
  
    [image: A Fine Scottish Love]
  


  
    
      A Fine Scottish Love

      A SCOTTISH ROMANTASY

      
        THE MAGICAL MATCHMAKERS OF SEVEN CAIRNS

        BOOK FOUR

      

    

    
      
        MAEVE GREYSON

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Author Maeve Greyson LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales, is entirely coincidental.

      A Fine Scottish Love

      COPYRIGHT [image: copyright] 2025 by Maeve Greyson

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission of the author or Author Maeve Greyson LLC except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

      NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author's [and publisher's] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to "train" generative artificial intelligence (Al) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative Al training and development of machine learning language models.

      Contact Information: maeve@maevegreyson.com

      Author Maeve Greyson LLC

      55 W. 14th Street

      Suite 101

      Helena, MT 59601

      https://maevegreyson.com/

      Published in the United States of America

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

    

    
      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Glossary

      

      
        If you enjoyed this story…

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Maeve Greyson

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Greetings to ye from the glorious Highlands of Scotland—in whatever century or realm ye happen to claim as yer own. In case this is our first meeting, I am Mairwen, Master Time Weaver. In truth, I am Master of all the Divine Weavers, ordained by the goddesses Bride and Cerridwen to ensure that the blessed Highland Veil remains intact and that the many worlds and planes of time that it separates remain separated, except for a few friendly visits here and there to unite fated mates.

      Ye see, fated mates experience the strongest of all love bonds, and those love bonds strengthen the weave of the Veil, protecting it against those who would destroy it to spread chaos throughout every known reality. Darkness always seeks to take control. It must be kept at bay.

      My apprentice, Keeva, helps me stay up to date with each world’s latest discoveries. Things that catch a mortal’s eye and lures them—beg pardon—I mean, entices them to visit Seven Cairns in the Highlands of Scotland. These effective enticements tend to change throughout the centuries.

      At first glance, ye would think Seven Cairns no more than a quaint Scottish village known for its healing waters, but the Council of Weavers and I know differently. It is a portal, a carefully managed gateway, a door through the intricate yet powerful Veil that separates this world from the next, and the next, and so on through the untold layers of worlds, moments in time, and mystical places only thought to be legendary locations with legendary creatures. But that’s the thing about legends—there is often more truth to them than you might think.

      So if ye find yerself compelled to visit a wee quiet village in the Highlands, dinna ignore yer intuition. The blessed Highland Veil could be in need of yer help and calling out to ye.
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      Seven Cairns

      Highlands of Scotland

      Early Spring 2026

      

      Mairwen shuffled the worn tarot cards. All the while, the holy water in the scrying bowl rippled as though eager to show her its secrets. Sunlight streamed in through the tall windows of the Divine Weaver’s meeting hall, cutting across the eons-old table and enlivening the liquid, cleansing it to bring forth only visions of light and repel any threat of darkness. She welcomed the light’s blessing on her endeavors, for this particular reunion of souls rent asunder by time and worlds had proven to be most difficult.

      Grand Chieftain Mathison Shadowmist, once the mighty ruler of the Ninth Realm, the realm of the shifters, had sought relief from his accursed existence for centuries, and the Divine Weavers of Seven Cairns had yet to solve the cruel riddle foisted upon him by one of the clans he once ruled.

      But they were getting closer. Mairwen felt it in her bones.

      Her ancient oak chair softly creaked as she leaned forward and gently blew across the divination waters while holding the tarot cards to her heart. “Speak to me, my lovelies. Show me the path to help the chieftain and thereby strengthen the Highland Veil.”

      Then she dealt the cards in her preferred spread, the layout that seldom failed to reveal to her that which she sought. As she turned the cards over, the waters swirled as though gently stirred, then went as dark as the blackest ink. Narrowing her eyes, she focused her disapproval on the scrying liquid. “Dinna be stubborn.” She glared at the bowl, unleashing the fullness of her energies. “I tire of this quest. Reveal the path to me. Now.”

      The waters remained dark.

      “Fine.” She turned her attention to the trio of cards she had placed in front of the bowl. All were upright, and all symbolized hope, but a hope that had to be earned. The Hanged Man, Strength, and Temperance—the holy trinity of hanging on and patiently waiting for positive change. She turned over an additional card and breathed somewhat easier. The Star. The most direct symbol of hope. At least there was that.

      Wearied by the less-than-helpful results, she sagged back in the throne-like chair that was her right as the Master of all the Divine Weavers. Grand Chieftain Shadowmist would arrive soon, as he always did, month after month, hoping those of Seven Cairns had found his fated mate, the woman foretold to break his curse. The disappointment in the man’s icy blue eyes always cut through her like a shard of glass. She had so hoped to give him better news this time.

      “Mairwen!” Her apprentice Keeva burst into the room with Bedelia, the Master of the Love Weavers, gasping and struggling to keep up with the youngling’s energetic pace. “Bedelia found her! She is certain of it this time.”

      While refreshing and uplifting, Keeva’s youthful exuberance could also be jarring, especially when it echoed off the rafters. “Keeva.” Mairwen used the tone she knew her apprentice would recognize as a gentle request to calm herself. “Decorum.”

      The apprentice immediately slowed and tipped an apologetic nod. “Forgive me, Mairwen, but we have searched so verra long for Grand Chieftain Shadowmist’s other half.”

      Mairwen straightened in her chair, hoping this wasn’t yet another false lead. The Love Weavers, the discoverers of lonely, fractured souls, had searched for the woman for centuries, only pausing when other fated mates’ spirits cried out to be reunited with their other halves. Even the other Weavers—the Divine Nine of Spell, Tranquility, Time, Dream, Conflict, Curse, Emptiness, Nightmare, and Hate—had offered their assistance to solve the chieftain’s riddle, but to no avail. The curse placed upon the mighty Shadowmist was the strongest barrier the Council of Weavers had ever encountered.

      She waved them forward, motioning to the chairs at the table. “Sit and tell me.”

      Bedelia gratefully plopped her ampleness into a chair while patting her chest and fanning herself. “By all the stars and realms, let me catch my breath.”

      “Keeva, fetch Bedelia some water since ye’ve nigh on caused her to overextend herself.” Mairwen scooped up the tarot spread, set the deck aside, and calmly folded her hands on the table in front of her. “Take yer time, Bedelia. We have searched for centuries. A few more moments will cost us nothing.”

      “Here, Bedelia.” Keeva handed the Master Love Weaver a glass of water, then settled in the chair beside her. “Please forgive me. It’s just we’ve been working on this particular match for so verra long, and I know today is the seventh, the day the grand chieftain always comes to us.”

      Still fanning herself, Bedelia waved the apprentice away as she sipped the water. “Never ye mind, Keeva. I am excited as well, just a bit older and rounder than yerself.” She set down the glass and nodded at Mairwen. “We have found her. In the twenty-first century. An American planning to emigrate to Scotland.”

      Mairwen was dubious. It couldn’t possibly be as easy as these two were saying. She decided to start with the simplest question first. “And why is she planning to emigrate?”

      “Divorce,” Keeva blurted out before Bedelia could respond. Remembering Mairwen’s earlier gentle scolding, she shrugged deeper into her chair and bowed her head. “Sorry.”

      The Love Weaver softly chortled. “Ah, to be so young and energetic again.” After another sip of water, she turned back to Mairwen. “Aye, the lass is recently divorced. From what the Conflict Weavers and I were able to discover, the marriage failed early on for many reasons, but didn’t actually end until recently.”

      “So, she is wounded?” Mairwen frowned at the scrying bowl. The divination waters had started swirling again. The inky blackness had disappeared, replaced by a murky gray that resembled a bank of storm clouds.

      “Aye, wounded by her former husband as well as by fate.” Bedelia sadly shook her head. “Her child died. Her daughter of seven years. It is my opinion that pain finally ended her union with the man who was not her fated mate.”

      With such scars, this reunion of fated mates would not be easy, but then, they never were. Mairwen dipped a fingertip into the scrying bowl’s waters. “Show me this woman and dinna be slow about it. I command ye to cast aside the darkness and fight to bring healing to the Highland Veil.”

      Muted tones and colors shimmered across the scrying bowl’s surface. An image formed, out of focus and fuzzy at first, then sharp and clear as though a film had been peeled away and a barrier lifted. A woman appeared. Her hair was long and dark, nearly black even, with a single streak of the purest white starting in the front at the center part, then curling down and framing the left side of her face. She did not appear aged enough to possess such a sign of advanced years, but there was an unmistakable weariness around her hazel eyes.

      “She is not an inexperienced youngling.” Mairwen knew that such a case could make the Weavers’ task of uniting this lass with Grand Chieftain Shadowmist even more challenging. “What is her age? Have ye divined that?”

      “Nine and thirty,” Bedelia said with an apologetic tilt to her head. “But she is the one. The Dream Weavers also confirmed it.”

      “How?”

      “They tempted her with an image of the mighty chieftain. Her soul responded.” Bedelia shifted in her seat, appearing suddenly uncomfortable. “But her heart remained steadfast against him, and her mind also rejected him.”

      “Understandable, considering her circumstances.” Mairwen eyed the woman’s image. “Have we done anything to ensure she comes to Seven Cairns?” she asked Keeva.

      “I am luring her here with the cottage in the hills.” Keeva pulled out her phone and tapped its screen. “I adjusted the algorithms where she is most active to ensure she is repeatedly tempted.” She gave a quick shake of her head. “My tarot dating app won’t work this time since she is not looking for anything other than peace and isolation.”

      “Algo…what?” Mairwen hated it when Keeva spoke in twenty-first century riddles. It was as though she were the apprentice and Keeva the master.

      The girl looked up from her phone, blinking as though waking from a dream. “The algorithms of her social media accounts and email. She is quite active on several platforms as a person who repairs and restores items and shares simple solutions with others for their broken or damaged belongings. That is how she supports herself since she resigned from her chosen career, an FBI agent, when her daughter fell ill.”

      “I see,” Mairwen said even though she really didn’t. “Anything else? Will the manipulation of her social media accounts be enough?”

      “The other Weavers are also nudging her,” Bedelia said, “in whatever ways their powers permit.”

      More reassured after hearing that, Mairwen touched the divination waters again, locking the image of the woman so as not to lose it. “The mighty Shadowmist should arrive at any time. The two of ye feel confident in what ye’ve discovered?”

      Bedelia nodded, and Keeva turned her phone so Mairwen could see the screen. “Aye, Mairwen, and if ye dinna wish to freeze the waters, I can show him some of her posts and videos.”

      “Do ye not remember his reaction the last time ye showed him yer phone?” Mairwen touched the rim of the scrying bowl. “Sometimes, simple is best, Keeva, even though it may seem archaic.” She turned her attention back to the image on the divination waters. The lass was lovely enough; of that, there was no doubt. But her pain and weariness were undeniable—and at the age of nine and thirty, children from the union with her fated mate would be doubtful. Especially since she was a mere mortal rather than a shifter.“Acceptance by his people will be difficult for her.”

      “Fated mates have faced such prejudices before,” Keeva said. “Calia Wiles is a fighter. She has overcome much.”

      “Calia Wiles,” Mairwen repeated, still studying the image of the dark-haired lass with the soulful eyes. “The name suits her.” But fighter or not, the mortal woman from the twenty-first century would still be faced with suspending her belief in everything she had ever known. Of course, all fated mate matches required that of one or the other of the souls. For some inexplicable reason, Mairwen sensed this particular pairing might prove more difficult than usual.

      She pushed up from the table. “Let us prepare for the grand chieftain’s arrival, and hope the two of ye succeeded in solving his terrible riddle.”
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        * * *

      

      Dressed in his usual long, black coat and kilt, Grand Chieftain Mathison Shadowmist’s mood matched his somber clothing. As he passed between the magical wards that bordered Seven Cairns of seventeenth century Scotland’s Ninth Realm, the sting of their protective energy rippled across him and raked his wolf’s senses. He rolled his shoulders to dispel the annoyance he and his inner being had felt so many times before.

      His mount’s steps clattered on the cobblestone streets of the village of immortal beings, who were his only hope of regaining his life and, hopefully, a relationship with his sons. A ragged sigh left him. It had been so long. That feckin’ witch had poured every ounce of her magical strength into the curse that had robbed him of everything. He shook his head. Never had he imagined that Bansys of the Silvercord Clan could ever be so powerful.

      The bone-chilling drizzle intensified into a downpour just as he reached the meeting hall, which resembled a stone fortress more than a gathering place for the villagers. All the other buildings along the thoroughfare were simple enough structures, some with thatched roofs, others with slate or clay tiles, and almost all with whitewashed walls. But the meeting hall, with its watchtowers and formidable defensive parapets, would make intruders think twice about trying to seize it.

      As he dismounted, he turned and spied one of the Weaver’s watchers. To the untrained eye, the watchers appeared as lifeless stone statues of gnomes, various mythical creatures, or animals, but Mathison knew better. The watchers missed nothing that happened in Seven Cairns, and they reported everything to the Weavers. This particular watcher was an almost life-sized statue of a wulver—a good-natured, helpful creature with the head of a wolf and the body of a man.

      Mathison placed his reins in the outstretched hand of the sculpted figure. “Take him to the dry. I dinna ken how long I will be.”

      The wulver didn’t respond, but Mathison felt certain his request would be obeyed. “Dinna harm him,” he told his horse before walking away.

      Horse rumbled a grudging acknowledgement of the request. Known for his foul temper and preference to serve only one master, the great black beast often had to be reminded to behave.

      Mathison paused just beyond the reach of the pair of magical wards placed on either side of the main entrance to the hall. The sting of their magic was a great deal more unpleasant and filled with warning than the wards guarding the village’s borders. None of the wards would affect mortals who possessed little or no magic, but as a shifter—as the ruler of all the shifters of the Ninth Realm—the wards didn’t hesitate to make it known that he could only pass when the old one, the all powerful Mairwen, deemed it permissible. Usually, once the border wards announced his arrival, she disarmed this pair at the entrance to the hall. But knowing their power from personal experience, Mathison preferred not to chance it.

      “Mairwen,” he called out. “I bid ye grant me entry.”

      The door opened, and the immortal he’d visited for centuries to seek relief from his current existence smiled up at him. The silvery-haired matron stepped back while waving him inside. “Welcome, honored chieftain. Come, dry yerself by the fire while Keeva pours ye a wee dram to warm yer soul.”

      Mathison shoved back the hood of his riding coat and fought the urge to shake off the water. ’Twould be a rude thing indeed to behave like a common mongrel in the presence of the one rumored to be a daughter of the mother goddesses. “I thank ye for yer hospitality.”

      He moved to stand in front of the huge hearth that took up one end of the long meeting room. Fresh wood popped and crackled in the glowing bed of coals, revealing that someone had recently fed the blaze. Mairwen’s assistant, the wee lass known as Keeva, hurried over with a tankard, which he accepted with a nod. That youngling always set him on edge. She flitted around too much for his liking, always reminding him of a flighty moth or an annoying midge.

      She smiled more than usual today, and a different sort of energy filled the air with an excitement that caused his hackles to rise.

      Hazarding a sip of the whisky she’d given him, he widened his stance and waited. Something was most definitely different this time. He sniffed the air, taking in the scents surrounding him. The stench of disappointment that had fouled all his earlier visits was gone, replaced by a new aroma—a layer of leeriness and something else. Even though he both feared and dreaded the answer, he had to ask, “Ye have found her?”

      The old one didn’t smile, but neither did she bow her head with regret. She merely studied him as if weighing the sins of his weary soul.

      “Answer me, Mairwen.”

      “We feel we have found her.”

      “But?”

      “Uniting the two of ye will not be easy.”

      He snorted a bitter laugh. “Nothing about my life has ever been easy.”

      Mairwen directed him to the large stone bowl that sat in the center of the table. “Come. See who we think may be the one we have searched for so verra long.”

      At least the bowl seemed harmless enough. Not like those strange things that the young apprentice of Mairwen had shown him on his prior visits. Still, a bit of cautiousness seemed prudent. He approached with the wariness of a beastie ready for a trap to spring at any moment. Then, he locked eyes with the image captured atop the waters in the bowl and forgot all else. Even Dubh, his inner wolf, perked to attention and growled, “She is ours. She is our one.”

      Preferring to proceed with caution, Mathison maintained a detached, calm demeanor. “Who is she?”

      “Calia Wiles.” Mairwen moved to stand beside him. “A twenty-first century American seeking isolation in the Scottish Highlands in the hopes of escaping her troubled past.”

      While something in the woman’s lovely hazel eyes pulled him in, the silvery-white stripe in her dark hair gave him pause. “She is in the future, ye say?”

      “Aye.”

      Something was not right. He felt it. “What realm…exactly?”

      “She is mortal, grand chieftain.”

      His heart sank to the pit of his stomach. “A mortal.”

      “Aye.”

      He turned away from the compelling image and started toward the door. “My fated mate canna be a mortal who will die in a handful of years and shriek in terror whenever she sees me shift into my wolf. And look at her hair. She is no springtime lass who might be willing to change. That one will be set in her ways.”

      “Wait, mighty one.” Mairwen’s order possessed the power to halt him just as he reached the door. “Once the two of ye are bound and settled in the Ninth Realm, her lifespan will match yers just as the Highland Veil blesses each fated mate reunited to strengthen it. She is naught but nine and thirty mortal years of age.”

      “And yet, I notice ye dinna address my other concern. Ye know as well as I the prejudices a mortal would face in the Ninth Realm.” He shook his head, taking care to keep his back to the image, fearing that if he looked at her once more, the woman on the waters would somehow coax him into returning and tossing caution to the winds. “Because of this curse, I am known as the Wraith, the restless spirit that wanders through the Ninth Realm. No one recognizes me. None of my kith nor kin. No one. When I tell them of our times together in an attempt to stir their memories, they canna see me at all and claim I disappear before their verra eyes.” He flicked his hand at the bowl on the table. “Yet ye bring me a mortal with half her life gone and expect me to be grateful even though my pain will only grow once we are joined? Ye expect me to believe this is the woman foretold to break the curse?”

      “Tell me how yer pain will grow?” Her eerily bright eyes flashing, Mairwen charged toward him with her colorful skirts swishing in time with the jangle of her silver bracelets. “Ye will have yer fated mate. The curse will be broken, and her lifespan will be matched with yers. As a Defender, a protector of the Highland Veil, ye know as well as I that the Veil always keeps its oath to ye.”

      “And when I resume my rule, and my people reject her—what then?”

      “Are ye that great a coward?”

      He bared his teeth, his frustration flaring into a rage that ignited his wolf’s fury. “Dinna ever call me a coward⁠—”

      Mairwen didn’t back down. In fact, she bore down on him with even more determination, her blue eyes flashing. “Then dinna act like one!” She stabbed the air with her bony finger, pointing at the bowl. “Tell me ye felt nothing when ye looked into her eyes. Tell me that, and we shall end this meeting, but know this—until that mortal dies, the other half of yer soul, her soul, will not move on to the next incarnation. The Wraith ye are now is the Wraith ye shall remain for however long that takes, as well as for how long it takes us to find her in the next life.”

      “The old one speaks with wisdom,” his wolf said, growling and gnashing his teeth. We need that mortal. She is ours and will complete us.

      “How do ye know yer people would reject her?” Mairwen folded her arms, speaking with the infuriating patience of an ancient soul. “Yer people, yer kith and kin, might prove to be so grateful to have the curse lifted they would accept her with open arms. Ye know they are not happy with the state of the Realm.”

      “It is still doubtful they would accept her.”

      She shrugged. “Apparently, ye like this current existence since ye dinna even wish to try to end it.”

      “She is right,” Dubh said.

      “Shut it,” Mathison thought to his inner being.

      The faintest of smiles lifted the corners of Mairwen’s thin lips, and he knew the old one had once again intruded upon his thoughts. “I have asked ye not to do that.”

      She shrugged again. “My apologies, chieftain, but sometimes yer thoughts are so loud, I canna help myself.”

      He squared his shoulders, clenching his teeth so tightly his jaws ached. “When will ye bring her to me?”

      “She is not a pet to be delivered to a new owner.”

      “Then what exactly do ye propose, old one, since ye said yerself that she resides in the future?” He hated these feckin’ games the Weavers loved.

      “As long as ye remain on holy ground, land blessed by Seven Cairns, ye can travel to the future. After much thought, the others and I feel it would be better if ye came and spent time with her there, as yer wolf, at first.” She slowly nodded. “That would give ye more insight into this one ye wish to refuse before ye even meet her.”

      “I wish to refuse more pain,” he said with a low growl. “It has nothing to do with the lass.”

      “Be that as it may,” Mairwen said. “Meet her as yer wolf first, then after we see how that goes, we will introduce her to yerself. If all seems well, we will then introduce her to the Ninth Realm.”

      “Ye wish me to pass into the twenty-first century?”

      “Aye.”

      “And if all goes well, as ye predict, when will we return to the Ninth Realm?”

      “When I see fit.”

      Glaring at the old one, he clenched his fists until his knuckles popped one by one. He hated this total lack of control. “Show me the way to her.”

      For the first time since meeting Mairwen, he sensed her immediate unease.

      “She is not here…yet. We are still in the process of steering her to this part of the Highlands.”

      Movement out of the corner of his eye made him turn and partially draw his sword.

      “Forgive me for startling ye, grand chieftain.” Keeva brandished one of her strange contraptions higher, holding it out to him with an apologetic smile. The thing resembled a square slate, but it was as polished as newly forged steel on one side, and the other was as black as the underbelly of a raven. As soon as the lass tapped on the gleaming black side, it exploded with color, revealing visions as if it were a window to the world. “She’ll not be able to resist our cottage in the hills. ’Tis just what she wants. Isolated yet lovely—and still on holy land, so ye’ll be able to go there even though it will be in her time.”

      Giving the assistant and her strange slate of images a wide berth, Mathison cautiously made his way back to the long table in the center of the room. He halted while still some distance from it, yet close enough to once again look into the eyes of the woman reflected in the bowl. Deep within him, dangerously close to where his heart might once have been, something stirred like a fragile seedling touched for the first time by the sun’s nurturing rays.

      “There is pain in her eyes,” he said softly, more to himself and his wolf than anyone else. “She has suffered much.”

      “She has,” Mairwen agreed. “But that is her story to tell, just as yer pain will be yers to share with her when ye sense the proper time has arrived.”

      “Neither of us are younglings.”

      “No, ye are not.” Mairwen moved closer. “But that does not mean all is lost. The love and contentment of a bonded pair of fated mates is not reserved only for the young ones.” She tipped the slightest shrug. “Nine and thirty mortal years is not old for her, and neither is yer lifespan of over seven hundred years old for yerself. The two of ye merely possess more life experience than a pair of wide-eyed hatchlings just coming into their own.”

      “Life experience.” He snorted. “I notice ye nay mentioned wisdom.”

      “Wisdom knows no age. Either ye possess it—or ye don’t.”

      He closed the distance between himself and the table and allowed himself to sink deeper into the image’s eyes. The strange stirring within him increased, making him swallow hard to keep his whisky in his stomach.

      “What is wrong with us? What is that feeling?” his wolf asked.

      “I dinna ken,” Mathison whispered under his breath, finding it just as frightening as his inner beast did.

      “It is hope,” Mairwen told them, once again intruding upon their thoughts. “Ye’ve not felt it in a verra long while.” She offered him an encouraging smile. “Hold fast to it, honored chieftain. Hope strengthens a soul.”
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      “We’re almost there, Otto. I promise.” Calia Wiles reached over and rubbed her new best friend’s head, her rescue dog of indefinable age and parentage. The shelter had described him as a German Shepherd mix that was probably less than a year old and so rambunctious that he’d been returned to the facility three times. Calia didn’t care about any of those labels. When she’d looked into those caramel-brown eyes of his, it had been love at first sight. She and Otto needed each other and had been inseparable ever since.

      Fastened in his doggy car seat, which had made the customs officer at the airport scratch his head, Otto strained against the leash, stretching to poke his muzzle out the partially open window on his side of the car. His black nose twitched, and his long red tongue lolled out the side of his mouth. The canine was obviously in sensory overload from all the sights and scents Scotland offered.

      “A fresh start for both of us,” Calia said more to herself than the dog. She pulled in a deep breath, held it for a calming count to ten, then let it ease back out. Time to start the next chapter. She could do this and do it well. With a hard swallow against the queasiness of uncertainty, she tightened her hold on the steering wheel of the small used car that hadn’t dug too deeply into her survival funds. The older gentleman in Glasgow who had sold it to her had assured her it was top-notch and reliable. At least, that’s what she’d thought he’d said. His thick Glaswegian accent and interesting choice of words at times had made the transaction somewhat of a struggle. However, his praise for the compact machinery had proven to be true. The vehicle had gotten an impressive number of miles on a single tank of gas—no, not gas. Petrol. It was petrol here, and she had fueled up at a petrol station.

      “Time to assimilate. Gas is petrol, and cookies are biscuits.”

      At the mention of cookies, Otto looked at her and softly woofed.

      “When we get there,” she promised, treating him to another scratch behind the ears instead of a doggy biscuit. “The real estate agent promised that a big box of your favorites was part of the grocery haul…er…messages.” Messages were groceries or staples. She needed to remember that as well.

      Otto thumped his tail against the seat, finding either the explanation or the ear scratches or both acceptable.

      As they rounded the latest stretch of hilly landscape that made the narrow road curve like the trail of a snake, the sleepy little village of Seven Cairns came into view. Otto rumbled with a rare deep growl, and his usually floppy puppy ears perked to attention, making his supposed German Shepherd ancestry a great deal less questionable.

      “I see him, Otto. Calm down. We mustn’t be rude to the locals.”

      The largest black dog she had ever seen in her life stood at attention beside the village’s sign: Welcome to Seven Cairns.

      “He kind of looks like a wolf, doesn’t he?” She softly laughed. That was ridiculous. The only wolves left in Scotland were in zoos or on nature reserves. At least, she thought so. It seemed as though she’d read an article about Scotland attempting to reintroduce wolves to the Highlands to regulate the red deer population. Still, she couldn’t recall if they had ever actually done it. Besides, a solid black wolf? Was there even such a thing? That handsome fellow had to be someone’s pet.

      Otto growled again, then hazarded a warning bark.

      “Otto.” She reached over and buried her fingers in his shaggy ruff, giving him a reassuring tug to lessen the strain he was placing on his lead. “He might be the welcoming committee. Let’s be nice. Okay?”

      Otto didn’t seem convinced, locking his focus on the great black dog and watching him as they slowed to the village’s recommended speed limit, which was more like a fast crawl.

      Calia placed both hands back on the wheel to maneuver carefully down the narrow main thoroughfare toward the town square. “Am I the only one with a car around here?” While quaint and refreshing to arrive in a village that seemed locked in the past, it was also a little unnerving.

      She parked in front of the building that looked like a castle from the Middle Ages or even farther back in time than that. The rest of the village seemed to have sprouted up around it.

      Otto hopped in place, prancing from side to side, ready to be done with the vehicle.

      “I know you don’t like the leash, but here in town, I think it’s best. Okay?” Especially since the big black dog still watched them from higher ground alongside the stone fortress that had to be the Assembly Hall that the real estate agent had described. Calia clicked the heavy-duty leash onto Otto’s harness before releasing him from his doggy car seat and opening the door. “Mind your manners now. You’ve been doing really well. Let’s keep up that momentum, okay?”

      Seeming to take her words to heart, he walked alongside her, heeling just as they’d practiced.

      “Good boy. I’m proud of you.” Calia knew he’d be better behaved if she allowed him a few moments of grass sniffing and tree marking, and had plastic gloves and a bag in her pocket just in case he left any deposits in the grassy park at the center of the village square. Since Seven Cairns was currently slated to be her closest connection to civilization, she wanted both her and Otto to make a good first impression on the locals.

      As they walked along, she noticed the village’s large, furry guardian stayed close and kept his icy blue stare locked on them. He didn’t seem menacing, just extremely interested. She hoped he wouldn’t get overly brave and risk a confrontation. Otto was mild-mannered enough, but she didn’t want his protectiveness tested by the strange dog.

      “Hello?” someone called from behind her.

      Calia turned and discovered the real estate agent who sounded nothing like she had during their multiple video calls to close the deal on the cottage. But she’d recognize that smile anywhere and the gorgeous, long purple and black curls framing that pixie-like face. “Keeva?”

      “Aye, ’tis me in the flesh. Welcome to Seven Cairns.” With her tablet cradled in the crook of her arm, the thin, sprite of a girl bounced over to them. “I just know Otto and yerself are going to love it here. I just know it.”

      Calia hoped she was right. “I am sure we will.” She smiled down at Otto, who had placed himself between her and Keeva, not growling but defiantly standing at attention. She appreciated his quiet protectiveness. “He needed a stretch of his legs before we stepped inside to pick up the keys. By the way, whose dog is that? He’s quite a handsome welcoming committee.” She looked over at the aloof canine, intently watching them from a distance.

      “Uhm…” Keeva fidgeted in place like a child caught in a lie. “He’s one of those who belongs to everyone yet no one. Ye know the sort.”

      Where Calia came from, that sort was the friendly neighborhood stray until someone got irritated and called animal control, but she decided not to mention that. “Well, hopefully, he and Otto can make friends.”

      “Ach, I’m sure ye can.” Keeva waved away any doubts, but somehow, her demeanor came off as strained.

      What are you hiding? Calia had learned long ago to listen to her instincts when it came to people. Well, most of the time she listened. Unfortunately, her ex-husband had been the exception to the rule. She’d really screwed that one up. “So, I guess all I need are the keys and directions?” she asked to end the uncomfortable stretch of silence.

      Keeva jumped as though hit with an electrical jolt. “Aye, forgive me. I dinna ken where my head is lately. We had storms last night that kept me up till the wee hours. Come along now, and I’ll get ye sorted.”

      Maybe I’m just tired. Deciding to grant the girl the same grace she herself often needed, Calia gave Keeva a genuine smile and fell in step alongside her. “You should treat yourself to a nap later. There’s nothing worse than trying to function on too little sleep.”

      “Aren’t ye the kind one, then?” Keeva brightened and returned to her bouncy ways while pointing out several of the local establishments. “The Fearless Scottie, there is the finest pub ye’ll ever find. Lilia and her brother Lyal make the best stew when ye’re looking to coorie in on a dreich night.”

      “Coorie in?” Calia knew dreich meant wet and dreary, but she’d not come across coorie just yet.

      Keeva laughed. “Get nice and cozy. Cuddle up by a warm fire with a fine hot meal.”

      “I like that term.”

      “Aye, most do.” Keeva pointed farther down the street. “And there’s Nonie’s bookshop and Innis’s treat shop and bakery. Boyd’s there is the best place for getting yer necessities without having to drive all the way back to Inverness.”

      “Since the cottage came furnished, and you said you over-stocked my pantry just as I requested, I’m hoping to keep to myself for a while after this long trip.” If Calia had her way about it, she would rarely come down from the hills that Keeva had promised kept the cottage and the bit of land surrounding it pretty much isolated from everything. “Did the satellite internet service installers show up and get everything all set?” While the settlement from the divorce and the sale of everything she owned had left her with an ample survival fund, she still needed to maintain her influencer channel to supplement her income. As long as she was frugal, she should have no trouble living a simple life in the Highlands of Scotland.

      Simple.

      That one little word promised to be her salvation after so many years of chaos. She needed simple more than she needed air to breathe.

      “Everything is all set,” Keeva said, but she frowned and shook her head at something to Calia’s right.

      Otto growled just as Calia turned. The large black stray had silently drawn closer, close enough that Calia locked eyes with the majestic beast. Reining in Otto, she crouched and held out her hand to the inquisitive stray. “You are amazing,” she told the beast, finding herself mesmerized by something inexplicable in the animal’s icy blue eyes.

      Otto rumbled with a louder growl, pulling her free of the spell. She hugged him close while still smiling at the gorgeous dog. “It’s all right, Otto. I don’t think he means us any harm.”

      The stray tilted his head ever so slightly and flicked an ear.

      “Madadh-allaidh, be on yer way,” said a voice from the doorway. “On wi’ ye now.”

      The ebony-coated canine bared its teeth but didn’t growl before turning and loping away.

      Calia rose from her crouch and turned to the older woman standing in the doorway. With hair that shone as silvery white as polished platinum and eyes that sparkled with self-assurance, the beautiful matron commanded respect without saying a word. There was something ancient and wise about her. So much so that a chill rippled through Calia and tingled across the short hairs on the back of her neck.

      “I am Mairwen.” The enigmatic woman smiled and offered a graceful nod. “Forgive Wolf. He sometimes forgets his manners.”

      “Wolf?” Calia felt as though she was trapped in some sort of weird carnival ride that spun you until you stuck to the wall with the centrifugal force. Time slowed, and her heartbeat softly thumped in her ears.

      “Madadh-allaidh is the Gaelic for ‘wolf’. Wolfhound, actually, but wolf just the same.” Mairwen held the door and waved them inside. “Welcome. I have the keys and a token I thought ye might find helpful. Keeva has told me all about ye.”

      “Has she?” Calia kept Otto tucked close to her side even though he heeled with an obedience he had never possessed before. “I’m afraid she didn’t tell me anything about you.” She aimed a sharp look at the real estate agent, who offered an apologetic shrug.

      “Ah, well, that would be my fault. I prefer to make my own introductions.” Mairwen led the way to a long table in the center of the room. It looked like a heavy, ancient piece of handcrafted furniture straight out of an epic fantasy movie. With legs crafted to resemble tree trunks, it seemed to have sprouted up from the gray slate flooring.

      “After all, it is my cottage and land that ye purchased.” Mairwen offered another graceful nod. “I’d not allow her to sell it to just anyone.”

      “I see.” Apparently, Mairwen was just as eccentric as Calia planned to become. She forced herself to relax and give the kindly woman a chance. “I’m glad I measured up.”

      “I am too, lass.” The older woman resettled her vibrant, rust-colored shawl, with its splashes of rich blues and golds, more comfortably around her narrow shoulders. She arched a perfectly groomed brow at Keeva. “Fetch us some tea, aye? I am sure Ms. Wiles wouldn’t mind a bit of refreshment before she goes home to settle in.” Then she smiled down at Otto. “He’ll be fine in here without his lead, lass. Release him and let him do a bit of exploring. I dinna mind, and none of the other council members will either.”

      As soon as Calia released him, the dog charged over to one of the tall arched windows, jumped, and placed his front paws on the sill, his warning growl echoing through the high-ceilinged room.

      “Otto, what is it?” Calia hurried over to discover the black stray on the outside of the same window, in the same position as Otto, with his front paws on the outer sill, standing there looking in. “Well, hello there, Wolf.”

      Mairwen snapped her fingers and uttered something that Calia didn’t quite catch. Wolf bared his teeth again, then dropped out of sight and loped away.

      “Maybe he’s hungry,” Calia said to Mairwen. She hugged Otto and kissed him on the top of his head. “We need to be kind to those less fortunate. Remember how it was before you had a home?”

      Otto responded with another low, rumbling growl.

      Calia turned to Mairwen. “Maybe Wolf is hungry,” she repeated. “Shouldn’t we feed him?”

      “His hunger will be seen to later,” Mairwen said. “Ye will find he is verra particular about what satisfies him.”

      What an odd way to describe feeding a stray. But Calia shook it off. It must be another Scottish thing, like petrol versus gas. “I just hate to see any animal go hungry.”

      “He will be all right, lass.” Mairwen waved her back to the table. “Come. Sit. Our tea is ready.”

      Teacups, teapot, sugar, cream, slices of lemon, and a tiered tray of petite sandwiches waited in a tempting array, but the real estate agent was nowhere to be found.

      “Will Keeva not be joining us?” Calia seated herself while glancing back at Otto, still standing guard at the window. “He doesn’t like that stray at all, which is strange. He got along with the other dogs at the shelter with no problems.”

      “Ye are his now, and he prefers not to share ye.” Mairwen poured them both some tea, then seated herself at the head of the table. But rather than sip from her cup, she rattled her silver bracelets higher on her arms and pulled a deck of cards from the depths of the voluminous sleeve of her blouse. “How do ye feel about tarot cards, lass?”

      After adding a slice of lemon to her tea, Calia struggled to find the politest way possible to say she didn’t put much stock into all that stuff and nonsense. “I can’t say that I’ve ever had anything to do with them.” There. That sounded harmless enough.

      Mairwen smiled down at the cards as she shuffled them. “Ye dinna believe in anything ye canna see or touch. Do ye?”

      The older woman’s ability to read her so accurately sent another shiver through her. “Life has taught me that lesson well,” Calia said, with more bitterness than she intended. She sipped her tea and glumly realized she was trapped since neither Keeva nor Mairwen had yet handed over the keys to her new kingdom. She forced a smile. “It’s easier to trust what you can see and touch.”

      “Scotland is full of magic though, ye ken? It flows through the Highlands like the true lifeblood that it is.” As Mairwen laid out the cards one by one, she nodded. “I decided on ye because of these cards. They told me all about ye.”

      “And what did they say?” Calia couldn’t very well leave without the keys, so she had no choice but to humor the eccentric lady and play along.

      “That there is hope,” Mairwen said. She tapped on a card with a picture of a large, golden star. “Yer time of waiting has reached its end.” She scooted the plate of sandwiches closer. “Cress and butter or egg?”

      “Neither, thank you. I snacked all the way from Inverness.” That was a lie, but a harmless one. “I appreciate the tea, but I’m really eager to get into my new home and start settling in.” Mairwen couldn’t possibly understand how anxious she was to get there, get unpacked, and have no one to talk to other than Otto. She had peopled about as much as she could stand for one day.

      “Verra well, then.” Mairwen rose, went to the long cabinet against the wall, and retrieved a worn, wooden container about the size of a shoebox. She returned to the table and set it in front of Calia. “Yer keys, lass, and the wee memento I mentioned. For luck.”

      The hinges on the box squeaked with age and disuse as Calia pried open the lid that really didn’t want to cooperate and reveal its contents. Inside was a large iron ring with several antique skeleton keys, the sort that people collected and mounted in frames on their walls for decoration. “These are too pretty to use.”

      “Those are the keys to yer future, lass. Should they not be pretty?”

      Yet another surprising shiver rippled across Calia. Mairwen’s words hit entirely too close to home. “I suppose they should.” Along with the keys was a black and gold medallion decorated with Celtic knots that formed the head of a wolf staring straight at her. It was on a thick, black cord, the simplest of necklaces, and yet it seemed perfect.

      “For luck,” Mairwen said, “and protection.”

      “It’s lovely.” Cradling the medal in her palm, Calia rubbed her thumb back and forth across its raised design. As it warmed to her touch, it soothed her, calmed her, and made her worries about all the what-ifs more manageable. How strange was that? I must really be tired. My mind is playing tricks on me. “Thank you so much. I didn’t realize wolves were such a powerful symbol for Scotland.”

      “They are, and they aren’t.” With another of her cryptic looks, Mairwen nodded at the necklace. “Wear it in good health, lass. As I said, ’tis for good luck and protection.”

      To humor her hostess, Calia slipped it on and patted it in place on her chest. “For good luck and protection.” Admittedly, as soon as its weight settled in the valley between her breasts, she felt better. Oh well, it is pretty.

      “Even if ye dinna believe in luck or magic, they still believe in ye.” Mairwen winked. “Good day to ye, now. I am sure I shall see ye around the village. If ye have any questions about the cottage, contact either Keeva or myself. It is a verra old place, but still has good, solid bones.”

      “Thank you. I look forward to many happy years in it.” She grabbed up the keys, patted her leg for Otto to join her, and headed for the door before Mairwen delayed her again. “Good day to you. It was a pleasure meeting you.”

      Mairwen nodded. “Aye, lass. The pleasure was all mine.”
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        * * *

      

      “There it is, Otto. Look, isn’t it gorgeous?” Calia took in a deep, cleansing breath and let it out. Finally. Home.

      Nestled in the dip between a pair of hills that were almost big enough to call mountains was her future. Surrounded by the perfect number of trees to provide a bit of shade while still allowing enough sunlight for flowers and a garden, this place was the balm her soul needed.

      It was perfect with its weathered slate roof, whitewashed walls, and bright red door and shutters. Off to one side of it squatted a small thatch-roofed building that Keeva had called a barn, but that was a stretch even though it did have a set of double doors and was shaped like every barn Calia had ever seen.

      Behind the cottage, within walking distance, was supposed to be a stream that would be perfect for sitting beside and letting the sound of the trickling water do its best to lessen the tension, raging grief, and angst that had been her constant companions ever since her precious little Gillian had lost her valiant battle with cancer.

      The ending of her marriage had been little more than an annoyance at having to untangle eight years that never should have happened, but losing her daughter had nearly killed her. Calia swallowed hard and blinked against the stinging threat of tears that still crept up on her when she least expected it.

      Breathing deeply to regain control, she parked the car in front of the barn, then reached over and unclipped Otto. “I’m trusting you to stay close. Right? Don’t wander off and make me regret this.” He took every step she did whenever they were indoors, and he’d always done really well in Tennessee. She hoped it continued. After an affectionate pat on his head, she leaned over and hugged him. “Stay close. I need you.”

      Otto gave her a soft woof and licked her cheek.

      Calia hoped that was his solemn doggie promise to do as she asked. She exited the car, walked around to his side, and held her breath as she opened the door. With his floppy ears perked as close to their adult German Shepherd points as possible, he hopped out of the vehicle and moved around the front yard with the leeriness and stealth of an armed guard securing a safe house. The goofy exuberance of his puppy years fell away, leaving behind a serious bodyguard.

      “And now to carry in everything I didn’t ship ahead of time.”

      After several trips to the car and piling even more bags and containers around the shipping boxes stacked in the cozy living area, she called Otto inside and flopped down on the overstuffed couch that was perfect for flopping. The set of glass patio doors across the room looked out on a lovely yet barely sprouting garden of what Calia hoped would soon grow into flowers that were hard to kill. She loved puttering in the garden, but wasn’t always successful at it. Movement just beyond some sort of evergreen bush beside the gate made her squint to see what sort of animal might be stopping by to say hello to the new owner. She found that surprising since Otto had just done a thorough survey of the area.

      Since the pup was currently in the kitchen, emptying his food bowl, she eased off the couch without a sound and moved closer to the doors. The longer she watched an evergreen that was sorely in need of pruning, the more she made out the pair of icy blue eyes she had seen before. Had the stray made his way all the way up here to her cottage? She stared harder, then shook her head. No, there wasn’t anything there. She must be hallucinating because she was so tired. She blinked, and the eyes disappeared.

      Otto joined her and didn’t growl, just flicked an ear, then yawned. His reaction convinced her she was just imagining things. Or maybe it was wishful thinking. She worried about that stray going hungry or not having a warm, dry place to stay for the night. Mairwen’s lack of concern about Wolf bothered her. What if the rest of the villagers felt the same about that poor dog whose eyes took hold of your heart and pulled you in?

      “We could give him a place to stay, couldn’t we, Otto?” Of course, it wouldn’t be easy. Not with Otto’s reaction to the big black dog. But she felt sure they could make it work. Somehow.

      She returned to the couch and lay back down. Unpacking could wait until tomorrow. In fact, unpacking could wait until whenever she felt like it. As long as Otto was fed and taken care of, she wasn’t tethered to anyone’s whims or needs but her own. That was a strange feeling, and she wasn’t all that sure she liked it. Always one for order, structure, and looking out for others, she didn’t know how to act when no one needed anything from her—no one except Otto.

      Her loyal companion stretched lengthwise beside her on the roomy couch and rested his head on her middle. She’d never need a blanket as long as Otto was around. A hint of thunder softly rumbled off in the distance, and a gentle rain pattered on the slate roof. Warmed by the dog that, stretched out, was nearly as long as her five-foot-eleven frame, the soothing sounds of the afternoon storm lulled her into a boneless laziness that hovered somewhere between hardcore sleeping and dozing with her eyes barely open.

      “I am coming for ye, lass,” whispered a heart-stoppingly deep voice with a rich Scottish brogue. “Dinna be afraid.”

      Her eyes flew open, and she wished she hadn’t given up the pistol she’d carried before she’d resigned from the FBI. She didn’t move, didn’t even breathe. She went as still as a helpless rabbit caught in a fox’s line of sight. Straining to hear any signs of an intruder, she lifted her head the barest bit and peered over the pile of pillows squished between her and the back of the couch.

      Otto shifted against her and groaned in his sleep, but didn’t make any effort to rise. That made her feel somewhat better. If anyone was in the house, surely the dog would’ve heard them. Especially when they’d whispered so loudly. It had sounded right next to her ear. As a matter of fact, the warmth of their breath had brushed across her cheek.

      But again, no one was there. She touched that side of her face and breathed easier. It had to be the jet lag and stress of this monumental upheaval to move to Scotland. With a conscious effort to calm herself and relax back into the cushions, she closed her eyes again and focused on Otto’s soft but reassuring snores while combing her fingers through his thick fur. “We’re going to be all right, my friend. I promise.”

      Otto snored louder, making her smile. At least one of them was adapting with a little bit of ease.
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