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      Secret obsession makes for the sweetest of sins.

      

      Overwhelmed by her new life in another era with the Laird of Gealach, and the feelings that threaten to consume her, Emma determines she must return to her own time and a semblance of sanity. Having heard of a magical circle of stones atop the ridge overlooking Loch Ness, she manages to escape from the castle and the desire and intensity of Logan that’s held her captive.

      

      When Logan realizes Emma is missing, he is enraged and terrified. He seeks to find her and when he does, he will punish her exquisitely for leaving him, and for inexplicably exposing his scorching fascination and adoration.

      

      Together again, their passions are reignited and a new stunning level of sensuality and self-discovery invoked. But underneath it all, both still wrestle with their inner demons and the impending danger of angered clans and traitors among them. Revealing how they feel about each other could bring about a cataclysmic crash within their hearts and the realm. The blade is sharp on both edges, but they know not which side to choose, for one promises sweet, decadent surrender and the other, irrevocable damage—and they aren’t certain which is which. Will baring her soul to the Highlander forever change the course of history?
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      Top Pick – Night Owl Reviews: “Wickedly sinful, arousingly erotic, and delightfully delicious Logan is the stuff that naughty Highlander dreams are made of.”

      

      Lit 4 Ladies: “An illicit love affair is always fun and dangerous, especially set in 16th century Scotland.”

      

      Swept Away by Romance: Overall Rating ~ 5 Stars. “I absolutely LOVED book one, Behind the Plaid by Eliza Knight so when I had a chance to read and review book two, Bared To The Laird I was bouncing for joy.”
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          EMMA

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Scottish Highlands

        Early Fall, 1542

      

      

      “I am a time traveler.”

      A shiver stole over me as the words I’d held suppressed for so long tumbled across my tongue. Not having uttered those five words aloud before, they felt foreign on my lips. Unnatural. A lie.

      I bit the inside of my cheek and put a little more oomph into the statement. I hoped that though I sounded like a fraud to myself, I wouldn’t sound that way to the one person I wanted to believe me. “Logan, I’m not from here. I am from the future.”

      Inside I groaned. Any way I put it was going to sound awkward and a bit psychotic. What would I say next, that a bolt of lightning and touching the stones of his gate—spires that were not there yet because they wouldn’t be built for several hundred years—had somehow magically whisked me back in time?

      It was the truth. It had happened. But there was no way in hell he was going to believe me. The truth sounded ludicrous. And I didn’t really fancy seeing myself in the dungeon.

      Swiping a hand through the tangles in my wavy red hair, I turned to stare up at the cracks in the plaster of the ceiling. Thank goodness Logan was not truly in my bedroom. My confession was going to be a disaster.

      I had no way of telling what day it was, or how long I’d been there, but I’d tried to keep count. I woke up each morning and adding a day onto the last. Today was one hundred twenty-three. I think. Just over four months since I’d arrived at Gealach Castle, and I could still feel the spark on my fingertips, radiating up my arms. Could still sense the confusion of that morning. How I woke up in the warm, dry grass. A battle had been quickly ensuing around me. I remember only that it had been night, and storming, and recalling nothing of how I’d gotten there, or how I’d fallen asleep. The very air had pressed in and out, vibrating. And I remembered meeting Logan.

      Not the most coordinated moments of my life—I’d fallen down the front stairs of his castle and gazed up at the tallest, darkest and handsomest fantasy a woman could dream up. Hair as dark as midnight and eyes as fierce as storm clouds. Skin tanned and taut. My mouth had watered…still watered.

      Every time I see him, it’s as though for the first time. My body surges to life, every cell and nerve reaching out to him. Wanting him to touch me, caress me, hold me.

      Back in present day somewhere, Steven—could I even think of him as my husband?—probably still searched for me. I didn’t think he’d ever stop. He was obsessed, and I’d let myself be dragged down into the mire that was his abusive pattern. Believed I was nothing, no one. Fate had somehow intervened and brought me here. To Logan. To Gealach. To a place where I feared not for my safety from the man whom I trusted with my heart and soul, but instead feared outside forces.

      The room darkened, and I turned toward the open-shuttered window that let in a morning breeze. A dark cloud blew across the sun, hiding the light. Another storm was churning, darkening the sky and hiding the pretty blue. They’d been coming more and more frequently, which only prompting my need to tell Logan the truth about where I’d come from, in case one of these storms sent me back to my own time. A fear I’d had all along. At first, I’d wanted it, pined for it. Now, I wasn’t so sure.

      Below in the courtyard, the inhabitants of Gealach—the fearsome Grant clan—went about their daily routines. Carting baskets of goods. Blacksmiths hammering out metal things. Stable boys working with horses. Children tugging buckets to the well. Their faces were lined with strain as they warily glanced about them. Over the past several months, the lines had grown deeper, the furtive glances more frequent. The chief of Clan MacDonald—mortal enemy to the Grant clan, to Logan—had made it back to the Northern Isles alive. A feat of pure hatred and willpower, I’m sure, after Logan tied him to the mast of the man’s own ship, shackled with the iron manacles he’d brought to enslave the people of Gealach.

      MacDonald had yet to retaliate, and the only reason we knew he’d made it back was because news of Logan’s daring move traveled swiftly through the Highlands. A giddy excitement and fear took hold and sent children scurrying with the slightest shift in the wind, and made warriors grab hold of their weapons. An underlying tension shadowed the castle. Everyone knew MacDonald was coming. We just didn’t know when. A medieval-day apocalypse. But as much as it scared me, I had faith Logan could kick MacDonald’s ass again.

      Logan was the King of Scotland’s own man. The Guardian of Scotland. But that didn’t matter to a maniac like MacDonald. He wanted his revenge—and the king’s seat. It was about power. About ripping apart a man who’d bested him. Not just because in this dark sixteenth century, war itched to be released from each man’s sword. There were men like him in every century.

      My ex-husband was a man like that. He preyed on the weak, and I’d been the prey. Logan set me free—mostly. I was still holding back, waiting for the curtain to drop, and every time a cloud covered the sun I swore it was going to end. That lightning would strike and I’d wake up at home in Steven’s bed. Sinking back into the nightmare I’d fled from.

      Thunder cracked, startling me from my thoughts. My gaze went from the people below back to the sky.

      The clouds were light and dark-grey swirls, shaping worlds in the sky. The sun burned to come through, reaching through every hole it could find. Almost as if the universe fought for me—keeping the storms at bay. The successful rays of sunlight beamed down in stripes, hitting the courtyard, the moors and the sea beyond.

      A swift knock at the door that connected mine and Logan’s bedrooms had me jerking away from the window. I yelped when my elbow bumped against the stone casement. Biting my lip, I rubbed the spot and watched as Logan swept open the door and stepped through.

      Rugged. Dark. Wicked.

      When he walked into a room every woman lost her breath and grew weak in the knees. Since I was the only woman here, I didn’t have to glower at any simpering females.  He had all of my attention.

      And damn, if I hadn’t lost my breath and grown weak in the knees.

      His dark eyes pierced mine. A shadow of stubble covered his chin and his hair was pulled back and tied with a leather thong. His plaid was pleated around his hips with a strip flung over his shoulder, and beneath it a crisp linen shirt that clung to the muscles of his biceps, shoulders and chest. My mouth watered and it wasn’t the only thing that got wet.

      “Logan,” I said, my breath catching as it did every time he came in.

      Now was my chance. I had to tell him the truth. The risk. I opened my mouth to tell him we needed to talk, but he spoke first.

      “Emma.” His Scottish brogue never grew old. A natural aphrodisiac. He glanced around as though he expected his demons to leap from the mortar between the stones. “Someone has been watching us.”

      There were always people watching. Logan had bade my main maid, Agatha, and the other servants who helped me, to keep quiet about our relationship. None other than them and Ewan—Logan’s second-in-command—were aware that I was Logan’s lover. Just a guest. Though, I was sure at this point they suspected. “What do you mean? Has Agatha not been discreet?”

      Logan shook his head. “Nay, ’tis not that. I found this outside my door this morning.” He held up the sheer black nightgown I’d worn at least a dozen times for Logan. Sexy medieval lingerie that I’d had to work up the nerve to slide over my skin, only to have him pull it off again—shredding the fabric as he did so.

      I bit my lip. “Maybe they dropped it on the way to the laundry and a cat got into it?”

      Logan frowned, a look so fearsome I shuddered. “Nay. Look.” He lifted the nightgown with two hands, showing me that the fabric had multiple slashes. Looked like the work of a blade rather than claws and teeth.

      My mouth opened in shock, a gasp choking me. I stepped forward, reaching for the destroyed garment. Gooseflesh rose over my arms, and a shiver of fear raced up my spine. Someone didn’t like me. Or my relationship with Logan. Either way, it was a clear threat. I’d have been gutted if I wore it when the offending attacker hit.

      “Who would do such a thing?” I asked, unable to take my eyes off the ruined garment.

      Logan wouldn’t let me remove the nightgown. He flung it into the hearth, lit the flint and set it on fire. We both stared silently at the flames as they swiftly consumed the flimsy material, melting it into ash. Nothing left of something that held so much power. The gown had put fear inside me the first time I saw it. Then it had given me strength when I finally got the nerve to slip into it. And finally, the sheer magical nightgown had the power to make Logan quake when he saw me in it, every inch of my body exposed, and yet not, to his vision.

      “I dinna know. But if they are watching and figured out what we’ve been doing, they are not the only ones. We need to be more discreet. There are too many risks involved.”

      I pushed aside my feelings of inadequacy. He wasn’t hiding me because he was embarrassed. It was for both our safety; the welfare of the kingdom was at stake.

      I nodded. How much more discreet could we be? In the open we didn’t touch. Barely spoke. At night, and maybe a stolen moment during the day, we made love. There were only a few who knew, and they were supposedly trustworthy. I wore a ring he’d given me the month before. A band of gold with an iridescent seashell. It was one we’d found while on a walk. A perfectly tiny, heart-shaped shell. But no one knew of the ring, except for maybe the man who’d fashioned it. “Do you think it was Agatha or one of the other maids? Ewan? The ring maker?”

      He shook his head. “Your maids have been with me for a long time. They fear reprisal more than a cash payout from MacDonald. The ring maker, he’d no idea who I gave it to, and besides, he wouldn’t have dared tell. And Ewan is like a brother to me. He’d never betray me.”

      Ewan was like a brother to me, too—which sounded odd considering I’d supposedly only known him a few months. But his resemblance was uncanny to my own brother, who was presumed dead along with my parents in a plane crash over the Atlantic. His mannerisms, the way we’d bonded, it was like he was indeed my brother.

      “More troubling”—he turned to face me—“is that they came into your room to get the garment. Tore it up and then left it outside my door for anyone to happen on it.”

      “My room isn’t locked. Anyone could have come in.” I tried to reason it out, but that didn’t matter. Whether the door was locked or not, someone came in with nefarious purpose.

      Murder filled his eyes, and I was glad I hadn’t been the one to cross him. “Nobody touches what’s mine. I will find out who did this. They will be punished.”

      Logan was too tense. Muscles bunched, arms crossed, brows knitted together, lips turned down. I reached out to touch him, stroking my fingers over his arm. The tension didn’t melt but it did lessen. He pulled me into his arms and kissed me. At first a gentle brush of his lips on mine. Don’t hold back, I wanted to say. I flicked my tongue over the seam of his lips, an invitation to delve deeper. His grip on me tightened and he growled.

      Liquid heat pooled deep inside me, pleasure radiating from the center outward. Every part of me strained for him to make love to me. To erase the fact that someone was very displeased with our actions. His tongue swept in, taking possession, claiming me as he always did, and I opened up, letting him take me.

      I wrapped my arms around his middle, making my body flush to his, feeling the contours of his muscles, the hardness of his erection, as he leaned into me.

      Logan’s hands threaded through my hair, massaging my scalp, and his chest rumbled with his appreciation. I pressed my pelvis hard against his, telling him what I wanted, amazed by how much he’d changed me.

      Sex used to be something I feared. The pain Steven inflicted every time we did it remained not quite a distant memory, but one that was fading. Logan was filling up the rest of the space. Filling it with delicious, wonderful memories that helped to heal the pain of my past. A past I’d just as soon forget.

      Behind my closed lids, I sensed the room brightening. I opened my eyes, seeing Logan’s dark, piercing gaze. They reminded me of onyx stones, but when he was kissing me, making love to me, they glowed like coals.

      Tingles of need gripped me, making my nipples ache, my sex slick and spasming.

      The light was from the sun—the clouds had rolled on. A breeze blew through the open window. The Universe seemed won another day. No storm yet. But that didn’t matter. I had to tell him.

      Pulling away a couple inches, I whispered, “I have to talk to you about something.”

      “What is it?” he whispered back, breaking eye contact to lay a path of searing kisses down my neck.

      “I…” God, I couldn’t talk. Not with the way his tongue flicked wickedly over my pulse. I just wanted to hike up my gown, his plaid, and wrap my legs around him, feel him sink inside me. “Mmm.”

      That sinful tongue slid over my collarbone. Strong, coarse fingers tugged at the neck of my gown, grazing tantalizingly over the top of my breast. I lost my train of thought as his lips skimmed over my taut nipple, exposed to the heat of his mouth. I arched my back, wanting more, knowing that he was distracting me from something very important.

      “No, wait,” I said hoarsely. “I have to tell you.”

      “Tell me,” he teased, exposing my other nipple and drawing it into his mouth.

      I couldn’t think. Couldn’t form words. Couldn’t do anything but scrape my fingers through his hair and tug him closer.

      “I’m not from here,” I managed. My body was on fire, desire leaping from every inch of my skin. I reached between us and gripped his hard cock, covered by the pleats of his plaid. That was what I wanted. This, inside me. We could talk later.

      “I know,” he said. His tugged at the bottom of my gown, filling his fist full of fabric. “You are from the New World.”

      That much I’d told him, yes. But the era… Well…

      Cool air blew over the naked flesh of my naked thigh which was quickly warmed by the stroke of his hand.

      I groaned as he slid his fingers up my inner thigh and stroked lightly over the wetness of my cunt.

      “Aye…” he growled against the flesh of my hard nipples. “Ye’re ready for me.”

      “You don’t understand,” I said softly, sucking my lower lip into my mouth.

      “This, I understand very well.” He thrusts his fingers deep.

      I cried out. Oh, yeah, he understood…

      His thumb swirled over my clit, fingers plunged inside, stroking me into a frenzy. The man had no idea how much he affected me. I was addicted. Obsessed. Willing to let go of that important piece of information he needed, just to feel what he did to me. To enjoy the wickedness of his touch. Anticipating what new delight he’d introduce to me.

      Logan turned me around, rubbing my clit with one finger and gripping the exposed skin of my breast with his opposite hand. He walked me forward until the tips of my toes pressed the stone wall at the base of the tiny window. I could see outside. See the sun shining. See the people below going about their duties.

      And I was excited all the more.

      Could they see me?

      I’d never known myself to be an exhibitionist… But with Logan I was always finding out new things about myself.

      “Do ye see them all?” he said against my ear, teeth scraping over my neck. He pinched my nipple. Hard.

      I gasped, “Yes.”

      “Do ye think they can see ye?”

      He plunged his fingers inside me, coating himself in my cream. The muscles of my core clenched tight to him, not wanting to let him go. But he slowly slid them out, guiding one pad over the swollen bundle of nerves that sparked with each ensuing stroke. I could barely think, let alone talk.

      “Do ye think they know what I’m doing to ye?”

      I tried to think about when I’d been below, staring up at the imposing walls of Gealach. Could I see into the windows?

      “I…I don’t know.” Part of me found the idea of others watching thrilling, but the logical side—the side that was being subdued by pleasure—knew it would be damaging.

      “I thought we were supposed…” God, I couldn’t get the words to pass over my tongue. “Supposed…to be careful.” The last word faded on a moan when he gently bit the side of my neck as he plucked my nipple and expertly tapped my clit.

      “They canna see us. But we can see them. Let this be another lesson, lass… A lesson in…” He groaned.

      My breast grew cold as he moved the heat of his hand to the small of my back, forcing me to bend forward. I braced myself on the window casing—luckily over a foot deep so my head didn’t hang outside. Cool wind touched my ass as he yanked up my gown.

      A tender smack. I bit my lip.

      “I’m going to fuck ye while ye watch the world move around ye like nothing so sinful was happening.”

      I closed my eyes, the images he put inside my mind overwhelming. A fresh rush of fluid drenched my sex, and I pushed my buttocks back, silently begging him to take me. Every time we made love, there was a lesson learned. Either a new way we moved, a new place, a new instrument, a new way of thinking. This was new. This was… Fucking amazing.

      “Tell me ye want it, Emma.”

      I shivered. Couldn’t get enough of his demands. “I want it.”

      A gentle breeze blew over my bared behind, a rustle of fabric, and then the heat of his cock head probed my tingling flesh. The strength of his thighs, warm, bristly, taut, moved against to the backs of my legs. With the toe of his boot he nudged my legs wider.

      “Good God, lass, ye are beautiful. Always ready for me.”

      He slid the crown of his cock over my clit, through my wet folds to the drenched slit, and I craved what was about to come. I pushed back just when he slid his cock up, so that he sank in a fraction of an inch.

      “Eager, are ye?” He chuckled and playfully slapped at my ass again. “I am, too.” The latter was said in a gruff murmur against the back of my neck as he plunged deep inside me.

      I cried out as the thickness of his cock stretched me. Then I swiftly brought my hand up to cover my lips. Anyone below could have heard me.

      “Just a cry on the wind, nothing more, nothing less,” he crooned.

      Logan slid out, inch by torturous inch, before plunging back inside. He held a strong grip on one hip, and on the other made light, teasing circles over my clit. My thighs trembled, fingers dug into the stone casement. My breath came out in pants.

      I turned my head as far as I could, taking in the sight of my brawny Highlander, black eyes heavily lidded with passion and trained on me.

      “Kiss me,” I said, wanting to feel his warm lips on mine.

      He plunged harder, deeper. Bent over and claimed my lips. I let go of the casement with one hand to slide my palm up around the back of his neck, holding him to me as I drew his tongue into my mouth.

      The harder I kissed him, the more demanding I grew with my tongue, the harder he fucked me. His fingers dug into the sides of my hip, making me wonder if tomorrow there’d be bruises. Love wounds. A battle of passion.

      I rolled my hips, arching my back to take him in deeper. He no longer teased my clit but rubbed it in earnest, knowing just the right amount of pressure and movement to make me come.

      I was so close, almost there, my body coiling tight, flashes of ecstasy rushing through my veins. I couldn’t hold back. Didn’t want to.

      Orgasm took over. Abducting my senses. I moaned into Logan’s mouth, and he roared into mine. Our stifled cries, and the heated push and pull between us was overpowering. Warmth consumed me as Logan plunged deep one final time, filling me up with his climax.

      Just when I thought it couldn’t get any better… It always did.
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          LOGAN

        

      

    

    
      Covered in a film of sweat, I left the vixen’s chamber, pausing a moment to make sure the corridor was clear. Only two torches were lit, one at each end of the long passageway, leaving the middle to dim shadows, as I preferred.

      Ballocks! A mysterious figure disappeared ’round a corner.

      A spy. I must have missed him slinking against the wall.

      After just having told Emma we needed to be more careful, I should have gone back through my own room to leave. But her body was like an opiate, leaving me in a euphoric state and obviously with my defenses down. I had to be more careful. There was no time to ponder it. Guard back up, I made chase.

      “Halt!” I shouted, the boom of my voice bouncing off the stone walls.

      The hurried footsteps only grew faster, clattering as they scrambled to make haste. Blood pumped fast through my veins as I hurried my pace. If the maggot wanted a chase, he’d get one. I wasn’t going to back down. As I ran, I pictured the intruder in my mind—a head shorter than myself, covered in a black cloak. Could have been a woman, but more likely a man with the way the spy had run. A rugged, jerky gait, like that of hunted prey. How much had he heard? Her moans, my growls? Our declarations?

      The wood of the door was thick, and I’d made an effort to swallow our cries of pleasure with kisses. But there was no telling if the stranger had knelt to the ground and his ear pressed to the crack beneath the door where our voices would carry through.

      I gritted my teeth. Hating that there would never be any peace for Emma and me. That the stolen moments alone were all we were likely to get. Down the spiral stairs I went, taking them two at a time. I could hear the bastard’s labored breath as I drew closer. He might be used to sneaking, but he wasn’t used to running. The stairs were slippery, the centers worn into polished stone from years of use. Only a seasoned warrior would know how to step to avoid falling.

      “I’ll have your head,” I growled, hoping to scare him into tripping. From the sound of flesh slapping stone, I believed I succeeded.

      I practically leapt down the stairs. Almost on him. A swath of fabric flicked back to touch my feet as he rounded the spiral just ahead of me. I reached out to grab him. Just a few more inches and I’d be on him. Three more steps—

      I came to a halt. Three servants knelt at the bottom of the stairs, scrubbing the stones and floorboards—two young boys and an older woman, mouths open.

      No spy in sight. They glanced up at me wide-eyed. The two boys looked ready to piss themselves, but the woman simply pointed at the door conveniently leading outside.

      “Damn,” I muttered. I stepped over the boys and pushed the door. It was stuck. I growled and heaved, shoved my shoulder using all the strength within me. It budged a couple of inches.

      The bastard had put something in front of the door to block me. He was likely long gone, but I wasn’t going to let that deter me. There was no way in hell I was going to let him get away.

      I took a wide step back and kicked the heel of my boot above the handle. The door splintered, obliterated beneath my foot. I shoved my way through the broken boards, into the midmorning sun streaming down onto the dirt-packed courtyard. A few clan members gaped. A dog who’d been wolfing down a leg of fowl scampered away, crows pressing in on his abandoned treat.

      “Where?” I growled.

      All of them lifted their arms to point toward the stables. The doors were closed. There was no one outside the building. He must have slipped inside. I nodded to the startled clansmen and stalked toward the stables. There was nowhere to run now. He was trapped.

      A grin spread over my lips. I liked being the victor. And I was going to make the witless sac pay for his mistakes—and pay publicly. Had to send a message to those who would follow in his footsteps. Traitors would not be tolerated. Disloyalty would be punished severely.

      I paused outside the stables, listening for any sounds inside. The usual nicker of horses, a hound growling somewhere beyond, and voices. More than one voice. They spoke hurriedly, as though in panic.

      More than one traitor? ’Haps one who’d directed the maggot to listen outside Emma’s chambers?

      I banged open the door, chest puffed, taking up the entrance in a manner I knew would provoke fear. The door clattered against the wall and several horses whinnied loudly, the sound piercing. The scents of hay, horses and leather wafted out.

      Three lads in poorly kept plaids stood in the center, their hushed whispers ceasing as they whipped their heads around to face me. Eyes wide and startled, I vaguely recognized them. They weren’t the lads usually in charge of the horses. The hair on the back of my neck raised on end. Normally, I would have told myself to remain calm, but being that a spy had led me to this very spot, I couldna let my instincts be pushed aside. Something wasn’t right.

      “M—my laird,” one finally managed. His brown hair was greasy, his face covered in pockmarks, and he had deep pockets of purple beneath his eyes. He shivered and swiped tendrils from his forehead.

      “Who?” I realized I’d only been speaking in single syllables since chasing the traitor. I took an imposing step forward. “Tell me who he is and where he is. Now.”

      “My laird?” The taller of the three spoke, a subtle shift in his spine as he straightened it.

      I stared at him, my face void of emotion, daring him to continue. Was the lad actually trying to challenge me, or only to not shite himself?

      “Were my words unclear?” I said, low, menacing.

      The taller lad quickly shook his head, his shoulders rounding slightly. His face took on a hint of green. I would have retreated a pace to keep him from vomiting on me, but the way he swallowed repeatedly showed that at least he had some sense to keep it in.

      I stepped forward, noting that though their feet didn’t move, the lads inched away all the same, leaning far enough back that I thought they’d lose their balance. I had a keen urge to blow out a breath just to see them topple. “Then answer the fucking question.”

      “I—he—we—”

      ’Twas a miracle I kept from rolling my eyes and lashing out. The blasted lad had forgotten his tongue.

      A deafening crash reverberated through the courtyard and into the stables. “What in bloody hell?”

      Bloody fucking timing. I stepped back outside, trying to decipher where the boom came from. Were we under attack? I saw no enemies, no warriors running. Had an outbuilding collapsed? None looked to be out of place. The guards atop the battlements pointed, shouting toward the keep and out at the fields beyond. They didn’t raise an alarm, however. I glowered and glanced toward the castle where voices were raised and people ran. Small stones crumbled down the side of the wall, and I could see a large-sized hole gaped somewhere around the second floor. We’d been hit by something. Looked to be the work of a large stone, flung from a trebuchet. But how was that possible?

      The spy would have to wait.

      “Don’t move, or I’ll cut off your ballocks and feed ‘em to the hounds,” I ordered the tongue-tied trio, before running back toward the keep where people had gathered in a wide circle.

      They parted in a line as I walked forward, bowing their heads to me. Being the Guardian of Scotland, Laird of Gealach, was good. I had power, I had the respect of my people. But what I didna have was what truly belonged to me, what had been stolen. For so long, I’d thought I didna want it. That what had been taken from me was a blessing in disguise. But I had to wonder, if my fate had been dealt differently—would I have so many enemies clambering at my door, or would the entire country bow to my feet? Would I be a good king?

      As the crowd parted, a stone as large as a calf sat, cracked in the middle, three feet from the base of the keep. Other than the hole, no other damage had been done.

      “Is anyone hurt?” I called out to the crowd. Everyone shook their heads. “Inside?” I glanced toward the steps of the keep, where the housekeeper shook her head. Thank God no one was injured.

      This was an act of war. I turned to my men atop the battlements. “Report!” I bellowed.

      A guard leapt from where he stood, sliding his way down the stairs and running toward me.

      “My laird.” He bowed. “I am glad to report we are not in fact under attack by a large force.”

      “Not? What do ye mean? Someone has attacked us.” I wrenched my arm toward the offending stone, pointing out the obvious.

      “Aye, my laird, but only with the single stone.”

      My fists curled, ready to pummel the idiot into the ground. “A single stone is only the first of it.”

      The man nodded eagerly but didn’t say anything further.

      I gritted my teeth, fists burning to slam into his gut. “Where did it come from?”

      “The trebuchet.”

      A bloody fucking giant rock-slinging machine that no one noticed before it was used against us? Laughable. “What trebuchet?” Each syllable was clipped as I forced myself to speak slowly so as not to completely lose my temper.

      “I will show ye, my laird.”

      I grunted, turned to stare at the stone and noted what looked like a piece of parchment sticking from beneath it. I knelt  rolled the stone enough to grip the parchment and pulled it free. A tar concoction had been used to attach it to the stone. Scrawled in black ink, it said, Beware the dark. Beware thy enemies. No man, woman or child will be spared. They will all pay for your sins. Below the written words was a drawing of an armored fist—MacDonald’s seal.

      A threat. And not a veiled one.

      I rolled the parchment and tucked it into the sporran at my hip. No one need see the threats of our enemy. No one need fear more than they already did.

      I ignored the direct questions of my people, simply saying, “’Tis all right. Go back about your business. Be on alert for anything unusual. Come and tell me immediately if you see something or have information regarding this incident. You are safe here.” I pointed at several of the men. “Get these stones cleaned up inside and out. Find the clan mason and have him prepare a mortar to begin repairing the wall.”

      I followed the guard back to the battlements, climbing the stairs two at a time. When we reached the top he pointed out over the marsh, where trees dotted up against the mountainside.

      “The trebuchet is there, my laird.”

      Centered in front of the trees was a single, crudely built, trebuchet.

      I gritted my teeth so hard I felt the veins pop from my neck. Had all the men drunk from the same moron cask this morning? “’Tis obvious. Why did no one see it approach?”

      The men shifted uncomfortably. “We didna see it, my laird.”

      “How the hell did ye nay see it?” I shouted, anger coursing through my veins. Temper be damned. “’Tis a massive piece of fucking machinery!”

      God save them, the men blushed.

      “My laird, they played a trick on us.”

      “Trick?” I slowly let out a breath trying not to beat them into a bloody pulp. I was so incensed, ’twas bound to happen within seconds.
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