must have shaken them both. Maggie was making no sense at all.

	“The one about being the missing heir of the clan? You are obviously Scottish, from here not America. I mean, you have such a strong brogue that I can hardly understand you!” She took a few steps away from him and crossed her arms over her chest, chin out in challenge.

	“Are ye daft, woman? I told you, I am from New Jersey, just as ye are.” He crossed his arms in a matching gesture.

	“Look, no one I know in any part of New Jersey sounds like you do. If this is a game—try out an American accent and meet women—well, you can play by yourself.” She grabbed her backpack off the ground, flung it over her left shoulder, and turned away from him.

	That’s when he noticed.

	Everything was gone. The ruins, the tents from the festival, and all of the people. The only sounds in the air were the singing of some birds and rustling of the wind through the branches of the nearby trees. He spun around, looking up, down, through the trees, and off in the distance where the meadow seemed to end. Nothing. They were alone.

	Maggie apparently noticed it at the same time because, as she turned back to him, all of the color drained from her face and she swayed slightly. Alex grabbed for her and helped her to sit down in the grass; then he joined her on the ground.

	“I don’t think I understand what’s going on here, Alex.”

	“Well, I am not sure I know anything more than ye do, but let’s try to figure out what’s going on.”

	Maggie reached into her backpack and pulled out a small bottle of water. After taking a swallow of it, she offered it to him. “Are you really from here? Is your accent real?” she whispered as he took the bottle from her grasp.

	“Please believe me, Maggie. If ye are saying that I hae a brogue, I do not understaun. I canna hear it. I am hearing my words in the English I hae always spoken.”

	“Alex, you now have an accent as thick as the seer woman at the festival. You really can’t hear it?”

	“Nay, Maggie. ’Tis clearly English to me,” he pointed to his ear and head with his free hand, “in here. I swear to ye—’tis no line to pick up women. What seer woman do ye mean?”

	“Mairi, from the festival. She said she has the sight.”

	“The old woman who was wi’ us in the ruins?”

	Maggie just shook her head and looked around at the empty field. “Where is she? Where is... everything?”

	After he took a swig from the bottle and handed it back to her, tapping her on the shoulder with the bottle to gain her attention, he said, “We should probably move closer to the woods. We’re out in the open here, and I do not hae any idea of what’s going on. Let’s get under some cover and then we can talk. Can ye walk over to those trees?”

	At her nod, he helped Maggie back to her feet. His legs still felt wobbly, and his head was still spinning slightly. After standing for a few moments, he guided her to the edge of the field where the woods began. They used some large boulders as seats as they both surveyed the area.

	“So, what’s the last thing you remember?” she asked. The color was finally returning to her cheeks and she didn’t look ready to faint anymore. Thank God. He was a wimp when it came to crying or fainting women.

	“’Tis as I said before, I remember talking to that old woman while we were sitting on the wall. She was rambling on about something.” He rubbed his forehead with the back of his hand and tried to clear his memory. “Time. She was saying something about the power of time. Does that make any sense to ye?”

	“I remember sitting and talking to you. And I remember Mairi, too. Did she put her hand on your shoulder? I can kind of see her resting her hand on my shoulder... and pushing me backward? This doesn’t make any sense at all.” Maggie shook her head in confusion.

	“She did push me backward!” Alex jumped up and started to pace. He always felt better if he could pace. “I remember losing my balance and grabbing for the sword to steady myself. The sword... Hae ye seen it?” With a hand on his forehead to shield his eyes, he scanned the field where they had been, looking for the laird’s sword. The sunlight would reflect off the polished metal, making it easy to spot. “I do not see it.”

	Alex ran out onto the field and looked for the claymore. “I flung it back o’er my head as I fell,” he called out to Maggie as he walked quickly back to her. “I can remember thinking that I hoped no one was close by as I released my grip on it.” He touched the empty scabbard on his belt.

	“Okay,” Maggie started, “we were sitting on the wall, Mairi pushed us backward, and we fell, landing where?”

	“I do not hae any idea where. What do ye remember about the fall? Did ye hear or feel anything?” Alex probed, trying to come up with some plausible explanation of what had happened.

	“I thought that I was blind—the darkness was that complete. I tried to move, and I couldn’t. Breathing was even difficult, but that might have been because I was terrified.” She shivered and blushed a little at her admission. “I tried to scream, but nothing came out. I heard Mairi, but her words weren’t clear. Something like ‘Time will prove.’ How does that compare with your experience?”

	“Ye hae pretty much described what I went through, too,” Alex agreed. “And I heard, ‘If love be true.’ Now what can ‘Time will prove if love be true’ mean? ’Tis nonsense to me, how about ye?”

	“It sounds like a proverb or old saying. Well, any suggestions about what we do now?” Maggie asked, still eyeing him suspiciously. He wished he could hear the accent she was hearing. Maybe then he could understand her misgivings.

	“I guess, if ye are feeling up to it, we could try finding someone. Head in a direction and look for signs of civilization?”

	“Sounds fine to me,” Maggie said. “Maybe we can find someone who can explain what’s going on and how we got to wherever this is.”

	Alex grabbed her hand and then paused to look at the sun. “’Tis the east. Let’s head in that direction for a bit and see where it leads us.”
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	Maggie took advantage of Alex’s leading to try to collect her very scrambled thoughts. She knew that Mairi had said some strange things to her both during her “reading” and before they fell off the wall. She smiled to herself and hoped Alex didn’t see it. This strange situation was no laughing matter, but falling off the wall just struck her in a funny way. What had happened to them? And, more importantly, what about him? Was he telling the truth about being from America? The accent sounded as authentic as any she’d head on her tour. None of this made sense.

	Well, until they met up with people, she’d have no way of even guessing where they were and how they got there. But, at least, she wasn’t alone. Although they had just met and she’d not liked some of his mannerisms, she felt very comfortable with Alex. Even holding his hand while they walked felt somehow familiar and reassuring. She realized that they were slowing, and she looked around.

	“Why are we stopping? We couldn’t have walked more than a half mile.”

	“Maggie, sshhhh. Do not ye hear it?” Alex whispered.

	At first, the only sound she could hear was their breathing. That’s when she noticed that the birds had stopped singing around them. She tilted her head back slightly and listened intently. Rumbles of thunder came from off in the distance, growing louder and closer.

	“Thunder? A storm is coming this way?”

	“No, Maggie, ’tis no’ a storm. It sounds like a stampeding herd.”

	Maggie swallowed convulsively, her throat beginning to tighten as the fear built in her blood. “A stampede? But where is it coming from?”

	Vibrations swelled and pulsed in the ground under her feet and her heart pounded to the same beat. She and Alex both turned to try to get a bearing on the direction of the sound when a flock of birds scattered into the air, frightened from the trees in the distance, off to their left.
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