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        Magic, Mischief and Kilts!

      

      

      
        
        A modern-day Scottish paranormal romance by NYT Bestselling Author Michelle M. Pillow.

      

      

      Lightning isn’t the only thing streaking in small-town Wisconsin.

      Warlock Raibeart MacGregor is on the prowl and looking for his true love. He has only one question for any lassie he meets, “Will ya marry me?” With his sanity often questioned by those who know him best, Raibeart believes there is a method to his madness. At least he hopes so. He’s convinced his true love exists, but he just can’t seem to find her.

      Plagued by nightmares, he’s compelled to run himself to exhaustion each night to keep them at bay. The fact that he prefers to drop the kilt while doing so is just a bonus. But when those nightmares begin to bleed into reality, he realizes the woman he’s been searching for is literally the one tormenting his dreams.

      Katherine Galbraith has been imprisoned by magick for so long that she can’t even remember what her crime was beyond the vague impression that she once loved a warlock. Bound to a world that never changes, she spends her days wishing for an end. But when prison walls begin to crack, she must decide if she wants a second chance at lost love or if that love is the reason for all her suffering.
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      The term “warlock” is a variation on the Old English word “waerloga” primarily used by the Scots. It meant traitor, monster, deceiver, or other variations. The MacGregors do not look at themselves as being what history has labeled their kind. To them, warlock means magick, family, and immortality. This book is not meant to be a portrayal of modern day witches or those who have such beliefs. The MacGregors are a magickal class all their own.

      As with all my books, this is pure fantasy. In real life, please always practice safe sex and magic(k).
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      How could she escape a prison without walls?

      Katherine stood inside her small world, contained within shadows and sand. Each day poured over her like tiny grains, dropping one by one onto her head, so insignificant they hardly seemed to matter, and yet, laid around her feet, they created the land on which she walked. This eternal trap was her price to pay for having loved a warlock.

      She was a pet, some animal caged within invisible walls. If she walked along the beach, near the raging oceans, and kept walking, she would come back around to her own footprints but never a barrier. She’d pass the same small cottage and hear the same bleating from an invisible goat. Around and around, she’d walk until she found herself too exhausted to go on. Then she would sleep, tormented by nightmares of her past, little glimpses that faded during the waking hours. No matter where she collapsed, she awoke in the same bed.

      There was one torment in the prison worse than the rest, a mirror in which she did not see her reflection. Within it, she received short glimpses into the world beyond. At first, she had stood transfixed before it. She watched her parents and siblings age and die, their lives so brief and long ago that she now struggled to remember what they looked like. She watched the landscape change from untamed prairies to strange upright buildings, from carts to contraptions to these strange containers that did not need horses.

      There had been other things, worse things, that were too hard to bear watching. They had broken her heart over and over again until the ache became a permanent fixture in her chest, even when she couldn’t remember what they were.

      Food appeared at her wooden table, the variety losing all charm after countless days. If she broke all the furniture, set fire to the cottage, or threw the food at the wall, her mess would right itself the moment she closed her eyes to sleep.

      When her rage had been spent, she’d find herself on a cliff over the water. It would seem the only reason for its existence was to tease her into jumping. Katherine had not wanted to end her life before this prison. She’d been taught that each day was precious. Undoubtedly, that sentiment was held by those who didn’t face immortality.

      Death never claimed her.

      She had jumped and felt her body crash against the cliffs. She’d hung herself from the rafters. She’d dug a hole and buried herself alive. She had stabbed herself with shards from the mirror, burned herself, starved herself, and drowned herself in the ocean. Each time, desperate and suffering and feeling each dying breath, she hoped it would be the last. But then she woke up in the same damned bed with its red covers.

      Katherine knew this world. She’d counted each stone, knew each brush of unchanging plaster, and had stared at the grains in the wood until each was like a friend, and so it stood to reason that the tiny fracture along the wall would catch her attention. When she stood close, it stretched before her like a dry riverbed, running from ceiling to floor.

      Where had this crack come from?

      Katherine stared at the change, afraid that if she looked away the hallucination would right itself. She tried not to allow herself to hope that this crack signaled the beginning of the end and that she would finally find eternal rest.
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      Pinecones on a bare ass were no way to start a night.

      Raibeart MacGregor burrowed in hiding between two trunks. The still evening air did not stir the leaves of the surrounding forest. The sound of their rustling came from the little creatures who jumped from branch to branch overhead. As rays of moonlight made their way through the treetops to dance across his naked body, he didn’t bother to wonder where he’d left his kilt. The thing always showed up in the morning. He’d enchanted it so he’d stop losing his favorite clothes.

      The women in his family always fussed about his running around at night in his birthday suit. Then again, women seemed to enjoy making fusses about things. Who was he to deny them that pleasure? He liked to see the womenfolk happy.

      Back in the day, some of his Viking friends used to charge into battle naked, their swords erect and their man bits dangling for the world to see. At least he wasn’t fighting anyone on his nightly jaunts to exhaustion.

      Raibeart checked the tiny claw marks along his thigh. Gremians didn’t count. The feisty little arseholes had ambushed him as he’d entered the wooded path on the MacGregor property for his nightly run. Now they hunted him. He heard the pack of gnarled little goblins jumping back and forth, scouting the forest for his movements.

      The family property was infested with the creatures. Though annoying, it didn’t seem right to exterminate them. But perhaps it was time to relocate them overseas. Green Vallis, Wisconsin, was hardly suitable goblin territory, and the magick that radiated from the earth only fed the power needed for the gremians’ naughty antics.

      Raibeart watched the leaves swaying in the moonlight. A few shots of whiskey warmed his blood. He always took a couple before his nightly run.

      The MacGregors weren’t the only ones drawn to the source of power emanating from the ley lines in the area. Since his family had moved to the state, they’d had run-ins with banshees, wraiths, time-traveling curses, demons, spirits, vampires, statues, and poisonous cookies. There was also a very annoying squirrel who had dropped a nut on his nuts while he was sleeping under a tree the week before. That was no way for a man to wake up.

      The rustling of the leaves brought him back to the present. The gremians came closer before suddenly stopping overhead. He grimaced, lying on his back in the dirt while waiting to see if the creatures would pass over him.

      A pair of what Raibeart could only assume were brothers had insisted that he marry their sister. It figured that the one single female he hadn’t asked to marry him had been the only one to say yes. His future would-be bride had fashioned a veil out of a torn piece of a lacy tablecloth. A marriage between a warlock and a gremian would never work for obvious reasons—warlocks loved for eternity, and gremians were less than monogamous.

      A short series of screeches reverberated over the darkness.

      “For fuck’s sake, stop. I don’t wish to hurt ya,” Raibeart grumbled moments before gremians dropped from the trees like twisted, snarling little raindrops.

      Raibeart leaped up from the ground, swinging his arms. He struck one, sending it off course. It flew several yards between two trees before smacking into a trunk.

      Raibeart jumped over the log and took off in a sprint. Feet drummed behind him, the pattering sound causing him to move faster. His bare feet weren’t affected by the forest floor. Warlock magick protected them well enough. Running naked wasn’t exactly naked if a man had to put on boots.

      The truth was, it didn’t matter if he was chased. He’d still be out in the night, running himself until pure exhaustion took over. It was the only way he could fall asleep and dull the nightmares that had plagued him for hundreds of years.

      He darted past the underbrush, feeling it tickle his thigh. A low branch hung over the path, and he grabbed hold to use it as leverage as he ducked beneath. The old limb cracked under his weight. Raibeart landed on his back with a thud. The rotted branch fell on his chest, and the air rushed from his lungs. “Oof.”

      The gremians converged.

      “Off, ya wee pests.” Raibeart flung his arms to push them off as he tried to move out from under the branch. He could have easily used his magick, but that hardly seemed fair.

      Claws dug into his inner hip a little too close to his dangly bits.

      “Och!” Defensive magick erupted from him, the yellow stream instantly petrifying the critters. They froze like monstrous effigies in various positions. He gingerly pulled the stone-like claws from his hip before rolling on his side and pushing to his hands and knees. Blood trickled down his leg from the wound.

      He picked up a particularly snarly creature and held it under the arms. The small mouth remained open in a now-silenced screech as saliva gripped off his chin.

      “Come on then, ya wee fiend,” Raibeart told the gremian. The creature couldn’t hear him. He’d be in a deep sleep. “The magick will wear off, but let’s put ya somewhere safe until then.”

      He carried it with one hand and grabbed a second creature. He found a small alcove beneath some bushes to hide them under. He made several trips back and forth. The last gremian he picked up was his would-be bride. Her lips were parted as if she were about to bite. The tablecloth veil stuck out in a permanent flutter.

      “Don’t ya worry, lassie,” Raibeart told the gremian. “Ya will find a husband or two or three someday. I just cannot be one of them. But I’ll tell ya a secret. I know my soul mate is out there. I just have to keep asking every available woman I meet. The right one will say aye.”

      “Hello, Da.”

      Raibeart nearly dropped the gremian bride. The sound of footsteps crunched the leaves. Until that moment, he hadn’t heard an approach.

      “Show yourself,” he commanded.

      Raibeart held the petrified creature and faced the path. Blue locator lights danced toward the sky like fairies in the dark forest, illuminating the location of two people. Other smaller lights came from forest animals. The moment was too brief for him to make out the details of the men’s faces. Petrified, the gremians did not glow.

      “Da,” a second voice acknowledged.

      The men weren’t related to him. He would have recognized the Scottish accents if it had been a couple of his nephews trying to play a prank.

      “Who are ya?” Raibeart studied them in the shadows. They were roughly the same build and age. He bounced a sphere of magick in his hand before letting it fizzle. The blue light illuminated identical faces. Twins.

      “Donovan,” the first answered.

      “Gregory,” the second said.

      “Ya boys are mistaken. I think I’d remember having sons,” Raibeart dismissed. “Your chins do look a bit like that of a man I knew in Ireland. He had warts on his feet and smelled of the pasture. Is that whom ya are lookin’ for?”

      The men shared a look.

      Raibeart gave a meaningful nod toward their feet. “Ya know, my sister Cait has a cream that will take care of warts.”

      “We’re looking for Raibeart Donovan Gregory MacGregor,” Donovan stated.

      “Of the MacGregor warlocks,” Gregory added.

      “That’s my name.” He felt bad for the men. “I’m not sure what your ma told ya, laddies, but I would know if I had children. My potency is strong, but I cast a spell against repopulating the world until marriage.”

      “How very Victorian of ya,” Donovan muttered.

      “We don’t have time for this nonsense,” Gregory said to his brother. “She’s waking up.”

      Raibeart studied the gremian bride and shook his head. “No need to be frightened. She won’t wake for some time. I petrified her for the night.”

      “Put your girlfriend down.” Gregory sounded exasperated. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Raibeart set the gremian statue on the ground, if only to keep her safe before moving toward the men. Magick stirred over his hand as he prepared for the unknown. “I must warn ya. I will defend myself.”

      “Ya will try,” Gregory answered, not moving from the path.

      “Why is he always naked?” Donovan grumbled to his twin. The brothers wore jeans and plaid flannel shirts.

      Raibeart chuckled.

      “If ya must ask about the choice, ya will never understand it. Ya boys’ tartans are on the wrong end.” Raibeart kept the magick ready, swirling it around his fingers like a snake slithering through reeds. “Now, what is it ya are after? There is no need to pretend we’re related. If ya need help, the MacGregors will help ya.”

      “Shh.” Gregory held up his hands and looked up at the treetops. “She’s awake now.”

      Raibeart frowned, unsure what the two were going on about. He tilted his head, not hearing anything but the rustling of leaves as the breeze picked up.

      Donovan ducked his head as if bracing for an attack from an unseen, unheard entity. He reached into his pocket to pull out a small pouch.

      “Have ya lads been drinking? Starting to see things that aren’t there?” Raibeart asked. He wasn’t sure if they were a threat or needed assistance. “Ya can tell me. There’s no shame in not holdin’ your liquor. We’ve all been there. Trust me. I could tell ya stories.”

      Gregory plugged his ears.

      “Now that’s not very nice,” Raibeart scolded.

      “Hold this.” Donovan dumped the contents of the pouch into his hand. He held a stone between two fingers to show Raibeart before tossing it at him.

      Raibeart automatically caught it as his magick retreated into his body. Warmth tingled down his arm, and he could not let go of the stone as his fist clenched around it.

      A high-pitched shriek erupted over the forest, shrill enough to make ears bleed. Raibeart cried out in surprise. He pressed his fists against the side of his head. He fell to his knees in the underbrush, sharp twigs from a bush scraping against his thighs. Blood streamed from his nose, running down his chest.

      The shriek reverberated through his hands until he felt like his brain might explode. No thoughts circled through his mind, only the agony of the moment and the driving desire for it to end by any means.

      He caught a glimpse of the twins watching him. They grimaced as if they could hear the lethal call, but it did not injure them the way it did him.

      “Why?” he tried to ask, but the word came out as a scream. He fell to his side, his head buried in prickly stems.

      At that moment, Raibeart understood one indisputable truth. This was all part of how a warlock died.
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      Scotland, Winter 1558

      They were at war with England.

      When were they not?

      Raibeart of the Clan MacGregor had fought beside his countrymen for centuries. At times, in the heat of battle, he could barely remember under which royal cause he fought. What he did know was that he’d seen too much of death.

      One would think that, as warlocks, they could have won the war with magick. Unfortunately, the English had magick on their side as well, and if the MacGregors started throwing power at the opposing army, so too would the English warlocks’ counterattack. Keeping magick a secret had become the one thing they could all agree on. Not even the men fighting beside him knew the truth.

      Even in the stillness, the echoes of battle filled the countryside. In the dawn, when fog coated the land, he could detect the dead fighting an eternal war.

      As a warlock, he could handle the cold winters of his homeland. The sweep of weather had given a short reprieve to the hostility, and he could slip away.

      Slip away to her.

      He walked for what felt like an eternity, and a single moment rolled into one. The rhythm of his steps crunching on the ground created a pattern of sound that lulled his senses. He couldn’t remember where he’d come from or where he was going.

      Crunch. Crunch. Crunch.

      The landscape along his peripheral faded into a fog, blending into an impression of light pastels. Time lost meaning, as it often did in dream worlds.

      The first moment he saw her, she was outside carrying a basket of vegetables. She wore a dress that had not been considered fine for nearly two decades, yet she held herself like a queen.

      She was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. Not because other men or society would deem it so, but because when he looked at her, he felt as if all the magick, from all the ages, welled inside of him.

      Crunch. Crunch.

      He thought of her with her basket, of her standing on a high cliff with the wind twisting her hair, of a soft smile before he kissed her for the first time.

      His steps quickened.

      Crunch. Crunch. Crunch.

      It had been his desire to take her away to a safe castle, to give her anything and everything. But that was not what she wanted. She didn’t want to be locked away in a castle. She had brothers and uncles and a father fighting the good fight. She had a mother and sister who needed her help to maintain the land while the men were away.

      Raibeart wanted to fix everything for her with magick.

      He could not. That was not how the world worked.

      Crunch.

      His feet stopped.

      When he looked up from the ground, he was not near her village as he should have been. Time felt out of sequence. He should not have been at the cliffs.

      “It’s too soon for this,” he whispered, wanting to back away from the moment. A feeling of dread overcame him, and he did not want to be there. He tried to shake the dream loose.

      “She knows about us,” a disembodied voice whispered. Her accent gave away her English birth. “She knows you betrayed her.”

      He began to run even before his gaze went to the distance. He found a silhouette on a cliff in the evening light. One moment it was there, the next nothing.

      The voice rang out in laughter. “I told you your pet would never last.”

      His heart stopped beating, and in a fleeting moment of clarity, Raibeart understood the truth.

      This was how a warlock died.
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