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Chapter 1



Im not going. Shes a shrew, and from what Ive heard an ugly one at that. Theres not a man alive who can deal with her. Why do you think her father stuck her in a convent? Lachlan shook his head adamantly all the while knowing that no matter how hard he protested, he would have no choice. He would have to go and escort Alyce, daughter of Angus of the clan Bunnock, the laird of the largest and most powerful clan in the whole north of Scotland.

By now shell have learned to behave, Cavan said bluntly.

Lachlan bit his tongue. It wasnt because Cavan was his oldest brother, but rather that Cavan was laird of the clan Sinclare and was due respect and obedience. Lachlan would have given it to his brother regardless. Cavan was a man of tremendous courage and conviction and he lead the clan with honor. He couldnt disrespect him just because he didnt like the task at hand.

Besides, Cavan said with a glint of a smile, there isnt a woman I havent seen you able to charm. Im confident that you can handle a shrew.


Lachlan grinned and nodded. Youre right. There isnt a woman I cant handle, nor one whos impervious to my charm.

Then the mission should prove simple and successful. Go retrieve Alyce Bunnock so that she may wed the man of her fathers choosing.

Lachlan was about to ask the obvious question when Cavan held up his hand.

It doesnt matter if she objects. She has a duty to her father and clan. Tie her to the horse if you have to, but get her here.

Thats all I wanted to know, Lachlan said, satisfied his hands werent tied if she should give him trouble.

You leave tomorrow at first light. Take a strong contingent of warriors with you. Angus Bunnock informed me that the area is mostly pagan, the reason why the church sent the nuns to establish the convent five years ago. On top of that a band of mercenaries has been plundering the region. To what extent or how strong their group, I do not know.

Ten Highlander warriors should do against a ragtag band of misfits.

Dont ever underestimate your opponents. Some of those misfits have probably fought more battles than you.

I will be sure to stay alert, Lachlan said.

Be sure you stay alive, Cavan commanded.

Lachlan finished recalling the meeting he had with his brother Cavan prior to his departure three weeks ago. So far it had been an uneventful journey, but they werent far now from the convent. They were deep in pagan territory and there were signs of another group inhabiting the area, probably the mercenaries he had been warned about.

The horses were skittish over unfamiliar sounds that followed them. The forest was the thickest Lachlan had ever seen, making it more difficult to find or blaze a sufficient trail. Then there was the strange mist that could be counted on to confound since there was no rhythm or reason to its arrival or departure.

The men voiced their concerns in whispers, afraid of insulting the forest spirits. Though new beliefs proliferated, old beliefs died hard and it didnt hurt to pay homage to the old ones now and again.

Lachlan led his men with confidence and caution. They were in unfamiliar territory and it wouldnt do to be careless. He had chosen good, experienced men, though Boyd and Andrew had volunteered. He shared much in common with the two. They craved adventure, women, and were close in age to his twenty-six years.

Boyd rode up alongside him. He sat tall in his saddle, though his height fell several inches short of Lachlans not quite six feet. He was broad and thick with muscle and had long dark red hair and a boyish face the lassies loved.

The few farms weve passed looked to be prosperous. Boyd shook his head. I hadnt expected to see that with talk of mercenaries in the area.

I thought the same myself, Lachlan said. They usually take what they want in the way of food and women.

Yet in the last two days it appears as if weve crossed a border of sorts where every farm and its people are flourishing and happy.

We are not far from the convent; perhaps the nuns have had a beneficial affect on the land and its people.

Not if Alyce Bunnock had anything to do with it, Boyd said.

Lachlan cringed. Dont remind me. Ive heard more horrid tales about the He stopped himself from referring to her as a lady, which gave Boyd time to throw in his own descriptions.

Shrew, witch, ogre, hellion

Come, she cant be that bad, Andrew said, joining them, his sharp smile, craggy features, and jet black, straight shoulder-length hair in sharp contrast to Boyds boyish appeal, his height nearer to Lachlans.

Then you deal with her, Lachlan and Boyd said in unison.

Andrew laughed, though he grew silent when the shrill cry of a bird pierced the air.

Lachlan and Boyd did the same. Another cry followed as if in answer then a cacophony of cries and the men relaxed, the chorus letting them know it was no signal.

Ill be glad to get our task done and be home, Boyd said, his eyes sharp on his surroundings.

Lachlan understood his mens concerns. The forest shadows and unpredictable mist added to the unease, and it didnt help that they were placing themselves in harms way to retrieve a sharp-tongued woman. Well be gone from here fast enough.


Evan, the warrior sent to scout ahead emerged from the shadows of the trees. Sweat poured from his pale brow even though the start of spring retained a bite of winter.

Theres a cropping of buildings ahead with freshly turned ground. It doesnt look like any convent Ive seen. It resembles more a farm, though a large cross at the entrance of one building catches the eye as do the women who tend the place. He shook his head. Theres not a man in sight.

How about an ugly shrew? Boyd asked.

Evan cocked a brow. None that I saw.

We are closer to being done with this chore, Lachlan said, feeling a sense of relief. Hed soon have Alyce Bunnock in his grasp and they would be on their way home within a day or two.

With a command to his troop, all his warriors sat firm in their saddles and with a steady gait they proceeded over the pitted terrain, past the dense foliage, combating the creeping mist to arrive at the convent just before the sun settled in a gray sky.

Lachlan halted his men on the outskirts to what appeared to be the convent, though as Evan had informed him it more resembled a farm. The large crude cross fashioned from stripped tree limbs was the only indicator that the place was one of worship. It stood tall in front of the smallest dwellings, which he assumed designated the chapel.

There were two cottage-like dwellings past that and a short distance beyond was a thatched-roof compound that boasted two chimneys and several windows whose thick white wood shutters were closed tight. The door was also white and centered on it was a cross made of twigs.

A small field, its earth turned and ready for planting, didnt sit far from the compound and a pathway of pine needles directed visitors straight to the white door as if welcoming all who took it.

There wasnt a single person in sight, but then it was growing darker by the minute and more than likely the women were huddled inside the safety of the compound for the night.

You are welcome to rest here.

Lachlan and his men were quick to clamp their hands on the hilts of their swords so startled were they all at the unexpected voice, but upon seeing who spoke they immediately relaxed their grips.

I am Sister Megan and this is Everagis Abbey. She laughed lightly. It may appear a farm to outsiders; however, to the sisters who share it with me, it is the grandest of abbeys.

Lachlan saw how his men glared besotted at the petite, dark-haired beauty. Her skin was pale and flawless, her voice like soft musical chimes, and her radiant green eyes intoxicating. And then there was her perfectly proportioned body, large breasts, narrow waist and round hips. She certainly looked nothing like a nun.

She demurely lowered her glance. Does my peasant attire offend you, sir?

No. No, Lachlan assured her, though he did wonder whatever would make her shed her robes. She quickly settled his curiosity.


Our daily chores favor the peasants dress rather than our cumbersome robes.

A wise choice, Lachlan agreed while catching the agreeable nods of his men out of the corner of his eye.

We can offer you sustenance and a place to camp for the night if you wish, she said.

Actually, I was sent here, Lachlan said.

She cocked her head.

I am Lachlan of the clan Sinclare and Angus Bunnock has sent me to collect his daughter Alyce.

I see, Megan said. It is best you come and speak with

The abbess, Lachlan finished, wanting her to realize his business was with the woman in charge.

I will take you to the one you need to speak with.

Megan hurried ahead of him looking more like she floated along the ground at a remarkable gait, and arrived at the compound well ahead of him and his men.

Lachlan waved Evan up alongside him. This Megan appeared out of nowhere, not the least bit surprised by our arrival and offering us shelter. Its as if she expected us.

I thought the same myself, Evan said. Yet when I scouted the area I detected not a soul in sight.

Someone had to have spotted you.

Perhaps someone who keeps watch over the nuns, Evan suggested.

Find out, Lachlan ordered.

Evan nodded and retreated to his position.

Once at the compound Lachlan ordered his men to dismount and wait while he went inside to speak with the abbess. The door opened before he reached it and two women came out carrying pitchers and tankards. They were dressed similarly to Megan though both were taller, one reed slim and the other fuller in figure though shapely. Where the slim one had a pretty face, the fuller one had a lovely face and both wore generous smiles, which added to their appeal.

I am Hester, the slimmer one said, and with a nod toward the other woman she introduced her: This is Rowena and we have ale for your men, for they surely must be parched.

Thank you. We appreciate your generosity, Lachlan said, giving permission to serve his men and wondering how they could have been prepared so soon to quench the thirst of ten visitors. Again it appeared they had been expected.

Suddenly out of nowhere a whirlwind of dirt and debris swirled from around the end of the compound and when it settled a wiry young woman, her red hair piled wildly on her head appeared. Her pretty face was streaked with dirt, her dark green wool skirt and tan linen blouse dusted with it.

Havent missed supper, have I? she asked anxiously, turning wide-eyed when her eyes fell on the men.

No, Piper, but supper will wait until we see to our visitors, Hester said, handing her a pitcher.

The young woman nodded obediently and followed the other two helping to fill tankards of ale for all the men.


Lachlan wondered where Alyce was, for none of these women appeared a shrew. They were much too accommodating and attractive to be Alyce Bunnock. And thinking of the information he had been given, there should be at least ten nuns besides the abbess. So far he had met four, though not one of them resembled or acted like a woman dedicated to the church.

Megan appeared at the open door. Please come in. You are most welcome here.

Lachlan almost took a deep breath in anticipation of the confrontation with the harridan, who he was certain would object to returning home to wed a stranger. However, he let a heavy breath ripple through his body and instead planted a smile on his face ready to charm the abbess, and hopefully tame the shrew enough to get her home for her wedding.

He stepped over the threshold and entered a large room. A stone fireplace covered one wall and two black cauldrons hung over the roaring fire, the contents bubbling and a delicious scent permeating the air. He had to fight not to lick his lips in anticipation of the appetizing taste.

A long table with five chairs at each side and one at each end sat in the middle of the room while a plethora of candles throughout provided the area with more than sufficient light. A soft blue wool curtain hung in a doorway that he assumed led to the nuns sleeping quarters.

Not seeing anyone, he was about to ask about the abbess when a woman slowly emerged from the corner shadows. He had expected to see an older woman garbed in robes of one of authority. He didnt, though what he did see had his eyes popping wide and his loins tightening uncomfortably, not to mention the guilt that weighed heavily on him for finding a nun so damn appealing.

She was at least eight inches over five feet, her body full and curvaceous. While her face was round it was also sculpted, her soft yet defining features making her a rare beauty. Add to that sky blue eyes and wheat blond hair severely drawn back into a long braid that fell over her large bosoms and came to rest at her waist.

This couldnt be the abbess, though she did appear a woman in charge. Her blue eyes were sharp, her head high, and her stance solid. He admired her mix of beauty and strength.

He silently chastised himself for his lusty thoughts and with a respectable bow of his head said, Good evening, Mother Abbess.

I am not the abbess.

That couldnt be the voice of a nun. It was too deep and sultry. He nearly muttered oaths beneath his breath at his outrageous thought but caught himself only to wonder, or was it hope, that perhaps the beauty wasnt a nun at all.

I am Sister Terese.

Was that a punch of disappointment to the gut he felt? Mind your thoughts, he warned himself silently, and ordered firmly, I need to speak with the abbess.


Im afraid that wont be possible, Sister Terese said just as decisively.

Lachlan had enough. He wanted to speak with the abbess and now. He wanted to get Alyce into his custody and ready for the return trip home, leave by first light and finish this task he never wanted part of in the first place.

I must insist, he said, locking his dark eyes with her blue ones, and damn if the color didnt remind him of the sky on a hot summers day, and he felt like melting into them. He cleared his head with a quick shake and spoke forcefully. Now! I will see the abbess now!

Sister Terese kept her hard gaze locked with his, then blinked softly several times, closing her eyes, lowering her head, then raising it after a moment and opening tear-filled eyes. The mother abbess is dead.

Lachlan didnt hide his shock. He nearly choked when he asked, What happened?

Mother Abbess succumbed to an illness shortly after our arrival here.

I am so sorry to hear that. Have you taken over her duties?

Sister Terese nodded. I have.

While the loss was certainly tragic, it didnt change his plans and he wanted to see to them immediately. Then it is you I need to inform that I have come for Alyce Bunnock at the request of her father. I am to return her home so that she may wed.


Sister Terese rolled her eyes and shook her head slowly.

Lachlan assumed she expected a problem from Alyce and sought to assure her. There is no need to concern yourself with the situation. I will handle Alyce Bunnock.

Im afraid not

Lachlan didnt let her finish. Believe me, Sister Terese, whether Alyce wishes to go with me or not, will make no difference. She will return home with me. Now, please, take me to her so I can deliver the news and be done with it.

Sister Terese stared at him for a moment and then gave a sharp nod. Follow me.

Lachlan was surprised when they left the compound, a torch in her hand as she led him down the pine-strewn path. They looked to be headed in the direction of the small cottages, and he immediately wondered if Alyce was so difficult to get along with that they had given her separate quarters.

His curiosity took over when they left the pine path and passed the two cottages. Had they confined Alyce to some remote dwelling to be rid of her?

They finally came to a stop in an area devoid of any dwellings and Sister Terese pointed to a spot just beyond her.

Lachlan glanced at her as if she were crazy. There was nothing thereuntil the woman raised the torch she carried, the flicking light casting a broader glow across the area.

Lachlan froze when he saw several crosses stuck in the ground, some tilted oddly while a few stood straight.

Sister Terese glared at him. Not only did Mother Abbess and several of our sisters die, but so did Alyce Bunnock.








Chapter 2



Lachlan stared at the tilted cross with crudely carved letters, the last squeezed in tightly to finish the name Alyce. It took a moment to comprehend that the grave marked the end of his mission.

Were you with her when she died? Lachlan asked. Her father will want to know that He didnt finish, for he didnt know how Angus Bunnock would react to the news. Would he cry over the loss of his daughter or would he be relieved that a troublesome daughter was gone?

I understand, Sister Terese said softly. You can tell him that she didnt suffer and she truly is at peace.

He nodded, not knowing if it would be enough to assuage Bunnocks loss, but at least it would be something.

Please let me offer you and your men food, shelter and rest, Sister Terese said, before you begin your long journey home tomorrow.

She turned and holding the torch high to light their way retraced her steps to the compound. As he followed, he wondered if it would be wise to leave the five vulnerable women unprotected.

He hastened his steps toward her thinking to discuss the matter with her before they reached the door. He halted abruptly when he suddenly found himself too close to her. He tempered his steps to keep an appropriate distance from her, silently admonishing himself for allowing his eyes to fall on her swaying hips and rounded backside.

Looking at her as a desirable woman instead of a nun wasnt proper, but damn if she didnt have an attractive backside. It was just the kind he liked, squeezable, especially so when the woman was riding him.

Youre going to rot in hell, Lachlan, for such lascivious thoughts.

His silent warning did little good, since he couldnt help but think of how her long blond hair would fall over him and tantalize his naked body as she rode him.

Burn! Youre going to burn forever in hell.

His second warning should have been like a cold splash in the face. However, with his loins lusting hed need more than a splash. Hed need a good dunking in a freezing cold lake.

He jumped at the soft touch to his shoulder.

Forgive me, Sister Terese apologized. I called your name several times but you didnt answer. The news has obviously disturbed you, and how insensitive of me not to have offered my condolences.

Damn, but if he wasnt going to suffer never-ending damnation.


He let her think what she would and mumbled what he hoped passed for a thank you, but was really a plea for forgiveness. After all, he didnt want to rot, burn, or suffer never-ending damnation.

Food and rest will have you feeling better, Sister Terese offered and extinguished the torch in a bucket near the door before opening it.

For a brief moment the half-moon cast a soft glow over her face and he near gasped. He had thought he had known beauty, but seeing her face kissed by the moonlight he realized he had never known it until this very moment.

The splash of light from the open door was what he needed to clear his head and his lust. He entered the common shelter glad for the chatter, delicious scents, and the company of his men.

He quickly joined them at the long table; the nuns busy filling tankards with mead and heaping more food on the platters in the center. His men were enjoying the generous fare of meat, fish, potatoes with wild onions, and bread.

Silence fell around the table when Lachlan informed his men that Alyce Bunnock was dead.

Boyd broke the silence. Well be leaving then at first light?

No, Lachlan said shaking his head. With signs of mercenaries in the area, I dont think it would be wise to leave the nuns unprotected.

Sister Terese stepped forward. No one bothers us. We do fine here and we are needed here.


That may be but I cant leave you here, Lachlan said.

The people need us, Sister Rowena argued, her smile firm.

We cannot desert them, Sister Hester added

Sister Megan hugged the pitcher of mead she held. This is our home.

I dont mean to upset you, but I believe the church would want to know your circumstances, Lachlan clarified.

The church does, Sister Terese said. It was our mission to establish a convent to help convert the pagans. Slowly, we are accomplishing what we were sent to do. Only the church has the authority to order us to abandon our post. So you see, we cannot, nor will we leave here.

He admired her dedication, and it was obvious she would remain tenacious about her decision, leaving him only one choice.

I will contact the church, he said.

Sister Terese shook her head. That isnt necessary. We are doing as the church ordered.

But with far less help and much more vulnerability than expected, Lachlan corrected. I would feel more comfortable notifying the church.

That will be fine, Sister Terese agreed, though obviously with reluctance. We will await the decision. Now eat and rest. We will make sure you have plenty of food to take when you leave tomorrow.

You misunderstand, Lachlan said. Were not going anywhere. I will send two of my men to see to the task while the rest of us remain here.

That isnt necessary, Sister Terese repeated adamantly. You would be stuck here two months at least, or more if the church takes time to respond.

We could use a respite, and you our help, he said resting back in his chair with a smile.

Thats asking too much of you and your men, she persisted.

Not at all. Lachlan glanced around the table at his men. Do any of you object?

Every man shook his head.

Your men have no say. They have to obey you, Sister Piper objected strenuously, surprising everyone, though Evan grinned.

Lachlan watched as with a firm nod Sister Terese silenced Sister Piper, her mouth shutting with a petulant pout.

They serve him as we serve the church, Sister Terese reminded.

Then you agree, Lachlan confirmed. We will remain here until we hear from the church.

I truly do not wish to impose

Nonsense, Lachlan interrupted another of her attempts to object. I would feel remiss in my duty if we did not remain here and see you safe until the church determines your fate.

Sister Terese nodded. It would seem there is no changing your mind.

Lachlan stood and bowed gallantly. I and my men are at your service, Sister Terese.


I appreciate your offer, but you will find we are self-sufficient here.

As are we, Lachlan said and with another bow and smile he sat in his chair. We will not impose on your generosity. We will provide food and construct a temporary shelter for ourselves.

Sister Terese nodded, though Lachlan noticed the tight set of her lips. She appeared annoyed, but was wise enough to realize that any further debate was futile.

This common shelter houses our sleeping quarters, which lie beyond that curtain, Sister Terese said with a nod toward it. So, out of respect and courtesy, I ask that you not enter here unless invited.

Of course, Lachlan said agreeably. We do not wish to upset or interfere in your routine; only to help.

Sister Terese smiled and Lachlan felt a sting to his senses. Her prominent cheekbones took on a sculpted beauty and her blue eyes sparkled like a brilliant jewel. Once again warning signals went off in his head while his body was quick to heat.

Never-ending damnation, he silently reminded himself.

I am sure you and your men will be busy hunting and erecting your shelter.

Erecting. Why did she have to use that word?

That we will, he said quickly and wondered over the wisdom of his decision to remain there, especially since the only women he and his men would be around were five attractive nuns.




Lachlan and his men settled for the night not far from the common shelter. They had built a fire and afterward enjoyed the warm sweet cakes Megan and Hester had brought out to them. The men were quick to sleep after that, even Lachlan found himself more tired than usual.

He blamed it on the long, strenuous journey. He had intended to decide tonight on who would return to Caithness, but his exhausted body had other ideas. Morning would be soon enough. He pulled the blanket up over him to fully surrender to sleep. Just as his eyes were about to close, he thought he caught a glimpse of a moving shadow approaching their camp. He struggled to keep his eyes open, told himself to get up, wake the men and admonished himself for not posting a guard. Why hadnt he posted a guard?

His thoughts were foggy and he fought the heavy hand of sleep that seemed to squeeze at him. His eyes shot open wide, but only briefly. In that single moment he saw not one, but several moving shadows descending on him and his men. He thought to yell out, but instead his eyes shut and darkness swallowed him.



Did he see us? Terese asked Rowena.

Not clear enough to identify anyone, she assured.

How much time do we have? Hester asked.

Three hours to be safe, though the lot of them will probably sleep through until morning, Rowena said.

We cant take any chances, Terese said. Lets be done with it.


The five women hurried to the storage hut. They were quick and agile, though they had only the moonlight to guide their steps. Three went inside and shifted the baskets of food around, then brushed an area of dirt aside on the floor to expose a hatch. Hester swung it open and Piper dropped down inside.

Light suddenly spewed from the opening followed by bows and a cache of arrows. Rowena collected the weapons Piper handed up. In turn Terese, Hester, and Megan took them and one by one hurried them to their quarters.

When the women were finished and the storage hut returned to normal, the five nuns met in the common room. They sat around the long table looking from one to other.

Terese finally spoke. We knew something like this could happen.

The other women nodded.

If we keep our wits about us, we can get through this, Terese said. I will insist that Lachlan make certain that the church knows that our work here has been successful. Once church superiors hear we are converting the pagans they will issue orders for us to continue. Lachlan and his men will leave and we will be left to ourselves once more.

Megan shook her head. With the time they are going to spend here, they could easily discover the truth.

Shes right, Hester agreed. They think to protect us so they will constantly be watching us.

And we will be watching them, Piper reminded.


And when the people need our help? Megan asked. How do we ride out of here with our weapons in full view?

That is why we are holding this meeting, Terese said. We need to make plans, be prepared. She looked from Piper to Rowena. I need you both to find a spot in the woods to hide our weapons.

I know the perfect spot, Piper said. We can have it done tonight.

Terese nodded and turned to Megan. Make excuses to visit the farmers; while I know they will not betray us, they need to be aware of the situation.

Megan nodded and clenched her hands tightly.

Terese reached out, resting her hands over Megans. It will be all right. We will survive this.

Megan grabbed hold of Tereses hand. The time Ive spent here at Everagis is the only time in my life that I have ever felt safe.

Terese watched as in turn each woman nodded. We have survived and grown strong together. We will remain so. I promise you that.

But the church

Terese didnt let Megan finish. I will do whatever is necessary for all of us to stay safe.

Youve already proved that, Hester said.

Then trust me once more when I tell you we will be fine.

Piper jumped up, a flourish of dirt drifting off her. Theres time to get the first cache of weapons hidden.


As each woman stood Terese knew they proclaimed their trust in her. She was the last to stand.

Together, Terese said and the women echoed her command.



A few hours later with perhaps four hours left until sunrise, Terese fell into bed exhausted. She hoped to drop right off to sleep, but past events came flooding back to torment her, as did worries for the future.

She wished she could have convinced Lachlan to leave, but it was obvious from the beginning that he would have it his way. He charmed, trying to make it seem that what he was doing was for the best of others, but it truly was to get his own way. She didnt doubt women easily submitted to that quirky charming smile of his, or that he was used to their surrender.

This time, however, he was dealing with nuns so he had to behave.

Though what if he discovered the truth?

It had seemed like an answer to her prayers five years ago, not that she had wished ill will on anyone. She knew her circumstances had been of her own doing. But when the nuns began to die of a sickness, she had realized she had a chance to be free, along with the other four women.

Mother Abbess had rescued each one along the way. Rowena had been beaten beyond belief and left to die along a lonely road. No one had expected her to live, but she had fought bravely for her life and thanks to the nuns help she had survived. A near starved Hester had been saved from a selfish innkeeper. Mother Abbess thought she convinced the man to do the right thing and surrender the young woman, but Terese had paid several coins for Hesters freedom. As for Megan, she had been the worst of the lot. She had walked out of the woods dazed, bloodied and her garments nearly ripped off her. It took her months before she even spoke to anyone and to this day no one knew what had happened to her. Then there was Piper. One day she popped up out of nowhere, dirt streaking her clothes and skin and a dusting of earth trailing after her wherever she went. They soon learned that she loved the woods as she would a mother and knew it just as well.

Mother Abbess offered them a home at the convent, but only if they took vows. The women quickly agreed. With no place to go, no protection, what other choice did they have?

All plans fell apart shortly after their arrival. Mother Abbess was the first to fall ill, the nuns soon followed. Terese took command and soon had those healthy enough building shelters and preparing the land for planting. She also instructed the women in the use of weapons and horsemanship. And before they knew it they were defending the surrounding area from troubling bands of bandits. To keep their identity safe, they took on the persona of mercenaries and soon spread gossip about the fierce band in hopes of keeping trouble away.


When all was done, she and the four women were the only ones left. She wanted what those four women hadfreedom.

She gathered the four women together and confessed her story. She told them of her father a powerful laird who felt his daughter a troublesome lot and wanted to be rid of her until she could serve a beneficial purpose. Then she explained that she wished to be as free as they were, and the only way she could do that was to die.

That day Alyce carved her own name in the cross that marked Sister Tereses grave and took her identity. She was finally free.








Chapter 3



Terese always rose just before sunrise. She loved to greet the dawn, watch as the first ray of light peeked on the horizon then slowly spread over the land. She felt as if the heavens touched her anew and it gladdened her heart each morning.

However, this morning her heart was a little heavy. Lachlan and his men were up at first light and asking permission to build a shelter much too close to the compound. They would hear everything the women were up to, and that wouldnt do.

Terese kept a pleasant smile as she walked Lachlan nearer to the entrance of the convent, away from the common shelter and the woods beyond. I believe this area would better serve your purpose.

Lachlan glanced around.

Terese offered an explanation before he could protest. It is the only entrance to the convent. She crossed her fingers behind her back for protection against her small lie, for she and the women had forged a significant entrance through the woods.

Lachlan nodded. Then it will do.


She pointed to woods opposite from where the weapons were hid. You will find sturdy trees there to be build your shelter.

Thank you and my men will hunt and provide fare for tonights meal, he said.

Piper caused Lachlan to jump, startled by her sudden appearance. Not so Terese, she was used to Piper popping up when least expected. The wiry young lass was quick-footed and silent in her approach, though she made herself known when she wanted to.

Ill show your hunters the best hunting ground, Piper offered.

Lachlan signaled to Evan and he hurried over. Evan well knows the scent of the hunt in the woods.

Piper tapped her chest. These are my woods.

Lachlan grinned. Would you mind sharing them with Evan?

Piper scrunched her nose and looked Evan up and down. You can keep a good pace? I wont have to hold your hand?

Terese kept herself from laughing and noticed that Lachlan did the same. She was glad to see that he wasnt insulted, but rather found Pipers remarks amusing.

Evan was quick to assure her. No, Sister, youll find me knowledgeable of the woods. Therell be no hand holding.

There better not be, Lachlan said seriously, though his deep brown eyes twinkled with merriment.

Evans pale cheeks turned scarlet while Piper shook her head and said to Evan, Follow me.


The lad is susceptible to your teasing, Terese remarked, watching the pair walk away and wishing that Piper could know how it felt for a young man to hold her hand. At nineteen, she was the youngest of the women and had confided in Terese that she knew nothing of men, but that sometimes she found herself curious.

A teasing reminder, Lachlan said. I want my men to remember that while you are all beautiful women, you are nuns.

Are you saying that Im beautiful, sir?

For a moment he startled, presumably realizing he had just complimented a nun on her beauty. But he caught himself and delivered a charming smile.

I meant no disrespect, Sister Terese, but when a woman is beautiful there is no denying it, whether a nun or not.

She felt her heart catch. While he was obviously a quick-witted charmer, she couldnt help think that it was the first time anyone had ever told her that she was beautiful. Usually, it was the opposite. An ugly shrew, thats what she had been called far too often.

Terese briefly savored the special moment then took control of the situation. I will allow your compliment, but in the future, please refrain yourself.

Lachlan bowed his head respectfully. As you wish, Sister.

I did wish to discuss with you the contents of the message you intend to send to church officials, she said, reminding herself that there were more important matters to consider than being told she was beautiful.


I thought you would, so my men stand ready to leave as soon as we finish discussing the matter.

Your thoughtfulness is appreciated, she said. While she would have preferred to be more blunt, she had to remember she was supposedly a nun; a pious and patient woman. How far from the truth that was.

I plan to inform the officials of your present status, Lachlan said.

Which is?

That five of you are left out of thehe paused a momentI believe I was told Mother Abbess, plus eight nuns and Alyce Bunnock had been sent here.

Thats correct, Terese said.

That would mean that five succumbed to the sickness.

Again correct.

Then why ten graves? he asked.

We picked up a few women in need along the way, Terese answered, having prepared herself for his questions. She realized from the first that Lachlan Sinclare might appear a charmer, but he was far from a fool. Besides, she knew somewhat of the Sinclare brothers having heard her father speak with respect about them. They were well-honored and courageous warriors, which was probably why he requested help from the laird Sinclare in fetching his daughter.

Perhaps one of them brought the sickness with them.

Its possible, she agreed, though it had been one of the nuns who had fallen ill before the other women had joined them. I dont think the church will be interested as to what caused the sickness.

It isnt only the church Ill be answering to, he said. As I told you last night, Angus Bunnock might have questions.

The image of her father rushed into her head. He was big and broad with a booming voice and snow white hair down to his chest and a bushy mustache that tickled her whenever he would pick her up and cuddle her when she was little.

She didnt know what happened to change things between herself and her father, or perhaps she did. She had developed a willful mind, though it had been he who encouraged it. She felt she merely was truly her fathers daughter. She would do as she pleased, not as she was told and her mouth was sharp with retorts. Her father had warned her that no one would seek a union with her if she didnt watch her mouth. She was fine with that, for she wanted no master for a husband. Her father thought differently.

As I told you, she is at peace. That should make him happy, Terese said.

You spent time traveling here with Alyce Bunnock, what did you think of her?

Terese wasnt sure what to say about herself. Did she tell him that Alyce was an intelligent woman, brave, adept with weapons, and could sit a horse with skill? Did she tell him that Alyce was good at tactics, having helped her father plan his battle strategies? Or did she confirm what he probably had heard; that Alyce Bunnock was not the easiest person to befriend?


I spent limited time with her.

Your choice? Lachlan asked.

Circumstances.

Or is it that you wish not to speak ill of the dead?

Alyce Bunnock was not a bad woman, she said, no longer able to stand there and not defend herself. And it is not appropriate to speak callously of the dead.

Her reprimand wiped the smile off his face. I meant no disrespect. I only

Wanted to satisfy your own curiosity, she finished for him and held up her hand to prevent further protest. Alyce Bunnock is dead and buried. Let her rest in peace.

He nodded, though she could see he wasnt pleased by her command. He let a gentle smile surface and graced his tone with charm.

I will inform the church officials of how dedicated you all are to the convent and how you all wish to continue your work.

Please also add that we have worked diligently with the pagans in the area and they are prospering through our efforts.

You have converted many? he asked.

Yes, we have converted many to our ways, she answered, not bothering to define our ways for him.

The church, I am sure, will be happy to hear this.

She was counting on that and hoped the next couple of months would not prove as difficult as she feared. Then let your men be off, so that this matter may be settled as soon as possible.


I hope that our stay here will prove more of an asset than a hindrance.

She hoped the same herself, but a little help from the heavens wouldnt hurt. God willing all will go well.

A raised voice caught both their attention. When Terese turned to see Megan marching toward her, her dark curly hair bouncing madly around her flushed face, and with one of Lachlans men close on her heels, she feared the heavens might finally be upset with her never-ending string of lies.

Tell this man Megan shook her finger at the warrior who now stood beside her.

Lachlan supplied his name. Andrew. He is trustworthy and courageous.

That may be the case, but I am in no need of him, Megan insisted.

Andrew offered an explanation. She is, that is Sister Megan is, going to visit a few farms and I thought perhaps she could use help.

Megan looked to Terese. And I told him I dont need his help, thank you very much.

Terese knew from the brilliance of Megans green eyes that she was annoyed. It was a trait all the women were aware of and they treaded lightly around her at those times.

It is very thoughtful of you, Andrew, Terese said and hoped her excuse would prove viable. But Sister Megan always goes alone. She enjoys the solitary walks.


But shes so-so-solittle, Andrew finally spit out.

Terese almost rolled her eyes, knowing his remark would only provoke Megans annoyance more. And sure enough, Megan turned on Andrew with a flourish.

The six foot, lean-muscled man took a step back as Megan, all five feet three of her, vehemently shook her finger in his face, though she had to stretch her hand up to do it.

You think size makes a difference? Whywhy I could

Terese stepped in before Megan said something she would regret and would make matters worse for them. She grabbed hold of the waving finger. Sister Megan, Andrew is merely trying to help, while here.

A reminder of who the man thought her to be had the desired affect and the color of Megans eyes instantly softened. She was quick to offer a suitable apology. Forgive me. I thought only of myself and the walks I so enjoy.

Andrew hastily offered a compromise. I could keep a distance from you so that you feel as if you walk alone.

Megan smiled and all the women loved to see her smile, since it had taken almost two years after she had joined them for her smile to return. But her smile obviously had a different affect on men, for Andrew looked as if he had been punched in the gut, his soft blue eyes popping wide.

Terese looked to Lachlan and nodded.


He shook his head and with a sigh addressed the matter. Perhaps another time, Andrew.

He didnt respond; he simply continued to stare at Megan.

Andrew! Lachlan said firmly.

Huh? Andrew said, turning his head so sharply that his black shoulder-length hair whipped him in the mouth and with a quick swipe he shoved the strands away.

You can join Sister Megan another time, Lachlan repeated, then looked to Terese before turning his attention to Megan. Of course, that is if Sister Megan doesnt mind.

Terese nodded at Megan to agree. Aware that Lachlan had gently ordered her to concur with him and being that it would give Megan time to inform the farmers of their situation, she happily complied with his silent command.

Megan understood and smiled once again. I would enjoy Andrews company another day.

I assume we are finished here? Terese asked of Lachlan. I have duties to see to and I wish to speak with Sister Megan before she takes her leave.

Lachlan nodded. You have been of great help. We will speak later.

As you wish, Terese said and walked off with Megan at her side.


What were you thinking? Lachlan asked once the sisters were far enough away not to hear him. Wait. He held up his hand and shook his head. I know what you were thinking. Do you realize she is Sister Megan?

Andrew shrugged and shook his head. What can I say? Shes beautiful, even more so when she smiles, and shes so damned petite. You know how I love petite women.

She is a nun!

I know. I know. Im going to burn in hell for my wicked thoughts.

Lachlan empathized with Andrew; since hed probably be burning right along side him.

Maybe its better if you keep your distance from her, Lachlan suggested, thinking that he should take his own advice.

I was afraid you would say that.

And Im afraid of what may happen if you dont, Lachlan said sternly.

I understand, but you cant think Im the only one looking at these women as women. Since not a one of them wear the traditional robes, its hard to think of them as nuns.

He was right about that, not that Lachlan intended to agree, though neither could he appear blind to his mens plight. Regardless, they are nuns and are due respect. Do I make myself clear?

Andrew hung his head and sighed. I will be ever vigilant. He raised his head. But Sister Megan does need protecting, and Id like to protect her. When Lachlan rolled his eyes, Andrew was quick to add, You can trust me.

For two maybe three months?


Andrew looked stricken, but reassured him. I give you my word.

That was good enough for Lachlan, since Andrews word was his honor. Then I shall take you at your word. Now go get five men, though not Kyle or Patrick, they will be the two who return home. He nodded to the cropping of woods. Take the men and cut down what is needed for a shelter. The laborious chore will help clear your mind.

Andrew didnt argue; he did as he was told.

Lachlan remained where he was, glancing out over the convent. The time spent here would not be easy on his men, though he knew they would treat the nuns with respect, even if they silently lusted after them.

He cringed at the sinful thought, especially since he was no different. But that would stop this moment. There was work to do: men to send home, a shelter to build, hunting to see to. And then there were the mercenaries.

Alyce Bunnock wasnt his only reason for this mission. Cavan had gladly agreed to Angus Bunnocks request for help once he learned that mercenaries frequented the area.

Lachlan had come here to see if by any chance his brother Ronan was connected with them. He and his brothers Cavan and Artair had been searching two years now for their youngest brother, Ronan.

Cavan and Ronan had been captured in a battle with a northern barbarian tribe. Soon after, they had been separated. Cavan had found his way home after a year of captivity. Ronan was still missing.


Zia, Artairs wife and a healer, had tended their brother. The most shocking part of that news was that Ronan had left Zias village, but where he had gone no one knew. They had been told by Zias grandmother that if they found the barbarians daughter Carissa, they would find their brother.

The brothers all agreed that there had to be something that kept Ronan from returning home. Though they didnt believe him chained or sequestered in a cell, somehow he remained a prisoner. But to whom?

Lachlan hoped the band of mercenaries might have some knowledge about his brother. Cavan had made certain that Lachlan had enough coins on him to buy such information, or if he was lucky and Ronan was among them, he could buy his freedom.

The warriors were aware of this and were prepared to battle if necessary to free Ronan. Lachlans one concern was the nuns. If things didnt turn out well, they could suffer for his actions, which was another reason he was sending a message to church officials. Surely when they discover only five survived these past five years and were living more
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