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Chapter 1



I hate her, and I’m going to make her suffer.

The thought consumed Ronan Sinclare day and night, and that hatred grew stronger with each passing day. Carissa, daughter of Mordrac the Barbarian, had robbed him of everything: his family, love, and life itself. She was the last obstacle to his returning home. Once he was done with her, he could finally go home, or could he?

Ronan paced the river’s edge like a caged animal. That was how he felt—like an animal. There was nothing left of Ronan of the clan Sinclare, fourth son of Tavish and Addie Sinclare, brother to Cavan, Artair, and Lachlan.

Ronan stopped his pacing with a guttural laugh and a shake of his head. He looked down at his brown wool leggings, knee-high leather boots, and dark brown, long leather belted vest over his tan wool tunic. This was not the dress of a Highlander.

His troubled thoughts stopped him. How could he even think that he was not a Highlander? He had been born and raised in one of the most powerful clans in all of Scotland. He couldn’t lose his heritage. He would return to it once this chore was done.

But the question nagged at him. Could he truly go home again? In his heart, he was always a Highlander, but now…

He glanced over himself with a critical eye and knew that there wasn’t a shred of a Highlander there. He was now, by no means of his own doing, a mercenary, a man who would kill for a price.

That certainly wasn’t the way of a Highlander. A Highlander fought for his clan and his land. His skills or integrity could not be bought. A Highlander was an honorable man, and he had been anything but that.

He stretched his hands out and took a good look at them. They bore not only the marks of battle but of his fight to survive as well. When he had first been captured by the barbarians, two of his fingers had been broken and never healed right. He had been forced to learn how to cope with the disability and how to handle his sword and bow and arrow all over again. Strangely enough, it had made him more proficient at both.

He made a fist and gave his chest a pound, a chest that was once a source of teasing from his brothers. They had reminded him time and again how scrawny he was, but no more. He had gained thirty pounds of hard muscle, not only in his chest but in his arms and legs. He also thought he had gained in height—at one time thinking himself shorter than most men, he now seemed to stand a full head above them. Though perhaps it was just his overall appearance, for his once-boyish looks were gone, replaced by those of a battle-hardened warrior. His slim nose had been broken, its perfect shape left slightly distorted. And though he was but five-and-twenty years old, age lines had dug deep around his eyes and crept around his mouth. Oddly enough, while the women seemed fearful of him, they were also drawn to him. There wasn’t a village he entered where women didn’t offer themselves to him though he wasn’t interested.

There was only one woman he loved even though he had never seen her face. He had relished her tender and loving touch and could still feel and smell her warm, sweet breath on his cheek as she reassured him he would be all right, that she would see him get well and grow strong. She had also assuaged his worries over his brother Cavan’s fate, finding out that he was also a captive but alive and well. She had given him hope when there had been none, and she had kept her word…she had helped him grow strong again. And it was because of Carissa, a heartless barbarian just like her father, that the woman he loved was lost to him forever.

He would not rest until Carissa felt the same pain she had inflicted upon him and Hope. He had named the slave Hope, for she had admitted in a whisper that she could not recall a given name, having been a slave as long as she could remember.

She had cleaned and mended his wounds and bathed the blood off him. She had spooned a tasty liquid into his mouth even when he protested that he wasn’t hungry. She had insisted he needed to grow strong.

She had done all this, and he had no inkling of her features. He had been beaten so badly that his eyes had been swollen shut. His recovery was long, and he would have suffered even more if it hadn’t been for Hope. She came to him every day, though her visits were short, Carissa arriving and, with a harsh voice, chasing her away while berating her.

However, Hope would sneak back to him at night, and they would talk. The more he learned about her, the more he fell in love with her and the more she insisted that they could never be together. He refused to believe her, but she had been right.

Carissa sold him to a band of mercenaries and, while it would have been easy for him to escape from them, or simply buy his freedom and return home, his only thought was to free Hope and take her home with him. It had proved more difficult than he had thought, and the day came when he learned that Hope was gone forever. A part of him died that day, a part he would never be able to retrieve.

The news grew worse when he discovered that Hope had died by Carissa’s hand. He blamed himself for not rescuing her soon enough, and that day he swore revenge, the taste of it bitter in his mouth. He pledged never to return home until he found Carissa and avenged Hope’s death.

That day was today.

He turned and walked to his old but battled-seasoned mare and swiftly mounted. She pranced and snorted, for she knew by the way he seated her that they were going into battle, and she was ready. He had discovered where Carissa was hiding, and he knew the place well, for it had once provided sanctuary for him.

A winter wind whipped around him, and he could smell snow in the air, but not even a snowstorm would stop him. By tomorrow morning, he would arrive at his destination and have his revenge.








Chapter 2



“She will let us enter the village or else,” Cavan commanded.

“You have met my grandmother Bethane and should know that threats, even from the laird of the clan Sinclare, mean little to her,” Zia said and looked to her husband Artair, third oldest of the four Sinclare brothers.

“My wife is right,” Artair agreed, walking over to her and slipping a supportive arm around her waist. “The village Black is a sanctuary for those who seek its shelter. Bethane will not let you enter if you mean anyone harm.”

“She shelters an enemy,” Cavan shouted, and had to rein in his stallion, which suddenly snorted and pranced impatiently.

“Your enemy, not hers,” Zia said. “And you do not know for certain if Carissa is there.”

“Whose side do you take?” Cavan snapped.

“The side of common sense,” she said irritably.

“Zia is right,” Artair said, and raised his hand to prevent his brother’s protest. “We received word that Carissa may have sought safety at the village Black, but we cannot confirm that.”

“And the only way to confirm that is to enter the village and see for ourselves,” Cavan pointed out. “It was Bethane, lest you forget, who told us that when we find Carissa, we find our brother Ronan.”

Zia nodded. “I am well aware of that, but you cannot go charging into the village with a contingent of warriors. My grandmother will never allow it.”

“We are fifty strong. How can she stop us?” Lachlan asked, with a curious smile.

Zia sighed, and Artair shook his head at his younger brother while Lachlan’s wife Alyce pointed to the treetops.

“Did you not notice the sentinels in the trees as we approached?” she asked, her finger going from one tree to another then another.

Lachlan turned a charming grin on his wife. “It is good to have a beautiful wife skilled in battle strategy. But…” His grin grew, and he repeated the obvious. “We have fifty seasoned warriors while they have a few men in trees.”

Alyce guided her mare closer to her husband’s horse and reached out to pat his face. “There are more than a mere few, dear husband, and my guess is that they are highly skilled.” She turned to Zia. “Am I right?”

“You are,” Zia confirmed.

This time Alyce looked to Cavan. “How do you fight what you cannot see?”


Cavan nodded. “You are right, but that does not deter me from my course.” He turned to Zia. “How do we gain entrance to your village?”

“You request permission from my grandmother, though I can assure you that your warriors will not be granted entrance,” Zia said. “And if Carissa is there and has requested sanctuary, my grandmother will not let you take her away.”

“Perhaps she can be persuaded.”

The three Sinclare brothers and the two wives turned to stare at the sudden appearance of a cloaked stranger. His hood fell over his head amply concealing his face, though his formidable stance warned he was not to be dismissed lightly.

“You have business here, stranger?” Cavan asked sharply.

“Do you?” came an equally sharp reply.

“Mind your tongue,” Lachlan snapped. “You speak to the laird of the clan Sinclare.”

“And that should matter to me?” he said with an irritated growl. “Now move out of my way. I have the common sense to gain entrance first and leave the particulars until later.”

Though they made no effort to move, he passed by them with his mare trailing obediently behind him, and just before he reached the entrance to the village, marked by overgrown foliage, a man dropped from a tree to land with a forceful thud in front of him.

The hooded stranger whispered something to him, and the sentinel nodded and parted the bushes for him to pass and gain entrance to the village.


Cavan immediately directed his stallion to the entrance when suddenly a flurry of arrows shot out of the treetops, forcing him to halt as they hit the ground around him.

“Zia!” Cavan shouted. “Speak to your grandmother now!”

She held her hand up, so the sentinels would hold their arrows, and hurried passed Cavan, disappearing beyond the foliage.

Cavan addressed his brothers and Alyce. “That man is a mercenary.”

“And for a price he will do anything,” Alyce said.

“So his business here?” Lachlan asked.

“Perhaps someone placed a price on Carissa’s head, and he’s here to collect her,” Artair offered.

“Who would be so foolish to do that?” Cavan said. “All of the Highland clans know we search for her and are in agreement. She is to be found and made to pay as her father did.”

“What I wonder,” Alyce said, “is how the stranger gained such easy access to the village. The sentinel seemed not to question him at all, which means—”

“He is known to them,” Cavan finished, and turned to Artair. “We need entrance to the village now.”

“You have it,” Zia said, emerging from the dense foliage, “but not your warriors. They must remain here.”

“For now it will do,” Cavan said, dismounting from his stallion, as did Lachlan and Artair.


The three brothers and Alyce followed Zia through the narrow entranceway that allowed them to walk single file, their horses skittish as they followed. And the brothers didn’t like what they saw as they entered the pristine village.

The stranger stood speaking with Bethane, and she was nodding and smiling as if she were talking with an old friend. When she spotted them, her smile grew and she waved. The stranger quickly leaned closer, and whatever he whispered caused her to nod.

“He has her ear,” Cavan said to his brothers, as they walked alongside him. “Stay alert. Something goes on here that doesn’t sit right with me.”

Both men nodded.

Bethane stepped forward before they moved too close, placing a buffer between the men. “It is good to see you all again though I wish the circumstances were different.”

“It is always good to see you, Bethane,” Cavan acknowledged. “And I regret that a clan issue has been placed at your doorstep.”

“It was inevitable,” she said. “And it is better that it all comes together here on neutral ground.”

“There can be only one outcome,” Cavan said, taking his stance. “And your own words predicted it.”

Bethane nodded, her smile never wavering. “I remember. I told you to find Carissa and you’d find your brother.”

“Then you don’t deny that Carissa is here?” Cavan asked.


“I don’t deny it.”

“Then hand her over to me,” Cavan said, “for it has been far too long since I have seen my brother.”

“The way you tormented him, I’m surprised you would want to see him again,” the stranger said, and threw back his hood.

Cavan and his brothers stood staring at the man. It was Artair who first recognized him.

“Ronan!” Artair cried, and rushed forward to ensnare him in a brotherly hug.

Lachlan followed and did the same.

Cavan remained were he stood, as did Ronan after the hugs, slaps on the backs, and more hugs were done. Finally, the two brothers stepped forward at the same time and within seconds arms were flung around each other. Then Cavan grabbed his youngest brother by the back of his neck and rested his forehead on his.

“There is much I have to say to you, though not now. Now it is just good to have you back.”

Ronan remained silent, unable to respond. He was torn between relief at being with his family once again and unease in being with them. Cavan was right, though, there was much that needed to be said, but not now. Now he had to finish the last leg of his journey home.

“Why didn’t you reveal yourself to us when you first came upon us?” Artair asked.

Cavan answered. “Because the honor was due him to lay claim to Carissa first and as such have a say in her punishment.”


Ronan nodded. “I want the final say, Cavan.”

Cavan braced his hand on Ronan’s shoulder. “You have it.” He then turned to Bethane. “Bring us Carissa.”

Her response rang through the village like a clanging bell. “No!”








Chapter 3



Carissa watched the heated exchange that followed Bethane’s resounding no. The wooden shutters in Bethane’s cottage sat ajar just enough for her to easily view the whole scene, and the close proximity allowed her to hear every word.

She had hoped that no one would learn of her taking refuge here and, for a while at least, she would have some peace. Since she had never known peace, she had been foolish to think she ever would.

“Carissa will pay for the pain she has caused the Sinclares!”

She cringed at Cavan’s command, for she knew he had been relentless in his search for her and would not rest until she met the same fate as her father though she questioned if she could meet death as bravely as he had. Though Mordrac the Barbarian had been her father, she wasn’t truly her father’s daughter. She had not the cruelty in her that he had though she had made certain that others believed that she did. She had realized at a very young age that if she showed any empathy or sympathy, her father would make her suffer dearly for it. So out of necessity, she learned how to portray a cold, harsh exterior, not only to protect herself but also those she cared about.

She shook her head. There was no point in dwelling on the past. Her concern now was survival, and she wasn’t certain how she would do that when the Sinclares intended to see her dead, especially Ronan Sinclare.

He hated her, and with good reason. She had tormented him after his capture, but he would never understand why, and she would not bother to explain. He would never believe her anyway, so there was no reason even to try.

Her fate had been sealed twenty years ago, the day she had been born daughter to Mordrac. It had taken time to accept her lot in life, but she had, and now she had the consequences to deal with—Ronan Sinclare being one of them.

There was one, however, who knew her well and would certainly come to her rescue, but it would jeopardize his life, and she couldn’t do that. She couldn’t put anyone else in such a dire position. She had done enough harm by coming here to the village Black. And she would need to correct her mistake, though how, she wasn’t certain. She only knew that she couldn’t remain here, for her presence would continue to bring strife to the village.

“I will not leave without her!”

Carissa knew without seeing who had spoken so vehemently. Ronan hated her with the intensity of one who loves. For what truly was hatred but the complete opposite of love?

What other way did she have to judge love? She had never truly known it. Her mother had died before she could have any memories of her, and the succession of slaves who raised her did so from, fear of her father. And when once she showed that she cared for a puppy…

She shuddered, recalling her father’s cruelty, and chased away the heartbreaking memory.

She had to concentrate on her present predicament and find a solution, and as soon as possible. She did not wish to bring trouble to Bethane. The woman had been nothing but kind to her.

Carissa heard Bethane once again express her position with firm kindness.

“This is a place of sanctuary, and Carissa is welcome here for as long as she wishes to stay.”

Carissa had to smile at Bethane’s next remark.

“If you seek sanctuary here, you are welcome.”

“We have come to visit.”

From what Carissa had learned about the Sinclare brothers, that would be Artair who answered so wisely. He was by nature the most practical.

“You are welcome,” Bethane said, “though I assume your visit will be brief. The snow will soon fall in earnest, and I am sure you do not wish to be stuck here. After all, your children wait eagerly for your return.”

Children. Just the thought made Carissa sigh. She so wanted children of her own. She hugged herself thinking how she would give constant hugs to her children and love them unconditionally and protect them. Lord, but she would give her life to protect them.

Artair spoke and once again with reason. “Bethane is right. Once a heavy snow begins, we won’t be able to return home.”

A tall woman with a long blond braid draped over her chest spoke, though she directed her response to the man beside her. Since all the other brothers were accounted for, Carissa assumed that he must be Lachlan and she his wife.

“I’d like to get home to Roark before then.”

Zia was of the same mind. “I want to be able to play with Blythe in the snow.”

Bethane turned to Cavan. “And what of your twin boys? I’m sure Honora would want you there before the deep winter sets in.”

Family. Something she had longed for but never had. The Sinclares didn’t know how lucky they were, and if they were wise, they would forget about her and return home and cherish what they had.

She shook her head slowly, doubting that would happen. The Sinclare brothers were Highland warriors and were duty-bound to protect their clan. Her father had declared war on them, and her elimination would finally settle what he had begun.

“This matter must be settled first,” Cavan said with conviction.


“Cavan is right,” Ronan said with just as much fervor.

Carissa shut her eyes for a moment, wishing all of this would go away, and she would be free. Free of hatred. Free of being hunted. Free to be who she truly was.

Her eyes drifted open, her wish drifting away unanswered as so many wishes before. This was her destiny, and she could not escape it. It was only a matter of time before the Sinclares captured her, and she would face the same fate as her father.

“Let us speak with Carissa, Bethane,” Cavan said. “Perhaps we could come to an agreement.”

Carissa quickly grabbed her deep blue, wool cloak from the peg by the door and swung it around her shoulders. That wasn’t Bethane’s question to answer, it was hers. With a stoic tilt of her chin, she opened the door and marched outside and straight to the Sinclares.

“And what agreement would that be Cavan Sinclare? My death at your hands?”

If looks could kill, she would have been dead many times over. Zia was the only one who offered a smile.

Ronan marched straight for her. “No! Death by my hands.”

Carissa stood her ground without a shudder or a tremble, though any other would have probably quaked and begged in his formidable presence. He towered over her. But what she lacked in size, she more than made up for in her attitude.


“So the laird Sinclare feels it beneath him to deal with a woman and gives the chore to his baby brother?”

Carissa could almost feel the fury in Ronan’s glaring green eyes. And the way he clinched his fists at his sides, she wondered if he imagined squeezing the life from her.

“You will pay for what you have done,” Ronan said through gritted teeth.

She stretched herself up and placed her face just inches from his. “You have neither the strength nor the stomach for it, Highlander.”

Ronan plastered his face to hers, and his warm, earthy breath fanned her face and sent gooseflesh rushing over her skin.

“I have something much more—hatred. My hatred for you knows no bounds and you will—I promise—die by my hands.”

“Enough,” Bethane ordered firmly. “There will be no violence here.”

Zia stepped to her grandmother’s side. “She is right. This village has always been a safe haven for those who seek it.”

“And it will continue to be,” Bethane said. “Carissa will be protected if she chooses to remain here.”

“Then I choose to remain here as well,” Ronan said.

Although his face no longer melded with hers, he stood close enough for their arms to brush. It was as if he was letting her know he would stick to her side until he got his way.


Carissa sent a different message when she slowly and with purposeful strides put distance between them.

Cavan stepped forward and looked directly at Carissa. “You know we will not give up. Your kind will not be able to remain here for long. It is a place of goodness and caring, and there isn’t a barbarian alive who possesses those qualities. Sooner or later, this haven will become a prison to you, and you will leave. We will be waiting. Face your fate now and get it over with, for it is inevitable.”

“You think highly of yourself, Highlander,” Carissa said with the coldness that was all too familiar to her. “Do you think that it was you who found me?” She laughed. “I’ve avoided capture how long now?” She grinned. “Two years, isn’t it?” She sneered, and her tone was condescending. “Truly, Highlander, you are pathetic.”

Ronan took a quick step toward her, but Cavan swung his arm out, stopping him.

“Are you telling me that you intended for us to know you were here?” Cavan asked.

“Finally, a shred of intelligence.”

This time Lachlan moved forward, but Cavan halted him with a firm nod.

“Why?” Artair asked.

Carissa admired Artair. He sought explanations before decisive action. “I wanted the Sinclare brothers to know that I’d bested them, that they couldn’t find me, though I could have them at my beck and call.” She grinned again. “Imagine. One female barbarian outwits four Highlanders.”


Fury raged in every one of their eyes, and rightly so. She had gravely insulted them, and she had done so with nothing but lies. She had planned a brief stay here in the village before moving on and, hopefully, shedding her identity and finding a new life along the way. She had been insane to think that she could run from her past; her legacy never failed to follow her.

“But your plan is flawed,” Artair said. “We may be here by your choice, but how do you avoid inevitable capture?”

Carissa laughed and tossed her head up, her soft blond waves bouncing before landing with a gentle caress around her lovely face. The movement was intentional, for she had learned that it never failed to grab a man’s attention and muddle his thoughts, most times giving her a chance to conjure a suitable response.

To her surprise, though truly she should have realized, it failed with only one Sinclare…Ronan. His intense glare had remained the same while his brothers looked stunned.

She avoided a direct answer by tossing the query back at Artair. “How can you think that relevant when I managed to get all four of you here in one place?”

Artair nodded. “This is true, but given that, you would also have made provisions to avoid capture.”

“Provisions that are doomed to fail,” Ronan said emphatically.

“We shall see,” she challenged, though knowing it wasn’t the wisest response. But they had to think her confident, or else she truly would be doomed.

“Enough,” Bethane said, ending the exchange to Carissa’s relief. “The air grows cold with the impending snow. A light one I would say, though soon to be followed by a heavy snowfall that will surely strand you all here. I suggest you eat a hearty supper, get a good night’s sleep, and be on your way at dawn.”

Cavan looked ready to protest, but Bethane stilled him with a quick raise of her hand. “That is the way of it, Cavan. I gave the respect due you when on your land; I ask the same of you.”

Cavan nodded though it was obvious he wasn’t happy.

Zia intervened, trying to herd everyone to Bethane’s cottage. “We all need food and rest.”

Cavan and Ronan were the most reluctant, while Lachlan, his wife Alyce, and Artair seemed agreeable, but then they knew that the two brothers needed time together, or perhaps they both feared Carissa’s being out of their sight.

Carissa turned to walk away, but Ronan’s sharp words stopped her.

“Where do you go?”

“That doesn’t concern you,” she answered just as sharply.

He stomped over to stand directly in front of her, though he actually towered over her. “Everything about you concerns me.”

“Afraid I’ll slip away from you?” she challenged.


“I promise—you’ll never get away from me again,” Ronan said.

“We’ll see about that,” Carissa said, and turned away, strolling off as if she had not a care in the world though her heart ached; but not a single tear pooled in her eyes.

Ronan stepped forward to follow her, but Bethane stepped around him and joined Carissa, hooking arms with her.

“Let the women be and come join your family,” Cavan said. “We have missed you, and there is much for us to discuss.”

Carissa waited several minutes before she dared turned to look and see Ronan enter Bethane’s cottage with Cavan. Her relief was so great that her legs might have given way if not for Bethane’s supporting arm.

The two women entered Zia’s old cottage and, while Carissa sat at the table before the hearth, Bethane prepared a soothing brew for them both.

Carissa hugged the hot tankard in her hands, hoping it would chase away the chill that went deep down to her very bones.

“You put on a good act,” Bethane said, joining her at the table and pushing a board with thick sliced dark bread toward Carissa.

Carissa smiled, though it was a sad smile, one that barely reached her slim lips. “I appreciate your concern that I eat, but my appetite has yet to return. And as far as my act is concerned? I have no choice.”


“Perhaps if you trust—”

“No,” Carissa said, shaking her head adamantly. “I can trust no one, not ever.”

“Not true,” Bethane encouraged.

Carissa sighed. “Who do you suggest I trust?”

Bethane smiled. “Your heart.”








Chapter 4



Ronan sat hunched beneath evergreen branches, watching the cottage where Carissa slept. Snow fell, lightly dusting his wool cloak, and thick cloud covering kept the waning moon from shedding any light. It didn’t matter. Ronan had learned to acclimate himself to any weather or circumstance, and that skill had proved a useful tool in surviving, and helped him to believe that one day he’d return home.

Now, though he was reunited with his family, he still felt he hadn’t returned home. He felt a stranger among his brothers and even more uneasy with their wives, not to mention that there were nieces and nephews he had yet to meet. Then there was the death of his father during his absence. He had never gotten to see him again, and that was a painful wound that would take a long time healing. As difficult as it was for him, he could only imagine how difficult it must have been for his mother. They had been a loving, devoted couple, and he wondered if his mother could truly manage without her husband.

No, this certainly was not the family he had left; but then he wasn’t the same man. And after spending only a brief time with his family, he wondered even more about his own identity.

The soft crunch of snow had him stilling his thoughts and listening more closely to the sound. It didn’t take long for him to realize that the footfalls were not animal, but human. He positioned himself, knife in hand, as the steps got closer.

His knife was at the man’s throat, ready to slit it if he made one move, though he dropped his hand fast enough as soon as he recognized Artair.

Artair rubbed his throat. “I am grateful you are more skillful with a knife than I last remember.”

“Necessity,” Ronan said, and returned to his perch beneath the evergreen branches.

Artair joined him. “You thought someone here would do you harm?”

“You never know.”

“But this is a sanctuary, a place of peace.”

Ronan gave a gruff laugh. “There is no place of peace.”

“The people here believe so.”

“They foolishly trust,” Ronan said.

“Perhaps they have faith.”

“Faith is an ally I have yet to trust,” Ronan said.

“Do you trust me?” Artair asked.

“You are my brother.”


“That goes without question, but do you trust me?”

“That goes without question as well,” Ronan said.

“I can’t imagine what you and Cavan have suffered,” Artair admitted sadly. “I can’t imagine returning home after being away from those you love for so long. But what I do know is that I am your brother and will always be here for you.”

“You always were the understanding one,” Ronan said, with a smile that barely reached his lips.

Artair grinned. “See, some things never change.”

Oddly enough, the thought made Ronan feel better.

“Do you plan on remaining here all night?” Artair asked.

“You were the one who pointed out that Carissa had to have a plan of escape,” Ronan reminded. “And I plan on being there and foiling it.”

“It’s cold, snowing, and with little moonlight to guide, I doubt she would foolishly attempt an escape tonight.”

“You don’t know Carissa as well as I do,” Ronan reminded. “She is one that can never, ever be trusted. Her word means nothing and worst of all—“He had to pause, for painful memories flooded his mind. “Worst of all,” he repeated firmly, “she has no heart.”

Artair grasped Ronan’s shoulder. “Then, my brother, we will see that she follows her father to his grave.”


 

Carissa paced in front of the hearth unable to sleep, but then she required little sleep. She had been taught to be alert to sounds, and so she slept lightly and very little, always feeling the need to be ready at a moment’s notice. And now that was more important than ever. She had to make an escape and that would not be easy with Ronan, no doubt, being her shadow.

He had to be out there right now, hiding in wait for her. She was not foolish, but then he would also know that, and that was why it would be that much harder to get away.

She stopped pacing and sunk onto a chair at the table. Bethane’s words kept returning to her, but there was no way she could trust her heart, especially now, for it was so badly broken. She sometimes wondered if she truly had the strength to continue. Would it be better to meet her fate? A fate the Sinclares claimed was inevitable and perhaps justifiably so.

How could she even think that she could shed her identity and start life over as someone new? Perhaps she was foolish after all.

Carissa chased away the disturbing thoughts and forced herself to concentrate on the predicament at hand. First and foremost, she needed to escape and if that proved successful, she could take the next step. But presently, that is where her concentration was needed.

To try an escape while all the Sinclares where here would be foolish, too many eyes watching her. Once they left, she’d have only Ronan to contend with, and that would prove better odds for her, though…

She raised her head, rushing her fingers through her long hair. They might be expecting that, and the others could lie in wait for her. Perhaps it would be wise of her to take her leave with everyone here. It could very well catch them off guard, and by the time they settled on a plan of action, she could be far gone.

The problem was that they were to leave in the morning, which meant she only had a few hours left if she was to plan a successful escape.

Carissa stood and went into the bedroom off the main room of the cottage and dressed quickly, donning extra layers for warmth and so she would have room to carry more important items in her bundle. She got busy, sunrise not far off. She had to be ready to take her leave. With the help of a friend, she would slip away unnoticed.

 

Only two inches of snow covered the ground, though the gray sky and chilled air certainly promised more. And that possibility drove the discussion among the Sinclares.

“If we leave now, we may get caught in the storm and be without shelter,” Artair advised.

“And if we stay, we may get stuck here longer than we’d like,” Alyce reminded. “It will only take us four days to get home.”

“More if we’re caught in a storm,” Artair said.


“My grandmother doesn’t believe the heaviest snowfall will arrive for at least two or three days,” Zia informed them. “And she’s usually accurate.”

“With only meeting Carissa, I can’t be certain, but she seems more a warrior than a woman,” Alyce said. “And as such I believe she determines her options, as we do, her wisest choice being to remain here in the village for the winter and make her escape just before spring.”

“I agree,” Artair said. “Where would she go, what shelter and food would she have? Here she is guaranteed both, plus she would be safe.”

“You’d be fools to believe that,” Ronan said, looking from one to the others. “She is cunning and far more skilled than any of you realize. You told me how you attacked the barbarian stronghold and captured her father, Mordrac. Tell me, how did she manage to avoid escape?”

“If I remember correctly,” Lachlan said, “she wasn’t there.”

Ronan shook his head. “No. She was there; her father would have made sure of that. She somehow managed to avoid capture.”

Lachlan looked to Cavan. “Do you recall seeing her when we took command of the barbarian stronghold?”

Cavan narrowed his eyes, as if trying to force the memory, then shook his head, annoyed. “No.”

“Make no mistake,” Ronan warned. “She successfully avoided you and made her escape. And she will do so again if we do not keep a sharp eye on her.” All their eyes followed his pointing finger to a cottage in the distance. “Do you know if she is still there?”

They all stared, but not one made a comment.

Cavan stepped forward, his determined strides and combined height and width causing the ground beneath him to tremble.

Ronan moved quickly to block his path, and the two brothers stood face-to-face, the younger almost matching his oldest brother’s height, surprising them both. For a moment nothing was said, but pain and uncertainty were evident in their eyes.

“I have watched throughout the night,” Ronan said. “She is still there.”

Cavan stepped forward as Bethane approached. “You assured me—”

“And has she not remained here?” Bethane asked, and walked over to the two men.

“Carissa cannot be trusted,” Ronan reiterated.

“Are you sure of that?” Bethane asked

“I witnessed it firsthand,” Cavan confirmed, “as I’m sure Ronan did.”

Ronan nodded. “I know well her cruelty.”

“I am sorry that you both believe—”

“Believe?” Cavan snapped sharply, and pounded his chest. “She laughed while I was whipped unmercifully, then she poured a liquid on my open wounds that caused me to pass out from the pain.”

Ronan raised his right hand, his middle and forefinger bent and crooked. “Thanks to her, these never healed correctly, and only because a slave cared enough to risk Carissa’s wrath was I tended to at all.”

“She is as evil as her father,” Cavan spat.

Bethane nodded. “Her father was truly evil.”

“And she will pay as he did,” Cavan said.

“So you remind everyone again and again.”

Cavan and Ronan swerved around to glare at Carissa.

“Bethane, may I speak with you?” she asked, and turned and walked away, dismissing the others as unimportant.

Bethane walked between the brothers, but Ronan took hold of her arm before she could go any farther. “You need not follow her command.”

“Carissa did not command,” Bethane said. “She asked to speak with me.” She placed her hand over Ronan’s. “If you would put your anger aside for a moment, perhaps you would see more clearly.”

Ronan expelled a breath, releasing tightness in his chest he hadn’t realized was there. And for a moment he felt at peace, until his glance landed on Carissa. She was smiling.

“I see only too clearly,” Ronan said, and jerked his hand away.

Bethane made hasty steps to Carissa and walked far enough away with the younger woman so that their conversation could not be overheard.

“I must leave,” Carissa whispered, while retaining a smile.

“Nonsense,” Bethane said. “You are safe here and can remain as long as you like.”

“As will the Sinclares.”


“Ronan is the only one who will remain. The others will take their leave shortly.”

A perfect time for her to escape.

Bethane took her hand. “Stay here. I believe if you and Ronan could talk—”

Carissa laughed and shook her head. “His hatred for me is too great. I must leave.”

Bethane smiled softly. “Then let me help you.” She continued before Carissa could protest. “A heavy snowfall will arrive soon, and you will need shelter. There is a cottage deep in the woods where I sometimes tend those who prefer not to come to the village. It is well stocked with provisions, and no one knows where it is. You should be safe there for now.”

“You have created a safe haven here, and I don’t wish to jeopardize that.”

“Trust me when I tell you that you won’t,” Bethane insisted. “Go to the cottage, and all will be well.”

If it were possible for her to cry, Carissa would have, but to protect herself she had not shed a tear since she was very young. She had rarely known kindness, so when it was shown her, it touched her heart though none believed she had one.

“The only problem I foresee is how you can escape without detection,” Bethane said.

Carissa smiled. “I only need a moment to disappear.”








Chapter 5



Ronan kept his eye on Carissa, who ambled around the village as he helped his brothers ready for departure. Since Zia had attended his wounds once, he knew her, but not well, though what he did know had him concluding that she was a good match for Artair. However, he found Alyce a strange choice for Lachlan. It certainly wasn’t her features that he found odd, for she was a beauty. It was that Lachlan was a charmer where Alyce seemed a warrior woman and a capable one at that. Earlier, when they had discussed options, she had offered sound advice and made an accurate assumption on Carissa’s nature.

One thing the two women did have in common was that you could see in their eyes how much they loved their husbands, and his heart ached even more for the woman he had loved and Carissa had murdered.

He glared at Carissa kicking at a puppy that playfully nipped at the hem of her skirt. She was a mean woman, even to animals.

“You do know that it will be difficult to restrain mother from coming here,” Cavan said. “Only the weather will be able to deter her, and even then I don’t believe it will stop her.”

While Ronan addressed his brother, he kept sight of Carissa from the corner of his eye as she pulled her hood up over her head, the sharp wind having grown colder. “I have missed her. Tell her to stay put, I will be home soon.”

“She never doubted you would return home.”

“She always had more confidence in me than I did,” Ronan said. “How has she fared since Father…” He couldn’t say aloud that his father was dead. It sounded much too final, and the pain of his loss continued to be a heavy burden.

“It’s been a struggle for her,” Cavan said, “though lately she’s been much better. I suppose having three daughters-in-law and four grandchildren has helped.”

Ronan could only nod, for he still couldn’t believe how much his family had changed and gained since his absence, whereas while he might have changed, he had lost far more than he had gained.

“I still feel our departure places a sole burden on you that should be shared by us all,” Cavan said. “You have suffered enough and have been away from home far too long. You should be returning home with us.”

“I’m not ready to come home yet, and you of all people should understand why.”

“I do understand.” Cavan nodded. “My wife Honora would as well, for she was the one who had to deal with me when I returned home, though truth be told, she was the one who helped me heal.”

“I honestly don’t know…” Ronan paused and turned to look at Carissa still fighting off the puppy. “I don’t know if I can ever heal.”

Cavan rested a firm hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Time is the only potion that will heal your wounds.”

Ronan wanted to believe that, but it was difficult. His pain and hatred were too great right now to think he would ever heal, feel whole again, let alone love again.

“I will see you soon,” Cavan said confidently.

Ronan hoped that would be so and was soon receiving hugs from his brothers that brought back happier memories, and well-wishes from his sisters-in-law.

“When the worst of winter passes, we will return for you and Carissa,” Cavan said after mounting his horse. “I am anxious for you to meet my twin sons. One is named for you.”

Ronan was struck speechless and could do nothing but stare after his family as they rode slowly away. He could not believe the honor his brother had bestowed on him, and it struck him like a fist to his gut just how much Cavan and he had been through.

The reminder had him spinning around, for he had foolishly taken his eye off Carissa and he worried…

While she ignored the puppy, he delightfully pranced around her as she made her way to her cottage. The pup didn’t even seem perturbed when she shut the door in his face. He simply plopped down by the door as if he intended to wait for her, but a young lass came along and scooped him up, and he went without protest.

Ronan turned to see his family gone out of sight, and in a way he felt relieved. He didn’t need the distraction of their presence. He needed to focus all his attention on Carissa. He was certain she would attempt an escape, and once she stepped away from the sanctuary of the village, he intended to capture her and return her home. Where he would, only too gladly, see that she paid for her crimes. A light snow began to fall, and he decided to make Carissa aware that he was now her shadow.

He walked over to her cottage, tapped on the door, though he didn’t expect her to open it and said, “Make no mistake. Where you go, I go.” He sat on the narrow bench beneath the window, the shutters tightly closed and waited.

 

Ronan winced as he stretched awake, his neck a bit painful from the odd angle of his head when he had fallen asleep. With barely any sleep last night, he should have known he would doze off, but he supposed he had dozed feeling safer that he sat right outside her door.

Then he realized what had woken him, and shaking his cloak, now covered with more than a dusting of snow, he stood and scooped up the puppy, who had returned to scratch at the cottage door.

“Why bother when she’s not interested,” he asked the little pup, and got a lick on the nose.

“Damn,” he said, suddenly realizing his foolish mistake, and plopped the pup on the ground. Then
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