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To my very talented niece. 
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1340 – MacNeil Keep, Scotland

Connor MacNeil stormed through the castle gates like a dark thundercloud, his black hair whipping behind him as he took the stone steps three at a time. His boots echoed through the corridors with the force of his fury, servants scattering from his path like leaves before a gale.

"Ewan!" he bellowed, his voice reverberating off the ancient stone walls. "Where are ye, ye scheming bastard!"

His older brother appeared at the far end of the corridor, hands raised in a placating gesture. "Connor, ye need to calm—"

"I need to what?" Connor's roar cut him off as he stalked forward, his dark eyes blazing with rage. "Tell me it isn't true! Tell me ye haven't agreed to marry me off to some Finnigan wench!"

"Connor, lower yer voice."

"I'll not lower anything!" Connor slammed his fist against the stone wall, making a tapestry flutter. "I am not getting married to the daughter of some grasping clan! Have ye lost yer bloody mind, brother?"

Ewan glanced nervously toward the Great Hall, trying to step between Connor and the doorway. "Listen to me, Connor. Just calm yerself!"

"Calm myself?" Connor's laugh was harsh and bitter. "Ye want me to be calm about being shackled to some shrew I've never met? She must be hideous if she's still unwed at five and seven, Ewan. What decent Highland lass remains unmarried so long unless there's something terribly wrong with her?"

"Connor, ye dinnae understand—"

But Connor was beyond listening, pacing like a caged wolf. "I've heard the servants talking, ye ken. They say she's crippled. Probably cursed too, if the whispers are true. No wonder her father is desperate to be rid of her. He's probably been trying to marry her off for years!"

"Brother, please!"

"And now ye want to saddle me with this burden?" Connor spun around, his plaid swirling with the violent motion. "Some crippled, cursed, old hag who'll probably hex me in my sleep? I'd rather take a sword through the gut than bed such a creature!"

Ewan's face had gone pale. "Connor, stop it. Ye need to ken—"

"Ken what? That I'm to be sacrificed on the altar of clan duty? That my happiness means nothing?" Connor's voice rose to a shout again. "Well, let me tell ye something, brother. If ye force this marriage on me, I'll make sure it's the most miserable union in all of Scotland! I'll keep a dozen mistresses and parade them through the castle. I'll make sure everyone kens what I think of my cursed bride!"

"Connor!" Ewan grabbed his arm desperately. "Haud yer wheesht!"

But Connor had already stormed past him, shouldering through the heavy oak doors of the Great Hall. "I need a drink if I'm to face this nightmare—"

Connor’s words died in his throat.

There, standing on the raised dais beside an older man who could only be her father, and another male bearing the same plaid, was a young woman in a deep blue gown. She was not the ancient crone his imagination had conjured. Indeed, she appeared to be near his own age, with auburn hair braided simply and kind green eyes that were now wide with shock and humiliation.

She was not beautiful in the classical sense. Her figure was fuller than was fashionable, her face pleasant rather than striking, but there was an intelligence in her gaze and a quiet dignity in her bearing that made Connor's stomach drop like a stone. When she shifted slightly, he caught the subtle way she favored her left leg, the slight stiffness that spoke of an old injury.

Every cruel word he'd just spoken crashed over him like a wave. She had heard. Every insult, every degrading comment, every threat. It was written plainly across her pale face.

For a moment, their eyes met across the Great Hall. Hers were bright with anger and wounded pride, while his reflected the dawning horror of what he'd done. The silence stretched between them, heavy with the weight of his thoughtless cruelty.

Then Connor did what he always did when faced with emotions he couldn't handle. He fled.

Without a word, he turned on his heel and strode from the hall, leaving Ewan to stammer apologies to their guests. The heavy doors slammed behind him with a finality that seemed to echo through the keep.

***
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FIONA FINNIGAN STOOD frozen on the dais for a long moment after the Highland warrior had disappeared, her face burning with shame. Every word he'd spoken felt like a physical blow, each insult carving itself into her heart with cruel precision.

Crippled. Cursed. Old hag.

She'd known this marriage was unwanted, but hearing the raw hatred in his voice, the disgust at the very thought of touching her, it was worse than she'd imagined.

"Laird MacNeil," her father's gruff voice broke through her paralysis. He looked as uncomfortable as Fiona felt, his weathered face creased with embarrassment. "Perhaps we can discuss this another day when yer brother is better prepared."

"Aye, dinnae worry. Connor will soon see the merit of it. He just needs a little time to gather his thoughts," Ewan MacNeil replied. "It has been a trying day for all of us, perhaps it would be best if we retired for a rest before the evening meal.

The two men nodded in agreement while Fiona remained numb. 

"Fiona, are ye all right?" Horas whispered. He was glaring at Ewan and her father, clearly unhappy with how dismissive they were of Fiona’s feelings. Horas was her father’s guardsman and her dearest childhood friend.  He was fiercely protective of her and loathed the MacNeil’s. 

Fiona returned a brittle smile and replied, “Aye, I am well.”

"Does yer leg ail ye?"

"No, I am sure a rest will do us all some good." She noticed his jaw clench as if he wanted to say something more but then he simply nodded.

Eventually they were ushered to guest chambers. On their way there, Fiona's composure finally cracked. Once the door closed behind them and Horace took his place outside guarding the corridor, she turned to her father with desperate eyes.

"Father, I cannot marry him. He despises me. He has made it clear. It would be humiliating if ye were to... force us to wed. Please dinnae do this, I beg of ye."

Laird Finnigan's expression hardened. "Enough! Ye will do as ye're told. It matters not what he feels for ye or not. The contracts must be satisfied, and as me only daughter, ye're the one to do it."

"But, Father," Fiona's voice broke slightly, "do ye not ken what it would be like if someone forced ye to marry a woman ye hate? I'd be dead in three days. They say he is a cruel, mean, dragon of a man, and after what I just heard... it would only make things worse."

Her father's face showed a flicker of something that might have been sympathy, but it was quickly suppressed. "Tis time ye grew up, Fiona. All marriages are hard, and there is rarely any love. The clans expect ye to do yer duty. Be a good wife, stay out of his way, and ye’ll get on well."

Fiona sank into a chair by the window, her hands trembling as she smoothed her skirts. "He said he would keep mistresses. That he would humiliate me deliberately. How can ye condemn me to such a fate?"

"Because the alternative is war!" her father exploded, then immediately lowered his voice, glancing toward the door. "The MacLeods are pressing our borders, the Campbells grow stronger each season, and we cannot afford to have the MacNeils as enemies. This marriage will give us the strength to survive."

"At the cost of my well-being?"

"Whatever is necessary." His voice gentled slightly. "Lass, I ken it's hard. But ye're. Yer mother was the same, thrown into a marriage she didn't want, but she made the best of it. She won my heart in the end, just as ye might win his."

Fiona touched the window glass, watching the Highland landscape stretch endlessly beyond. "He called me cursed, Father. Said I was probably hexed. He looked at me as if I were something to be scraped off his boot."

"Men say foolish things when they're angry. He'd never seen ye before. I’m sure he was railing against the situation, not against ye personally."

"It felt personal." She turned to face him, her eyes bright with unshed tears. "I ken I'm not beautiful. I ken my leg makes me less desirable as a bride. But I had hoped... that perhaps we might at least be kind to one another."

Laird Finnigan moved to stand behind her chair, his large hands gentle on her shoulders. "Give it time, daughter. Men like Connor MacNeil are like a storm on the surface. Underneath, they can be won over by a clever woman. And ye, my dear, are very clever indeed."

Fiona shook her head, "I dinnae want to have to win any man over. Especially one as arrogant as that. Aye, I’ll do my duty, but Connor MacNeil would do well to stay clear of me."

For the first time that day her father chuckled. "Now, that’s the stubborn lass I raised. Dinnae fash. It will all work out in the end." 

Fiona nodded but, in her heart, she couldn't shake the image of Connor's dark eyes filled with such revulsion. How could she possibly find common ground with a man who saw her as nothing more than a burden to be endured?

Outside her window, storm clouds gathered on the horizon, as dark and forbidding as her future seemed in that moment.

***

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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Connor rode hard through the forest, his stallion's hooves pounding against the moss-covered earth as branches whipped past his face. The familiar path wound deeper into the ancient woods, away from the keep, away from duty and the mess he'd made of everything.

The cottage appeared in a small clearing, smoke curling peacefully from its chimney. Ivy climbed the stone walls, and herbs hung drying from the eaves. This place had been his sanctuary since childhood, when nightmares and his strange visions had driven him from his bed to seek comfort from the only person who truly understood.

Connor dismounted and pushed through the wooden door without knocking, as he had done countless times before.

"Morna," he called, his voice still rough with emotion.

"Aye, I've been expecting ye, lad." The elderly woman looked up from her worktable where she was grinding herbs with practiced motions. Her silver hair was braided down her back, and her weathered face held the wisdom of seven decades. "Though ye took longer to get here than I thought ye would."

Connor stared at her. "Expecting me?"

"Sit yerself down before ye fall," she said, not answering his question directly. "Ye look like a man who's been wrestling with demons."

He slumped into the chair by her hearth, suddenly feeling every bit as weary as she suggested. Morna had raised him and Ewan after their parents died, refusing all offers to move to the keep. She preferred her cottage, her herbs, and her independence.

"The sight told ye I was coming?" he asked quietly.

"Aye, among other things." She moved to the fire, adding herbs to a pot of steaming water. "But mostly, I ken ye better than ye ken yerself, Connor MacNeil. When the world closes in on ye, this is where ye come."

The familiar scent of chamomile and lavender began to fill the small space. Connor closed his eyes and let his head fall back against the chair. "I've made a terrible mess of things, Morna."

"Tell me." She poured the tea into a worn wooden cup and pressed it into his hands. "Start from the beginning."

So he did. Connor told her about the arranged marriage, about his fury at having his future decided for him, about the cruel words he'd spoken in the corridor. When he reached the part about seeing Fiona in the Great Hall, his jaw clenched with frustrated anger.

"She heard every word," he said, staring into his tea with a scowl. "Every insult, every threat. But how was I to ken she was there? Ewan should have warned me sooner instead of trying to shush me like a child." He took a gulp of tea. "Still, the look on her face..." His voice roughened. "I may be a bastard, but I'm not a monster."

Morna listened without judgment, as she always did. When he finished, she was quiet for a long moment, studying his face with those knowing eyes.

"Ye feel for the lass," she said finally.

"I feel like I was ambushed," Connor corrected gruffly. "Ewan kenned they were there. He should have told me outright instead of dancing around the truth. And I still say it's madness to marry me off to a Finnigan." He shifted in his chair, his expression darkening. "Though I'll grant ye, she did not deserve to hear it the way she did."

"What did ye see when ye looked at her?" Morna asked quietly.

Connor's scowl deepened. "I barely glanced at her. But that's not the point. The point is I should not have to marry anyone I have not chosen for myself."

"Hmm." Morna sipped her own tea thoughtfully. "Tell me something, Connor. If ye had the freedom to do anything in this world, what would it be?"

"What do ye mean?"

"If there were no clan obligations, no marriages, no duties weighing on yer shoulders. What would Connor MacNeil choose to do with his life?"

Connor considered this, rolling the warm cup between his palms with a brooding expression. "I... I suppose I'd still want to defend my clan. Protect the people who depend on me. It's who I am, not just what I'm expected to do."

"So duty isn't yer enemy, then. It's part of ye."

"Aye," he admitted grudgingly. "But I want it to be my choice, not something forced on me like I'm a prize bull."

"And if ye could choose a woman to wed," Morna continued, "what manner of lass would she be?"

Connor was quiet for so long that Morna began to think he wouldn't answer. When he finally spoke, his voice was soft and thoughtful.

"She'd be kind," he said. "And brave." He paused. "Smart as well. Someone I could talk to, who could challenge me when I'm wrong. Willing to stand up for what's right even when it's difficult."

"Go on."

"She wouldn't have to be the most beautiful woman in Scotland," Connor continued, surprising himself with his honesty. "Beauty fades. But she'd have to be... truthful." He looked up at Morna. "Why do ye ask?"
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