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Dedication

 

To the brave women of the world who face an adversary every day.

 

If you or someone you care about is in an abusive situation, please try to get help.

Visit these sites for more information:

https:/www.nationalsafeplace.org/abuse (USA)

https://www.womensaid.org.uk/ (UK)

 

 

 

Love is giving someone the power to destroy you…

but trusting them not to.

~Unknown
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MAKING HER A MACKAY

Lairds of the North ― Book Three

 

 

Grady Mackay puts his clan in great peril when he breaks a betrothal agreement without his laird’s permission. Now, the lass’s guardian expects an immediate wedding. He must marry Marren Macleod to avert a war, but she recently married his comrade, Keith Sutherland. He proposes marriage to Laurel Malone, a woman who recently arrived in the north, to stand in as his betrothed. Grady is baffled by Laurel’s evasiveness. She reveals little of herself, but as her secrets unravel, he admits a desire for her that he’s unwilling to refute.

 

Laurel fled her home with her nephew and niece in tow. Having no means, she accepts the proposal Grady Mackay offers. She’s always had an affinity for pretense, so becoming someone else is exactly what she needs to stay in the shadows. She doesn’t want to be attracted to Grady or to find him compassionate, but he’s everything a woman wants in a husband, protector, and more.

 

Their hearts are connected by unforgivable circumstances, and their experiences lead them to love and understanding and to have the compassion to always be accepting of each other. Grady has never loved anyone, but Laurel tugs at his heart and shows him that love is something to hold on to. Where there is love, there is no fear.

 

With all that Grady faces, he needs to win over his clan, a difficult task since he proclaimed never to set foot on Mackay land again. To thwart the possibility of two wars, Grady must make Laurel a Mackay in every way or risk losing everything he’s ever desired.


​​Chapter One

 

 

Caithness, Northern Scotland

Late August 1390

 

 

‘Murderer, Thief, Liar!’

Grady Mackay was born and labeled as ‘Son of Murder.’ At least that was what he’d been called from the moment his memories took hold. His father said he’d killed his precious mother on the night he came into the world. Being accused of thievery instigated him to talk back to his father, something he dared never to do. Grady became defensive, but his young body and tender age were no match against a fearsome Highland warrior such as his father, Laird Simon Mackay.

‘Confess, lad, and I will not have ye punished. Did you take the coins from my chest? Admit the sin.’

The chest where his father kept his personal belongings sat next to his massive bed. Grady rarely entered his father’s bedchamber and only did so for punishment.

‘Nay, I did not take your coins.’ He sobbed knowing what was coming. It did not matter if he professed his innocence, he would be blamed and punished.

‘You are not only a murderer and thief, but a liar to boot.’ His father removed the leather strap that held his dagger at his waist and tossed the dagger on a nearby table. ‘I shall beat the truth from ye, and some sense into you too, and then ye’ll speak honestly.’ The first lash came and struck his back. A sting, followed by unbearable pain, forced Grady to protect himself. He curled into a fetal position at his father’s feet, but the lashes came, one after another. Only when his father was breathless and exhausted from the exertion, did he cease his punishment.

Grady sobbed with deep hiccups and fat tears streamed down his smooth cheeks. He rolled to his side and trembled. His fear shook him, but when he eased the fear away, he rose to his knees and then to his feet. He stood defiantly before his father who still clutched the leather strap in his hand. His father continued to rasp for breath.

‘That is the last time you will ever hurt me. I will leave this day, and I vow, I will never again set foot on Mackay land as God is my witness to this pledge.’

Grady turned away from his father, weeping, hurt, and unloved. A sorrowful state for any lad of ten years of age.

‘Good riddance to ye. Son of Murder.’

As he left his father’s solar, he slammed the door as hard as he could so that his father knew he meant what he had pledged.

 

The bang of a door and memories long since passed awakened him. Grady Mackay drew in a huge gulp of air, opened his eyes, and shot up to a sitting position. His heart raced and sweat dampened his forehead. He always reacted the same when his dreams delved into the horror of his childhood. He took a slow breath to calm himself.

The noise from a brawl graciously had startled him awake and jarred him from that dreadful day—the day he’d left his clan. Grady peered about the darkened room to search for the intrusion. He was ready to take hold of his sword to defend himself against the foe, but he realized there was no imminent threat. Shouts and bangs came from the tavern hall, whose walls bordered the room he stayed in. By the sound of it, the patrons were having a fracas, which likely destroyed the tavern. A crash vibrated the floor and shouts rose in clamor.

He’d spent the day in a well-needed slumber, having traveled for over a week to return to Wick. There wasn’t much to return to, no clan or family (that he acknowledged), wife, or even a woman that interested him. He liked being alone and answerable to no one. Nothing called him home except for a few close comrades. The brotherhood he’d come to respect kept him tied to the north. Callum Sinclair and Keith Sutherland understood the depth of his ‘lone wolf’ attitude. Fortunately, neither of his comrades held it against him and knew why he kept himself isolated.

Nigg Kirk was afar, and he wished he had stayed put, but alas, he couldn’t stay there overlong, and only reached the town of Wick the day prior. The journey exhausted him, and he’d taken little time to rest on the trails. Located farther north and secluded, the Kirk was only reachable by way of ancient roads made by the Norsemen who inhabited the area long before Scotland existed. It gladdened him to reach the inn where he could get some needed shuteye and not have to constantly look over his shoulder or watch where his horse trod. Unfortunately, exhaustion often brought forth the horrible memories of his youth.

Grady didn’t want to leave the warmth of the bedding, but his curiosity piqued. A fight broke out in the tavern, and Jumpin’ Joe, who owned the establishment, likely needed his aid. If there was one thing Grady appreciated, it was a good fracas. He scoffed aloud at the noise as it grew louder. With regret, he threw his legs over the side of the bed and swiped his hands over his face to abate his sleepiness. He needed a drink and perhaps a bite of food whilst he was at it.

There were no windows in the room where he stayed. Darkness prevailed when he searched aimlessly for his garments. He stubbed his toe on the bedside table and grimaced. After lighting the stub of a candle, he snatched his tunic from the floor. He donned it, wrapped his tartan around his hips, belted it, and fastened his upper tartan. Now, to find his boots. He grumbled under his breath in search of them and found them beneath the bed. After he tugged them on, he fastened the leather scabbard over his chest, which held his sword. It was doubtful he’d need his sword since drunken patrons in the tavern probably instigated the brawl―nothing his fists couldn’t handle. He left the room and reverted around the building to the front of the inn. It was the only entrance to the white-washed wooden structure where the tavern took up at least half of the building.

Jumpin’ Joe, his childhood comrade, purchased the building and turned it into a prosperous venture of an inn and tavern. He was a good friend and well respected, even if Joe’s brother, John, the town’s clergyman, often rebuked his patrons. John was Wick’s only priest and as staid as any cleric. He often lectured them about their sins of too much drink and various other debauchery, but none inside the tavern ever paid him much attention. As far as the Highlanders were concerned, they answered only to God. God knew their perils and would forgive their sins.

A chuckle came as he recalled the names his comrade, Keith Sutherland, had called the brothers―the Saint and Sinner of Wick. Grady was gladdened for Joe’s success and wished he’d thought of purchasing a business for himself. Though he had done odd jobs from time to time to gain a night’s stay or a comfortable bed, he needed an occupation, something to bring him more wealth than a few nights’ comfort. Nothing inspired him to want to take employment in the village or at any of the keeps in the north. He was content to be on his own and answerable to no one.

His life was destined for a different sort of existence―being laird to his clan. Not that he’d ever claimed to want the position and nor would it ever come to fruition. Grady left his clan when he was a young lad, too green to know the ways of the world, and hadn’t returned since. Fortunately, Callum Sinclair’s father allowed him to foster in arms alongside the young Sinclair soldiers-in-training. He’d stayed on for years at their fief but recently left to seek his own way. Grady couldn’t return home now. He’d spat the words at his father when he’d left home all those years ago and he wouldn’t go back on his vow.

His father, Laird Simon Mackay, was an abusive banshee who preyed on children―or at least him. He never had a kind word of encouragement or pride in anything he’d done. As far back as Grady remembered, his father tormented him with hateful words and vicious strikes that often bruised more than his skin. If he hadn’t berated him over the most minuscule issue, he would beat him with his fists, lash him with horse reins or his belt, or put him in the garrison dungeon for days without a morsel to eat. He’d only survived those years with the care of a few servants who had pitied him. What had he done to gain such punishments? Absolutely nothing.

His father called him ‘Son of Murder’ and claimed that he had killed his mother when he was born. Grady often felt remorse or sorrow when he thought about it, but he was a babe, after all, and couldn’t be held accountable for her death. It certainly wasn’t his fault that his mother wasn’t strong enough to bear a child. Yet his father didn’t consider that and blamed him.

That fated day, the day he left home, his father accused him of stealing his coin. Grady might’ve been a handful as a lad, but he certainly wasn’t a thief or a liar. Being labeled ‘Son of Murder, a thief, and a liar,’ he wasn’t about to stay where he was unwanted. He promised himself that he would never return, and he hadn’t. If it wasn’t for his Uncle Chester, he wouldn’t know of the happenings at the Mackay keep. Grady was far better off not knowing though, and rarely asked his uncle for information.

He opened the door to the tavern and jumped aside when two men stumbled toward him. They fell to the floor and continued to throw punches. The tavern was sacked by the pair. Tables were overturned, benches broken, and a full ale barrel’s contents soaked the wooden floorboards. He frowned at the loss of good ale. Joe made the best―even better than what the monks made. The men grunted in their endeavor to thrash each other. Grady, nor the patrons, were amused by their disagreement. He grabbed hold of one man’s tunic and yanked him to the door. After he tossed him, he grabbed the other man. The man slurred his words and could barely walk to the door. Grady helped him through it and slammed the door closed.

He swiped his hands to indicate the job was done. When he turned back to the patrons, they cheered. Several men put the hall to rightness and upended the tables and benches. Grady looked on at the establishment. The familiar smells, faces, and warmth allayed him.

Jumpin’ Joe bellowed from the opposite end of the hall, “Drinks on the house.”

More cheers rose from the patrons.

Grady reached Joe and thrust out his hand in greeting. Several men who sat at the table nearby hurried to vacate their spots when he sat too close to them. Most men were wary of him. It wasn’t because he was taller than most, scowled fiercely, or had a mean disposition. His renown with a sword, his association with fierce Highland lairds, and his ability to lift a man by his throat, certainly swayed most men to keep their distance.

“Had a wee bit of excitement, aye?” Grady slapped the table and grinned. His friend wore a calm expression. Nothing much rattled Joe. His light hair and green eyes lent to his easygoing manner.

Joe’s eyes crinkled, and he laughed. “I really should ban dice playing. They caused a wee bit of mischief, is all. I enjoyed the brawl, though it’s been a while since anyone fought in the tavern. Been getting a wee bit boring of late. Here,” he said and handed him a tankard of warm ale, “’tis newly batched and the best of the day.”

“My thanks, Jumpin’ Joe.” Grady sipped at the ale and relished the crisp taste of it.

“When ye going to cease calling me that name? Hell, I should never have taken that dare and run through the embers. Faigh main,” he cursed, “You won’t let me live it down, will ye?”

“You mean jump through them? Why did you name your inn Jumpin’ Joe’s then if you so detest the name?” Grady laughed at the remembrance of that time when, as lads, they had no worries except how to best each other. They had camped by the loch near Callum Sinclair’s fief. He, Callum, Keith Sutherland, Joe, and a group of young soldiers-in-training caroused and baited each other. It was Callum’s dare to Joe to run through the embers. Unfortunately for Joe, the embers still glowed brightly and instead of walking through them, he jumped. Joe shouted curses too and ever since that long ago night, they called him Jumpin’ Joe. The name stuck and most in the area called him such.

“My thanks, though, for tossing those blighters. I would’ve drug ‘me out when they were done.”

“They woke me from a pleasant dream,” Grady jested, which couldn’t be farther from the truth. It was more of a nightmare that played on repeat for most of his life.

“Aye? We should all be fortunate enough to spend the day in bed dreaming of winsome lasses. That’s what I’d be doing if I were in your boots.” Joe made himself busy cleaning a tray of used tankards.

“I meant to ask… Have you seen Chester lately?” His uncle usually visited the village, and he had expected to see him on his return. He’d been away and spent the last four months in Nigg Kirk on the shore of Cromarty Firth.

Grady was a patron of Nigg Kirk’s local church, which he helped to establish an orphanage for lads. He befriended the prioress, Sister Anna, a MacLean, who entered the church but wanted to aid children. He’d earned many coins when he had traveled with his comrades across the channel. They had protected some of the peerage and clergy and earned a fortune. Grady hadn’t had much use for such wealth and donated a portion to Sister Anna’s endeavor. Once the orphanage was established, Grady returned at least two times a year to ensure all was well. He’d told no one about his altruism―it was another secret that he held close to his heart.

The times he’d spent with the children were endeared to him. He used the time to help train the lads in arms, educated them, and spent a good amount of time bolstering their confidence. Once the lads reached the proper age, he helped to settle them at various keeps throughout the kingdom. Fostering the lads gave him a sense of purpose, and he’d repaid the kindness Callum’s father had shown him tenfold. Two of the lads had advanced, so to speak, and he’d promised to see them positioned in a good keep. It took months to find them the proper place to foster at arms. Once accepted by the lairds and settled, Grady was free to return to Wick.

“Have you? Has Chester been here?” he asked again when Joe didn’t answer his question.

Joe set a trencher of foodstuff in front of him and bowed his head, gesturing that he should help himself. “Nay, he hasn’t come. Last I heard, he visited Sinclair’s fief. Callum’s woman bore him a son, and he planned to visit. The man is welcome at most clans in the north and brings the news. He knows all the happenings. I expect he’ll come soon. Mayhap you should search him out at home and see him.”

“I’d rather take a dip in a frigid loch than set foot on Mackay land.”

Joe guffawed. “You’re a stubborn man, aye. Someday you’ll have to return.”

“Nay, I won’t. It’s not like Chester to visit the Sinclairs for long, and I admit I’m worried about my uncle. Something must be wrong for him not to come to the village.”

“Perhaps he’s spending time in bed, too?” Joe waggled his eyebrows.

He chuckled at Joe’s jest. “I doubt that. Chester hasn’t been with a woman in years.”

“You know now that I think about it, I deem he’s smitten with Lady Ophelia, Sutherland’s aunt. When his drink gets the better of him, his lips loosen. He’s spoken of her many times in a romantic sense.” Joe waggled his brows again and made light of what he’d revealed.

His uncle and Keith’s aunt? Grady found the idea of them together preposterous, and his eyes watered with laughter. “You speak falsely. Chester never mentioned her to me. Besides, are they not too old to be beguiled? At their age, they’d be better off avoiding such matters.”

Joe dried another tankard and nodded with a chuckle. “Matters of the heart should never be avoided no matter the age. But I’m telling ye, he’s smitten by the woman. Aye, ask him when next you see him.”

“I’ll do that. Maybe a visit to the Sinclair’s keep is in order. I’ll leave on the morrow.” Grady reached inside his tunic to pay for his drink and food, but Joe stopped him and shoved his hand away.

“Nay, keep your coin, my friend. Besides, drinks were on the house, and you saved me the trouble of tossing the milksops.”

“I’ll see you in the morn before I set out. I might visit Callum and see this new bairn for myself. It’s been a while since I was at the Sinclair holding. I’m off then.”

“Oh, you plan to get back to your pleasant dreams?” Joe chortled.

Hell, he hoped not. The last thing he wanted was to rehash the torment of his youth. But to appease Joe, he said, “I certainly do.” He flashed a grin at Joe’s nod and left the tavern.

Grady didn’t see the men he’d tossed outside. The late summer night cooled, and a brisk breeze rustled the leaves of the nearby trees. He needed to relieve himself and reverted around the building where it was private, and none would see him. With quick steps, he approached a thick row of bushes and took care of nature’s call. When he turned, he thought he heard a voice, but it could’ve been the wind.

It was too dark to see between the tree trunks, yet he discerned someone was there. His training and years of using his good sense instantly alerted him to the danger. A low whistle sounded close. Grady considered ruffians sat in the woods and perhaps intended thievery on his friend’s establishment. He needed to investigate to ensure there was no threat.

Grady stepped lightly into the woods and kept vigilant. The hairs on his neck prickled. His movements were soundless, and he listened intently for any sign of intruders. A dark shadow passed by a tree trunk not far from where he stood. He slunk forward. A low whistle sounded behind him, but before he might turn to confront the person, someone grabbed his shoulders, and another struck his jaw. Grady rubbed the pain away and took hold of his sword, but before he might yank it free, two men took hold of his arms and subdued him.

“Who are you, and what do you want?”

A large man he’d never seen before approached as his two cronies held him. “You’re wanted.”

Grady yanked his arms free and threw a few punches at the two knaves who held him. He grabbed the third man and tossed him aside. They approached and apprehended him again before he might flee or pull his sword free. If he’d gotten a hold of it, the three men would be gutted, dead, and lying at his feet. But alas, they forced him to stand before the knave.

“I don’t want to do this, lad,” the large man bellowed and thrust his fist out and hit his mouth.

Blood trickled from a cut, and his lip swelled. Grady licked his lip and shouted a curse. “Damn you, what do you want? Who the hell wants me?”

The large man laughed garishly. “Your laird sent us to bring ye home, lad.”

“The hell you say.” Grady licked his lip again and tried to release himself from the men who tightened their grip on his arms, but he could not budge free.

“Your father wants a word.”

“Here’s a word for him… Blackheart. Tell him to go to hell. I got better things to do with my time than speak to him.” After he spoke the vile words, he spat on the ground to insinuate his disgust at the very thought of his father.

“Well now, ye don’t have a choice, lad. Your laird wants to see ye, and he has given us the duty to bring you. Don’t make this harder on yourself than it must be. We’ve been given our orders and we won’t desist in our task.”

“You will have to kill me then because I’m not going back on my own.”

The large man bellowed. “Aye? If that’s what it takes… Have it your way.” He jerked forward and punched him repeatedly.

Grady resisted and tried to avert the man’s punches but to no avail. The men held him still as the larger man pummeled his torso and face. Both his eyes swelled, and blood seeped from his nose. He grunted at the force of the man’s attack. “Bloody hell, you broke my nose.”

“I’ll be breaking more than that if ye don’t come along peacefully.”

He growled and kicked at the men who held him and tried to free himself. “I told you; you’ll have to kill me. I will not go back there. Where’s my Uncle Chester? He’ll tell you. When he hears of this…”

The large man gripped his tunic and laughed vociferously. “Who do you think sent us? Chester told us where to find ye and to tell ye that it’s time to let bygones—”

“Chester wouldn’t betray me.”

“Aye, he would for his laird.”

The large man struck his chin and the side of his head. His vision blurred and the man waved before him. Grady saw two of him and closed his eyes. He tried to stay on his feet, but his knees shook, gave out, and finally buckled beneath him. He ended up on the ground and at the mercy of the fiends.

Grady moaned when the man threw him upon a horse. He tied his hands and bade him to keep still and quiet. The ride to the Mackay holding took less than two hours, not much of a journey. By the time they reached the outlaying fields, he was beyond incensed. The last thing he wanted was to return home because he’d pledged that he would never set foot on Mackay land again.

Morning light shone over the land. Nature awakened and the birds and small vermin, akin, set out to find their morning meal. The serenity of the sun rising, and the thinning ground fog, did little to soothe his temper. He was fit to fight and once released, there’d be hell to pay.

Varrich Castle, where his family lived, was old and foreboding. It was rumored to be as old as Christ. When he was a lad, he’d spent time exploring the caves beneath the main keep. He’d found several items belonging to Norse soldiers who once occupied the area and Pict relics left by the ancients. His home’s walls were thick and built with large sandstone rocks. The castle had three floors with the first used as a stable whose only entrance sat on the north side. The door to the keep was situated on the south side by a set of stairs, more of a ladder, easily pulled inside the keep should they be attacked.

Memories came of him peering out the eastern windows for the soldiers to return. But he spent most of his time on the upper floor, in a solar that he occupied with some of the fief servants. Most of the time he tried to stay hidden. His father occupied the second floor of the castle in one of the solars used as a bedchamber. The Mackay lands had enchanting views of surrounding mountain peaks, waterways of two rivers, and with their fief situated on the highest hill, one could see for miles. He’d missed being there but didn’t miss the torment he had endured as a child.

The knave and his men didn’t go to the stables as he’d predicted but stopped before the keep’s entrance. They dismounted, pulled him from the horse, and tossed him to the ground. The large man whistled. Chester Mackay climbed down the keep stairs and stood before him.

“Lad, at long last, you’re finally here.” He grinned as if Grady should be amiable to their meeting.

Grady got to his knees and when the larger man approached to give aid, he waved him off. “I can bloody well stand on my own.” But his legs weakened and with the thrashing he’d taken, aches overtook him, and he fell back on his arse.

Chester threw his hand down, forced him to take it, and helped Grady to rise.

He shot a heated glance at his uncle. “Go to hell, Chester. I cannot believe you betrayed me. You are a backstabbing knave—” He was about to call him every foul name he could think of when his father appeared.

Grady’s words got caught in his throat as he watched his father approach. In all the years he’d been gone, he hadn’t ever asked after his father. He detested the man and cared not if he lived or died. Now that he looked at him, Grady realized as a lad, his dread had been warranted. As a man though, his fear diminished. His father’s hair completely grayed and his beard likewise. He bent slightly and his body frail. His dark, deep-set eyes beheld a strange look. What he noticed most was that his father’s skin turned an ugly shade of―he was uncertain of the color, but he appeared gravely ill. Was that the reason he’d been sent for? More like abducted?

“Son.”

Grady scowled fiercely. He wasn’t about to offer a greeting.

“What in the name of God…? I told ye Casper, he wasn’t to be harmed.”

The large man, Casper, stepped forward and bowed his dark head. “But, Laird, ye said to do whatever it took to make him come. I only did as ye bade.”

His father scoffed and cuffed the side of the man’s head. “I should banish ye for disobeying me but at least you brought my son home. Go, be off with ye. I’ll speak to you later about your brashness.”

Before the man strode away, Grady threw his fist at the man’s face and knocked him back a few steps. He was about to withdraw his sword when Chester put his hand on his arm and shook his head. Now was not the time to settle the score, but eventually, Grady would put his sword in the man’s heart. Retribution for the thrashing would be his. Casper marched away angrily and the three soldiers who had captured him set off after him.

Grady turned his scowl to his father.

“It’s about time ye returned home, son. I’ve waited for you, but my time is short, and I haven’t many days to remedy our discord. I asked my brother to aid me in your return. Be not angry with Chester.”

His father was dying. Grady was uncertain how he felt about it. Joyous, perhaps? Still, he wouldn’t speak because all the years of torment suddenly came back in a maddened rush. All the times he’d been victimized by the man were as fresh as a new wound. He’d wait to find out what the old man wanted and then he’d take his leave.

“I’m taken aback, aye. Look at ye. Why you’re a fit warrior, strong, and ye appear capable. Just what your clan needs, son.” His father stood next to Chester and inclined his head. “You told me that he was amiable to our meeting.”

Chester cleared his throat. “Och, I might have lied about that, Simon. But the lad is here, and you should make amends as ye wanted to.”

“The healer says my days are numbered. I wanted to see ye before I passed…to say how sorry I was about…how I treated ye when you were a lad. There’s no excuse, but you looked like your ma and still do, aye. Eloise was the love of my life, and you took her from me on the day you were born. I was angry and hated you for what ye did.”

“Simon, we discussed this, Grady was but a bairn and wasn’t at fault for you losing Eloise,” Chester said.

“I know, but for years I was tormented by the loss. I blamed ye, lad. I…took my anger out on you and… You didn’t deserve my mistreatment. I want ye to come home and see to the clan as you were destined to. You’re my only heir.”

Grady steeled his emotions. The words his father spoke affected him. He understood the loss and wished he’d known his mother. All spoke kindly of her, and his father had worshipped her. He took a breath and had to accept his fate. His nod both accepted the position and his father’s seemingly heartfelt apology, but he’d never forgive him. Grady didn’t trust himself to speak and kept quiet.

“Before we proclaim ye as laird, we must call forth your betrothed. Marren Macleod was sent to the Sutherland keep for safekeeping since we have very few women here. Sutherland’s sister, Lady Ophelia was to see to her rearing, and I have sent a messenger. We must send an escort for her immediately because I received word from her guardian. The Mackenzies insist on the marriage before you’re named our clan’s chieftain and affirm our truce will remain intact.” By the time Simon finished his speech, Chester helped him stand by taking his father’s arm.

How Grady remained unaffected by his father’s words, he wasn’t sure. He was aware of the covenant of the alliance between his clan and the Mackenzies and his betrothal to Marren. There was only one problem with his father’s plan and that was―Marren Macleod was already married. She was wedded to his good comrade Keith Sutherland.

Grady refuted the betrothal and freed Marren from the pact so she could marry his comrade. She loved Keith and he wasn’t about to stand in the way of their happiness. He didn’t want to be the one to break the news to his father and so he remained quiet. What concerned him more was the Mackenzies would cause Holy Hell when they found out he’d broken their treaty.

Somehow Grady had to think of a way out of the mess he was in, or his clan would need to take up arms against the most reviled clan in the North. War would be declared of that he had no doubt.

“When is the wedding to take place?”

His father stepped forward with Chester’s assistance. “A fortnight. We shall welcome the Mackenzies, ye shall wed, and all will be well. I can meet my maker with a clear conscious.”

He’d meet his maker, all right, Satan himself. A fortnight. Grady had two weeks to figure out a solution. One way or another, he was getting married. Now all he had to do was find a bride.


​​Chapter Two

 

 

Bad things happened at the hour of midnight. To die at the hour of the new day brought forth an evil omen and absolute peril. Laurel Malone knelt beside her sister’s bed with despair in her heart and prayed. The midnight hour approached, and her sister’s life clung to hopefully see another day. She accepted the truth―Analise wouldn’t make it to see the dawning light of daybreak. The hold of her sister’s hand weakened and as each minute passed, she declined. Her prayers would remain unanswered.

“Promise me…”

Laurel gently squeezed her sister’s hand with reassurance and nodded. She bore a likeness to her elder sister with her long auburn hair and green eyes. They’d both taken after their grandmother, Naina, who was said to be beautiful in her younger years. Even with age, Naina was still beautiful.

“I do, of course, I do. Rest now, Analise, and worry not. Save your strength.”

“For what? I shall…leave ye…soon. Nay, you must…flee now.” Desperation caused her sister to tighten her hold on her hand.

“I won’t leave you, not until…”

Analise opened her eyes and peered at her. Tears brightened the green depths. “Take my children…to safety. He is evil and you…must be…gone before he…comes. Promise me.”

Laurel nodded and pressed a light kiss on her sister’s forehead. “He has taken to drink and shan’t come until late morning. We have plenty of time. I will not leave you, not until…” She choked on the words thickening her throat and wouldn’t say them.

“I’m sorry. I should have…made you leave…when he first came…protected you.”

“Shush, there is nothing to be sorry for. I’m sorry I didn’t protect you. I should have known what the miscreant was doing to you.”

Her sister rasped for breath, “Go…go before it is too…late.”

“I shall go when I must and not a moment sooner.” Laurel had prepared for her departure the day before and readied all that she needed. She didn’t want to leave Analise, but her sister’s life would end, and if she stayed, Laurel would endure the same cruelty as Analise had. She pressed a gentle and reassuring hand on her sister’s face.

Analise opened her eyes again and pain darkened the green depths. “I shouldn’t have married…him. I’m s-sorry.”

“You had no choice. He would’ve forced you. Have no regrets, dear sister. I will make certain your babes are safe.”

“Brave, ye are…braver than me. Flee before it’s too…late. Go to Chester. He’ll…help…you. Remember what da said,” her sister’s breath wheezed, and she barely spoke the words with clarity.

Laurel leaned closer to listen and nodded. “I know what I must do. You mustn’t upset yourself.” She set her forehead against her sister’s and tears filled her eyes. For most of her life, Analise cared for her. She raised her after their mother died when they were but wee lasses. Their father was killed in an overtaking of their small village as well as Analise’s husband, James. In the two years since Lord Rowland Neville infiltrated their village, he’d promised them security, but instead, ruined their home and family.

Analise married Rowland to secure their future, but he brought nothing but torment and fear to their lives. He demanded Analise’s complete submission and hers as well. At first, they were compliant with his will, but Analise’s husband grew forceful with his demands. If his orders weren’t followed to his satisfaction, his wrath came with the use of his fists, spiteful words, and utter brutality. The last encounter was vicious and poor Analise couldn’t defend herself against his attack. She was beaten to almost her last breath.

Laurel leaned back in wait for her sister’s death, and she refused to leave until Analise’s heart gave out. She considered the events two days past and was saddened at the thought of the pain her sister endured. Laurel found her on the floor, unconscious and bruised. She wept but regained her courage and helped her sister to bed. The healer was sent for, but it was too late. There was naught to do to save Analise. Her sister’s injuries were too grave and as each minute passed, her breath further declined. It would be a miracle if she made it through the night.

A low rattle now came from her throat. Analise was still and her eyes closed. Laurel heard the melodic chime of the hour from the nearby church’s bell tower. She regarded the hour and grimaced.

Midnight.

Nothing good ever happened at the hour of midnight. Analise was gone, hopefully to the blessed hereafter where she wouldn’t suffer or be despaired. Laurel pressed a kiss on her forehead and her tears dropped on her sister’s face.

“I love you, dear sister. I promise your children will be safe. There is no time to see you laid to rest for I must flee if I’m to keep my promises.” She hastily released her sister’s hand and left the lord’s bedchamber.

The manor was quiet as it often was at such an hour. She stepped silently down the stairs and peeked into the small study where she’d last seen Lord Neville. He sat in the same chair by the oversized desk where two empty bottles of his poisonous brew lay on the surface. His snoring echoed within the small chamber, and he appeared to be sleeping. The sight of him made her stomach flinch. She made the sign of the cross and raised her eyes upward to give thanks to God. Laurel hoped he drank himself into a stupor and he had. Hours would pass before the knave awakened and when he did, he would find her and the children gone. Laurel made the sign of the cross again and prayed all would go according to plan.

She slunk to the back stairs where her grandmother’s rooms were located. Silently, she entered and crept across the dimly lit chamber. Her grandmother lay asleep on her bed. Laurel gently shook her and smoothed a hand over her arm.

“Shhh, it is just me Laurel. You must awaken, Naina.”

Her grandmother startled, sat up, and drew a rasped breath. “Is she gone?”

“Aye, and now we must make haste and be gone before sunup. You need to go and hide amongst the villagers.” Laurel helped her to rise and pulled a thickly woven shawl over her shoulders. She handed her the satchel she had packed only earlier that day.

“I cannot allow this, lass. You won’t be safe traveling alone with the bairns. I shall go with you.” Naina held her hand and wouldn’t release her.

“I’ll be much safer than if I stayed here, and you cannot travel such a journey at your age. Besides, Naina, I am uncertain where I shall go, and I must make haste. Now pray, don’t be difficult. I will return for you when I can, but until then you must keep hidden so Lord Neville doesn’t find you.”

“Very well, Gariníon is fearr leat.”

She smiled at the Gaelic endearment of Dearest Granddaughter. Laurel dreaded leaving her sweet grandmother behind, but she would be safer if she remained hidden amongst the villagers. Lord Neville would search for her and Analise’s children, but he couldn’t be bothered with an old woman. At least, that was her hope.

“Worry not for me, lass, for I shall be well. Many call me a friend here. Go on with ye. Be safe. God go with ye my Gariníon is fearr leat.” Naina wiped at unseen tears.

Laurel kissed her cheek. “You as well. Go on now and be safe.”

Once Naina disappeared from her view down the lane, Laurel fled up the stairs to her bedchamber. Fortunately, the servants had long since gone to bed. She hurried and gathered the satchel she had readied. With light steps, she made her way to the nursery and shook Leo awake. The lad was her sister’s only child from her prior marriage and not yet half a score in age. Laurel pressed a finger on her lips to tell him to remain quiet. In his sleepiness, Leo pulled on his boots. She took Eleanor in her arms and wrapped a covering around her small body. The baby remained asleep.

Laurel took Leo’s hand and led him into the dark of night. There was no sight of Naina on the lane or by any of the cottages. She couldn’t take a cart or a horse and had to walk to the wharf. There, she would arrange passage to Scotland. Throughout the night, they continued to walk and made a few miles of progress. During the light hours of the day, they rested in the forest’s thick underbrush, and in the dusk of night, they continued onward. For two days, they journeyed and finally reached the wharf in the wee hours of the morn. There was no sighting of Neville’s men or him in the area. God had watched out for her.

Only two boats sat in the water at Dondalk’s docks. Laurel rummaged through her satchel and grabbed a few coins to procure their passage. She approached a man who appeared to be a fisherman. It took a bit of convincing, but he agreed to take her across the channel. As the boat rode across the waters, her breath eased and her body less tense. The farther away from Eile she got, the more she relaxed. But she still had a long way to go before she would arrive at her destination.

Once they reached land, the fisherman made them disembark at Ayrshire’s port. Laurel set out and tried to make as much distance inland on the first day of the trek. It would take her almost two weeks on foot to reach Wick in the far north. With good fortune and weather, she hoped to be settled before winter’s arrival. They continued the same regimen by sleeping in the bushes during the day and walking as many miles as they could at night.

Most feared the dark of night, and Laurel did too, but she couldn’t risk that Lord Neville would search for her in Scotland. He did not know about her father’s friendship with Chester Mackay, and she hoped he wouldn’t give thought to believing she had gone across the channel. He’d often rebuked that she was a simpleton, a coward, and meek. The man thought her dimwitted, which was exactly what she’d set out to do. The pretense was far easier than she’d thought it would be. Lord Neville was easily fooled.

Exhausted, dirty, and low on food, Laurel took a rest near a stream in the deep forest. She knew she had to travel north and used the sun to guide her. Since it rose in the east and set in the west as her father had told her, she tried to keep it in the center of the shadows. They reached the small town of Dingwall six days later, and she searched for the nearest church. Her sister had told her churches were places of sanctuary and to seek its solace on the journey.

On the lane, she spotted a small steeple set upon a building. She opened the red wooden door and pressed Leo inside. The abode was darkened inside and only a few candles glowed dimly by the altar. Laurel hastened to a pew and motioned for Leo to sit. She settled Eleanor on her lap and took a deep breath to settle herself. The church was small, but
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