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        1605 Highlands, Scotland

      

      

      Ben stormed up the stone stairs leading to his private room in the keep, the eerie quiet of the castle at odds with the clawing panic that coursed through his body. The servants looked away as he passed them, each of them not willing to meet their laird’s eye. It was probably best that they did not, for at this very moment, Ben wasn’t sure what he would do should he see fear, sadness…pity, even, in their gazes.

      The long corridor toward his chamber was dark, the lanterns not yet lit for the evening, and he yelled out orders for the sconces to be lit. Muffled chatter sounded from behind his wife’s door, along with her sweet voice that was broken with intermittent sobs.

      He entered and read the room easily. The castle healer sat at the bedside, the old woman’s brow furrowed in worry and compassion. The redness of Aline’s eyes gave her despair away, and he joined her, pulling her tight against his chest. “What is wrong, lass?” She sobbed again, and he looked to the healer for enlightenment. “Tell me what causes this distress?”

      The healer sat back, folding her wrinkled hands within her lap. “The babe has been born and is now with a wet nurse. You have a son, Laird. A healthy babe who’ll grow up and do you proud, I’m sure. But what we thought was a twin sibling is nothing more than a hardened mass that will never be born or heal with time.”

      Ben frowned, leaning back to gain Aline’s attention. “What does that mean?”

      “It means,” the healer said, standing, “there is nothing further I can do here.” The elder placed her hand gently on Aline’s brow. “May God bless you, my child.”

      Shock tore through him at the implication of the woman’s words and the finality of them. “There’s no second child?” He took a calming breath, his heart too fast in his chest. The room spun, and he clasped the headboard for support. “Are ye sure?”

      “Aye, I’m sure. ’Tis a miracle that you have a healthy child at all, but Lady Aline will unfortunately not recover from this birth. The birth of the boy has caused this mass to bleed—slowly—and it will not abate. I’m sorry, my laird.”

      Aline sobbed against his chest, and he rubbed her back, not wanting to believe the healer’s words. “Leave us,” he barked, watching as the woman hobbled out of the room.

      “I’m going to die, aren’t I? I’m too young to die.” She sniffed, and tears burned behind his lids. He hated to see her like this, scared and desperate for salvation.

      “The old woman is mistaken. I’ll send a rider tonight to Castle Druiminn. Aedan will have Gwen come at my summons and see to ye. I know she’s there visiting after the birth of Aedan and Abby’s second child.”

      “’Twas a boy, was it not? I’m happy for them.” Aline looked up at him, her beautiful face blotchy and red, either from the birthing ordeal or from crying, Ben wasn’t sure. “I had hoped to give ye two strong boys, but at least we have one. I hope I’ve not been a disappointment to ye.”

      He shook his head. “You were never a disappointment to me. I know we had an odd beginning, but it’s been an honor having ye as my wife. I hope I’ve not been a disappointment to ye, either.”

      Her pale hand reached out and stopped his words, her fingers cold against his lips. “You never were. ’Tis impossible for ye to be so.” She slumped onto the bed. Ben studied her person and noted the ever-growing stain of red that spread upon the bedding. “I will send word straight away.”

      Standing, Aline reached out and grabbed his arm, shaking her head. “There is no time. Just promise me one thing, please.”

      Ben sat back down, taking her hand and fighting the gnawing ache opening inside his chest. “Anything, lass.”

      “Watch our precious lad. And as often as ye can, tell him how much I loved him. How sorry I am that I didn’t get to see him grow up into the man I know he’ll become. One like you: strong, capable, and kind, if not a little savage around the edges.”

      Her weak smile wobbled, and Ben nodded, the lump in his throat denying him the ability to speak. “Of course,” he croaked out. “I’ll not let a day pass without such a reminder.”

      “I’m so cold.” The shiver that rocked her sent panic through his gut.

      No!

      She closed her eyes, and fear that she’d passed tore through him, followed by relief when he noted her shallow breathing. Ben lay down beside her, pulling her into the crook of his arm. Her hair smelt of roses, fresh and pretty, and he cursed the ailment that would take her life. “I have ye, lass.”

      “Ye always did,” she said as her last breath left her body, and she stepped into the hands of the Lord.

      Ben pulled her hard against him and did something he’d never done before in his life. He cried.
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        Present Day, Scotland

      

      

      Kenzie looked up at what was left of Castle Ross. It was hers. As of today, this massive structure, in need of a multitude of repairs, was all hers. She smiled down at the deed to the dilapidated castle.

      Thanks, in part, to her own estate that she used as a bed and breakfast, and let out for weddings, and weekend cooking tutorials. Not to mention her large stable and acreage that allowed people to stable their horses for a suitable fee. After taking on Elderridge, a name her mother termed their home, Kenzie had ensured its survival by making it do what a lot of other estates were doing. She took opportunities when they came along, invested in the house, and now, thanks to her hard work, Castle Ross was hers.

      In time, this too, would earn its keep. Although she was a couple of years and a lot of hard work away from such a thing.

      She squealed and ran to the gate house that still stood, after all its years of sitting on the edge of collapse. Kenzie pinched herself, unable to believe it.

      Now, she just had to work with the English National Trust and have them approve all the repairs she wanted. Luckily, she wanted to keep the building exactly the same as it was when it was first built in 1435, although she was looking to add a modernized kitchen, bathrooms, and electrical work throughout.

      “I cannot believe you bought this place. And I cannot believe you were allowed to.”

      Kenzie smiled as her oldest friend, Ann, slammed her car door shut and joined her at the gate. “I suppose you’ll need help building it and bringing Castle Ross back to its past grandeur.”

      “Are ye offering to help me then?” Kenzie asked, smiling at Ann as she looked about the fallen walls and the tree that was well established within what was once the great hall.

      “Perhaps, on weekends at least. It’s not like I have a life, so I suppose I better keep my friend, who also does not have a life, company.”

      Kenzie laughed, wrapping her arm about Ann’s shoulders and squeezing her. “Thank ye, sweetheart. I knew I could count on you.”

      “Hmm,” Ann said, walking toward the front doors of the building, which was really just remnants of the old entrance. “I gather with this new business venture that you’ll not be working at Castle Druiminn for the Laird Macleod anymore. Is he happy with you branching off in this way?”

      “Richard is happy for me, and I only helped out at Druiminn while I got my own business up and running. It was only a temporary thing.” Kenzie walked through what was left of the front door. There wasn’t much left of the place, but Kenzie had support on the way. In two months, university students studying archaeology and architectural studies were due to arrive and help her restore the castle. It was a fantastic program that allowed her free help from skilled students, which in turn, allowed them to use their abilities to restore period and historical buildings.

      Not to mention, she planned on opening Castle Ross to the public for tours and hopefully, bring the castle back to its former glory so in the long run, it would pay for itself.

      The castle itself wasn’t overly large, certainly smaller than Druiminn castle, her ancestor’s estate up near the Isle of Skye, but it was not a small dwelling either. And with the support of her cousin, the laird, she’d gained consent to purchase the castle, under strict rules that she would have to abide by in the reconstruction.

      Everything she used to restore the building would have to be the exact material used during its construction. Any stone that was required to replace missing or broken stone must be hand carved, sourced from the same quarry or the closest if said quarry was no longer available. The mortar would need to be a mixture of lime, sand, and seashells, since that was what had been used, being so close to the coast as they were. Wooden beams would also need to be cut and crafted by hand; everything would be as it was, except for the modern luxuries that were approved for the inside.

      It was no small task and would take months, years even, of work, but Kenzie was happy to do it, especially as she had always been fascinated with the house and the legend who had once lived within its walls.

      All her life, she’d heard stories of the last laird who had lived here, the Laird of Ross, Black Ben. The painting her ancestor Gwendolyn Macleod had painted of him that hung in Druiminn Castle had made her wonder about the man all her life.

      Black Ben, a devilishly handsome Scot who was famous throughout Scotland for being a brilliant swordsman and loyal to a fault, remained one of the country’s biggest mysteries—his disappearance from the history books, to this day, had never been solved.

      Not that anyone other than Ann was aware of Kenzie’s plan, but that unknown factor of Black Ben’s life would hopefully be solved.

      If she were game enough to try…

      “You’re lucky most of the outer walls still stand. At least they can be strengthened and give you a good base to work from.”

      “Yes, and that most of the stones removed from the castle proper have been used in a stone fence just up the hill, which we can easily fetch and bring back, since that land was also part of my purchase. Anything else that’s needed can be sourced from the local quarry, the same place the building material came from back in 1435.”

      “I’m so proud of you, Kenzie. I know you’ll make this castle come back to life, just as you’ve always wanted.”

      Kenzie nodded, marveling at the massive step she’d taken. She walked into the old keep. The fireplace still stood, funny enough, and probably held up an outer wall, by the looks of it. She walked over to it, her hand gliding across the stone mantel, thoughts of Black Ben running through her mind.

      Had he stood at this very spot, deep in thought, and touched the stone, watching the fire lick at the wood? He had been one seriously hot Scot, and she liked to imagine him here, thinking, living, drinking, and enjoying his life to the fullest, as he was rumored to have done.

      “When are you heading back to Druiminn?”

      “Tonight. I brought my car. Had I known you were going to turn up here and surprise me, I would’ve come down with you.”

      “Ah, well, as to that,” Ann said, her voice echoing as she came out of a room that still had a partial roof, “I’m heading down to London. My mother wants me to meet her there, some appointment she’s worried about going to alone.”

      Kenzie frowned. “Is it bad, do you think?”

      Ann laughed, shaking her head. “Oh no, nothing like that. She’s seeing her accountant, and no doubt she’s spent too much of the allowance that father left her and he’s going to tell her to rein it in.”

      Ann came from the States, and her father had made a fortune by investing in an internet company that was now a worldwide conglomerate. “I’m sure he’s not going to tell her off at all. You tease,” Kenzie said. “Come on, we better get going since we both have long drives ahead of us. I want to make it back to Druiminn before midnight.”

      “Are you still planning on traveling back to the time when all of this was still in its glory?” Anne asked, gesturing to the ruins.

      “I am, and after being here today, it’s solidified my decision. There has to be a reason all of this burned down, was destroyed. Why, after the fire of 1605, Black Ben’s remains were never found, nor was he ever seen again?”

      “You know, it is possible for people to be so badly burned in such fires that there isn’t anything left to find. Just like the history scholars, you may never find out what happened to him.”

      “I’d love to solve one of Scotland’s enduring mysteries, but I’m delusional, I do understand it’s a long shot. But the trip will give me an opportunity to see how this castle was laid out, for the reconstruction here.” Not that anyone would believe what she found out about Black Ben, but at least she would know the truth.

      “And I can’t talk you out of it? What if you never return and die in their time? Your mother will be devastated, not to mention Laird Macleod. I’m sure he doesn’t wish for you to go.”

      Her cousin, the current Laird MacLeod, had made if perfectly clear that he didn’t wish her to go back, and yet, at the end of the day, it was her choice. Her mama was aware of her plans, and she would ring her tonight and let her know she was going. Not that she planned on staying long, but at least if those she loved knew what she was doing, none of them would submit a missing persons file and have everyone asking nosy questions on her return.

      “You know it’s something I’ve wanted to do for a long time. And now that I can control my gift better, I think it’s time.”

      Ann narrowed her eyes. “How have you controlled your gift? Have you been doing stuff that you’ve not told me of?”

      Kenzie picked up a piece of broken pottery and cleared the dirt off the small chip. “I may have tested my ability to choose where I land when I travel. So far, it’s been a success.”

      “Where have you been going? What times have you travelled to?”

      “I’ve travelled to a couple of places, 1818 and the turn of the nineteenth century. During my chant I added a time and place and it worked. I landed each time exactly as I asked. So I’m assuming I can travel from anywhere to anytime should I say the words correctly.”

      Ann shook her head, walking toward her. “Please take care. All of your family, and me included, would hate for anything to happen to you.”

      “I know you would. Now come on,” Kenzie said, heading toward where their cars were parked. “We better get going.”

      Ann sighed. “Fine,” she said, giving her a hug before getting in the car, reversing on the drive, and heading south. Kenzie watched for a bit before she got in her car, the castle looming above her, the shadows of dusk making it eerie. She shivered as if someone had walked over her grave. Then she, too, started the engine.

      Time to prepare to find out exactly what this old stone building was hiding.

      Kenzie thought about all the things she wanted to do and see in medieval Scotland. After meeting Abby Cross and ensuring the woman traveled back to her soulmate Laird Aedan Macleod, the thought of doing the same and meeting her ancestors had almost become an obsession. Her ancestor Gwen had the gift of sight, being able to see into the future, and had picked Abby out as the best match for her brother the Laird Macleod. But when their castle had been stormed by a rival clan, Gwen had sent Abby back to her own time, and due to injuries sustained that night, Gwen had not been able to bring Abby back.

      Poor Abby had been devastated, thinking that she’d be separated forever from the Laird Macleod. Abby had gone back to Druiminn Castle, heartbroken and resolved to leave the love of her life behind in history. But what Abby hadn’t known was that Kenzie held the same ability as her ancestor and could send her back to seventeenth century Scotland. And that’s exactly what she had done.

      To be able to manipulate time was a gift she wasn’t afraid to use, especially if it meant two souls, born in different times, were reunited.

      Her great great great grandmother—too many greats to count—was the sole reason she had the ability to time travel. Her ancestor’s gift had been passed on through the female blood line. Of course, not everything had been inherited; while Kenzie could time travel, she didn’t have ability to see into the future like Gwen, nor was she very good at helping people if they were injured. But she could read people well and knew to trust her instincts when it came to reading the character of people she’d just met.

      There were stories about Gwendolyn Macleod that her mother used to tell, of the woman’s passion for life and family, a great healer and possibly even a witch. How she’d risked her life numerous times to save those she’d loved. Kenzie had grown up thinking the woman was Scotland’s very own Joan of Arc, although that was probably a little fanciful.

      Soon, the gates to her home loomed out of the darkness, and turning down a small drive, Kenzie pulled up in front of the house. Lights blazed inside, and she was thankful the house had guests so that she wasn’t coming home to an empty home. Mrs. Gibbs, her cook, would no doubt be watching TV in the private living room. She’d been part of the family for as long as Kenzie could remember and looked after the guests very well while she was away.

      Coming into the foyer, she shouted out hello to Mrs. Gibbs who shouted back that her dinner was in the oven. “Thank you,” she said, heading toward the kitchen. Tomorrow, as planned, Mrs. Gibbs was taking a well-earned holiday. The guests would check out before ten o’clock, and with her mama in London, Kenzie would be free to go back to the year 1605.

      She spooned the leek and potato soup into her mouth and daydreamed about medieval Scotland. What she would see and do. What would Gwendolyn think of her arrival? Shock, concern, or happiness? Kenzie would soon find out.
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        * * *

      

      The following evening, alone in the house, Kenzie went to the library, over to an old tome that had all of her ancestor’s recipes for different ailments. The leather-bound book all but vibrated with history, and although Kenzie didn’t need to be anywhere specific to travel back to the seventeenth century, it seemed only right that she was near what was once her ancestor’s.

      She collected the bags she’d packed a few days before, and she checked that everything that she needed for the trip was in them. She hadn’t left a stone unturned in planning this journey. Kenzie had scoured Scotland for clothing that would suit the early seventeenth century. The shoes were the only items that she’d struggled with and, finally, had gone with ankle high boots and a few slip-on shoes that resembled slippers, but were sturdier. No one would be looking at her feet in any case.

      The gown she wore today was a beautiful piece of clothing, with its elbow length sleeves and corseted waist. It truly was a dress reminiscent of a time long gone. She’d hired a seamstress to make three of the gowns, and the brilliant woman had sewn the corset into the gown, eliminating the need for others to help her dress. It was a perfect solution for someone not of the time period.

      Her hair already up in a messy bun, she wrapped a woolen shawl about her shoulders and deemed herself ready enough for the seventeenth century.

      “Right then.” Kenzie picked up her bags, and taking a deep breath, she started to chant the Gaelic words that would take her back in time. The room spun, slow at first, before gaining speed to the point where her stomach churned. Voices and sounds shouted out around her, the layers of time that separated past and present thinned and allowed the past to intersect with the future.

      Kenzie focused on the time and place that her ancestor Gwen MacLeod had lived in 1605 and ignored all the distractions until time morphed into alternate angles, before Kenzie collapsed on the ground and everything went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Black Ben, formally known as the Laird of Ross, woke up in a tangle of blankets and straw. The pounding in his head caused vomit to rise in his throat, and he grappled for the cup beside the bed for relief. As the burning liquid of whisky slid down his throat, his body heaved and he cast up his innards onto the floor, ignoring the loathing he had for himself being in such a state.

      Ben flopped back onto the pillow, some of the straw filling prickling the back of his head. One thing he hated about being away from home was the comforts of his bed, the soft linen and feathered mattress. Nothing like the hard boards that came up to greet his back, or the bugs that fed on his person at night—enough to make a man scratch his skin off.

      He rolled over and groaned as the movement churned his stomach once again. Perhaps he would partake less of the fine ale and Scottish whisky tonight and concentrate on the pleasurable flesh about the place instead. Waking up in this condition would not do.

      The sun moved out from beneath some clouds, and the room lightened considerably. Ben flung his arm over his eyes, not wanting another part of his body to hurt. Everything below his neckline was hurting enough.

      The sound of the inn’s door slamming ricocheted through his brain, and he made a note to speak to the publican about his rowdy guests. As the Laird of Ross, his comfort while staying here should be the owner’s priority.

      How long he lay there, the smell of vomit permeating the air, Ben couldn’t say, but as night fell, and his stomach finally stopped protesting its abuse, he gathered his things, threw some chilling water onto his face, and made his way downstairs for a liquid dinner. Damn the food, he needed a drink.

      Shouts of welcome abounded as he made the dining room. The smoky peat fire burning bright in the corner of the room gave the ambiance of comfort and warmth, when in reality, the lodge, situated at the foot of the Waternish peninsula, was anything but homey. A whorehouse in the middle of nowhere would be a better term.

      “The usual, Laird?” the barmaid said, her teasing grin ruined only when she smiled, and the full extent of her rotten teeth appeared. But then, he didn’t have to kiss her.

      “Aye, lass. Ye know me well.”

      She winked and poured him a good cup of the golden liquid. “I’m more than willin’ to know ye better. Just say the word, Laird, and I’m all yours.”

      Ben smiled, liking the lass even more. “I’ll hold ye to ye words, lass, so ye better mean them.”

      “I do,” she said, moving away to serve another patron.

      Ben looked about the room and caught sight of himself in a mirror just beside the dining room door. His shoulder-length hair was matted, dirty, and in need of a good wash. Well, perhaps tomorrow he’d go down to the shore and bathe. He could, of course, send for warm water here, but the cooling ocean was more appealing. The inn’s water was dirtier than himself.

      Ben downed a few more whiskys and ate a bowl of stew for good measure. He nearly choked on his mouthful when a hand came down hard on his back, sending him forward in his chair. “Aye, I thought it was ye, Laird of Ross. What brings ye into Macleod land?”

      Ben stood. “Braxton, lad. ‘Tis been a long time.”

      The man laughed and then frowned. “Aye, too long. ‘Tis good to see ye. And Gwen will be happy to see ye as well. She’s outside, probably demanding all sorts of things from the publican’s wife. We don’t normally stay here, but Gwen couldn’t stand a minute more in the carriage and asked to stop for the night.”

      Damn. Ben clenched his jaw, not wanting to see a happily married couple, and certainly not his best friends’ sister whom he’d liked more than he ought as a young lad. “Aye, I can see Gwen, lass doing such a thing.”

      Braxton sat beside him, smiling politely to the barmaid when she asked what he’d like.

      Ben frowned at the lass when she used the same beguiling tone on Braxton that she’d used on him. When Braxton ordered a lager and didn’t react to the wench’s flirtation, she slammed the drink down and walked off in a decided huff. Ben grinned.

      “How are ye, Laird? You seem well, other than the bloodshot eyes or the fact that ye stink of vomit.” Braxton flicked at Ben’s tunic. “Ye have a great dollop of it still on ye clothes.” Braxton took a sip of his beer, his eyes contemplative.

      “Och, I may have drunk more than I ought the previous evening, but that’s not up for discussion and neither are my clothes. What is, though,” he said, sitting back down, “is what are ye all doing traveling about? I would’ve thought Gwen would be at Castle Druiminn looking after Abby and the new bairn.”

      “Aedan has gifted me and Gwen land and a larger estate not far from their own. We inspected the property a few months past and will occupy the place from tomorrow. It’ll do us nicely, I believe. Be a safe and happy place for our bairns.”

      Ben finished off his drink as the thought of Aline flittered through his mind. Of how excited she’d been upon first seeing his estate. It was nice that she’d been pleased with what she’d settled for. If anything, at least he’d given her a good home with an abundance of servants.

      “I’m happy for ye, Braxton, as I’m sure Gwen is, too, being so close to Aedan and Abby once again. Are the bairns with ye, then?”

      “Aye, she is and yes, they are, although they’ve probably gone running down to the beach with Nurse,” he said, turning as the door opened. “And here’s Gwen now.”

      Ben met Gwen’s gaze and smiled, standing to pull the lass into his arms. Holding her was like he’d stepped back through the doors of his keep. Home. “How are ye, Gwen, lass? You’re looking as pretty as Bell Heather in full bloom.”

      She laughed, patting his cheek as she took in his attire, not liking what she saw if the frown between her perfectly arched brows were any indication. “Very well, looking forward to settling at our new estate and making it a home. I’m getting too old to be going here and there about the country. My poor, old bones cannot stand the jarring.”

      Ben laughed, an odd sound since he’d not heard it for an age. “Old bones? I think ye’re a little too young to be talking of such things, but I have to agree, the roads about here are rough enough to break one’s back on a horse.”

      Gwen gestured to the publican. “Please have someone tend the horses, and I’ve ordered some clean hot water, so if ye could have it carried up to our rooms, I’ll be thankful.” Gwen turned to him. “Are ye on your way to see Aedan and Abby? I know they’d only be too happy to see ye again. It’s been more than two years since ye visited us last.”

      “A lot has happened since then, and I’m content to stay where I am at present. Mayhap I’ll travel over and see ye all, but I can’t promise ye anything.”

      “Well, when you’re able, the door is always open.” Gwen’s gaze turned serious, and Ben armed himself for what was coming next. It was the same forlorn look everyone got when they wished to bring up old wounds. “I was sorry to hear about Aline. I know I didn’t get along with her very well, but I never wished her ill. How is your son? Aedan told me he survived the birth.”

      Warmth threaded through Ben’s veins at the thought of his child, even if guilt soon followed due to his abandonment. He told himself it had been necessary—to get away from his holdings, the people who looked at him with pity and concern. He couldn’t stand a second more of it. Life was for the living, and there had been a time when he’d travel about for months, enjoying his homeland and the merry lasses who occupied it.

      He was a selfish bastard, mayhap, unforgivable even, but he wasn’t ready to return to Castle Ross, to be a father or a laird. He needed to mourn. To eradicate the guilt that had plagued him every day since he’d handfasted with Aline.

      Aye, he’d married the lass to ensure his friend Laird Macleod could marry his soulmate, but in the two years that they were married, Aline had grown more and more unhappy by the day. As much as he’d cared for her, given her his body, and lathered her in affection, he’d not loved her. Ben had hoped, in time, that the elusive emotion would blast upon him and he’d feel some such toward the lass, but it had never happened. Now, he doubted he was capable of such feelings. And it was only right, for Aline had never loved him either.

      “The babe is doing well and in the safe hands of his wet nurse. He’s not wanting for anything while I’m away.”

      “And how long might that be?”

      Ben chose to ignore the slight censure he could hear in Gwen’s voice. Only certain battles would he choose to fight with her, and it was not often he won against Gwendolyn Macleod. “Dinna fret lass. As the Laird of Ross, I will return.” His tone brooked no argument, and Gwen seemed to understand his meaning.

      She scoffed and dusted down her gown, wrapping her arm about her husband’s. “Come, we need to get the children inside so they rest before dinner.” Gwen turned before they left the bar. “Will ye join us for a meal? It looks like you could use a good feeding.”

      “Another time mayhap, lass,” he said, waving his cup at the barmaid for a refill.

      Gwen shook her head. “Please yourself, but the invitation is there should ye change your mind.”

      “Aye.” Ben watched them go, glad the lass he had once favored was happy and settled. He took a sip of whisky, finishing off his drink and admitted that as much as he’d fancied Gwen, a woman he liked and respected above any other, he’d not felt the elusive emotion of love for her either. He’d desired her yes, but love? No.
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      Kenzie marveled at the stone home that looked so different from the one she’d inherited only a few years ago. Her ancestor’s home had changed quite a bit in the past four hundred years. Before her stood a square keep with a little circular turret that went from ground height past the roof. The house, in its original state, was quite nicer looking without the many alterations and additions that had happened to it over the centuries. It looked welcoming and homey, whereas in the twenty-first century, it looked like a monolith that had something of each era imprinted upon it.

      Knocking on the door, Kenzie checked her gown and pulled her woolen shawl tighter as a chilling wind blew up from the coast. She’d woken on the shore in front of the house and had dusted herself off, happy to see her bags had joined her on the beach.

      No sound came from inside, and she stepped down the couple of stairs at the entrance to look about the yard. It, too, seemed deserted. She pursed her lips, puzzled. Had she landed in the wrong time? Made a mistake as to where her ancestor was supposed to be in 1605? Her stomach churned before the sound of a carriage caught her attention, and she stood to the side of the door, waiting and hoping beyond hope that it wasn’t a sword-wielding barbarian looking for someone to kill. Namely her.

      A cart carrying an array of furniture and trunks passed her by and went around the back of the house before a carriage came into view, along with a group of riders. Kenzie swallowed her nerves, having had no way of informing her ancestor of her arrival. She wasn’t sure how Gwen would take her visit. She hoped it would be welcoming, but then, they were strangers when all was told, and she’d yet to see the woman’s face that she knew as well as her own—from the portraits that hung of her in Castle Druiminn and this very house behind her.

      The carriage rocked to a halt, and a woman, much shorter than herself, stepped out, stretched her back, and mumbled her relief at being out of the vehicle. A horde of children followed, all squealing and running off toward the gardens, not paying the least mind to their visitor.

      Not sure if she should curtsy or speak, Kenzie waited to see what Gwen’s reaction would be. To be so patient and quiet wasn’t easy for her. As a woman who ran her own estate as a profitable business, she wasn’t used to not speaking out.

      “Gwendolyn Macleod?” she said at last, finally catching the woman’s attention.

      “Aye.” Her ancestor walked toward her, and Kenzie realized she was quite possibly the most beautiful woman she’d ever met. Fiery red hair and intelligent, deep green eyes took her measure, before Gwen grinned. “I have a feeling I should know ye, lass. Is that right?”

      Kenzie nodded. “Yes, that’s right. I’m Kenzie Jacobs of Clan Macleod, and I’m your granddaughter, many times removed.”

      Gwen closed the space between them, clasping Kenzie’s cheeks, taking in her every feature. “Aye, I know in my blood ye are who you say. Oh, my dear, dear child,” she said, taking Kenzie into her arms. “Is everything well? Why are ye gifting me with such a visit?”

      “Do not fear, all is well, but I wanted to see you, meet ye.” She went willingly into Gwen’s arms once more and only looked up when a man of similar age walked up to them, a curious look on his face.

      “And who’s our guest that ye’re so fond of, Gwen, lass? I don’t think I’ve ever met this young lady before.”

      Gwen laughed, going to the man and wrapping her arm about his own. “Come inside, Braxton, for it is the best of news, but we should not discuss it here.”

      Kenzie followed them inside and noted the large wooden staircase that threaded up to the second floor. Large animal heads graced the wall, most of which were no longer hanging in the home due to the fact her mother hated taxidermy and the killing of innocent animals for the pleasure of men.

      But in this time, it suited the home, along with the iron chandelier and large rectangular table that sat in the foyer with nothing other than a vase of native flowers to cheer up the room.

      Gwen clasped Kenzie’s hand and pulled her into an adjoining room, ordering mead and bread from a waiting servant before shutting the door. Gwen seemed to prepare herself for her speech before taking Kenzie’s hand and squeezing it kindly.

      “Braxton, my love, this is Kenzie Jacobs Macleod, and I do believe she’s our descendant.”

      Braxton’s smiled dissipated, and Kenzie hoped she’d not disappointed him with her visit. She only wanted to bring joy to them all, not to be a burden or a cause of trouble.

      “Our descendant,” he repeated, frowning. “How so?”

      Gwen gestured for her to explain. Kenzie clasped her hands to stop them from shaking. “I’m your great great, many times over, granddaughter. My family line comes from your daughter Madeline.” She shrugged. “And so, here I am.”

      “Yes, here ye are.” Gwen pulled her into another hug. “How wonderful to hear that wee Madeline’s line thrives to the your time.”

      Kenzie nodded, knowing that such knowledge would be welcome for a parent. To know their children survived long enough to have a marriage and bairns of their own. “From what I know of the family tree and from reading letters and journals—all the marriages in my line were happy ones, barring my own mother’s, but I’ll tell you about that another time.”

      A light knock sounded on the door, and Gwen bade the servant enter. The young lass in a grey, heavy skirt came into the room, her shirt tied up right to her neck and her hair tied back in a simple knot. She looked at Kenzie with large brown eyes, taking in everything, before walking out and closing the door behind her.

      “I fear you’ll be a curiosity for the next few weeks until the staff get to know ye. Ye are staying for a few weeks, are ye not?”

      “I hope to if you’ll have me.”

      Braxton laughed. “If we’ll have ye? Of course, we’ll have ye,” he said, finally closing the distance between them and hugging her soundly. “I can see my mama in yer eyes. ’Tis extraordinary.”

      “I look like your mother?” Kenzie’s eyes smarted. “That’s so lovely to hear.”

      “But ye sound slightly English for a Scottish lass. Why is that?”

      Gwen ushered her to a chair, and they all sat while Gwen poured her a cup of mead.

      “Mama divorced Papa; the marriage was anything but a love match. They hated each other in the end, and because Father refused to leave the estate, Mama took me to England and raised me in London. Mama is still in London, but Father passed away last year.”

      Braxton made what sounded like a growl.

      “Life happens, people make mistakes, but I didn’t come here to make you upset. I came to meet ye. And, I gather, from seeing a little girl race off toward the beach and a woman madly chasing after her, that was Madeline? Can I ask who the other children are?”

      Gwen laughed, her eyes lighting up with the mention of her babe. “Aye, Madeline is the most precious doll. She’s almost two now, and no doubt, she’s busy with Nurse collecting shells. The other children you saw are the Nurse’s babes. She’s a widower ye see, and while caring for Madeline, she’s also able to care for and educate her own.”

      “She sounds adorable, and in my time, there’s a painting that hangs in this very room, of her as a young lady. I do believe I should warn you she’s a beauty, and very much sought after, if history has any truth in it.”

      Braxton growled again, and Gwen beamed. “It’s so lovely to hear that. Although, by the reaction of Braxton here, he wishes her to grow into a haggard, old woman. “You do realize, my love, that children grow up and marry their own loves. As will Madeline, and eventually, as will our Kenzie.”

      Kenzie shook her head. “I’m never marrying. Ever.”

      Gwen frowned. “But ye must. How will ye have children and ensure the estate stays in the family for generations to come?”

      Kenzie could think of a few ways that would be possible. “That is a conversation for another day. For now, let us just enjoy each other, but there is probably one
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