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    To my daughter. You are my heart, my strength, and my joy.
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Chapter One
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Laird Owen MacArthur scaled the steep precipice of Beinn Dìomhair, which meant “secret mountain”. It was so named because its snow-capped pinnacle was hidden from view by the surrounding Ceòthach Mountains, and only from the summit of one of the neighboring peaks could Beinn Dìomhair be seen. Despite its lesser height, it was treacherous—steep and covered with ice and snow that never melted, not even when the clan fires burned at midsummer. At Samhain, Beltaine, and Lughnasa, fae voices carried on the winds that barreled off its side, and orbs of light sometimes danced along its surface, alluring and threatening all at once. 

Throughout centuries, few had dared scale the secret mountain—and why should they? Most of the clans in the West Highlands made their home in the green Ceòthach foothills and valleys. 

But not Clan MacArthur.

They were a mountain people and each year their fate was tied to Beinn Dìomhair.

Centuries before, when the first MacArthur chieftain sought to escape the violent clashes between Highland clans, he claimed undisputed lands high within the stark and craggy range. But following Yule, when ice and snow blanketed the mountains, the ground refused the spade and game became scarce. Soon, his people grew weak with hunger, making them vulnerable to disease. And so the MacArthur set out alone, determined to shoot a stag and feed his kinsmen. 

After days of withstanding relentless storms and trudging through waist-deep snowdrifts, he’d nearly given up all hope. But then he spotted a mighty stag still fat from summer’s bounty. He tracked the animal up the side of the tallest mountain, but when he crested the summit the stag was nowhere to be seen. Dejected, he hung his head and looked down from the precipice and saw Beinn Dìomhair for the first time. The mysterious mountain rose up amid its tall brothers, smaller in size but sharp, its steep sides unforgiving. Yet, somehow, there on that unwelcoming peak, with its hooves planted firmly on the secret mountain’s side, was his prize. Refusing defeat, the ancient laird began to descend toward the beast. But the harsh wind carried the song of the winter fae, warning him to turn back or else face certain doom, and in that moment, his courage failed. 

Overcome by fear, he returned to his mountainside village, carrying only a mantle of shame.

Without meat, many of his kin starved or succumbed to illness. Humiliated and bereaved, the laird, too, surrendered to death, but before he drew his last breath, he prayed that his son would be a better and braver man than he. 

And his son was...

The first winter of his chiefdom, he trekked to the crest of the secret mountain and shot an arrow straight through the heart of the very stag his father had failed to kill. Triumphant, he climbed down the treacherous pass to his people with the mighty stag draped across his broad shoulders. 

From that year on, on the final day of Yuletide, the chieftain of Clan MacArthur set out to shoot a stag on the summit of Beinn Dìomhair. He made this journey alone—his warriors were forbidden to aid his quest. 

Now, armed with a bow and a courageous heart, Laird Owen MacArthur carried on this tradition.

Keeping his distance, he followed a stag with noble antlers that branched well beyond the breadth of its strong hindquarters. It was nimble and graceful and moved with ease through the icy terrain in a way that must have been a gift from the fairfolk who were guardians of the beasts of the mountains. 

More than once, he closed in on the stag and could have taken a shot that would have injured the animal, but to do so would have angered the fairies. He needed the point of his arrow to drive through the heart, bringing about a swift and clean death, which meant he had to be close enough and in the right position. That hour would come. Experience taught him that the stag would tire first, but not for some time. And so, he patiently trailed behind, watchful, waiting... 

Frigid air chilled Owen’s throat, blasting his lungs with frost. Still, he did not shiver or hide from the cold. He was accustomed to the biting pain and no longer heard his hands and feet scream, for he was as much a part of the mountains as the jutting stones, steep facades, and the snow that blanketed it all. 

Over the centuries, his people had carved their lives into the very sides of the tall peaks. Their castle was not laid stone by stone, but rather cut into the rock, just as the village homes and pathways were built into the mountainside. 

He and his kin seldom went to the base of the Ceòthach Mountains where the bottom dwellers, as they called them, lived, and only met with members of different clans when travelers crossed the mountains to reach the western islands, rather than take the longer route around the vast range. But Clan MacArthur was different from other Highland clans. The mountains had made them so. 

They wore layers of fur over their plaids most of the year. Because walking from one end of their village to the other meant a long, steep trek down and then back up again, even the women and children were rugged with strong, muscular legs. In the short growing season, they planted crops on leveled beds with stone ledges that kept the soil from washing away when it rained. They hunted and preserved game and wild roots and herbs, which they foraged in the lower forests. But closer to the mountain summits only stone flourished, which was a constant reminder that scarcity was never far away.

Year after year, when even the most rugged of beasts would dare not leave their burrows, his clan had learned to survive. Families banded together in their carved and tunneled huts, huddling close to share warmth, telling stories while storms raged and brutal winds hollered, pummeling the mountains—but like the towering peaks—his people gave no quarter nor would their laird... 

Pulling the hood of his fur lower over his brow, he followed the beast ever higher. When the stag stopped for a moment’s rest, Owen, too, sat down on a smooth surfaced rock. He gazed out upon the world of the bottom dwellers. Rolling moorland, brown and somber, stretched out below him to the east. Occasionally, a patch of frost or snow broke up the monotony of faded winter grass. The surrounding land was hardly tame. In winter, the bottom dwellers had their own hardships. Still, he knew it was another world down below, one that was not nearly as cold or harsh as life on the mountains. 

Withdrawing his costrel from his satchel, he drew a long sip of ale before returning it. Then, he bit into a piece of dried meat. A gust of fae wind blasted him, warning him to turn back, telling him the mountaintop was no place for men at that time of year. Standing, his stance spread wide, he turned into the wind, refusing to yield. He let his hood fall back and lifted his face to the cold sun, willing the golden orb’s distant warmth to reach him and aid his quest. “I ask nothing for myself,” he shouted. “I do this for my people.”

But the sun, favoring the earth and those things which grew—the things men cut down, cared not whether the world of men survived. Bestowing upon Owen only cold, white light, the sun ignored his plea. Still, he did not smite it with thought or shake his fist at its stingy supply. He only prayed and would continue to pray everyday until spring renewed and life could once more flourish. Pulling his hood back over his head, Owen followed after the stag that had continued its ascent. 

And then it was, as though for the very first time in all his life, the sun seemed to hear his prayer.

A light, warm and golden, appeared before his eyes, dancing with slow, languid movements. It mesmerized, shining with bright magic, but Owen knew not which sort of magic—that which healed or that which destroyed? The light moved further up the mountain, following the path the stag had taken.

“’Tis a good omen,” he exclaimed, feeling as though the sun had, indeed, joined his quest. Now, with the Heavens on his side, he was sure to catch the beast and bring good fortune to his people. 

The golden light waned and then grew bright once again, landing on a jutting rock and then onto a patch of ice, which gleamed blue in the cold. His heart warmed at the sight of the orb as though its heat had entered his soul. And then he realized that it was no simple illusion. His limbs were, indeed, growing steadily warmer. Throwing back his hood, he stretched his hands that ached no longer. Filled with vigor, he charged forward and raced after the light. Scaling the summit, he dug his fingers into the ice, pulling himself higher and higher. But when he crested the very top, he could no longer see the orb. 

Despair took hold with a ferocity that swept the warmth from his lungs, leaving his body colder than before. 

“Where are ye?” he shouted.

He jerked his head left, then right, realizing he had also lost sight of the stag, so singular had he been in his pursuit of the light. He scurried over jagged rock, slipping and falling as he went. His heart now felt as barren as his surroundings. Then, at long last, he glimpsed the orb again. His gaze fixed on it as he rushed forward, heedless of the ice. He could not lose a gift from the Heavens again. Scampering to the other side of the peak, he followed as it began to quickly descend. Then it dipped out of sight beyond a large drift of snow. 

“Nay,” he cried, running after it, but he lost his footing and fell. Sliding, he grappled for something to hold, clawing at smooth rock and soft snow, which escaped his grasp. He plummeted off the cliff. With a thud, he landed on a ledge, the snow cushioning his fall. His relief was short-lived. The mountain rumbled. His arms crossed to cover his face the instant before an avalanche of snow buried him. 

Beneath the weight of winter’s tomb, he could barely lift his chest to draw breath. Cold pulsed through his body.  

Death was upon him. 

He could feel its cold hand on his heart. 

But what of his people, his mind screamed.

And then, all that remained was sorrow as he faded into nothing.
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Chapter Two
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Owen’s hand dug into something soft and warm, and a sweet smell surrounded him. His heavy limbs tingled while he lay unmoving on his back. He opened his eyes, but then slammed his lids shut against the bright light. Using his hand to shield his face, he looked again. To his surprise, it was the sun that glowed so brightly. Once more, closing his eyes, he lifted his face, savoring the heat. 

Heat? But winter was far from over. 

He opened his eyes again. About his head danced meadow foil seeds, which drifted on the breeze, looking for their spot to settle and grow. Leaves spread out overhead from the limbs of mighty trees that surrounded the glade in which he’d awoken. His hands curled into moist, fertile earth, and of all things, he appeared to by lying on a bed of heather. His eyes widened as a Crested Tit flew overhead with twigs in its beak to build a nest.

How could spring have come already?

He jumped to his feet and ran his hands over his face and body to be sure he wasn’t a spirit. He felt the same, but everything around him had changed.

Had the Heavens answered his prayers by giving his people an early spring?

The thought that followed pushed his happiness aside and doom gripped his heart...Had he died on the mountain and now gazed upon the afterlife? 

He scanned his surroundings. There was nothing otherworldly in what he saw. Then his eyes were drawn to red lines dripping from small gashes down his legs. He swiped at his calf and looked for a moment at the smear of blood on his fingers. 

There was no bleeding in Heaven.

He knew in that moment that he was very much alive. Drawing his sword, he squared his shoulders. No matter what had occurred, he could not linger. Surely his people were anxious and needed their laird to calm their fears. He crossed the glade into the forest, his steps cushioned by the heather.

Pausing, he ran his hand over the bristly nettles of Scots Pines, then bent his head back, to see the treetops. The evergreens towered above him. Fresh apprehension pricked his brain. Trees this tall did not grow in the mountains. 

It then occurred to him, that he might have slid all the way to the base of the secret mountain, to which he had never ventured. Mayhap, if the peak was always covered in snow, it stood to reason that the base may always enjoy the lushness of summer.  

He blinked up at the bright warm sun to gauge his direction. With confidence, he turned to the left and ducked beneath a fallen tree held up by the might of its neighbor, then he proceeded onward. 

The warmth felt glorious. The cold stiffness in his legs and arms melted away. Bird song filled the air, but despite the joy of his surroundings, his unease only heightened as he pushed on. Never had he seen trees so tall, and as he walked, he could have sworn that the branches parted for him. Unease swiftly became fear when he noticed the tree branches behind him close up tight like a door locked shut. 

Stopping, he glanced left and then jerked around and looked behind him. The forest was swallowing him whole, closing in on him from all directions. His eyes turned heavenward, and then he saw it. 

A cage was hanging from high in the treetops.

He tried to back up to get a better look, but the trees had encased him. He had no place to go but up, and so he climbed, although never had an upward ascent been so easy. He had his choice of branches upon which to step. It was as though the trees wished him to reach the cage. 

When he came upon it, he pulled himself up slowly so that his eyes were level with the cage floor. 

There, curled in a tight ball with a chain around her neck, was a young woman who appeared to be asleep. 

His eyes traveled over her frail, pale legs. Limp, greasy black locks clung to her cheeks, obscuring her features. 

“Hello,” he said gently.

Her head lifted slowly, weighted by the thick chain, and then pale violet eyes locked with his.

“Who are ye?” she whispered.

He normally would have declared his full name. He was Owen Errol Callum MacArthur. But she was shivering and so small and frail, he felt his full name too much for this fragile creature, and so he simply said, “My name is Owen.”

She eyed him curiously. “What are ye?” 

Thinking her question strange, he replied the only way he knew how. “I am laird of my clan.”

“Ye’re mortal, aren’t ye? A...a...human?” 

“Of course I’m human. Aren’t ye?” 

Shame filled her eyes the instant before she dropped her gaze, her hair falling in front of her face like a ragged curtain. “I was once human like ye, but that time was long ago. Now, I’m only a slave.” Then she looked up, fear bright in her eyes. “And my master is not far. Ye must leave.” 

“What sort of man is yer master?” 

Coming to her knees, she gripped the bars, her knuckles white from the strain. “Cranor is no man. Please, just go. Go, before it’s too late.” 

He shook his head. “Ye don’t know what ye’re saying. I’ll not leave ye here, caged like a dangerous animal.”

“But...mayhap I am dangerous.”

“Ye?” he said in disbelief, taking in her slim frame and fear-filled gaze. “Ye’re naught but skin and bone. Ye couldn’t hurt someone if ye tried.”

She winced and swallowed hard, pulling at the chain around her neck. “Ye needn’t brawn to make someone bleed. Some wounds cut deeper than the flesh—they cut soul-deep.”

The more he looked into her sorrowful, pale violet eyes, the more he wished to save her. “We’ve all made mistakes, and I see remorse in yer gaze.” He gestured to the cruel cage. “And clearly ye’ve paid a great penance for yer sins.”

Her eyes flashed with anger, anger he knew was directed inwardly. “Some of us are beyond redemption.” She started to back away from the bars, shaking her head slightly. “Please, do not add yer life to my list of transgressions. Go. Go back from whence ye came before it’s too late.”

Ignoring her, Owen drew the dirk from his boot and grasped the large lock in his hand.

A bitter laugh fled her lips. “Ye toil for naught. The lock is cursed. No one but my cruel master can free me.”

Owen refused to believe that. “No man has the right to enslave another.”

“I’m cursed by my own treachery. Please, leave me!” 

The plea in her voice beckoned his gaze, drawing his attention away from the lock.

Her shoulders were stooped with shame. “I’m not worth saving.”

He looked her hard in the eye. “Every soul is worth saving.” Then he firmly inserted the tip of his blade into the lock.

“Ye’re wasting time. ‘Tis futile. Leave me. Ye must flee!”

Paying her no heed, Owen twisted the blade and it sprang open. His own eyes flashed wide with surprise at the ease of his success.

“How?” she gasped in awe. Her body trembled. “I...I don’t understand.”

“And ye said it couldn’t be done,” he said, smiling broadly.

Trembling, she drew away, staring at him with new scrutiny. Then her body softened and warmth filled her eyes, darkening the violet hue to a rich purple but only for a moment. An instant later, the color faded. She scurried toward him, weighed down by the chain around her neck. Sweeping her tangled hair down her back, she thrust her chest out and stretched her head back, exposing her neck.

“Free me. Touch yer blade to my chain.” 

He did as she had bade, and magically, the chain dropped to the ground with a clatter that echoed deep into the forest. He stiffened, surprised by the way the noise had carried. And then, as if in answer to the mighty din, a thunderous growl rent the air, followed by the sound of trees being felled to the ground. The crashing and growling moved toward them, closer and closer.

She cowered, vivid fear glittering in her eyes. “’Tis my master.” 

Owen gripped his dirk. “Let yer master come. I’m not afraid. ‘Tis time he answered for his ill treatment of ye.”

“Ye don’t understand,” she said in a rush. 

“Nay,” he said forcefully. “Ye don’t understand. I am a mountain dweller. I’m hard and strong and I fight for those who cannot fight for themselves.” 

His words seemed to stir something within her. Nostrils flared, she straightened and took a deep breath. Then she closed her eyes and raised her arms, her palms faced outward. 

Owen’s eyes widened as ribbons of mist coiled from her fingertips, swirling in a languid dance before settling on the ground in a smoky mound. His heart racing, he retreated until his back pressed against the cage bars as he watched the mist take form and shape. Suddenly, a replica of the woman standing next to him was lying on the floor, chained and curled in a tight ball, fast asleep.

He gasped and gestured to the sleeping creature, unable to speak his question.

“She isn’t real. Ye’ve naught to fear. I’ve created an illusion, one that will fool my master but not for long. We must get down!”

Checking to see that she followed, he scaled down the tree. Like before, branches seemed to shift and move, forming a stairwell to the forest floor.

Once his feet touched down, he turned and reached up to her. When she rested her hands on his shoulders, again, her eyes brightened, becoming as dark as amethysts. But when her toes touched down, the color faded. 

“Run,” she cried without hesitation. 

Despite her weak appearance, he was surprised by the speed at which she raced.

Following after her, the forest moved and shifted as if it were alive and guiding their path. And then he spied the glade into which he had awakened. Charging forward to overtake her, he seized her hand and started pulling her toward the opening in the trees. 

“Nay,” she cried, yanking her arm free.

“Ye must trust me,” he said, resisting the urge to throw her over his shoulder and force her to heed his choice. Having just helped to restore her freedom, he refused to use his strength to overpower her. “Please, trust me!”

But she shook her head. “Ye cannot go back to yer land the way ye came. There is only one path that will lead ye home again. Follow me!” She turned and ran.

He had no choice but to dart after the mysterious woman. Then, suddenly, the forest erupted around them with a growl infinitely more intense than the first. 

“Cranor has discovered my trick! I’ve angered him even more!” 

Owen’s heart pounded as he fought to keep up. The din behind them grew closer. “Whatever gives chase is nearly upon us,” he shouted.

She slowed and ushered him in front of her. Despite her dull, tangled black hair and the tattered rag she wore, in that moment, she had the bearing of a queen. Raising her rail thin arms over her head, her palms faced outwardly, she closed her eyes. An instant later, mist rose up from the earth, surrounding them.

“It will obscure our path and slow him down.” Her brow pinched with worry the instant before she charged forward again. “I only hope we have enough time!”

“Time for what?” he asked as he sprinted to catch up.

“Time to get where we’re going,” she shot back.

“Where are we going?” he yelled as she raced ahead with unnatural speed.

But she did not glance back. 

Ahead of them, the dense forest parted, the trees seemingly yielding to her will. Following her lead, he burst into a glen filled with shimmering orbs of light that danced and wove through the air. Myriad flowers, rich and vibrant, covered the ground and sparkled as if dusted in gold. And in its center was a pool, which shone with such radiance and beauty that his heart hurt to look upon it. Pressing his hand to his aching chest, he suddenly realized that he could feel his own mortality. He was different than the stalk of every plant in that glen, than the air he breathed, and the magical woman who stood before him. Now, he knew without a doubt that he was far from home, in a place where few humans had ever tread.

And then something wondrous stole his breath. His hands hung limp at his sides as he watched the downtrodden woman he had saved slowly transform before his eyes. 

Her lifeless hair thickened and grew and began to shine with an iridescence that gave her locks a violet sheen. Her faded eyes widened, becoming clear and sharp and deepened in color to bright amethyst just as he had glimpsed earlier in the forest. Her wiry, starved body filled out, becoming lush with feminine curves, and her skin now had a dewy glow.  

Dumbstruck, he stared at her, incapable of speech. She had blossomed as vibrantly as the magical flowers at his feet. And then he realized that the pool had begun to bubble playfully and the shimmering lights circled around her, their dance quickening as they, too, celebrated her body’s renewal.

Then she turned to face him. 

He swallowed hard and dropped to his knees, humbled by what he’d witnessed. “Ye’re beautiful,” he rasped. 

Her brows drew together as if his words had made her cross. “I’ve not always looked like this. I was once considered rather plain. If ye only knew what I sacrificed to obtain this beauty, then ye’d know how truly wretched I am.” Her nostrils flared as she took a deep breath and offered him her hand. “Ye cannot linger here. This place will not be easy for my master’s dark heart to find, but ‘tis only a matter of time before he does.”

Confused and still wanting to champion her, he asked, “If yer soul is so far from redemption, then how did ye find this place when yer master cannot?”

Her expression softened. Tentatively, she reached out a hand that trembled as she grazed the backs of her fingers down his cheek. “It was not my soul that opened this glen. It was yours.” She snaked her hand away suddenly and cleared her throat. “And now ye must go. Step into the pool. The water will take ye home.”

He clasped her hands and drew them close to his chest. “Come with me.”

She shook her head. “I cannot follow where ye go. Listen to me. This is yer chance. Take it, or else ye might be trapped here, forever...like me.”

Images of his people, his family, everyone who depended on him flashed in his mind’s eye. 

Somehow, she seized on to his thoughts. “Ye know yer needed. Think not of yerself or yer confusion in this moment. Think of those ye love.” She squeezed his hands. “My life has been long compared to yers. I have done much I regret. It took a long time for me to learn, but now I know that above all else—kindness matters most, love is the only true power, and ye must take care of those in need.” She slowly, released his hands and stepped back. Then, motioning to the pool, she said firmly, “Go to yer people. Without ye, they will suffer.”

He shook his head. “By yer own words, I cannot leave ye here. What about ye, yer need?”

She stood tall, a glint of steel coming into her vibrant eyes. “I’m not afraid of my fate—whether good or ill. I’m doing what’s right, and so must ye.” She took his hand and led him to the shimmering pool. He looked down at the waters that began to churn. Whispers, lilting and ethereal, reached his ears, but he knew not the meaning of the words. “What does the water say?”

“Whatever words ye hear are not for my ears. The water speaks to ye, but ye mustn’t think to know the meaning, ye must feel. What do ye feel?”

He closed his eyes, letting the fae breeze and trickling song fill him from the inside out. “Hope,” he whispered. “I feel hope.” He opened his eyes, meeting her gaze. “Don’t ye feel that?”

“Hope has no place among immortals. Ye feel an urgency we do not. Only humans have hope.”

A pang cut through his heart, realizing his surroundings were not as magical or as wondrous as he had first thought. “What is life without hope?”

Her gaze went cold, her eyes vacant. “Welcome to my world.” She shook her head. Once more, warmth imbued her gaze. “Ye must surrender to the water. The pool will bring ye where ye wish to go.”

“Come with me,” he urged her again. How could he leave her to the emptiness and sorrow he felt surrounding her, stretching before her for all eternity?

“I cannot,” she said simply.

Refusing to give up the very thing for which his mortal heart beat—hope—he began to entreat her once again. “Lass, ye must listen to reason. Ye—”

But then a force like a battering ram slammed against the surrounding forest wall. He jerked around. The trees strained inwardly.

“Cranor has found us,” she said, her voice deadly soft. 

No fear shone in her eyes. She hadn’t even flinched at the noise, but her hands, which were gripped in tight fists at her sides, belied her calm.

“Do not sacrifice yerself or yer people for me,” she said, weakly. “I’m not worth it.”

Her self-defeating words tore at his heart. He closed the distance between them in one step and cupped her cheeks between his hands. “Never say that again.” And then he kissed her, and it was as if lightning sliced through him the moment their lips touched. Filled with an ache that was both sweet and agonizing, he pulled away just enough for his gaze to meet hers. “Did ye feel that?”

She cupped his cheek with her hand. “I did.” A slight smile curved her lips. “I’ve felt it before, many times.”

There was something playful and girlish in her reply, and, in that moment, he glimpsed the part of her that had once been human. He leaned close, his lips seeking hers, but she pulled away. 

“I’m no good for ye.” Anger filled her gaze, but he knew without a doubt that her rage was for herself, alone. And when she spoke, it was with fierce conviction and finality. “Only one man could have unlocked my chains.” She took a step back. “Ye’ve come back to me, but I don’t deserve ye.”

He shook his head, grappling to understand her words. “What de ye mean when ye say that I’ve come back to ye? I’ve never laid eyes on ye before.”

The forest cracked and groaned. 

“Go,” she croaked. “He will kill ye as easily as ye might pick one of the flowers at yer feet. And all who love ye will suffer for it.” She swallowed hard. “Believe me. I know this to be true. Go! 

“But I don’t even know yer name.”

“Go,” she shouted, her voice echoed with power, the sound striking his heart like the blow of a fist. He stumbled back. The lights sped around him. Even the flowers seemed to push him toward the pool. With regret filling his heart, he stood at the water’s edge. He felt the pool’s song, its meaning unmistakable—he was running out of time. 

He looked up, seeking her gaze. They locked eyes. “Come back to me,” he said, his words intentionally mirroring hers. And then he held his breath and stepped into the pool and sunk beneath the watery surface.
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Chapter Three
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Desperate, Gwynn collapsed to her knees as he vanished beneath the churning turquoise water. Filled with immediate regret, she lunged at the pool to dive beneath the ripples of his wake, but her fingers struck ice. 

The pool had frozen over, blocking her way. 

“Nay,” she cried, scratching at the frosty surface, straining to glimpse his golden hair, long and wild, his strong features, and kind brown eyes. But she saw only shadow. 

He was gone, forever. 

She dropped her head onto her arms and sobbed while her master pounded against the magical barricade. 

When her tears were spent, she sat up and swiped at her cheeks. Pain gripped her, soul-deep, but now she felt no regret—for she knew that had she been able to follow, she only would have brought him heartache and suffering. 

Numb, she sat back, feeling the glen’s magic and her own weaken against her master’s powerful assault.

“Surrender,” she bade the trees dully. “Let the master come.” She swallowed the bitterness filling her mouth. “’Tis no more than I deserve.”

“Are ye sure about that?”

Gwynn jerked upright, scanning the glen, which was suddenly quiet as if Cranor’s attack had somehow been silenced. Fluttering above the pool, swathed in gossamer and light was a fairy, no bigger than her fist with long shimmering golden hair and bright, assessing eyes. “Who are ye?” Gwynn asked.

“I am the guardian of this pool.”

Gwynn eyed the fairy skeptically. “Why do ye only appear now?”

The fairy continued to give her an appraising look, then, at length, replied, “I only show myself to those who are worthy of heart. Gwynn, I wish to help ye.”

Gwynn took several steps back. “I don’t believe ye. My heart is worthy of nothing. What do ye really wish of me?”

The fairy canted her head to the side as she continued to study Gwynn. Her gaze was sharp and powerful as if the small creature could see straight into Gwynn’s soul, filling her with even greater shame. She wanted the fairy to go away. “If ye’re the so-called guardian of this pool, then ye must have frozen the way, trapping me here. How does that help me?” 

A gentle smile curved the fairy’s lips. “I didn’t freeze the pool. Ye did.”

Gwynn pressed her hand to her chest. “Me? But that is beyond my powers. As a human bound to a creature of this realm, I’ve magic in me now, but only for illusions. How could I have done it?”

The fairy flew to the side of the pool and fluttered down to the ground. “Feel for yerself. ‘Tis only water.”

Hesitantly, Gwynn knelt beside the pool and slowly dragged her fingers across the surface. The ice faded to nothing and only the turquoise water remained. She gasped and choked on a sob, covering her mouth with her hand as she turned away.

“He offered ye salvation from our world and yer wicked master. Why did ye not allow yerself to follow him?”

She stiffened, trying to push the man’s warm gaze from her mind, but despite how she tried to forget, she heard him say...come back to me.

She shook her head. “I’ve sinned too grievously.”

“Gwynn,” the fairy said, drawing her gaze. “Everyone can find redemption if their remorse is true.”

“Nay,” she said, swallowing the fresh wave of tears. She cleared her throat and straightened her back. In the end, she had done the right thing by blocking her own way. “I would only bring him pain.”

“How can that be, when ye just saved his life?”

A tentative smile upturned the corners of her lips. “I did?”

“Ye did, and not just from yer master. In his world, he faced death, buried beneath an avalanche of snow. But his soul felt yers. Ye drew him to ye unknowingly and saved his life by pulling him into our world.”

Her heart started to pound. How could his soul have felt hers...unless...

She whirled around. “How did he unlock my chain?” she demanded.

“Ye know how,” the fairy answered, her voice soft.

Gwynn fisted her hands. “It truly was him,” she blurted. 

“Lifetimes in the human world have passed, but yer souls still remember each other.”

Gwynn dropped to her knees beside the pool. “Come back, please,” she called to the still water.

She felt a tiny hand on her shoulder. “He’s gone.”

“Nay,” she gasped. Panic gripped her heart. She couldn’t breathe. 

“Gwynn, listen to me. Ye’ve been given another chance!”

The fairy’s words cut through her racing thoughts but could not banish the doubt from her heart. Gasping for breath, her legs felt weak beneath the weight of regret. “Do I deserve one?”

The fairy lifted her gossamer-clad shoulders. “Only ye can decide that. Do not think for a moment that uniting with yer true-love will be easy. Everything worthwhile, whether in this world or the next, requires hard work and sacrifice.”

Fear and shame fought to dominate her thoughts, but she took a deep breath and steeled her shoulders. “What must I do?”

“Ye must relinquish yer powers and choose a mortal life.”

Gwynn raked a shaky hand through her hair. There was a part of her that was afraid to be human again.

“I see yer fear. Aye, ye will again know pain of the flesh. Ye will know hunger, thirst, and cold.”

Gwynn considered the fairy’s words. “For lifetimes all I have felt is emptiness and despair. To feel truly alive again...’Tis more than I deserve.” She swallowed hard. “But I accept.”

The fairy’s expression held a note of caution. “There’s more.”

Gwynn stood to her full height. “There is no cost I will not pay for him.”

“He will have no memory of ye, of his time here. Even now he is waking up in the bitter cold with only a vague feeling of his experience. To him, meeting ye is no more than a dream that will fade away.”

“But he bade me come to him,” she cried. “Ye heard him. He said come back to me!”

“He will not remember, and, Gwynn, no longer will his soul bear yer mark.”

“But...how will I...If his soul doesn’t remember mine, how do I know that...”

“How do ye know that he will fall in love with ye?”

She nodded, unable to speak for the fear that now gripped her heart.

“Ye don’t know. Uncertainty is the price ye pay. Ye must relinquish all yer powers and yer immortality only for the chance of winning his heart.”

Her legs trembled. She wasn’t worthy of love.

The fairy flew close, fluttering just before her eyes. “Hold yer head high, Gwynn. I ken yer heart is true.”

“But—” 

“Nay,” the fairy admonished. “Ye’ve made yerself small. The power Cranor has wielded over ye has, in part, been possible because ye’ve allowed him to dominate ye. Just as ye froze the pool to keep yerself from following yer heart.” The fairy gave Gwynn a hard look. “Before anyone can love ye, ye first must learn to love yerself.” 

A knot formed in Gwynn’s throat. “I’m not certain I know how.”

The fairy frowned. “Stop listening to yer doubtful thoughts. Ye’ve great courage, Gwynn. Seize it. The time for thinking is over. Now is the time to act.” 

Her mind was racing, but she forced herself to stop listening. “I will do it.” She closed her eyes. “Make me human.” 

The fairy chuckled, drawing Gwynn’s gaze. “Ye don’t need my help for that. If ye choose to step through the pool into their world, human ye shall become. But to aid yer quest, I will grant ye one wish.” 

“A wish?” Gwynn repeated.

“Search yer heart. What can I grant ye that will help ye find yer own self-worth?”

Gwynn closed her eyes and did as the fairy bade. An image came to her. In her mind’s eye, she saw a memory from her youth—her mother placing her hand on the brow of a frail woman trembling with fever. 

Opening her eyes, she met the fairy’s gaze. “Give me the knowledge to heal.”

The fairy smiled approvingly. “Granted. Now, rise, Gwynn and cast off yer chains. Ye’ve paid yer penance. Strive for happiness—ye deserve to find it.”

Gwynn did not feel deserving. She felt flawed and unworthy, but she knew the man who had been able to unlock her cage was worth fighting for. For him, she would push aside her fear and doubt and do as the fairy had bade—she would strive to be happy, which meant loving him with her whole heart.

Moving to stand in front of the pool, she glanced down at her reflection in the smooth water. She saw her shimmering violet-black hair, iridescent eyes and flawless white complexion. Repulsed, she looked away. To think that long ago, she had given up true-love for beauty and riches. Closing her eyes to block out her reflection, she took a deep breath to find the courage to leap.    

“Aren’t ye forgetting something?”

Gwynn’s eyes flew open. “What?”

Then, the silence that the fairy’s presence had brought to the glen ceased, and the pounding against the forest barricade renewed.

“Ye’re bound to yer master.”

The taste of bitterness thickened in Gwynn’s mouth. “Once upon a time, he was my husband,” she spat, glaring at the straining tree trunks. 

The fairy raised her brow. “He was never that, not truly.”

Gwynn knew she spoke the truth. 

Lifetimes before, Gwynn, the daughter of a humble cottar, had handfasted with a young man from her village. He had no wealth or title, but he had loved her and she him. Then, one day a man called Cranor came to the village. He was striking to look at with ebony hair and devilishly handsome looks. He drew her gaze and lured her weak soul away from her one true-love. 

In the end, she broke her vows and chose Cranor’s promise that if she married him, she would be wealthier and more beautiful than she could ever dream possible. And he fulfilled his promises. He brought her to the world of the fae where magic blossomed within her, altering her appearance and giving her the splendors of immortality. 

What Cranor had neglected to tell her was that he was not a man at all. He was a wulver—a dark creature who could take the form of a man or a fierce wolf. His cruelty and disdain crushed her will until she became a shadow of a soul, left only with regret and thoughts of the young man she had discarded.

Her betrayal had broken true-love’s heart and brought shame to his name. 

Over the years, news of his life drifted to her on the wings of fairies who traveled between worlds, whispers of how he grieved for her, how he never found love again, and eventually, of how he died, alone and forgotten with no one to mourn his passing.  

And there was nothing she could do, for she was bound to her choice.

As the painful memories flashed across her mind’s eye, her heart filled with self-loathing. She looked the fairy hard in the eye. “I told ye. I’ve sinned too grievously. Cranor will never release me. And even if yer right, he will hunt me down, destroying anyone in his path along the way.” The thrashing forest drew her gaze. “I cannot allow that.”

“Where is yer faith, yer hope?”

Gwynn scowled at the magical creature. “Hope is only for humans.”

The fairy fluttered close to put her wee hand on Gwynn’s. “So it is, and when ye pass through that pool, human is what ye shall be.”

Gwynn gasped as the fairy’s wings pumped and magically Gwynn flew, rising high in the air. Looking down, the surface of the pool was now beneath her. 

“Close yer eyes and breathe,” the fairy whispered, but her words echoed in Gwynn’s mind. 

Suddenly, she was falling.

She gasped when her toes sliced through the surface and warm water enveloped her in silky darkness. Relinquishing all control, she made her limbs soft, giving herself to the magic that would change her life forever.
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Chapter Four
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Owen stirred, then slowly opened his eyes. Gently falling snow cascaded from the white sky overhead. Judging by the light it was morning. Lying with his palms facing upward, he turned his hands over and brushed the cold, soft blanket.

What had happened? Why was he lying there?

He closed his eyes, straining to remember. 

Slowly, it all came back to him...leaving hearth and home on the yearly hunt for the winter stag, slipping on the ice, and then plummeting off the cliff...He couldn’t remember anything else, which meant the fall must have rendered him unconscious, but for how long?

He sat up, gripping his head in anticipation of pain but none came. He ran his hands over his arms and legs—nothing hurt nor did he feel cold. In fact, he felt surprisingly warm as if he’d only been exposed to the cold for a few moments instead of days.

With ease, he stood and scanned his surroundings. He was on a ledge. Above him, he spied the cliff from which he had fallen and not three strides away was the stag, lying motionless with an arrow through its heart.

“By all the Saints!”

He didn’t remember taking the shot. Still, there it was. He squatted down and inspected the arrow. The shaft bore his mark. With a new found lightness in his chest, he considered the animal. The stag was bigger and fatter than he remembered. The Heavens had, indeed, blessed his clan. 

His heart filled with gratitude, he unwound the rope from around his quiver. Cutting the length in half with his dirk, he tied the stag’s front hooves together and then its rear. After that, he strapped his quiver to his back and crossed his bow over his chest. Then he reached down and heaved the stag over his broad shoulders and began his descent. The journey home was treacherous. Still, if he hurried, he could arrive at the outskirts of his village before the moon rose high in the night sky.

A gust of wind barreled down the pathway, stirring the fresh snow into a frenzy. He froze, steeling his stance against the harsh force. When the wind ceased, he started forward only to falter an instant later. 

He stood for a moment, not breathing.

The wind had swept his path clean, revealing a motionless cloaked-figure, curled in a tight ball on the frozen ground. His pulse suddenly racing, he charged forward while he prayed the unfortunate soul was not one of his kin. He stopped short when he was close enough to judge the huddled form’s size to know that it was either a small woman or child. Shaking his head, he could hardly believe his own eyes. 

He turned to face the ledge wall and bent over, letting the stag roll off his back onto the ground. Wary that it may not be a woman or child at all, but one of the fae seeking to fool him for a bit of sport, he tentatively closed the rest of the distance. With dirk in hand, he knelt and waited for some sign of life but saw no movement except for the person’s cloak lifting in the slight breeze. Tucking his knife into the top of his tall, leather brogues, he reached behind his back and withdrew an arrow from his quiver. Using the feathered end, he caught the edge of the hood and nudged it back to see the person’s face. 

Brows drawn, he took in the profile of a woman, her skin red and chapped, her lips cracked and tinged a faint blue. Brown strands of hair danced across her lifeless, freckled cheeks. Quite certain he had never seen her before, he felt momentary relief, knowing whomever had perished was not one of his kin. Still, he released a regretful breath. Whoever she was, she belonged to someone, somewhere and was no doubt sorely missed. He reached down and lifted her chin for a better look at her face, but when his fingers touched her icy skin, her eyes flew open and she gasped for breath.

“Mother of All,” he exclaimed, falling back into the snow. 

She was alive!

Quickly recovering from his initial surprise, he scurried forward and scooped her into his arms. Sure enough, her skin was icy cold but not stiff with death, and although her breaths were shallow—she was, indeed, breathing, hot and wet against his neck.

“Lass,” he said, shifting her in his arms to see her face. Her eyes had closed again. “Lass,” he said louder. She stirred in his arms and a slight groan fled her lips but her eyes remained closed. 

His nostrils flared as he stood, determination coursing through him. He had to get her to shelter. That she was alive was a miracle, but without warmth, she wouldn’t stay that way for long. 

Kicking at the loose snow, he covered the stag in a thick white blanket, then he continued his descent down the mountain. Carefully so as not to slip on the icy surface, he cradled her frail body. 

He knew just where to take her. 

Rounding the craggy bend, he came to the narrow opening of a cave and turned sideways to fit through. Just inside, where the sliver of sunshine hit the stone floor, he gently laid her down and began to inspect her limbs for breaks or other signs of injury. Satisfied that she did not have wounds that needed tending, he scooped her back into his arms and retreated deeper within the cave. 

Cloaked in darkness, he laid her down and set to work battling that which threatened her life most. The deadly cold. 

Sweeping the heavy fur cloak off his shoulders, he spread it over the cold stone. Then he picked her up and laid her down upon the warm, soft bed. He set to work removing her icy cloak and tunic. Her skin pained his heart to touch, it was so cold. He leaned close to hear her breaths, which came in shallow rasps.

“Hold on,” he bade her gently. “Keep breathing. Ye’re going to live!” He stood and unfolded his long plaid and set it aside. Then he whisked his tunic over his head and removed his hose and boots. Naked, he lay beside her pulling her into his arms so that his flesh pressed against hers. Then he pulled up on the sides of his fur, surrounding them both. Rubbing her shoulders briskly, he prayed the Heavens would show her mercy. 

~ * ~
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PAIN, UNLIKE ANYTHING Gwynn could have ever imagined, shot through her whole body, stabbing and ferocious. She cried out against the agony.

“Lass,” she heard a distant voice say.  

“Help me,” she tried to scream. Her stomach twisted with hunger, and her mouth cracked when her lips parted. Stabbing needles of both fire and ice raked her flesh. She sobbed and prayed for darkness, nothingness...death. And the world once again disappeared, and so did she.

A drumming filled her ears. Pain bit at her flesh, but it no longer screamed. It was dull and continuous. Too weary to fight it or bear it, she tried to retreat back to nothingness, but the drumming refused her choice. 

What was that sound?

“Lass.”

She wasn’t alone. A part of her fought to be alert, fought to know who was there, fought to listen to the drum. It...it sounded like a heartbeat. She opened her eyes but only blackness, thick and unyielding, met her gaze. The drum was so far away. She strained but she couldn’t reach the surface. She was so tired, tired of listening, too tired to resist oblivion. 

~ * ~ 
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OWEN HAD ONLY LEFT her side for a moment to retrieve the stag from the pass so that a wolf wouldn’t eat his clan’s hope. Hour after hour, slowly, within his arms, flesh to flesh, the woman’s skin became warm but with that came a new struggle. 

She shook and cried out in pain. He knew it was the torture of sensation returning to her limbs. How he longed to ease her suffering, but all he could do was hold her, soothe her, and promise her that the pain would pass. 

More than once, he thought he was going to lose her, that she would die right there in his arms. And for a moment, he had allowed hope to enter his heart when he believed she’d awoken, but he couldn’t be sure. 

Holding her thrashing body for hours had tightened his shoulders. His breath now matched her quick pants, but at long last, she slowly grew peaceful and her breathing steadied. 

He expelled the full breath that had been trapped in his chest and felt his own shoulders ease. Pressing a protective kiss to her forehead, he whispered a promise to return. Then he sat up and wrapped the fur tightly around her. 

Not bothering to cover his nakedness, he left the cave. It came as no surprise when he saw the sky begin to lighten. He expelled another breath. She had survived the night, which was a good omen. 

Turning back inside, he bent down and lifted her into his arms, cradling her close. Then he moved to the mouth of the cave to invite the morning light to caress her face. While she slept, he studied her. She had long brown hair. Her skin was freckled and still bore the ruddy effects of the cold. Her mouth was wide. He appraised her cracked lips, relieved to see that the blue had subsided. Taking in her face as a whole, he was certain she was a woman grown but could not have guessed her age. 

He reached out and grazed the backs of his fingers down her cheek, which caused her to stir. He held his breath and shifted to lean over her. 

“Come on, lass,” he urged her quietly. “Open yer eyes. Show me ye’re going to live.”

Dark lashes that fanned her cheeks began to flutter.

“Ye can do it,” he muttered. Tension filled his shoulders. He held his breath. 

Her lids lifted slightly, revealing soft brown eyes. 

A knot of relief filled his throat. He grazed her cheek again. “Good morrow, lass,” he crooned softly.

Her lips parted and moved but no sound came out.

“Here,” he said, lifting her head and pressing his costrel to her lips. She sputtered and much of the ale dribbled down her chin. He began to take the costrel away, but she shook her head. 

“More,” she rasped.

He allowed her a few more sips, but then he laid her head back down and explained, “Ye need to begin slowly or ye might take ill.”

Winded from the effort, she nodded and closed her eyes. When her breathing quieted, she opened her eyes again. “Thank ye,” she croaked. A tentative smile began to curve her lips, but then she winced. 

He knew her cracked lips had pained her. 

Brows drawn, she began to shiver.

“Blast,” he cursed under his breath. He couldn’t risk moving her yet, but at the same time, she needed the warmth of a fire. 

He lifted her and moved her deeper into the cave—out of reach of the icy breeze but still within the light. Then he unfolded his fur and slid next to her, once again, flesh to flesh. 

Her head rested on his chest. “I can hear yer heartbeat,” she whispered.

He smoothed her hair. “I can feel yers.” He stroked his hand down her back. “Lass,” he said softly.

“Aye,” she replied.

“What’s yer name?”

He waited for her answer. Then at length, she whispered, “Gwynn.”

He held her closer and pressed a kiss to her head. “Rest, Gwynn. Yer safe. I will keep ye warm. I promise ye.”

She nestled close to him, her hand splayed wide on his chest and soon her breaths became deep and even. 
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Chapter Five
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Gwynn raced through the woods, running, her heart pounding. At her heels, a massive wulver with a pointed snout and yellow eyes gave chase. He growled and howled, making her knees quake so that she feared she might crumble to the ground at any moment and lose herself to his will. If she could only make it beyond the trees to the glen where hope resided. 

Up ahead, she spied glistening light through the Scots Pines. 

The glen! She was so close. 

Soon, she would be safe. 

But then a sob tore from her throat. The trees had shifted their branches to block her way. 

“Nay,” she screamed, slamming into the barricade of needles and bark. Beating against the branches with her fists, her voice cracked as she cried, “Let me pass! Please, I’ve changed. I swear it!”

Behind her, the beast slowed his pace, stalking, tormenting. Sure of his victory, he toyed with her.

Gasping for breath, her heart pounding in her ears, she pressed her back against the solid trees as the fierce beast stalked toward her. He gnashed his jaw and pushed his hackles high.

Her legs trembled, threatening to give way. “Get away from me, Cranor!”

The wulver stopped in his tracks. His yellows eyes slowly changed to violet as he released an unfamiliar growl akin to a mirthless laugh. But then the sound raised in pitch, taking on a feminine tone, which sent a shiver up her spine. 

She held her breath, her heart pounding harder than ever as the wulver stood up on his hind legs and transformed into a woman of breathtaking beauty with violet hair to match her eyes. Slowly, rhythmically, she walked toward Gwynn. “Ye’ll never break free from me,” she sneered.

Gwynn opened her mouth to scream but no sound came out.

Gwynn’s eyes flew open. Her heart pounded as a sob fled her lips.

“Hush, lass. ‘Tis all right.”

Was it?

Nothing felt all right. Where was she? Who was she?

Her mind was slow and heavy as if her thoughts pushed through a thick fog. She lifted her head, and her gaze met warm brown eyes, eyes she thought she’d seen before.

“Is it ye?” she whispered. Arms surrounded her with healing warmth, his arms.

A curious smile curved his lips. “Do ye know me, lass?”

She closed her eyes. Her head ached. “I...I think I do,” she said weakly.

His soft chuckle encouraged her eyes to open. She met his gaze.

His face came into focus. “I’m quite certain we’ve never met before. To which clan do ye belong?”

Clan? 

She searched her mind for an answer, but only vague images came to her. “I...I don’t know,” she murmured. Her head pained her so badly, and her stomach hurt, and thinking was so hard. “I cannot remember.”

His brows drew together. “Can ye tell me anything about yerself?”

She closed her eyes, searching her mind for something clear amidst the haze. “My...my name is Gwynn.” 

Brows drawn, he seemed to study her for a moment. “Ye told me so already,” he said gently.

“I’m sorry,” she replied, believing she’d disappointed him. 

His face softened. “Nay, lass,” he crooned. “Ye’ve done nothing wrong. I only wish to know more so that I can better help ye.” He took a deep breath. His expression held a serious note. “Ye must have been separated from yer kin, traveling west to the Hebrides. Whatever horrors ye lived through to have been abandoned on Beinn Dìomhair of all mountains...I dread to think upon.”

She lifted her shoulder. “I remember nothing.” Pressing a trembling hand to his chest, she smiled slightly. “That’s not true. I remember yer heartbeat. It’s been drumming in my ear.”

He cleared his throat. “We’ve been lying like this for nigh on two days.”

She closed her eyes while absently playing with the hairs on his chest. “Have we now,” she said softly, still feeling as if she were in a dream world, but one so unlike the harsh place in her nightmare that had pulled her from her sleep. 

She breathed deeply, inhaling his musky scent. She felt so warm and safe. Nuzzling into the heat, she closed her eyes. 

“Gwynn,” she heard her protector say.

“Aye,” she rasped as she slowly raised her head to meet his gaze. “Ye’re blushing,” she observed lazily.

A smile broke across his face. “I’ve been wanting to introduce myself, but I’ve never had to give my name to a woman with whom I’m lying naked.”

“’Tis understandable that ye would—” Her words stuck in her throat. 

Naked! 

She sat up with a jerk, grasping the fur to cover her breasts, leaving her back exposed. “Why are we naked?”

No sooner had the question fled her lips, than the chill in the air bit at her bare skin. In a rush, she lay back down, burrowing beneath the fur and pressing her shivering form against the heat of his body.

“Question asked, question answered,” she managed to say while her teeth chattered.

His strong, rough hands rubbed her arms and back. “When I found ye, ye were nigh frozen to death. We’ve no way to build a fire. I did what I had to do to keep ye alive.”

She peered up at him from beneath the fur, her head angled but still resting on his warm, broad chest. “I’m grateful to ye...” She cleared her throat. “I...er...still don’t know yer name.” 

He held her tighter. “My name is Owen. I whispered it to ye while ye slept so that we wouldn’t be strangers.” He looked at her curiously. “Ye’ve had a lot of nightmares.” He paused, again giving her an assessing look. “Do ye remember how ye came to be alone high up on this mountain? ‘Tis a hard one to climb, even for me. Few men have dared attempt its icy slopes.”

She closed her eyes, trying to remember...

In her mind’s eye, she saw herself, tall and beautiful with gleaming hair. She saw a cage and breaking chains, a vibrant glen, and a man, a human man, the very man within whose arms she now lay. 

And then everything came rushing back. 

She remembered it all—lifetimes of regret, her lost beloved, the beckoning pool, and the fairy’s promise that all could be made right.

But she could tell none of this to Owen. 

“I don’t remember,” she answered simply. 

And then her stomach growled so loudly it startled her. 

“What was that,” she blurted, her eyes widening.

He chuckled. “Either ye’ve swallowed a wild boar or I’d say ye’re famished.”

His words made her happy. “I’m hungry?” 

He nodded.

Her smile broadened, cracking her dry lips, causing her to wince from the pain.

“Ye’ve likely never been so thirsty, I’d wager,” he added.

“I’m thirsty,” she said in awe, touching her mouth.

Pain twisted her stomach, and her lips were sore; in fact, her whole body ached—but it didn’t matter. 

She had done it—she was hungry and thirsty and sore, which meant...

She was human again.

“Here,” he said, pressing a costrel to her lips. She drank several sips, savoring the feel of ale rushing down her parched throat. “’Tis delicious,” she exclaimed. “Never has anything tasted so fine.”

“After the two days ye’ve had, I’m not surprised.” He cleared his throat again, his voice taking on a serious note as he continued. “Gwynn, how are ye feeling? I mean, are ye well enough to travel? Ye see, we’ve only what’s left in this costrel for ale and a few scraps of dried meat. The going will not be easy. ‘Tis dangerous, to be sure...” his words trailed off, but his meaning was clear. If they remained in the cave much longer, they would die. 

She hated to throw off the fur. Long had it been since she had known cold. The fairy had warned that being human again wouldn’t be easy. She met Owen’s concerned gaze and took a deep breath.

For him, she would trek through the fires of Hell.

Sitting up, clutching the fur to her chest, she clenched her jaw to keep her teeth from chattering. “I’ll do it,” she said firmly.

Admiration filled his gaze. “All right then, lass. Yer tunic and underdress are spread out over there. On the count of three, ye must rise and dress quickly. I’m afraid yer tunic might be stiff in places with ice. It will likely be painfully cold. Ye must push through the discomfort. Are ye ready?”

She swallowed hard and nodded. 

“One. Two. Three.”

It was worse than she could have imagined. The frigid cold raked over her flesh. She jumped to her feet heedless of her nakedness—there was no time for modesty. This was survival.

She pulled her kirtle over her head and cried out from the shock of the icy fabric. “I think I might be better off naked!”

“Ye’ll think differently when we’re out in the open and the harsh wind can reach ye.”

Tears stung her eyes from the pain. Her hands shook as she fumbled with her tunic. Wearing naught but his hose, he walked toward her. In the dim light of the cave, the corded muscles in his chest and stomach tightened and shifted with his movements. Her gaze was drawn to the defined lines of his hips that disappeared beneath his hose. More than anything, she longed to be beneath the warmth of his fur, pressed against his rugged strength. 

The wind howled beyond the cave. She cringed at the sound. 

“Here,” he said gently, helping her pull her tunic over her head. And then he wrapped his heavy fur around her shoulders, which he fastened in place with a large, ornately carved brooch.

“Thank ye, truly, but I cannot. Ye need this.”

He smiled down at her. “I will do just fine with yer cloak,” he said before pulling on his own tunic. 

She was glad that his body was now shielded from the cold but regretted no longer having a view of his strong arms and powerful torso. She continued to watch him while he folded his plaid, buckled it around his hips, and spread the fabric over his shoulders. Next, he strapped his quiver of arrows to his back and slung his bow across his chest. Then he swung her cloak around his broad shoulders. On his tall, muscular frame it looked more like a cape that a fine lady might wear in the spring. Finally, he picked up a small satchel. 

She held out her hand. “I can carry that.”

He shook his head slightly as he crossed the satchel over his head. “Save yer strength for the descent.” He turned about to face the cave entrance. “I’m not worried about a small bag. I’ve a much bigger load to take down the mountain.”

She looked around the cave, then raised her brows in question. 

“Tis the reason for which I hiked up this forsaken summit in the first place,” he said as his only answer. Then he took her hand. “Brace yerself.”

They walked the few steps to the mouth of the cave. She squared her shoulders, determined to be strong. 

How much colder could it really be? Out there at least the sun was shining.

She followed him out into the bright light. The frigid blast of wind stole her breath and stung her eyes. Shoulders raised around her ears, she cast her gaze downward to escape the biting wind, but the sun’s light reflecting off the snow was blinding. 

“Yer eyes will grow accustomed to the sun,” he called above the roar of the wind. She watched him squat down in front of a large mound. He dug into the snow with his bare hands, revealing a mighty stag, which he seized and lifted, growling from the strain. “’Tis frozen,” he snarled. She watched as his brow furrowed with determination. When the animal was settled across his shoulders, he said, “Come. We must hurry. Ye cannot withstand this cold for long.”
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Chapter Six
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Owen gazed back at the petite woman carefully scooting down a bare, flat rock on her bum. Stands of brown hair escaped the hood of his fur, licking at her freckled cheeks. She looked particularly small enclosed in the voluminous folds of his cloak, but she exuded determination with her furrowed brow and firmly set jaw. She had all the grit of a true mountain lass. 

“Ye can do it,” he said encouragingly. 

“I’ve no doubt that one day I will die, but this is not that day,” she vowed before sliding the rest of the way down and landing with a slight thud in the snow.

He walked the few steps back up the mountain to her side and helped her to her feet, smiling. “Ye’ve gumption, lass.”

“Gumption, or is it that I’m too stubborn to let the mountain win?”

“Bravery often arises out of the need to cheat death,” he answered. “’Tis why most of us are still alive.” He considered her weary eyes. “We can rest awhile.”

She shook her head. “I will sit when there is a fire beside me and a warm bowl of food in my hands.”

He nodded his approval. “Spoken like a true MacArthur.”

A smile slowly spread across her face. “A true MacArthur. I like that.”

He cupped her cold cheek. “Until we find out who ye truly are, ye may consider yerself an honorary MacArthur.” Dropping his hand, he took a deep breath. “Now, let us continue down. The hardest stretches are not yet behind us.”

Worry for her tightened his chest. She had strength of will, to be sure, but it would take more than stubborn determination to ensure she made it safely to where MacArthur lands began. 

It would take Heaven’s blessing.

Their path was treacherous and the cold unforgiving. More than once she slipped, her cry renting the air. In the lead, with the stag on his shoulders, he knelt quickly to the ground to block her way, saving her from plummeting into an icy abyss. On these occasions, they both stayed motionless while they caught their breath. 

After a particularly terrifying slip, she asked, “Why do ye live in such a hostile place?”

He glanced around at the icy rocks and sparse pines and the steep incline still before them. Then he met her questioning gaze. “Here, within the mountains, we are free.”

Shivering, her only answer was to raise a brow at him. 

Clearly, she believed their mountain life came with a great price, and she wasn’t wrong. Every year, he lost kin to cold and disease.

He nodded. “Ye’re right. ‘Tis a hard life we’ve chosen, to be sure. We must defend ourselves against months of scarcity. But, up here, our weapons are used only for hunting.” He gestured to the land stretching out beyond the treetops for leagues. “Men down below kill each other to possess the finest lands.” He lifted his shoulders. “We would rather work harder at living with what we have and know peace.”

Her teeth chattering, she nodded. “Despite current appearances,” she said, her shoulders huddled around her ears and her body shaking, “I believe ye’re very wise, Owen of the mountains.”

Her words brought a memory to the fore of his thoughts. “My mother, may God rest her soul, used to tell me that bottom dwellers thought us mad, and then she would chuckle and say, ‘I’ll remember those poor, deluded souls in my prayers’.” He laughed softly, then shrugged. “For me, ‘tis all I know. Clan MacArthur is part of these mountains, no less than the ice or snow.” He stood, and balancing the stag with one hand, he offered his other hand to help her to her feet. “Come. We’ve not far now.”

“At last,” Owen breathed with relief when he spied a broad, round cliff below them. Then he turned and gazed up at Gwynn. “’Tis MacArther’s Bluff and marks the true beginning of our lands.” Turning back, he scanned the cliff with interest as he renewed his descent. 

Although tradition did forbid his warriors to climb beyond that place—only the laird had the secret mountain’s blessing—having been delayed, he fully expected some of his men to be camped beneath the bluff, awaiting his return with fresh supplies. 

Just as new hope filled his heart, he faltered and drew to a stop. 

“What is it?” Gwynn asked behind him. 

From his vantage point above the bluff, he saw no tracks leading to or away from the cliff. Nor did campfire smoke coil in thick ribbons toward the sky. His chest tightened with apprehension. 

Something must have happened while he was away.

He turned to Gwynn whose drawn face carried a bluish tint. “I know ye’re weary, wearier than ye’ve ever been, but we must make careful haste.”

Her brows drew together. “I see yer worry. What fresh folly has befallen us?”

“My fear is not for us as we’ve made it through the worst. I fear something has befallen my people.”

Her chin lifting with fresh resolve, she looked him square in the eye. “I’m stronger than ye know, and I owe ye my life. There is nothing I would refuse ye.” 

His nostrils flared as a deep gratitude filled his heart. “Come then,” he urged her. “And hurry. My village is not far.” His heart hammered in his chest. “I only hope we’re not too late.”
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Chapter Seven
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Gwynn’s heart began to pound harder when Owen’s village came into view, but not from fatigue, for their destination was in sight. Rather, what she could see from their greater height was the cause of her trepidation. Looking down at the village carved into the mountain, there was a tall gate, marking the northernmost entrance. Past the gate, broad stairs, cut into the rock face, curved down both sides of a keep that jutted out of the mountainside in the shape of a crescent moon. Beyond that, she could see a wide courtyard, surrounded by a thick, retaining wall. At the center of the courtyard burned a massive bonfire. Tall flames danced wildly in the frigid wind, blowing thick ribbons of scented smoke in their direction.

She inhaled deeply, and her heart sank. “Rosemary!” 

Clan MacArthur burned a prayer to the Heavens, and not just any prayer—a prayer of remembrance.  

“Death has come to my people,” he cried as he hastened down the path, leading to the gate. 

Despite how her frozen legs screamed from the effort, she charged after him, slipping occasionally, but she managed to stay on her feet. 

As they approached the wooden gate that marked the northern most entry into the village, guards positioned on the battlements spied their descent and lifted horns to their lips to announce Owen’s return. 

A creaking sound soon replaced the blare of horns, and she imagined thick-armed, Highland warriors on the other side of the gate, dressed in furs, pushing a wheel in unison to open the way. As soon as the gap was wide enough for Owen and the stag slung across his shoulders to pass through, he did so, and Gwynn hurried just behind. 

Not unlike what she had envisioned, she spied several warriors changing direction to begin pushing a wheel that would close the gate behind them; meanwhile, scores of villagers rushed up the stairwells built into the rock on either side of the keep to greet their laird. Gwynn’s already pounding heart sped up as she listened to the chorus of voices beseeching their laird.

“A fever came.”

“I’ve lost my son, my sweet lad!”

“My wife is gone!”

“Why does God punish us?”

Sliding the stag off his shoulders, Owen held his hands out, silencing his people. “Where is Moriag? Where is our healer?”

“Dead,” someone shouted.

“She was one of the first to go!”

Owen raked his hand through his hair. “How could we lose so many so quickly,” he exclaimed.

A woman stood on the step just below Owen. She was draped in stag hide and had sorrowful blue eyes and wore a careworn expression. “The smitty’s wife awoke not four days ago, delirious and burning hot. Moraig did all she could, but poor Ainslee died only hours later. By the next day, another nine had taken ill, including Moraig. Hamish, Mary, and Finn have died. Chrissa’s wee bairn, Elspeth, and Kenneth and Ol’ Mack seem to be over the worst, but one still suffers.”

Owen made the sign of the cross and closed his eyes. Gwynn could not see his face, but she could feel his sorrow. When he opened his eyes, he glanced back at her, his nostrils flared with determination. Her heart filled as she watched him rise above his pain to fulfill his responsibility to his people. 

He reached for her, gently pulling her onto the step next to his. Then he called out for all to hear. “We shall tend to the dead when we’ve rid our clan of this plague. Who else yet suffers?”

A silence fell over Clan MacArthur.

After several moments, the same woman placed her hand on her laird’s arm. “Lady Margaret,” she said softly.

He sucked in a sharp breath and seized Gwynn’s hand. Everyone stepped aside to allow them passage as he set off running down the wide stairs. The stairs forked, one set continuing down to the courtyard, the other curved around to the side of the keep, ending in front of a large wooden door. 

A heavy feeling settled over Gwynn while she raced to keep up with Owen. She could barely draw breath. The world was closing in around her, and yet her feet moved as if of their own accord—all the while her heart was breaking. When they passed through the door into the keep, she pressed her hand to her mouth to silence the sob that fought to break free. 

She wanted to cry, to scream!

The village woman had said that Lady Margaret was ill, but Owen had already told her that his mother had passed away. If Clan MacArthur had a lady, the woman in question must be Owen’s wife.

In this life, he had already given his heart to a woman.

Why had the fairy not told her?

Why did she allow Gwynn to believe love was possible?

Gwynn had sacrificed her powers, and an immortal life, all for a man who was already married. And now, she would die a human death, never knowing his touch, his kiss. She would never hear him speak her name with love. 

Everything had been for naught! 

As realizations and questions blasted her mind, she followed after Owen through the great hall that was built deep into the mountain and up a wide staircase, then down a hallway alight with candle-fire. He stopped and turned to face a closed door. Reaching for the latch, he faltered, his hand never touching the handle. He growled with frustration and gripped his hands in his hair. “What am I to do?” He turned to her. “Ainslee was Moraig’s apprentice. Both are dead. We have no healer!”

Her nostrils flared as she drew a deep breath. In that moment, she realized why the fairy had sent her to this place, to his side. It was not for Gwynn to find her heart’s own true-love, but for Gwynn to find true redemption. After all, the fairy had granted her one wish!

Gwynn closed her eyes and searched her mind. As the knowledge to heal came to the fore of her thoughts, her heart filled with a joy she had never known...willow bark could reduce a fever, hemlock lessened pain, mustard plasters soothed a cough—she could go on and on! 

Seizing her courage, she took hold of Owen’s hand and declared, “I am a healer!”

Fresh hope filled his gaze. He pulled her in a fierce embrace. “Now I ken why the Heavens sent ye to us.” When he pulled away, his warm, brown eyes beseeched her. “Please do whatever ye can to save her. No one in this world is dearer to me.”

The love he clearly bore Lady Margaret filled her own heart with bitterness, but she shook her head against her selfish thoughts, chasing the distasteful feelings away. It was right and good that she save the love of his life when in another life, she had been so very careless with true-love’s heart.

“Ye have my word that I will do everything in my power to heal her,” she vowed.

They entered the room. Lying as still as death was a young woman with golden hair and delicate features. Gwynn crossed to the lady’s bedside and pressed her hand to her forehead. Her skin, bone dry to the touch, burned like fire. 

“What do ye need?” Owen asked from where he stood, looking over her shoulder at his beloved.

Gwynn shifted her gaze, once more meeting his wide, fearful eyes. “I need help. Send to me her womenfolk, those who would tend her with love.” 

Standing, she scanned the bedchamber, searching the shelves and tabletops for tools useful to healing. Crossing to a table littered with rolls of parchment and numerous jars and vials, she seized a jar and tipped it into her palm, pouring out a drop of green paint. Shaking her head, she examined some shelves in the corner, finding skeins of yarn and half-finished needle work.

“Doesn’t she keep any herbs?”

“Nay,” Owen said. “She has little talent or knowledge for healing.”

“Then bring me Moraig’s supplies. Surely, she healed with tisanes and salves.”

He nodded. “Her room is off the kitchens. I will have everything brought to ye.”

“And Lady Margaret’s closest companions,” she reminded him. “Send them here straightaway.” 

Turning on his heel, Owen raced toward the door. With a last worried glance toward the frail, beautiful creature lying motionless on the bed, he hastened to carry out Gwynn’s bidding.

Gwynn turned and sat beside Owen’s young wife and took hold of her hand, which, unlike her forehead, was icy to the touch. Bringing her hand to her lips, Gwynn pressed a kiss to her cold skin. “Keep breathing, dear lady. Ye must stay strong and fight, fight to breathe, fight to live, fight for those who love ye!”

Only moments later, the door swung wide and two women hastened into the room. One was young, tall and lithe, and achingly beautiful with ropes of red curls, which framed her delicate features, and cascaded below her knees. 

Once upon a time, Gwynn would have hated her at first glance so jealous would she have been of the other woman’s beauty. But now, Gwynn soaked in the woman’s grace as she might a fine sunset, and this fearless act filled her heart with even greater courage. At the great beauty’s side was an older woman, slim and nimble with thoughtful blue eyes and thick, white hair coiled in a braid on top of her head.

Gwynn stood and hastened to greet the newcomers whose brows were pinched with worry. “I am Gwynn,” she said simply. “I am a healer.” She took hold of each woman’s hand and led them to their lady’s bedside. “I told Owen to bring me yer lady’s dearest womenfolk.”

Tears flooded the red-haired woman’s gaze. “I am Julia, daughter of one of the laird’s tacksmen. Lady Margaret and I were born under the same moon and have been as though sisters since we took our first steps.” 

Gwynn smiled and squeezed Julia’s hand. “I’m so glad ye’ve come.” Then she turned to the older woman who dipped in a low curtsy in front of Gwynn. “Ye needn’t curtsy to me. I am as humbly born as the wheat that rises from the earth.”

“Wheat gives us bread,” the old woman said. “And bread gives life.” She clasped Gwynn’s hands. “Ye have the knowledge to save lives. There could be nothing more noble.” Then she cast her gaze toward Lady Margaret. “She is not of my body, but I love her as though she were my own daughter. Her mother, may God rest her soul, was my dearest friend. We, too, were born under the same moon. I would do anything for her. My name is Katie and I will do yer bidding.”

Gwynn’s smile brightened. “As women, we need each other to survive in this harsh world. Yer presence here will be more healing to yer lady than any remedy I can give her. Join me now. Together, we will do all we can to raise Lady Margaret out from under this dark cloud. I will give ye instructions, but as we mix tonics and poultices, speak to her, sing songs of yer clan, songs of hope. Although, it may not seem like it, she can hear ye. Surround her with yer love, and she’ll draw strength from yer loyalty.”

Just then a knock sounded at the door and Owen came in, a basket piled high with clay jars and pouches in his arms. Behind him, three men followed, each carrying items she knew had come from Moraig’s chamber, a mortar and pestle, wooden bowls, potted herbs, dried bunches of flowers, and a basket of talismans.

Gwynn set to work steeping wormwood and crushing nettle while Julia and Katie changed Lady Margaret’s tunic and bedding, and just as Gwynn had asked, the ladies sang while they worked. 

Their voices blended in a harmony that could rival fairy song. The sound moved through her, bringing peace to her soul. So full was Gwynn’s heart that she lost herself in the moment. Her hands became still as she stared absently into a wooden bowl filled with hot water. Then, suddenly, she drew in a sharp breath as she noticed the reflection staring back at her from the water’s surface. It was an unremarkable but familiar face that she had not glimpsed for many lifetimes.

Her hand shaking, she touched her freckled skin and then her wide, unfashionable mouth. 

She jerked around and met Julia’s gaze. “What color are my eyes?”

Julia’s song trailed off as she drew close. “They’re brown.”

Gwynn closed her eyes and pressed her hand to her heart. She was her true self again.

“Are ye all right?” Julia asked.

Gwynn opened her eyes, both women now stood at her sides.

Unable to contain her joy and relief, a laugh fled Gwynn’s lips as she threw her arms around her new friends. Of course, she couldn’t tell Julia and Katie the reason for her sudden outburst—that her appearance was no longer enchanted—but when she spoke next, her words rang true. “Ye’ve filled my heart with yer beautiful songs.” Then she added crushed willow bark to the bowl and handed it to Julia. “Give yer lady this tisane, and keep singing. Together, we may have the perfect remedy to break her fever.”  

Julia and Katie took turns stroking Lady Margaret’s brow and lifting her head so that she could drink the brew; meanwhile, Gwynn set to work hanging the talismans around the chamber to ward off wicked spirits. When they had done all they could, the lady’s kinswomen laid down beside her and held her close. They continued to sing softly while Gwynn sat in a chair beside the bed and listened, savoring the healing sound. 

It was not long before Gwynn noticed something glistening on the lady’s brow. She jumped to her feet and took a closer look. 

“Her fever has broken,” she exclaimed. 

Julia and Katie jerked upright. 

“She’s sweating,” Gwynn explained before hastening toward the chamber door. Despite how her own heart ached knowing Owen could never be hers, she was overjoyed to give him the good news. 

She swung open the door and found him sitting with his back against the wall. Straightaway, he was on his feet.

“What is it?” he blurted, his face tense with fear. “Is she...has she...” 

Gwynn held out a soothing hand. “She’s alive. Her fever has broken.”

His head fell back, and he expelled a long breath. Then, he seized her, crushing her against his chest and kissed her hard on the mouth. 

Furious, she pushed him away and fisted her hands to resist the urge to slap his face. “How could ye? Yer wife is yet bedridden and ye kiss another woman! I thought ye were an honorable man. I...”

His eyes widened. “My wife?” 

She glared at him. “Aye, yer wife! And yet, ye kiss me...Well, ye best listen hard, Owen MacArthur. Ye might think ye can just—"

He gently grabbed her arms, silencing her tirade. “Gwynn, Lady Margaret is my sister.”

A soft gasp escaped her. Her mind started racing. She pressed a hand to her temple. “She’s... she’s yer sister?”

He smiled down at her. “Aye, she is my wee sister, six years my junior.”

A wave of dizziness struck her. She shrugged off his grip and backed away, trying to breathe while her stomach fluttered and her head spun.

“Gwynn,” she heard him say. “What is it?”

He reached for her and, again, took her in his arms.

Struggling to speak, she looked up and met his gaze. “Then...ye’re not married?”

His face softened. “Nay, lass. I’m not married.”

Hearing her greatest hope confirmed, emotion surged through her, bursting from her throat in a sob she smothered with her hand. She turned away, incapable of controlling herself. She had thought she had lost him forever, that she would die alone with only her grief, never having the chance to love him as she believed was her destiny...And now, suddenly, she could hope again. She could believe that love was possible...and...she touched her lips...and he had kissed her! 

Laughter bubbled up in her throat combining with her tears. 

He moved to stand in front of her and brought his thumb beneath her chin. “Gwynn, speak to me. Do ye hate me?”

She hiccupped and took a deep breath. “Never,” she vowed. “Not in this lifetime or any other.” She took a deep breath. “In fact, I’m...I’m rather fond of ye.”

A serious expression came over his face. “Gwynn, I—”

Fearing he might reject her, she interrupted him. “Ye no doubt think me mad, but in my defense, our coming together has been under rather intense circumstances.”

He smiled gently while he slowly grazed his fingers down her cheek. “That is very true.”

She nodded vigorously, her heart racing as words rushed almost unbidden from her lips. “’Tis not everyday one wakes up in a frozen cave on top of an enchanted mountain, lying naked with a man. And then our perilous climb, the tragedy that’s befallen yer people, and Lady Margaret’s illness—my heart hasn’t stopped pounding. And when I thought ye were married, the spark I hoped to kindle with ye...well...I had resigned myself just to be happy for ye, because ye had already found the love of yer life. But now...I—” Gwynn sucked in a sharp breath having caught movement out of the corner of her eye. 

She turned toward Lady Margaret’s chamber door. Standing in the doorway, her eyes as wide as saucers, was Julia. 

The red-haired beauty cleared her throat and stepped back into the chamber. “Lady Margaret is doing fine. I was just seeing what was keeping ye, but ye’re clearly busy,” she began to shut the door just as a smile broke across her face. Then she said in a rush before the door closed, “Take all the time ye need.”

Gwynn clamped a hand over her mouth the instant before Owen threw his head back with laughter and pulled her close. Her whole body softened into his, letting her own laughter spill out. 

“We’ve no more secrets now,” he rasped, holding her close. Then he lifted her feet off the ground, and with a dreamy sigh, she wrapped her arms around his neck.

He kissed her, slowly, tenderly. When their lips parted, he gazed down at her, his eyes full of warmth. “These last days have, indeed, been intense. Remember, lass, that I was the one who was conscious for the two days we were lying naked together.” His expression grew serious, once again. “Ye know my conduct was nothing but gentlemanly.”

She nodded. “That I do not doubt for a moment.”

Then the heat returned to his gaze. “It was torture,” he rasped and stroked his hand down her waist and over the flare of her hips. “How I wanted to caress yer silken skin.” Then his brow furrowed, and he cupped her cheeks again. “But it was more than desire of the flesh. Ye were this fragile creature, and I knew yer goodness the moment I saw yer face. And I...I thought ye might die in my arms, and I would never have the chance to know ye.”

She smiled gently. “And now ye do.”

He wrapped his arms around her waist. “And now I do.”

She raised a quizzical brow at him. “So what are ye saying, Owen MacArthur?”

His laughter warmed her to her toes. “I’m saying, Gwynn MacArthur, that I’m rather fond of ye, too.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Eight
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Owen stood in the courtyard, his heart grave. In front of him, five funeral pyres were positioned in a row. Beyond his departed kin, the setting sun painted the surrounding moorland to the east and the sea to the west in warm shades of gold and rose. Behind him, Clan MacArthur had gathered to bid farewell to those whom they would never stop loving. Through a blur of tears, Owen slowly touched each pyre with the flame of the torch he gripped, his knuckles white from the strain of his emotions.

One by one, the fires rose high, carrying the departed spirits upward toward the Heavens...Ainslee, the smithy’s wife, a kind-hearted woman who many believed to have been the finest singer in the clan; Moriag, their ancient healer; Finn, a child of seven years who had begun to train with the hunters but would never take aim at his first stag; Mary, a widow and one of his mother’s closest companions who was known for her sharp-tongue and fierce spirit; and Hamish who had known more than sixty summers and had been Owen’s greatest adviser—he, Owen would miss most of all.

The heat from the fires warmed his face and melted the snow around the tall piles of tree limbs and branches. Garnering his strength, he took a deep breath. Life on the mountains was hard—a fact he had known since his earliest years when he would stand beside his father and bid farewell to those who had departed. Each and every time, he had been heartsore and mourned the loss of his kin. 

But as laird, his grief was different. 

Each member of Clan MacArthur was his responsibility. He was father to all, and when he lost a kinsman, he battled not only sorrow but inwardly directed anger.

“There was nothing ye could have done,” he heard a gentle voice say.

He shifted his gaze. Gwynn had come forward to stand at his side. She placed her hand in his. “Ye’re not to blame. The Heavens have called them home.”

Taking a deep breath, he accepted her gentle reminder. With a grateful heart, he pulled her close and gazed down at her freckled nose and soft brown eyes. “Ye’re an angel, an angel sent to heal my clan.”

A shadow crossed over her face. “I’m certainly no angel.” Then she stood tall and looked him straight in the eye. “But I vow to ye, Owen, that I will always try my best to help ye and yer clan in any way I can.”

He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “That is all any of us can do—our best.” A sad smile curved his lips. “A truth I, too, needed to remember.” 

The sun dipped below the horizon, taking the warmth of color and light with it. Only the greys and violets of twilight painted the moors and waves. And as stars appeared in the darkening sky, the wind picked up, blasting the mountain side with its icy fingers.

“’Tis time,” he said, taking her hand. “Be by my side this eventide.”

She squeezed his hand. “I’ll not leave yer side for a moment.”

They turned and faced his people, and together, they led the way through the courtyard into the MacArthur keep. 

~ * ~
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GWYNN WALKED SIDE BY side with Owen into the great hall. The ceiling was low, supported by columns of carved natural rock. Torch-fire lined the unadorned walls. There was no need for tapestries as the wind could not reach them through the mountainside, no matter how hard it blew. Nor were there trencher tables. The floor, a mix of flat rock and clay, was covered in woven mats made of dried rushes upon which sat clusters of straw mattresses and piles of fur blankets. The warm nests dotted the floor throughout the hall, allowing families to sit in intimate groups, nestled together to keep warm. 

Owen led her to a thick, circular mattress, piled high with blankets in the center of the hall, but he did not sit straightaway. He stood, patiently awaiting the comfort of his people. While she stood at his side, she gazed up at the strength of his profile and the gentle smile that curved his lips, lips that were firm and sensual. In that moment, her mind returned to their kiss in the corridor. His mouth had been so warm and his taste familiar and intoxicating. Feeling her cheeks burn at the memory, she took a deep breath and forced her thoughts back to the present. She squeezed his hand, offering her continued support while her heart brimmed with admiration as she considered the true nobleness of his bearing. There was an inherent strength in his face and a self-assured ease in his stance. He did not command his people, he cared for them. 

When everyone was nestled in groups beneath layers of warm fur, he began to speak. “Clan MacArthur, we are people of the mountains. Our land touches the Heavens and the enchanted realms.” He stood straight, his broad shoulders thrown back. “I am yer laird, and I am true of heart. I say this not to be boastful, but to remind myself and all of ye of the courage it takes to love and to hope. Our life here comes with few certitudes but for these—Heaven smiles upon a heart that is true, and only the weak of heart may be tricked by the fae. Outside the enchanted realms, those restless spirits have little power...unless we give ours away.

“Hold tight to yer faith, and never give up hope. Ol’ Mack, Kenneth, Elspeth, and Lady Margaret grow stronger with every passing moment.” He held his arms wide as if encompassing the great room. “Our home in the clouds may seem as though it demands much of us and gives little in return. But even when scarcity is at its greatest and death steals our loved ones away, the mountain provides.” Then he put his arm around Gwynn’s shoulder. Her cheeks warmed when the surrounding faces turned to look at her. “When we needed a healer, from out of the everlasting snow of the secret mountain, one came to us.” He smiled down at her. “For those of ye who have not met her, she is Gwynn. She has lost her home and her people, but I hope you will all join me in welcoming her into yer hearts and into our clan.”

For a moment, fear stole Gwynn’s breath. Her smile faltered. What if Owen’s kin rejected her? What if they doubted she was true of heart and deserved a place among them? Once upon a time, she had been weak and vain. Mayhap, she didn’t deserve their affection. 

But then something wonderful happened that lifted her spirit so high she felt as if she were flying among the angels...

Julia stood, letting the fur fall from her shoulders, revealing her bountiful red curls. Her smile beamed as brightly as the sun. She clapped her hands and cheered for Gwynn.

Coming to her feet, Katie, her white hair loose in gentle waves to her waist, called out “Welcome, dear sister!” 

Soon everyone stood and gathered close to Gwynn, introducing themselves and welcoming her to their clan. Tears freely fell down her cheeks, as Gwynn opened her heart to the surrounding fellowship. And as the evening unfolded, never had she known such complete fulfillment of soul. It was a gathering both joyous and mournful. A celebration of life and survival and a remembrance for those so dearly loved and lost. There was no masking of pain or unexpressed gratitude, nothing taken for granted or unacknowledged. It was an evening of truth, hope, and love, and most of all—courage.

And when the last of Clan MacArthur departed the great hall to nestle down in their homes with their families, Owen met her gaze and held out his hand. She slipped her hand in his and together they left the great hall. 

She knew where he was taking her...to his chamber, and not for a moment did she hesitate to follow. 
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Chapter Nine 
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They stood, facing each other, in front of the warm hearth.

No words passed between them—none were needed.  

His smoldering gaze held hers, igniting a need deep inside her. Her breaths quickened. 

He unbelted his plaid and let it fall to the ground. Breathless, she watched as he yanked his tunic over his head. Her gaze raked over his bare torso, devouring his broad shoulders, strong chest, and the taut muscles of his stomach, which shifted with his quick breaths. Then she dropped her gaze. His hard length made her body burn with hunger. Trembling, she swept her tunic over her head and then her kirtle. Her body was bare to his gaze. She swallowed hard. His gaze journeyed over her curves, making her skin tingle, a touchless caress that tightened her chest around her racing heart. 

He stepped closer. Her breath caught. Slowly, he lowered his head, his hungry gaze never leaving hers until the instant before their lips touched, their kiss whisper soft. Trembling, a short, desperate moan escaped her throat, and then he seized her, crushing her against his chest. Her body melted into his. He groaned. Their tongues met in an explosion of passion. She clung to him, desire coursing through her body. His lips were demanding, his tongue searching, full of wanting. 

Lips never parting, they moved across the floor and fell onto the bed. 

An ache, hot and sweet, raged inside her. His hand moved over her breast, massaging, teasing, his hands strong and rough. They broke their kiss. He drew a swollen peak into his mouth. His tongue caressed her nipple, flicking, tasting, suckling, making her back arch into his mouth. 

His hand seared a fiery path over the swell of her hips and down her thighs, which parted, beckoning his touch. His hard, muscular body covered hers. Her legs wide, she pressed into him, yearning, aching for release. He entered her. She cried out and clung to him, burying her face against his neck. He thrust deep, stroking the heat of her. She soared ever higher, pulsing, wanting. Sweet agony coursed through her. She was going to burst, to break. She needed relief, and then she felt his body seize. He cried out, sending an explosion coursing through her that pushed her over the edge of ecstasy. She cried out again and again as she shattered in his arms, quaking until her pleasure was spent. 

She lay, surrounded by his warmth, her quick pants matching his, their sweat pooling, and limbs entwined. Never could she have imagined such fulfillment. Her body still burned. She rose up on her elbow, wishing to tell him what was in her heart, but then a noise cut through the haze of her fulfillment, a noise that made her hot blood run cold. 

A fierce howl rent the night. She froze. She knew that sound, the way it seemed to penetrate the keep, Owen’s chamber, her very soul.

A chill raked up her spine as she jerked upright. Again, the howl violated the night. She shuddered. Owen sat up, surrounding her with his arms, his expression intent as he, too, listened to the unwelcome intruder. 

Dark and foreboding, the call shattered her bliss. She closed her eyes to block out the truth, but there was no place to hide.

Cranor had found her.

She opened her eyes and met Owen’s gaze. She swallowed the knot in her throat. “It must be a wolf,” she said weakly.

He shook his head. “That is no wolf cry. ‘Tis a wulver. I’d wager my life on it.”

She stiffened in surprise. “Ye know of wulvers?”

“We are no strangers to the fae, the light and the dark.”

“Doesn’t that frighten ye?”

He shook his head. “This is MacArthur land. Here, the fae may ply the weak-hearted with tricks and illusions, but little else.”

Remembering Cranor’s fierce strength and cruel ways, she couldn’t help but doubt Owen’s words. “Are ye certain of that?”

He nodded. “They find little sport among my people. We are as strong as the rock upon which our homes are built. Whatever this wulver seeks in our realm, he will not find it.”

She swallowed hard and downcast her gaze. “I wasn’t truthful with ye.” Her head jerked upright. “But not because I wanted to lie out of shame...I didn’t think ye’d believe me.” She took a deep breath, finding her courage. “I did not get separated from a clan moving west over the mountains. I came to be on top of Beinn Dìomhair, because I fled from my master.”

He looked her hard in the eye. “Who is yer master?”

“The wulver that haunts this night. He comes for me.” Again, she dropped her gaze. “Once, a long time ago, I was tricked by an illusion. I was, as ye said, weak-hearted and believed his lies, and he lured me into his realm.” Her nostrils flared as she once more met his gaze. “I am bound to him for all eternity.”

She stood and moved away from the bed and began to dress. “I know ye must hate me now, hate my weakness. I will go.”

Owen stood up, his naked body glorious and strong. “Ye listen to me, Gwynn MacArthur. No man may master another. I don’t care what happened long ago.” He crossed to her side and cupped her cheeks. “I see ye as ye really are, yer strength, yer heart.” He turned then and started dressing. When he finished buckling his plaid, he reached for the sword that hung over the hearth.

“What are ye doing?” she cried.

He turned to her. “I’m going to face yer so-called master.”

She grabbed his arms. “Nay! Owen, ye mustn’t. He’s a monster. He’ll rip ye to shreds.” She gripped her head with her hands. “I never should have come. I knew I could only bring ye heartache. Now, I’ve put yer life at risk, yer clan.” She shook her head and turned to him. “Don’t ye see...I’m not worth fighting for.”

He stopped, his brow wrinkled with compassion. “Gwynn, everyone is worth fighting for.”

Tears stung her eyes. She melted into his arms and let him soothe the pain of self doubt burning in her heart. And then she remembered the words he had spoken to his clan in the great hall...Outside the enchanted realms, those restless spirits have little power...unless we give ours away.

The truth of his words struck her heart—for lifetimes, she had given her power away.

At the enchanted pool, the fairy had said that she had made herself small and that was why Cranor had been able to dominate her so fully.

It was not Cranor who had controlled her all this while, but her own self-doubt...It was Gwynn who froze the pool to block her own way from following after Owen, and in her nightmare, it was not Cranor who chased her through the forest—it was herself. 

Choking back her tears, she straightened and reached for Owen’s sword. Taking the hilt firmly in her grasp, she looked him hard in the eye. “I’m done punishing myself. I am worth fighting for, and I’m going to start right now.”

She turned on her heel and threw open the chamber door. Nostrils flared, jaw set, she stormed through the corridor, down the stairs, and into the great hall. At the wide door of the keep, one of the guards stepped in her path.

“Let her pass,” Owen commanded behind her.

The guard looked over her head at his chieftain. “My laird, there is a fae voice on the wind, surely ye’ve heard his howl.”

“Aye, and Gwynn is going to send the beast back from whence he came.”

Eyes wide, the guard stepped out of her way.

Head down, eyes looking straight on, sword gripped tightly in her hand, she walked out of the keep and into the courtyard. “Cranor,” she bellowed. “Show yerself to me!”

A massive black wolf stalked out from the shadows—hackles raised high, his long, pointed snout low to the ground, and his yellow eyes glinting in the night. 

For a moment, her heart quaked at the sight of his fierce eyes but she refused her fear. 

His strength was an illusion.

Stepping her legs apart, brandishing Owen’s sword, she made her own stance strong. “I command ye to show yerself to me!”

With a growl, the wolfish creature rose up on his hind legs and transformed into a man—lean, strong, and bewitchingly beautiful. His naked body moved with confident elegance. He smiled at her, a slow predatory grin spreading across his face. “Shall I tempt ye as I once did?”

She lifted her chin defiantly. “Ye didn’t tempt me, ye tricked me.”

He stepped toward her, raising a rakish brow. “Ye conveniently shift blame for yer actions. Never forget that ye chose me.” 

Fury coursed through her. “I was ten and five, barely more than a child!”

He stiffened, tension filling his broad sinewy shoulders. “Ye were weak and vain.” 

“I’m not anymore.” She glared at him. “But ye still are, and ye’re in my world now. Ye yield to me!” She raised her sword high. “Show yerself to me, yer true form.”

An ugly sneer twisted his fine features, and she saw something in his eyes she never would have believed possible.

Cranor was afraid.

Finding a trace of magic still hidden in her heart, she called out, “Show yerself!” Her voice erupted from her throat. The power of her words echoed around them and knocked Cranor to the ground. He jumped to his feet and she gasped. His back was hunched over and crooked. His sallow skin was sparsely covered with wisps of long, thin hairs. His gnarled fingers covered his face, but not before she glimpsed beady yellow eyes and an ugliness only to be matched by his heart. 

She had shattered his illusion and now saw him for what he truly was, neither wolf nor man. 

He dropped his hands away from his face and growled at her, gnashing his jagged teeth with fury while he scurried back out of the moonlight into shadow.

Sword raised high, she stormed after him. “Flee, ye monster, and never come back!”

Panting, she stared into the wood, watching, waiting but nothing stirred. Lowering her sword, she turned on unsteady legs and met Owen’s proud gaze. 

“Remember this moment, Gwynn. Ye yield to know no one.”

Her hands trembled. The sword thudded to the ground. She closed her eyes. “I yield to no one,” she repeated. Her legs felt as if they were going to give way.

Owen was beside her in an instant and scooped her into his arms. “I never doubted ye.” He pressed a kiss to her lips. “I knew ye had a courageous heart from the moment I first laid eyes on ye.”

Trying to calm her racing heart, she took a deep breath. “I feel as though a weight has been lifted off my shoulders...chains of my own making.” Tears flooded her eyes. “But my heart is true, after all.”

His face grew serious as he set her on her feet. “A true-heart deserves a true name.” He dropped to one knee. Looking up at her with yearning warmth in his eyes, he clasped her hands in his. “I went to the mountain to shoot a stag, or so I believed, but now I know that I went to the mountain to find ye. I love ye, Gwynn. I feel as though I’ve loved ye all my life. I want ye by my side, now and always. Will ye be my wife?”

She threw her arms around his neck, knocking him back onto the snow-blanketed ground. Covering his mouth with hers, she kissed him with all her joy, all her courage. Without a moment’s doubt, she knew she would answer his question with a resounding aye...but not before she kissed him with the many lifetimes worth of love filling her heart. 
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Chapter Ten
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Epilogue

One Year Later

Owen stirred from sleep, aware of a persistent nudging.

“Awaken! ‘Tis Christmas day!”

Owen opened his eyes. Gwynn’s freckled nose and excited brown eyes hovered over him.

“’Tis our wee bairn who usually wakes us,” he said, stretching his arms over his head. Then he smiled up at his beautiful wife. “What has ye so anxious to rise?”

She shook him playfully. “’Tis Christmas Day, our son’s first. Come, husband. There are so many wonderful preparations to be made. Yuletide is upon us, and we’ve twelve days of feasting and merry-making ahead of us.”

He reached for her. She squealed with laughter as he pulled her down onto the fur-covered mattress. “There is no enticement that could tempt me more than ye, nor is there merrier merriment than what we can make ourselves right here, right now.”

She swatted him gently. “Did ye not hear my words, husband? ‘Tis Christmas day. We’ve much to do.”

His body aching with desire, he stroked his hand slowly over the curve of her hip as he absently said, “Ye’ve hung holly and mistletoe on anything that has remained still long enough to withstand yer gentle attention, including Ol’ Mack.”

Gwynn chuckled. “He should have known better than to fall asleep around half a dozen women armed with ropes of evergreens. Anyway, he’s been wearing his holly crown with pride.” She wove her fingers through his golden hair, then pressed her lips to his, kissing him slowly, tenderly before pulling away slightly. “Now, rise, dear husband, or else I’ll make ye a crown twice as grand as Ol’ Mack’s.”

He groaned. “How can ye expect me to leave this bed after ye’ve just kissed me like that?”

Smiling, she nestled close. “Mayhap, we needn’t race off just yet.” 

He crushed her close, pulling her beneath him and seized her lips in a passionate kiss, but then a whimpering cry made them both freeze. Their lips parted. 

Owen smiled. “Ye’re not the only one excited for Christmas Day.”

Gwynn hastened off the bed, crossed the room to the crib, and scooped their wee bairn into her arms. Owen’s heart swelled as it did every time he saw his wife cradle their infant son. 

A moment later, a sudden rapping sounded at the door. 

“Enter,” Owen called.

Katie opened the door. Smiling, she swept her long, white plait off her shoulder. “My laird, my lady, ye must come and quickly.”

They hastened after Katie, following her to the great hall. Upon entering, Owen’s eyes widened, and at his side, Gwynn gasped softly. “’Tis so beautiful,” she breathed. 

Clan MacArthur filled the room, surrounding a fallen silver birch tree. Every man, woman, and child wore a crown of holly just like the one she had made for Ol’ Mack, and in their hands they gripped flickering candles that bathed the festively decorated room in warm light.

“Happy Christmas!” they cheered.

Julia came forward and pressed a kiss to Gwynn’s cheek. “We wanted to make the first morrow of Yuletide especially wonderful for ye as this is yer first Christmas as Lady MacArthur.”

Gwynn blushed. “Thank ye,” she said to her beautiful friend. Then she called out for all to hear, “I’m overwhelmed! Thank ye all so very dearly.”

Owen’s sister, Lady Margaret, came forward then, her pink cheeks radiant with good health. “Brother, already the hearth burns with the remainder of last year’s yule log. Shall ye and the men hoist this year’s log onto the fire?”

“Indeed,” Owen said brightly. 

Together, the MacArthur men lifted the tree and walked it toward the hearth, placing the largest end into the fire. After that, Gwynn helped Lady Margaret lean Rowan branches beside the door to ward off the fae who might be drawn to the coming days of festivities. Then, at last, they were ready to break their fast.  

When special cakes were eaten and songs sung, Owen gave each family a cut of mistletoe as a special blessing. Then, they all headed out into the southern courtyard to light the bonfire that would burn for the next twelve days. 

With the passing of each day, Clan MacArthur feasted together, danced together, and prayed together. It was a time of gratitude and celebration. All made merry but none so much as Gwynn whose courageous heart was filled to the brim with love for her heroic husband and hearty wee bairn. 

On the final day of yule, she stood beside Owen on the northernmost step, facing the gate, which was open to the ascending mountain pass. Below her, filling the stairwell and northern courtyard was Clan MacArthur who had gathered to see their laird off on his yearly hunt for the winter stag.

“I will miss ye,” she said softly, her eyes fixed on the steep pass. Her chest tightened with worry for her husband. She knew better than most the challenges he would soon face. 

He crooked his thumb beneath her chin, drawing her gaze. “All that remains of the yule log is the piece we will use to light next year’s fire. The time has come for me to fulfill my duty as laird.”

She shifted their bairn in her arms so that she could reach up and cup his cheek. “Must ye go alone?”

He smiled encouragingly. “I must.” Then a wicked glint lit his eyes. He leaned closer. “Although I would much prefer for ye to join me. We could return to our cave.”

She blushed. “I would be very cold, indeed. Ye would have to do all ye could to keep me warm.”

He pressed a tender kiss to her lips. “We would lie together, flesh to flesh.”

“And heart to heart,” she whispered.

He cupped her cheek. “Our souls have become one soul. Ye will be with me every step of the way, just as I will be here with ye while ye care for our people.”

She nodded. “One heart, one soul.”

He pressed a kiss to their sleeping son’s forehead. Then he kissed her long and hard. “When I return, we can spread my cloak in front of the hearth and relive our time in the cave.”

She smiled coyly. “Aye, my love, I would like that very much...except...this time, ye needn’t be such a gentleman.” 

“And ye needn’t be so innocent,” he said huskily.

He rested his forehead on hers. “I love ye, Gwynn.”

She met his tender gaze. “And I love ye, my courageous laird, my protective husband, my soul’s own true-love.”

The End

~ * ~
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Five gorgeous Highland brothers. One beautiful and fiery sister. Together, they are The Scottish Outlaws!

An excerpt from Jack: A Scottish Outlaw, Book One

HOOVES POUNDED THE earth in the distance. Jack shook his head. “I miss bein’ a fisherman.” Lowering his black hooded mask over his face, he glanced back at his four brothers. Their horses snorted and stomped at the ground. “Saints, masks on,” he hissed. “Stick to the code. Ye’re called by yer saint’s name. We are thieves, not murders. Remember yerselves, lads.” Narrowing his eyes to see through the slits in his mask, Jack scanned the ribbon of road beyond the trees. The carriage they had been tracking careened into view along with half a dozen guards.

Quinn nosed his horse forward, stopping beside Jack. “The hour grows late. They appear to be in a hurry to reach the next village before dark.” 

Jack stretched his neck to one side and then the other. He took up his reins. “’Tis a pity we’ll have to delay them.” He kicked his horse in the flanks. He and his brothers surged forward, but then the second youngest, Rory, shot ahead.  

“Damn his reckless hide,” Jack cursed. “What the devil is wrong with him?”

“He’s goin’ to collide with the carriage,” Quinn shouted. 

Without slowing his horse, Jack dropped the reins and cupped his hands around his mouth, shouting to Rory through the fabric of his mask, “Pull back, St. Thomas.” But either Rory did not hear his warning or chose to ignore it. Bending low in his saddle, Jack urged his horse faster to catch his wayward brother, but it was too late. Jack cursed as Rory shot through the trees into the open road straight into the carriage’s path. Rory’s horse reared up on its hind legs. A shout went up from the carriage driver while the guards whirled to meet Rory’s blade.  

Another cry from the driver grabbed Jack’s attention. The carriage rocked, then listed hard right. The driver pulled back, but the vehicle bounced to the left, the right wheels airborne for an instant, then it toppled onto its side and skidded. If his brother’s recklessness had killed anyone within the carriage, Jack would beat him.

Jack reached the roadside at a gallop and met the guards head on. Steel rang in a harsh clash. Fury swept through him. A guard charged at Jack. He parried, then swung. The flat side of his sword slammed his attacker’s forearm. The enemy’s blade dropped to the ground. 

One guard disarmed. 

Jack swung around, his sword carving into a shoulder. Another enemy blade dropped. 

One guard maimed. 

Sword raised high, he readied for the next assault, but only a cloud of dust stirred. He scanned his brothers—none injured, all had kept their seats. Then he eyed the guards on the ground—none dead. With a grunt of approval, Jack swung down from his horse. His brothers followed. 

In the fading light of day, Jack knew they were a terrific sight. They were all large men, and Ian, their youngest brother, at only nineteen stood a hand taller than Jack who was already well over six feet in height. They wore black tunics covered in gleaming black mail, black hose, tall black boots, and black hooded masks, and about their necks hung large wooden crosses.

Jack turned to his middle, brother, Alec. “St. Paul, check the carriage. Make sure no one is hurt.”

With a nod, Alec dismounted and hastened to the overturned carriage.

Next, Jack motioned to Rory. “St. Thomas, gather the weapons.” And then to Quinn he said, “St. Augustine, take up collection.”

“St. John,” he said to Ian. “Secure the guard.”  

A loud screech drew Jack’s attention back to the carriage. “St. Paul,” he said to Alec. “What the hell is goin’ on?”

A moment later, Alec pulled a thrashing mass of silk and lace from the carriage. He set the lady on her feet. She screamed and lashed out, her fingers bent into claws. Alec freed his dirk and pressed the tip against the lady’s white throat. At once, she ceased her struggle, but Jack saw a droplet of blood appear beneath the blade.

“St. Paul.” Jack’s tone held a warning. “Stick to the code.”

The lady screeched and shifted her gaze to Jack. “St. Paul, St. Peter—You are no saints. How dare you make a mockery of what is holy?”

Jack turned his back on her. 

She snarled her fury. “I am Lady Eleanor de Clare. You will feel the full wrath of King Edward. You worthless, Scottish—”

Jack turned and lunged forward, bringing his masked face inches from hers. “I have felt the full wrath of your King.” He closed his eyes, reclaiming his control. He would not take his fury out on a woman. Taking a step back, he looked at Quinn who riffled through one of her trunks. “What has she given our cause?”

“A handsome bag of coin, but that is all,” Quinn answered.

Jack turned back to her. He grasped the wimple she wore. She shrank away as he rubbed the fabric between his fingers. No finer silk had he ever felt. He lifted his gaze to her face. Although he guessed she had as many as five and thirty years, her beauty had yet to fade. He met her cold, blue eyes and reached down, seizing her fingers. Three rings with gems the size of blackberries gleamed even in the dim light. She yanked in an effort to pull her hand free, but he grabbed her wrist and held her still while he worked the rings from her fingers. He dropped her hand, and it flew to her throat. Jack reached for her.

“Stay back you Scottish bastard.”

He shoved her hand aside. His fingers made contact with a string of pearls lying on skin as smooth as velvet. His gaze dropped from her neck to her chest, raking across her display of rounded flesh, pressing with her every exhale against the bold cut of her bodice. Then he reached behind her neck, slowly grazing her silken skin, and unclasped the string of pearls. She screeched again, but Alec came up behind her and gagged her with a length of cloth. 

“Not too tight,” Jack said before handing the jewels to Quinn. “Add these to the lot.” Crossing the road, he swung up on his horse. “Saints,” he said. “Let’s ride.”

“St. Peter,” Rory called after him. Jack shifted in his saddle to look back.  

Rory pressed the tip of his dirk to the lady’s throat. “The world could have one less English noble in it.”

Jack shook his head. “I gave ye an order. Mount yer horse and come on. We’re thieves, not murderers.”

~ * ~
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LADY ISABELLA REDESDALE dipped a chunk of soft white bread into a trencher of trout steeped in cream just as her father, Lord David Redesdale, dipped his. Their hands bumped. She looked up and smiled, but her father kept his gaze downcast. She turned away and numbly brought the sodden bread to her lips. She imagined the bread was a stone that would crunch when she bit down. The din would echo throughout the great hall, and for once, she would not have to eat in silence. Soundlessly, the bread diminished and slid down her throat, leaving her mouth as barren as their lifeless home. 

It had not always been thus. Once the Redesdale house had teemed with laughter and a love so bright and strong it warmed the heart of anyone fortunate enough to be welcomed beneath their turreted rooftop. The two story fortress was part of the once thriving city of Berwick Upon Tweed, but five years ago, all joy had fled her heart, her home, and the entirety of Berwick.

Isabella raised her eyes to the tall windows that ran along the length of the hall. Light poured through. Spring had arrived, but the warmth could not be felt. Warmth, laughter, and love had been shuttered from the Redesdale house the day her father had brought home her mother’s body.

Isabella shot to her feet, knocking the table and overturning her cup of ale. 

“Are you well, Bella?” her father asked.

She looked down into his anguished eyes. No, she screamed on the inside. I have been entombed. 

She took a deep breath and slowly sat down. A servant rushed to wipe the ale before placing a new cup in front of her. “Forgive me, Papa. My thoughts had turned to sorrow. I just wanted it to stop.” 

She had no more tears. She had cried so many over the past five years, enough to fill the River Tweed. And although her father had stopped crying long ago, he had retreated inside of himself, becoming a shadow of the man she once knew.  

Isabella gazed out the windows. Once, Berwick had been a thriving market port, the very heart of Scottish export and trade. Merchants had traveled from faraway lands to sell exotic fabrics, carpets, and spices in the bustling city center. Her own father, whose estates in Northumberland bordered Berwick, had often frequented the Scottish city. It was in Berwick where he had met Isabella’s mother, Annunziatta Santospirito, and decided to make the city his permanent residence. Annunziatta had been the daughter of a wealthy Sicilian merchant. On a clear summer’s day, Annunziatta and David had both been strolling amid the market stalls and reached for the same piece of soft Flemish wool. Annunziatta had looked up and found herself gazing into David’s pale green eyes. Her heart ignited with love’s fire, or so her mother had told Isabella on many occasions. Expecting to face resistance to the match from his own father, David had been surprised when his Sicilian lover was embraced by his parents. Isabella almost smiled, remembering how David had told the story, recounting that his father may have been swayed by the substantial size of Annunziatta’s dowry. But to David, her money had been of little consequence. They had loved each other; nothing had ever mattered more.

Isabella closed her eyes and painted pictures with memories of her parents walking the cobblestone streets with their two daughters amid the bustle of market life. But an instant later, reality cut through the vibrant colors and her memories disappeared beneath a tidal wave of blood and death. She pressed her eyes tight against the images, but she could not escape. Love had once set her mother’s heart aflame, but all love and lightness were snuffed out five years ago when King Edward of England marched on the Scottish city. His orders: show no mercy.

Men, women, and children were put to the sword. The streets of the great city had run red with blood. The invasion had turned into a massacre of unimaginable proportions, but it was not only Berwick’s Scottish residents who had perished. The Great Hall, a large building dedicated to trade, had been torched, killing hundreds of Flemish merchants. Many English residents had also been slain in the chaos. Her beloved mother had been one of those tragic souls.

Annunziatta had gone to market while Isabella, Catarina—her older sister, and her father had been occupied in their garden. When the King attacked, David had set out to find his beloved wife and bring her home. Meanwhile Isabella, Catarina, and their servants were ordered to remain behind and bar the door. For two full days and two full nights, Isabella and her sister hid within the solar, all the while being forced to listen to the never ending cries of the dying. Finally, on the third day, her father returned. In his arms, he was carrying her mother’s body. His eyes were sagging with anguish. “I’ve brought her home.” He collapsed to his knees, and all hope fled Isabella’s soul as she stared at her mother’s gray skin and hollow, unseeing eyes.

Isabella leaned her head back against the cool stone wall. Her father sat beside her on the bench of the high dais. In front of her, two long tables stretched the length of the hall, but their surfaces were bare. Even the servants could not stomach the gloom and chose instead to take their meals in the kitchen. 

“My Lord?”

Isabelle looked toward the rare intruder. A young serving girl named Mary dipped into a low curtsy. Her pale blond hair was covered by a sheer white veil. She wore a dark green tunic with a cream colored surcoat. Her blues eyes flashed at Isabella before settling once more on David. Isabella cast her eyes to the side. Her father had not looked up. “What is it, Mary?” she said.

The girl’s eyes brightened. “A messenger has arrived sent by your sister.”

Isabella jumped to her feet, once more spilling her ale. “Show him in and make haste.” She had not seen her sister for three long years. Catarina had married an English lord with holdings in Scotland; however, border conflict had prevented travel. 

She turned to her father. “Catarina has sent a messenger.” 

He reached out and squeezed her hand. “Prepare yourself, daughter. I can see your excitement, but the messenger may carry ill tidings.”

Her face fell. “I remember a time when you used to urge me to hope for a heart-full and never take for granted a mouthful.”

At once, her father’s eyes brimmed with tears. He clasped her hand and pressed it to his lips. “I did say that.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck, savoring the rare moment of affection. “You did, very often, in fact.” She smiled into his pale green eyes so like her own, but before she could draw her next breath, all light faded from his face. Despair had returned. A painful knot lodged in her throat as her hands dropped to her sides. His coldness invited fear into her own heart. She closed her eyes and prayed that her sister was, indeed, well. 

Catarina had been introduced to Lord Henry Ravensworth during the feast of St. Stephen at Berwick Castle. Within a month’s time, he had made an offer for her hand—Catarina’s first. Given her sister’s celebrated beauty, Isabella could not have guessed why she bade their father accept his offer so quickly. Lord Ravensworth was more than twenty years Catarina’s senior, not to mention sour faced and hard. Isabella had begged Catarina to put off Lord Ravensworth’s advances, promising that someone better suited to her tastes would come forward with an offer. But when pressed, Catarina declared she loved him, and perhaps she did. Isabella liked to imagine there was a hidden side to Lord Ravensworth that was kind and attentive, although given his unrelenting scowl, she knew this was doubtful. More than anything, Isabella suspected her sister married to leave Berwick and its legacy of misery behind. Regretfully, that also meant leaving Isabella behind. Ravensworth Castle sat more than seven leagues north into Scotland.

Mary came shuffling back into the room. Following behind her was a young man of slim build with brown curls that clung to his sweaty brow. He crossed the hall and stood before the high dais, bowing low at the waist.

Isabella could not wait. “What word have you brought from Catarina? What does my sister say?”

A smiled stretched his face wide, showing bright even teeth. “It is my great pleasure to share the happiest of tidings. Lord Henry Ravensworth and Lady Catarina Ravensworth have been blessed with their first child, a boy baptized, Nicholas Henry, the heir to Ravensworth Castle.” 

Isabella clasped her hands together. “A baby!” She turned to her father. He looked dumbstruck. She grabbed his arm. “Father, did you not hear? Catarina has a son!”

He slowly stood. Brows raised, the beginnings of a smile tugged at his lips. “A son,” he whispered. 

Laughter bubbled up her throat and she threw her arms around her father’s neck. She pulled away again just as quickly. “Papa, we must go to her.” Her father froze. His smile vanished. Shaking his head, he thrust out his hands. “That is not possible.”

She gaped at her father. “Mother would wish you to go.”

“No, Bella.” He turned away from her. Her arms hung helpless at her sides as she watched his cloak of anguish once more wrap around his stooped shoulders. She had lost him again to the cold gray fog of grief. 

She steeled her heart and stared at her father’s shadow. “May I go?”

He eased back down on the bench and rested his face in his hands. Her heart sunk. Surely, he would not deny her.

“Lady Redesdale?” 

Isabella swung around to find Mary once more standing in the arched doorway. Behind her stood another man. He had thick gray hair and stern, dark eyes. “Yes, Mary.”

“Another messenger, my lady. Sent by Lord Percy.”

Her father gasped, drawing her gaze. To her surprise, his nostrils flared and he narrowed suspicious eyes on the new messenger. Isabella placed a hand on his tense shoulder. His body eased at her touch. She looked down and saw his brow unfurl. After several moments, he shifted his gaze away from Lord Percy’s messenger back to the young man still standing in front of them. “What is your name?” he said.

“Thomas, my lord.”

“Thomas, how are our borders? Is it safe enough for travel?”

The young man pulled at the thin whiskers on his chin. “Our borders have been peaceful for some weeks now, but mind you, the journey would not be without some risks, thieves and the like. Still, the distance is fewer than seven leagues.” 

Lord Redesdale’s gaze shifted to look out the windows, but he crossed his arm over his chest and patted Isabella’s hand still at rest on his shoulder. In a quiet voice he said, “You may go.”

Her hands flew to her lips. Relief untwisted her stomach. She leaned down and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Thank you, Papa.”

A throat cleared near the doorway. Isabella turned and locked eyes with Lord Percy’s messenger. He scowled, clearly not appreciating having been kept waiting. She glanced at her father who continued to speak to Thomas, ignoring the other man’s displeasure. “Make haste to the kitchen, Thomas. Find my manservant, William. Tell him to begin preparations for Lady Redesdale’s journey north. She will depart in two days’ time.”

Thomas nodded eagerly. “Lady Ravensworth will be most pleased by this news.” He turned and bumped headlong into a maid carrying a tray laden with their next course. The dishes clattered to the ground. 

“My lord,” the other messenger said, stepping over the spilled food and broken dishes. Not waiting for Isabella or her father to grant him leave to speak, he continued. “Lord Percy is concerned that our peaceful borders are making some of the lords complacent. Rumors have spread of talk against the king’s campaign north into Scotland. Lord Percy hoped that given the unfortunate events surrounding your wife’s death that your support would be readily offered.”

Isabella’s stomach clenched. She glanced down at her father’s white knuckles as he gripped the edge of the table. Slowly, he stood, his hands now tight fists at his sides. “And why would I offer my support?” His voice grew louder with every word spoken.

A cruel smile twisted the messenger’s lips. He appeared to delight in her father’s anger. “Because, my lord, the Scottish people killed your wife.”

Isabella gasped at the blatant lie.

Moving faster than he had in years, Lord Redesdale stormed around the high dais, his eyes bulging wide. “Get out,” he shouted. “Get out of my house!”

The messenger stepped back, slipping on the spilled food. He regained his balance and eyed his soiled shoes with disgust. “Lord Percy will not be pleased.”

“Get out,” her father yelled. His chest heaved as he labored to breathe. Isabella rushed to her father’s side.  

The messenger scowled at them. “You would do well to remember Lord Percy is favored by King Edward. You’ve been warned.” Then he turned on his heel and left.

~ * ~
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ISABELLA STEPPED OUT into the courtyard just as a coach bearing the Trevelyan coat of arms clattered through the gate. 

“Damn,” she muttered under her breath before forcing a smile to her lips.

Her betrothed, Lord Hugh Trevelyan smiled when he saw her. “Dearest Isabella.” He brushed his lips against her gloved hand. His light brown hair grazed his shoulders, and his fine, blue eyes shone bright.

She dipped in a low curtsy. “You have come to see me off?”

He smiled. “Of course, dear friend. I only wish I could accompany you, but responsibilities hold me in town for the next fortnight. Are you quite certain your journey cannot wait?” 

She smiled but shook her head. “I am anxious to see my sister and meet my new nephew.”

His lips parted slightly as if he wished to ask her again, but then he pressed them closed and for a moment cast his gaze to the ground. “I am happy for you,” he said, still keeping his eyes averted. 

Her own stomach fluttered with excitement. “I cannot believe I am to be reunited with Catarina. It feels like a dream.”

He smiled and stepped closer, taking her hands in his. “I think this trip will be good for you. You will see how content your sister is now that she has wed and started a family.”

Tears stung her eyes. “Indeed, I hope to find her very happy.”

“When we are wed, you will be equally as content. Love will grow, Bella. Are not friendship and respect the strongest foundations for any marriage?”

She nodded, pressing her lips together to fight back her tears. She had heard his defense of their forthcoming nuptials time and again. 

But I do not love you, her heart screamed. 

A rumbling announced the arrival of her carriage. “Thank you for coming, but I must go now.” She turned away and allowed the footman to help her into the carriage. 

Hugh peered at her through the window. “I know I can make you happy, Bella.”

She looked into his warm blue eyes and saw the boy she once knew. There had been a time when she had thought of him as her brother. “I miss the way we were,” she said. Then she leaned her head back against the smooth, velvet cushion. “I miss the way everything was.” Regret gripped her heart as her carriage rolled forward through the gate and into the city.

After King Edward had sacked Berwick, his first command was the construction of a massive outer wall. For five years, Isabella had watched the walls climb higher and higher. They blocked the view of the sea and countryside, confining the city. But even as she left the city limits behind, she knew men would continue to erect her king’s dream—just one more cage for her soul to silently rage against.

However, the further from Berwick and Hugh she rode, the easier it became to forget. Rolling hills invited her gaze with a feast of sunshine and flowers. Leaning out the window, she shifted in her seat so that she could turn her face to the sun. She slid her finger along the rim of her fitted wimple, which entrapped her hair and neck, letting the sun touch only her cheeks. Still, golden heat eased her spirit. She inhaled the fragrant scent of blue bells. A smile suddenly stretched her lips wide. It grew wider still, until her cheeks ached with delight. The rich scent of flowers and earth combined with the brightness of light so that she felt as if she were seeing these things for the very first time. And, in a way, she was. She had not left Berwick in five years, and the Bella who had journeyed from home before was not the same Bella now riding through the countryside. The other Bella had a mother. The other Bella could never have guessed at the cruelties one man could inflict upon thousands of others.

Shadow fell as the road snaked through a thick wood. Still leaning out the window, she marveled at the lush green underbrush that shivered with foraging creatures. Then she jerked back in her seat. She heard thunderous snaps, fast and furious, coming from up ahead, followed by a thud that shook the ground like a giant’s footfall. An explosive crack shuddered through the carriage, bringing it to a halt. She slammed forward, then pitched back. Wincing, she righted herself in her seat. The clang of swords stung her ears and the cries of men tore at her heart. The iron scent of blood filled the air. Her chest heaved as she fought to breathe. Swords and twisted faces flashed past her windows. Trapped. She had to get away. The door jerked open, a leering face. She kicked. The grappling hand retreated. She scurried back. The door she leaned upon burst open. She fell. The hard ground stole her breath. Then men descended upon her.

~ * ~
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JACK CHARGED THROUGH the woods with his four brothers trailing just behind. They had been tracking the Redesdale coach for nearly three miles, waiting for the flat landscape to give way to a hill from which they could descend upon their prize. Having at last reached a wooded slope, Jack galloped to the top and signaled for them to don their masks. They had moved ahead of the coach, but it was almost upon them. He leaned low in his saddle. The thrill of the catch set his heart to race. Moisture beaded against the fabric of his mask as his breath quickened. He raised his fist in the air, preparing his brothers to attack. Once his fist swung down, they would be unleashed like a furious black storm upon the unsuspecting nobles. Almost there. Just a few yards to go. His breath hitched as a great crack rent the air. He jerked upright and stared with wide eyes at a tree on the other side of the road plunging in front of the coach. The driver pulled hard on the reins, but it was too late. The wheels thundered into the tree, splintering to pieces. Before Jack could draw his next breath, men, dressed in peasant’s attire, sprung out from the woods with swords raised high and attacked his prize. He threw up his hands and let loose a string of curses.

“What’s our move?” Quinn said.

Jack shook his head. “We have no move. Those thieves stole our prize.”

Rory tore off his mask. His blue eyes sparkled. “They’re Scottish rebels. ‘Tis as Bishop Lamberton predicted. Our people are once more ready to fight.” 

“And look at how well they do against guards on horseback,” Ian said.

Jack shot a glance back at his youngest brother. His long red hair hung in tangled disarray. 

“Cover back up, lads. I want a closer look.”

Jack eased his horse further down the slope to watch the skirmish. The peasants were, indeed, making surprising progress. Three guards were slain and the others would soon be overwhelmed. He leaned forward in his saddle and eyed the ragged gang. Their humble clothing bore the wear of toil but their broad shoulders and thick waists belonged to men who did not know scarcity.

Jack shook his head. “Look at their swords. Those aren’t the weapons of farmers?”

“What does it matter?” Rory said. “They’re fightin’ the English and winnin’.”

Jack’s eyes narrowed on the scene below. “Somethin’ isn’t right.” 

Quinn nodded. “Look at the skill with which they fight.”

“They are not peasants,” Jack said with certainty.

His brothers fell silent as the last guard was pulled from his horse. Several blades glinted in the sun as the tips were plunged into the wretch’s belly. 

“’Tis done then,” Jack murmured. He was about to turn away, but then the coach door opened and a lady fell to the ground. Veils obscured her face. The fineness of her tunic bespoke of great wealth. Again, he cursed their luck. Whatever fortune she carried with her, should, by rights, be theirs. They had, after all, tracked her for miles. She disappeared behind the sea of men.

Ian slid off his horse. “What are they doin’?” Crouching low, he darted past an opening among the trees, then squatted behind a large copse.

“Ian, ‘tis nothin’. She’s in no real danger. Whoever these brigands are, they will not harm her, not when they can ransom her for a sizable fortune. Come along, all of ye. The lady is no longer our affair. We certainly cannot rob her now.”

Jack urged his horse around, but then a sob rent the air. Several men fell on top of her, tearing at her clothes. A scream of pure terror sent chills up Jack’s spine. “Perhaps I spoke too soon.”

“Scottish rebels or not, we cannot allow them to hurt her,” Quinn said.

“Why not?” Rory said. “She’s the enemy.”

“We do not condone the rape of women, English or otherwise,” Ian snapped.

“Silence,” Jack hissed. One of the men ripped away the lady’s veils. Tears streamed down her face. “Damnation,” he cursed when he beheld her wide, terrified eyes.  

Ian stood straight. “For the love of God, Jack.”

Jack turned about. “Back to the horses, lads. We’ve an English lady to save.”
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