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1303

Highlands of Scotland

THE CRACKLING OF FLAMES in the fireplace filled the main hall of Chieftain Duncan’s castle. Callum swept the room with a cursory glance, his fingers tapping along the scarred tabletop. Smoke-stained stone pressed in around those gathered, a heavy curtain of smoke swirled above their heads. The flickering of candles reflected off the two jewel encrusted claymores hanging above the scarred mantel, crossed by a battle axe. 

Several servant girls rushed about the room, carrying pitchers and cups. A slim, dark-haired girl set a cup in front of him, a pitcher in her other hand. Callum slapped a hand over the rim and shook his head. The ale did nothing to improve the current mood or situation. 

Callum crossed his arms over his chest. Nine men lurked behind those at the lengthy table in the great room. Not one clung to the remainder of their youth. The years having bleached any trace of color from their hair and beards. 

Shuffling from the head of the table drew Callum’s attention, and he exhaled a slow breath. The Duncan clan’s chieftain hunched in his chair. His gray hair hung down around his face, the white of his beard stark against the dark shade of his attire. Duncan steepled his fingers together and pressed them to his lips. 

On his left Adhamh, his second in command peered out through bushy brows. His lips pressed into a hard line. A scar marred the left side of his face. The stump of an arm peeked from beneath the edge of his lien. 

Callum shifted his attention to the other men. Three of the seven were allies of the old man. The group looked from Duncan to Callum and back. Duncan cleared his throat and stared at Callum through narrowed his eyes. 

Would the old man grant him the aid Callum requested? Was he so eager to hand over their lands and their people to the English bastards in the lowlands?

“It is not for us to say, MacGreghere. The Duncan clan is not–” The thick rasp of the old man’s voice shattered the tension. 

Good god, his stomach dropped, and Callum clenched his fists on the table. “Ye do not hold concern for the English cluttering up our country?” He had to have misunderstood Duncan’s words. Surely Duncan had not - would not- deny Callum the support he’d promised him. 

Callum leaned closer to the table. The muscles in his jaw ticked, and he ground his teeth together. Fixing the old man with a hard glare, Callum exhaled. Manners and respect be damned. “Or are ye–”

“I’m old, McGreghere, with more years upon a battlefield than ye have seen. I wish to live out my remaining years with some semblance of peace. War with the English will be costly.” He pounded his forefinger on the table in front of him, exhaustion dripping from his voice. “Not only in coins, but in lives. Edward’s followers are in the borderlands, locked within their castles and forts. None are here in the highlands.”

“Yet, Chieftain, yet.” Callum snorted. “They are only the scourge of the lowland and borderland Scots. The English are greedy and untrustworthy. If we do nothing, they will take everything and leave us with nothing.” Was Duncan really so eager to overlook the truth? So hungry for a peace that would be doomed to remain just out of reach It would be far more costly if the clans did not unite against Edward. Duncan’s refusal, and the refusal of his allies would ensure there was nothing left. “They hold no love for us Scots and will take every inch we give them.”

“It is not an easy decision to be made.” An old man, Callum didn’t recognize, to Duncan’s left spoke, his fingers toying with the cup of ale in front of him. “Ye have only recently taken on the position of leader among yer clan. How can ye ask what no other would ask of us?”

“So ye vote against action, Adhamh.” Anger sizzled along the threads of his voice and Callum met the old man’s gaze. He raised a brow and took a long breath.

“I will not vote without all information being presented. We must all be in agreement.” Adhamh’s voice crackled.

“What detail do ye feel is lacking? I have given ye–”

“It is not a matter to be decided without consideration of cost, young man. Ye are new to leadership. We have seen war before, many times. Ye must agree it is best to put the needs of our clans before the needs of others.”

“Aye, I do agree. It is my clan’s future which concerns me. I would see them to freedom, not slaving for some English bastard.” With a snort, Callum shoved back from the table and lurched to his feet. His seat clattered to the floor behind him. 

Soldiers stood to attention, hands flying to their swords. Those gathered around the table jumped in their seats, all eyes upon him. “So, ye will not give aid then?” Ice dripped from his tone. How could they be so blind?

“I will not go to war with an enemy who has–” Duncan slapped a hand on the table. 

Callum planted both hands on the table. “They are yer enemy in equal measure. Yer women, yer children will fall beneath their blades as easily as yer men.”

“Edward has yet to break his word and invade all of Scotland. I have given my word I would not stand against him until–”

His heart stuttered in his chest and Callum gaped at the older man. The fool. “Aye, I see. Yer loyalty is not to yer kinsmen, but to the bastard who–”

“I will not break my oath to aid ye, McGreghere.”

“What of yer oath to the McGreghere clan? Does it hold no weight?” Callum inhaled a deep breath. The vague hope he’d clung to faded with each passing second as the elders at the table whispered amongst themselves. The men shook their heads and stared at him. “It is a foul day when a Scotsman turns on his own.”

“I will not wage a war I cannot win. Not when it puts my people at risk. I will stand with ye, but I refuse to go to war with Edward.”

“Ye will not rise against an enemy who would see yer clan destroyed? If Edward were to march on us and attack my people ye would not join me in defending against him?” 

“Edward has given–”

“So be it.” Alliances meant nothing to the old. Or was it his age they railed against. He had spent years learning the ways of leadership and now, it was for naught. His uncle would not have passed on the leadership of the clan to him if he were not able bodied and capable. 

“He has not entered the highlands, McGreghere and he will not.”

“Adhamh, ye do not know the man’s mind.”

Duncan exhaled. “Whether we do or not, McGreghere, there is no reason to believe otherwise. Edward has given his word and I will not risk war.”

Heat raced through his body and his blood boiled. His palms itched and he flexed his fingers. The threat was real and one his clan would face - alone, it seemed. “We as Scots are at war. I see the truth now and how it must be. It falls to those with a desire for true freedom to defend the highlands.” 

Bampots. Every one of them. 

Duncan staggered to his feet. “How dare ye? Such an insolent pup. Ye are not Chieftain here, McGreghere. Ye stand within the walls of my home, a guest at my table.” His voice quivered and shook, echoing off the stone walls. “Ye are little more than a boy with a fresh title and claim in place. Yer uncle should have given the title to one with skill and experience.”

“My position as head of my clan is of no concern to ye, Duncan. I have trained under some of the most powerful leaders and while I am young, I am no fool.” Callum cast a sharp glance at the gathered men. “I have heard Wallace speak his wisdom. I have seen the treatment of those on the borderlands. Heard the cries of women who were yanked from the arms of their husbands. The very threat is enough to give any man nightmares. Ye are correct, Duncan. I am not chieftain here. A pity. Unlike some, I do not embrace the words of Edward as anything but a lie. Deceit wrapped in honey meant to keep us beneath their boots.” Ice coated each word and he lowered his voice to a rolling growl. 

Weak, and tired, those elder than him had turned a blind eye to anything beyond their own desires. Their actions ensured the suffering of their clans. Callum swallowed hard and met the stare at each man. He allowed a small smirk to twist his lips. “If I were, my warriors would be prepared for any enemy lurking in the shadows.” Callum stalked across the room and took the steps in two strides. Throwing the door open he stepped out into the weak sunlight.  

The damn fools. 

Thunder rumbled in the distance, lightning lighting up the gathering darkness. The weather appeared to be in agreement with his mood. 

God show mercy. 

If the old leader did not change his mind, his clan would not survive the ever approaching English army. Duncan clan members mingled throughout the courtyard, casting short, furtive glances in his direction. Their whispers were a furious buzz around him. The muscles in his jaw spasmed, the cracking of his teeth filled his ears.  

Men, women, children. They clung to the words of their chieftain in hopes he would protect them. 

An old man who sought peace no matter the cost to his people. 

If they were his people, they would need not fear the enemy. 

But they weren’t part of his clan. 

The Duncan clan members parted, and he strode across the courtyard to where his horse stood dozing. Allies were growing scarce, and his men would need to prepare for the coming war.  

With a swift tug, he settled his brat on his shoulder. Callum gathered the trailing reins and vaulted into the saddle. The leather creaked beneath his weight and his mount sidestepped. Callum wasn’t an envoy. He was a soldier. Trying to deal with old men was a task best left to Eaun. Hell, if the high walls and crowded keep kept pressing in around him he’d suffocate.

Callum twisted in the saddle. On the steps of the castle, the old chieftain and the council members of the clan huddled, their heads bent together. A councilman turned and faced him, his narrowed eyes hidden by thick, bushy brows, and Callum gathered his reins. “The English need not wage war. At the rate the clans are going, we will destroy ourselves.” 

He muttered a curse under his breath and nudged his stallion through the gates of the Duncan clan’s holding. Once clear, the stallion broke into a gallop down the trail. The walls and stench of Duncan’s holding faded with each stride, and Callum’s chest loosened. 

Finally, he was clear of his allies’ clan and could breathe.  

Lush green hills spread out before him, and he exhaled. “Three days wasted on a bunch of ranting old men.” 

God knew the McGreghere clan were not alone in clan members falling to the enemy. It was a truth widely agreed upon by all the clans, except for the foolish Grahams. Callum ground his teeth together and exhaled sharply. But, his voice lifted the loudest against them. 

Edward would not be satisfied with the borderlands, with the forts and castles he held. No, he wanted all of Scotland. 

He would not yield his country to the wretched English king. If the clans did not unite, then King Edward would seize their lands. 

Callum guided his trotting stallion down the trail, his jaw tight. 

The old chieftain spoke of his clan’s safety, of alliances. But George Duncan was blind to the faults of the English king he was so loyal to. Damn it. Duncan was a fool, and his sons were useless. Had he forgotten Callum’s father had fallen to an English blade. The women who were violated, the bloodshed and horror they suffered. Callum ground his teeth together, he knew first hand. 

Aye, he knew. Heat licked at his veins, and he tightened his grip on the reins. He’d drive the bastards from Scotland if it was the last thing he did. 

Kicking his stallion, he urged the animal faster. 

Flames licked along the edges of his memory. Screams of pain and terror echoed through his senses. Blood spread across rough stone, dripping down the steps at his feet. His mother’s sobs, the rent of fabric and her pleas of mercy. The Englishmen’s laughter and grunts. 

Until they were defeated for good, the English would rape and pillage until there was nothing left for them to conquer. 

Like shadows risen from the depths of Hell, the enemy pressed in on the southern territorial barrier. Occupying castles and forts as if they were the rulers of his land. As if they owned the land they’d claimed. 

Crops could be replanted, livestock replaced, but the lives of clan members were a debt to be collected upon. For every one of them who perished, he would see the enemy’s numbers dwindle. 

Callum snorted. He should have called his warriors together and joined Wallace. The time for such actions was gone. Wallace’s efforts, his words had reached even those here but still they seemed to fall on deaf ears. 

“Hell.” Callum tugged on the bridle, turning his stallion toward the forest. Nothing was easy in the highlands. If it were, the English would have taken control long ago. 

Callum scrubbed his hand over the curve of his jaw, the rasp of his beard tickling his palm. Damn fools. Old feuds and alliances stood in the way of unity. Of freedom.

Thunder boomed above him, and he cast a scowl upward. Gray clouds rolled across the sky, the air heavy with the freshness of a coming rain. Puffs of white mist escaped his nostrils, and he shivered. It would be another hour before the rain arrived, and he still had half a day’s ride ahead of him. 

A hot meal and a warm bed would serve him well. 

Focus, Callum. There wasn’t anything to be done until he was safely back on his clan’s territory. Distraction led to danger. 

Trees pressed in on either side of the trail, narrowing it through the brush and wide-trunked trees creating a living wall. The weak daylight filtered through the canopy casting silvery shadows on the trail. 

Enemy territory snaked along the trail to his left. Hell. Prickles raced along his spine. 

A sharp crack to his right shattered the silence. Every muscle hardened. His heart leapt in his chest, settling into a rapid rhythm beneath his ribs. The hair on the back of Callum’s neck stood on end. 

Callum tightened his grip on the reins. His horse sidestepped and tossed his head. He pressed a hand to the horse’s neck and inhaled a slow breath. His heart settled into a slow throb. He allowed a slow smile to curve his lips, whoever slunk about would ease the burning in his veins. 

A heavy stillness hung in the air. Silence stretched like a taut bowstring; the sounds of the forest muted. His blood slowed through his veins. 

Through the branches and other foliage, shadows moved along the tree line. The breeze carried the faint aroma of smoke and sweat toward him, and Callum clenched his fists. Someone was there. The weight of their stare bore through him. 

Aye, even if he could not see them, they were there. The cold metal of the hilt slid across Callum’s palm, a comfortable weight. He tightened his muscles and swept his gaze across the trail. 

Soft thuds and the rustling of the leaves carried to him. Trees swayed as if brushed aside. 

The Graham clan’s territory started at the tree line. Weak and inept, they surely weren’t daft enough to seek to capture their more powerful enemies. Only a fool would dare such a thing. The old bastard was not known for a clear head. 

Several branches trembled, the leaves whispering. He pulled his sword free, the metal singing. Aye, he’d send them to their graves. 

A body darted on the other side and Callum whirled his horse. 

Who would dare to attack him? Had the English - nay, it had to be the Graham clan. Fools. It would be he who would come out the victor. 

Eerie howls of battle cries and barked out commands rose around him. 

Callum roared and whirled his stallion in a circle, sword in hand. Several men rushed at him. His mount reared, screaming a challenge. The men ducked away from the stallion’s hooves. Those that darted out of the way were replaced with more bodies, men circling ever closer. 

The tension bled from his muscles and Callum slid from his mount’s back. The bay lurched forward, the crowd parting to allow him escape. On his feet, sword at his side, Callum glared. 

A flash of green and brown caught Callum’s eye, and he whirled to face the threat. Men dressed in the muted shades of hunters surrounded him. Armed with spears and swords they pressed closer. 

Callum flexed his fingers around the hilt of his sword and braced his weight. Young warriors, most barely old enough to stand on the battlefield. Fear soured the surrounding air. Several men stepped to one side, and an older man swaggered forward.  

Do not linger. He needed to move. To get back to his clan. Callum ground his teeth together, his jaw aching. His warriors would go to war - and leave his people unprotected. It would ensure the English victory. Nay he could not surrender. 

“Ye risk war?” 

A nagging familiarity taunted Callum’s mind. The man before him was a seasoned warrior, one he’d met before. He straightened. A Graham. Of course. 

Gravel crunched behind him. Warmth drifted across his neck and Callum glanced over his shoulder at the warriors standing behind him.

“‘Tis ye who risked it.” The man crossed his arms over his chest. “But ye will learn from yer mistake. Perhaps.”

Sharp agony pierced Callum’s skull and he stumbled to his knees. Ringing in his ears nearly drowned out the hoots from those gathered. Nay, he could not fall. He would not. He groaned and fell forward. Stars danced behind his eyes and he blinked. The obvious leader kicked his sword aside. Callum reached a wavering hand toward his sword. 

Cracking filled his ears, and Callum grunted, the air forced from his lungs. A booted foot slammed into his ribs, forcing Callum onto his back. 

Gray eyes stared down at him as a sneer twisted his captor’s face. Callum sucked in a sharp breath. By all that was holy. William Graham.

His pulse raced beneath his skin. Damn the Grahams to hell. Greedy and sniveling cowards. Couldn’t face a man on the field of battle - instead they lay in wait. If only he’d been paying more attention he could have avoided them. He was so stupid as to fall in their trap. Some Chieftain he was.

“Denial will get ye nothing.” The leader hunkered down. “Ye were seen.” His laughter faded beneath the wave of suffocating darkness.
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Chapter Two
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THUNDER RUMBLED IN the distance and Elizabeth tugged on the pale thread attached to the tapestry in front of her. She wrinkled her nose as the rumbling grew louder. Her stomach hardened, and she sucked in a breath. 

Please, let it go eastward. The rain would help the crops, but the thunder... Elizabeth shuddered. Oh goodness, the thunder would be a torment. 

“One, two, three.” Elizabeth jumped boom when another tore through the silence. 

It would be awhile before the storm fully arrived. She shivered. If there was anyone listening to her prayers, the storm would move on. 

But the good lord had stopped listening to her some time ago.  

“Milady, yer father summons ye.” Warmth filled the shaky voice, and Elizabeth glanced up. A woman, with graying hair at her temples, hovered in the doorway, her gnarled fingers tugging at her liene. 

Elizabeth allowed a quick smile and leaned forward in her chair. A welcomed distraction. “What does Papa require, Margaret?” 

Margaret shifted, her gaze darting around the room. “I cannot say, miss.” She smoothed her hands down the front of her clothing. “He did not speak of his reasons.”

The trembling in her maid’s fingers grew, and Elizabeth dropped her mending in her lap. Butterflies took wing in her gut, and she twisted on the hard stool. 

Poor Margaret. Her papa’s temperament had everyone on edge. Good Lord, had one of her brothers started another war? Their childish behavior was the cause of his anger, she was certain of it. 

When would they learn?

Elizabeth swallowed and tucked a lock of hair behind one ear. “Did he give any reason? Surely he offered some explanation on what could be the matter.” Her father’s silence did not bode well for whatever had stirred his ire. Her blood froze in her veins. Heaven help them all. What had her brothers gotten themselves into? 

Though older than her in years, they often seemed younger and had run wild for too long. If her father would not take them in hand, then she would. 

Placating the old man would be the first task. 

She offered her maid a small smile. Perhaps it would be enough to put Margaret at ease. Undoubtedly the old woman would be dreading the coming discussion. Their chieftain was not an easy man to understand or tolerate. 

“I wish he had.” Margaret shuffled into the room. “But, he is in a mood.”

Elizabeth flexed her fingers and inhaled a deep breath. Throwing something would only attract the guards and she did not need such attention. 

Her father’s moods were as stable as the weather. She’d rather sit through a thunderstorm than deal with her father’s tantrums.

“And he gave no further instructions? Papa would not want a woman present if there were a threat.” Elizabeth tucked her needle into the fabric in her lap and met Margaret’s gaze. “Come, Margaret, we will face Papa’s wrath and soothe the prickly beast. Surely it cannot be too horrid.”

The weak color faded from her maid’s face and she swallowed audibly. “No, milady. His exact words were to fetch ye without delay or excuses. And ye are to dress accordingly as we have a guest.”

Of course.

A guest. Papa would want her present to impress the man in hopes of gaining further alliances.

Unless - whoever had come to speak to the old man had no interest in peace.

Elizabeth rose and paced the room. Her heart galloped under her ribs. It could not be peace but war? Why come to speak of it when they could simply attack? “Have any of my brothers returned?” Her voice cracked, and she sucked in a quick breath to ease the burning in her lungs. God help them, help her.

“Nay, milady. I saw none of them. My William did say Ramsey would return today.”

Ramsey. Young, impetuous, and the reason for more than one war with other clans.

Elizabeth twisted her trembling fingers. Did none of them care what became of them?

She exhaled sharply. It fell to her to show their clan’s worth. “Thank ye, Margaret. I’ll just take a moment to see to my appearance. Ye may tell Papa I will be along directly.”

“I’m to wait for ye, Miss Elizabeth.” Margaret bustled across the room to Elizabeth’s trunk and dug through it. She lifted a simple uaine leine with yellow embroidery and held it aloft. “If I may suggest, milady, the green would look fetching.”

Elizabeth nodded and stood patiently as Margaret assisted her in changing her attire. Wrapping her brat around herself, Elizabeth fastened the brooch above her heart. Margaret added a slim ribbon to her hair and patted her on the shoulder. “A stunning image, Miss.”

“Thank ye.” She took care to smooth out the wrinkles from sitting too long. Elizabeth pinched her cheeks for color and patted her hair. “Let us go see Papa.” She walked past Margaret and patted her maid’s shoulder. “We need not concern ourselves just yet. We do not know why he calls for me.”

Raised voices crept through the open doorway. Had Ramsey arrived? Thunder roared above them and Elizabeth jumped. Her heart leapt in her throat and she glanced upward.

The storm had arrived.

She swept through the door and rushed along the landing toward the stairs. She braced her hand on the stone walls and scurried down the narrow stone steps of the castle. Torches flickered and danced in the shadows, casting a soft golden glow across the impersonal stone.

Elizabeth ducked by two soldiers at the foot of the stairs. The main doors clattered and opened; gray light spilled across the floor. Cool air swept in, bringing the clean, earthy scent of rain. Several of her father’s men marched Father Roger through the main doors and down the steps into the main hall. The clergyman stumbled along, robes flapping around his ankles. His hair stuck out from his head in all directions, and he clung to his bible. 

Elizabeth caught herself on the bottom step. She grabbed behind her, clinging to Margaret’s hand.

“What madness have they done now?”

“I do not know, Miss Elizabeth.” Margaret pressed close, her hand on Elizabeth’s arm.

“Best not to delay. No need to stir Papa’s wrath.”

Elizabeth followed the men down into the main hall. Weak light flickered from the candles on the mantel and the table. Thick smoke hung over the room. A roaring fire behind the tall-backed chair where her father sat did little to ease the chill in the room.

Next to the fireplace, a long table sat stacked with dirty trenchers and tipped over cups. Her brother hunched over a cup, his long hair hanging in his face. At least Ramsey was alive. Whatever the purpose of the priest had nothing to do with her brother.

Ramsey lifted his head and met her gaze. He narrowed his eyes, a slow one-sided smile curled his lips upward. The broiling emotions in his stare burned through her with dark intent.

A shudder raced up her spine. Ramsey’s foul moods were not her concern.

Clearing her throat, Elizabeth faced her father.

As wide as he was tall, Robert Graham filled the seat he claimed, his gnarled hands folded over his belly. A dark look twisted his features into an ugly mask and Elizabeth wiped her sweaty hands on the sides of her dress.

Her breath caught. Aye, he was in a mood.

Behind her, one of the many household servants scurried. “I can say he was in a mood after speaking to Ramsey.” The woman’s voice pitched low, nearly a whisper. “Yer name, milady, was mentioned.”

Of course. It was always something with her youngest brother. Though two years her senior; why she still had to mother the boy plucked at the edge of her mind. What had her brother done this time? Who had he insulted or worse?

“Thank ye, Margaret.” Elizabeth turned and squeezed Margaret’s arm. She offered a small smile. “Ye may return to yer duties.”

Her maid bowed and hurried toward the kitchens, leaving Elizabeth standing across the room from her father.

If Ramsey had seen fit to start another war, she was going to peel his hide.

Smoothing her liene into place, Elizabeth clasped her hands before her and crossed the room. She stopped an arm’s length from the old man. “Hello, Papa.”

A snicker drew her attention. Her gaze met her brother’s. He raised a cup at her before downing it in one gulp.

“Have ye not had enough ale, yet?”

He sneered and toasted her with the cup. “Not near enough.” Slurred, the edge of his words were soft with ale, and Elizabeth clenched her fists together.

Stupid boy. Momma wept in heaven for her sons.

“Ye finally decided to answer my summons.” Her father’s voice filled the room, a thin note of anger woven through it.

Elizabeth sighed. She had not sprouted wings since he’d last seen her. If God was kind, he would grant the older man patience. She offered a quick curtsey and bowed her head. “I came as quickly as I could, Papa. I had to change–”

“Hold yer tongue.” Papa waved his cup in the air, and the servant hovering at his side filled it and stepped back. 

Elizabeth caught the flush on the woman’s face and raised a brow. The maid glanced at her, and then just as quickly, her glance shifted away. She shuffled back another step behind the chair and kept her head down.

“Yer excuses are not needed, daughter. I can assume what falsities will spill from yer lips.” He lifted his cup and took another long drink, ale spilling past his lips and dripping down his beard. Elizabeth grimaced and lifted a hand to her lips. He set the cup aside and belched. “‘Tis a dark day this morn, Elizabeth. Word has reached me of yer actions. My clan is well respected, and I will not have our reputation tarnished because of cheap gossip.”

“Papa, I know nothing of which ye speak. What gossip has darkened yer mood? Surely it could not be as bad as–” 

Ramsey snickered and slapped the table. “Foul indeed, Father.”

“Hold yer tongue, Ramsey.” Elizabeth cast a narrow-eyed look at him and returned her attention to her father. Whatever rumors were circulating surely had nothing to do with her. “My apologies, Papa, but I am not certain I heard ye correctly.” Elizabeth swallowed around a lump forming in her throat. “I know nothing–”

“Nothing? Nothing? Daughter, ye take me for a fool. Ramsey himself has heard the loathsome details swirling about. As if I have not enough to concern myself with. I now need worry about yer disrespect for my clan? I should not have turned down the offer for yer hand from Stewart’s nephew. He would have surely kept ye in line.”

Choking back the hot wash of acrid bile, Elizabeth gaped at her father. She’d risk eternity in purgatory before she allowed that wastrel to touch her. “I do not understand?” Elizabeth’s heart thudded against her ribs. She swallowed hard and shifted. What did the death of her former betrothed have to do with his current ire? There was an important piece missing, but what? “What rumor has darkened yer mind?”

“It matters not. Ye’ll obey me.” 

“Papa.”

Her father slammed his fist down on the arm of the chair and leaned forward. Spittle and ale flew from his lips, and he glared at her. “It is simple, daughter. I will not have my family, my clan, dishonored by some dalliance ye engaged in without thought.”

Elizabeth inhaled a deep breath. Dalliance? Who would dare speak such lies? “Papa, I have done nothing of the sort.”

“Listen to her, Father, eager to deny.”

“Ramsey, be silent.” Elizabeth raised a brow at her brother. “What have ye mucked about with now? Is it not enough to bring shame to our clan with yer ruthless pursuit of pleasure.”

“Do not address him in such a tone.” Her father thundered. “Ye will remain guarded in yer chambers until I summon ye. Whilst ye are there, Elizabeth, ye will pray for yer soul and my forgiveness.”

“Forgiveness?” Her stomach twisting, Elizabeth stumbled back. “What am I–”

“Margaret, ye will escort her to her chambers. She is not to leave.” Robert’s voice filled the hall. He swiped a hand across the table, throwing the cup aside, and it crashed into the wall and shattered onto the floor. 

“Papa, what in the—what rumor? I have done nothing.” Elizabeth’s voice cracked. She stared at him, her chest tightening. 

Ramsey’s cackling rose, drowning the thunderous roaring in her ears. His lies had poisoned their father’s mind. Surely she would not be condemned without proper explanation. 

A light touch on her elbow and Elizabeth started. Disjoined, muffled, the murmurs of the room buzzed about her like bees. Only she stood alone. 

She was innocent of these lies. Poison poured over an open wound. Elizabeth blinked at her chieftain. Her stomach twisted and dropped to her feet. Pressure formed behind her eyes, the sting of tears threatened. 

“Come.” Margaret tugged her arm, and Elizabeth stumbled back. A dull pounding filled her ears. God protect her from the poison within her brother’s lies. What horrid words had he whispered to their father? 

“I’ve done nothing.” Elizabeth’s voice crackled and she stumbled into her maid. 

“It will work out.” Margaret patted her hand. “Ye will see. Our chieftain is a man of honor. He will not turn from ye.”

Elizabeth shook her head and climbed the stairs. He already had. 

Elizabeth stepped into her chamber and stared at the cold stone wall across from her. Margaret scurried over and stirred the fire. She coughed behind her, and Elizabeth closed her eyes. The door closed with a dull thud, and she flinched. 

It was done.

Her heart thundered in her ears, and she shuffled on trembling legs to her bed and sank onto the edge. The soft yield of her bedding unleashed the gates of her emotions, and she took a shuddery breath. A sob ripped through her. She hunched over, her shoulders shaking with the force of her sobs. 
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Chapter Three
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SHARP DAGGERS SPLIT his skull open, and stars danced behind his lids. Icy shards jabbed into his side; a thin strip of weak light filled the space. Bloody ‘ell when he got his hands on the bastard who’d laid him out, he would send him to Hell. 

Callum drew his knees closer to his chest. He sucked in a harsh breath. He wasn’t bound for purgatory yet. His snicker turned to a weak moan, a sign the sleekit basturt valued his existence naught. 

The scrape of jagged stone drew a sharp line along his aching flesh. The edges dug into his body, a sickeningly sweet flavor lay on his tongue with each movement. Warmth dripped down his back and he winced. 

Where was he? What had... Bloody hell. Biting back a groan, Callum squeezed his eyes shut. Ay, his mind flooded him with recollection. 

A heavy boot connected with his face. His head bouncing on the hard ground beneath him while a laughing mob encircled his body. 

Hell. He’d been captured. By the dampot Graham’s issue.

Callum shook his head, his head spinning. Damn, his horse was likely entering his keep at the moment. His men would not hesitate - the act was a declaration of war. Whilst he was not opposed to war, he would appreciate knowing the why before he cut them to pieces.
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