
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Charming a Cursed Highlander

By Vonda Sinclair


A Determined Lass...

Since Catriona MacCain was a young girl, she has been in love with Torr MacElrath, but he doesn't seem to realize she exists. His recently acquired curse of shapeshifting into a kelpie, or water horse, at night doesn't deter her. Brodie, her older brother and the MacCain chief, is also entangled in the curse. He has abandoned the clan, and in his absence, their mother negotiates a marriage alliance for Cat with the cruel Chief MacPeter in exchange for his protection. After rejecting the atrocious marriage plans and learning what will destroy the curse, Cat runs away to find Torr and gain his help.

––––––––
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A Cursed Highlander...

Torr, trapped by the curse, hates his dark and lonely existence. With her ginger hair and sunny enthusiasm, Cat bursts into his life like a fiery explosion. He remembers her as a wee lass and can hardly believe the beautiful, tempting young woman Cat has grown into at age twenty. He wants to help her escape marriage to a vicious beast, but how will he resist her, especially when she's determined to captivate him and shatter his curse? Falling for her would surely destroy his friendship with Brodie and bring destruction upon their clans.

***
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Chapter 1
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Western Highlands of Scotland, April 1629

As gloaming settled over the Highlands, Torr MacElrath drew up beside his friend Gavin MacTavish, who'd halted his horse abruptly near a dark wood. Their party of a dozen guards and clansmen paused behind them. The steel of Gavin's blade hissed as he withdrew it from the leather scabbard.

Following Gavin's fierce, ice-blue gaze, Torr surveyed the wood. "Did you see something?"

"A glimmer there." Gavin pointed his weapon.

Torr scrutinized the area, but naught moved amongst the mossy pine trunks and scrubby evergreens.

"Could be highwaymen wanting to steal our mounts." Their friend Brodie MacCain grumbled on Gavin's other side, his black brows lowering over his dark brown eyes.

"Or Alpin," Gavin said through clenched teeth.

Torr well knew Gavin's cousin Alpin was a greedy outlaw, wanting to steal everything Gavin and his father possessed, including the title, lands, and castle.

A near-inaudible snap of a dry twig reached Torr's ears.

The fine hairs on the back of his neck stood on end as they discussed Alpin's motives. Regardless, someone—or several people—lurked in the bushy junipers that shifted in the wind.

Impatient, Torr leapt to the ground and strung his bow. "I'll flush them out." He retrieved an arrow from his quiver, nocked it, and let it fly.

A man yelled, shattering the quiet. Several kilted, armed men sprang from the bushes and rushed toward them.

"Slud!" Gavin growled.

A clamor arose from the guards as they bounded from their saddles and drew their weapons, instantly battle-ready.

After casting his bow aside, Torr withdrew his basket-hilt broadsword and grabbed the targe from his saddle just in time to block the stabbing blade of an approaching enemy. Spurred on by the need to defend himself and those around him, he slashed and thrust at one foe, then another.

In the melee, Torr recognized Alpin MacTavish, with his long, dirty-blond hair and blue eyes, as the leader of this ambush.

With the targe, Torr blocked another blade swinging at him and delivered a cut to an adversary's sword arm.

"Retreat!" Alpin commanded.

The men who remained on their feet fled back into the wood after their brutish leader. Two rivals lay sprawled upon the ground, blood pooling around them.

Torr glanced at Gavin, shocked to see the long, bloody cut down the left side of his face from forehead to chin. Blood saturated his pale linen shirt. "Gavin, your face!" Torr had never seen an injury quite like it.

"'Tis only a flesh wound," Gavin mumbled and turned away. "Anyone hurt?"

Thankfully, their guards had only sustained minor injuries.

"You ken who he is, aye?" Brodie stared down at one of the dead men upon the ground.

"Alpin called him Silas," Gavin said.

Brodie nodded. "I met him once. He's the MacRae chief."

Torr had never met him but well knew killing a chief, even in battle, was serious. While Gavin and Brodie discussed the dead enemy, Torr wondered who he'd struck with the arrow earlier. He headed into the wood and toward the low-growing junipers. A kilted man lay upon the mossy ground, a bloody arrow protruding from his throat.

Shock lanced through Torr. "Here's the one I shot!"

Gavin, Brodie, and some of the other men joined him in the wood.

"Saints! I had nay inkling you were such a deadly marksman," Gavin said.

Nor did Torr. He had never accomplished such a feat before.

"His sword is still in his hand, so he intended to kill us," Brodie growled.

'Twas true, and Torr didn't regret it. Still, he found it unsettling to kill a man he hadn't seen and whose name he didn't know.

"The MacRaes will seek revenge for their chief's death, even though 'twas a fair fight," Gavin said. "Alpin is such an adder; he will lie and claim we ambushed them."

Brodie gave a dark scowl. "I'll send for reinforcements from my clan."

"As will I." Torr drew the silver whisky flask from his doublet and handed it to Gavin. The sword slash on his face had bled more in the past few minutes. "You must be in pain."

They needed to rush Gavin to Caithmore Castle, where the healer could stitch his wound before he lost an excessive amount of blood.

***
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THE FOLLOWING SENNIGHT was an uproar of activity as Torr and his four guards returned to his clan's home, Castle Dubhuisge, and asked his older brother, the chief, to loan Gavin a couple of dozen soldiers to combat the MacRaes when they sought revenge. Angus was more than willing to do so. Though the MacTavishes had a significant number of soldiers, reinforcements from their allies were welcome. The MacRaes might drag some of their own allies into this conflict. 'Twas impossible to guess how many would eventually show up. Brodie did the same, sending guards to Farspag to retrieve most of his clansmen.

In the barmkin of Caithmore Castle, Torr glanced around at the hundred and fifty soldiers practicing their sword-fighting skills and sharpening their blades amongst much camaraderie.

The slash down the side of Gavin's face had been stitched up and appeared to be healing, though it would leave a conspicuous scar. Most fortunate of all, the wound had not injured his eye.

"Riders approaching!" shouted one of the lookouts in the gatehouse.

Torr's focus sharpened, and his muscles tensed. A conflict was impending.

"How many, Alan?" Gavin called.

"I only see a half dozen."

Torr frowned. That didn't sound right. It had to be a trick.

Gavin's father, Lunn, the MacTavish chief, concurred. He and Gavin proceeded up the steps into the tower.

Hanging back and peering through the portcullis, Torr watched the six riders move closer. His gaze scanned the scrubby purple heather and prickly green gorse bushes behind them for additional soldiers, but he saw no further movement.

"They're plotting something, certain sure," Brodie grumbled with a deadly scowl.

"Without doubt."

Two riders separated from the others and rode forward slowly. They stopped several yards away from the heavy iron and wood portcullis. Torr was surprised to see that one, with a thin frame, wore black skirts and a cloak. Bright ginger hair shone from beneath the large cowl.

"Her ladyship wishes to speak to Gavin MacTavish!" the burly guard beside her shouted. He wore metal-studded leather armor.

"Who is she?" Torr asked, keeping his voice low.

Brodie's dark eyes narrowed as he peered into the distance. "Looks like Silas MacRae's mother, Lady Wilona MacRae."

Torr felt sorry for the woman, that she'd lost her son. But he had been a reckless, depraved chief.

After Gavin descended the steps, he, Torr, and Brodie moved closer to the portcullis, their targes held before them for protection.

"Gavin MacTavish," the woman yelled.

"Aye."

"Torr MacElrath!"

A shock went through him. "How does she ken my name?"

"Alpin told her," Gavin muttered.

"And Brodie MacCain!" she shouted. "You three beasts murdered my son. Justice will prevail. I have placed a curse upon each of you. Your true beastly nature will emerge."

"What nonsense is she spewing?" Brodie growled.

"The harpy belongs in Bedlam." Torr no longer felt sorry for her. She had gone mad if she thought Torr and his two friends had no right to defend themselves in a surprise attack.

"We did nay murder your son, Lady MacRae," Gavin roared. "He, Alpin, and their men ambushed us in the wood."

"Liar! I refuse to listen to you vilify my son. And if you retaliate against me or try to kill me, my powerful spell will ensnare all of you four-fold. I have spoken my peace." She and the guard turned and rode away. The rest of their party followed.

"What the hell?" Brodie said. "Is she a witch?"

"If she is, I did nay ken of it," Gavin said.

What was the MacRaes' secret strategy? Why had their new chief not come along? "Mayhap 'tis a trick to disarm you," Torr said. "She may send troops back in a few days to attack after we leave."

Low dark clouds hung overhead, their gloom blocking most of the sunlight, and a sharp, icy breeze swirled through the courtyard. The mad woman's sinister words about a curse replayed through his mind.

Torr and his clansmen remained at Caithmore several days longer, but no MacRaes appeared. The scouts reported that none lingered in the wood or surrounding area.

Finally, Torr took his leave and returned with his fellow clansmen to MacElrath lands and Castle Dubhuisge. Still, the strange lady's vile words about a curse haunted him. What had she meant? Did she possess some dark power?

***
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JUST OVER A WEEK LATER, Torr, Angus, and a few of their clansmen returned from a stag hunt at sunset. As they left the stables and crossed the bailey, a strange and unexpected battle rage seized Torr's mind and body. He had no reason to feel angry or violent. Had he suddenly developed second sight, which was warning him of danger? His muscles tensing, he paused and glanced around the bailey, paved with cobblestones and enclosed within granite walls but detected no threat. A few of the clansmen and servants milled about as usual.

"What's wrong?" Angus stopped beside him, his pale brown eyes concerned. "You look ready to kill someone."

Torr shook his head, for he had no notion. The tension in his chest grew, along with his fury, and his body felt stronger with each passing moment.

An explosion burst through him, the light of it blinding him briefly and the painful, fiery energy propelling him forward.

A moment later, the sharp ache drained away, but the heat remained. He had never felt such power and strength infusing his muscles—such energy. The need for action overwhelmed him. If he couldn't race headlong across the moor, he would go mad. He sprinted across the bailey, but strangely, his feet slipped over the cobblestones. Glancing down, he was shocked to see a horse's front hooves and sleek white fur covering the legs.

What the hell?

Glancing aside, he found a long white mane at the edge of his vision.

Had he experienced an apoplexy and gone mad? Passed out and hit his head, spawning the strangest dream imaginable—that he was a horse?

Angus and his clansmen stood gawking at him, their mouths agape and eyes wide.

The chaotic rage that churned within Torr wrecked his reasoning ability. With an unhinged, roaring neigh, he reared and galloped around the bailey, his hooves thundering.

The clansmen scattered, yelling and fleeing for cover. Even Angus backed up several paces. "Torr? That cannot be you!" He glanced around as if looking for him. "What happened?"

Unable to suppress his boundless energy, Torr flung his front hooves into the air. Damnation, how he craved the freedom of running across a moor at breakneck speed. He approached the portcullis, turned, and kicked his back hooves against it, near knocking it from the chains.

"Open the gate!" Angus shouted.

The guards in the gatehouse obeyed the command, but 'twas still a slow process. Torr bolted toward the opposite stone wall, rearing and bucking. By the time he returned, the guards had raised the portcullis halfway. He ducked under it and bounded through.

He breathed a sigh of relief as the chill night breeze blew over his heated body. He was not running from anything. He was running toward sanity, trying to expend the overwhelming power of his fury. He indulged in a mad gallop at great speed, his hooves pounding across the earth. When the glimmering water of the loch came into view, a fierce craving for its wet coolness possessed him. He might die if he couldn't submerge himself there.

From the bank, he held his breath and leapt. He knew the water to be deep, for he swam here in summer. His robust equine body produced a tremendous splash as it hit the water, and he sank into the refreshing cold. The scorching ferocity subsiding, he paddled with all four legs, then raised his head above the water's surface.

'Twas his first moment of sanity since the strangeness had besieged him.

What the devil had happened? What was he?

After a long swim, he headed toward the opposite bank, then waded from the water onto the flat beach, the tiny round shingles shifting beneath his feet... hooves.

He shook the water off his mane and snorted.

How did he even know how to do that?

He stared down at his huge hooves, turning his head aside to see better. Strangely, he could see well in the near darkness. Next, he glanced back over his shoulder to see that he did indeed have a horse's body.

Hell! What happened to me? He tried to say the words aloud, but the sound coming from his mouth was naught but a nicker.

Then, the answer came to him.

"I have placed a curse upon each of you. Your true beastly nature will emerge." 'Twas what that madwoman Wilona MacRae had said.

So, his true beastly nature was a horse? He glanced at the loch. Horses didn't enjoy swimming as much as he had moments ago.

Nay!

A kelpie?

Were kelpies real or mere legend?

Either way, he had to figure out how to reverse the curse. 'Twas baffling and too complicated to think of now. Besides, he was hungry.

He trotted away from the loch. Inexplicably, the scent of grass lured him to a spot where his horse loved to graze. Torr nipped off the tender new blades of grass and chewed. Saints! 'Twas juicy and the most delicious flavor on earth. Even though the idea of eating grass didn't appeal to his human mind, his mouth couldn't get enough of the green lusciousness.

"Torr!" Angus' shout echoed through the night air from the castle's ramparts.

Torr lifted his head and pricked his ears as the sound traveled a vast distance on the spring breeze. What must his brother think? And the clan? They had witnessed all the mayhem of him transforming.

As soon as Torr had returned from Caithmore days ago, he'd told Angus about the witch's supposed curse. But since they'd seen no sign of it, Torr had discounted it and labeled her mad.

But the witch had not lied.

Would Angus expel him from the clan? Give him a clean, warm stall to sleep in during the winter?

Mayhap, this was all a fantastical nightmare.

Eventually, Angus stopped shouting, but Torr couldn't return to the castle now. As silence surrounded him, he realized he missed his brothers and clan. The companionship and conversation. Would he have to live out here alone, in the wilderness?

The moon rose, reflecting off the loch's mirror-like surface. He waded into the shallows to drink and saw the reflection of a white horse in the dark water. His eyes shone pale green, much the color of his human eyes. But, of course, his eyes had never glowed like this. He turned his head aside, still examining his reflection. This couldn't be real, could it? How was it physically possible for him to transform into a beast?

That damnable witch and her evil curse! Had Gavin and Brodie also been turned into kelpies? Or some other beasts?

Torr left the water and wandered onto a hill where he could see the castle's torchlight in the distance. He missed the boisterous camaraderie of the great hall during supper, and he missed his comfortable bedchamber.

Without ever realizing he'd gone to sleep standing up, Torr awoke as a bolt of pain struck him. Groaning, he found himself on the rocky ground, his knees and elbows skinned.

"What in blazes?" He looked at his skin in the rosy dawn light. "I'm human again! Thank the saints!" he shouted, his words echoing.

He shoved himself upright, grateful beyond measure to be rid of the kelpie form.

Thank you, God! Taking a deep breath, he trotted down the hillside, the cool morning breeze chilling his bare skin. The sharp stones bit into his bare feet, but he didn't care. Those massive hooves had vanished, to his profound relief.

As he neared the castle's gatehouse, he couldn't see the guard. "Rupert! Bring me a plaid!"

The bearded guard opened the shutters and peered out, his dark eyes wide. "Sir Torr? Is that truly you?"

"Of course 'tis me. Who else would I be?"

Rupert hesitated. "But—but last night..."

"Never mind that. I'm a man again. 'Tis all that matters."

"Thanks be to God."

"Indeed." And Torr prayed he wouldn't turn into that beast again.

Rupert disappeared inside the tower, his footsteps thudding on the steps.

A minute or two later, he returned and shoved a plaid, belt, and shirt through a small opening in the portcullis. "'Tis the clothing you dropped last night."

"I appreciate it." Torr yanked the shirt over his head, then carelessly belted the plaid into place. As long as he was covered, he didn't care about tidiness.

The guard unlocked the lesser gate beside the portcullis and allowed Torr inside.

Rupert must have sent one of the lads for Angus, for his brother now hastened down the outside steps from the great hall.

"What the devil happened last night?" Angus met Torr in the middle of the bailey, his reddish-brown beard stark against his pale skin. His troubled gaze scanned over Torr.

"It had to be the witch's curse I told you about."

"Saints. I had nay inkling such wizardry existed," Angus hissed.

"Nor did I."

"Do you think 'tis over?"

"I pray it is."

Finnian, an ancient man with a long white beard and a dark cloak, approached, then stopped beside them. He narrowed his perceptive gaze upon Torr as if analyzing him. Their grandfather's cousin was a physician and inventor.

"Finnian has agreed to help you if this shift should happen again," Angus said.

"Do you know of curses?" Torr asked the elder.

Finnian lifted a bushy white brow. "My mother had the sight."

Torr wondered how that would help him. "And?"

"'Haps I can figure out how to undo the curse, lad. That is, if you turn into a beast again."

'Twas highly probable he would. Why would the witch curse him for only one night?

Torr found his suspicions correct. Every evening at sunset, he shifted into kelpie form, then back into a man at dawn. He sent missives to his friends and learned that, because of the curse, Gavin transformed into a hawk at daybreak, then back into a man at sunset. Brodie, on the other hand, was cursed into the form of a selkie and stayed out at sea most of the time. Would the three of them be able to remain friends and visit again?
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Chapter 2
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Raeglen Castle, Scottish Highlands, August 1630

Lady Wilona MacRae, in the form of a raven, panicked and took to wing. She flew from the window of her great hall while a bloody battle raged behind her. In her beak, she clutched the tail of a wriggling mouse—Alpin, her ally in vengeance. Only moments ago, Gavin MacTavish and his clan had defeated them. Most of her guards had been killed or badly injured in the skirmish.

Since Wilona had cursed the three men over a year prior in revenge for her son's murder, she'd gained the ability to shapeshift into any animal she chose, as well as force a shift on anyone she touched. This proved useful in many situations, like now—escaping her enemies.

The sharp Highland wind caught at her wings, tossing her this way and that, making flying more difficult. What would she do now, since all her plans were dashed? Gavin and his strumpet had shattered his curse.

She would place a new curse upon him!

Wilona swooped down and alighted on a hillside near a cave. No one would find them here. She opened her beak and dropped Alpin. As a mouse, he looked far cuter. Although as a strapping young man nearly twenty years her junior, he was nay bad looking.

Alpin squeaked and scurried about, then stood on his hind legs to stare up at her. If she caused herself and him to shift into their human forms now, they would be naked with no clothing nearby. She did not want to be in that awkward situation. Once Gavin and his clan left her castle, she would fly back. If needed, she could alter her and Alpin's forms again, and their enemies wouldn't recognize them.

As she paced and fluttered over the large stones, a reddish-brown object caught her attention within the four-foot-tall green bracken fern fronds. Was that a small chunk of mahogany wood? Excitement flooded her. She hurried forward and navigated through the fern stems. Aye, 'twas partly covered in last year's dried fern leaves. She recognized part of a carved lion on the side.

My keek-stane chest!

Gavin had stolen it several days ago. She searched through the dried bracken, finding more shards of wood. But where was the obsidian keek-stane? She searched around and between the rocks and boulders. Gavin had been in hawk form when he'd stolen it. He'd obviously carried the box from her chamber in his talons and dropped it on these stones to shatter it. Then he'd probably picked up the keek-stane and taken it elsewhere. But where? Back to Caithmore Castle? She glanced around. Could he have hidden it in the cave?

She flew from the boulder to the cave's entrance. 'Twas dark inside, and she hesitated. Did other animals lurk within? She eased forward, scanning the walls with her sharp vision. Nothing moved.

An object at the back of the cave reflected the daylight from outside. She hastened toward it, her talons stirring up the dust. She scratched at the rubble, uncovering her beloved keek-stane. 'Twas flat and resembled a black mirror.

She uttered a call that sounded like a laugh and picked up the five-inch round stone in her beak. Gleefully flying, she carried it from the cave.

The magical words of the spell to change her and Alpin's forms ran through her mind. They transformed into wolves. Alpin rolled upon the ground in howling agony for a moment, then pushed himself up. Because she did not resist the shifting, her own pain was minimal.

He stared at her wide-eyed, then down at his paws as if flabbergasted. Aye, 'twas the first two times he'd been in animal form.

With a yip, she said follow me, then gently picked up the keek-stane in her mouth, trying not to scar it with her sharp canine teeth. They loped down the hillside and toward Raeglen Castle.

Hiding in the bracken and bushes some distance from the castle, she observed the men milling about around the open portcullis. She recognized one as her late husband's younger brother, Norval, the new clan chief.

Her son, Silas, was supposed to be chief. But he'd been murdered by Gavin, Torr, and Brodie. Rage assaulted her anew. After the defeat by Gavin and his clan, she would see him cursed again... or dead. 'Twould take some time to work out a new plan.

When Gavin and the MacTavish clan finally rode away from Raeglen Castle, she wanted to shout good riddance. She merely gave a low growl instead.

Now, if only Norval would hie back to the main MacRae castle, Duncorry, she could do as she wished in her own home.

But they remained at Raeglen for hours.

A while after dark, she grew impatient and turned herself and Alpin into small owls. She grasped the keek-stane in her talons and flew toward her bedchamber window. 'Twas still broken out where Gavin had thrown a rock against it. Once she and Alpin were inside the room, lit only by the fireplace, she left the keek-stane on the table and changed herself and Alpin into their human forms.

"Damnation! That hurts," Alpin bellowed.

"Shh. They're still here, you lackwit."

The door opened and slammed back against the wall. One of her guards stared at her in the firelight, his eyes rounded at her nudity.

Wilona grabbed the woolen blanket off the bed and wrapped it around herself. "Stand down, MacClure!" she ordered. "And close the door on your way out."

"Chief!" he yelled down the corridor instead of obeying her command. When he noticed Alpin standing to the side, naked, he drew his sword. "Stay where you are, sirrah."

Feet thudded along the corridor. She ground her teeth, yearning to turn MacClure into a toad, but her brother-in-law, Chief Norval MacRae, appeared in the doorway. His black and gray flecked beard matched his hair. His stocky body was thicker than the last time she'd seen him.

"M'lady! How did you slip past the guards?" His dark, wide-eyed gaze turned to Alpin and his nudity. "Oh. So that's the way of it. You two must have been frolicking in here the whole day."

She opened her mouth to deny his assumption, then decided 'haps that was the best story to go with. She snapped her mouth shut.

Norval crossed his arms over his chest. "The men said you were speaking all manner of wicked spells and turning people into animals."

"'Tis ridiculous!" she blurted. "I wish I could do those things."

"I saw it with mine own eyes, m'lady," MacClure accused. "You turned into a raven. And he was a mouse!" He pointed the sword at Alpin.

"What preposterous lies he tells! Toss him into the dungeon," Wilona shouted.

Making no move, Norval narrowed his eyes. How could he disrespect her so?

"Your brother must be turning in his grave that you would treat me thusly," she said.

"'Haps he is, if his spirit is looking down on such wickedness as you carry out."

Rage crawled over Wilona, and she considered turning him into a worm. "You would dare to insult me? I was your superior."

"But nay longer. Confess!" he demanded. "Have you turned to witchcraft and evil?"

"Nay!" she shrieked. "Leave us!"

Norval shook his head with slow smugness. "I'm taking you to Duncorry, where I can keep an eye on you."

"I refuse! This dower castle is my home, provided by my husband, and I shall remain here."

"This is the clan's castle, to use as we see fit, and has been so for over a hundred years. And you, m'lady, will nay have your freedom to live on MacRae lands until you prove yourself worthy of it. You're casting evil spells. What if the king should get wind of it?"

She snorted at such a ludicrous notion. "He's in London. He'll nay hear anything from the wilds of the Highlands."

"His majesty has agents all over Scotland, and lest you forget, his father was a famous witch hunter. I'll nay allow you to bring the wrath of the king onto the MacRae clan."

She glared at him, wishing she could send him to the fires of hell instantly.

"If you think to curse me, I shall turn you in to the king's agents forthwith," Norval warned.

"Even if I did ken how to place curses, I would never do such to you." She pretended submissiveness but considered ways she might indeed make his life miserable.

"In that case, you have two choices. Either come with us to Duncorry or go elsewhere. I'm nay allowing you to stay here."

Outrage burned within her. "This is my home! You cannot evict me."

"As the chief, I can and I am."

"Your brother would string you up for such callousness," she snarled.

"'Tis only because I was close to my brother that I'm being this lenient."

"I'll go elsewhere," she snapped. She would never willingly be his prisoner.

Norval turned to Alpin. "She's your responsibility."

Alpin merely glowered.

"I'll leave guards here to make certain you stay away," Norval added.

Wilona straightened her shoulders and glared at him. "I ken well why you allow Gavin MacTavish and his cronies to get away with murder—because you coveted the MacRae chieftainship yourself. You never wanted my son to be chief!"

"MacTavish and his friends were innocent on the count of murder," Norval said. "I ken the truth of the conflict—Silas and Alpin were the ones who carried out the ambush—but you will nay see reason."

"You lie," Alpin growled.

Norval glared at him. "Hold your tongue, sirrah, or you will find yourself waking up in my dungeon."

Norval had taken her enemy's side. Wilona wanted naught more to do with the knave. She would pursue justice until her dying day, for she would see no peace until she had avenged her son's death.

"Take only your personal belongings when you leave at daybreak," Norval commanded. "Take none of the silver or household valuables. They belong to the clan."

Wishing she could throw a dagger at him, she clenched her fists. "We'll need horses."

"Take one each."

When Norval quit the room, Wilona ground her teeth. It took all her willpower not to place a curse upon him. If she did, her whole clan would know it and seize her. She must maintain her freedom to achieve revenge against the three murderers. Once that was accomplished, she would figure out a way to reclaim her home.

"Go, find yourself some clothing and food for our supper," she ordered Alpin.

"Aye."

After he strode from the chamber, she closed the door and barred it, then opened her armoire. She possessed a considerable amount of beautiful clothing, but she could not pack it all on one horse.

She grew tired merely looking at it. Where had her maids gotten to? Norval had likely sent them to Duncorry.

Wilona chose a few riding outfits for easy travel. In addition, she would take her jewelry, dried herbs, and other supplies for her spells. Over the years, she had hoarded gold and silver coins in the bottom of a chest. 'Twould be most useful to pay for lodging until she found a permanent residence.

Alpin returned half an hour later and knocked at the door. When she unbarred it, he carried a tray of food and drink into the room. She was glad to see he had dressed.

"Where are we going?" he asked.

"An inn."

"What of Gavin?" Alpin shoved half a bannock into his mouth and chewed.

"I've nay given up. I'll have my revenge upon him, MacElrath, and MacCain. If you help me, you will soon be chief of the MacTavish clan."

Alpin grinned, his blue eyes lighting with greed. She kenned precisely how to convince him to do her bidding. "Sounds like a grand plan to me."

"Get some sleep," she said. "Use the room next door. We have much travel ahead of us tomorrow."

"Are we going north or south?"

"I'll let you ken in the morn after I have consulted my keek-stane."

"I bid you good night, then." He gave a slight bow and closed the door on his way out.

After she ate a light supper and drank some wine, she finished packing. She crammed her necessary herbs, potions, jewelry, and a spell book into the leather satchel. Finally, she took the keek-stane, sat on the chaise, and leaned back against the pillows. She must let go of her agitation and calm herself to see anything in the scrying stone.

Wanting to perceive Gavin MacTavish and what he was doing so she might figure out how best to destroy him, she thought of the knave. But even after several long minutes, she could not catch sight of him in the black obsidian. Annoyance disturbed her greatly, which shattered her focus. After an hour or more, she gave up.

When she banished Gavin from her mind, she relaxed. Still staring into the stone, she glimpsed a vision of a white horse with a luxurious mane and tail. She well knew 'twas Torr MacElrath in his kelpie form, for she had watched him before. He galloped along the edge of a loch, then splashed into the water to swim.

Up to this point, she had not paid much attention to him. According to Alpin, Torr had not wielded the blade that killed her son. But Torr had certainly helped Gavin and the rest during the ambush. Torr had not prevented Gavin from killing Silas. Hence, she blamed him almost as much. Plus, he had killed one of their guards with his arrow.

It had been over a year since she'd cast her brilliant spell, and she'd never seen the three friends meeting up during that time. On a couple of occasions, she had peered into their lives while one was reading a missive from another.

'Twas obvious why Gavin and Torr had not visited each other. Gavin had changed into a hawk during the daylight hours, while Torr shifted into a kelpie at night. They were never human at the same time, and they could not have held a conversation—part of her grand plan. But now that the harlot had destroyed Gavin's curse, he and Torr could visit and converse during the daytime.

If Gavin decided to travel to Torr's home, he would take an army of guards. But mayhap she could lure him out so that Alpin could kill him. She'd witnessed Alpin practicing his archery skills during the past few years, and he was competent.

But first, she must visit Torr. She would endeavor to kill two shifters with one stone.
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Chapter 3
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Farspag Tower, Scottish Highlands, August 1630

"The lass will make an acceptable bride," John, chief of the MacPeter clan, said. His bug-eyed gaze raked Catriona MacCain from head to toe. "She's nay bad looking."

Cat scowled, not caring whether the dim candlelight of Farspag Tower's great hall hid her expression.

Acceptable? Nay bad looking?

This, coming from a man who more resembled a wild boar than a human being?

Unable to abide the sight of him, she lowered her gaze to the rushes covering the stone floor. She envied her shapeshifting older brother, Brodie, at the moment. Even though a witch had cursed him, he was free and frolicking with the other selkies in seal form... while she was trapped here in hell.

"Splendid." Her mother clapped her hands once and gave an almost imperceptible bounce on her toes. "We shall hold the rèiteach on the morrow to determine the dowry, and if all goes well in the negotiations, the wedding a fortnight hence."

The MacCain clan elders stood behind her mother, smiling and nodding.

Were they all daft? The lecher before her had already buried three wives. Had they perished from the stench of him? She swallowed the disgust rising in her throat. Death would be preferable to bedding down with him.

Why is Brodie not here to prevent this?

After John MacPeter headed up the spiral stone staircase toward his guest room, her mother walked her to her chamber.

"Please change your mind, Ma," Cat whispered. "I detest the clay-brained horn-beast. His very nose is like an anvil. I do not believe he has bathed in over a year."

"Catriona!" Her mother blanched, her skin contrasting sharply with her black hair. "Do not say such things about this noble and esteemed man." Keeping her voice low, she checked behind herself in the dim corridor. "What if he should hear? You have spent too much time with your grandfather. 'Tis where you heard all those horrid insults."

"On the contrary, I have not spent enough time with him. Could I return to England?" Please, anything but to be thrown to the swine laird.

"No." Ma urged her into the bedchamber and closed the door. "At a score summers, you're old enough to marry and must do your duty for the clan. You will secure peace and protection. You will grow to love John MacPeter." She forced a smile as if Cat were a silly child. "It takes time for affection to grow between a man and his wife. I detested your father when we first married, but soon, I was mad about him."

"Why did you marry him, then?"

"Even though my father is English, my mother is Scottish, as you ken. I was visiting my grandparents at Loch Lomond when your father, a wild and raucous Highlander, came to a gathering looking for a bride. I was not in the market for a husband, but my parents and grandparents convinced me that since he was a chief, I could not do better. He was, of course, handsome, and I was naïve." She gave a bittersweet smile. "It all worked out, and we had a happy marriage."

"Aye, he was young and handsome. Were he alive now, Da would still not be as old as the MacPeter. 'Haps you should marry the odious man."

Her mother frowned. "He is not odious, darling. But that wouldn't do at all. He wants a young wife who will bear him many sons. Besides, as the daughter of a chief, you know you must marry someone of consequence. Since your father passed, the MacPeter is the most powerful chief in these parts, and we need his protection... since your ne'er-do-well brother has taken himself off... somewhere." She waved a hand in the air.

"Brodie is a selfish lackwit," Cat muttered. Since the curse began, anyway. Prior to that, he was a first-rate chief.

"You are fortunate John MacPeter found you to his liking," Ma said. "When first he heard you had ginger hair, he was displeased."

"What?" He objected to her hair color when everything about him was revolting? What a horse's arse.

"My darling Catriona, you know I love your ginger curls." Her mother kissed her cheek. "Sleep well, my child, and dream of your future husband."

"Ugh!" Cat grimaced and closed the door after her mother exited.

"Your mother is right." Her maid, Aggie, approached from the corner. She was half a foot shorter than Cat and stouter.

"You wish me to marry that swine?"

"Aye, and you'll be lucky to have him. He's a powerful man with much land, a fine castle, and a sizable clan."

"He's a real charmer. Said I was nay bad looking and acceptable."

"Charm is worthless. If you'd been a crofter's wife like I used to be, you'd ken what I mean—hard work, day in, day out. I'm grateful your ma allowed me to come here to work."

"Surely there is a younger, less repulsive single chief somewhere in the Highlands."

Aggie helped her undress. "A man is a man. Makes nay difference his age."

Cat doubted the truth of that. "If Brodie were here, he would prevent this. What must I do?"

"Obey your mother, that's what." Aggie hung up her clothes and then left.

Feeling ill, Catriona crawled between the featherbed and counterpane, but she was sure to get no sleep this night. She stared up at the dark canopy held aloft by carved wooden posts. As the minutes passed, her desperate thoughts shifted into dreams. She held a missive with her brother's name scrawled on it. She turned it over, broke the red wax seal, and opened the paper. But she couldn't read the words. 'Twas too dark. The harder she strained to see them, the blurrier they became. Blast!

Waking slightly, Cat turned onto her side, and the dream changed. She lay naked in a strange—but large—sumptuous bed with someone... a man. Heavens! Torr MacElrath?

The dim candlelight revealed the rugged masculine beauty of his familiar face. His darkened green eyes gleamed. A whiff of his clean, musky male scent reached Cat, making her want to press her nose against his chest and inhale him.

He skimmed his fingers over her arm and her stomach, sending swirls of pleasurable sensations through her. He should not touch her thus, should he?

Why not? 'Twas only a dream.

She had always secretly yearned for Torr's attention, but he didn't appear to know she existed, aside from being the pesky little sister of his best friend.

His intent gaze searched hers. Slowly, he moved his face closer and pressed his lips to hers. Oh goodness, if only this dream could come true. She had often fantasized about kissing Torr.

His mouth demanded she focus solely on him. Was this what a real kiss from a man felt like? Not a dry little peck, but a sensual feasting, his tongue tasting inside her mouth, flicking, tempting, teasing.

Mo chreach!

He would probably be an expert at kissing. Her body heated and tingled so intensely that she awakened.

"Oh heavens!" That kiss, in a dream, had affected her more than anything she'd experienced in real life.

Why on earth would she dream of him? She had not seen him in over a year. But indeed, she missed seeing him. He used to visit Brodie often, but he hadn't since they'd both been cursed. What form did he shift into? Brodie had never told her whether he also turned into a selkie.

Had her dream been a vision of what was to come?

She sat upright in bed. "Faith!" Had she dreamed of her future husband as her mother had advised?

"What if I could marry Torr instead of the MacPeter?" she whispered, a thrilling chill covering her body. And why not? She refused to put her future in anyone's hands but her own.

She did not care that Torr, a third son, was not a chief. He held the respectable position of bladair or spokesman for his older brother. Torr was the most intelligent, well-read man she'd ever met and a skilled warrior knight.

She leapt out of bed and, in the meager dawn light, dressed as best she could without Aggie.

She had to think and make plans. How would she convince Torr to marry her? She had to escape this castle before they forced her to marry MacPeter. She must leave today.

Needing to use the garderobe, she hastened into the corridor. The scent of bread baking wafted up from the kitchen, distracting her. If she decided to run away, she would need to take food along. She must start gathering it this morn.

The steward stepped from the stairwell at the end of the corridor, whistling and carrying a letter. The missive from her dream popped into her mind, startling her. She paused.

"What is that, Drury?" she asked.

He bowed. "A missive for his lairdship, m'lady. I'm going to put it in his chamber."

Dear heaven, her dream held some truth. She simply must read it. Now. If Drury put it into Brodie's chamber, he would lock the door.

"I'll make sure my brother gets it." Catriona held out her hand.

The steward drew back, clutching the missive to his thickset abdomen. "But, the chief should open it."

"He is nay here, nor has he been for a fortnight."

"The elders or your mother, then?"

Catriona snatched the paper from his grip and fled back to her chamber.

"M... m'lady!" Drury sputtered after her.

She slammed the door and barred it.

The steward knocked on the door. "M'lady, the chief will be vexed."

"I'll give it to him when I see him," she called. She listened to Drury stamping away.

Not recognizing the seal, she broke the red wax, unfolded the paper, and looked at the signature at the bottom. Gavin, Chief of Clan MacTavish. Brodie's foster brother and longtime friend. Brodie had lived with the MacTavish clan for a few years as a lad to fortify the alliance. She began reading at the top.

Brodie, Chief of Clan MacCain,

How are you, brother? I hope you and your clan are well. I have good news. The curse that afflicts us can be broken, and in my case, it has been broken. I am now a man whole again with no remaining ill effects from Wilona MacRae's evil curse. The requirement is an exchange of deep love and unwavering trust. So, you must find your soulmate.

Wilona and her accomplice, my cousin Alpin MacTavish, are headed north. I am also sending this missive to Torr. Keep watch for them. They may try to harm you or your clan.

"Mo chreach! The curse can be broken? Thank the saints! I must tell Brodie."

Catriona threw on her fur-trimmed, black woolen cloak and slipped the missive into the pocket. After peering into the corridor to ensure Drury wasn't waiting to pounce on her, she crept down the back servants' turnpike stair.

Once outside, she headed toward the rocky shore of the North Atlantic. She glanced back at the five-story tower house perched on a cliff above the sea, hoping no one saw her. The harsh wind yanked at her cloak and ankle-length, belted plaid arisaid. She tucked them tighter about her as she descended. Shivering, she inhaled the familiar scent of brine and fish. A touch of rain hissed through the air, wetting her face.

Though 'twas August, the cool wind was extra fierce today. The darker clouds to the west proclaimed another gale storm was on the way, a common occurrence here.

Gazing first north, then south along the jagged shoreline, she saw naught but gray boulders and turbulent seawater reflecting a leaden sky. Mist wreathed the mountainous isles in the distance. Nothing moved but the white-capping waves, thundering against the crags, and the screeching birds, darting this way and that—no seals lounging on rocks.

"Brodie!" She picked her way among the large stones and called out again, but the wind muted her shouts. "Blast!"

He was no doubt having a grand old time. And she was being bartered off to a barbaric beast.

She stumbled along the narrow trail to the small cave her brother used for shifting and stepped inside. "Brodie?" Her voice echoed, but no response. Empty, dark, and dank—less appealing than the unfriendly weather outside. His bulky leather satchel stuffed with clothing was still there.
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