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      Excerpt from "Cursed: A Spellbound Regency Novel" by Lucy Leroux:

      “How did your aunt die?”

      Isobel wrapped her arms around herself. “I'm not sure, but I know she used her magic to hurt someone. The man she was supposed to marry. He'd decided to marry someone else because they had a larger dowry, and she was heartbroken...and then angry. She decided to take revenge.”
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      Moira ran headlong over the barren cliffs, the weight of her skirts slowing her down. The distant sound of dogs barking behind her sent a bolt of fear shooting up her spine. She could barely breathe, but she had to keep going or she was going to die.

      You're already dead.

      She had sealed her own fate through her rage. Her former fiancé, Duncan, might never walk again, and he had lost the use of his right eye forever.

      It wasn't supposed to be this way. Right now she and Duncan were supposed to be on their honeymoon in the English countryside. Instead, he was maimed and she was being pursued by his father, Boyd Fraser, and his men.

      Don't forget the dogs.

      She lifted up her skirts, and then mentally tried to reach inside herself, tapping reserves she didn't know she had. Putting one foot in front of the other, she forced herself on, stumbling occasionally over a rock or hole.

      She should have never agreed to marry Duncan. He'd come to her village with a group of men doing business with the village elders. She had been infatuated with him from the start and was flattered when he seemed equally taken with her. He had come back to see her several times over the course of the next few months. She'd been foolish enough to believe he loved her when really all he'd wanted was her small dowry.

      Her mother, Helen, had never approved of Duncan. Moira should have listened to her, but she'd been blind to the warning signs, intent only on her romance. He proposed a few months after meeting, and she wouldn’t hear a word against him. Despite her mother’s protests, she had left Carrbridge to marry a near stranger. She had never spoken to her mother again.

      Moira had followed Duncan to this home village of Stonehaven, believing their marriage was only days away. Then in a blink of an eye it had all been over. Duncan had come to her and broken their engagement, explaining that he’d found another girl with a bigger dowry and that he never wanted to see her again.

      She had been devastated by Duncan’s defection, but might have been able to forgive him for breaking the engagement if it hadn’t been for what followed.

      The day after Duncan had come to see her she was asked to leave the room she had let at the local boarding house. The landlord had told her that they didn't want her kind of woman there. When she asked what kind of woman she was supposed to be, they told her soiled goods had no right to mix with decent people.

      Moira had died inside when she heard that. It wasn't enough that Duncan had forsaken her; he'd had to destroy her reputation too.

      Her love had turned to hate and she'd struck out, determined to hurt him as much as he'd hurt her. Her magic had always been used to heal, to concoct salves and potions that helped the weak and the sick. But betrayal had made it a weapon.

      The hex she'd mixed up was meant to inflict pain—the same pain Duncan had dealt her times three. She'd wanted him to suffer, to give him a memory of fear and anguish that he would carry for the rest of his life. But he wasn't supposed to be permanently harmed.

      She had underestimated her own rage. The emotion she'd channeled into her spell had overwhelmed it. When Duncan was struck down, his body hadn't been able to contain the force of her anger. His leg had broken in two places with the violent contortions, and he'd managed to claw at one eye—partially blinding himself—before members of his family had tied him down. They dosed him with enough laudanum to make him insensible, but not before he'd whispered in his father's ear, giving Boyd Fraser her name because she'd been fool enough to tell her fiancé what she was.

      When everything had gone wrong, Moira had fled to a cheap inn. Boyd’s men had come for her early that morning. If she had been asleep in her bed, it would already be too late. However, the unfamiliar noises of the coaching inn had woken her well before dawn. She'd heard them coming and had jumped out of the narrow ground floor window, hurtling past the morning bustle in the courtyard and toward the cliffs near Stonehaven.

      The landscape was different from Carrbridge. Here on the coast the plants were sparse and scraggly from too much salt air. There were no trees to hide behind. Her only hope was to stay ahead of the dogs. If she could only stop, she might remember a spell to divert the animals and help her hide. But there was no time.

      Even if she had a chance to escape, she didn’t deserve it. Moira had broken the most important rule her mother had taught her about her gift—to do no harm. Their magic was meant to heal, to help the sick and ease the torment of those poor unfortunates beyond their skill. Moira had forgotten that in her pain. Maybe she did deserve to die because of it.

      Nevertheless, she couldn’t stop and surrender herself to Boyd. It had only taken one meeting to know that he was a man without a mercy. She shuddered to think what he would do to her if he caught her.

      Her only option was to escape in a manner of her own choosing. The rocky cliffs were high above the shore. With luck, she would die instantly. Especially if her head struck one of the many rocks littering the water's edge. It would be a kinder death than letting Boyd get his hands on her.

      Don't think about it. Whatever you do, don't think. Keep moving.

      Tears ran down her face when she thought of never seeing her family again. Not her mother or sister. And she wouldn't be there to watch her niece, a brilliant little girl with hair the same color as her own, grow into womanhood. Her life was over, all her dreams shattered by her own hand.

      Ahead of her, the uneven ground ended abruptly. Beyond it there was nothing but sky. The cliffs. Slowing down, she leaned on a tall boulder a few feet from the edge. Her limbs were shaking, the muscles in her legs twitching and leaping independently as she struggled to stay on her feet.

      She was bent nearly double when she rounded the tall rock—which was why she didn't see the man waiting on the other side.

      When his arms came up around her, trapping her against his chest, she couldn't scream. That required air in her lungs. Instead, her legs gave way and she slumped over in defeat.

      I've failed.

      How was she going to die? Would they hang her? Burn her at the stake?

      "Moira, look at me."

      The voice was familiar, although the accent was jarring. She cracked open an eyelid and met the pale blue eyes of Nigel Smythe, Duncan's English cousin. He was a poor relation of the Fraser family, up for a visit before he moved away from his home in the north of England, although she couldn’t remember the reason for the move. Moira had only met him once, shortly after arriving in Stonehaven with Duncan.

      Nigel was a minister in his country. He was supposed to officiate their wedding. No doubt he would be asked to preside over the new one if Duncan's new fiancée was still willing to have him.

      "Let me go," she pleaded, deciding to throw herself on his mercy. "I'm going over the cliffs. I will never hurt anyone again, I promise. Just let me go."

      Nigel's pale handsome face contorted in a sympathetic wince. "I can't do that. You see, I'm here to save you."
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