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        When darkness falls… Only true love can save them…

      

      

      

      Beiste MacDougall has only just found himself as laird of his clan after a brutal attack from Vikings leaves his father slain. On the night of his sire’s death, a beautiful woman comes to his castle begging for help, calling upon a vow their clans had made years before. Though he’d rather wallow in his pain, Beiste is tempted by the lass, the secrets she holds, and the chance at retribution she brings.

      

      Lady Elle Cam’béal is desperate to save her brother and her clan from the vile clutches of her Viking enemies. But there is only one man who can help her, a handsome, provocative laird with a beastly temper. When he locks her in a chamber, she is visited by an apparition, and left with a secret that changes her destiny. Elle must figure out a way to accept her fate, but also forge a future of her own choosing.

      

      As battles and treachery rain down upon them, Beiste and Elle find unlikely allies in each other, and a few stolen moments of passion that bring light from the shadows…
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        To my own knight, who comforts me whenever I have a ghostly dream…
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      Dear Reader,

      

      I’m thrilled to introduce you to my new series, The MacDougall Legacy. Legends abound within the stories, and many with a mystical element. Laird of Shadows, is sort of like my own twisted fairy tale version of Beauty and the Beast. Elle’s name means beauty, and Beiste is a Scottish name for Beast.

      

      The history of Scotland is seeped in mysticism, and so most of the elements I’ve added into this series are based on historical fact or legend.

      

      For example, there is the legend of the Green Lady at Dunstaffnage Castle—a glaistig, which I’ve used in my story here, Laird of Shadows. You will also find that in history, Castle Campbell was called Castle Gloom, and the nearby trickling stream was the Burn of Sorrows. Considering the devastation that befalls my characters, it is only fitting.

      

      I do hope you enjoy the stories and that you continue to follow the MacDougall family throughout the series.

      

      Cheers and Happy Reading!

      Eliza
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      Castle Gloom

      Scottish Highlands

      1207

      

      They’d never survive.

      Elle Cam’béal stared deep into her mother’s widened gaze. In the lady’s solar, they’d been mending shirts for her father’s warriors. But the leines and threaded needles dropped to their laps, forgotten now.

      “What was that?” Elle asked, fear prickling along the nape of her neck. Every hair on her arms and the back of her neck stood on end.

      Her mother, Lady Amma Cam’béal, swallowed, eyes flying toward Elle’s younger brother Erik who appeared quite engrossed in the text his tutor had left him to study.

      “A horn,” her mother finally answered. She blinked. Her mouth opening and closing. Her gaze shifting toward the window and then back to her children.

      “I heard it.” Elle stood, walking toward the window, but her mother’s hurried steps followed, her fingers reached out, grasping Elle’s arm, stilling her.

      Amma’s face had paled, her fingertips cold against Elle’s skin. “Do not go to the window. Elle, ye must listen to me. Stay away from the window. Take your brother. Hide him.”

      “Hide him?” Elle shook her head in confusion. “Mama, please, tell me what is happening.”

      “They have come for me. For ye.” The ominous words sent a shiver of dread up Elle’s spine.

      “Who? Who has come?” Panic seized Elle, constricting her chest. The two maids who’d been in the chamber with them also dropped their sewing, their hands clasped in fear.

      Lady Amma was a great warrior—if she was scared, that meant they truly did have much to fear.

      Erik set down his leather-bound text, his young eyes studying them in their sudden dread. “What’s going on?”

      “Erik, ye must go with Elle. The two of ye need to hide. I will tell them…” But her mother’s voice trailed off as she licked at her dry lips, her hands wringing before her. “I will tell them that ye’ve married, Elle, and that Erik is fostering out. That ye are both gone away from here.”

      “What?” Elle fisted her hands at her sides, wanting to grab her mother by the shoulders, give her a shake, and demand to know what was happening. Married? Aye, she was of marriageable age, and Erik was certainly of an age to foster… But why should they have to lie? Who was coming? Who could be so dangerous?

      The horn sounded again. An eerie moan that filled every corner, brought to life every shadow. The sound sank into Elle’s bones, vibrating her insides and making her knees go weak.

      “I know that sound,” Erik said. “That is the horns of your family, is it not, Mama?”

      Her family… Vikings.

      Amma wanting them to run made sense now. She feared they were all doomed. And with good reason.

      Their mother’s throat bobbed as she swallowed and gave a near imperceptible nod. “Ye must hide. Now. If they catch ye...” She trailed off, not ready to explain the whole of her thoughts. Then she shook her head, grasping tightly to Elle’s hands. “Dinna hide, daughter. Run. Run far away. Run to the MacDougall.”

      Erik raised a fisted hand to the sky. “Never! I shall fight!”

      “Erik, ye dinna understand,” Mother said, her voice filling with anguish. “My family believes me a traitor. These lands were meant for them. We took them. This day… it has been a long time coming. They will not hesitate…to kill ye Erik. Ye must remain alive. Ye must protect your sister.”

      Erik glanced at Elle, sudden pride in his features. He puffed his ten summers old chest. “As ye wish.”

      “I wish it. I demand it.” Mother reached for them both, pulling them into a fierce hug.

      Elle tried to force herself to quell her shaking, if only to show her mother she could be strong. The door to the solar burst open and father’s stout frame filled the doorway. Padrig Cam’béal had a shock of red hair, a testament to his Irish roots. Years ago, he’d served a Scottish laird—the MacDougall—who’d given him this castle and the lands, in exchange for his sword and fealty.

      “Amma…” Father ground out. “Take the children. Ye must go. Bjork has come.”

      Mother nodded. “I know. We heard the horns. But I will not leave ye here to fight alone. Bjork is here because of me. The children will go. We will fight Bjork together.”

      Padrig tried to argue, but Amma would hear nothing of it. She was a warrior in her own right, and did not shy from a battle. In fact, Elle had seen her mother ride out, sword held high, to fight off neighboring clans who raided their lands. For Amma to run would go against everything she prided herself on.

      But Padrig was not through arguing with his wife. He pulled Amma aside, their fierce whispers echoing with the sounds of the horn and men from below the window preparing for the impending siege.

      The two maids shifted toward the door then scurried out, no doubt preparing to gather their loved ones and hide, too.

      At long last, Amma and Padrig embraced, a kiss that mingled with their tears. Elle shivered and held tight to Erik’s hand, only sheer force of will keeping her own tears at bay. She glanced down at her brother. She would keep him safe. Until her dying day, this lad would be safe.

      “Mama? Da?” Elle said.

      Her parents pulled apart, the anguish on their face enough to pull those stubborn tears from Elle. They did not expect to see her or Erik again. That much was evident on their faces. This was going to be a fight to the death.

      What was Elle to make of that? How was she to deal with it? They were a close-knit family. They were the reason she’d not yet wanted to wed, not wanting to leave them. Elle feared her own face mirrored their stricken expressions and worked quickly to clear her face of any and all emotion. This was not the end. They would see each other again. As soon as her parents vanquished Bjork and his band of marauding Vikings.

      “Hug Mama and Da,” she instructed Erik. “We shall be seeing them very shortly.”

      Erik hugged his parents tight and then Elle. As her father wrapped his burly arms around her, he said, “Take the sword from the hearth.”

      “The sword?” Elle blanched.

      Padrig nodded, his face solemn. “Ye know of what I speak, lass. I canna risk Bjork getting his hands on it.”

      And she did understand. The massive claymore hung above the hearth in their great hall. A gift from Laird MacDougall. A promise. An oath. A secret engrained deep in the stones and the blood of many.

      “The MacDougall, and that sword, will keep the both of ye safe.”

      Elle nodded. Her father touched her cheek, his fingers trembling slightly.

      “Go now.” Their mother ushered them out of her solar. “Go afore it’s too late.”

      Elle took Erik’s hand as they shuffled down the hall, dread in her belly and the sound of the Viking horns putting her more than a little on edge.

      “Grab your cloak.” Elle stopped outside of Erik’s small chamber, just across the corridor from her own. “I’m going to get mine.” They parted ways, even those brief moments filling her with panic when she could no longer see him.

      Hurry. She opened her wardrobe, grabbing her cloak and the small dagger she often used when hunting. She tucked the dagger in her belt loop and then stooped to change from her impractical slippers to her boots.

      “I’m ready,” Erik said from the entrance.

      “Help me with the laces.”

      Erik hurried forward, tying one of her boots while she tied the other. As soon as they were done, they rushed down to the great hall, which was oddly empty and quiet of servants. The candles had been extinguished, and the only light came from the hearth. With no windows, the chamber was dark and bouncing with shadows.

      After blowing out the light that would only aid the Vikings in their raid, the servants had no doubt rushed off to hide. A thing that she and Erik needed to do now.

      Elle dragged her father’s overlarge chair to the hearth, stood on its cushioned seat and lifted the massive claymore from where it had graced their hall for nearly a decade. The baldric with the Cam’béal crest on one strap of leather and the MacDougall on the other was also there. She strapped it on and Erik helped her to get the sword into the leather strappings. The weapon was massive, its tip nearly reaching the ground behind her.

      “To the kitchens,” she instructed.

      Once there, they found a scullion cowering in the corner, and an older lad who Elle recognized as the scullion’s brother. An idea came to her.

      “Ye there,” she said to the lad. “I need ye to run as fast as ye can to MacDougall.”

      “Dunstaffnage Castle?” the lad asked, looking skeptical.

      “Aye. Ye go and run along. Tell him we’re under siege and to bring a legion of men to help us. Tell him the Vikings have come.”

      This only made the wee lass sob more.

      “My sister…” the lad started, warring between duty to family and duty to his mistress. His face was filled with all the torment Elle would have felt had she to make the same choice.

      “We will take her with us,” Elle said. “Go. Hurry.”

      The lad rushed through the rear door without looking back.

      “Stop that blubbering at once,” Elle said, knowing she was being harsh. She reached a hand out to the girl, her actions softening her rebuke. “Your brother expects ye to be alive when he returns. And the only way that’s going to happen is if ye stand up and dry your tears. Come with us and we shall see ye safe.”

      Just when Elle was certain the lass was not going to listen and instead continue to cry until the Vikings broke through the castle’s foundation, she slowly stood. The wee thing couldn’t be more than Erik’s age.

      “That’s a good lass,” Elle murmured. “What is your name?”

      “Mary.”

      “All right, Mary. Let us go now.”

      The Vikings would search every inch of the castle. As her mother had said, there was no use trying to find a hiding spot inside, unless she wanted to be found. Their only choice was to run. The longer it took them to get out of the castle, the more chances they had of being caught. She prayed her Nordic relations could not break through her parents’ defenses.

      Elle stuffed a sack full of bannocks that had been abandoned while they cooled, and then gripping a child’s hand on either side, she rushed out of the kitchen doors in much the same way her messenger had. They ran through the herbal gardens, past the chickens and toward the postern gate.

      Outside, the sound of the approaching Vikings was even louder than it had been inside. Battle echoes waged from the front of the castle, seeming to reverberate from the sky. Cries of anguish, calls for mercy, and none given.

      Elle’s heart pounded behind her ribs as they crashed against the back wall and looked up at the top of the postern gate to a sentry who stood there, dread etched into the lines of his face. He nodded down to them. “I’ll open the gate. Ye go! Now!”

      Elle twisted the handle, pushing open the gate to freedom and fear. But that terror made the wee lass panic. Instead of running out the postern gate, Mary ran back toward the castle.

      “Nay! Come back!” Elle shouted, but Mary did not cease her running.

      “Go now, my lady,” shouted the guard. “They are climbing the walls at the front of the castle. She is lost to ye. Protect Master Erik.”

      The pathway to freedom lay right before her, but Elle could not let the child die. Not when she’d promised the lad she’d take care of her if he’d run ahead with the message.

      Elle grabbed her brother by the shoulders. “Run to the Burn of Sorrows.” She thrust the bag of bannocks into his hands. “Hide where the rocks form a triquetra. I will meet ye there.” She glanced up at the sentry. “Guard his back.” The warrior nodded, knocking his arrow as his hardened stare followed Erik through the gate.

      She didn’t waste a moment watching him go, knowing the guard would shoot anyone who came near. Elle rushed back through the gardens, toward the side of the castle where she’d seen the girl round the corner. The guard was right. Vikings poured over the walls of the inner bailey. Smoke filled the air from burning arrows that sailed into bales of hay and anything that would catch fire—including men.

      She pulled her hood over her head to hide her features and some of the carnage from view. Slinking against the edge of the castle wall, her hands shook as she touched them to the stones to steady herself.

      At the end, hidden behind a stack of barrels, she caught sight Mary and grabbed hold of her. Tears tracked Mary’s face, and she pointed through a space in the barrels to the center of the bailey.

      Elle’s blood ran cold, and she trembled harder, squeezing tight to the younger lass’ shoulders as she followed the line of her finger. Her knees knocked together. Heart throbbed. Breath left her. Pain centered in her gut, and the only thing she could do was force herself to remain standing. To not give up. To be silent. To not call attention to herself. Slowly, she held her fingers to Mary’s lips and whispered, “Shh…”

      A man, larger than a tower himself, head partially shaved, long hanks of hair braided and black tar smeared over his features, took a jagged sword and thrust it through her father’s chest. Laird Padrig Cam’béal reached out, as if to grab hold of his assailant for balance as his knees buckled. The Viking shoved her father to ground with a massive, bloodied boot, a vicious snarl on his face.

      At once, Elle knew who the monster was—Bjork.

      The brutal bastard left his sword in her father’s chest and let out an evil battle cry. A cry of devilish victory.

      Elle jerked Mary back toward her chest. “We must go,” she whispered, urgent.

      And just when they were about to turn away, Elle’s mother came charging toward Bjork. Beautiful, ethereal, and full of ferocity. Her dark hair flew out behind her like raven’s wings. She swung her sword with might and skill, the sun catching on its steel length. It all looked so ethereal. A nightmare of epic proportions. Bjork blocked every mighty blow, finally knocking her mother to the ground with a shake of his head and a snarl.

      Elle stood stone still, her eyes wide, breath ceased, heart pounding so loud every other noise was drowned out. Her fingers went numb, even when Mary gripped her hand and tried to tug her away, she didn’t feel it.

      Bjork laughed as her mother struggled to stand, and he knocked her back down again. Blood poured from a laceration on Amma’s smooth forehead. Elle sighed a breath of relief when Bjork walked away from her, leaving her alive. But that feeling of relief was too short lived, for he’d only turned around in order to pick up a large stone that had fallen from the wall…

      Nay. Nay. Nay.

      She wanted to scream. To run to her mother’s rescue, but she knew to do so would only be to invite her own death. To invite Erik’s death. And Mary’s. Elle had made promises.

      Elle turned then, dragging the lass with her, squeezing her eyes shut, hoping to keep the sounds at bay as Bjork brought the stone down on her mother’s skull. Though the blood rushed through her ears, and the resonances of battle raged, she swore she could hear the sound of her mother’s bones splintering.

      “I’m sorry,” Mary sobbed.

      “Ye did nothing.”

      “I ran. Ye laid witness to this because of me.”

      Laid witness… to her mother and father’s death. They were gone.

      There would be no more singing, sewing, laughing. No more games in the great hall, or feasts with their people. No more would she hug them. Elle stilled, her feet numb. Her knees threatened to buckle. They’d come out of the hiding place behind a barrel. Too exposed. A Viking leapt from the wall, loping toward them with vicious intent. An arrow from a guard upon the wall stopped him.

      “Where is Lord Erik?” Mary shook Elle’s arm.

      “He…” Elle couldn’t speak, her gaze riveted on the dead man before her. “The gate.”

      “I will take ye.”

      Seeming to realize that Elle needed her, the lass dragged her back around the side of the castle and toward the postern gate. The guards atop were no longer there, Elle suspected they’d gone to the front to help the warriors fighting there.

      The two of them peered through the gate opening. It was now or never. No one approached. No one appeared to be there at all. “Come on,” Elle said in hushed tones, the need to survive, to find Erik, jarring her from her stupor.

      Their feet pounded over the grass toward the woods and the trickling waters of the Burn of Sorrow. In her mind, a hundred Bjorks followed close behind, but every time she turned around, no one was there.

      They raced along the edges of the burn until their sides seared with cramps and with every breath, bile threatened to expel, but still they ran. Finally, they reached the triquetra, about a half-mile from the castle. Erik lurched out at them, a rock in his hand, which only brought back thoughts of her mother. She couldn’t tell him. Not now.

      “’Tis only us. We must run,” Elle said, relief making her feel faint at the sight of her brother. Despite the burning in her muscles, the ache in her heart, she pushed on.

      A mile or so later, Mary begged to stop a moment and Elle relented, afraid if she didn’t, they would all collapse. “A minute.”

      The two youngsters dropped to the ground, breathing hard. From a distance, she imagined the sounds of the battle still raged. They were not a safe distance yet. They had to keep going.

      Elle leaned against a tree, her hand touching metal. A hunter’s spike. “Wait here,” she murmured, taking the heavy claymore from her back and setting it on the ground. She grabbed hold of the spikes and climbed up to the very top of the tree, catching view Castle Gloom.

      What she saw left her shaken, trembling. Thick, black smoke curled skyward, mingling with the clouds. The Vikings had set fire to the castle. Which meant they knew she and Erik weren’t there. Or they hoped to trap them inside. Either way, they’d soon realize they’d escaped and would come for them.

      A gurgling noise came from her throat. She was going to be sick.

      Elle turned her head, dry-heaving over leaves and, thankful nothing actually came up.

      “Strength, Elle,” she whispered to herself. “Strength.”

      How was she to gather this strength?

      How was she to make it all the way to MacDougall lands with two young charges? The trip would take at least three days if they hurried. But likely more with the little ones unable to keep a grueling pace.

      Sweet merciful heavens. She had to get back to her charges. Before the brutal murderers gave chase, if they hadn’t already.

      Elle made her way down the tree, strapped on the claymore and worked to keep her face blank of emotion, not wanting to worry them. Not wanting to tell them of the fire. The absolute destruction of all they knew. She sipped water from the burn with shaking hands. Erik and Mary followed suit, glancing at her from the sides of their eyes. The children didn’t need to be told it was time to go, they waited expectantly for her to make the first move.

      They ran until their lungs gave out, and then walked until they were able to run some more. Back and forth for another two hours, they rushed over the heath and through the wood, before coming across a small tenant farm and climbing over the short stone wall the farmer had built to keep his sheep inside.

      Hurrying over the field, a small croft loomed up a the edges of their blurred vision, and the crofter stepped directly in their path. Large and foreboding, he held an iron ax in his thick hands.

      “Where are ye off to?” He looked them up and down, suspicion on every line of his features and his dark brown eyes.

      Elle bent over, hands on her knees, and breathed deep before standing up to face the man. The crofter was right to be suspicious. A woman, running at break neck speed with two children, was an unusual thing.

      Elle worked to catch her breath. “We…” Saints but it was hard to speak with her lungs so tight. “Vikings… We escaped…”

      “Vikings?” The crofter scratched his head, setting a foot up on the pile of wood he’d been chopping. “So far inland?”

      Elle dragged in a gulp of air, worked to stand up straight. “They came for my parents.”

      He narrowed his eyes, flicked them over Erik and Mary. “Who might your parents be?”

      This was where Elle hesitated. Should she tell the crofter? He would either offer them help, a horse perhaps, or rush them away. She prayed for Erik’s sake it was the former. “Laird and Lady Cam’béal.”

      The crofter sucked in a breath staring behind her, perhaps expecting to see a bunch of wild warriors leaping through the edge of the forest. He scrubbed a meaty hand over his dark beard. “I see. Ye best come inside then.”

      Elle shook her head, fearing that the stranger would likely hand them over at the first sign of trouble. All she wanted was a horse. They were still on MacDougall lands, but that did not mean a crofter would be willing to give his freedom for theirs. She was about to tell him no thank ye, when a gentle-looking woman came outside, wiping her hands on an apron. As soon as the woman spotted them she looked to her husband, worry on her face.

      “What’s going on, Barra?”

      “Castle’s under siege. These are the laird’s children.”

      Elle did not correct him if it would help Mary to be labeled with them. Erik and Mary, too, kept quiet.

      “Oh, saints preserve us. Come inside,” the woman rushed, waving her arms toward them. “Hurry.”

      “We’ll keep ye safe. I promise,” Barra said, his grip tightening on the ax. “Your Da has done much for us. We owe him our lives.”

      Elle couldn’t explain it, but she did feel more comfortable, safer. Perhaps it wouldn’t be a bad idea to rest inside for a little bit before they set out again.

      Erik and Mary looked at her with worry, and at her nod, relaxed. They followed Barra and his wife inside. The croft was warm, a fire lit in the hearth and something burbled in the cauldron hanging over the flames. There was only one tiny window, open slightly to let out the smoke. A table was covered in the makings of a basket being woven and vegetables that needed chopping.

      A small, sunken bed was against the far wall, and a loft above held many of the crofter’s supplies. A pig snorted in the corner and a couple of chickens pecked at the dirt floor.

      “Please, dinna mind the mess, my lady,” Barra’s wife said, sweeping a hand over the blanket on the bed and indicating they should sit.

      “We dinna mind at all.” Elle pushed the two young ones to sit by the bed and she pulled a stool from before the hearth to sit near them.

      “I’m going to warn the other crofters.” Barra nodded to Elle and kissed his wife. “Bar the door.”

      Barra’s wife, Glenna she told them, served them each a bowl of stew, some weak, warm ale, and a hunk of dry brown bread. They ate in silence, though every bite was a struggle since she had no appetite. Not knowing when her next meal would come, she worked to force it down. Besides, Elle was glad to not have to talk about the siege, or the death of her parents. The pain was still too fresh, and every other bite, she nearly choked from her heart rushing to her throat.

      Glenna didn’t ask any questions, though she glanced at them with sympathy more than once. ’Twas for the best she didn’t ask. The less Glenna knew, the less the Vikings could ask for.

      Brutal images flashed behind Elle’s eyes. Her parents were dead. Her home burned. A murdering, brutal relation was chasing after her.

      It was enough that Elle wanted to close her eyes and forget about it all. To climb up onto the bed beside Erik and Mary, pull them to her and sink into a dark sleep. But forgetting was not an option. Sleeping was also not.

      After the meal, they cleaned up their bowls and cups, and the two young ones did fall asleep. Glenna returned to weaving her basket. But Elle could not be still. She had to move. She had to continue on. Sitting here would do no one any good. Aye, she’d sent the messenger ahead, but she needed to get ahead, too. To explain the urgency. To tell them her parents had been killed.

      “Have ye a horse?” she asked softly of Glenna, glancing at Erik to make certain he was asleep.

      “A horse, my lady?” Glenna glanced up from her weaving, her brow furrowed.

      “Aye.” Elle swallowed hard. “I need to get to Dunstaffnage. I sent a lad, but in case he doesna make it, I need to warn Laird MacDougall.”

      “Why do ye not ask Barra to go when he returns? He’ll not be long now.”

      Elle shook her head. “Nay. I’ve already sent one messenger ahead. I need to go myself. Besides, I need Barra to stay behind and protect Erik and Mary.” She thrust her chin toward the sleeping children. “They canna bear the long journey. ’Tis too dangerous for them. Please, if ye dinna have a horse, then point me toward a croft where I might find one.”

      Glenna set down her basket carefully. She studied Elle for a long moment before finally relenting. “We’ve a horse, but I dinna think Barra will be happy about ye going alone.”

      “Please, I beg ye. The longer I wait, the longer it will be before help comes. The devastation... What happened…“ Elle couldn’t put to words the torment she felt in her soul. “My parents are…gone.”

      Glenna let out a shuddering breath, but nodded slowly. “I understand, my lady. Ye need not explain. I will tell Barra ’twas necessary.”

      Elle breathed a sigh of relieve. She thrust the bag of bannocks onto the table. “Take these. They are from the castle and should keep the children fed a little bit. I will bring back your husband’s horse.” She looked regrettably at the children. They would be angry that she was leaving, but it would be easier and less painful to do so while they slept. “Please tell them I will return. That they need not fear.”

      “Ye have my word, my lady, they will be safe. I’ll look after them as though they were my own. Barra wasna lying about your parents. They helped us escape from Ireland and set us up here with the croft.”

      “They were good people,” Elle choked out.

      Glenna looked stricken, taking in her past tense use of their existence. Were. “Aye, my lady, they were.” She shook her head and placed a comforting hand on Elle’s shoulder. “Rest assured, they’ll be safe until ye return. We’ve a nook under the house where we hide when raiders come. If the Vikings make it this far, I’ll hide them there.”

      Elle gripped Glenna’s hand, squeezing, and blinking back tears. “Thank ye. I will see that ye are greatly rewarded for your kindness.”
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      Thunder struck so violently that the walls of Dunstaffnage Castle seemed to shake and the floor vibrated beneath the feet of every person in the great hall. Several prominent members of the clan stood around the perimeter of the vast chamber, their eyes not locking on anything in particular. They sipped their whisky and avoided speaking of the reason for their gathering, though ’twas on the tip of every man’s tongue.

      “’Tis raining something fierce outside, my laird,” a passing servant said, pouring him yet another cup of dark, strong ale.

      Laird Beiste MacDougall still wasn’t used to being addressed as laird, a title that had belonged to his father until just that morning.

      He grunted, holding his cup to his lips and draining the contents in one long swallow. An hour or more had passed since his tongue had gone numb from drink. He planned to continue drowning his sorrow in ale until he fell asleep right there at the table. Beiste stretched his legs out, tapping the bottom of the cup on the wood until it was filled again. His gaze roved from one man to the next, taking in his uncles, cousins. The women huddled closer to the kitchens, probably plotting his future. Aunties and cousins, he was related in some way to all of them, through his mother or his father.

      And now it was just him.

      His parents were gone.

      His siblings were gone.

      His wife and child, also gone.

      He was all that was left of the MacDougall Clan. The elders would be harping on him soon to take another wife, but he couldn’t just yet. Maybe not at all. How could he risk failing another when he’d failed everyone who’d ever counted on him? Aye, he’d not been to blame specifically for the deaths of his siblings—all three had passed just hours after being born. But he was the only survivor and he couldn’t help but wonder if he’d somehow ruined the womb for the rest. Why had he survived and they had not? It had made him extra strong on the battlefield. Extra determined to be victorious at all things—after all, there was no one else to succeed him. He was the only chance at his father and mother’s line succeeding.

      Of course, that contradicted his desires not to find himself attached to a new woman, to beget another child—yet, it was the only way to fulfill his duty to his family.

      The loss of his first wife and child…he blamed himself entirely for their deaths. When his wife insisted on going with him on campaign, he should have said nay. Should have told her to remain at home. But he’d been weak with desire, with what he was certain was love. He’d allowed it and she’d become pregnant. She hid that fact from him, not wanting to distract him with the news or be sent back to the castle. By the time he’d figured it out, it was too late. Her horse spooked, tossing her to the ground. Her labor pains came swiftly after and there’d been nothing he could do about it. His own selfishness had caused the death of his beloved. Of his poor bairn son who had squealed in his arms for only a few breaths before passing on.

      He’d vowed from that moment on that he’d not be taking another wife. Not with the shroud of death that cloaked him. Anyone close to him died and, so, he kept everyone he cared about at arm’s length.

      Duty to his clan first. Other than the begetting of an heir…

      Fierce pounding sounded through his skull and he rubbed at his temples. But he realized the incessant banging wasn’t blood pummeling the inside of his skull, but the main doors to the keep.

      “Who in bloody hell is knocking?” he growled, slamming his cup down. Anyone worth their weight would simply enter.

      A tingle crept over the back of his neck. Was it Death himself?

      “I will go and see,” Gunnar, his Master of the Gate, and second-in-command said. He bowed to Beiste and walked toward the door.

      “Nay. I’ll go.” Beiste pushed himself out of the chair, his feet feeling heavy.

      Gunnar nodded, waiting.

      Despite the numbness of his tongue, Beiste’s head was surprisingly clear. Then he took a step forward, wobbling only slightly. Not enough for anyone to take notice, save for himself. Mayhap his head was not as clear as he thought.

      No matter. With a hand on the sword at his hip, he trudged beneath the archway into the main vestibule, aware that every eye in the great hall had finally found its mark. Him.

      He ignored them all. Ignored the questions in their gazes.

      The stone vestibule was dimly lit. A single torch about ten feet away cast shadows on the great wooden door that vibrated before him.

      The banging continued until he wrenched open the door.

      Standing in the dark, in the pouring rain of the bailey was a woman, a cloak covering her from head to toe. Only the tip of her pink, pointed nose and the rosy glisten of her lips shone in the torchlight from the vestibule. Her figure was slight, her shoulders trembling. She was soaked through to the bone.

      What in bloody hell? Beiste swiped a hand over his face, frowning fiercely. Perhaps his quest for numbness had affected his eyes. He was seeing things now. Mayhap it was best if Gunnar did deal with this. ’Twas a certainty now that the ale he’d imbibed had the ability to make him feel less drunk than he was, or at least to make him think he was less intoxicated.

      For certes the sopping wet lass was a figment of his tormented mind.

      Beiste closed the door and turned around to go upstairs. He needed to sleep. ’Twas one thing to get drunk from grief and pass out in his cup at the trestle table, another thing entirely to find himself talking to ghosts.

      But the banging returned, pounding through his head with incessant urgency.

      Och, bloody hell! Beiste whirled on his feet, a growl on his lips, and prepared to tell his demons to take a hike down a long and winding path.

      When he opened the door this time, the woman glared up at him with wide, green eyes that seemed to glow from the torch flames. Intense. So vivid. He fisted his left hand, and gripped the door hard enough with his right, that he feared he’d splinter the wood to keep from reaching out to touch her—if only to make certain she was truly there.

      “Are ye real?” he asked, realizing his question was odd and gave away his inebriated state. But all the same, he needed to be certain.

      “As real as ye are,” she hissed. “Will ye let me in or force me to catch my death?”

      Beiste cocked his head. Was this a trick question? “How did ye get past the guards?” He stuck his head out the door, raindrops pelting his skull, to see his men still walked the walls as though they’d not just let a strange woman into the castle.

      Her shoulders straightened. “I’m here to speak with the laird. Let me pass.”

      Beiste crossed his arms over his massive chest, blocking her way in and attempting to put fear into the woman with his sheer size alone. “Ye didna answer the question.”

      She didn’t even seem to notice how much bigger he was. If anything, her glower deepened. “I’ll only be answering to the laird.”

      Beiste bit his tongue. He was the laird, but this chit wouldn’t know it yet. The storms had been so bad since his father passed that he’d not yet sent out word to their neighbors of his death. Besides, the elders would want to do so, formally inviting all those in their holding to come forward and give their blessing and allegiance to Beiste.

      “Do come in,” he said gruffly, affecting a sloppy bow meant to mock her sharp tongue. He stepped back, allowing her space to enter.

      “Thank ye.” She swept past him as though she owned the place, hands in the voluminous skirts lifting the hem away from her feet, head held high. She brought with her a faint scent of fresh rain and earth. Of spring. Beiste raised himself up, trying to take in that she was truly here.

      The lass stopped abruptly and turned to face him, brow furrowed, lips pursed in consternation. “Something is not right.”

      He studied her as she pushed the cloak back, revealing dark hair with hints of red.

      “I quite agree,” he murmured.

      She was really quite beautiful. Enchanting even.

      “There is…” Her lips clamped closed. She shook herself, as though trying to shove off whatever reservations she now suddenly had about being inside his fortress. “Bring me to the laird. I must speak to him. ’Tis of the utmost urgency.”

      Beiste grunted, re-crossing his arms. Who was she that she could order him about? She carried the airs of a lady, but what lady traveled alone in the rain at night?

      “Nay.” He was curious to see what her reaction would be to him denying her.

      Her eyes flashed on him with disdain. He had the feeling she were assessing him, that he was not standing up to whatever magnitude she theoretically measured him against. “I am not asking.”

      Beiste’s eyes widened at the haughty tone that brooked no argument. ’Twas on the tip of his tongue to put the lass in her place but, instead, he decided to give her exactly what she wanted.

      “Come,” he demanded, stalking toward the stairs.

      His father’s body still lay abed, where it would remain until the rain ceased and they could put it out to sea on a great pyre as he’d requested. An ancient and worthy burial for a man who’d been as great and fierce as all the ancient kings, including Beiste’s own grandfather.

      Beiste didn’t bother to take a torch with him. He could climb these stairs in the dark and he kind of wanted the haughty wench to trip behind him—as uncharitable as that was. Though to be fair, he didn’t want her to get hurt, either. He kept a keen sense on her, so if she did, in fact, trip as he wished, he could quickly catch her, too. He might be a beast at heart, but he wasn’t cruel unnecessarily.
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