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      Welcome to The Clan Sinclair Legacy, a spinoff from my The Clan Sinclair series. As you join the second generation of this remarkable family, you may recognize heroes and heroines from the first series. For some of you, it may be a chance to become reacquainted with old friends. For those who haven’t read The Clan Sinclair, take heart: all of my books can be read as standalones, so you don’t have to read the earlier series to enjoy this one. Many readers of the original books wondered what would become of the couples from my The Highland Ladies series. Fear not. The children of several of those couples will have their chance to find love with the younger Sinclairs and their Sutherland relatives over the course of my next twenty books.

      The Clan Sinclair Legacy takes place roughly twenty years after The Clan Sinclair and about ten years after the final installment of The Highland Ladies. In my first series, I never explicitly stated who ruled Scotland at the time; however, King Robert the Bruce and Queen Elizabeth de Burgh appear throughout The Highland Ladies. By the time this new series would take place, the Bruce is dead, and his son, David II, is on the throne. You will discover more about King David’s complicated reign in later books in this new series.

      Highland Lion begins this new adventure with the oldest grandchild of Laird Liam Sinclair. “Wee” Liam Mackay is the son of Laird Tristan Mackay and Lady Mairghread Sinclair, the only daughter among four brothers (His Highland Lass). I’ve found the Clan Sinclair history fascinating and complicated since I began research for my very first series. As with my other books, these stories are fiction. The characters and plots are products of my imagination, but they’re based on accurate history that I spend countless hours studying. In some cases, I condense events for the sake of the storyline. That is the case in this book.

      Orkney is an archipelago in the Northern Isles of the North Sea and are near Scotland’s northeastern coast. It lies only ten miles from the Caithness coast, and modern-day ferries make the crossing frequently. In this story, I include birlinns, West Highland and Hebridean boats that followed the Norse longboat style but were smaller. For lack of a better option, I have my Highlanders use these vessels, even though they hail from the eastern Highlands.

      During the peak of the Viking Age, the eighth and ninth century AD, Norwegian settlers made their homes on Orkney and its neighbor, Shetland. The Norwegian king annexed the islands and officially made them part of Norway in 875 AD. From about 1100 onward, the Norse jarls, who governed locally through their holdings as Earls of Caithness (Earls of Orkney in some sources), pledged their allegiance to both the Norwegian and the Scottish crowns. In 1231, the Earldom of Caithness, the region in which Castle Dunbeath was built and includes both Orkney and Shetland, was granted to the son of the Earl of Angus by the Norwegian king, Haakon Haakonsson. The earldom passed to the Sinclairs in 1379, who were barons of Roslin, near Edinburgh. Since this story takes place in roughly 1336, I took creative license with the transfer of governance to the Sinclairs.

      The islands didn’t come under Scottish rule until 1468, roughly one hundred and twelve years after this novel takes place during the reign of King David II. This is another historical event with which I used creative license for the dates. At the time of the transfer of ownership, Christian I of Denmark and Norway used the islands as a collateral of sorts against the dowry he owed James III of Scotland when the latter was to marry Christian’s daughter, Princess Margaret. The dowry was never paid, and King Christian forfeited his claim to the islands.

      I use these events as the catalyst for the story. Our hero, Liam Mackay, travels to Orkney during the transfer of governance. He represents his grandfather, Laird Liam Sinclair, the Earl of Sinclair, as I also make him the Earl of Orkney. I have Laird Liam Sinclair adopt the title of the Earl of Caithness to follow earlier tradition. While traveling to the island of Rousay, our hero encounters a Norse trader. After the decline of the Viking Age and the adoption of Christianity, thralldom—Viking slavery—became far less prevalent. For the sake of this plot and our villain, I rely on the fact the practice was rare, but still possible.

      Discovering the Norse history in Orkney presented some interesting challenges. Several sites on different islands bear the same name. For example, the village of Skaill on Rousay, which I reference, is a site where archeological remains have been found and studied. However, that village name appears on other Orcadian islands. It also doesn’t correlate to where the Bay of Skaill is located. Thank heavens for maps, because it was confusing. All of the locations I include in this story are real, with documented connections to the Norse settlers. The Orcadian names were drawn from census data from the 15th, 16th, and 17th centuries. I chose the surname Isbister because I liked the sound. I later discovered that there is a village of Isbister on the island called Mainland. That worked well for my plot, since surnames were frequently derived from the homesteads upon which families built their lives.

      I think one of the best parts of authorhood is the adventure I take whenever I set out to research new events and places. I fall down rabbit holes and travel back in time. I hope you enjoy the artifacts of these journeys, and I hope this preface gives you historical perspective to better enjoy this tale.

      Happy reading,

      Celeste
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      Liam Mackay gazed at the bustling Orcadian village of Skaill, on the isle of Rousay. He thought of how it reminded him of his clan’s village, outside the walls of Castle Varrich in the Scottish Highlands. As he crossed the dock, he noticed the massive longboats that Norse traders sailed to conduct trade on the island. With his father’s jet-black hair and emerald eyes, few would believe Liam had Nordic heritage, but it had connected his family to Orkney for ten generations. He swept his eyes over the crofts nearest the marina of sorts. He watched as a tall blonde woman stormed out of a house and slammed the door shut. The fury on the woman’s face made him think of his mother when she was angry with Liam and his younger brothers and sister. But the woman before him, statuesque and voluptuous, couldn’t resemble his petite brunette mother any less. Her tall stature belied her curves until she leaned forward to fill a bucket at the well.

      “Elene, come back here. We are not through speaking,” an older woman called from the doorway to the croft Elene Isbister left. The younger woman continued to fill the bucket as though no one spoke to her, but Liam watched her face grow red, and it wasn’t from exertion. His path carried him toward the well, but he could have continued past to reach his destination. Instead, intrigued by the stunning blonde and the scene playing out before him, he stopped at the well as the woman finished raising the bucket. She poured the contents in her own pail before letting it drop back into the cavernous pit. Unaware of Liam, she jumped when he stepped forward and grasped the crank.

      Liam’s emerald eyes met deep sapphire, the shade of the Highland sky in autumn. Liam observed the surprise, then wariness, in her gaze as she stepped away. He drew the full bucket to the ledge and dipped the community ladle into the cool water. As he sipped, Elene took two steps back before turning away, disconcerted by the handsome stranger. However, her feet grew roots as the older woman stormed toward her. Liam kept his head down as he lowered the bucket, chiding himself for his nosiness but unwilling to move away. The older woman glanced at him dismissively before settling her attention on Elene.

      In Norn, the language of Orkney, the woman continued her chastisement. “I didn’t tell you that you could leave. We were in the middle of talking.”

      “No, Mother. You were in the middle of talking, and I was in the middle of not wanting to hear any more. I cannot believe you’re considering marrying him.”

      “Not considering. I’ve already decided. When Gunter returns in a sennight, we will wed. Then we will all move home with him.”

      “Home?” Elene scoffed. “Norway hasn’t been our people’s home in ten generations. And you are a fool if you believe he will allow me to remain.”

      “You’re old enough to marry.”

      “Getting married is a far sight different from being sold!” Elene made to step around her mother, but the older woman was just as quick.

      “You exaggerate.”

      “And you believe a slave trader over your own daughter.”

      “Gunter is not a slave trader. You would smear his name because you aren’t getting what you want, you selfish child.”

      Clearly not a child, Elene stood to her full height as she gazed at her mother, who was at least two inches shorter than her daughter. “Selfish,” she repeated her mother. “I hadn’t realized Katryne and Johan raised themselves.”

      “I am their mother.”

      “But I raised my brother and sister. I lost my chance to marry while you lost yourself in barrels of mead.” Elene swung her glare at Liam, who’d remained near the arguing women while he spoke to his two ship captains. Despite speaking Gaelic, Liam sensed Elene knew he understood her conversation with her mother. It explained her accusatory glare.

      “That was my grief.”

      Elene released a dismissive puff of air. “That was your habit. You haven’t missed Father in years. You welcomed Petyre into our home almost every night, and Father hadn’t been dead two moons.”

      “We need a man to provide for us,” the older woman sniffed defensively.

      Elene gawked at her mother before she laughed. “We do not need a man to provide for us. You might need one because you can’t stand to be alone for more than a day. But I work our fields and hunt out supper. Petyre, and now Gunter, come into our home and eat the food I provide. I should have accepted Duncan’s offer before he grew fed up with waiting.”

      “You didn’t love him.”

      “You mean like you love Gunter?”

      “I do love him,” Elene’s mother insisted.

      “More fool are you,” Elene muttered.

      “Come inside. You’re causing a scene.”

      “I’m not the one yelling. And I can’t. I must bring Bess this water, feed the chickens, muck out the stalls, then milk Bess. I haven’t time to argue when I know you refuse to believe me.”

      “He is not going to sell you!”

      “He will. Or he’ll force me to bed him. He will not feed and clothe another adult without getting something in return. He told me.”

      “Liar,” the older woman hissed. Elene stared at her mother, not recognizing the woman she’d become in the six years since Elene’s father died. She nodded before turning toward the village barn. Liam watched her walk away before he continued to the mead hall in search of the village’s chieftain.

      “What was that all aboot?” Dermot asked as he came to walk beside Liam. He was the son of Clan Mackay’s senior-most warrior and the clan’s tánaiste before Liam rose to the position. Dermot was the best sailor in the clan and captain of the Mackays’ largest ship. He was also Liam’s friend since they were both in the cradle.

      “The mother is remarrying a Norse trader, and the daughter doesnae like it.” Liam shrugged, unwilling to admit how witnessing the exchange unnerved him. He wasn’t sure if it was the conversation itself or the alluring blonde woman, but he was certain he wouldn’t forget it. “It’s none of ma business. We’re here to represent ma grandfather.”

      Dermot glanced over his shoulder before returning his gaze to Liam. He said nothing, but he doubted his friend would merely forget the young woman. He’d watched Liam and the Orcadian woman stare at one another, and he’d known Liam only half paid attention while he spoke to Dermot and Alfred, the other ship captain. They entered the mead hall, the warm air easing the chill they’d faced during their days at sea. It was summer, but a strong Atlantic breeze always buffeted the Northern Isles, and the waters had been choppy during their passage.

      “Liam Mackay!” A bass voice boomed across the hall as a mountainous man with red hair and a fur cloak approached. If ever anyone doubted Orkney’s connection to the Norse raiders of yore, this man put that doubt to rest. Androw Eunson resembled his Viking forebearers. He greeted Liam with a loose embrace as the men clapped one another on the back.

      “Androw, how are you?” Liam asked in Norn, any hint of his Gaelic or Scots accent unnoticeable.

      “Keeping well.” The chieftain rubbed his barrel belly with a hearty chuckle. “It’s been years since you visited Skaill. You’re usually in Kirkwall with your family.” Androw looked beyond Liam’s shoulder, expecting to see Laird Liam Sinclair, the younger man’s grandfather and namesake.

      “Grandfather sent me as his representative.”

      “Ah. Wee Liam is not so wee anymore.”

      “Aye, well, I believe I shall bear that moniker for years to come. My grandfather is still as strong as a bear and looks more like my uncles than my grandfather.”

      “True, true. Come. Sit. Join us for the midday meal. You’ve arrived just in time.” Androw elbowed Liam’s belly in jest. “Someone has fed you well. You’ve filled out since the last time I saw you.”

      “That was nearly five years ago.” Liam waggled his eyebrows and grinned. “I was a lad then. Now I’m a man.”

      “Is that so?” Androw returned Liam’s grin. The man was closer in age to Liam’s father, Laird Tristan Mackay, than Liam’s grandfather, the Earl of Sinclair and Orkney. Androw had teased Liam throughout his childhood visits to the archipelago that he resembled a herring while his male relatives were sharks. “Been swinging that sword, have you?”

      Liam playfully scowled, but his grin was irrepressible. “Something like that.” Liam accepted a mug of ale from a curvaceous woman who offered him a welcoming smile. He nodded and handed her a coin but kept his attention on Androw as Dermot joined the rest of the Mackay men at a table below the dais. While the woman was attractive, he hadn’t traveled to Orkney to tup barmaids. Despite that resolve, an image of the angry blonde he’d watched only minutes earlier flashed to mind.

      As Liam accepted the seat to which Androw gestured, he unclasped his own cloak and let it drape over his chair. The air was brisk but not unbearable. His breacan feile, or great plaid, was more than enough now that he no longer faced the bracing sea air. He accepted a trencher with his favorite Orcadian patties, a mixture of mincemeat, tatties, onions, and spices rolled together and fried. Its distinct flavor and texture, from the combination of the beef and potatoes, was something no one in his area of the Highlands ever replicated, despite how his mother and aunts tried. The Orcadians swore it was their cattle. Liam accepted a bere bannock made from beremeal, an ancient form of barley, and happily began his meal.

      He’d taken three bites when the mead hall door opened, and the blonde woman from the well entered. Elene scanned the crowd before turning her attention to the dais. Liam registered her surprise when she saw him seated beside Androw, a trencher already before him. He knew all traders were the chieftain’s guests, so Liam hoped her surprise was more personal. It certainly was for him. The woman approached the dais and dipped her head to her chieftain.

      “Elene,” Androw greeted. “Have you met our guest, Liam Mackay?”

      “Hello.” Elene’s tone was softer than it had been when she argued with her mother, and it had a near-melodic tone as she turned her sapphire gaze toward Liam. In poor Gaelic, she offered, “Welcome.”

      “Thank you.” Elene’s eyebrows shot to her hairline when Liam responded in Norn. Her cheeks flushed red as she realized that, as she’d feared, he had understood the entire conversation he’d overheard. Her gaze hardened, the accusation clear. Liam’s cheeks heated, and he offered her a guilty smile.

      “Have you met?” Androw asked, looking between the pair.

      “I overheard a conversation I wasn’t meant to understand,” Liam confessed in Norn.

      “You mean Elene’s argument with her mother?” Androw rolled his eyes. “The entire village heard.”

      Elene’s jaw set, and Liam wondered if her teeth might crack from how tightly he saw them clenched. “Forgive me for interrupting. I will seek you later, Androw.”

      Liam wondered for a moment what Elene meant. Something passed between the older man and younger woman, and Liam felt a stab of emotion that he realized was jealousy. He shifted his attention to his patties, preferring to eat than watch what he assumed were lovers exchanging glances. He looked out from under his eyelashes as Elene turned away. There was something about the way Elene carried herself—with confidence and grace—that appealed to Liam. Even when she’d argued in public, she hadn’t raised her voice. She’d remained collected; it was her mother who sounded like a harpy.

      “So you already met my mother’s cousin’s granddaughter,” Androw surmised in Norn.

      “We didn’t really meet. We—encountered one another.”

      “You witnessed the argument, you mean.”

      “I don’t think she appreciated that I understood it.”

      “I doubt it. We’re used to it, especially her family, but I doubt she liked a handsome outsider watching and listening.”

      “It seemed—contentious.” Liam chose his words carefully as he spoke to the Skaill chieftain. He trusted Androw, had known him most of his life, but he was there to conduct business, not gossip.

      “Elene is a good woman, and she’s dedicated to her family. Her younger brother and sister adore her, and rightfully so. But her mother is a self-centered woman and has been since we were children. When her husband died, she turned to the drink. Now she intends to remarry a Norse trader and move her family back to Norway. Since Elene is unwed, she has no choice but to join her mother and soon-to-be stepfather. There is little I can do, and she knows it, but I’m certain she was here to seek my help again.”

      “Has she not reached her majority?”

      “She has. But she couldn’t manage the farm alone, and once her mother marries, it becomes the Norseman’s property. She would have nowhere to live and no means to support herself. I wouldn’t let her work here, and she would never agree to do so.”

      Liam watched Elene take a seat with a nearly adolescent girl and boy, who he guessed were the siblings he’d heard mentioned. He watched as she passed food to both before she served herself. She laughed with the surrounding people, but her eyes darted to the dais several times. But she never looked at Liam; she only watched Androw. It still made him wonder about their relationship.

      “You can stop trying to guess. Yes, she’s beautiful, but so is my wife. Elene is family, not a woman I would bed.” Liam swallowed, nearly choking, not appreciating that his thoughts were so obvious. “You needn’t fear. If I hadn’t known your father since we were lads, I wouldn’t read your expressions so easily. You have your mother’s keen mind, but you think just like your father did when he courted your mother. I made a brief visit for just a couple of days while your Sinclair family was still at Castle Varrich before your parents’ marriage. I was there two days, but it was obvious how attracted your parents were to one another. Your face resembles your father’s, especially since you watch Elene the same way your father watches your mother. I doubt you’d want to hear this, but Elene and Mairghread are very similar.”

      Liam scowled. Androw was right. Liam didn’t want to think of his mother when he thought of a woman who made his rod thicken. He’d made the fleeting comparison when he first saw Elene, and he knew Androw was right after how he watched Elene converse with her mother. She’d been succinct and forceful while remaining calm, though her flushed cheeks spoke of her anger.

      “Then she is a woman to be admired.” Liam raised his mug to his lips, then paused. “From afar.”

      “That’s likely for the best. Gunter Haakonsson isn’t a man known to forgive anyone he believes is encroaching upon his trade. If he learns of your interest, or worse, Elene’s interest, he will seek her and punish her.”

      “Was she right when she told her mother that Gunter intends to sell her?” Liam fought to keep his voice level as he grew anxious. When Androw didn’t respond immediately, Liam’s piercing gaze bore into the chieftain. His anxiety rapidly morphed into anger, both at the faceless Norseman and his family’s friend.

      “I suspect he might. The slave trade is uncommon these days, but Gunter acts like a slighted lover where Elene is concerned. I think he was interested in her, but she rejected him. Now he is after her mother for spite. Selling her as a bed slave to some other Norseman is the type of revenge he would seek.”

      “And there is naught you can do?” Liam sounded incredulous.

      “Ever since Gunter showed an interest in her, then made clear his intent to marry Inburgh, no man has dared come near her. No family will take her as a servant.”

      “Can’t you protect your people from him if they did?”

      Androw turned a warning glare on the younger man, not appreciating the insinuation that he couldn’t control what happened in his village, that he was at the whim of a Norseman.

      “Until your grandfather officially becomes the Earl of Orkney, I am still beholden to the Norse and pay fealty to them. Gunter is the king’s younger brother.”

      Liam sat back in his chair, suddenly understanding the gravity of Elene’s situation and the precarious position in which it placed Androw. He could understand a prince’s interest in Elene. She was beautiful, clearly intelligent, well spoken, and appeared strong enough to survive childbirth. The only reason for the Norseman to take an interest in a middle-aged woman with three children was to gain something far more valuable. Liam wondered if it was truly to sell Elene or force her into his bed as she’d predicted to her mother. Androw had little recourse to deny Gunter Haakonsson anything for as long as the Norse controlled Orkney.

      Liam withdrew a scroll from his sporran and unrolled it, smoothing the creases before he slid it toward a watching Androw. “This is the deed. King David signed it a fortnight ago, agreeing to accept Orkney and Shetland in appeasement for King Haakon Haakonsson’s debts. My grandfather is the Earl of Orkney, and King David is now your sovereign.”

      “This won’t endear you to anyone.”

      “I didn’t think it would. But the people know my grandfather and my Uncle Callum. They know they’re two of the most trustworthy men alive.”

      “That’s not what causes the chilly reception. The Norse traders won’t return. That means lean times for people who rely on the Norse to buy their crops.”

      “We provide just as much trade for Orcadians as the Norse do, and my grandfather accounted for that. The Earl of Angus has agreed to increase trade and keep their close ties to the islands. You know the Mackays are connected to this land, just as they are to Castle Varrich.”

      “I know that, and you know that. Even people on the isles know that. But that doesn’t mean the Norse will make anyone’s life easy.”

      “Then the Norse should have considered that before they failed to pay a dowry.” Liam swept his gaze over the gathered villagers. He noticed that most stared, or at least glanced, at him frequently. The only person studiously ignoring him was Elene, who faced him but never looked at him. When she looked toward the dais, she offered Androw a challenging glare.

      “That may be, but Haakon Haakonsson is in Norway, and you are the one here. Tread lightly, my friend. I do not want to explain any bumps or bruises to your mother. Lady Mackay terrifies me.” The enormous redhead chuckled, a booming sound that bounced off the walls. Liam cocked an eyebrow, knowing Androw only half-jested. The man would be wise to recall Mairghread Mackay was the best knife thrower in all the Highlands, defeating her oldest brother Callum year after year at the Highland Gatherings. While Callum reigned as the men’s champion for nearly two decades, it was undisputed that Mairghread was likely the best in all of Scotland.

      Androw’s laughter and clap on Liam’s back was a genuinely friendly gesture, but Liam understood it signaled to all in the gathering hall that Liam was a welcome guest. He was certain they would need the reminder in the days to come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Elene pretended to focus her ire on Androw throughout the midday meal, but she couldn’t ignore the brooding Highlander who sat beside her chieftain and distant relative. She noticed each of his expressions, reading them with ease despite not hearing the men’s conversation. When Androw looked at her and spoke, she observed Liam’s concern, then anger. She assumed Androw explained the situation with Gunter and her mother, Inburgh. His mien turned shrewd as he handed a scroll to Androw to read. She knew not what the scroll decreed, but she suspected it was about Orkney’s impending transition from Norse to Scottish rule.

      Intertwined for centuries, Orkney had belonged to the Norse since their early conquests, but men of mixed Norse and Scottish ancestry governed them and Shetland. The Earl of Sinclair—now also the Earl of Orkney—and the Earl of Angus both held Norse lineage a few generations back. With the new position, the Earl of Sinclair and Orkney would be known as the Earl of Caithness.

      It surprised her to hear the young man introduced as a Mackay, since she’d assumed he was a Sinclair. She’d met some when she was a young girl when they passed through Skaill before venturing to other parts of the archipelago.

      “Elene, did you hear me?” Katryne tugged on Elene’s arm. “Can we go down to the water’s edge to gather whelks and cockles?”

      “You must wait for the tide to go out. I don’t want you to slice your fingers off if you can’t see what you’re doing.” Elene looked down at her younger sister, a near-mirror image of her own face and their dead father’s. The earnest, deep-blue eyes pleaded with her, and there was little hope she could refuse Katryne or Johan. She’d loved wading into the chilled Atlantic waters, digging her toes into the sand as she searched for the shellfish. She still accompanied them often to search for spoots. She didn’t feel either her brother or her sister was old enough at ten and twelve to handle the long knife needed to pry the razorfish from the sand at low tide.

      At ten years Katryne’s senior and twelve years Johan’s senior, Elene had felt more like a mother than an older sister for half her life. Inburgh miscarried several pregnancies between Elene and Katryne, and the village midwife told her to stop trying after she nearly died birthing Johan. It was only a few years later that the siblings’ father, Thome Isbister, died. Within weeks, Inburgh abandoned the children in favor of alcohol, and only two months after her husband died, she took a lover. She ignored nearly all her duties to cater to a man who eventually got himself killed by falling from the gristmill and cracking his head open while drunk.

      While girls her age were still playing games and chasing one another, Elene was at home, cooking every meal and learning how to manage a farm on her own. After being kicked more than once, she learned how to milk their cow. Neighboring men took pity on her for the first few years and brought their own plows and horses to help her till their land. Eventually, she grew strong enough to manage their horse and plow alone. She’d cared for her mother when she was too inebriated to make it to her bed. Elene struggled when her siblings were still very young to hide their mother’s alcoholism from them, but she’d given up after Inburgh flew into a rage at her in front of Johan and Katryne while glugging mead from a wineskin.

      Elene glanced toward the door, picturing the Highlanders’ ships docked in the bay. She longed for a means to escape, and the birlinns appealed to her. They would take her away from her life of verbal abuse and drudgery. A life where she took care of everyone, but no one took care of her. She finally let her full gaze rest on the Highlander as he and Androw rose. Their eyes locked, and something sparked between them. They stared at one another for a protracted moment, and Elene had an overwhelming sense that she could trust the stranger. Then she chided herself for thinking she could trust anyone.

      She couldn’t trust her mother. She couldn’t trust Gunter. She couldn’t trust that Androw could, or would, help her. None of her neighbors would. Her brother and sister were too young for her to entrust her wellbeing to them, especially since they depended on her for theirs. With an even heavier heart than before the meal, Elene rose and followed Katryne and Johan from the mead hall. They raced together toward the shore while she turned toward their croft.

      Elene avoided entering her home, knowing her mother would still be inside. Instead, she made her way to the back of the building, to the lean-to where Bess stood in the shade alongside their gelding, Belget, who she’d named greedy for how he had nursed constantly as a newborn foal. She drew him from the shade and harnessed him to their two-wheeled cart. With the reins in one hand and the wheelbarrow’s handle in the other, she urged the cantankerous old horse out to the fields. She walked along the rows of potatoes, looking for the yellow-fleshed ones that were ready to harvest. She toiled for two hours, gathering a barrowful of the root vegetable, before steering Belget back to the croft.

      I would be glad to never see a plow again in my life. I don’t even like tatties, yet here I am, harvesting more of the damn things. They taste like the dirt they come from. Would that I could walk into the sea and float away.

      After unharnessing the gelding and transferring the potatoes into baskets, Elene wiped sweat from her brow. She was sticky, and her gown clung to her back and breasts. She wished for nothing more than a dip in the freshwater loch only a half mile from the village. She would have to content herself with a drink from the village well for now, but she planned to slip away to bathe before nightfall.

      “What’s happening?” Elene asked a neighbor as she entered the village center. A crowd gathered, blocking her way to the well. In the center, she spied Androw and the Highlander. Androw held a sheet of parchment, presumably the one Elene watched Liam hand to him during the midday meal. Before the neighbor answered, Androw spoke.

      “It can come as no surprise that our time as Norsemen and -women has ended. We are now Scottish, and subjects of King David II,” Androw proclaimed. Elene watched as Liam attempted not to wince. It was hardly the introduction she would have offered, even to a man who eavesdropped on her argument, however public, with her mother. “Liam Mackay, Laird Tristan Mackay’s son and heir, and Laird Liam Sinclair’s grandson, is here officially to accept governance of Orkney on the Earl of Caithness’s behalf. He and his family have long ties to the Northern Isles, so it is easy for the Sinclairs and the Mackays to understand our Norse heritage and traditions. We shall celebrate this eve!”

      
      Liam noticed Elene the moment she stepped into the crowd. But his attention whipped back to Androw in horror as the chieftain bluntly announced yet another power that felt foreign to them would rule the Orcadians. He understood the Norse culture felt more familiar to the islanders than anything Scottish, despite how the two cultures had blended as the people from both regions settled Orkney and its neighbor, Shetland. He prayed he would report a smooth transition when he returned to the Sinclairs at Castle Dunbeath. This was the first mission where he commanded entirely on his own. He’d led patrols on both Mackay and Sinclair land, and he’d accompanied his family to court frequently. But he’d begged his father for a chance to prove himself, and it was his grandfather who offered the opportunity.

      It shouldn’t have surprised Liam that he didn’t make the announcement, but he’d planned what he would say from the moment he stepped aboard the Mackay ship bound for Rousay, then Mainland, the largest of the Orkney Islands. He’d intended to begin by reminding the Orcadians that the Sinclairs had Norse family ties, just as they did, and that the Sinclairs were a long-established presence on the islands. He’d hoped to remind them that he’d been visiting the islands since he was a child, that he’d taken his first steps in Kirkwall just before his first saint’s day.

      Instead, he faced an angry crowd who resented his presence. He understood it stemmed from fear of the unknown. He supposed it wasn’t too late to make the speech he’d planned.

      “Hello.” Liam sought Elene, the only familiar face among the crowd. He locked eyes with her, and he sensed she didn’t realize she offered an encouraging nod. But it gave him the confidence he suddenly lacked. “It has been five years since I last visited this part of Orkney, but as you can tell, it isn’t the first time I’ve spoken Norn. I have spent much of my life traveling here. I even took my first steps outside St. Magnus Cathedral in Kirkwall. I feasted alongside your kinsmen in Snusgar, as a guest in the chieftain’s home, the last time I was near here."

      Liam paused, surveying the crowd, hoping his speech was well received. When no one came after him with a shovel or a sword, he plowed on with his gaze once more locked with Elene’s.

      “My grandfather, Laird Sinclair, chose me for this journey to share the news that after decades of travel and trade, he is now the Scottish king’s designated leader on Orkney. Many of you know my grandfather since he was King Robert the Bruce’s frequent delegate here to represent Scotland in negotiations with the Norse. You know him to be fair and wise, a man renowned not only as a warrior but as a leader. I am honored he chose me to stand here in his stead.”

      Liam shifted his gaze from Elene and swept it over the gathering once more. While no one appeared openly hostile, most were dismissive. He assumed they were unimpressed by him or the announcement. If their daily lives changed little, they wouldn’t care that Orkney now belonged to Scotland. However, he noticed several people dash nervous glances at the Norse longboats that left the bay with the tide. Liam had met none of the Norse traders, but he’d seen them moving around the dock when he arrived. Their suspicion and dislike had been nearly palpable.

      When he looked back, much of the crowd had dispersed, clearly unmoved by his speech. Androw stood talking to Elene, leaving Liam wondering what he should do. He supposed he would return to his ship and ensure his men unloaded all the goods. He was certain they had, but he could think of nothing else to fill his time before the evening meal in a few hours. He couldn’t very well stand in the village square alone.

      “Liam,” Androw called and gestured to him to come stand with Androw and Elene. When Liam neared, he dipped his chin to Elene. He wondered if the heat his cheeks exuded made them match the shade of pink Elene’s cheeks grew as he approached. He doubted it looked as fetching on him as it did her. “Since you have met but only briefly introduced, I suppose I shall perform the courtesy. Liam Mackay, this is Elene Isbister.”

      Before either Elene or Liam could say anything, Androw spun on his heel and called out to men near the gristmill. He left the pair staring at one another. Again. Elene wished to melt into the ground. She hardly felt presentable, with her filthy gown still clinging to her. She knew her hair was a mess, and dirt filled the space beneath her nails. She glanced away, embarrassed but unable to escape without saying something. It was Liam who blurted out the first thing that came to mind.

      “I apologize for earlier. I know I shouldn’t have listened to your argument, and since I did, I should have—” Liam shrugged. “I suppose I should have let you know I understood. I didn’t mean to be rude or deceptive, but I suspect that’s how it appears.”

      “It did.” Elene raised her chin, but she struggled to feel imperious when she caught a whiff of herself. “I feared you might, but I told myself there was no way you could. I didn’t know who you were—are.”

      “Feared?” Liam shifted, feeling uncomfortable at the notion Elene might fear anything about him.

      Elene looked at her feet, miserable that Androw trapped her in a conversation that hardly fit the one she imagined as she worked in the field. This was hardly charming, or even amusing. It wasn’t seductive and alluring. It was humiliating.

      “It’s embarrassing that a stranger listened to what we said. It’s even worse that you understood. I should go.” Elene couldn’t bring herself to meet Liam’s gaze.

      “I was fearful too,” Liam confessed. “I still am. I didn’t like what I heard. And I admit Androw explained some of it to me.”

      Elene was certain that flames danced around and singed her ears. She could only imagine just what her talkative distant cousin shared. It took a moment for her to register that he admitted he was scared on her behalf. She forced herself to look up, and a shiver raced along her spine when their eyes met. The overwhelming sense that she could trust Liam once more flooded her, even though her conscience screamed that she was a fool.

      “Is there really no way for you to stay?” Liam’s words broke into Elene’s thoughts.

      “Short of marrying someone in the next fortnight, no.”

      Elene’s words hung in the air. Neither knew what to say. Liam didn’t want to imagine Elene in another man’s arms, in his bed. But neither could he make an offer. Elene furthered her embarrassment when she feared he thought she expected him to ask. Liam opened his mouth to say he wished he could help, but he feared how Elene might interpret it. “I’m sorry if my arrival complicates things, since the Norse who arrive next won’t be pleased that I’m here.”

      “You’re staying for a fortnight?” Elene doubted that was the part that was supposed to catch her attention the most.

      “Yes. I have other parts of Rousay to visit, but I shall leave my birlinns docked here. I have smaller curraghs to take me between the closest islands, too. I’m not just representing my grandfather, I’m delivering grain my father sold in the spring.”

      Elene nodded, debating what to say. “I wish you well.” The words sounded flat to her ear. She smothered her grimace, feeling tongue-tied and obtuse in front of the most desirable man she’d ever met.

      “Thank you. I wish you the same.” Liam and Elene watched one another until they accepted there was nothing more to say. Elene forced her feet to carry her home, even though she still loathed returning to the croft. Liam trudged to the dock. He looked back just as Elene turned toward him when she reached her door. Liam fought the unexpected urge to cross the village and kiss Elene. They went their separate ways, even tried to ignore one another at the final meal of the day, but thoughts of one another plagued them the entire evening.
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        * * *

      

      Elene eased the door closed behind her before lifting her skirts and hurrying away from her croft. She’d laid out her soap, drying linen, fresh chemise, and shawl while she made supper for her mother. Inburgh hadn’t attended the evening meal, opting for a jug of wine instead. Feeling guilty that their argument likely spurred Inburgh’s latest intoxication, Elene prepared a meal she doubted her mother would touch, then went to the gathering hall for her own food. But she felt compelled to tend to her mother, despite how she loathed doing so. Guilt and duty drove her most days, exhausting her more than the physical labor of running their farm.

      While she longed to escape her life, she settled for escaping her home and running to the freshwater loch just beyond the village. As she approached the water, she looked toward Snusgar, recalling Liam saying he’d feasted there the last time he’d been to her part of the island. She wondered if they’d ever met as children. She scoffed, reminding herself that she wouldn’t easily forget the striking combination of jet-black hair and emerald-green eyes. Even if Liam hadn’t been so attractive five years ago, which she doubted—she doubted he’d ever been unattractive—she would have still remembered a Scottish boy who had such unusual features.

      As she approached the loch’s shore, she slipped behind a boulder that she always used to shield her as she undressed. Water lapped at its base on one side, making it possible for her to slip into the loch without being noticeable. She folded her soiled clothes, intending to launder them once she finished bathing. She couldn’t bring herself to put on clean clothes while her body was still filthy, not wanting two sets to wash since it would leave her nothing to change into. With her only clothes folded and out of the water’s reach, she snatched her lump of soap and waded into the brisk water. Even in summer, the loch’s water never warmed because of its depth. She swam out to where she could no longer stand and allowed herself to drop beneath the surface as she worked her fingers through her braid. Kicking her legs, Elene surfaced and tilted her head back, her hair floating out around her.

      “If I hadn’t met you today, I would think you were a selkie.”

      Elene splashed and dipped below the surface, unprepared for the male voice. Her head popped back out as she twisted to find its source. She breathed a sigh that she hadn’t been floating on her back with her breasts in the air like she often did—like she would have done if Liam didn’t startle her.

      “What’re you doing here?” Elene recognized the question as an accusation, but she resented anyone being in her nightly sanctuary, even if it was Liam. She told herself that her nipples tightened further from the cold, not from knowing Liam tread water, naked, only a few yards from her.

      “The same as you. The water isn’t warm, but it’s clean and nowhere near as freezing as the Atlantic.” Liam grinned but grew serious when Elene didn’t return the amusement. He looked around, wondering if she’d come alone. “I’ll leave if you are expecting—privacy.”

      Elene’s mouth dropped open, understanding Liam’s implication. “I’m not married. The only privacy I expected was to be alone.”

      Liam drifted closer, unaware of what he was doing, until he stopped himself with just enough distance that the moonlight didn’t illuminate their naked bodies to one another. “You come here alone? In the dark?”

      “You’re here alone.”

      “And I’ve been wielding a sword since I was five.”

      Elene cocked an eyebrow, finally amused.

      “You and Androw both,” Liam grumbled. “That wasn’t what I meant. My sword may be on the shore, but I have three dirks on me right now. Are you carrying any knives?”

      Elene glanced down without thinking. She couldn’t see beneath the water’s surface to where Liam tread. She caught herself and looked up, his grin back in place. Feeling testy once more, she snapped, “No.”

      “Then only one of us is prepared if someone attacked. And only one of us is a likely target.”

      “Yes. You. Only one of us is unwelcome here.” Elene blinked several times, shocked at the snideness in her tone.

      Liam’s arms stopped moving, but he remained above the surface. “Be that as it may, you said yourself that a Norseman wishes to sell you. A beautiful, naked woman is an easy target for any man, especially one who already wishes you harm. He might kill me for taking his trade, but he’d do a far sight worse to you. You’d wish you were dead.”

      “I already do most
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