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Dreaming of a Devilish Highlander

By Vonda Sinclair

A devilish Highlander cursed to change form...

After defeating his enemies in an ambush, Gavin MacTavish is cursed by a witch of the dark arts. Lady Wilona MacRae, mother of his slain foe, exacts her revenge by turning Gavin and his two friends into shapeshifters. Gavin transforms into a hawk at dawn each day, and back into a man at sunset. He becomes chief of a dwindling clan because most have fled, fearing him as if he were the devil himself.

A wayward lass from the future...

When Dani MacRae, a 21st century English lit professor, is given an ancient family heirloom, she begins having sensual dreams of a gorgeous Highlander. When she holds a 400-year-old claymore sword at the Highland games, she's thrust back in time to 1630 Scotland into the bedchamber of the intriguing man who invades her dreams.

A profound love...

After kissing the bonny, unusual lass, Gavin knows she's the only woman for him—and the only woman who can destroy the curse and end his suffering. But will she agree to wed him, and can Gavin conceal from her the creature he becomes at the break of each day?

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

At sunset, Gavin MacTavish halted his horse at the edge of the ancient pine forest and held up his hand. His friends and their guards stopped behind him. Had he seen a flash of light in the dimness beneath the swaying branches? 'Twas like a final ray of dying, orange sunlight glinting off a polished blade. Narrowing his eyes to a hard focus, he scanned the area, certain he had not imagined it. He pulled the basket-hilt broadsword from its scabbard.

His longtime friend Torr MacElrath drew up on his left side. "Did you see something?"

"A glimmer there." Gavin pointed his sword at one of the low-growing juniper bushes among the thick pine trunks.

Stopping at his right side, his foster brother Brodie MacCain withdrew his sword. "Could be highwaymen wanting to steal our horses."

"Or Alpin. He still covets the chieftainship." But his cousin was third in line. Gavin's father, Lunn, still served as chief of Clan MacTavish.

Gavin briefly laid the sword across his lap, tied his long, dark hair back in a queue, and yanked the strip of leather into a knot.

Brodie's brown eyes gleamed with ire. "He was, without doubt, the knave who shot at Chief MacTavish last month." 

"Aye." Gavin's father had been stalking a stag when an arrow had flown past his shoulder. Gavin hadn't been with him at the time, and the guards couldn't find the archer responsible. "My cousin has been angry and jealous since he was a lad... when his father died in battle."

Readying for a skirmish, Gavin lifted the round, metal-studded targe from his saddle and slid it onto his left forearm. He eyed the bushes, but the erratic gusts of wind made it difficult to see enemy movement.

Torr dismounted, his tawny hair blowing back, and strung his bow. "'Haps Alpin blames your father for his own father's death."

Having never considered it, Gavin frowned. "Mayhap. Though he has not said."

Alpin had left Caithmore Castle when his mother had remarried and moved away. Gavin hadn't missed his mean-spirited and vengeful cousin. Several years ago, he'd even caught Alpin beating a stable lad for a minor offense.

"I'll flush them out." Torr nocked an arrow, pulled back on the bowstring while aiming at the juniper, and released. A shout echoed. The bushes quaked, and almost a dozen sword-wielding warriors burst forth, charging them on foot.

"'Slud!" Gavin leapt to the ground and slapped his horse on the rump, sending it away to safety. Lifting his targe, he blocked the strike of the first enemy, a young, bearded man he had never seen before. Gavin struck out with his sword, but his challenger ducked. 

"I'll take him out, Silas!" His dirty blond hair flying back, Alpin rushed Gavin while swords clashed all around him.

Fury singed Gavin's nerve endings. "I knew 'twas you, cousin! Are you ready to die this day?"

"Are you?"

Alpin and Silas charged Gavin at once.

The bastards' fighting method held no honor. Nay, this was an assassination attempt. Gavin slashed his blade toward both men's necks, but they dodged back before he made contact.

For two foes, he would need two weapons. With the wide leather straps securing the targe to his left forearm, Gavin withdrew the foot-long Highland dirk from its scabbard and held it in a reverse grip in his left hand while his sword remained in his right.

Alpin and Silas circled sideways and attacked from opposite directions.

Gavin parried and thrust his sword at Alpin. He shoved Silas back with the targe and stabbed with the dirk.

Silas's blade slashed downward toward Gavin's head. He dodged back, but the sharp tip sliced down the left side of his face. Pain seared him. The blood burned his left eye and obscured his vision.

Enraged and even more determined to annihilate these bastards, he lashed out. He knocked Silas's blade away with his targe and cut his throat with the dirk. Silas stumbled backward and fell in the throes of death. Gavin spun and stabbed his sword toward Alpin's torso, but he blocked with his targe.

Face blanched, Alpin gawked at his dying friend, then whirled and fled toward the wood. "Retreat!" he yelled back at his cohorts. But another foe had already succumbed to Brodie's blade. He lay sprawled upon the ground while the rest bolted after Alpin.

"Cowards!" Gavin shouted. "Come back and fight like men!"

They didn't. They vanished through the pines, scrubby junipers, and bracken ferns.

"Gavin, your face!" Torr's scowl told him how horrible the cut looked.

"'Tis only a flesh wound." Gavin hoped. With the piercing pain and the hot blood dripping from his chin, turning his white shirt red, who could tell? Left eye squeezed closed against the burning blood, he glanced around at their guards. "Anyone hurt?"

"A few minor injuries," his brawny guard Finch said, then his eyes flew wide. "Sir! We must get you to Caithmore and the healer. You're losing blood!"

Gavin knew it.

Brodie stood over the man Gavin had dispatched. "You ken who he is, aye?" 

"Alpin called him Silas."

Brodie gave a sharp nod. "I met him once. He's the MacRae chief."

Frowning, Gavin drew back. "In truth? Why the devil would he take such a great risk for Alpin?"

Brodie shrugged. "He has a mad dog reputation. His da died last year, so he has not been chief long."

The man appeared four or five summers younger than Gavin's own age of eight and twenty.

"Here's the one I shot with an arrow," Torr called from the wood.

Gavin, Brodie, and their guards joined him in the ever-deepening gloaming. A man lay behind the scrubby bush, an arrow protruding from his throat.

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

Torr shook his head, appearing baffled.

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

"Alpin planned to murder us all. I'm ashamed of my cousin. I should've killed him instead of Silas MacRae."

Torr nodded. "When Alpin saw his friend lying dead, he realized he could not win. He lost all courage."

"The MacRaes will seek revenge for their chief's death, even though 'twas a fair fight." Gavin despised clan feuds. They could last hundreds of years and cause countless deaths. "Alpin is such an adder; he will lie and claim we ambushed them."

Brodie sheathed his sword. "We'll go with you to Caithmore and be ready when they attack. I'll send for reinforcements from my clan."

"As will I." Torr pulled a round silver flask from his doublet and handed it to Gavin. "You must be in pain."

His face ached, but Gavin shrugged, downplaying it. He drank a swallow of the potent whisky, then happened to catch sight of his reflection in the polished silver of the flask. The thin cut started on his forehead, bisected his left brow, then sliced down his cheek. Once he wiped the blood from his left eye, he discovered it remained just as blue and flawless as his right eye. 'Twas undamaged and his vision perfect, thank the saints. But he would be left with an unsightly scar.

***
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OUT OF BREATH FROM running miles across the heathery moors between the rugged mountains, Alpin MacTavish stopped in a small copse of trees, bent, and propped his hands on his knees. Darkness closed in upon them. Gavin and his bastard friends had held their horses captive, forcing Alpin and his companions to return to MacRae lands on foot. Why couldn't the whoreson die?

A pang of loss struck Alpin's vitals like a dull sword. Silas had been his best friend, and they'd had a grand plan of being elevated to chiefs of their clans at the same time. Silas hadn't wanted to kill his own father, so Alpin had stepped in and dealt the killing blow so Silas could be chief sooner rather than decades later. Silas had been willing to return the favor and kill either Lunn or Gavin... or both of them. Neither had happened, but Silas had tried.

The wind sighing through the pine needles like ghosts, Alpin glanced out through the trees toward the flickering torches lighting the walls of Raeglen Castle in the distance. Imagining having to tell Silas's mother, Lady Wilona MacRae, her son was dead, Alpin cursed. The woman would be furious. She might even blame him and have him killed. He couldn't let that happen. She had to know Gavin did the deed.

Alpin faced his men and Silas's remaining guards, their plaids and leather armor stained with blood. "Listen, lads. Our eye-witness accounts must match. We were out stalking deer when Gavin MacTavish, his friends, and their guards ambushed us. They outnumbered us two to one and murdered Laird Silas MacRae and two of his guards."

Solemn, the men nodded. They would go along with the lie, else he would make sure they lost their positions... or their very lives.

Surely Lady MacRae knew Alpin would never harm Silas, for they were like brothers. But at times, he suspected she was touched with a bit of madness.

Alpin pointed at three of his own guards. "All of you quit MacRae lands. Go back to Gormly Castle and hide. We're going to say you were killed in the ambush."

One of the guards, Telford, quirked a brow. "Sir?"

"Do it, and ask no questions. I'll sort it out later." Lady MacRae did not know his guards by name or face. She paid no attention to them. Nor would she ever go to Gormley, his stepfather's holding.

Still scowling, Telford nodded, as did the other two.

"Go then," Alpin barked.

The men trotted away, over the brown pine needles, and disappeared into the dimness. Alpin glanced at the remaining guards, MacRaes. They sported bloody clothes and a few minor cuts, as did he. That might be enough to prove they'd had a horrible fight, but 'haps they should embellish the story.

"All of you fought hard to protect your laird," Alpin said. "Gavin's force was huge in number—three dozen or so. We could never have defeated them."

The guards nodded.

"You, pretend you have a great pain in your back," he told one of them. To the guard with a bruise and cut on his forehead, he said, "You are knocked out. Those two will carry you in."

The guards eyed each other as if Alpin had lost his senses.

"If you don't convince his mother of this story, we could all be hanged. She is a vicious harpy... and, some say, a witch."

They nodded, for they knew the truth of it.

"Let us go." Alpin ran out of the wood and across the grassy field toward the locked portcullis of Raeglen, the others following. "Guards! Allow us entry!"

Once inside the walls, he dropped to his knees upon the cobblestones, gasping for breath. "We were ambushed! They murdered the chief!"

A few of Lady MacRae's henchmen helped him up, asking many questions at once, while others assisted Silas's injured guards. Several times, Alpin repeated the story he'd concocted, having to invent new details as the questions continued. As he'd suggested, two of Silas's men lay upon the ground, pretending to be knocked out or injured.

He caught sight of Lady Wilona MacRae in the torchlight, still an attractive woman in her mid-forties, with copper hair and fierce emerald eyes. When she descended the steps, his stomach clenched. Hell, he had to do his best performance.

"What happened?" Gaunt but deadly, she rushed toward him, then stopped a few feet away. "Where is my son? Where is Silas?" she demanded, nearly hysterical already.

Alpin shook his head, thinking how much he would miss his best friend. "We were ambushed, m'lady."

Her mouth gaped, wrinkles forming between her brows. "Where is Silas?"

Alpin braced himself, then blurted, "Gavin MacTavish killed him."

Rage contorted Lady MacRae's face. "What? He murdered Silas?" Gasping, she could hardly get the words out. She swayed. The bodyguard behind her caught her arm to keep her upright.

"Indeed." Alpin nodded emphatically, trying to appear aggrieved. "Gavin and his army ambushed us in the wood while we were stalking deer. They had dozens more men than we did. They slaughtered several of my guards, and Silas's guards are injured." He motioned toward them lying upon the cobblestones of the bailey.

"Nay!" She shrieked, grasped his shirt front in both fists, and dragged her pale, lined face within inches of his. "You, go get him! Bring his body back here immediately! How dare you leave him out there?"

Alpin tried to draw away from her. Clutching her wrists, he attempted to break her grip on his shirt. "Pray pardon, m'lady, but 'tis turning dark. And they are still out there."

"Do you think I care?" She shook him, her eyes turning dark. "Go get him now, you cowardly lackwit! Take the guards and clansmen."

"As you wish, m'lady. I'll go now." Alpin blinked, eyeing her until she released him from the death-lock.

Wilona ran up the steps of the keep. At the top, she let loose a keening scream and disappeared inside the great hall.

Saints, the woman might go mad in truth.

***
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AFTER ALPIN AND THE MacRaes retrieved Silas's body, the other two slain MacRae guards, and the horses, they returned to the castle. Gavin and his cohorts had been nowhere in sight, and Alpin was glad. He didn't want another battle with them.

Lady MacRae banished everyone except her favorites from the keep, where they mourned the whole of the night. Alpin spent the night in the barracks with the guards, grieving the loss of his best friend in his own way—by guzzling copious amounts of whisky.

Now, 'twas morn, and Lady MacRae had sent for him. His head paining him, Alpin entered the solar where she stood by the window.

She faced him, her eyes swollen and red with tears, her lined face looking haggard in the daylight. "Tell me everything that happened," she ordered, clutching a handkerchief in her fist. Her sharp green gaze speared into his, searching for someone to blame. He had to make certain she directed her rage at Gavin. Aye, she would have his loathsome cousin killed, making Alpin's path to the chieftainship easier.

"As I mentioned, m'lady," he said, keeping his voice calm, "we were hunting stag at the edge of the wood, along the border. Gavin, his friends, and their massive army charged us with bows and swords. We fought hard, but they outnumbered us four to one."

"Why? What reason did he have to attack Silas?" Her voice screeched and grated.

"Gavin needs no reason. He is vile and vicious."

"I will have my revenge against that devil and his allies." Her words emerged through clenched teeth.

"Are you going to have them killed?" Alpin tried to hide his eagerness.

"I would love to." She narrowed her eyes. "But killing them would be too quick. I'll make sure they suffer for many years, just as I will suffer without my son. Who are his friends?"

"Torr MacElrath and Chief Brodie MacCain."

She nodded, her gaze calculating. "I will deal with them all." She strode away, mumbling to herself. At the desk, she dipped her quill and scribbled on a paper.

Alpin followed a few steps. How could he soon become chief of his clan? His uncle had to be removed first.

"Gavin's father, Lunn, the chief... he will retaliate."

"I have nay fear of him or anyone in the doomed MacTavish clan." She glared around at him. "Including you, Alpin MacTavish. How do I ken you're nay loyal to them?"

Uncertainty prickling through him, Alpin cleared his throat. "Gavin and Lunn are mine enemies. They expelled me from the clan. But once those two are dead, I will be a good chief to the MacTavishes."

"Think of someone besides yourself for once!" she scolded.

Annoyance twisted his gut, but he held his tongue. "Aye, m'lady."

"Once I have my revenge, you may do whatever you wish with the clan... if any of them are left."

Hope lit within Alpin. "I can at least gain possession of the castle."

"If you wish." She shrugged. "It matters naught to me."

He needed to spur things into motion. "Silas was like a brother to me. I will help you exact revenge for his death. What can I do?"

"Naught, but remain patient. I intend to take everything from them, little by little, day by day. They will rue the day they crossed me."
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Chapter 2
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Lady Wilona MacRae yanked on the bridle, signaling her horse to stop outside the ancient stone cottage. Soot covered the worn thatched roof. The bitter-scented peat smoke from the fire within rose skyward to mingle with the low-hanging mist.

This journey deeper into the Highlands had taken several hours, far longer than she cared to ride in the damp chill. Grief for her son, along with intense hatred for Gavin MacTavish, had turned her heart into an icy, dark stone. She would not rest until he suffered as she did.

A sennight had passed since Silas's death, and she'd made detailed plans.

"M'lady." Malcolm, her brawny guard, spoke, pulling her from her ponderings. "Are you ready to dismount?"

Glancing down at him, she nodded.

He gently lifted her to the ground. As she strode toward the cottage, she raised her skirt-tail a few inches off her brown leather boots so as not to sully it on the muddy, wet ground.

Malcolm followed.

At the portal, she glanced at him. "Knock." She didn't want to stain her new doeskin gloves on the grimy wood.

Malcolm lifted his giant fist and pounded on the old scarred door that rattled in its frame.

After an extended moment, the door opened a crack, and a dark, rheumy eye peered out at them. A bit of hoary hair poked from the front of her pale blue head kertch.

"A good morn to you, Dolag. I have brought you a few supplies." Wilona motioned to another of the guards to bring the large willow basket forward.

Dolag swung the door wide, revealing her worn and faded peasant dress. "M'lady." She crouched her body into a slight curtsy of respect. Though an aged crone, she still looked to be a stout woman. "Come in, then. You are welcome."

The guard set the basket inside, then left. Wilona entered, and Malcolm closed the door behind her. The meager light in the room came from two small windows and a low-burning peat fire in the center of the floor. Tendrils of smoke drifted toward the round hole in the roof.

"Have a seat, m'lady, if it pleases you." Dolag motioned to a squat stool by the fire.

Wilona sat down, though she was unaccustomed to such a low seat. When Dolag remained standing, Wilona motioned toward the other stool on the opposite side of the fire.

Once the other woman settled herself, Wilona said, "My son, the chief, has been murdered." She again felt as if she'd been stabbed in the heart, as she did numerous times each day.

"Nay," Dolag gasped in shocked denial, then shook her head. "I'm so sorry to hear of it, m'lady. He was a good chief."

"Indeed. And so, there must be justice." Wilona decided to get to the point, for this smoky dark cottage vexed her. "I ken you have knowledge of spells, aye?"

Dolag's eyelid fluttered. "I'm a healer, m'lady."

"Of course you are," Wilona snapped. "But there are unseen ways to seek justice. Do you know of them?"

Dolag glanced away, rocking her round body. "'Tis dangerous to speak of such."

"Not to me, and I'll nay tell anyone. How fortunate for us both the witch-hunting King James is dead."

Eyes bulging, Dolag looked scandalized for a long moment.

Impatient, Wilona continued, "I require a curse to punish my son's murderers."

"With all due respect, m'lady, a curse is sinister. Whatever scourge you send to others will be reflected back to you."

Wilona ground her teeth, incensed and yet undeterred. Her life was already hell; what difference would it make? "So be it," she blurted. "I want these three men to live long miserable—indeed, hellish—lives. If I have my way, they'll have no male heirs, just as I now have no son. I wish them to turn into beasts, so their clans will fear them and cast them out. As well, they will frighten away all women who even consider wedding them."

Dolag sat for a long moment, considering. "But would you wish to change into an animal, yourself?"

Wilona shrugged, imagining herself as a bird flying over the moors or mayhap a salmon swimming in a loch. "I could endure shifting if I could choose when and which animal."

Dolag nodded. "It can be done."

Wilona sat forward, eagerness surging within her. "Do you ken the spell?"

"Aye. It has been passed down for many generations, but scarce are the people brave enough to try it."

"Well then, consider me brave." Wilona forced a bitter smile.

"You must memorize it and never scribe it." Dolag repeated the chant in a rhythmic, musical voice. Wilona supposed that made it easier to remember. Dolag left certain lines unfinished, indicating Wilona was to insert the names of people and animals in those spaces. When placing the curse, she needed to light candles and burn certain herbs as she chanted the words.

Wilona repeated the sequence a few times, committing it to memory. "Now, is there a way I can see or know what my enemies are doing at a great distance? I have heard of certain objects with special powers."

Dolag hesitated. "There are keek-stanes."

Wilona's heartbeat quickened. "Are they like scrying stones?"

"The very same."

"Where might I acquire one? I'm willing to pay a goodly sum."

Dolag's thin gray brows shot up but, faltering, she remained silent.

"If someone hereabouts might have one they would like to sell...." Wilona drew a sack of silver coins from the pouch attached to her waist. With the numerous small denomination coins, Dolag could purchase her food and supplies for the remainder of her days from the merchants in the village without drawing undue attention. "I could also provide the seller with a generous portion of our oat harvest each autumn."

Dolag sat on the short stool, rocking her sturdy body for several moments as she glanced about her, considering her options. "I have a keek-stane I've nay used in recent years."

"Have you a reason?"

"It never felt like 'twas truly mine, though I purchased it from a traveling merchant. He said 'twas from the continent."

"Mayhap 'twas meant for me."

Dolag nodded. "'Haps."

Her hope and anticipation growing, Wilona sat forward. "Can I see it?"

Dolag pushed herself to her feet, shuffled to the cupboard, and pulled open a drawer. She rummaged through some items at the back, then withdrew a small object. As she brought it forward, the beauty of the wee carved mahogany chest fascinated Wilona. Intricate trees and animals decorated the sides. Dolag placed it on a short table near Wilona, slid the lid toward the right, then opened it. She pushed the small box closer to Wilona, allowing her to see inside. A flat, round black stone rested upon wine-colored velvet material.

"'Tis obsidian," Dolag said.

"May I hold it?"

"Aye."

Hesitating for a moment, Wilona realized this particular object could alter the course of her life and the lives of others. It could give her powers she had only dreamed of. She picked up the stone from its plush bed and cradled it reverently in her gloved hand. 'Twas about five inches wide, and the surface had been polished to a slick finish. When she gazed into the stone, it appeared to be a dark mirror with a gold sheen where she saw her own reflection.

"How do I use it?"

"Go into a quiet room by yourself and light a candle. Stare into the stone as you think of the person or place you wish to see."

"Perfect." She wanted to observe those murderers often so she would know best how to make their lives torturous.

Wilona placed the keek-stane on the velvet padding, then Dolag closed the lid and handed her the box. Feeling much satisfaction, Wilona handed over the sack of coins, then slid the wooden case into the pouch at her waist. She would need to be careful with it as she rode.

"I'm most pleased with my purchase, Dolag. I shall go home now and put it all to good use."

***
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"RIDERS APPROACHING!" the guard in the stone gatehouse at Caithmore Castle shouted.

In the bailey, Gavin turned from talking to Torr and Brodie. "How many, Alan?" He glanced around at his own clansmen and their allies from the MacElrath and MacCain clans, wearing plaid and leather armor. They all had heard the announcement and prepared for battle—unsheathing swords and dirks and grabbing targes.

They had been expecting retaliation for several days. But the MacRaes hadn't yet attacked, giving Gavin and his friends time to send for reinforcements. Now, they had around a hundred and fifty armed warriors.

"I only see a half dozen!" Alan informed him.

"Half dozen?" Gavin muttered, surprised at the small number. "Are you certain?"

"Aye. I have counted six. One appears to be a woman."

Gavin's father, Chief Lunn MacTavish, bypassed him and his two friends, his long grayish-black hair flying back in the wind. "'Tis a trick, lad. The rest of their soldiers may be hiding in the bracken."

"Aye." Gavin followed his father up the steps of the gatehouse and peered out over the high curtain wall. A small party rode across the moor. One person near the front wore black skirts.

"Lady Wilona MacRae," his father growled.

At this news, Gavin's face tightened, and the stitches that closed his long sword wound pulled like a needle pricking his skin anew. "The harridan." He had met her once, years ago, and held no fondness for her. Of course, he could understand her rage over her son's death, but the knave had attacked Gavin first. And Gavin had a right to defend himself. "Why would she come here with so few guards? She must know we could crush them."

His father shook his head. "The wench is crafty and nay to be trusted."

At fifty yards away, the MacRaes paused, then Wilona rode forward with one guard beside her.

"She is brave; I'll give her that," Gavin grumbled.

A short distance outside the portcullis, the two drew up.

"Her ladyship wishes to speak to Gavin MacTavish!" the guard shouted.

"Stay far back away from her, son. She is the devil's own daughter."

"Och. I have no fear of her. 'Haps she wishes to tell me she does nay blame me for her son's death."

"Humph. Doubtful," his da muttered as they descended the steps. "Keep your targe before you at all times. Her guard might try to kill you. Or an archer from farther back."

Gavin nodded. "Remain here, Da, where you'll be safe. I'm the reason she's here, so I must deal with her."

Brodie and Torr joined him at the portcullis. All three held targes before them lest a foe should shoot arrows at them through the massive grid of wood and iron.

The two enemies waited outside, some fifty feet away.

"Gavin MacTavish," Wilona MacRae yelled.

"Aye."

"Torr MacElrath!" she said.

"How does she ken my name?" Torr muttered low.

"Alpin told her." Gavin scanned those behind her but didn't see his vile cousin.

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

Brodie snorted. "What nonsense is she spewing?"

"The harpy belongs in Bedlam." Torr scowled.

Gavin nodded. "She did act half-mad the first time I met her. A mighty strange woman." He drew nearer the portcullis and raised his voice. "We did nay murder your son, Lady MacRae. He, his men, and Alpin ambushed us in the wood."

"Liar!" The word burst from her mouth in an enraged snarl. "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 turned her horse about, then rode away, the guard following.

"What the hell?" Brodie appeared perplexed. "Is she a witch?"

"If she is, I did nay ken of it." As Gavin watched, the party of six riders trotted away, back toward MacRae lands.

"Mayhap 'tis a trick to disarm you. She may send troops back in a few days to attack after we leave," Torr speculated.

Gavin had no notion of her true plans, but her eerie words about a curse echoed in his mind. A dark cloud passed overhead, and a cold wind whipped through the bailey, giving him a chill. Was she insane or a witch? Rumors of witches had circulated for decades. Their former king, James, had ordered many witch trials and executions during his reign.

Torr and Brodie remained at Caithmore Castle for a few days, but the MacRaes didn't show their faces again. Their surroundings remained quiet. The MacTavish scouts and guards found no MacRaes hiding in the bracken or the wood near the border. The MacElraths and the MacCains left, returning to their own lands several miles distant.

A fortnight after Lady MacRae's visit, Gavin awoke at sunrise, an immense and blinding pain slicing through his body. He shoved himself out of bed and landed on the floor. The pain vanished, but when he opened his eyes, he was close to the wooden floor. What the devil? He was only a foot or two tall. He glanced down at his own body and, seeing black feathers, decided he must still be dreaming. He squeezed his eyes shut tight, then opened them again. The feathers remained. He lifted his arm, but... he had no arm.

'Twas a wing.

What the hell? He tried to say the words, but a whistling screech emerged from his mouth. He muttered several choice Gaelic words, all whistling sounds. Black feathers covered his chest and abdomen. Wicked talons had sprouted from his feet.

God help me! What happened?

The curse. What had the hag said? Their true beastly nature would emerge.

He turned his head and glanced down over the sleek black feathers of his back. He had a tail like a hawk. Watching the long feathers, he wiggled them as if 'twas completely natural.

He turned his head, surveying the room, which appeared far larger than ever before. Glad no one was present to witness the abomination he had turned into, he ran across the wooden floor, his long talons clicking.

He stopped before the full-length silver mirror.

'Slud! 'Twas true. A hawk stared back at him. Turning his head this way and that, he peered closer to see his eyes were still intense blue.

Could this be a nightmare?

Nay, everything felt too real.

A plague upon Wilona MacRae! How could she do something so vile and evil to him?

He knew not how such magic worked. How could he change himself back into a human?

A fresh breeze from the open window ruffled his feathers, distracting him. Though the room was sizable, 'twas still confining, like a cage.

A craving for freedom and open space surged through him.

He rushed to the open window and somehow knew how to use his wings to propel himself up to the windowsill. He sat perched three floors up, but the ground did not appear far away. The urge to fly overwhelmed him. He leapt, then outstretched his wings. He was shocked to find himself gliding over the stone walls and out into the gray Highland mist above the moors.
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Chapter 3
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Present-day, North Carolina

"When are you going to get married, dear?" asked the tiny whitehaired lady at the hors d'oeuvre table.

Danielle MacRae forced a tight smile. If this weren't her younger sister's engagement party, she would've beat a hasty retreat. Even the delicious barbeque scents coming from the grill couldn't have kept her here. Almost everyone she'd chatted with this evening had inquired about her marital status. Talking about her inability to find a date was her least favorite topic.

Dani ladled herself a generous serving of pink Caribbean punch, hoping it was spiked with plenty of rum.

"Aren't you the older sister?" Mrs. Deweese, her parents' longtime neighbor, raised her voice to be heard over the squealing future flower girls splashing in the pool nearby.

Dani nodded, taking a generous sip of the citrusy punch. "No good men are available," she said. Or attracted to me.

If this were historical times, she would've been considered a spinster at twenty-four. Since most of the guys she'd gone out with over the years had been wrong for her, she'd spent most of her time focusing on earning a Ph.D. in English literature.

"Well, you're a beautiful girl." Mrs. Deweese grinned like a pixie. "One day, when you're least expecting it, you'll meet a good man."

Dani couldn't help but smile at the sweet lady who used to give her butterscotch candies as a child. "Thank you. I hope you're right."

After Mrs. Deweese excused herself and walked away, Dani noticed a new arrival—a guy she had dated briefly years ago, when she'd been seventeen. Paul hadn't spotted her yet, and she didn't want him to. She slipped behind a pavilion column and glanced back through the flowering vines. She knew she was being ridiculous, but she didn't want to rehash high school with him nor talk about her nonexistent social life.

Her sister, Gracie, was too busy to notice if Dani took a break from the party.

After glancing around to make sure no one watched her, she slipped inside the house and into her dad's library. No one would look for her here, she hoped. She would stay away from the French doors where the draperies halfway covered the windows. Late evening had not yet turned to night.

Dozens of tidy, organized bookshelves dominated the room, giving her a thrill. She took her book nerd tendencies after her father, whom she'd been named after. She had not inherited the social butterfly gene like her mom and sister. This library, and her dad, had influenced her to become an English professor.

She hadn't visited this room in several months. Her dad had bought a new case with glass doors for his treasured books. After turning on the lamp, she peered inside and spied several first editions—his favorites to collect.

The cover of the antiquarian book of Scottish folktales caught her eye and she smiled. She hadn't thought of that book in years. A childhood memory struck her, one of her earliest. At age three or four, she'd begged her dad to read the stories to her while she studied the ancient artwork drawn centuries ago. He taught her the meanings of the unusual Scots words. Sometimes he translated as he read. A few of the folktales had frightened her as a child, but they still fascinated her. She loved the stories of princesses, shapeshifters, and loch monsters. The Scots had wild imaginations for sure.

Her dad wouldn't mind if she looked at it, would he? After washing and drying her hands in the half-bath just off the library, she gently took the book from the case. It had originated in the early 1600s. Such ancient manuscripts were hard to find, and her dad had paid a pretty penny for it.

She gingerly opened the leather-bound cover and turned a page. The woodcut illustration had faded over the years, but she could still discern the red and blue colors of the laird's clothing. Her eyes scanned the hand-scribed words, wondering who had written them centuries ago. Probably a scholar.

As she read the ancient Scottish version of the frog prince, the story came alive in her mind, reminding her of why she had loved it all those years ago. She smiled at the nostalgic memories.

As a teen, she read more mature folktales, such as Tam Lin. She turned toward the back of the book and found the story.

"I knew you'd be in here."

Dani jumped and glanced around to find her mother closing the library door.

"Stay buried under these books, and you'll remain single forever," her mom said in a half-teasing tone.

"What a mean thing to say." Unfazed by her mom's comment, Dani straightened and put the book of folktales back in the case.

"Just being honest, sweetheart."

"You married Dad, and he's always buried under books."

"Touché." She shrugged and checked her makeup and short, dark hair in the mirror by the door. "I think there are a few single men out there. Like Paul. You remember him."

"I remember. That's why I'm in here.

Her mother grinned. "Someday, you'll find a man who's just perfect for you."

"That's basically what Mrs. Deweese said."

"A wise lady."

Dani hoped both women were right. Not that she needed a man to complete her. It was simply no fun being the lone bystander in a sea of couples. She wanted someone to share her life with. But she was picky. She wouldn't settle for just anyone.

"What are you two doing? Reading?" her dad asked from the doorway, his salt-and-pepper hair almost shimmering in the lamplight.

"I noticed Dani had vanished from the party. I figured I would find her hiding in here."

Her dad smiled. "That's my girl."

"Hermit behavior is nothing to be proud of, Dan."

He chuckled. "We're not hermits, are we? We just love a good story."

Her mom rolled her eyes. "I'm going to check on our guests." She hurried out.

"I'm glad you're in here, Dani," her dad said. "There's something special I've been planning to give you."

"Oh? What is it?" She loved surprises.

He strode to his desk, and she followed. He took down a painting of a red stag from the wall and opened the combination safe behind it. After pulling out a small box, he opened it and handed it to her. Inside lay a beautiful silver and amethyst brooch she had seen many times.

She gasped. "Grandma's brooch."

Her dad nodded. "She always wore it with her tartan sash for the Highland games."

Her grandma had passed away almost two years ago. Dani blinked back the burning moisture in her eyes.

"She would want you to have it." her father said. "Your mother has no interest in it, by the way."

"Naturally. She loves modern styles."

"I had the brooch cleaned, repaired, and appraised. It's quite old and valuable. The exterior portion is sterling silver. It was made in the late Georgian era, but the central amethyst and its setting probably date from the mid-1500s. My father's family passed it down. Your grandpa gave it to your grandma right after they married."
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