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Chapter 1



“Burn, witch, burn!”

The crazed chant rang throughout the village while Zia watched two men continue to pile kindling around her feet. Struggling was senseless. The coarse rope scraped her bare arms and dug into her stomach.

She had done nothing to deserve such unfair judgment. She had simply responded to the village of Lorne’s need for a healer. Instead of being grateful for her help, the villagers had begun to gossip about her extraordinary powers, especially after she brought a babe back from the brink of death. Wagging tongues immediately claimed her—a witch.

Zia had tried to reason with the people, but it seemed to make it worse. They did not understand her explanations of how specific mixtures of herbs and poultices could aid in helping the ill heal. They argued her concoctions were works of the devil, and her beauty was even called to task. Why else would every man in the village be unable to keep their eyes off her? And he mark of the devil was on her for sure in the unnatural color of her long, dark red hair sparked with fiery blond streaks.

She had realized that her only choice was to run and leave the ignorant to their fate. Unfortunately, she had reached that decision too late and several men had burst into the small cottage, the village had first so eagerly provided for her. Two men grabbed hold of her and while another man burned her few possessions and healing items in the hearth, the others shoved her face down on the worn wooden table and a woman took a knife to her hair, chopping it short.

She had then been dragged, by no means passively, and tied to a stake in the middle of the village for the jeering crowd to torment. And in mere moments the torch a stout man with a grim expression gripped tightly in his beefy hand, would set the pile of kindling aflame and the villagers would cheer as they watched her burn.

Her fate appeared sealed. She could think of nothing to save her. Words were useless; they would fall on deaf ears and frightened minds. The only thing left to her was prayer, but before she could recite the familiar and hopeful words, her grandmother’s ageless face popped into her head.

Zia couldn’t help but smile. She loved her grandmother dearly. It was she who had taught Zia all about healing. Her grandmother had even chosen her name. Zia meant staff of life and her grandmother claimed she had been born to preserve life. Zia had worked diligently at learning all about the healing arts and had been willing to travel to wherever her skills had been needed. She also learned that not all people thought highly of healers.

Zia understood the risks, especially being an exceptional healer, though she believed her skills natural. As her grandmother had predicted, she had been born to preserve life like so many in the long line of healers before her.

Unfortunately, her life would be a short one and she so wished for more time to help people and to gain more healing knowledge.

Zia.

She glanced around, certain she had heard a familiar voice call her name. She recognized no friendly face in the grumbling crowd.

He comes to save you. He is good for you.

Zia smiled hearing in her head her grandmother’s voice. Her grandmother had always been there for her even when they weren’t together. It was a strange connection they shared but one she never questioned or doubted. Her grandmother subscribed to the Old Ways, the old beliefs and she had passed them on to Zia, and she was grateful she had.

Zia searched anxiously past the jeering faces in the distance for her rescuer, but disappointingly saw no one. She would wait. Even as the man holding the torch walked toward her ready to light the kindling, she kept faith in her grandmother’s words.

Suddenly, thunder erupted and she glanced overhead at the canopy of dark clouds that had moved in ever so swiftly, and her smile grew as fat raindrops assaulted her face.

Accusatory shouts sparked the air as many cried out that she commanded the weather to do her bidding.

Was there no end to their ignorance?

Just as she prepared to whisper a prayer of gratitude for her abrupt reprieve, she spied riders on the outskirts of the village.

Four men approached, the leader easily distinguishable. He sat his stallion tall and proud, a good-sized dog following at the horse’s heels. A few in the crowd followed her stare and hurriedly alerted all to the arrival of strangers. A rash of mumbling gave way to hushed silence as the riders entered the village, and the crowd parted slowly, clearing a significant path for the imposing leader and his cohorts.

Apprehension crackled in the air along with the thunder as Zia met the leader’s dark brown eyes and felt a jolt to her senses. Surely, the deep color was born from the depths of the earth where the soil was the most fertile, where roots dug deep to reach and from which all life sprung.

He broke the contact, glancing over the crowd, and announced in a clear, confident voice, “I am Artair Sinclare of Caithness, and I have come to speak with Zia the healer.”

Gasps and murmuring circled the crowd before the village leader, Harold, stepped forward. “Zia the healer is a witch and has been sentenced to burn at the stake.”


“Then I have come in due time. I will speak to her first,” Artair commanded.

Zia wasn’t surprised by his authoritative nature. One would have to be blind not to see that he was a great warrior. Not only did he sit astride his horse with pride, but he held himself in the same manner, his broad shoulders drawn back, his firm chest expanded, his long lean fingers heavy on the hilt of his sword.

“I can’t permit it,” Harold insisted, shaking his head.

“Can’t or won’t?” Artair asked bluntly.

Harold began to tremble. “I must think of our safety.”

“Your safety rests on me speaking to the healer,” Artair warned.

Zia felt hopeful since he hadn’t referred to her as a witch, but rather, acknowledged her as a healer. Could this man really be her savior?

“Have done with it then,” Harold begrudgingly said. “But keep your distance, she will entrap you.”

The caution didn’t dissuade the warrior. He moved his stallion nearer to her funeral pyre, and she got a closer look at his staggering good looks. His features were a work of pure talented artistry; the heavens couldn’t have made him any more stunning. He stared directly at her, his dark eyes once more locking with hers and sending her senses soaring. You would think that the kindling had been set aflame, her body heated so rapidly.


“I search for my brother Ronan Sinclare. It has been said that you have tended him?”

“I have,” she admitted, recalling the man and facial similarities between the two.

“How is he?”

“I left him healing nicely from serious injuries when word was received that the village Lorne was in desperate need of a healer.”

“Where is Ronan?” Artair asked, his horsing growing impatient while he looked to remain calm and confident.

“Where he is has no name and no direction.”

“You speak in riddles,” Artair accused.

“She is a witch. She tries to trick you,” Harold warned, jabbing his finger in her direction.

“I can take you there,” she said.

“You will burn, witch,” Harold proclaimed, his finger trembling in anger.

The crowd agreed and chanted for her demise.

Artair rose suddenly in his saddle and turned to glare at the people. His voice rose over theirs. “I will speak with this woman.”

Voices quieted, though whispers rushed around the crowd.

Artair turned back around to face her, ignoring the quiet protest. “Tell me how to find my brother.”

“I cannot. I can only show you the way.”

“She enchants you and makes you do her bidding,” Harold disputed adamantly.

Artair shot him a scalding glare, and the man retreated, bowing his head and taking several steps back.

“Tell me where my brother is,” he demanded, turning to Zia.

“I cannot. I can only take you to him,” she said and couldn’t help but admire the way he remained calm and in control as if her words did not disturb him, but rather made him consider his options.

“Further discussion will not change your mind, will it?” he asked.

“It cannot, for I speak the truth.”

He appeared to accept her words as fact, for he turned to Harold. “Release her to me.”

“I will not,” he said indignantly. “She is a witch and she shall burn for her sins.”

“I require her assistance,” Artair said firmly.

“This village requires that she pay for her evil ways.”

“What is it that she has done to this village?” Artair asked.

“She has worked her evil magic on us.”

“Your people suffer?”

Harold shook his head. “We continue to heal.”

“Then what are her sins?”

Harold shoved his finger at her face. “She has used her evil ways to cure us. What now will happen to us?”

“Is that not up to you?” Artair asked.

Harold sputtered and shook his head. “She will burn, I tell you. She will burn.”


Zia watched as Artair studied the man and once again she thought that he reasonably weighed alternatives. He was not at all ruffled by the exchange with the agitated man, rather he seemed in control and sure of having his way, which certainly would benefit her.

He summoned the man to him with a brisk snap of his hand and Harold did not deny the warrior, he scurried over to him. Zia was close enough to hear their exchange.

“How much?” Artair asked.

Harold appeared confused.

“How much for her release?”

Harold shook his head and his voice turned bold. “She will harm us if released.”

“I will make certain that she doesn’t,” Artair assured him. “And I will pay you handsomely to take her off your hands.”

The man seemed to consider his offer, and Zia understood why. Artair Sinclare made it sound as if he had the power to do as he claimed, though she had no doubt the promise of generous coins made Harold think twice.

“Burn the witch!” Someone yelled, and others joined in.

Harold, hearing his people call for the witch’s life and probably fearing disappointing them, continued to argue with Artair. The debate seemed to go nowhere, though Artair seemed determined and that led Zia to believe that the handsome warrior would have his way—and she would be freed.


She just wished that the rain had continued. It would have prevented the torch bearer from preparing another torch and creeping closer to her, ready and willing to please the crowd. But the rain had ceased when the four men entered the village.

Artair seemed to tire of the useless exchange and reached into the fold where his plaid crossed his chest and met his waist and extracted a small pouch. He dropped it to the man.

Harold greedily seized it, tugged it open and dug inside. He stepped closer to Artair. “You’ll take her far and make sure she doesn’t return here and about?”

“I’ll see that she has no more dealings with your village.”

“Take her, then, and be done with it,” Harold said with a dismissive wave.

Artair didn’t waste a moment. He gave a nod to his men and they in turn drew their swords. The crowd instantly halted their shouts and fear held them silent.

Artair drew his own sword and with accurate aim he sliced the ropes that held Zia without marring her flesh. He then replaced his sword at his side and reached out his hand to her.

Zia seized hold, and when he clamped his hand around her arm, she watched the muscles grow taut along his bare forearm and bulge with strength as he easily swung her up to sit in front of him in the saddle. His arm went around her waist and he yanked her close, adjusting her against him, while her legs rested over one side and came in contact with his bare one. Her skirt had ridden up just enough for her flesh to feel his, and he was warm and muscled, and once again she was made aware of his strength.

She met his dark eyes as he guided his horse away from the funeral pyre, and they were even more enticing up close.

“Keep away from her eyes, she’ll bewitch you,” Harold warned as they passed him.

Zia wasn’t surprised when Artair paid the man no heed. He obviously was making it clear to all, and to Zia, that he didn’t fear her. Could he also be letting her know that he didn’t believe in witches or magic?

At the moment, it didn’t matter to her. Her only concern was that she was free.

Zia smiled at her rescuer. “Thank you,” she said, and rested her head on his shoulder. After all, it had been a very difficult morning.









Chapter 2



Artair stared at the supposed witch wrapped in his arms. He was a practical man and didn’t believe in witches, though he believed in the ability of a beautiful woman to bewitch. And Zia was undoubtedly a beautiful woman.

Her dark red hair had obviously suffered a shearing, and blond spikes vied with dark curls for attention around her slim face, enlarging her beguiling green eyes. He recalled how she had held his gaze after he planted her in front of him on his horse, and how her eyes not only radiated a fierce intelligence but sparked with an undeniable passion.

She was taller than most women, maybe four inches shorter than his six feet, and though slim, she was curved and rounded in all the right places.

“Keep on the road that brought you to the village. It is a place with no name. I will tell you where to turn,” Zia said pleasantly.

She certainly was relaxed for a woman who had just escaped death, and now seemed not at all troubled resting against a complete stranger. She was a woman who obviously did not frighten easily, or perhaps she felt quite comfortable with her abilities to protect herself—though her skills hadn’t helped her in the village.

Curiosity nagged at him and he asked, “What happened back there?”

She sighed and ran her fingers through her hair. “I got sheared for healing them.”

“It doesn’t look all that bad,” Artair said, meaning it. He wasn’t accustomed to seeing a woman with short hair but had to admit it did Zia justice. If possible, it made her appear more beautiful than the women he was used to.

She laughed and rushed her fingers through her hair once again. “And here I thought you were a truthful man, Artair.”

His innards jolted hearing his name spill with lighthearted laughter from her rosy lips, though was it that even jokingly she doubted his integrity?

“I am a truthful man,” he said. “Your short hair seems to enhance your beauty.”

Her green eyes sparkled and her smile deepened and turned lopsided, and he thought it the most enchanting smile he had ever seen.

Enchanting.

Was she enchanting him? Only if he allowed her to.

“What a charming compliment,” she said. “Thank you.”

“You are most welcome, but tell me…You are obviously an intelligent woman. How did you ever get yourself in such dire straits? You must have realized the situation in the village had turned dangerous for you. Why didn’t you leave before it got out of hand?”

“An ill babe,” she said, her smile fading. “I couldn’t leave the darling lad. He had yet to reach his first full year. He had a right to a longer life, and I had the ability to see that he got it. He required constant care until I was certain the worst had past and he would survive. By then…”

“It was too late.”

She nodded. “In saving him, I condemned myself. No one had expected the lad to live, though the mother hoped and the lad fought bravely for his life.”

“I admire your courage. There are not many who will give their life for another.”

“I think I like you and your compliments,” she teased. “But alas, I cannot accept compliments for doing my duty. I am a healer; it is my obligation to heal.”

“Even at your own peril?”

“I take a risk whenever I tend the ailing. I never know if I will fall to an illness that plagues a village. I can only trust in my knowledge and have faith that all will turn out well.”

“Did you have faith while tied to the stake?”

“It was all I had.”

“Have you ever been accused of being a witch before?” he asked.

“No. I have been fortunate, though aware of the risks.”


“Yet it doesn’t stop you.”

“You are a warrior?” she asked.

“Yes,” he answered proudly.

“You know the risks when you enter a battle. Yet you enter it knowing you could die.”

“I am defending my land,” he argued.

“I am defending life,” she said with equal pride.

“But you are only a wo—”

“Do not say what I think you mean to say, for it will surely insult me.”

He noticed her eyes twinkle with mirth and her lips fight a teasing smile, but her words had been edged with a boldness that cautioned him. She had meant what she said.

She sat up suddenly and pointed a few feet ahead. “There’s a narrow path to the left.”

They turned where she directed. It could hardly be called a path. Tree branches threatened to knock Artair and his men off their horses and forced them to hunch down over their saddles. He did, however, find being hunched over Zia…pleasant. Her hair smelled sweet, like a freshly plucked bouquet of flowers, the spiky tendrils tickled his cheek, and damned if her plump lips weren’t ripe for kissing.

He was glad to see that the path cleared just ahead. If he remained hovering over her much longer he damn well was going to kiss her.

With that thought heavy on his mind, Artair lifted his head too soon and a tree branch smacked him in the forehead.


He grunted and squeezed his eyes shut against the rush of pain.

He jolted when he felt her fingers explore his forehead and slowly opened his eyes. She was focused on seeing to his care, but to him her fingertips felt cool and her touch more like a caress.

“Nothing serious. It leaves a welt that will disappear soon enough,” she advised.

He had hoped her fingers would linger longer, but with her examination finished, her touch vanished and disappointment rushed over him.

“There is another turn a few feet ahead and it would be best if your men walked the horses.”

He followed her lead and ordered his men to dismount. Zia slipped out of his arms and off his horse before he could help her and walked a few feet away from him. It wasn’t a far distance, but oddly enough, he felt as if she had slipped from his grasp.

He watched her stretch her shoulders back, swing her arms out and roll her head from side to side. Then she smiled wide. Her beauty stunned him and for a moment, a sheer moment, he wondered if she was a witch for she certainly seemed to be bewitching him.

Her clothes—dark blue skirt and pale yellow blouse—while common, fit her body like the silks and velvet garments tailored for royals, and she carried herself with the same distinction.

Nessie, his dog, went over and immediately made friends with her, but then Nessie did whatever she wanted to do.


“She is a beauty, so friendly and obedient,” Zia said.

Artair laughed. “Nessie is far from obedient. She has a mind of her own.”

Zia kissed the mutt on the head. “Smart lass.”

“Is this no name, no direction place close?” Artair asked returning to the matter at hand.

“We will reach it by noon tomorrow.”

She walked ahead leading them, Nessie following her. Artair’s only recourse was to do as Nessie did, follow Zia. His men trailed behind grumbling. While he did not believe in the power of witches he knew some of his men did and at the moment he was sure that they thought following her unwise.

After a few more twists and turns he wondered if he didn’t agree with them, for suddenly he felt in unfamiliar territory and worse, confined and confused, by the dense growth of trees and foliage.

“What is this place?” he demanded.

Zia glanced over her shoulder with a smile. “My home.”

She hurried ahead and when she drifted from sight he grew concerned that perhaps he had been foolish not to have been more cautious with her, but then she popped up in front of him, her smile glowing like a bright full sun.

“This way,” she said pointing. “I am starving. There is a stream, and I”—she tapped her chest proudly—“am very good at catching fish.”

“Did you hear that, James?” Artair called to one of his men. “She is very good at catching fish.”


“Not as good as I,” James shouted back.

“A challenge. I love it,” Zia said with a laugh, and hurried ahead of them, Nessie on her heels.

“No fair,” James yelled and the short, stout man quickly handed his reins to the warrior behind him and took chase.

 

Not long after, Zia caught the first fish. James frustrated, threw down the pole he had quickly fashioned from a branch. Artair assumed Zia would take delight in her success, but instead she shared with James her secret to catching fish so quickly. With leaves dangling from his hook James caught a fish and before Artair knew it they were all sitting around a fire waiting eagerly for four fish to finish cooking.

The smell was phenomenal, Zia having added to the cleaned fish a mixture of crushed leaves she had gathered from the surrounding woods. His men had eyed her skeptically but when the scent had turned mouth-watering their grumbling halted.

After tasting the fish the men attacked it, licking every morsel off their fingers and grumbling because she insisted that each give a share to the dog.

“A great cook besides a great healer,” Artair said.

The others nodded, grinned, and patted their stomachs.

Zia bowed her head in appreciation. “Food can sometimes be more healing than potions.”

A lively conversation ensued, and Artair was amazed at the way his men so easily befriended her. But then, he was beginning to realize that Zia embraced life with such zest, it was hard not to like her. He could also understand how her passionate nature might intimidate some and possibly cause jealously in others.

Within the last few hours he had gotten a good insight into her and was eager to learn more. She had surprised him from the beginning. He had expected a shivering, frightened woman after being so close to being burnt at the stake, but once free she seemed unbothered by her brush with death.

Courageous or foolhardy?

He still wasn’t certain.

On the road once again, they alternated between walking and riding, the path narrowing, winding, then yielding to easy terrain. The sun had surfaced as soon as they left the village, and it remained strong all day. Summer might be waning, but today she was at her peak.

Artair realized that there was no keeping Zia beside him, or Nessie for that matter. She would talk with him awhile, and then be off foraging in the surrounding woods, returning with a flush of excitement, waving bunches of foliage as if she had discovered gold.

But when she returned carrying a twig basket she had obviously fashioned to carry an abundance of berries, the men grabbed handfuls with appreciative grins. Nessie lingered nearby, and from the way the dog licked her lips, it appeared she had already had her share.

“Leave some for me,” Artair warned, laughing.

“We got here first,” James argued good-naturedly.


Zia hurried alongside him afterward, filling the empty basket with her bunches of leaves, and he was glad for her company. Though she was in truth a stranger, he felt comfortable with her, as though they had been longtime friends.

Bewitched.

Women could certainly bewitch, and he supposed Zia did bewitch with her contagious enthusiasm. But being a healer, she balanced it with a reverence for life. She certainly appeared a complex woman, and that enticed him.

After several hours he ordered James and Patrick to hunt a couple of fat hares for supper.

Surprisingly, the two men looked to Zia, and it was James who asked. “Will you cook for us?”

Zia smiled with glee. “Wild onions and I think…” She tapped her chin in thought. “I know…” And off she ran, the dog running after her.

“Be careful your arrows don’t find her,” Artair warned his men.

“Worry not, I’ll hear their approach,” Zia called out.

The men stared wide-eyed after her, and Artair just stared, his mouth slightly agape, too late to respond to her for she had already disappeared into the woods.

How she had heard words meant only for his men he didn’t know.

“You know witches have powers we don’t,” James whispered to him.

“You think Zia a witch?” Artair asked bluntly.


James scratched his bushy hair. “She is a strange one.”

“So that makes her a witch?”

“She is a beauty,” James said even lower, as if afraid she’d overhear him.

“That makes her a witch too?”

“I’m just saying maybe we should beware.”

“You asked her to cook the hare, giving her ample opportunity to poison us.”

James had to think a moment, and then grinned as if he’d settled his own doubt. “She smiles too much to be a witch. Witches don’t smile. They’re mean buggers.”

“I’m glad we’ve settled that,” Artair said, though he wondered how often others questioned the same about Zia. The thought plagued him the whole hour before a campsite was decided on for the night.

Zia had suggested the place, which was near a stream, so the horses could drink their fill. She had returned to her foraging, promising to meet them at the location. Artair truly should not have allowed her to wander off on her own. There was always the chance she wouldn’t return, and with no knowledge of the area, he and his men could very well be lost for days.

However, he believed Zia true to her word that she was a healer who did her duty. She would want to return to see how Ronan was healing. She had remarked about how he had been healing nicely when she left, so she had to be curious as to how he’d been during her absence.


Artair planned on questioning her about Ronan tonight, after they ate and one of the men took watch while the others slept. He would find out as much about Ronan as he could for he wanted to be prepared to help his youngest brother however possible. He’d been missing over a year now, and everyone missed him terribly and wanted nothing more than his safe return home.

His thoughts were interrupted when the two warriors returned boasting of their hunt and showing off two plump hares each had caught. Zia followed them, her basket overflowing with a variety of greens and several wild onions. That her foraging proved beneficial was obvious in her brightly flushed cheeks and sparkling green eyes.

She was a tempty morsel, but Artair’s hunger was for information and food and he intended to assuage both as soon as possible.

The meal was amazingly delicious, and the men ate with vigor, not one of them mentioning anything about witches. With everyone relaxed, conversation was lively, and when all the meat had been cleaned from the bones, James stood and volunteered for the first watch.

“That’s not necessary,” Zia informed him.

“And why is that?” Artair asked.

“These woods are safe.”

“No woods are safe,” Artair said.

“These woods are. Trust me.”

James glanced around the landscape skeptically. “Are there wee folk about?”


“James!” Artair warned sternly.

“Don’t tell me you don’t believe,” James argued. “You heard yourself how the wee folk stole all of Bogg’s coins and left him near the river to almost drown.”

“Bogg drank himself drunk and had to concoct a good tale to appease his wife, or she’d have drowned him herself.”

The others laughed.

“He knew no one would dare speak against the wee folk,” Artair finished. “Bogg used his head, once it cleared, and told a tale that keeps growing taller with each telling.”

The other men nodded in agreement.

James looked to Zia for clarification. “If not the wee folk, then how are these woods safe?”

“Sentinels.”

Artair sprang to his feet, he and his men drawing their swords as Nessie sprinted to his side.









Chapter 3



“Your weapons are not necessary,” Zia said. “Besides, they are useless. Our sentinels are excellent archers. If they intended to kill you, you would have been dead when you first stepped on our land.”

Artair ordered his men to put away their swords. “They have been watching us all day?” he asked.

Zia could see uncertainty in his eyes. He was probably debating his next move, though ordering his men to sheath their weapons was a wise choice. She didn’t wish him to suffer needlessly. After all, he had saved her life.

“There is nothing for you to fear. They will not harm you. They are there to protect our land.”

“Our land?” Artair questioned.

“The village Black. It belongs to all of us who live there, though it is named after my family, who founded it. Believe me, Artair, we mean you and your men no harm. The village is probably grateful you rescued me.”


“How would they know? I have only rescued you today.”

He was quick-witted, though cautious and he seemed to apply sound reason to his decisions. He had realized fast enough that the only way he would be able to have what he wanted from her was to free her and he had paid handsomely for the decision. And he hadn’t hesitated in paying the coins, which made her realize how important his brother Ronan was to him.

It seemed every step he took was toward finding his brother, and she couldn’t blame him. If she had a missing sibling, she would do the same. Unfortunately, she was alone, without father or mother, but she was ever so grateful to have her grandmother.

“They keep track of my whereabouts,” she answered, not ready to admit to the odd connection between her and her grandmother.

“You give me your word that we are safe?” he asked.

Strange, but comforting, that he would accept her word. It meant he trusted her, and that pleased her.

“You have my word that no one will hurt you or your men. The sentinels protect from danger. You and your men are no danger to us. You can rest easy tonight.”

Artair signaled his men that there was no threat, and the other three men spread their blankets and sought a good night’s sleep.

He however did not, and Zia knew he intended to speak with her. She was ready. Actually, she looked forward to the discussion. Artair intrigued her. He had remained calm and in control throughout the whole ordeal in the village as if none of it had disturbed him. Even now he seemed in control and unperturbed, and she couldn’t understand why that troubled her.

His men were soon snoring around the campfire, and she and Artair were left to themselves, Nessie cuddling beside her. It didn’t take long for him to begin questioning her about Ronan.

“My brother was brought here to your village?”

She had questions of her own as she responded with a nod. “Ronan made mention of three brothers.”

“Cavan, the oldest; then there’s me; Lachlan follows; with Ronan the youngest.”

“Ronan worried about Cavan.”

“Cavan and Ronan were captured by barbarians during a battle. They were separated, and Cavan finally returned home after a year of captivity. He worries daily over Ronan’s fate,” Artair said. “He also worries about his new wife, Honora, who is to give birth in a couple of months.”

“And Lachlan? Is he wed?”

That brought a smile to Artair’s face. “Lachlan wed? Not likely. He likes women too much, as they do him.”

“Ronan missed you all, especially his father and mother.”

Artair’s joy vanished as quickly as a snuffed out candle, and Zia realized the news wasn’t good.


“Our father was murdered a few months ago, and while the culprit was caught and punished, my heart breaks to have to tell Ronan.”

“I am sorry for your loss. It must be difficult for your mother.”

“She claims she is fine, but we all see how much she misses our father. They were together many years and never tired of each other. I never heard either of them speak ill of the other. They respected and loved each other from the day they met.”

“They made a good match.”

“A perfect match, my father claimed, and urged all his sons to do the same.”

“You look for a perfect woman?” she asked, curious.

His smile returned. “There is no such thing.”

“Isn’t there?”

“No man or woman is perfect.”

Zia sighed dramatically. “When you’re in love, everything is perfect.”

“You know this from experience?”

“No, only from what I’ve been told, though I’m looking forward to experiencing it firsthand. And what of you?” she asked. “Have you known love?”

“No, duty comes before love.”

Zia’s eyes popped wide. “You would marry out of duty?”

“I almost did,” he said. “Cavan’s wife Honora was to be my bride. We even exchanged vows.”

She gasped. “What happened?”


“Cavan returned on my wedding day, but due to the marriage papers stating that Honora was to wed the next chief of the clan Sinclare, she was actually wed to Cavan and not me.”

“You had no feelings for her at all?”

“I barely knew her. What mattered was that I was doing my duty as the next clan chieftain.”

“But you said your father encouraged you to find love.”

Artair nodded. “Yes he did, and I chose a woman who I felt would make a good wife, and in time I believed we would grow to care for each other.”

“Caring for a wife is far different from loving her.”

“Caring is an essential part of love,” he argued.

“I care for many. I wish to love—passionately love—the man I wed.”

“Passion eventually dies; caring lasts forever.”

She smiled. “Passion only dies if you let it, and it is not only the passion of intimacy I refer to, it is pure passion for life.” She stretched her hands up to the night sky. “Life is full of passion. You only need embrace it.”

Artair stared at her, his eyes narrowing.

“You think me crazy,” she laughed. “But I will take being crazy over your mundane sense of duty.”

“You do your duty when it comes to your healing.”

With a huge smile, she hugged herself tightly. “With joy and gratitude and tons of enthusiasm.”

Artair smiled, her zest contagious.

“What of your brother Cavan?”


“What of him?”

“He found himself wed to a complete stranger. Didn’t he object?”

“At first, adamantly.”

“But he realized his duty and did it?” she asked.

Artair nodded. “It actually turned out well for him and Honora. They fell in love.”

“Love found them, which is usually the way.”

He chuckled. “You believe love finds us, we don’t find love?”

“I do,” she said bluntly. “I believe love is much wiser than we are.”

He rubbed his chin. “You are a strange one, though interesting.”

“Another compliment. You do touch my heart, Artair,” she said with repeated taps to her chest.

“You’re an easy woman to compliment, Zia.”

She sighed. “How lovely my name sounds coming from your lips. It’s as though you felt my name and somehow touched me with it.”

Artair coughed lightly and shifted his legs where he sat on the ground.

Had she made him uncomfortable? And why did it matter to her? She did find him appealing. He was a handsome one, but she actually found his company more enjoyable. After she got past his sense of duty, she spied a different man—one she wouldn’t mind getting to know better.

It was best to end the conversation now, so she gave an exaggerated yawn. “Time to sleep. The sun will rise soon enough.” She hunkered down on the blanket Artair had provided for her. “Pleasant dreams.”

“The same to you,” Artair answered.

 

Artair watched Zia’s chest rise and fall in a slow, steady rhythm as she slept. The firelight danced over her hair, making the golden strands appear as flickering flames.

He had enjoyed their lively conversation, and only now realized that he had learned nothing about Ronan from her, but she had learned much about him. He hadn’t realized at the time that she was asking most of the questions, and that he generously supplied the answers. She certainly knew how to get what she wanted from a man, and she did it so effortlessly.

He could understand why any man would declare her a witch. Without candor or malice, she made men feel inferior to her. Hurt a man’s pride and he would go to any lengths to seek retribution.

Zia, however, was who she was. There was no pretense to her, and that made the knowledge of a man’s own stupidity too much to bear.

He laughed at himself, and he hadn’t done that in a long time. He hadn’t been able to. With Cavan and Ronan’s capture came more duty for him, and he embraced it for he knew he had to. There were times when he hadn’t wanted it. So many times, he had wished for his brothers’ safe return, but time passed and his duties increased.

He had never told anyone that he was relieved when Cavan returned. Many wouldn’t have believed him. After all, with Cavan gone he would be the next chieftain of Clan Sinclare. But he hadn’t wanted that distinction. It belonged to his brother Cavan, who had been raised since childhood knowing it would be his. Artair felt the same. Cavan was born to be chieftain, and he would serve Cavan, as would his brothers. It was the way of things, and Artair had no difficulty accepting his station in life.

He was actually pleased with it. His desire was to meet a good woman, settle down with her and raise a brood of children. He would always serve his clan and family well. That was the way of it and that was his intention.

Passionately love.

Zia’s words rang in his mind.

Even though his father advised him to find love, Artair was more practical and knew that finding a good woman who would share his plans for the future would serve him much better than finding love.

Love could be unsettling, uncertain and unpredictable. He favored the opposite. A settled relationship, whose predictability he could rely on. And yet her words nagged at him.

Passion eventually sizzled, while commonality remained dependable.

Passion only dies if you let it.

More of her words to haunt him. And his father and mother were proof of Zia’s statement. They loved passionately, each other, family, clan, and life. They were always there for one another. His father had respected his mother and often sought her counsel when matters proved difficult. They would huddle away in their bedchamber, and if he and his brothers happened to sneak by, they would hear them talking, laughing, and…

Artair grinned. It wasn’t until later, when they were old enough to be aware of what their parents were up to in their bedchamber, that they stopped sneaking by. The thought that his parents continued to love each other so passionately had pleased him. It was good to know their love was strong and firm, for it told him that they loved their sons just as much.

He finally settled down on his blanket to sleep, his thoughts still heavy on his mind. He shouldn’t be thinking of Zia, passion, or love. His only thought should be his brother Ronan. Tomorrow, God willing, they would finally reunite.

He prayed that nothing would prevent their reunion, but couldn’t help but worry. It had been over a year of searching and following gossip and messages that proved false. With so many paths that led nowhere, he worried this would turn out the same and once again he would be left wondering the whereabouts of his brother.

Cavan had ached to join him on this mission, but Honora hadn’t been feeling well, and even though she urged him to go, he felt he could not abandon her. Artair understood. If anything had happened to Honora and the babe while Cavan was gone, he would have never been able to forgive himself.


Cavan still continued to blame himself for Ronan’s capture, though he had actually come to his brother’s defense in the battle that saw them taken as prisoners. But that didn’t matter to Cavan. He was obsessed with finding Ronan, and Artair knew there would be no rest for any of the clan until they did.

Whether they found Ronan alive or dead, Cavan wanted him brought home. It was Sinclare land he belonged on, and it would be Sinclare land where he would rest.

Artair fervently hoped that tomorrow would end their tireless search, that he would return with Ronan, alive, and they all could finally lay the past to rest and embrace the future.

He yawned, sleep poking at him, though he fought it. He had to make certain he had thought of everything, covered every possibility, prepared for the unexpected. He could not—would not—fail either brother, Cavan or Ronan. Both had suffered enough, and it was time for family to be reunited once and for all.

In the meantime he would learn more about Zia. She appeared a good woman, and he was looking for a good woman to make his wife. She seemed a viable candidate, and she was a healer, another good quality and definitely an asset to the clan.

Artair shook his head.

It was a thought, no more than a thought.









Chapter 4



“What was that you said?” Artair asked. He stood beside his horse at the mouth of two mountains that looked almost as if they touched, though on closer inspection a trail that separated the two could be spied past the dense foliage.

“Your men will have to wait here,” Zia repeated.

“Why?”

“They have no business in our village. Only those who have a reason for being there are allowed entrance.”

Artair offered a sensible reason. “They are with me.”

“But only you have business there.”

He knew it wouldn’t sit well with his men for him to continue on without them, and he felt the same. They watched each others’ backs; in a sense, they were one.

“We are family, of the same clan. It is all our business,” Artair said, confident he had settled the dilemma. His men nodded and smiled, showing the same confidence.


Zia smiled graciously and shook her head. “Your men stay here and you go on with me, or I go on alone and you all take your leave.”

“Who’s going to stop us from following?” James asked boldly.

“The sentinels that surround you,” Zia answered calmly, and began walking toward the mouth of the two mountains.

Artair remained as he was, but his men placed heavy hands on the hilts of their swords and their eyes went immediately to the trees. Zia didn’t break her stride, and Artair realized the choice was no longer his. He had to follow her and his traitorous dog.

“Make camp here—”

“You can’t mean—”

Artair cut off James’s protest. “If this is the only way to see if my brother is in the village, then so be it. Make camp and remain alert. I will remain in touch. If you do not hear from me each day then know that something is amiss. John, you return to Caithness and advise Cavan of our whereabouts and circumstances, tell him to take no action until he hears from me.”

John scratched his head. “I’m not sure if I can find my way back.”

Zia, though a good distance away, stopped and turned. “I will have one of our men take you.”

“You have exceptional hearing,” Artair said.

Her lovely face brightened and soft laughter spilled from her rosy lips. “Most people hear only what they want to hear, while I want to hear everything. Do you wish John to leave now?”

“I want him set to leave as soon as I have news of Ronan,” Artair said.

She nodded, searched the treetops and gave a wave. Suddenly, a young lanky man with bow and arrow dropped to the ground. “Terrance, please wait here with these men and as soon as word is received, escort John to the main road.”

“How will I find my way back?” John asked.

“Someone will see you when you return along the main road and direct you here,” Zia said.

Artair admired the way she seemed to have a solution to most situations. He prided himself on having the same ability and thought that perhaps she was more practical than she appeared.

With everything settled, he followed Zia through the pass, his horse following behind him. It was a narrow passage, the entrance easily missed by the visible eye. A few feet ahead the mountain pass ended and they were greeted by a dense forest of trees, or at least he thought it was.

A short distance into the forest a path led them directly to the village. He spied it just up ahead and he felt a sense of exhilaration mixed with fear. Shortly, the long, exhausting search for his brother could be over. He didn’t want to count on it, though. Too many times he had been disappointed following leads and information that proved false.

He knew he had taken a chance freeing Zia, for she could have lied to gain her freedom, but it was a chance he was willing to take, had to take. Even if it proved false, he needed to know if his brother was there or had ever been there.

The village Black welcomed them with open arms. Smiles shined on everyone’s faces, fields and gardens bloomed abundantly and everyone seemed generous with health.

There was no keep; rather, cottages dotted the landscape, though there looked to be a large communal lodge at the far end of the village. He followed Zia to a good-sized cottage that appeared partially
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