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Prologue
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Lord Richard Thornfield was known on either side of the English and Scottish border as an exceptional fighter, a wise leader, and a wealthy lord you’d need to think twice before attacking — and, even then, you would ultimately decide not to. 

That reputation protected his keep, which had large stone walls and a slew of men at arms that protected the entire property, including the nearby villages. Years ago, after Scottish raiders abducted his mistress, he instilled fear in anyone who even thought of crossing him. It didn’t bring the love of his life back, but it brought a modicum of peace to a formerly volatile land. The untamed expanse with rugged hills and endless moors became a lovely sight — not one to fear.

Elowen — known simply as Elle — spent the first five years of her life in this peaceful environment, running around the keep and practicing swordplay with her father. 

One crisp morning, young Elle held her practice sword and prowled around her father, who held a similar one. Every now and then, as they crossed their practice swords, he would give her some advice: don’t hesitate; be decisive; complete the arc of your sword.

Elle’s small hands gripped her practice sword loosely, casually, almost as if she were willing her weapon to drop. 

Her green eyes, usually playful and reflecting her delight, seemed dull. Lord Richard noticed her dispassionate performance. He dropped his sword and said, simply, "You’re not yourself."

"I don’t want to fight," Elle said softly, dropping her sword. 

"Elowen," Lord Richard said, "Why? What’s changed? You always like sparring practice." And, what’s more, she was good at it. Even at a young age, her father believed she had exceptional promise — and Lord Richard had three sons he was comparing her to. Lord Richard’s eldest son, Percival, was a competent fighter. But, as heir to Thornfield Keep, he was kept out of most battles and taught how to run the estate. The other two sons were competent as well, but in different ways. The son who fell in battle was exceptional at attacking but failed to defend himself. The last son was good at defending but was too afraid to attack. He ultimately became a priest. 

Elle was exceptional at attacking and defending, with an uncanny ability to balance them. She was fast and well-coordinated, giving her agility that made her strikes deadly and her blocks effective.

And she was only five years old. 

"I just don’t want to fight anymore," Elle said. "It’s not . . . right."

Lord Richard inspected his daughter closely. "Someone said something," he said. "Who was it, and what did they say?" Elle didn’t reply at first. "Elowen?"

"Percival," Elle confessed, looking at her feet. "He told me that I needed to stop fighting."

"Why? Because you’re a girl?" Lord Richard asked. He was more than a little upset over what his son had been saying to his younger half-sister. Of course, the comments had started when Elle’s skills surpassed his. "What did he say this time?"

"He said I’m a bastard," Elle said. "And I’m not that pretty, and I won’t have a large dowry. So I should at least be ladylike to secure a good marriage when I’m older."

Lord Richard sighed. "Sit," he said, leading Elle to sit on a bit of stone. "You know, fighting can be very ladylike."

"Really?" Elle asked.

"Yes," Lord Richard said. "The Vikings even have a name for women who fight — they’re called shieldmaidens."

"Shieldmaidens?"

"Yes, shieldmaidens. Beautiful women who carry shields and swords and fight as fiercely as any soldier. I imagine when you’re older, you’ll be the greatest shieldmaiden of them all."

"We’re not Vikings," Elle said. "And even if I were, how will I get married if I’m a shieldmaiden?"

"You’re five years old," Lord Richard said. "You shouldn’t be so concerned about this."

"But I should be concerned about fighting and swords? Why?"

This question stabbed Lord Richard’s heart. Elle had to learn how to fight — she just had to. "You should be concerned with sword fighting," he insisted. "Because I can’t lose you, too."

Things became solemn. "You’re talking about my mother," Elle said.

"You’re perceptive," Lord Richard said, nodding his head. "Your mother, Elizabeth, was a beautiful woman — raven-black hair just like yours and mischievous eyes that could light up a room. She had a unique scar that ran from her forehead, down the side of her face, and along her jaw. It only added to her beauty."

Elle listened intently, trying to picture the woman she’d never known. "What kind of person was she?" she asked, leaning her head against her father’s shoulder.

"Adventurous, imaginative, and loving," Lord Richard replied, a wistful smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. "She was a free spirit — until the raiders from Scotland came. They abducted your mother, and I failed to protect her." 

"I’m sorry," Elle whispered. Even at a young age, she could feel her father’s pain from losing Elizabeth. 

"I launched attack after attack," Lord Richard said. "I tore apart the entire border in Scotland and England looking for her. I killed any man who might have had a hand in her abduction and tortured anyone who might know something. I could not find your mother. I could not save her. I could not protect her."

"And now it’s fine, right?" Elle asked. "There hasn’t been an attack in years."

"No, there hasn’t," Lord Richard said. "But peace will end. It always does. For that reason, I swore that you would never suffer the same fate as Elizabeth. I would protect you by teaching you to protect yourself. That is why I taught you to fight. That’s why I told you about shieldmaidens and bravery and gave you lessons so you could fight."

"You’re scared about the Scots?" Elle asked, her eyes darting subconsciously to the hills in the distance. 

Lord Richard looked deep into Elle’s eyes to drive his point home: "Elowen, there will come a time in your life when you’ll need to protect yourself and the people you love. Sewing, raising children, and running a household are essential skills you’ll learn soon enough. But do you know what makes a woman truly womanly? Defending your loved ones. Being fierce. There is nothing more womanly and feminine than a mother bear protecting her cubs. I don’t know what your future looks like with marriage — but I know you’ll be alive and kicking, so you’ll live to find out. And anyone smart enough to value you will also be alive, so their faith in you will be rewarded. You are strong. You will be strong. I’m not simply raising you to be ladylike — I’m raising you to be a woman." 

Elle nodded. "Yes, Father."

"Are you ready to keep going?"

Elle nodded and then stood again, practice sword in hand. With renewed resolve, Elle raised her sword and faced her father. Her eyes had their familiar glint, and every muscle in her body was energized and focused on the upcoming sparring match. 

She looked fierce again. 

As they sparred, Elle leaped and dodged, her laughter ringing out as she scored a hit on her father’s arm. Lord Richard laughed as well, his pride swelling as he realized if this were a real fight with real swords, he’d have a large gash. "Excellent, Elle!" he praised, blocking her next attack with a swift parry. "Keep your guard up, and remember to use your opponent’s momentum against them."

Elle focused her mind and sought to anticipate his movements so she could manipulate his momentum to her advantage — and play him. She feinted left then, when he took the bait, spun to the right. She caught her father by surprise as her sword met his arm again.

"Ha!" she exclaimed, grinning broadly at her success. 

Lord Richard chuckled, rubbing his now bruised arm. "Well done, my fierce little shieldmaiden," he said, pride shining in his eyes. "Never forget who you are," he ordered.

"I won’t," Elle promised, raising her sword again. 
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A Dampened Spirit
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Years had passed. 

When Elle was fourteen, her father died, leaving her to become a nursemaid for her two nephews, William and Henry, aged seven and five. Her older half-brother, Percival, was a nightmare, as was his wife Agnes. 

Now in her twenties, Elle’s fiery spirit was dampened. 

She hadn’t held a sword in nearly ten years.

Or, for that matter, left the keep and gone on adventures. 

The nursery was her prison, and the tools of her torment were wielded by two children who didn’t respect or heed anything she said. 

One spring day, Elle rubbed her forehead as the boys wreaked havoc upon the room. The stone walls were splattered with paint. Toys littered the floor. 

Elle sat at the table where their lesson materials were ready to be used. "William . . . Henry . . ." Elle almost begged, her patience wearing thin. "Enough playing . . . It’s time for your lessons."

The boys ignored her, their carefree giggles drowning out her pleas. Elle clenched her fists in frustration.

If Elle forced them to study, they cried, and their mother punished Elle for being too harsh with her "babies."

If Elle let them run and play, their father punished Elle for "not instilling discipline."

Every day that the boys didn’t feel like studying was a losing battle.

Elle could only sleepwalk through her days, wondering why she could not instill in them the same discipline and respect that had been so integral to her own upbringing. 

Elle’s fingers clenched around the table’s edge, her knuckles turning white as she resisted the urge to pick up a sword. She didn’t have one nearby, but after so many years of training with her father, it was still her first instinct. Whenever she was angry, her fingers flexed, imagining the hilt in her hand . . . it was calming, if not practical or effective.

"Boys," Elle said through gritted teeth, "please focus on your studies."

Before they could respond, the door to the nursery swung open, revealing Agnes, Elle’s sister-in-law, with a stern expression etched upon her face. 

Agnes surveyed the room. Her eyes darted to the mess, the table ready for lessons, and her children running around playing instead of studying. As usual, Agnes’s hair was in perfect condition, her makeup on point, and her scowl framed by some red lipstick. 

"May I inquire why my children are not studying?" Agnes demanded, her tone icy and sharp.

"Lady Agnes," Elle began, struggling to keep her voice steady, "I have been trying my best, but —"

"Elowen," Agnes interrupted, "you are a bastard with no marriage prospects, and you’re only here because you’re my husband’s half-sister. But if you can’t do your job, we’ll be forced to find someone who can."

"I’m doing the best that I can," Elle said.

"Not good enough," Agnes said, reaching for her sons, her grip firm as she pulled them to the door. "Come, boys." 

Her nephews left with Agnes, and both took a second to stick their tongues out at Elle before disappearing around the corner. 

Elle’s heart ached from defeat.

Alone in the nursery, she began cleaning the scattered toys and paints. Carved figurines of knights and horses lay strewn across the floor alongside the paints. 

As she cleaned — the one thing she could do right these days — Elle’s mind drifted back to those carefree days spent sparring with her father. A smile tugged at her lips as she remembered the stories of shieldmaidens. 

What a disappointment she was.

Elle would leave this life if she could.

If she had a dowry, she’d get married and leave.

If her brother would let her join a nunnery, she would.

If she had just an ounce more courage, she’d run away and leave everyone and everything behind her. 

As Elle looked out the window at the rugged landscape beyond, a longing stirred within her. Elle wished for something more, something better than the life she found herself trapped in. 

Elle’s heart ached for adventure, for love, but most importantly, to become something. 

But Elle feared it just wasn’t her fate. 
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Elle chased after William, darting through the dimly lit castle corridors after the arrogant boy. He held his bow and a quiver, heading to the front doors.

Where were the guards? Where were his parents? Why was she the one who had to deal with this right now? "William! Wait!" Elle called after the boy. Leaping over some scattered toys, Elle added, "It’s not safe for you to go hunting on your own!"

William laughed, turning to look at Elle. His blonde curls bounced, and, for a second, he reminded Elle of Percival in appearance and arrogance. "You can’t tell me what to do!" William retorted, sticking out his tongue. "You’re just a stupid bastard."

Elle clenched her jaw, forcing herself to remain composed. If anything happened to William, Elle would be strung up. For a second, she considered his safety, then . . . Elle’s eyes drifted to the rolling hills in the distance. The fresh air hit her nostrils, and it felt like the world outside was calling to her. 

It felt like the outdoors was summoning every fibre of her being. 

"Very well," Elle conceded to the arrogant boy still heading to the keep’s gates. "You can go hunting, but only if I accompany you."

"Fine!" William said, escaping the keep’s walls and walking into freedom, Elle close on his heels. "But you have to keep up!" 

And for the first time in ages, Elle took off at a run, excitement lacing through her entire being. 

As Elle followed William outdoors, she took in the breathtaking scenery surrounding them. It was gorgeous! And Elle had left the keep. She was experiencing this awe-inspiring beauty with absolute freedom. 

"Watch this, Elle!" William excitedly called out, notching an arrow to his bowstring. His small frame shook with effort as he drew the bow, his tongue poking out a little bit in concentration. With a twang, he let the arrow fly, watching as it soared through the air — only to land several feet short of the brown bird he was aiming for. 

Elle bit her lip to stifle a laugh. When she was William’s age, she could have hit that bird with ease. 

"Whatever," William said. "It’s not like you know how to shoot."

That made Elle snicker out loud. If only William knew what an excellent archer she was. 

Her joy was short-lived as her eyes scanned the horizon. Dark clouds loomed overhead, and Elle caught sight of movement in the distance. 

Something was happening — and it wasn’t good. 

"Who are they?" William asked, pointing at the large men on horseback. 

"Raiders . . ." Elle whispered, watching as the Scots approached the nearest village. When the people there caught sight of them, screams pierced through the air. Elle’s breath came in short, ragged gasps as she tried to calm herself from the threat which took her mother many years ago. 

Raiders hadn’t attacked Thornfield land in decades.

"Stay close to me," Elle ordered William, pulling him behind a ragged oak tree so the two could hide. "Whatever happens, don’t let them see you."

Elle and William watched the chaos erupt in front of them. The raiders descended upon a village, their shouts and crude laughter filling the air.

The villagers screamed in terror, some trying to protect their homes and families while others fled desperately. 

Neither was successful, as the invaders showed no mercy.

Looking at the chaos, Elle knew they’d need a better hiding spot. "Stay here," Elle ordered.

"No," William retorted.

"William, listen to me!" Elle hissed, grabbing his arm tightly — tighter than she’d ever done before, which immediately let him know she was serious. "You’re not ready for this. You need to stay hidden, and you need to stay safe."

"Let go of me!" William spat, wrenching his arm free from her grasp. Before Elle could react, he sprinted toward the village, his small bow and some arrows clenched in his fists. 

"Damn it!" Elle cursed under her breath. What an incredibly stupid child . . . 

Elle caught sight of William crouching behind a crumbling stone wall, his eyes fixed on one of the raiders as he drew back his bowstring. She held her breath, praying that his aim would be true and he’d find safety without being discovered. 

But even as the prayer left her, Elle knew there was no way that would ever happen.

She followed him at a cautious distance. 

William’s arrow sputtered through the air, falling harmlessly to the ground far away from his target — but close enough that the raiders saw. 

Looking at the arrow on the ground, the raiders looked angered at first — then they broke out into riotous laughter. 

"Look at this little whelp!" one raider bellowed as several raiders closed in on William. "A brave wee English dog, isn’t he?"

"Hardly worth the effort to kill," another raider added with a large smile. 

Elle’s blood ran cold as they seized William and bound his hands and feet with rough rope. 

Crouched behind a nearby bush, Elle clenched her fists, watching as the raiders bound William like a chicken ready to go into the oven. She cursed herself for being unable to protect him.

"Please don’t hurt me!" a young woman screamed in the distance, interrupting Elle’s thoughts. She looked over where a group of raiders had cornered a pretty young woman. The victim trembled, her dark hair dishevelled and her eyes wide with terror. She looked no older than eighteen, wearing a simple linen dress now torn and dirtied.

"Quiet, lass," one raider said, grabbing her wrist with a rough hand. "You’ll enjoy it if you relax."

"Let go!" the woman pleaded, beating her free hand against his chest. But she didn’t free herself. The only thing she did was give the raiders something to laugh about. 

As two of the raiders started to lift the young woman’s skirt, Elle’s muscles tensed, and she was in motion before she could mentally comprehend what she was doing. 

Elle bolted, picking up a thick branch with her hands, which acted of their own volition. With a battle cry, she swung the branch with all her might, striking one raider across his face. He staggered back, blood spurting from his now-broken nose. 

"Ah, another pretty one looking for some fun?" another raider asked. "I like it when they fight back."

"Then get your sword," Elle retorted. "Let’s have a little dance."

"Get her!" the raider barked, pulling out his sword and swinging high at her — Elle was faster than him, though.

She ducked beneath his swing and, using his momentum against him, sent him sprawling to the ground with a well-aimed knee to the gut. "Now, isn’t this more fun than what you had in mind?" Elle asked, a genuine smile teasing at her lips.

Her body hadn’t forgotten how to fight, even if her mind had — but she was remembering. 

"Big mistake, lass," another raider growled as he leaped toward Elle, brandishing his sword. Elle parried his blow, her branch cracking under the force but holding firm. She countered with a swift strike to his thigh, causing him to buckle in pain.

"Run!" she commanded the young woman, who hesitated for only a moment before bolting away from the fight, which was becoming more violent by the second.

Elle’s breaths came fast and heavy as she deftly dodged and parried the raiders’ attacks, her body moving with impressive agility and speed. She could feel her muscles straining with each movement, feeling the years of disuse in every fibre.

But while the raiders had less fun with every failed attempt to attack her, Elle’s smile only grew as she remembered everything her father had taught her. 

"Three men with swords against one woman with a stick. This is getting sad!" Elle taunted.

"Shut yer mouth, ye English wench!" one raider spat, lunging at her once more. But Elle was ready. She sidestepped his attack, grabbed his arm, and twisted it behind his back, forcing him to drop his weapon. With a swift kick, she sent him sprawling to the ground.

"Enough!" bellowed a tall, muscular man. 

At the sight of him, Elle’s hands started to shake — and then it worsened when she saw the raiders she’d fought dropping their weapons at this man’s command. 

This man stalked toward her, a predatory smile playing on his lips as his eyes looked her up and down, observing her the same way someone looked over a prize horse before purchasing it. "Yer a fighter," the man observed. "And yer wearing a dress."

"Yes," Elle said. 

"Saw a lass being ravaged and got yerself into trouble?" 

"Yes," Elle breathed, feeling his eyes on her body.

"Yer strong," the man said as he stopped before her. The world around them went silent as the raiders ceased, and the villagers stopped screaming. "And good at fighting."

"Who are you?" Elle asked.

"Lachlan MacLeod," the man replied, a smile playing on his lips. 

"What do you want?" 

"I want ye to make a choice," Lachlan said. "Come willingly, and we spare the village." He gestured to the homes behind him. "Or, continue fighting, and we raze it to the ground."

Come with them? Elle considered . . . "What do you want from me?" Elle asked, thinking of the poor young woman she had rescued. Did Lachlan want her to replace the poor girl?

"I want what every man wants," Lachlan replied. "I want to make a pretty penny. Will ye help me with that?"

He meant to sell Elle.

Elle knew that.

Her heart thundered in her chest, the weight of Lachlan’s ultimatum bearing down on her like a crushing stone. She could save everyone if she went with these raiders. And, what’s more . . . she’d escape from Percival’s grasp.

And yes, she’d be someone else’s prisoner.

But she’d have a chance.

"Choose, Lass," Lachlan growled, his patience wearing thin as his men shifted. They were clearly eager to resume raiding, and Lachlan’s control could only last for so long. "Now."

"Fine," Elle finally whispered. "I’ll go with you willingly."

"Good," Lachlan said before commanding his men to pack up and go. 

The raiders mounted their horses and rode away. As promised, they left everything behind — except her. Lachlan pulled her onto his mount. Elle could
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