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Chapter 1 - A Crumbling Keep
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Bhaltair Ferguson sat amidst the crumbling heap of what used to be a prestigious Great Hall and rubbed his forehead. He'd been going over the books for over an hour, trying every which way to re-calculate the sums, yet each time the figure spelled ruin.

He'd inherited a clan on the verge of collapse along with the Keep. His late uncle had done nothing to better their prospects except accrue mounting debts, and after years of mismanagement and neglect, the land wasn't fit to be cultivated. It was dead. The crops in the field would not keep them another winter. Bhaltair had stretched more than he could just to keep them above water, but instead they were drowning.

The clansmen were losing faith and becoming lax in their duties. Hopelessness followed those whose bellies were empty. It was difficult to remain optimistic when all around was nothing but despair. After another year of failed opportunities, there was nothing worth salvaging, not even his pride.

It was at this juncture that one of his most troublesome clansmen appeared in the doorway.

"What is it, Dugald?" Bhaltair didn't bother looking up from the ledger, his quill scratching irritably across the parchment as he crossed out yet another item the clan would have to forgo.

"I think I have a solution to yer problem, laird," Dugald replied and stepped into the hall.

"Do ye now?" Bhaltair finally raised his head.

"Aye, 'tis a lass ye should wed that can fix the predicament yer uncle left us in."

Bhaltair set down his quill slowly and leaned back in his chair. "Dugald, the last time ye thought a lass would solve all our ills, ye nearly got me killed by her husband. So if it's all the same, I'd prefer ye turn right around and dinnae bother me for at least a sennight." He gestured toward the door.

"All right, perhaps that time was a mistake, but this time 'tis a far better plan we've stumbled upon," Dugald replied.

"We've?" Bhaltair asked.

"Aye, me and the men."

Bhaltair looked beyond Dugald to see several retainers hovering by the door. He tried not to wince. It was the usual suspects, men he'd come to trust except when they were hell-bent on some harebrained scheme to interfere with his life. Still, he could not begrudge them their eagerness to be helpful, if only they were not so foolhardy.

"Does it involve kidnapping?" Bhaltair asked.

"No! Of course not."

The men hovering at the door also shook their heads.

"Is she already married to a powerful laird?" He pushed back from the table and stood.

"No." Dugald grimaced, and Bhaltair caught it as he moved around the table.

"Then what's wrong with her?" Bhaltair crossed his arms over his chest, every line of his body radiating with suspicion.

"Nothing's wrong with her. Why are ye so damned suspicious all the time, laird?" Murphy, another clansman, declared from the doorway. He was Dugald's accomplice in most things.

"Because, based on past experience, Murphy, I dinnae trust any of yer judgment," Bhaltair glared at the men in frustration. A couple looked shamefaced, acknowledging that in the past they had often made things worse for their laird. But it was never intentional.

"There's nothing wrong with her, and in fact she's very rich. Her da cannot wait to be rid... I mean, he cannot wait for her to marry, and she comes with a dowry that could rebuild three keeps, 'tis so substantial." Dugald's words tumbled over each other in his eagerness.

Bhaltair gave him a wary look. He reached for the cup of ale on the table, taking a long drink before setting it down with a loud thud. "Go on. I'm listening."

At this, the others came forward and gathered around the table. "Ye see, her da wants her to wed, but there does not seem to be any suitors," Murphy said.

Bhaltair asked, "Why are there no takers? If she's rich, surely there must be men vying for her hand."

"Truth be told, 'tis because rumor has it that she is... um..." Dugald's confidence seemed to desert him, as he glanced at the others.

"She is what? Dugald, if ye dinnae get on with it, I'm going to punch ye in the face." Bhaltair's hand clenched into a fist at his side, and his voice dropped to that dangerous tone that made men nervous.

"She's a witch! All right; there I said it... and perhaps she's also a wee bit mad," Dugald replied.

"Wait. Ye dinnae mean the 'Mad MacKay Witch'?" Bhaltair's voice rose in disbelief.

"Aye, the very one," Murphy replied.

"Get out! All of ye," Bhaltair growled as he glared at the men.

"But I haven't finished yet—" Dugald raised his hands defensively.

"I dinnae care! Be gone with yer daft schemes. Clearly no man wants her, so ye'll not be palming her off to me. I may be in dire need, but I'm not that desperate." Bhaltair pointed toward the door, his dark eyes blazing.

"But laird, what does her reputation matter if it means new life for our clan?" Dugald pulled a folded parchment from his sleeve, holding it like a shield.

"I'll not be leg-shackled to a crazy harpy!"

"Then here. Ye best read this." Dugald thrust the letter forward before Bhaltair could refuse it.

Bhaltair snatched the missive with ill grace, his scowl deepening. "Who's it from?"

"Her father and some of her clansmen. They hoped ye'd consider the matter."

Bhaltair froze, the parchment halfway to his eyes. Why would anyone want him, of all people, to marry their daughter? He broke the seal and unfolded the letter, his frown deepening as he scanned the contents. "What is this?"

"Apparently, as his only child, she comes with a large dowry and an estate, but only if she weds." Dugald crept closer.

"And?" Bhaltair's voice was distracted now, his attention focused on the letter.

"The thing is, her father is getting on in years, and with no suitor forthcoming because of the rumors, he's afraid that he'll die without her legally wed."

"Why does that matter?" Bhaltair looked up from the parchment, confusion marring his expression.

"Because if that were to happen, then all the land passes right out of Clan MacKay's hands and goes to their enemy, the Sutherlands."

"Who made such a daft agreement?" Bhaltair crumpled the letter slightly in his grip.

"'Twas the wish of the king. But there's more—if she dies unwed, then both the MacKay and Sutherland lands are forfeited to the Crown."

"What benefit is there in such a bargain?"

"Apparently 'twas the king's way of preventing the Sutherlands from simply murdering her for the MacKay land. If they kill her, they lose their own holdings as well."

"What's to prevent them from murdering her father before she's wed?"

"There is another clause that if he dies by suspicious means, the Sutherland land will pass to the MacKays."

"Bloody hell, what a twisted arrangement indeed."

Dugald nodded. "Aye, 'twas the king's way of putting a stop to their feuding over land. The arrangement forces both clans to keep each other alive and see her wed to someone acceptable."

"Or desperate enough," Bhaltair added. "So that's why he thinks I'll do it?" Bhaltair's jaw tightened as the full insult of the proposal hit him.

Murphy piped in and said, "Aye, and to be honest, laird, beggars cannot be choosers. With our current hardships, ye're not exactly a fine catch for a young lass... no offense." He shuffled away from the table when Bhaltair scowled at him.

Well, if that did not irritate the hell out of him. Bhaltair collapsed into his chair with a heavy thud. This was the lowest he'd ever have to stoop. He had heard about the MacKay witch. Myths and rumors often followed her wherever she went, but to date no one had actually seen her. But he balked at the thought of marriage and producing an heir with a woman who was quite possibly a complete shrew.

"Why has no one ever seen her?" he asked, his tone weary now.

Dugald shifted uncomfortably. "Apparently 'tis because she lives in a haunted forest."

"Of course she does." Bhaltair sighed and rubbed his temples where a headache was building. Good grief, she was probably an old crone, but he would do it for his clan.

"How came ye to be speaking with the MacKay laird?" he asked.

"Well, if ye remember, he has been trying to contact ye directly, but ye have not read any of his missives." Dugald gestured toward the pile of unopened letters gathering dust on a side table.

Bhaltair followed his gaze and winced. He realized Dugald was right. It most likely got lost in the paperwork of accrued debts and bills piling up. He had gotten into the habit of ignoring most of them.

He stared down at the letter in his hands, weighing his options. Perhaps he should look into this one. After all, how much trouble could one wee witch of a lass be?

***
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SÌNE MACKAY WONDERED, not for the first time, how the hell she had ended up in this predicament—sprinting through the forest, her hands bound at the wrists behind her back whilst being chased by an angry mob. She was bruised, scratches appeared across her face from cuts sustained whilst on the run, trying to maintain her balance and not fall face first into the mud. When would these villagers stop with their harassment? Especially seeing as she was neither mad nor a witch. Well, perhaps she did have some strange ways that left her open to speculation, like living alone at the edge of a haunted forest the villagers said was cursed... and perhaps it didn't help that she could also hear voices in the strange mist that descended over the forest from time to time... voices she talked to who strangely replied. But really, "Is it a mortal sin to hear voices?" she muttered to herself before she ran straight into a tree.

The jarring effect brought her back to her dire circumstances as she struggled to right herself and took off running again. Her best dress she'd worn to the festival was now torn and ruined, but she did not care as adrenalin and sheer panic drove her on. She heard the gruff utterances and words. "Witch!" They'd repeated, and it irked her. All she had done was see to the welfare of a young child, but in hindsight, perhaps she should have minded her own matters and not intervened.

Sìne shook her head from her distracting thoughts and focused on reaching the safety of the Keep. Sprinting through the forest with one's hands tied behind one's back was not an easy feat, especially when the only thing to prevent her running into trees and dirt was her face. She needed to focus and keep going. "Run, Sìne, run!" she mentally chanted as the brambles tore at her hem and her lungs burned with each ragged breath. Sìne thought of her beloved Aidyn and her maid Paisley, and that made her run even faster. Behind her, the shouts grew closer. "There! I saw her!" and "Dinnae let the witch escape!" The rope binding her wrists had rubbed them raw, and blood trickled down her fingers. How had saving a child's life marked her as a servant of the devil?

A root caught her ankle, and she pitched forward, rolling down a steep embankment. Leaves and debris clung to her hair as she struggled to her feet, spitting dirt from her mouth. The sound of pursuit echoed through the trees. Heavy boots crashed through bracken, men calling to one another.

"She went this way!"

"Aye, toward MacKay Keep!"

"We'll see what Laird MacKay has to say about harboring a witch!"

Father. The thought of him gave Sìne strength to push through the burning in her chest. Just a little further to the Keep's walls. She could see them now through the trees. Blessed grey stone rising against the darkening sky.

But her legs were failing her. The stitch in her side had become a knife-twist of pain, and her vision blurred with exhaustion. She stumbled again, this time staying down longer, gasping like a landed fish. The voices were so close now she could hear individual words clearly.

"Track her to the gates if ye must!"

"MacKay will hand her over once he kens that she is the devil's own!"

With a surge of panic, Sìne forced herself forward. The Keep's gates loomed before her. She could see torchlight flickering in the Great Hall's windows.

Safety. Sanctuary.

She half-ran, half-fell across the courtyard, her remaining strength focused on reaching those massive oak doors.

***
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BHALTAIR SAT ON THE dais of MacKay Keep with a mixture of resignation and curiosity. The three-day journey had given him time to consider his options, and each mile had only confirmed what Dugald had said. This was his only chance to save his clan. Still, the thought of wedding a witch was one he could barely stomach. But there was nothing for it. What surprised him more was the genuine welcome he received from Laird MacKay. The man appeared to be relieved, yet there was something in the air, a subtle nuance that Bhaltair could pick up. It seemed too joyous. His daughter was most likely a very unpleasant sort if it had men balking at the mere thought of her and her father so overjoyed he'd sell her to the nearest beggar.

It was true Bhaltair was known as a man of few words, but that did not mean he was not observant. He just never felt the need to over explain things. Inside the Great Hall, Laird MacKay was doing his utmost to present his household in the best possible light. The rushes had been changed, the best ale brought up from the cellars, and every piece of decent silver polished to gleaming.

"I'll not lie to ye, Ferguson," MacKay said, gesturing with his cup. "There have been... stories about my Sìne. But I assure ye, they're naught but superstitious nonsense spread by those who fear what they dinnae understand."

Bhaltair's expression remained carefully neutral. "And what exactly is it they dinnae understand?"

"She has a gift for healing, nothing more. The lass has a gentle touch with the sick and wounded. But ye ken how villagers talk. They see someone ease suffering and cry 'witchcraft' rather than admit to ignorance."

"A healer," Bhaltair mused, though his tone suggested skepticism. "And this gift of hers... it's brought her no suitors?"

MacKay shifted uncomfortably. "Well, ye see—"

They were interrupted when the Great Hall's doors exploded inward with a tremendous crash.

A wild creature burst through the entrance—or at least, that's what it appeared to be at first glance. Hair the color of dark autumn leaves hung in tangled snarls around a face streaked with mud and blood. A torn gown of once-fine wool hung in tatters, and the woman's eyes held the wild look of a hunted animal. Her hands were bound behind her back with rough rope, and she was muttering under her breath in rapid, breathless rantings.

"Saints preserve us," one of Bhaltair's men muttered, crossing himself.

The apparition stumbled into the hall like a banshee, her voice rising to a half-shriek as she spotted the assembled men. "They're coming! They followed me. The whole bloody village with their torches and their—" Her wild gaze fell upon the strangers, and for a moment she stood frozen, chest heaving.

Laird MacKay had gone white as new wool. "Sìne? Daughter, what in heaven’s name..."

Bhaltair was already on his feet, his chair scraping against stone as he rose. Every instinct honed by years of battle had him stepping forward, his hand moving unconsciously toward where his sword would hang.

But Sìne wasn't listening to her father. Her eyes had fixed on Bhaltair. She had no idea why, but she just knew this man, as fearsome as he looked, would shelter her. Instinctively, without thought or reason, Sìne launched herself across the hall toward him rather than seeking her father's protection. Something told her this stranger was powerful enough to keep her safe when her own father might not be.

"Please," she gasped, dodging around the high table with surprising agility for someone whose hands were bound. Before anyone could react, she'd positioned herself directly behind Bhaltair. "They think I'm a witch. They're right behind me. Dinnae let them take me back!"

The moment she pressed against his back, trembling, Bhaltair's arm swept around her waist, pulling her firmly against his side. The trust she'd shown in coming to him hit him like a physical blow. Something primal stirred in his chest as he felt her complete faith in his ability to shield her.

"What's this about?" he demanded.

Before anyone could answer, angry voices erupted from the courtyard outside, growing louder as they approached the hall.

"MacKay! We ken she's here!"

"Send out the witch!"

"Justice for what she's done to the boy!"

The guardsmen at the gates had recognized Sìne immediately and let her through without question, but the pursuing villagers had surged through behind her, overwhelming the small contingent. The guards, unwilling to draw swords against unarmed villagers had been forced to let them pass.

Bhaltair's arm tightened around her waist protectively, and he felt her shudder against him.

"Easy, lass," he whispered, his voice pitched low enough that only she could hear. "Tell me true. What exactly did ye do to this lad?"

Sìne's voice was steadier now, though still breathless. "I was headed to the market day festival when I came upon a small crowd gathered for a burial of a wee lad they said had died from a fall. But I kenned he was not dead because I caught a flicker of movement behind his eyelids. But they were determined on lowering him into the ground. I told them to wait, that he lived still. I reached out and felt a weak pulse and leant forward to check for breath, when at that moment the lad stirred and opened his eyes..." She let out a shaky laugh. "The crowd decided I'd called him back from the dead."

"And had ye?"

"No! He was never dead to begin with, just deeply asleep from the blow to his head. Any healer worth their salt would have kenned to check for breath and heartbeat before pronouncing death."

When Bhaltair turned slightly to look at her, he saw intelligence and indignation in her strangely colored eyes—one brown, the other green—equally striking beneath the mud and scratches. She was nothing like what he'd expected.

The angry crowd could now be heard just outside the Great Hall.

"Well then," Bhaltair replied, "it seems we have a problem."

***
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BHALTAIR COULD NOT for the life of him understand why he would not let the daft woman go. She was every inch completely unhinged and utterly beguiling. The first thing that struck him was that she was not a mythical creature, an old crone, nor was she crazed as the rumors suggested. Sìne MacKay was, in fact, full flesh and blood, and right now she was trembling against him so much so he could feel the fear despite her show of bravery. Despite the tattered clothing and her current predicament, she had bewitched him.

The Great Hall erupted into chaos as the mob of villagers burst through the doors, their faces twisted with righteous fury. They filled the space with angry shouts and accusations.

"There she is!"

"The devil's own!"

"She raised the dead with her dark magic!"

Laird MacKay stepped forward, his hands raised in a placating gesture. "Now see here, good people, there's been some misunderstanding..."

"No misunderstanding, Laird MacKay!" shouted a burly man at the front of the group. "Yer daughter worked witchcraft before our very eyes!"

"Surely we can discuss this reasonably," MacKay continued, his voice growing strained. "Sìne is a healer, nothing more. If she helped a child, then—"

"She called him back from the dead!" shrieked a woman, pointing an accusing finger. "We saw him lifeless as stone, and she whispered her devil's words and made him breathe again!"

Bhaltair watched with growing disgust as Laird MacKay floundered, trying to reason with the unreasonable. The man was losing control of the situation entirely, his authority crumbling before a mob of superstitious fools. Sìne trembled against him, and he could feel her fear radiating through her small frame.

Enough.

"SILENCE!" Bhaltair's voice boomed through the hall like thunder, cutting through the chaos with such authority that every person froze mid-shout. The sudden quiet descended over the hall.

He stepped forward, bringing Sìne with him, his arm still firmly around her waist. Every inch of his tall frame radiated lethal power, and his dark eyes promised violence to anyone fool enough to challenge him.

"I am a guest of the MacKay. I dinnae ken who ye think ye are," he said, his voice deadly quiet now that he had their attention, "but no one," his gaze swept over them, "will harm this woman while I draw breath. Cross me on this, and ye'll have hell to pay."

Dugald, Murphy and his men stood resolute beside him, and their scowls and stance gave the villagers pause. For once, Bhaltair was glad he had brought them with him.

The villagers shifted nervously, suddenly aware they were facing a warrior who could likely cut down half their number before they could blink. The angry muttering died to uncertain whispers.

Without taking his eyes off the crowd, Bhaltair drew his dirk from his belt, and several villagers took an involuntary step backward. Moving with care, he sliced through the ropes binding Sìne's wrists with one clean stroke.

She gasped softly as her hands came free, rubbing at the raw marks on her wrists.

Bhaltair saw her bloodied wrists for the first time and clenched his jaw. He wanted nothing more than to cut down every villager before him for daring to harm her.

"Now then," Bhaltair continued, his voice carrying the quiet menace of a predator, "let's speak of this child ye were so eager to bury. Where is he now?"

The villagers exchanged confused glances. The burly spokesman frowned. "What d'ye mean?"

"I mean," Bhaltair said, "in yer righteous fury to chase this lass through the forest, what became of the supposedly dying lad?"

The silence stretched uncomfortably. Several faces began to show dawning realization and shame.

"We... we left him..." a woman whispered.

"Ye left him," Bhaltair repeated, his tone flat with disgust. "So concerned were ye with hunting a so-called witch that ye abandoned an ailing child in the dirt?" His voice dropped to a growl that made grown men flinch. "What manner of Christians are ye?"
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