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PROLOGUE:
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The cold night air stung him to the bone, but he kept on. He had to make it to the safety of the castle. Once there, all of the madness would be forgotten and he could hold his sweet Corine again. 

The thought of her drove him on. He must make it to her. He cursed himself for going against his judgment and the urges of the villagers to stay one more night and leave in the morning, but he wanted to be back in his own home and with his Corine. 

The wind whipped around him and the snow it drove, blinded him, but he knew the woods like no other. He had followed his father on hunts since he was old enough to sit in the saddle and now, he was Laird of the Manor and these were his lands.

His horse gave a startled whinny and threatened to rear up. He fought to control the animal as it looked around nervously.

“Dinnae worry boy,” Laird Ramsay said, as he stroked the animal’s neck. “I know yer pure done in, but we only need be out in this dreich weather a mite longer.”

Laird Ramsay looked around and tried to see what it was that was putting the animal in distress, but he could not see or hear anything through the wind and snow. Slowly, he got the horse back under control and started back towards his castle. 

Though he dared not dwell on it, an unease stirred within him as well. He knew his horse and knew that it was not acting this way because of the weather. He felt the tension too. Ramsay spurred the horse’s flanks gently and encouraged it to move a little faster.

He didn’t know why, but he felt as though he was being watched from the wood line. A feeling of dread was forming in the pit of his stomach, and he reached down and touched the hilt of his Claymore. The feel of the cold metal was an anchor in an ever-growing sea of fear. Ramsay was a large man and had been in many scraps in his day as well as countless clan battles. To say he was easily shaken would be a far cry from the truth, but right now, he was shaken to his core.

Ramsay rounded a bend in the trail, and he could just make out the silhouette of his castle in the distance. He felt elated at the sight of his home, but more at the thought of holding Corine.

“Aye lass,” he thought to himself. “We may have a good blether when I get in, but not afore I have a wee nip and a podger!”

Ramsay spurred his horse toward the bridge that led onto the grounds of his manor, proper. 

“Just a wee bit more now,” he thought as the bridge was now less than fifty yards away.

Only one more patch of forest separated Ramsay from home and he was glad of it. He wanted to be out of this damned weather and done with this infernal business that had kept him away for two months.

As Laird, Ramsay was responsible for the safety and well-being of the villagers on his lands and when they had sent word that something was attacking and killing people in the villages that he was sworn to protect, he had to go and look into it.

For his part, Ramsay had talked with all those who had a story to tell him and true enough some were tall tales indeed, but mostly they told of those that were missing, going out into the forest at night and they never returned. 

Ramsay didn’t believe in the tales that the old folks would tell of monsters and sorcery. He believed the problem to be thieves and bandits. Ramsay did his best to calm the villagers and told them he would send word to the King and request more of his soldiers to patrol the forest surrounding the villages, but he knew that would take time.

Ramsay would speak with Halton tomorrow and plan to send out regular patrols from his own men until the King could send reinforcements to help.

Halton was Ramsay’s Captain and closest friend. They had grown up together and fought side by side through many a skirmish in their youth. 

As he was lost in his thoughts of the problems and solutions, Ramsay didn’t notice the large shape that stepped out of the trees to his right. 

Ramsay’s horse reared as it sensed the enormous creature. Ramsay turned and looked at the hellish beast that stood just mere yards away. It was standing on two feet as a man, but no man ever looked like this.

“Help ma boab!”, exclaimed Ramsay. “What in all of God’s creation is that?”

The creature stood up to its full height, which was taller than he sat on his horse. It had the head of a wolf and was covered in coarse black fur. Its eyes were the color of coals stoked in the fires of Hell itself. They glowed with light from within and Ramsay felt weak at the sight of the beast.

He spurred his horse and headed for the bridge, hoping to make it to the castle before the beast fell upon him.   

The horse, driven by fear, ran as it never had before, and it was all Ramsay could do to hang on to the reins. 

As the horse neared the bridge, Ramsay chanced a look back and saw that the beast was following and as he turned back to the bridge, a low hanging branch struck him in his breastplate, knocking him out of his saddle.

He hit the ground hard as he felt the frozen earth impact with his shoulder, then his head. Ramsay was dazed for a second but quickly he fought to clear his head of the fog.

He stood and drew his Claymore and turned to face the charging beast.

“Alba gu brath!”, roared Ramsay as he raised the massive claymore above his head. (Scotland forever)

The beast stopped and looked at Ramsay then looked passed him, it snarled and flashed its wicked teeth at him before turning and disappearing into the forest from where it had come.

Ramsay lowered his sword and turned to see Halton and six of his men riding out to their Laird’s aid. 

Halton had been at the gate when Ramsay’s horse had returned and gathered the other gate guards to ride out and look for Ramsay.

As Halton reached Ramsay he jumped from his horse to his Laird’s side, ready to give his life for Ramsay’s if need be.

“Whit the deil wis that beast?”, exclaimed Halton.

“By the saints, I Dinnae ken...but it wisna natural!,” replied Ramsay.
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Chapter One: Homecoming
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Ramsay awoke the next morning, drenched in sweat. Sleep had eluded him most of the night and when it did come, all he could see were the eyes of the beast, burning into his soul.

Corine was still lying beside him as he opened his eyes. He turned and looked upon her beauty and the thoughts that had haunted his dreams faded away. He gently brushed a lock of her auburn hair from her cheek, and she opened her green eyes and smiled at him.

“Morn tae ye my Laird,” she said softly. “Slept ye sound, my ain guidman?” (my husband)

"Sleep didna come easy, lass... dark things stirred in my dreams,” he said. "I dreamt o’ its eyes—burnin’ like coals in the dark. It watched me... waited. I woke wi’ the sweat of death upon me."

She softly touched his cheek and looked into his eyes. Corine could see the fear hidden there, behind determination. She knew that Ramsay meant to hunt this beast down, and she feared for his safety, but she also knew it was his duty.  

“So... it’s the hunt ye’ve set yer mind to, then?” Corine replied softly.

"Aye, I've nae choice in the matter, love,” he said. “It's our land, our folk. If I dinna face it, who will?"

"Then go... but swear tae me ye’ll no ride headlong into death,” she said softly. “Bring yersel’ back to me, Ramsay. I can bear a great many things but not losin’ ye."

Ramsay met her eyes, the storm of doubt flickering just beneath his steady gaze. He couldn’t promise her what she asked—but he could give her what she needed.

“I’ll come back tae ye, Corine,” he said “Ye have my word.”

He reached for her hand, rough fingers brushing over hers. A silent vow passed between them—born not of certainty, but of love, duty, and hope.

Ramsay rose from the bed and began to get dressed. He did not want to leave her, but his duty and honor was strong, and he was going to protect his people.

He made his way to the great hall and found Halton there waiting on him. As he approached, he could see the worried look on his friend’s face.

“Yer face tells a tale, old friend,” Ramsay said as he walked over. “What weighs on ye?”

“Truth be told, Laird... I dinna ken how we’re meant tae kill a thing we can barely name,” Halton replied. “It’s no beast I’ve ever hunted, nor man I’d dare face—and that frightens me more than I’d like tae admit.”

Ramsay’s gaze drifted toward the flames as Halton’s words echoed in his mind.

There was a time—years past, soaked in blood and fire—when another had spoken of such things... things that walked like men but were born of myth and madness.

He hadn’t thought of Dougal Dhonnchaid in years... not since Culloden.

“Do ye remember Dougal, Halton? From Culloden?”

Halton gave a faint huff of breath, not quite a laugh. 

“Aye, I remember,” Halton replied. Hard man tae forget. Fierce as a wolf in the press, an’ steady as stone when the line wavered. Ye ken, Ramsay... there are times ye remind me o’ him. The way he’d throw himself intae the fray as though neither steel nor shot could touch him.”

Ramsay said nothing, though the name brought back more than just the sight of Dougal’s blade flashing on the moor. It stirred the strange tales Dougal had whispered, words Ramsay had never shared with another soul.

“He telt me tales—o’ beasts that shouldna exist, magic I’d scoffed at, and lands far beyond anything I’d seen,” remembered Ramsay. “I took it for drunken talk back then... but now?”

He glanced toward Halton, brow furrowed.

“Now I’m no so sure he was mad after all,” he finished.

“And what sort o’ man tells tales like that, Laird?” asked Halton. “Sounds like he’d had one too many drams.”

“There was somethin’ strange in him—older than his years, like he’d seen the world turn more times than any man should,” Ramsay continued as though Halton’s question hadn’t even been asked.

“Ye truly think there’s truth in those tales?” Halton asked. “What did he say, exactly?”

Ramsay thought back over the strange tales that Dougal had told him while they were sitting by the fire at night during that long, bloody battle that would forever change Scotland.

Ramsay leaned forward, elbows on his knees, eyes fixed on the fire.

“He’d speak o’ them late at night, when the fightin’ had paused and the fire burned low,” he began. “Strange beasts, he said—wolf-like creatures that walked on two legs like men, but fought like devils, tearin’ through flesh with a bloodlust that knew no mercy. The Norse had a name for them— Ulfhednar, he called them. Odin’s warriors, he claimed they were the fiercest the Norse ever birthed—no just skilled wi’ blade or axe but filled wi’ a fury drawn straight from Odin himself. They’d don the hides o’ wolves an’ become somethin’ else... somethin’ not quite man, not quite beast.”

He shook his head slightly. “I laughed at him then, called it old soldier’s talk. But now...”

He looked to Halton again, voice low.

“Now I wonder if we’re huntin’ somethin’ out o’ those very tales.”

Halton sat back in his chair, visibly shaken by Ramsay’s story. He ran a hand over his face, then clasped it tightly in his lap causing his knuckles to turn white.

“I saw it, Ramsay... clear as day,” he said. “Last night, when it charged ye. I saw it movin’ on two legs—but no man moves like that. No man looks like that.”

He shook his head, as if trying to push the image away.

“I told mysel’ it was the dark, or the drink, or maybe the night playin’ tricks... but hearin’ this from ye, I’d rather believe it mad than admit it might be true.”

He paused and tensed his  jaw tightly.

“But if what ye say is right... if this Ulfhednar is real—then we’re no just huntin’ a beast,” Halton said solemly. “We’re marchin’ toward somethin’ far older. Far deadlier.”

He looked up, voice quieter now.

“And I’ll follow ye, Laird—but I pray tae God we’re enough.”
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Chapter Two: Steel and Oath
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Ramsay and Halton spent the remainder of the morning planning the hunt. They knew that they couldn’t wait for the King to send reinforcements. This was their fight, and they had to try and end this beast now, before others fell to its bloody rage.

There were four villages to the North of Ramsay’s gate and another two that lay a few miles behind the castle to the South. A few small farmhouses lay scattered around the lands as well.

“We’ll start wi’ the two villages tae the south, then press north tae the rest,” Ramsay told Halton. “Every sword we can muster may be the one that keeps this beast from takin’ another life.”  

Halton nodded, his gaze still fixed on the map. 

“Aye... and the men’ll ride faster knowin’ we’re leadin’ them oursel’s. They’ll stand stronger for it, too,” he replied.

Ramsay allowed himself the barest of grim smiles. 

“Then let’s be about it. We’ve wasted enough daylight,” he ordered.

Halton left Ramsay and went to gather the men they would take with them and draw the supplies they would need.   

As Ramsay sat, lost in his thoughts of the coming hunt for the beast, he was fixed on the map and thinking of the dangers ahead they would face, and he didn’t hear Corine come up behind him.

“Have ye come up wi’ a plan then?” she asked.

Ramsay jumped, startled by her words, his hand going to the hilt of his sword, before he realized who spoke.

“God’s blood woman!”, he said exhaling the tension. “Ye near took years of me. I dinae hear ye come in.”

Corine’s brow lifted, a slight smile tugging at her lips.

“Ye were thinking so loud, I’m surprised the whole castle dinae hear ye,” she laughed. “Well, tell me what’s in that head of yours then.”

Ramsay let out a low chuckle, a smile touching his face for the first time in a week.   

“Aye then, here’s the plan,” he said. “Halton an’ I will gather a few good men here first, then we’ll ride tae the two wee villages tae the south. From there, we’ll work our way north again, stoppin’ at the other villages an’ takin’ what men they can spare. Once we’ve all we can muster, we’ll start trackin’ this beast. I’ve a mind it’s headin’ for the Highlands.”

Corine’s eyes searched his face, the smile on her own lips faint but steady. She didn’t want him to go, but she knew he had to.

“Then ye’ll go an’ do what must be done,” she finally replied. “But mind me, David- bring yersel’ back. I can bear the nights wi’out ye, but no the years. When do ye ride?”

Ramsay stiffened slightly. Corine only used his given name when her words carried weight. She was supporting his decision, but he could hear the concern for his safety beneath her steady voice.

“At first light,” he said, meeting her gaze. “Halton’s seein’ tae the men an’ the gear. By tomorrow’s dawn, we’ll be on the road south—an’ I’ll carry your words wi’ me every step.”

Corine held his gaze a moment longer, then gave a single, firm nod. “See that ye do, David.”

She turned and walked from the hall, her skirts whispering across the stone. Ramsay watched her go, the weight of her words settling heavier on his shoulders than any blade or mail.

When Corine had gone, Ramsay forced his thoughts from her and back to the task at hand.

On his visit to the village of Braemuir, the people had told him the beast first took livestock, but a month later a small child was gone. The searchers found only scraps of the child’s clothing, soaked in blood. Before that grim day was over, two more lives had been lost.

Ramsay had also listened as the villagers spoke of strange howls in the night before the killings began. He reckoned it might be a pack of wild dogs, or perhaps some great cat escaped from the hold of a ship in Leith or Aberdeen. Such tales had been told before—of a rich nobleman paying dearly for an exotic beast, only for it to slip free and vanish into the wilds, making its home in the Highlands.

He had tried to convince them, but his reasoning—grounded in reality—had fallen on deaf ears. Fear had already taken hold, and fear cared little for logic. Some of the villagers had even whispered of wolves, though no wolves had been in Scotland for generations.

Ramsay had thought them mad—until last night. Until he had seen with his own eyes what his mind still refused to believe. Yet it was real, and it was the threat he now had to face... even if it killed him.

The thoughts ran through his mind like wildfire—every fanciful tale Dougal had told him. Stories he had once taken for drunken ramblings meant to pass the time and ease the tension during battle. Now they mingled with the villagers’ accounts, and with what his own eyes had seen: the great beast before him.

He shook himself from his thoughts and rose from the table. Crossing the hall, he stepped into the courtyard and made for the stables to check on Halton’s progress.

As Ramsay approached, he saw Halton addressing a group of five guards. Ramsay knew each of them-battle-tested, hardened Scottish clansmen all. He had drawn swords alongside every one of them, and he was well pleased with Halton’s choice.

Halton’s voice carried across the courtyard. 

“Ye all ken why we’re called here,” he yelled. “Something out there’s been takin’ our folk-an’ it won’t stop unless we make it stop. We ride first to the southern villages to gather more blades, then north to the rest. Keep your wits sharp, your steel sharper, and mind each other’s backs. Whatever this thing is, we face it together.”

Ramsay stepped up beside Halton, letting his gaze move over the five men. 

“Ewan MacLaren-no steadier hand with a blade in all the Lowlands,” declared Ramsay. “Alasdair Campbell-I’ve seen ye hold a line when others would’ve broken. Fergus MacLeod-you’ve the eyes of a hawk; nothing slips past ye. Duncan Fraser-I trust your shield as I trust my own arm. And Tavish Sinclair-when the steel starts singin’, there’s none I’d rather have at my back.”

He let the words hang a moment, meeting each man’s eye in turn. 

“We ride soon,” he told them. “Some of you have heard the tales-livestock taken, lives lost. Whatever stalks our land, we’ll face it as one. Remember who you fight for-your kin, your clan, and the folk who look to us for safety. Stand fast, watch each other’s backs, and we’ll bring this beast down together.”

A murmur of approval passed through the men, low but certain. Ewan gave a sharp nod, Alasdair’s mouth pulled into a thin smile, and Fergus adjusted the grip on his spear. Duncan struck a fist lightly to his chest in salute, while Tavish’s eyes lit with the grim fire of a man eager for the fight. They were ready—and Ramsay knew they’d follow him into hell itself if need be.

Ramsay allowed the faintest smile to touch his lips. 

“Right, lads-get a good night’s rest, a good meal in yer bellies... and whatever else tickles yer fancy,” Ramsay laughed. “If ye’ve a wife waitin’, make the most of the hours left. We ride at first light, and I’ll expect ye all in the saddle sharp and ready.”

A ripple of chuckles moved through the group, the weight in the courtyard easing for a heartbeat. Then the men began to break away, each with their own thoughts of the night ahead, leaving Ramsay and Halton to their preparations.
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Chapter Three: Riders at Dawn
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Ramsay and Halton met in the stables hours before the first light of dawn would touch the sky. A fresh layer of pure white snow had covered the ground during the night and the cold bit deep, but they both ignored it. They were used to the weather and had both fought many a bloody battle in far worse conditions than this.

“Mornin’, Halton,” Ramsay muttered, pulling his cloak tighter. “Fine Scottish weather we’ve been blessed wi’—snow up tae the knees an’ air that’ll bite the nose clean aff ye.”

Halton snorted, stamping the frost from his boots. “Aye, an’ if the cold doesna kill us, that beast surely will. Still, better a bit o’ frost than the stench o’ a battlefield.”

Ramsay nodded and acknowledged his friend’s grim comment, knowing how true the statement actually was. No man that survived the battles that they had ever forgot the smell, or the sight of what man was capable of doing to one another.

“Aye, I ken it well enough,” Ramsay said quietly. “But I’d still take the bite o’ steel over the bite o’ whatever waits for us out there.”

As Ramsay and Halton were both lost in their thoughts of the coming hunt, the men began to arrive one by one.

First to arrive was Fergus Mackay, followed by Duncan Fraser. Shortly after Duncan, Ewan Macleod walked into the stable and he was followed by Tavish Boyd. The last to arrive was Alasdair Campbell. Once they had all assembled and had their horses saddled, Halton looked them over.

He walked down the line, checking that each man was set and had all they needed for the hunt. Once he was satisfied, he looked to Ramsay and nodded.

Ramsay stepped in front of his men and Halton took his place to Ramsay’s right side. Ramsay took a deep breath and calmed himself before addressing his men.

Men,” Ramsay began, his voice steady in the cold morning air, “ye’ve all fought at my side before. I ken the measure o’ each o’ ye-Fergus Mackay, whose aim wi’ a bow’s as true as the sunrise; Duncan Fraser, whose blade has ne’er failed him; Ewan MacLeod, wi’ the eyes o’ a hawk and the patience to match; Tavish Boyd, whose hands can mend a spear as quick as he can drive it home; and Alasdair Campbell, who’s stood unshaken in the thick o’ the storm.

This hunt’s no’ for glory nor gold-it’s for our folk, our land, an’ the safety o’ every soul who sleeps beneath our banner. The thing we ride against is no common beast, but I’ve no’ a doubt in my mind that together, we’ll face it as we’ve faced every foe before-shoulder tae shoulder, steel in hand, an’ hearts unyieldin’.

So, mount up, keep yer wits sharp, an’ ride wi’ me. We’ll bring this hunt to its rightful end-or we’ll meet our end as men worth rememberin’.”

A rumble of approval passed through the line, low at first, then rising into sharp nods and grim smiles. Fergus tightened the strap on his quiver, Duncan rested a hand on the hilt of his sword, and Ewan swung into his saddle with practiced ease. Tavish gave his spear an idle spin before stowing it, while Alasdair pulled his cloak tighter against the wind.

They needed no cheering words nor promises of safety only the knowledge that their laird would ride at the front, as he always had. One by one, they mounted, the jingle of bridles and the creak of leather cutting through the still morning air.

Halton met Ramsay’s eye, and the two men shared a silent understanding. The hunt had begun.

Ramsay swung up into his saddle, glancing down the line of men. “Last night I told ye to rest, eat well, an’ enjoy what tickled yer fancy,an’ I trust ye all took me at my word. From here on, there’ll be precious little o’ that.”

A few of the men chuckled under their breath, the sound warming the cold air.

“Now,” Ramsay said, his tone firming, “let’s see this beast found, an’ our land made safe again.” He gave a sharp nod to Halton. “Lead us out.”

With that, the hunting party urged their mounts forward, hooves crunching over the snow as the castle gates opened to the dark road ahead.

Halton and Ramsay led the hunting party out and over the bridge. When they reached the end, they turned South and made for the village of Cairnbrae.

Cairnbrae was a small farming village that was made up of twenty families. The terrain was filled with low rolling hills and patches of forest that ran along the small stream that ran by the village.

Cairnbrae produced most of the Barley that was used in Ramsay’s lands, which also meant the Ale was produced there as well.

Ramsay didn’t expect to expand his ranks much in Cairnbrae, but he did know that Mairi Kincaid, one of the village elders, would be more than willing to give them any information that the village had on the beast or any victim’s it may have claimed, livestock or otherwise.

They rode on towards their first destination, the breaths of the men and horses misting in the cold air as the hooves crunched in the fresh snow. 

If their timing held, they would reach Cairnbrae just after sunrise. Ramsay meant to speak with Mairi Kincaid before the day grew old, hear what tidings she could give them, and, if fortune favored, be on the road to Tullokburn by midmorning.

The first thin light of dawn began to touch the snow by the time the village came into view, its low stone cottages crouched against the cold. Smoke curled lazily from a handful of chimneys, carrying the scent of peat and baking bread.

As they rode in, a few early risers paused in their work to watch, their eyes lingering on the armed men and the laird at their head. Ramsay returned their nods, but kept his gaze moving, taking in the quiet streets and the frost-silvered fields beyond.

Ramsay found Mairi Kincaid where he expected, in front of her cottage, a heavy wool shawl about her shoulders, broom in hand. She stopped sweeping the step when she saw him, squinting into the pale light.

“Laird Ramsay,” she called, voice cutting through the morning air like a bell. “If ye’ve come for barley, ye’ve missed the season by a month. If it’s trouble, then I’ll have the telling o’ it over a warm fire, no’ in the street.”

Ramsay swung down from his saddle, a faint smile tugging at his mouth. “Mornin’, Mairi. Trouble it is, though not the kind ye can shut out wi’ a locked door.”

Mairi ushered them into her cottage without another word, the door shutting tight against the wind. The warmth of the peat fire met them at once, and the smell of oatcakes crisping on the hearth lingered in the air.

She motioned Ramsay toward a sturdy chair near the fire and set her broom aside. “Sit yersel’ down, my Laird. I’ll no’ have ye standin’ like some stableboy while we speak o’ dark matters.”

Halton remained near the door, leaning on his spear, as Ramsay settled into the chair. Mairi poured him a cup of hot water steeped with herbs before sitting across from him.

“Ye’ve heard the talk, I reckon,” she began, her voice low. “It started wi’ the sheep, then a cow gone missin’. We thought it foxes or maybe wild dogs... till young Robbie MacLaren vanished from the byre.” She crossed herself and glanced toward the shuttered window. “We found his wee boot on the bank o’ the stream, bloodied. Nothin’ else.”

Ramsay’s jaw tightened. “That makes two bairns taken, Mairi. One from Braemuir, now one from here. Same pattern. Same beast.”

She nodded grimly. “Some here say it’s a wolf come back to the hills—though we’ve had none in Scotland since my grandsire’s day. Others whisper o’ the wulver, the gentle one from the old tales. Says he’s no’ like a man-eatin’ beast, but a lone wanderer that helps folk in need.” She shook her head sharply. “I’ve lived here all my years, and I’ll tell ye plain—whatever’s stalkin’ our hills is no’ the wulver. It kills for blood an’ rage, no’ mercy.”

Halton spoke for the first time. “Then what is it, Mairi?”

Her gaze flicked to Ramsay, eyes narrowing. “I dinna ken, my Laird. But if the old tales hold any truth, then what’s out there may be older than we reckon—and far deadlier.”

Ramsay leaned forward slightly, his voice low. “What old tales?”

Mairi’s lips pressed thin. She stared into the fire for a moment before speaking. “From the time the Northmen came by sea. My gran said they brought more than steel an’ fire when they landed. Some swore their fiercest warriors were touched by the gods themselves—men who could take on the fury o’ wolves, who’d fight on when any mortal should’ve been dead.”

She shook her head. “Whether they were men, beasts, or something in between, I canna say. But they left their mark on these lands, and some marks never fade.”

Ramsay exchanged a look with Halton, the weight of her words settling like a stone in his gut. Halton shared Ramsay’s worry. Both knew that whatever this beast was, it wasn’t natural.

“When was the MacLaren boy taken?”, Ramsay asked her
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