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​Chapter 1: In the Highlands, Love Is Different
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The Highlands were cruel in winter.

Wind clawed through the valleys like a living beast, dragging snow across the jagged cliffs and rattling the ancient stone walls of Dunrath Keep. Fires burned day and night within the fortress, yet the cold still found its way into every room, every hallway, every bone.

Molly Sinclair stood at the edge of the training grounds with her cloak wrapped tightly around her shoulders, watching the men fight below.

Steel crashed against steel.

Shouts echoed through the courtyard.

The warriors moved like wolves circling prey—fast, brutal, merciless.

And at the center of them stood him.

Alex Ravenheart.

Half Highlander.

Half Viking.

Entirely dangerous.

Even from a distance he towered over the others. His dark hair hung loose around his shoulders, the wind whipping through it wildly. A streak of old silver scars cut across one side of his bare chest where his tunic had been abandoned hours ago despite the freezing air.

Vikings feared no cold.

Or so the stories claimed.

Alex knocked another man flat onto his back with one swing of his wooden sword before offering the fallen warrior a hand. The others laughed breathlessly around him.

He barely smiled.

Men whispered about Alex Ravenheart constantly.

Some said he had his Viking father's rage.

Others claimed the sea itself obeyed him.

The older women in the village crossed themselves whenever his ship returned to shore.

And the younger women stared far too long.

Molly hated that she was beginning to understand why.

“You’re staring again.”

Molly jumped at the voice beside her.

Her cousin Isla smirked knowingly as she leaned against the stone wall.

“I am not.”

“You are.”

“I’m watching the training.”

“Aye,” Isla said dryly. “And I suppose the rest of the men vanished from the yard entirely?”

Heat crept into Molly’s cheeks.

She turned away quickly, pretending interest in the snowy mountains beyond the keep.

At twenty years old, Molly Sinclair knew better than to fall for men like Alex Ravenheart.

Men like him didn’t belong to anyone.

Especially not soft-hearted girls raised among songs and harvest festivals.

Alex belonged to storms.

To war.

To blood and saltwater.

The Ravenheart clan carried Viking blood from generations ago when northern raiders stayed instead of leaving. Their customs were different from the rest of the Highlands—rougher, fiercer.

Their marriages were chosen through strength.

Their loyalty was earned through battle.

And their love...

Their love was possessive enough to ruin kingdoms.

“Careful,” Isla warned softly. “Viking men love like they wage war.”

Before Molly could answer, a sudden roar erupted from the yard below.

The men parted.

Alex had finally noticed her.

Even across the distance, his pale hazel eyes locked onto hers with startling intensity.

Molly’s breath caught.

There was nothing gentle in his gaze.

Nothing uncertain.

He looked at her the way wolves looked at fresh tracks in snow.

Interested.

Focused.

Dangerously patient.

Then slowly—almost lazily—Alex tilted his head.

A challenge.

Her pulse stumbled hard in her chest.

“God save you,” Isla muttered beside her.

Molly tore her eyes away first.

But somehow that felt like losing.
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That evening the great hall overflowed with music, smoke, and drunken laughter.

The warriors celebrated another successful raid across the northern sea while servants carried roasted meat and overflowing tankards between crowded tables.

Molly sat beside her father near the center of the hall, trying not to notice Alex seated several chairs away.

Trying and failing terribly.

The Viking blood in him showed more clearly tonight.

Silver arm rings decorated his wrists.

Runes carved into leather wrapped around one broad forearm.

A heavy fur cloak hung over his shoulders like the mantle of a king.

Every movement he made seemed deliberate.

Controlled.

Deadly.

“Sinclair.”

Molly startled when his deep voice suddenly reached her from across the table.

Alex was looking directly at her again.

The hall quieted slightly.

Too many people were listening.

Too many people noticed everything.

“Yes?” she answered carefully.

One corner of his mouth lifted faintly.

“You’ve been watching me all day.”

Molly nearly choked on her drink.

Laughter burst from several warriors nearby.

Her father looked horrified.

Isla looked delighted.

“You mistake curiosity for interest,” Molly replied quickly.

Alex leaned back slowly in his chair.

The firelight danced across the sharp angles of his face.

“No,” he said. “I don’t.”

The confidence in his voice sent heat rushing into her cheeks again.

Arrogant brute.

Maddening brute.

And somehow worse—

He looked entirely certain she would eventually belong to him.

In the Highlands, men flirted with flowers and poetry.

But Viking men?

Viking men looked at a woman like they were already planning the future they would drag her into.

And for the first time in her life...

Molly wasn’t sure whether to run from that feeling—

Or step closer to it.
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​Chapter 2: The Ravenheart Way
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The storm arrived before dawn.

Wind howled through the cliffs surrounding Dunrath Keep, rattling the shutters hard enough to wake even the deepest sleepers. Snow swirled violently across the courtyard below while torches flickered against the stone walls like dying stars.

Molly Sinclair had barely slept at all.

Every time she closed her eyes, she saw him again.

Alex Ravenheart standing in the great hall with firelight across his face.

That look in his pale hazel eyes.

Certain.

Patient.

Possessive.

As if he had already decided something about her long before she even understood the danger herself.

A sharp knock sounded at her chamber door.

“Molly?” Isla called softly. “Are you awake?”

“Unfortunately.”

Her cousin entered carrying two steaming cups of tea before shutting the door quickly against the cold.

“You look terrible,” Isla informed her cheerfully.

“You are a horrible person.”

“A truthful one.”

Molly accepted the tea with a tired sigh before moving toward the narrow window overlooking the sea cliffs.

Below, waves crashed violently against black rocks far beneath the keep.

Several Ravenheart ships swayed in the harbor like dark monsters waiting beneath the storm.

“They’re leaving today,” Isla said quietly.

Molly glanced back. “Who?”

“The warriors.”

A strange feeling twisted unexpectedly in her chest.

She ignored it immediately.

“What for?”

“MacLaren raiders attacked one of the northern villages during the night.”

Molly frowned.

The MacLarens had feuded with the Ravenhearts for years. Everyone in the Highlands knew the stories.

Burned farms.

Murdered clansmen.

Stolen land.

Hatred passed down generation after generation until no one even remembered how the bloodshed truly began.

Still...

“Will there be fighting?”

Isla gave her a look.

“They’re Highland men with Viking blood, Molly. Of course there will be fighting.”

As if summoned by the words themselves, shouting suddenly erupted from the courtyard below.

The cousins rushed to the window.

Warriors crossed the snow-covered yard carrying shields and axes while stable boys struggled to calm restless horses. Orders rang sharply through the storm.

And standing at the center of the chaos—

Alex.

Molly’s breath caught despite herself.

He wore black leather armor lined with dark fur across the shoulders. Silver runes gleamed faintly along the hilt of the sword resting against his side.

Everything about him looked dangerous.

Powerful.

Made for war.

As though he belonged more to the storm than the castle itself.

“He looks terrifying,” Isla murmured.

Molly hated that her first thought was beautiful.

Alex barked another order to the men before suddenly going still.

Then slowly—

He looked up toward the castle.

Toward her.

Again.

Her stomach tightened instantly.

How did he keep finding her in crowded rooms... across courtyards... through storms?

It should not have felt so personal.

Yet somehow it did.

Even from this distance, the intensity in his gaze unsettled her.

Alex held her stare for several long seconds before one corner of his mouth lifted faintly.

Like he knew exactly what she was thinking.

Arrogant brute.

Molly stepped away from the window immediately.

“I refuse to become one of those women,” she muttered.

Isla blinked. “What women?”

“The ones who lose their senses over a handsome warrior.”

“That may be difficult now.”

Molly narrowed her eyes. “Why?”

“Because he’s coming here.”

Before Molly could even react, heavy footsteps echoed through the hallway outside.

Then came a knock at the chamber door.

Not hesitant.

Not polite.

Certain.

Like the man standing behind it already expected entry.

Molly stared at the door in disbelief.

Isla looked absolutely delighted.

“Oh, I am absolutely staying for this.”

“Leave.”

“Never.”

Another knock sounded.

Molly straightened her shoulders before opening the door herself.

And instantly regretted it.

Alex Ravenheart filled the doorway entirely.

Cold air rushed into the room around him carrying snow and sea salt. Up close, he looked even larger somehow. More overwhelming.

A fresh cut marked one side of his jaw.

Molly’s eyes flicked to it before she could stop herself.

His gaze darkened slightly when he noticed.

“You’re injured,” she said quietly.

“A scratch.”

“That is not what a scratch looks like.”

“It stopped bleeding.” His voice remained calm. “So it no longer matters.”

Of course a Viking man would think that way.

Molly folded her arms tightly.

“Why are you here?”

“To speak with you.”

Isla made a suspicious choking sound behind her that sounded painfully close to laughter.

Alex ignored her entirely.

His attention never left Molly.

“The roads south are no longer safe,” he said. “Your father wants you to remain inside the keep until the raids end.”

“My father said that?”

“No.”

Molly blinked slowly.

“You cannot simply make decisions for me.”

Alex stepped slightly closer.

Snow melted against the dark fur around his shoulders.

“In my experience,” he said evenly, “women rarely appreciate being told what keeps them alive.”

“I do not need protecting.”

Something almost dangerous flickered behind his eyes then.

“Aye,” he murmured. “You do.”

The words settled heavily between them.

Not mocking.

Not insulting.

Protective.

Possessive.

And somehow that felt far more dangerous.

Molly lifted her chin stubbornly.

“You barely know me.”

To her surprise, Alex’s expression softened slightly.

“I know enough.”

The storm raged outside.

Somewhere below, warriors shouted across the courtyard while horses stomped impatiently against frozen ground.

But inside the chamber the air suddenly felt far too warm.

Far too small.

Alex glanced briefly toward her lips before meeting her eyes again.

The look sent heat rushing into her cheeks instantly.

Because this was no longer harmless curiosity.

And deep down—

Both of them knew it.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 3: Stormblood
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The Ravenheart warriors rode out before sunrise.

Molly watched from the battlements as dark horses disappeared into the snow-covered hills beyond Dunrath Keep. Torches flickered through the storm like dying embers while the heavy castle gates groaned shut behind them.

And at the front of the riders—

Alex Ravenheart never looked back.

Not once.

Which annoyed her far more than it should have.

“He’s going to war, not to market,” Isla teased beside her. “You look offended.”

“I am not offended.”

“You’ve been glaring at the back of his head for the last minute.”

Molly pulled her cloak tighter against the freezing wind.

The truth was she did not understand Alex Ravenheart at all.

One moment he acted cold and untouchable.

The next he looked at her as though she already belonged beside him.

And worst of all—

Some reckless part of her enjoyed it.

The riders vanished into the white storm completely.

Only then did Molly finally turn away from the battlements.

—
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By nightfall the storm had worsened.

Snow buried the roads surrounding the keep while servants hurried through the halls lighting additional fires against the bitter cold. Most of the clan gathered uneasily inside the great hall, waiting for news.

No one said it aloud.

But everyone feared bloodshed.

Molly sat near the fire pretending to read while Isla embroidered nearby.

Pretending.

Because she had reread the same sentence at least six times.

A loud boom suddenly shook the hall doors open.

Freezing wind swept inside.
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