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AUTHOR’S NOTE

––––––––
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Holy cow!!

I can’t believe it’s been ten years since my immortal Vikings made their way into the universe! Originally published under my real name, Bound by Fire went to New York Times in October of 2015 in an anthology titled, Wicked After Dark.

THEN, I decided to blow everything up, pull all my books, and publish under Piper. I wasn’t sure if I was mad, but I knew I was onto something. 

Thank you so much for being a part of my writing journey and championing these little stories! I couldn’t have done it without you!

Much love!

Piper
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A HUGE EXTRA SPECIAL thank you to Ása Erlingsdóttir who helped me with the beautiful Icelandic translations. 

I couldn’t have done it without you!

Jack

You’re a butt. But you were right about this book, so you get all the credit. I love you.

Brandy

You are the best Ziggy on the planet!!

Thanks for keeping the timelines and characters straight. You are a godsend!

Gail

You are a scholar and a saint, and I ADORE you! 

Mary

Thanks for always being available to read! Even last minute. I appreciate you so much!

Carrie Marie

Oh my lord, how awesome are you? Thanks for always catching the weirdest shit!!!

Trudy

You know how I feel about you. You are the BESTEST!

Christina R.

Thanks for the last-minute pinch hit!
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BACK BLURB

Isla Gunnach

I am the daughter of royalty. A princess, if you will. But I have no interest in a prince to vanquish my dragons. I’m quite capable of doing that all by myself. I am, however, looking for my equal. A man who doesn’t simper at my feet, or try to use me to get to my father or my uncles.

The problem is, when such a man crashes into my life, I find him to be insufferable and infuriating.

Arric Mann

I’m a nomad. I have no family, no home. Just a series of tragedies that have shaped the man I have become. When I find myself drawn to Scotland, I am propelled into a world I am not prepared for. One of ancient lore and fairy tales.

But I also find her. And she is about to ruin the last semblance of sanity I have left.

For my Cauldaniacs

You people are crazy and I hate you just a little bit. 

You are the reason I wrote this book, so I hope you love it as much as I do!



Yes, I’m aware this is the exact same dedication as the one in Bound by Sight... 

and that’s because you’re still the reason I wrote this book, and I still hate you just a little bit.
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CHAPTER ONE

Isla

––––––––
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I stared at my mother in horror as she held up some ancient, white lace dress that should have been burned at the stake in Salem. “No.”

“Baby girl, your daddy’s great grandmother wore it on her special day.”

“Oh, of that I have no doubt,” I ground out. “Big fat no way in hell.”

I was less than a week away from my twenty-fifth birthday, a significant day in our culture as it meant the identity of my mate would be revealed. The Cauld Ane celebrated it much like a sweet sixteen or a Quinceañera was celebrated in other parts of the world and Mum had been planning the party for a year.

“Isla,” Dad said, his tone one of warning.

“No, Da. I promised I’d look at it, but that is hideous.”

“She’s right, Con,” Mum said, and dropped the monstrosity back into the box.

“And our girl isn’t a traditional girl. You’ll just have to deal with it.”

“I wore it,” my older sister, Chelsea announced from my doorway.

“And you looked beautiful,” Mum said quickly.

Chelsea raised an eyebrow. “I looked like the ghost of an old timey librarian.”

“You did not,” her mate, Henry, argued.

They’d been bound for almost eight years now and had three children.

“Oh my god, love, I did,” she argued. “My boobs were barely contain—”

“Och! I’m not standing here and listening to my baby girl talk about her...lady bits,” Dad said, and walked out the door.

Chelsea grinned. “Works every time.”

“I quite like talking about your lady bits,” Henry said, and I bit back a laugh.

“You need to be nicer to Daddy,” Mum admonished.

“He’s far too attached to this celebration, Mum,” Chelsea said.

Mum smiled. “Well, there is that. But Isla’s his last bairn.”

Chelsea and I glanced at each other and burst out laughing.

“Oh, suck it,” Mum retorted.

Mum was American and when she tried to use a Scottish word, most of the time it came out very, very wrong. The thing was, Mum could do a very convincing Scottish accent when she concentrated or was into a second glass of wine. I mean, she’d been with my father nearly forty years, but she said she wanted to hold onto her roots for as long as she could.

“You could always alter the dress, LaLa,” Chelsea suggested, running her fingers over the silk. “Or would the fabric fall apart?”

“Auntie Charlotte knows a lot of costume designers,” I said. “I bet one of them would know.”

Mum’s sister, Charlotte, was an amazing actress and ever since she co-starred with Thane Allen in the phenomenally successful film adaptation of The Bride Price, she’d found herself cast in a lot of period pieces.

“She’ll be here for dinner,” Mum said. “So, you can ask her then.”

I clapped my hands. “Yay.”

Mum’s phone rang and she answered immediately. “Hello, my darling bestie sister.” She laughed. “No, sister wife still doesn’t apply because neither of us is willing, nor physically able, to share our mates.”

I glanced at Chelsea and we both rolled our eyes. 

“Really?” Mum said with a grin. “Yes, babe, of course. They’re always welcome. Okay, see you later.” She hung up and grinned. “All your cousins will be here tonight.”

Chelsea and I squealed together, and she grabbed my hand. “We must tell Cat and Kill.”

“All your cousins will be here tonight,” Mum said. “They probably already know.”

“Wait, I thought Liam and Phin were in Switzerland,” I said.

Mum nodded. “They’re coming home for the games.”

Gunnach Pharmaceuticals hosted a special charity competition similar to the Highland Games. Every year, some of the world’s strongest men would come to compete in old-world tests of strength and endurance. We’d raise a ton of money for causes like juvenile leukemia research, but I suspected the contestants mostly competed for bragging rights. 

Chelsea and I had grown up volunteering at the games, and I always looked to forward them, but this year I was especially excited. For two reasons. 

First of all, this would be the inaugural year of the women’s division at the Gunnach Games. Until recently, strongman competitions around the world had been just that. Competitions for strong men. But some event organizers, like the people within my uncle’s organization, felt it was important to open the field of competition to all. Not only to women, but to amateur competitors as well. The Gunnach games were about inclusivity and giving everyone a moment to shine, no matter who they may be. Well, almost everyone.

My uncle had one strict rule when it came to approving competitors. No Cauld Ane allowed. Given our increased strength and ability to heal, it would simply be unfair to compete against humans. My father and uncles screened everyone very thoroughly. Not that it was that difficult a task. Cauld Ane were easy to spot, and by now my family literally knew everyone with a drop of Cauld Ane blood within their family line.

The second reason was a tall, muscular Norseman who made all our hearts flitter.

“Right, the games,” Chelsea breathed out. “That means Thor.”

“Thor.” It came out as more of a whimper, and we both fell onto the bed in laughter.

Thor Olsen was a Nordic god. Literally. He was from Norway and had a huge following on social media. Dark blond hair, clean shaven which showed off his square jaw and blue eyes. He was six-foot-nine and his muscles had muscles, having recently just won a lifting competition by lifting over a thousand pounds. He’d also guest-starred in several episodes of Swords of Fire. The only two episodes I watched. I’m not proud to admit it, but Thor was the other reason I was looking forward to the games.

I was partial to blonds, but the truth was, I might feel differently in a few days. I’d be twenty-five years old. Of binding age and able to recognize my mate. Of course, every Cauld Ane girl fantasizes about having her mate revealed on the day of her ár mökunar. Like Cinderella meeting her prince on the night of the ball. But the truth is, it could be years, even decades, before I met him. 

For now, though, Thor Olsen was a good fantasy. One I shared with my big sister Chelsea. She and I were close, but we didn’t have a whole lot in common, especially now that she was bound and settled into life with her mate. I was much closer to my cousin, Catriona. We were born two months apart, both surprise babies, and her mother, Payton, was one of my favorite people on earth.

“Okay, you two, I’m going to take this dress and hide it from your father,” Mum said.

I hugged her tight. “Thanks, Mummy.”

“Of course, honey. We’ll go shopping next week and find something else.”

I leaned back to meet her eyes. “You’ll go shopping with me?”

“Well, no. Payton will take you,” Mum retorted, and walked away.

I laughed. This is why Payton is one of my favorite people. Mum hated to shop, but Payton loved it, so she always took us for retail therapy whenever we asked.

I glanced at my phone. “Cat’s joining me for a ride. Do you want to come?”

My sister smiled. “Rain check.”

“Your sister and I have plans, lass,” Henry said, and my sister blushed.

“Okay,” I said, hiding my disappointment, and choosing not to acknowledge his secret meaning, as he and Chelsea left my room. I loved my sister, but I wondered if I’d ever stop being the ‘pest.’ We were ten years apart, but sometimes it felt like a lot more. We had nothing in common, I loved horses and dogs, she loved shopping and anything that didn’t ‘shed’ or ‘smell.’ Hard to escape the muck when your father was a vet. But now she was with Henry and he fulfilled all her wants and needs.

In truth, I’d always been closer to my big brother, Callum, but I suppose that’s not really a surprise. Big brothers and little sisters tended to have tighter bonds. 

I shook off my melancholy and changed into my riding gear, then headed down to the barn to meet my cousin. I arrived to find Cat already there, chatting with Ahearn. 

“Hi, cuzzie,” she said, hugging me.

“Hi. You got here fast,” I observed.

“A ride with my elusive best friend and cousin? I was motivated,” she retorted.

I grimaced. “I know, I’ve been so busy.”

“The Games. I get it,” she said. “But I have you now and I plan to take advantage.”

“Dinner’s not until six, so I say we ride down to the water and back.”

Cat grinned. “Aye.”

Ahearn led my Friesian gelding, Hershey, out of his stall, already tacked up and ready to go. “He got out again last night, my lady.”

“The original escape artist,” I said, smiling “We should have named him Houdini.”

“Aye, ’tis true,” Ahearn confirmed.

It didn’t matter what we used to confine my horse the sneaky wee bastard managed to get out of it. We’d done everything short of deadbolting his stall closed. We still had to be careful in case of fire. If, god forbid, something like that happened, we wanted him to be able to get out.

Hershey whinnied to me as I approached. “Och, my beautiful boy, you’ll always be my favorite, eh? But you need to stay in your stall.”

He nuzzled me and I kissed his muzzle before checking the girth, then leading him to the mounting block. Cat and I mounted up and turned our horses toward the water, riding in silence for several minutes.

“Do you feel weird?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said. “So strange, love. It feels like my body’s buzzing.”

“Oh my god, me too,” I breathed out. “I feel so unsettled.”

“Mum said this is normal the closer you get to your ár mökunar,” Catriona said. “She also felt a similar way close to her bonding with Da.”

“It’s so strange having a mum who was human before her bonding. Her experiences are so much more different than mine.”

“You know you can talk to mine about anything,” I said.

“Oh, I know. And I do.”

She chuckled. “We’re lucky with our mums. We can swap whenever we want.”

I grinned. “This is so very true.”

“Do you think our mates are close?”

I shrugged. “I have no idea, but this buzzing... it didn’t start until a few months ago, so I really hope I’m not going to feel like this forever.”

“Aye. It’s a bit annoying, eh?”

“Aye,” I said.

She grinned, tightening her reins. “Race ya.”

I let out a squeak as I dug my heels into Hershey, and we flew to catch up to Cat.

* * *
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Once back at the barn, I decided I wanted to brush down Hershey for a few minutes of quiet before what would inevitably be the craziness of family dinner. Just like my mother, I’d been obsessed with horses most of my life, and this was my safe place whenever I needed calm. Cat had ridden her horse home, so it was just me and my equine best friend.

“You were so good today,” I crooned to Hershey. “You are the most perfect horse in all the world.”

He nickered, craning his neck to nuzzle me. I chuckled, running the brush over his neck, and dropped my head to his whither. “I wish you could live forever,” I whispered.

“I had a feeling I’d find you here,” my dad said, leaning over Hershey’s stall.

“Hi, Da. Are you hiding from the dinner preparations?”

He chuckled. “If I were in America, I’d say I plead the fifth.”

Hershey nickered, and shoved his nose into Dad’s neck. 

“Traitor,” I whispered, and Hershey looked back at me. “Don’t look at me like that. You’re mine, no’ his.”

Dad chuckled. “He knows.”

Dad slipped inside the stall and ran his hand down Hershey’s leg. “How’s his foot doing?”

“It’s good,” I said. “The abscess has resolved, and he was great on the ride today. Of course, if he stopped escaping his stall, he wouldn’t get abscesses to begin with.”

Hershey nickered as Dad stood, smiling and studying me.

“What?” I asked, running my hand down Hershey’s neck.

“I’m so proud of ye, love. You have no idea.”

I blushed. “Dad.”

“You’ve always been my sensitive lass,” he said. “You’re an empath just like me which makes you feel everything at a deeper level than most Cauld Ane.”

I nodded.

“So, tell your da how you’re doing, sweet girl.”

“I feel like there’s an electric current running through my body.”

“Don’t be frightened by that, Isla. You’re close to ár mökunar, some things will seem strange until you’re bound.”

“Does everyone feel like this?”

“Yes. Empaths even more so.” He smiled. 

“For how long?”

“Until you meet your mate.”

“So, you felt like this too?”

“It was worse for me, lass. I had to wait a long time for your mother.”

Hundreds of years to be exact.

I smiled. “Do you think I’ll have to wait that long?”

“God, I hope so,” he admitted.

I rolled my eyes. “Are you going to give me the same amount of grief as you gave Chelsea? Or, more accurately, Henry?”

“More.”

“Da!” I growled.

“You’re my baby girl, Isla, you’re going to have to deal with it.”

“Well, you better give Callum his due when he finds his mate, or I’ll accuse you of being sexist.”

“I am sexist,” he said. “When it comes to you and your sister. You’ll do well to remember that.”

“Promise me you’ll be nice to whoever he is.”

“I’ll be as nice as I was to Henry.”

“No,” I argued. “Don’t do that. You were horrible to Henry.”

He grinned. “I don’t remember it that way.”

Hershey nudged me and I grabbed a carrot from my back pocket, feeding it to him.

“We should get back up to the house,” Dad continued. “Your mum’s going to need help.”

“Is that why you came down?”

He smiled, wrapping his arms around me. “I wanted to make sure my lass was okay. I could feel your stress.”

“Thanks, Daddy,” I whispered, hugging him back.

“Love you, sweetheart.”

“Love you, too.”

We closed Hershey into his stall, then Dad drove me back up to the house, pulling up to chaos. Mum came rushing out looking drop-dead gorgeous as she always did but glaring at my father as we approached her. 

“You said ten minutes, Con.”

He smiled, leaning down to kiss her. “I was twelve.”

“You were thirty.”

“Sorry, Mummy,” I said. “We were checking Hershey’s foot.”

She continued to give Dad a mock glare, even though she addressed me. “You’re not the one who should apologize.”

“I’ll apologize properly later,” Dad said.

“Okay, gross,” I hissed. “You two keep that talk to your own heads.”

Dad chuckled, kissing my mum again. 

“I’m going to change,” I said. “I’ll be quick.”

“Take your time, honey,” Mom said. “I’m giving your chores to your dad.”

I grinned. “Don’t have to tell me twice.”

I made a run for the stairs before they stopped me.
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CHAPTER TWO

Isla

––––––––
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The morning of the Games arrived, and I was filled with nervous energy. This year my feelings of excitement were amplified as this was the first time Uncle Kade had given me the responsibility of planning the event schedule. It was a huge responsibility and had consumed most of my spare time over the past four months. Now that the games were almost underway, I could finally relax a little, as my work was all but completed. At least until my ár mökunar celebration.

I’d interned for the charitable side of my uncle’s company from the time I was in secondary school throughout university. Gunnach Pharmaceuticals was a multi-billion-dollar company, and Kade ran the human medicine division, while my father ran the animal medicine division. Uncle Brodie had come home from his stint in the Royal Air Force and focused on his real estate endeavors and heading up the charity with Payton. I’d recently graduated with a degree in finance and had a job lined up working within the fundraising side of the family business. The next three years of my life were well planned out. Which was precisely how I liked things.

I drove over to Kade’s home and parked in front of the door. His home was an ancient, historical castle, and newcomers to the area were often gob smacked by the size and beauty, but to me, it was a home away from home. 

Kade might be king, but he was uncle to me. 

The door opened before I could raise my hand to knock and their butler, Winston, smiled wide. “Miss Gunnach. Welcome.”

“Hi, Winston. How are you?”

“I’m well, ma’am. You?”

“I’m great, thank you. Is anyone home?”

Before he had a chance to answer, I was picked up off my feet and twirled, then dropped into another pair of arms and finally set on my feet as I laughed so hard, I could barely catch my breath.

“Boys!” Samantha growled. “Leave your poor cousin alone.”

My aunt pulled me in for a much gentler hug as Liam and Phin grinned behind her. 

“I’m fine, Auntie,” I assured, and she cupped my face.

“Thank you for jumping in today. Payton’s being pulled in a hundred different directions.”

“It’s my pleasure,” I said. “She and I spent a couple of hours last night going through everything.”

“Oh, that’s great—”

“Isla!” my cousin Billie squealed, making a run for me.

“You’re home too?” I asked, hugging her tightly.

Billie was one year younger than me and would be going to Harvard Medical School in Boston, Massachusetts. Since she’d graduated her prerequisites early, she’d decided to come home until the fall semester started. Okay by me. I missed her when she was gone. Especially, so far away.

“I’m home until July,” she said. “So, we will have lots of catch-up time.”

“Definitely.” I slipped my hand into her arm. “How are they going to keep you cool enough to attend classes in the States?”

Billie hadn’t wanted to attend anywhere other than Harvard, but not being able to actually harness the weather and keep things cool enough to be safe, it was a concern. I was glad Kade had a work-around because Billie would have been devastated if she’d had to pick a school closer to home.

“Da’s got it sorted. My home is close to campus and is temperature controlled. Plus, I have a driver and security who will be monitoring me. Colton is taking point on that, since he’s human.”

“Well, you just make sure you’re careful.”

“I will.” She squeezed my hand. “I promise.”

“Good morning, lass,” Kade said, and he walked into the foyer and gave me a hug. “Early as always.”

I smiled. “I’m a Gunnach. We’re always early.”

“Aye, ’tis true.”

“The car awaits, Majesty,” Winston said, and Kade nodded.

“We’ll see you later,” Samantha said, standing on her tiptoes to kiss him.

He kissed her gently, then he faced me and waved his hand. “After you.”

I walked out to the awaiting Towncar and slid inside while Uncle Kade made his way to the other side. 

“Mornin’, Isla,” his head of security, Alasdair, said.

“Morning, Alasdair. How are you?”

“Very well, thank you. Are you excited?”

I grinned. “Always.”

Alasdair drove us the two miles to my uncle’s flattest piece of land north of his home, and we parked outside the VIP tent and Alasdair climbed out and opened my door for me. Once we had set our things down in the tent, we walked the area, and I took notes as we inspected each of the events.

As we made our way around the competition grounds, I was struck by how truly regal my uncle could be. Growing up, he was just Uncle Kade. The one who’d do all the silly voices when reading to us. The one who taught me how to bowl and how to bait a fishhook. It was hard to remember sometimes that my Uncle Kade is a king. 

As hard as I tried to view myself as a normal person, the truth is I am Cauld Ane, and was born of noble birth. Events like this, where many Cauld Ane were gathered, reminded me of my lineage and often gave me both a sense of pride and a feeling of unworthiness. 

The world may have seen Kade Gunnach as the successful CEO of a multi-billion-dollar corporation and treated him as such. However, when the Cauld Ane looked at him, they saw their true king. The one foreseen and given authority by the Council of Oracles to rule over us. 

The older I got, the harder it was for me to see him as just my Uncle Kade. He was also my king and my instincts to serve and protect him were growing inside of me, although I’m not sure I was fully aware of it.

We reached the medical tent and made our way inside. A group of exceptionally large men were gathered in a semi-circle surrounding a massage table. Sitting on that table was Thor Olsen. 

“Dr. Gunnach,” Thor said, greeting Kade with a smile that made my insides feel like melted strawberry milkshake. “How happy it is to be seeing you,” he said in broken English.

“Please. I told you to call me Kade.”

“And I told you that my mama would...how do Americans say...beeeech slap me if I did.”

Then it happened. I snorted. I snorted in front of Thor Olsen. I snorted and he noticed.

“And who is this lovely young lady with the pretty...laugh?”

Oh my god, my milkshake runneth over. I struggled, unsuccessfully, for words and thankfully my uncle came to my rescue.

“This is my niece, Isla. She works as a volunteer for our charitable foundation and is a vital and invaluable member of the team,” he said with a gentle squeeze. 

“I’m sure this is true. It’s so nice to meet you, Isla,” Thor said, and it was then I noticed the icepack on his knee. “I’d shake your hand, but I’m afraid mine are cold and wet.”

“What happened?” Kade asked.

“He was trying to show off in front of the runt,” one of the men said, to laughs all around. 

From everyone except Thor, that is.

“Close your lips, Magnus,” Thor grunted.

“Show me,” Kade said, motioning to his knee.

Thor slowly peeled back the ice pack to reveal a knee swollen to twice its “normal” size.

“That doesn’t look good,” Kade said softly.

“It’s not,” Dr. McDuff shouted in the thickest Scottish accent I’d ever heard. Dr. McDuff had been the chief attending doctor at the Gunnach games for as long as they’d been held, and in all the time I’ve known him, I think I’d understood about two-dozen words total.

“How did this happen?”

“I was warming up...” Thor started.

“The puppy was beating him at leg presses, so he tried to show him who the big dog is,” Magnus said.

“When I can stand again, I will crush you like a grape,” Thor shouted.

“You’d need your fancy Hollywood special effects team to pull that off, my friend.”

“I mean it, Magnus. Quit while you’re ahead,” Thor threatened, his friend’s ribbing clearly getting to him.

“Here’s an idea. See if your makeup lady can make your knee look better,” Magnus continued. “Or better yet, you can go back to Hollywood and get your fat knee liposuctioned.”

Thor’s fellow competitors erupted into laughter, until he slid off the table and onto his feet. He spun around to face his tormentors, and they all instantly froze in place. It was only when Thor was standing that I could see just how much taller than the other men he truly was.

“Alright, you lot. Clear out!” Dr. McDuff shouted, in as clear a voice as I’ve ever heard him.

The rowdy bunch of men did as the doctor instructed, following the doctor out, leaving Uncle Kade and me alone with Thor. As soon as the men were out of sight, Thor grabbed his knee, wincing in pain.

“Here, let me help you,” Kade said, grabbing one of Thor’s massive arms and helping him back onto the table.

“You’re a lot stronger than you look, Dr. Gunnach,” Thor said, surprised.

“Please, call me Kade.”

Thor smiled. “Okay, Kyaade,” he said, awkwardly forcing his name out.

Kade laughed. “Maybe Mama Olsen was right.”

“Mama is always right,” Thor said, with a mixture of sweetness and fear.

“Will he still be able to compete?” Kade asked Dr. McDuff.

“Sure!”

My uncle looked a bit shocked as he asked, “Really?” 

“At next year’s games,” the doctor replied with a gravely laugh.

Thor sighed. “I’m sorry, Dr. Gunnach. I was looking much forward to be your champion again.”

“It’s okay, Thor. Injuries happen during competition. I just wish there was more I could do for you,” my uncle said, giving me an inside look. Both of us knowing that if he was Cauld Ane, his mate could heal him with a touch.

“Who’s this runt Magnus was talking about?” Kade asked.

“Ehhh,” Thor grunted with a dismissive wave.

“Is he Scottish? Someone we could use as a substitute?”

“The puppy?” Thor bellowed. “Replace me?”

“No one could ever replace you, big man,” Kade said, placing a hand on Thor’s boulder of a shoulder. “But...”

“But, what?”

“Magnus did say this guy was out pressing you.”

“Only because I hurt myself,” Thor said, unconvincingly.

Kade lowered his chin.

“Okay, this pup is strong,” Thor huffed. “I don’t know how. He’s a pip squeak. A skinny little runt.”

“What’s his name? Where’s he from?”

“He’s American. Must be an amateur. I’ve never seen him at a competition before. Ben Johnson is his name.”

“Sounds like we should introduce ourselves to this newcomer,” my uncle said to me with a smile.

“He shouldn’t be hard to find,” Thor said, pouting. “He’s the tiny, skinny runt with all the tattoos.”

Kade nodded. “We’ll find him.”

I followed Kade away from the gorgeous and bigger in real life Thor, my heart racing from being so close to a star.
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