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WHEN SHE NEEDED A CHAMPION... HE RAISED HIS SWORD...

While besieging an enemy castle, Laird Douglas Hay comes across the half-frozen body of a lass. She’s obviously one of the enemy, but he cannot allow her to die. Besides, as his captive, she could bring a hefty ransom. He revives her, a task easier managed than her fiery temper and the intense desire heating his veins.

Taken as a prisoner by the brutish warrior, Lady Annora Comyn is determined to make her escape. Secretly, she believes the war between the Comyns and the Bruce is ridiculous, that the vying for the crown should have died the day her royal brother was murdered. Annora struggles internally with the notion of letting men fight their battles or putting herself forward as collateral in a treaty to unite the warring Scots. After all, there are far worse things than having to kiss Laird Hay every day for the rest of her life...
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To my little princesses, whose joie de vivre make me smile all the day long!
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KINNOULL CASTLE

Perth, Scotland

December 24, 1301

There are some things one sees and simply cannot comprehend. Living nightmares a soul desperately longs to wake from but never seems to get such relief.

For several moments, Douglas Hay gazed in complete and utter disbelief upon what used to be his clan’s village, his family’s castle. The tower that previously stood tall was crumbled to the ground in a desolate pile of rock and ash.

Douglas sat mounted on his horse on a rise overlooking the destruction of all he knew, an army of men behind him, prepared to wreak havoc on whoever had done this.

Even from here, he could see the smoke rising from the burned out crofts, outbuildings and what used to be the tower of Kinnoull Castle. Scattered, unmoving bodies. Arrow shafts still stuck in the ground. Snow splattered red. Overturned carts. A random goat running wildly through the haze of ruin.

A massive battle had been waged here. The only thing to bring down stone like this would be a trebuchet. Great rocks flung from the rocketing sling destroying bodies, walls, anything in its path.

If only he’d not waited so long...

His father, Laird Hay, had sent him a missive requesting he return home, that he get permission from the Bruce to be allowed a reprieve from duty. His father wanted him to spend Yule with his family. They had something important they wanted to share.

Angry tears stung the backs of Douglas’ eyes.

Why had he taken so long to get home?

Why had he not answered the summons the month before?

Because he was cocky. Because he was having too good a time making merry with his men. Because beating the hell out of the English was a pastime he didn’t want to part with.

Well, what good did it do to defeat the English if they invaded his home and burned it to the ground while he was away?

“Doug—” His cousin, Gabriel MacKinnon, sat on his horse beside him. “Shite.”

Shite was right. Perhaps a bloody hell, whoreson and damn-the-Sassenach-heathens were also fitting.

Looking upon the destruction and not seeing a single moving body, Douglas’ blood chilled. This couldn’t be happening. He should have been here. His army should have been here. If he’d been there, he could have protected his loved ones, the clan. “We need to check for survivors. For the people.”

For his family.

Two wee sisters, three younger brothers. Where could they have all gone?

“Descend!” Gabriel shouted to the men, perhaps in an attempt to spare Douglas from having to take control of this ghastly situation.

“Nay!” Douglas interrupted. “I will go myself.”

Gabriel didn’t say anything. He simply nodded his understanding, his face grim.

Douglas pulled his claymore from the scabbard on his back and urged his mount, Ice, into a gallop down the ridge. Time seemed to slow with his ride into hell. Ice’s hooves pounded over the ground in an eerie echo... Thump-thump thump-thump. His own hard breaths echoed with the pants of his horse, whooshing in and out in a frozen spectrum of ticking seconds. As Douglas approached, the scent of burning filled his nostrils. Charred wood, scorched crops, incinerated...bodies.

As he did in battle, Douglas forced his senses to dull. To pull on the mantle of leader. To feel nothing. But as his gaze slid over the mass of irreparable damage, he became aware of two things: there could be no survivors and no mercy had been shown to his people.

“Dear God in heaven,” he groaned, sliding his gaze over a sight more heinous than any he’d ever seen on the battlefield.

A makeshift stake had been erected at the foot of the crumpled keep’s stairs. A man with long, graying hair, head fallen down toward his chest, clothes bloody, ripped, and his body broken, had been crucified.

Douglas knew at once who the man was—his father.

He dropped from his horse, crawled on his hands and knees to the foot of a stake. Gripping the blood soaked earth in his fists, a bellow ripped from his throat. A mournful wail. A painful crushing in his chest felt as though his flesh had been ripped open.

If only he’d been here.

If only he’d done his duty to his family first.

Douglas stabbed the earth with his sword, jamming the blade deep into the cold soil, rage like he’d never known shredding his insides.

“Douglas...” The voice was quiet, weak.

Swiveling his head to the right, he turned to see his mother, blood covered and bruised. Her gown was torn, slashed over her middle, a fatal blow. Eyes wide, she stared at him, unmoving. A rattling breath sounded with each rise and fall of her chest.

“Mother,” he sobbed, tossing himself toward her. A harsh grief he’d never known knifed through him relentlessly.

“Douglas...” she answered, her lips barely moving.

He crawled toward her, lifting her broken body onto his lap as he sobbed into her shoulder. “Mother, who did this?”

She blinked up at him, her lips trembling as she tried to speak. Finally, she whispered, “Hatred...”

“What?” Douglas stared at her, watched her eyes go glassy, her mouth slack. “Who mother? Let me avenge ye.”

But she said nothing more. The last of her breath escaped from her, washing over his cheek, making it seem as though she were deflating in his arms. Leaving him only with the understanding that hatred had massacred his people. Hatred left him a leader without a clan. A man without a home. A soul without kin.

Douglas’ rage and anguish only grew as they found the rest of his family slaughtered in the bowels of the castle where they’d been hiding.

With his men, they silently buried the dead. When they were finished, Douglas walked away and didn’t look back. An oath on his lips, he bellowed to anyone who would listen.

“I will embrace hatred as a lover as I slowly see it crushed.”
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ELLON CASTLE

Scottish Highlands

Six Years Later

December 24, 1307

Lady Annora Comyn was running for her life. Skidding to a stop in the slick snow, she bent over to catch her breath, then picked up speed, once more. If her toes didn’t freeze and fall off, she’d be a lucky lass.

The sun was beginning to set, causing shadows to bounce around the path through the forest just beyond the castle. Soon, darkness would fall and then how would they find their way?

“Hurry!” shouted one of her aunts.

Oh, dear God, what would happen to them if they were captured?

As she’d sat around the fire with many of her family, burning a Yule log for the upcoming festivities, heavy booming had ricocheted through the castle walls. The floor had shuddered and one of the logs snapped in half, falling through the iron grate causing sparks and ash to whoosh out toward their warming feet. They’d all stared at this in a moment of stunned silence before they realized what was happening. 

The castle was under attack.

All at once, the great hall erupted into chaos. Annora had gasped, taking a moment to realize just what was happening.

Her aunts and older female cousins had gathered up the children. Annora and her cousin, Alice, nineteen, the same age as herself, had helped muster the servants and guards, while the men had prepared for battle. Her knuckles still stung from rapping so hard on the guardsman’s doors to rouse those asleep.

While it had been a shock to feel the reverberations of a massive stone launched at the castle walls, war was not something the Comyns were unused to.

Her own brother, John, called Red Comyn, had been killed just the year before by Robert the Bruce. He was stabbed to death in a church of all places, right before the altar of God. His blood spilled on the cobbles, splatter over the relics. His enemies pleased with it, his family devastated.

Annora crossed herself, running wildly through the snowy forest surrounding the castle, her hounds keeping pace beside her. With her hem lifted away from her feet so as not to trip herself, snow splattered up onto her shins and soaked through her hose. Numb to the cold, fear and panic heated her escape. There was no telling what the Bruce’s army would do if the soldiers found them. Women, vulnerable.

All she had to do was get to River Ythan, where ships waited for them to board and escape.

All she had to do was not freeze to death on the way.

All she had to do was keep running. Keep running.

Suddenly, her foot caught, her entire body still pushing forward with the speed at which she’d run, while her foot remained behind. Annora came crashing down into the snow, her hands burning at the feeling of icy snow. Her knees pounding hard into the frozen ground.

A mighty bark sounded from one of her hounds, the other trying to lift her by pushing his muzzle beneath her ribs.

Her cousins, aunts and everyone else ran past her as she tripped, not wanting to fall themselves, one even leaping over her.

“Stand up!” her aunt called behind her. “Come now! We must hurry!”

Annora waved them on, not wanting to tell them the pain shooting sharply up the side of her leg from her ankle would slow them down. Certain now, she’d not be running. Or catching up at all.

“I’ll be right behind ye!” Annora called, climbing to her feet, only to fall back down when she put weight on her ankle. “Blast,” she murmured to herself. “Get up!”

Brag, her male hound, let out a soft growl of agreement, and Maj, her female, whimpered.

Annora worked her way back to her feet again, managing to stand. One unsteady step sent a sharp pang slicing up the side of her leg. Pain or not, she needed to move forward. Gritting her teeth, she took another step and her leg buckled under the agony, bringing her back down.

Staring at the ground, her fingers buried in the snow, the awful truth dawned. Walking, let alone running, would be an impossibility.

Annora closed her eyes, envisioning her family approaching the quay, their cloaks fluttering in the wintry breeze, their boots clattering over the dock, up the gangplank and then onto the deck of a great ship. The men would set the sails, shout orders to the rowers, and they’d set sail, pushing off the dock, perhaps one or two of her female relatives gazing off toward the wood and wondering if she’d be coming around the bend, breaking through the trees and rushing toward the dock, taking a leap and catching on to an outstretched hand.

Well, she wasn’t. Escape was no longer a possibility for her. At least, not escape by ship. Tears stung her eyes and she forced them back. Forced the sting to ebb as she accepted her fate. Forgotten by so many.

This would be her last Yuletide celebration—what little celebrating they’d been able to do. No sweetened honey, almond cakes. No boisterous cousins rallying her to dance. No minstrel bringing them all to tears with his songs of battles and long lost loves. No sweet mulled wine.

The enemy was closing in. The clang of metal as swords clashed together echoed ominously. The heavy boom as thick boulders smashed against the stone of the castle walls, flinging wildly from the trebuchet, taking out bodies and limbs. Would they set fire to the walls, burning alive those within, just as Wallace had done at Dunnottar Castle at the beginning of this bloody war for independence? Didn’t they all realize that in order to be independent they needed to be united?

In the distance, Annora could hear the sounds of a battle raging and something more—men-at-arms. There could be no doubt that a division of the enemy’s army would separate from the siege to follow the escaping footprints through the woods. Follow them to the ships.

Ships would be a grand prize to any army.

Even now, she could hear whistles and the sounds of dogs barking as they grew close.

Her own hounds, which trotted beside her, wouldn’t leave her. They had their ears perked.

They would defend her to the death.

Lord, but she didn’t want them to have to. This wasn’t their fight. It really wasn’t hers, either.

Annora tripped again, biting her lip hard enough to draw blood as she fell to the ground, a loud popping sound emanating from her ankle, accompanied by a searing pain, worse than before. Digging her fingers into the thick snow, she crawled to the side of the road. If she was going to die, then she’d rather do so from freezing to death than at the hands of the Bruce’s army.

Her fingers burned from the snow against her bare skin. There’d been no time for gloves. At least she’d been lucky enough to escape the castle with her mantle to cover her shoulders.

Annora crawled, tasting blood on her tongue. Her dogs followed dutifully as she worked to hide herself behind thick brambles that were missing most of their foliage. She squeezed her eyes shut, glad for the setting sun, and prayed it fell quickly behind the horizon, hiding her from those who would run by.

The enemy dogs howled, hunting down the scent of her and her family.

Brag growled low in his throat, his hackles raised, ready to leap out in her defense.

“Hush,” Annora said, trying to soothe him with a swipe of her hand over his wiry head. But his ears were back, teeth bared as he stared toward the road from which she’d just crawled.

Maj lay down beside her, curling her body against Annora to give her warmth.

The two hounds had been with her since the murder of her brother, Red Comyn, having belonged to him before.

Why did men have to be so stubborn? Why did Scot have to side against Scot and why did the English still invade? Their king, Longshanks, had died just six months before, his son taking the throne and continuing the fight for control of Scotland. Why couldn’t this bloody war have ended with him? Why could not the Bruce and her cousin come to terms?

The Bruce fought with her family for the right to be crowned king.

A right that had belonged to her own brother, John, and passed to her cousin of the same name.

Annora sent up a prayer to the heavens—God if ye’ve ever wanted to help me, please, do so now. Strike down the men who would harm me. Give the Bruce a sudden change of heart and my cousin, too. Let them shake hands and agree to share control, or relinquish it to one or the other.

She wanted no part in any of this. But to live in peace.

At her age, she should be married or, at the very least, betrothed. When her brother had died, she’d only been seventeen, of an age to marry, but not quite old enough that anyone had worried about it. ’Twas perhaps when she’d served her cousin’s wife, the countess, as one of her ladies in waiting, that she’d been forgotten. Besides, what good was a daughter? Not when a war between princes is to be won.

With both of her parents gone to their reward, her brother joining them, and only the support and charity of her cousins, she was lucky to have a roof over her head.
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