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Prologue
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1340 – MacDonald Keep, Scotland

Lileas MacDonald sat in her tower chamber, surrounded by the beautiful chaos of her mind's work. Parchments lay open beside bubbling bottles filled with herbs and spices, while half-drawn sketches and calculations covered every available surface. Notes in her careful script were strewn across her bed like fallen leaves. A clever blind of her own design shielded the window from harsh sunlight yet could be lowered to welcome fresh air inside. It had taken her a fortnight to perfect, but like everything else in her domain, it eventually worked.

Her entire room told the story of an inventive spirit: bits and pieces of projects, works in progress, innovations half-completed as she tinkered and tested. Ink and charcoal stained her fingers from endless hours of drawing and sketching new designs. In one corner stood her small workshop where she had been perfecting the art of spirit-making for the local abbey. Her father knew nothing of this endeavor.

He had sent her away often enough to be tutored by the nuns, and they had done their job well while also giving her sharp mind room to flourish. It was there she discovered the good sisters brewing their own uisge beatha and creating recipes for all manner of tinctures. Lileas had absorbed it all like a sponge, eager to learn every secret they would share. If she could just perfect the proportions, she believed she could distill spirits for the clan, saving them coin and providing valuable goods for trade and barter.

But alas, time had come when suddenly her life's work seemed of no consequence. Somewhere in the midst of her dreams and discoveries, she had been betrothed against her will.

"Father, please dinnae do this." Lileas rose from her chair. "Dinnae marry me off so soon. I would perish if I cannot be allowed the freedom to learn."

Her father began pacing before the window, his heavy boots echoing against the stone floor. "It is already done." He gestured sharply with his hand, cutting through the air. "'Tis time ye put away yer strange ways and produce bairns for a laird worthy of yer upbringing."

Lileas stepped forward, her arms outstretched in appeal. "So I am to be just a brood mare? But I can do so much more than birthing babes." Her voice rose with desperation. "I've heard the MacNeils are brutish, boorish men. Why, even Connor the laird's brother is rumored to be vicious and cruel."

"Tsk, 'tis just rumors." Her father waved dismissively, his face reddening. "Dinnae pay them any mind. Connor married that Finnigan lass, and by all accounts she seems hale enough. Besides, Ewan MacNeil is spoken of favorably, and he appears to be a reasonable sort of man."

Lileas clasped her hands before her chest, her eyes wide with hope. "But will he allow me to create things, to continue studying with the nuns?"

Her father whirled around to face her, his expression thunderous. "As if any husband would allow that! This is all my fault. After yer mother's death, I indulged yer peculiar ways too long. But now 'tis time to do yer duty for the clan."

"Perhaps there is another woman he could marry?" Lileas reached out toward him, her voice trembling.

"No!" Her father's voice boomed through the chamber as he resumed his agitated pacing. "'Tis ye and ye alone. We need this alliance, Lileas." He stopped abruptly and pointed at her. "Dinnae be so selfish as to deny the entire clan good fortune for once."

Lileas moved closer, gesturing toward the window and the lands beyond. "But I can help the clan in other ways. Who told the farmers to rotate their crops for better yield? I did, and now we have grain aplenty." She swept her arm toward her inventions scattered about the room. "Who created a better system for bringing water to the fields? That was me, Father."

Her father's shoulders sagged slightly before he straightened again, his jaw set. "Aye, ye did well, lass, but only because there were men who could do the work." He shook his head, his voice growing stern. "Without them, yer ideas would be nothing."

Lileas's hands clenched into fists at her sides, her face flushing with indignation. "Without me, they would have no ideas, and we would have starved last winter!"

"Och, enough!" Her father slammed his hand down on her work table, making the clay jars rattle. "I will not be contradicted on this. Ye've been allowed too much freedom." His eyes blazed as he leaned forward. "Now 'tis time ye submit. The marriage will proceed, and that's final!" He turned on his heel and strode from the room, his cloak billowing behind him.

Lileas was seething as she paced the length of her chamber after her father left. All she could see before her were years of despair, living under a tyrant's rule, for it was true that any man she married would never understand her. Even her own clan thought her daft. She had watched her dearest friends succumb to arranged marriages, babies, and the never-ending monotony of creating comfortable lives for their husbands. She had long ago concluded that men were the beneficiaries of marriage, rarely women.

Lileas knew in her very bones that if she were stifled from her creativity, her soul would wither and die. The lord had made her this way. Surely he would not have given her such a curious mind if he had not intended her to use it?

With that conviction burning in her heart, she made a plan. It was really the only option left to her.

Exactly one week before her wedding day, Lady Lileas MacDonald ran away.

***
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Chapter 1: Sanctuary
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The rain hammered down upon Ewan MacNeil's woolen cloak with relentless fury. Each droplet struck like a tiny dagger, soaking through layers of wool and leather until the cold seeped into his very marrow. His destrier's hooves churned the sodden earth into a treacherous mire, yet he pressed onward, his jaw set against the tempest raging within his chest.

The wind howled, driving the rain sideways in sheets that made it nearly impossible to see more than a few yards ahead. Only the steady rhythm of hoofbeats broke the monotony of wind and rain.

Sanctuary. The word tasted bitter upon his tongue, carrying with it the sting of humiliation.

"Bloody stubborn lass," he muttered through gritted teeth, water streaming from his dark blonde hair into his green eyes. The words were lost in the howling wind, but they carried the weight of three months of suppressed anger and wounded pride.

Behind him, his two most trusted men—Grant MacLeod and Patrick Wallace—followed in equally miserable silence. The three of them had ridden together through countless campaigns, yet none had ever faced a challenge quite like this one.

Three months. Three long, humiliating months since Lileas MacDonald had vanished from her father's keep just seven days before their wedding, leaving behind a hastily scrawled note with a feeble apology. Three months of scouts confirming that his wayward bride had taken sanctuary at St. Agnes Abbey, the one place in all of Scotland where even a Highland laird's authority meant nothing.

Three months of Ewan's carefully composed letters going unanswered. He had started with formal requests for an audience, progressed to attempts at negotiation, and finally descended to what could only be described as pleading. All had been met with the same stony silence.

The humiliation had been almost unbearable. His own clan looked at him with barely concealed pity. Village folk whispered behind his back. The alliance between MacNeil and MacDonald lands hung in the balance, and everyone knew it.

But perhaps worst of all was the growing certainty that he had somehow failed before he had even begun. What manner of man inspired such revulsion in a woman that she would abandon everything she knew rather than marry him?

Her open rejection had shaken his confidence and strengthened his resolve to hunt her down and bring her to heel. No woman was going to jeopardize the welfare of his clan or thwart his carefully laid plans.

The abbey loomed ahead through the driving rain, its ancient stone walls rising from the mist. The structure was old, built by monks who had sought isolation on this windswept coastline. Its towers disappeared into the low-hanging clouds, giving it an otherworldly appearance that seemed fitting for a place where earthly authority held no sway.

Even through the storm, smoke rose from several chimneys. The sight should have been welcoming, but instead it filled Ewan with dread. Somewhere within those walls was the woman who held his future in her delicate hands, whether she knew it or not.

As they drew closer, he caught the faint scent of something being distilled. The sisters of St. Agnes were renowned throughout the Highlands for their brewing skills and healing arts.

Ewan and his men moved their horses under an awning and out of the rain. He dismounted with movements stiff from hours in the saddle, his boots squelching in the mud. He approached the gate and pounded against the wood with enough force to rattle the hinges. "Open in the name of Clan MacNeil! I would speak with yer abbess!"

Long moments passed before a small wooden panel slid open at eye level. A pair of shrewd brown eyes appeared, studying him with calm assessment.

"What business have ye with the sisters of St. Agnes, warrior?" The voice was steady and unimpressed by his show of authority.

The casual dismissal made his jaw clench. He was Laird of Clan MacNeil, a man whose word was law across thousands of acres of Highland territory, yet this woman spoke to him as if he were some common soldier seeking alms.

"I am Laird Ewan MacNeil," he replied, forcing his voice to remain level. "And I've come for my betrothed, Lady Lileas MacDonald. I ken she has taken sanctuary here, and I would speak with her."

The eyes regarded him with that same infuriating calm, neither showing surprise at his identity nor any particular deference to his rank.

"Ye are not welcome here armed, MacNeil. This is a place of peace." He noticed she did not acknowledge his title.

Ewan's hand moved instinctively to the sword at his hip before his mind caught up with his reflexes. He'd expected this, of course. No abbey would allow armed men within its walls, particularly not men who came seeking to retrieve unwilling women.

"I'll surrender my weapons if ye grant me audience," he said, his voice carefully controlled. "My men can make camp beyond yer walls."

The eyes studied him for what felt like an eternity, weighing and measuring. Finally, heavy bars could be heard lifting on the other side of the gate.

The portal swung open with a groan, revealing a tall, austere woman in the black robes of a Benedictine abbess. Her face bore the lines of someone who had seen perhaps fifty winters, yet her bearing was that of a queen.

"I am Abbess Bethóc," she said simply. "Yer weapons, if ye please."

Ewan unbuckled his sword belt with movements that were deliberately slow and non-threatening, though every instinct screamed against disarming himself completely. He handed the belt over, along with the small blade from his boot.

The abbess accepted them without flinching, then paused. "All yer weapons, warrior."

"Bloody hell!" Ewan cursed, then apologized. He reached behind his back and pulled out the dagger strapped there, reluctantly handing it over. The abbess nodded.

"Yer men may shelter in the stables beyond the outer wall," she continued, gesturing toward a smaller building barely visible through the rain. "They'll find hay for yer mounts and a warm, dry place to wait."

Grant caught Ewan's eye and nodded slightly, understanding the unspoken order. Patrick looked less comfortable with the arrangement, his hand resting on his sword hilt.

"Go," Ewan said quietly. "See to the horses and wait for word."

The two men nodded and led the horses away into the storm.

"Now," Abbess Bethóc said, turning those keen eyes back to him, "ye wish to speak with Lileas MacDonald."

The use of his betrothed's name sent a jolt through him that was part anticipation, part dread. After months of uncertainty, he was finally going to meet her.

"Aye," he replied, his voice rougher than he intended. "I would have words with my betrothed about this... misunderstanding."

"Misunderstanding." The abbess's tone was carefully neutral. "An interesting choice of words. Tell me, MacNeil, what precisely do ye believe has been misunderstood?"

"She fled our wedding," he said, the words coming out harsher than he intended. "I assume she thought she had a choice."

"And ye believe ye can simply... address... whatever drove a young woman to abandon everything she knew and seek sanctuary among strangers?" The abbess's voice carried no judgment, but her words hit their mark with precision.

"I believe," Ewan said through gritted teeth, "that running away solves nothing. Whatever her objections to our marriage, she could have discussed them with me."

Abbess Bethóc studied him for a long moment, her gray eyes missing nothing. Finally, she gestured for him to follow her, leading him through the gates and into the abbey proper.

"Lileas is indeed under our protection," the abbess said as they walked. "But I must be clear: sanctuary means exactly that. We cannot and will not force her to leave with ye, regardless of any betrothal contracts, and we may not look it, but we are not without the means to protect ourselves... even from ye."

The words hit him like a physical blow. His authority, his rights as her betrothed, none of it mattered here.

Ewan's temper flared. "She is my betrothed! We have an agreement between our clans!"

His voice echoed off the walls, loud and harsh in the sacred quiet. Several sisters looked up from their work, and he immediately felt ashamed of his loss of control.

"An agreement between men," Abbess Bethóc replied smoothly. "Lileas was not consulted, was she?"

The words hit their mark with devastating accuracy. It was true: the negotiations had been conducted entirely between himself and her father. The bride's wishes had never been considered relevant.

"Then what do ye propose?" Ewan asked. "That she simply hide here forever while our clans forgo a beneficial alliance?"

The alliance between MacNeil and MacDonald lands was crucial to the security of both clans. Without the marriage to cement the bond between them, old rivalries might resurface, and the carefully maintained peace might shatter.

"I propose," the abbess said, stopping before a narrow window that overlooked the abbey grounds, "that ye speak with her yerself. She's quite capable of explaining her own position."

Through the rain-streaked glass, Ewan could make out a smaller stone building set apart from the main complex, smoke rising steadily from its chimney.

"She's there?" he asked, his voice softer now, touched with uncertainty.

"She spends most of her time there, yes," the abbess replied. "It's our brewster cottage where we prepare our... various concoctions. Lady MacDonald has been quite helpful with our work." There was something like pride in her voice.
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