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Glossary of Irish Words




a chara - my friend

a chroí - my heart 

a dalta - my son

a ghrá - my love

a iníon - my daughter 

a mhuirnín – My sweetheart, my darling 

a stór – My treasure, my darling

aenach - an assembly or gathering, similar to a fair

aite - foster father 

bata – a wooden club

bean-sidhe – (banshee) a female of the fairies

brat – a long article of clothing, similar to a cloak

brehons – judges who listened to court cases

catháir - a ringfort/fortress made of stone

cailín – a girl

corp-dire – body price, usually a fine paid for bodily injuries

craibechan – a savory dish made of chopped meat and vegetables

Críost – Christ

Dia dhúit -hello or God be with you

eraic – compensation fine, literally blood money

flaith – a member of the noble class 

fudir – a non-free person of the slave class

Gráim tú - I love you

léine—a long garment, worn by men and women that falls below the knees. It usually has an overgarment with it

Lochlannach - an Irish term referring to Viking raiders

méirge - a banner or flag

rath – a fortress

sidhe dubh - dark spirits



**Note, when speaking directly to someone in Irish Gaelic and using an endearment, the word “a” comes before the endearment word. The word “mo” is used for the word “my,” only when speaking someone in an abstract way like, “She is my treasure/tá sí mo stór .” 
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Chapter One


England 1170





Every woman considered stealing a horse and running away on her wedding day, didn’t she? 

Isabel de Godred fought the restlessness building within her. It was her duty to obey her father. She understood it, even as she clenched the crimson silk of her kirtle and eyed the stables. 

In her heart, she knew an escape was futile. Even if she did manage to leave the grounds, her father would send an army after her. Edwin de Godred was not known for his tolerance. Everything was done according to his orders, and woe to anyone who disobeyed.

The marriage might not be so bad, part of her reasoned. Her betrothed could be an amiable, attractive man who would allow her the freedom to run his estates.

She closed her eyes. No, highly unlikely. Otherwise Edwin de Godred would have paraded the suitor before her, boasting about the match. She knew little about the man, save his Irish heritage and rank. 

“Are you ready, my lady?” her maidservant Clair asked. With a conspiratorial smile, she added, “Do you suppose he’s handsome?”

“No. He won’t be.” Toothless and aging. That’s how the man would look. Panic boiled inside her stomach, and Isabel’s steps felt leaden. Her rash escape plan was looking more and more promising.

“But surely—”

Isabel shook her head. “Clair, Father wouldn’t even let me meet the man at our betrothal. He’s probably half-demon.”

Her maid crossed herself and frowned. “I heard he’s one of the Irish kings. He must be wealthy beyond our imaginings.”

“He isn’t the High King.” And thank the saints for that. Though she might rule over the tribe, at least she did not have the burden of ruling over a country. As they walked down the wooden staircase outside the castle donjon, she wondered how Edwin had arranged a betrothal in such a short time. He’d gone to aid the Earl of Pembroke’s campaign only last summer. 

“If I could, I’d take your place,” Clair mused with a dreamy smile.

“And if I could, I’d give him to you.” Unfortunately, that wasn’t possible. 

Isabel’s imagination conjured up a monster. The man must be unbearable to require such secrecy. Though she knew it was unfair to pass a judgment before she’d met her intended, she couldn’t help but imagine the worst.

“You’ll be mistress of your own kingdom,” Clair sighed. “Imagine it. You’re to become a queen.”

“I suppose.” And that added even more fear to the forthcoming marriage. What did she know about being a queen? She knew how to run an estate and make it profitable, but that was all. 

Her father Edwin de Godred, Baron Thornwyck, awaited her outside the chapel among a small crowd of guests and servants. Tall and thin, his graying beard and mustache were neatly groomed. He inspected her with a glance, and Isabel felt like a mare about to be traded. She resisted the urge to show her teeth for inspection.

No, it did not bother her to leave this place. But what should she expect from the Irish king? Was he kind? Cruel? Her nerves wound tighter.

“Is he here?” she asked her father, staring at the men waiting near the church.

Edwin gripped her cold fingers, keeping them in a tight grasp as he escorted her to the church. “You will meet him soon enough,” he said. “My men sighted his traveling party a few hours ago.”

“I would rather have met him at our betrothal,” she muttered. Her father only grunted a response.

Isabel shivered. Until she saw this man with her own eyes, she’d not surrender her escape plans. With each step, she felt more alone. Her sisters were not here to lend their support. Edwin had not permitted it, and it had hurt more than she’d thought it would.

When they arrived in the courtyard, a well-dressed man was speaking to the priest. He had little hair, save a snowy fringe around his pate. 

“Is that him?” she asked. Her father didn’t answer. He seemed preoccupied, his gaze focused into the distance. 

The older man swallowed hard and wiped his palms upon the hem of his tunic. He glanced around as if searching for someone. 

Isabel sent up a silent prayer, her cheeks flaming. God, please save me from this marriage, she thought, even as her father’s hand closed over her wrist.

A moment later, she heard the sound of a horse approaching. Startled, she glanced up at the heavens. “That was quick.” 

“What is it?” Edwin demanded.

“Nothing.” Isabel forced a neutral expression onto her face, but the rumbling sound intensified. Her father offered a strange smile, and he motioned for the priest to wait. Moments later, the elderly man stepped among the other guests. So he was not her bridegroom. 

The noise grew louder, and her father’s hand moved to his sword hilt. A few guests looked to Edwin, the women glancing around with uncertainty. The priest turned to Isabel, a questioning look on his face.

Isabel froze. There, riding toward the guests, a man emerged. His clothes were little better than rags, dried mud coating the hem of his cloak. And yet he rode a sleek black horse, a stallion worthy of a knight.

His sword was drawn, as if to cut down any man who dared oppose him. Guests scrambled to get away from the horse, several women shrieking. 

Isabel’s heart leaped into her throat, but she held herself straight, refusing to scream. Instead she darted behind one of her father’s men, a soldier armed with a bow and arrows. 

What was wrong with them? Her father’s soldiers hadn’t moved or released a single arrow. As a single rider, the intruder was an easy target. Would no one stop him?

“Do something!” she shouted, but the soldiers ignored her. 

The man drew his horse to a halt and dismounted, sheathing his sword. Isabel’s breath caught in her lungs, a strange sense of foreboding sliding over her. No. This could not be him.

Black hair flowed down his shoulders, his granite eyes burning into hers. He reminded her of a savage barbarian, bold and fearless. He wore a strange garment, a long tunic of blue that draped to his knees, and dun-colored leggings. A crimson ragged cloak hung across his shoulders, fastened with a narrow iron brooch the length of her forearm. Gold bands encircled his upper arms, denoting a noble rank. 

Her father’s calm acceptance of the interruption could mean only one thing. The barbarian was her betrothed husband. Isabel bit her lip, fighting back the fear and the desire to flee.

Edwin confirmed it with his words. “Isabel, this is Patrick MacEgan, King of Laochre.”

She didn’t want to believe him. While the barbarian’s horse and sword suggested a high rank, the man looked as though he’d come from a battlefield rather than a throne. And where were his escorts, his servants? Kings did not travel alone. Her suspicions darkened.

The king dismounted, and Isabel kept a clear eye on his horse. Now, more than ever, she longed to escape. Perhaps she could seek sanctuary in the abbey. There was a slim chance she might make it.

“You are Isabel de Godred?” he asked. The lilting accent in his voice sounded foreign in the Norman tongue. 

“I am.” She stared at the man. “Is this the way you usually arrive at a wedding? By trying to kill the guests?” 

“Isabel,” her father warned. She stilled her voice, fighting back the fear that pounded inside her. His steel eyes studied her dispassionately, and her gaze shifted to his hands. He could tear her apart with them, no doubt.

The barbarian king blinked a second. The fierce expression returned to his face. “Let us get the deed done.”

Not if she could help it. He wasn’t at all half-demon. Full-blooded demon, more like. If she ever intended to make an escape, now was her only opportunity. 

Isabel dashed toward MacEgan’s horse. She gripped the saddle, trying to haul herself atop the creature before strong arms surrounded her like a shield. Sinewy muscles possessed her in a prison of strength. 

Though she fought him, the king lifted her down as though she weighed no more than a fly. He kept her pinioned against his chest. His body heat warmed her cool skin, and the top of her head reached just below his shoulders. In his stance, she could feel the caged fury. 

“I cannot wed you,” she insisted. This was not the sort of amiable husband who would sit upon a throne and let her handle the household. He was the sort of man who would lock her in chains and feed her body to the crows.

No one listened to her protests. Father Thomas began murmuring the words to the marriage rite. The king took her hand in his, and blood roared in Isabel’s ears. 

This could not be happening. This man would steal her away from her homeland, to the island of Erin where she had no family. She’d never see her sisters again. Pain twisted within her skin, and she held back tears.

His hand squeezed hers tighter, and she caught the warning look. Anger rose up within her, permeating and harsh. What had she done to be punished with a husband such as this? 

The priest was waiting for her vow. Isabel shook her head and her throat closed up. “I will not wed you.”

“You’ve no more choice than I, a chara.” 

Isabel tried to break free of him, but Patrick overpowered her. “You wish to have your freedom, do you not?”

She made no reply. What did he mean?

“Agree to this marriage, and it shall be yours.”

She did not believe him. Every inch of this man was uncivilized. Her father sent her an icy glare. “Look around you, Isabel. If you do not wed the King of Laochre, there is none other who will have you. What man desires a disobedient wife? You bring shame upon yourself.”

Hot tears gathered in her eyes but Isabel held her ground. The wedding guests appeared uncomfortable. 

Patrick softened his grip upon her wrist. Lowering his voice, he brought his mouth to her ear. His breath made her shiver.

“Your father holds the lives of my people under his control: men, women, and children. The only way to save them is if I wed you. And wed you I shall, a chara, be assured of it.” 

A single tear slid free, staining her cheek. The truth broke through, unwanted. Her father’s conquest in Erin had made her into a bargaining pawn, her own wishes meaningless. This was a political alliance, and the king’s rigid expression made it clear he would not accept a refusal.

Was he telling the truth? Would children and women die if she refused? She turned and studied her father. In his eyes she saw no mercy.  

She looked closer at Patrick MacEgan. Past the anger she saw exhaustion. And a hint of sadness. If he was right, if innocents would die without her acceptance . . . She closed her eyes, knowing she could not escape her fate. In that moment the chains of obligation tightened around her. 

When the priest asked for her vow again, she forced herself to nod aye. Within moments, the rite had ended. Her husband brushed a kiss of peace upon her cheek, and Isabel clenched her teeth to keep from screaming.

All throughout the Mass, Patrick kept her hand imprisoned in his. She barely heard the priest’s words, her head spinning with disbelief. So fast. Wedded to a man she didn’t know, a king who lived a world apart from her homeland.

Afterwards, they walked into the inner bailey. Isabel’s stomach roiled at the scent of the wedding feast prepared. Peacocks, a roasted pig, and all manner of exotic fare awaited them. She couldn’t imagine touching a bite of it. Celebrating was the furthest thing from her mind.

Patrick stopped in front of his horse. “We leave now. Say farewell to your father for you will not see him for a long time.”

His command caught her unawares. “But my belongings and dowry,” she protested. “The wagons—”

“We’ll send for them later.”

Isabel cast a glance toward Edwin de Godred. No longer did she see the face of her father, a man she had tried desperately to please. Now she saw a man willing to sell her into marriage with the Devil, should it further his own ambitions. 

Her father moved forward. “You cannot depart until the marriage is consummated.”

“I have met our agreement.” Patrick’s expression hardened, and his palm moved down to the hollow of her spine. Isabel stiffened at the mark of possession. “You need not doubt the rest. But it will be on my terms, not yours.”

Lord Thornwyck deliberated before at last handing over a scroll of sealed parchment. “If she is not carrying an heir by the time I return to Laochre, I will require evidence that she is no longer a virgin.”

Isabel’s face burned with mortification. Now it seemed they viewed her as a brood mare. Terror lanced her at the idea of submitting to the Irish king. Though he’d granted her a reprieve from the ceremonial bedding, she had no doubt he would want to share her bed later this night. Her skin prickled beneath the touch of his hand upon her body. The awareness of him only heightened her fears.

“At Lughnasa, we’ll expect you,” Patrick replied. He did not await a response, but lifted her atop his horse. He swung up behind her, spurring the stallion into a gallop. 

The horse raced onward while strong arms confined her in an iron grip. Neither her father, nor his men, made any move to stop him. Isabel’s last thought was, God, this was not what I meant when I begged you to save me from this marriage.


      [image: ]Patrick kept the woman in a firm grip as they rode through the fields. He needed to put distance between them and Thornwyck’s fortress. Though the baron had let him leave freely, he didn’t trust the Normans to keep their word. 

Isabel de Godred had startled him. He didn’t know what he had expected, but it certainly wasn’t a wife who’d accused him of trying to murder the guests. He’d hoped for a plain-faced, biddable maiden who would follow his orders. Instead, fate had granted him a beautiful woman who looked as though she’d never obeyed a command in her life. Even now her body tensed against his, as though she were contemplating escape.

In silent response, he tightened his hold. Without Isabel’s presence, he could not free his people. The orders signed by Thornwyck were not enough. The Norman captain had to see her for himself. 

Patrick stared at the horizon, wondering if he would glimpse his brothers. Though he’d ordered them to remain beyond the Welsh border, he suspected they hadn’t. During the wedding Mass, he’d caught a slight motion to his left. But when he’d turned, there was no one there.

Then again, his brothers were well-trained. Like shadows, if they didn’t want to be seen, no one would find them. The fear of anything happening to his family added yet another rope of tension to this tangled web.

Brutal memories slashed at his heart, of the children who had died in the fires. His brother’s wife, stolen and killed by the Norman invaders. So much loss. And all because of Thornwyck and the Earl of Pembroke’s forces. He could hardly think about the woman he held in his arms, for she was one of them. 

After several hours, he drew his horse Bel to a stop. He chose a spot near a stream, out in the open where Isabel could not run. He lifted her down. “Rest for a moment and slake your thirst. Fill this in the stream, and then we’ll ride farther.”

She accepted the water bag. “Why did you wed me?” Eyes the color of polished walnut gazed at him steadily. “You said the lives of your people depended on this marriage.”

Not a tear fell from her eyes, nor did she scream. Quiet and pensive, she met his attention openly.

“You were part of the surrender terms when your father conquered our fortress. If I didn’t wed you, he swore to kill all of the survivors.”

She blanched. “I don’t believe he would really have done that.”

He didn’t know what kind of sheltered walls had veiled her eyes, but he refused to condone Edwin de Godred’s actions. “Believe it.”

She took a few steps toward the stream, her steps faltering. He doubted if she was accustomed to riding for long distances. If she were any other woman, he’d likely stop for the night.

But she wasn’t. She was a Norman and not to be trusted. As long as he remained upon English soil, he had no way of knowing whether Thornwyck would keep their agreement. Even now, his people might be suffering. Three dozen Norman soldiers held them prisoner.

He wasn’t about to waste time with wedding feasts, nor with bedding the woman. The sooner they reached Eíreann, the better.

Patrick knelt beside the stream and lifted the cold water to his lips. Isabel sat nearby, her hands folded in her lap.

The wind skimmed against her veil, lifting it to reveal a length of golden hair. With full lips and high cheekbones, her brown eyes illuminated her face. For a moment, he almost pitied her. No woman should have to endure a marriage like this one.

She handed him the water bag. “What am I to call you? Your Majesty? My sovereign lord?”

“Patrick will do.” Though he had earned the rank of petty king, reigning over his tribe, it had been hardly a year. He had not yet grown accustomed to being their leader. He didn’t know how his father and eldest brother had shouldered the responsibility so easily. Every decision he made, he questioned. Especially the agreement with Baron Thornwyck.

“You promised me my freedom. Do you intend to give it to me now?”

He shook his head. “When we reach Eíreann. I give you my word.” 

“And is your vow worth anything?”

He folded his arms. It was becoming apparent why Thornwyck had offered his daughter as part of the agreement. “Are you always this difficult?”

“Always.” 

Her bluntness almost made him smile. “Good. I’ve no need for a spineless woman.” He lifted her atop the stallion once more. A flash of irritation crossed her face, but she made no complaint. 

She had courage; he’d grant her that. Even still, he could never forget what her people had done to his. Worse, the marriage was only part of the surrender terms. The rest of the treaty made slavery seem inviting. The price he’d paid for the lives of his people was far too high. 

As he urged his horse onward, he could only pray that his tribe could endure what lay ahead.


      [image: ]Isabel clung to the hope that somehow the improper marriage was not binding. She knew better than to try an escape. Without a horse of her own and supplies, she wouldn’t survive. Not unless she could find someone to help her.

Edwin de Godred had made it clear that he wanted this alliance. He didn’t seem to care that his youngest daughter was now bound to a foreigner, and an uncivilized one at that.

Why had she ever agreed to this? She should have listened to her instincts instead of believing Patrick’s tale about captive women and children.

They rode through a forest, the road curving in the midst of fallen leaves. Stately oaks and rowans crowned the path, their branches weaving a canopy high above them. The landscape of her homeland faded into a sea of green and rich earth. 

Near the Welsh border, slate gray mountains wore a halo of afternoon sunlight. They rose above the landscape, beautiful and stark. Flocks of sheep dotted the hills, flecks of white against the sea of green. The spring air cooled her skin, a reminder of the coming night. 

Perhaps it would be the last time she saw England. She tried to quell the panic. You must not be afraid, she told herself. Keep your wits about you. Erin cannot be so bad.

But her stray thoughts kept returning to the wedding night. She glanced down at MacEgan’s hands, roughened with labor. They were not at all smooth like a nobleman’s. His forearms controlled the horse’s reins, revealing a subdued strength. 

“Night approaches,” she ventured. “Do you plan to ride in the darkness?”

There was no reply. She tried again, raising her voice. 

“Perhaps when it has grown too dark to see our path, a tree will knock you senseless. Then I could run away.”

Again, silence. The man might as well have been a statue from his stoic demeanor. 

“Or if I am fortunate, wolves might devour us.” She pondered the thought, imagining other ideas that could make this day any worse.

“You talk overmuch, a chara. In a few hours, we camp for the night.” 

Isabel clamped her mouth shut. The thought of stopping for the night, alone with this man, unsettled her. Even now, riding against the heat of his body, kindled her nervousness. He sheltered her, confining her in arms chiseled with a warrior’s strength. 

Would it be that unbearable to feel his body joining with hers? Her maidservant had sighed over the pleasure of lying in a man’s arms, but Isabel remained unconvinced. Her warrior husband had not a trace of gentleness. She dreaded the thought of sharing a bed with him.

After a time, Patrick drew the horse to a stop. The lavender sky swelled with shadowy clouds. She could feel moisture gathering in the air. Ahead, she saw no shelter, only more trees. 

Her husband moved with a fluid grace, pulling her down from the horse. “Do not try to run.” 

She almost laughed. “And where would I go?”

“Wherever you planned to travel when you tried to steal my horse.” He took her hands and led her into the woods. From his pack of supplies, he brought out a pile of heavy cloth which unfolded into a small tent. It was hardly large enough for a single person, let alone both of them. He finished setting up the tent and gestured toward it. “Wait here. I’ll hunt for food.”

Isabel glanced at the swelling clouds, hoping he meant for her to sleep within the tent alone. She started toward the shelter when Patrick stopped her. His gaze held hers, a predatory man who would not show mercy. “You should rest until I return. We’ve more riding to do before we stop for the night.”

Isabel gathered her composure. “Don’t you have any supplies here? There’s no need to hunt.” She glanced up at the twilight horizon, more than a little fearful. What if he abandoned her in this place?

Patrick’s face was close enough to feel his warm breath upon her cheek. “I’ll come back for you soon.”

Her body betrayed her with the warmth that flooded through her. She forced herself to look away. 

He deposited her inside the tent and tossed a length of wool at her. “Cover yourself with the brat to stay warm.”

As he started towards the horse, her fear doubled. What if a thief or a murderer came after her? She would be alone, defenseless. “I would like a weapon,” she added hastily. “Please.”

He turned and shot her a look of disbelief. “For what purpose?”

“In case someone attacks. Or an animal.” Isabel crawled outside the tent and pointed to his quiver. “I know how to use a bow and arrows.”

“No weapons. I do not intend to go far, and I’d rather you didn’t shoot me when I return.” He drew up his hood and mounted the stallion, disappearing into the woods.

At that, the rain began. It was a hard, pounding rain that soaked through the silk of her kirtle. A thickness rose in the back of her throat as Isabel huddled inside the tent. Rivulets of cold rain spattered against the heavy cloth, and she cursed Patrick for bringing her here. She cursed her father for arranging this marriage. She cursed herself for not throwing herself off the horse when Patrick had stolen her.

Mud caked her lower limbs as the rain pounded harder. Her veil clung to her neck in an icy grasp. In the distance, she heard an eerie howling noise. Hastily she sent up another silent prayer.

The last thing she needed was for her new husband to truly be eaten by wolves.
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Chapter Two





Patrick’s stallion raced across the Welsh plains, the rain soaking through him. The brittle weather helped clear his mind of the resentment. 

When he’d accepted the kingship of Laochre, it had meant making sacrifices. His personal feelings meant nothing when it came to the needs of the tribe. He’d married the Norman woman, and now he had the means to free his people. 

Shadowed against the horizon, he saw his brothers’ camp, the firelight flickering against the orange and crimson sunset. When he reached the men, he dismounted. 

“Lovely weather,” his brother Trahern remarked. He stood beside the fire, which they had shielded from the rain with a hide stretched before it. Trahern’s brown hair dripped with water, along with his curling beard.  He towered over both his brothers, his height rivaling that of a legendary giant.

“It seems appropriate for my wedding day.” Patrick tethered Bel, patting the stallion. 

Their other brother Bevan stood, pacing. “I was wondering how long it would take you to arrive. I wouldn’t put it past your Norman bride to stab you in your sleep.”

Patrick shrugged. “She’s harmless.”

“We were there behind the church wall,” Trahern admitted. “She didn’t exactly throw herself into your arms.” 

“You shouldn’t have risked it. I didn’t want you to come.”

“And miss our eldest brother’s wedding? I think not.” Trahern grinned. He lifted his face skyward and let the rain fall directly on his face. “The Norman guards never saw us. It was easy enough to remain hidden, so long as we stayed away from the guests.”

“I don’t trust Thornwyck,” Bevan sat before the fire, the light illuminating a scar across one cheek. Unlike his brother, he raised a hood to block the rain. “And we’d never let you go alone. The Normans might have taken you prisoner.” 

Patrick neared the sputtering fire and held out his hands to warm them. “Did Thornwyck’s men follow us?”

“No.” Bevan answered. “But I doubt he’ll wait until Lughnasa. He’ll bring more forces and try to take Laochre.”

Patrick accepted a horn of mead and swallowed. Grim resignation cast its shadow upon him. “I won’t let our men become slaves to the Normans.”

“And how will you stop him?”

“I have plans,” he lied. But he didn’t have any notion of what to do. The orders he carried would free his people. Yet, the rest of the surrender agreement required the Normans to be housed among them. The thought of blending the two sides together made his head ache.

“And what about your bride?” Bevan demanded. “You cannot allow her to rule as your queen.”

“I know.” 

It seemed almost like a faded dream that he’d wed Isabel de Godred. He didn’t feel married, much less to a Norman. Never would his tribe accept her. He needed to isolate her for her own protection. “I’m going to take her to Ennisleigh. She’ll live there and stay out of harm’s way.”  

Bevan relaxed, resting his hands upon his knees. “Good. We’ve enough problems without her.” He pointed off in the distance. “I assume you tied her to a tree? Otherwise, you’ll have to track her down again.” 

“I thought about it.” Patrick recalled his bride’s attempt to escape before the wedding. “But no, I left her in the tent.”

“Why didn’t you bring her here?”

“Because he wants privacy, dolt,” Trahern elbowed Bevan. “A man should enjoy his wedding night.”

Patrick said nothing but let his brothers think what they would. He forced back the anger rising inside him. He had no intention of touching his bride, nor making her his wife. He couldn’t imagine siring a child with her for this marriage would not be permanent. After Lughnasa, as soon his tribe drove out the Normans, Isabel and he could go their separate ways. He intended to petition the Archbishop to end the union. A pity he couldn’t have wed her in Éireann. The laws of his own land made it far easier to dissolve an unwanted marriage. 

“I should go back,” he said quietly. “I have to hunt a meal for this night.” 

Trahern uncovered a brace of hares. “Take these to feed your bride a memorable wedding supper.”

“I was going to eat those,” Bevan muttered. But he shrugged and added, “Safe journey to you.”

“We’ll meet you at the coast in another day.” Patrick embraced his brothers and bid them farewell. “Slán.” 

He slung the hares across his mount and set forth to return to Isabel. He allowed Bel to take the lead, since the last traces of sunlight were slipping behind the mountains.

As he galloped across the fields, he vowed that Isabel de Godred’s presence would not interrupt his life, nor would she threaten the MacEgan tribe in any way. 
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“I’ve brought food,” Patrick said, holding up the two hares. “And if you can endure the journey, there’s an abandoned cottage not far from here.” 

She nodded, shivering inside the tent. “Anything with a fire.”

He helped her pack up the temporary shelter and eased her back onto the horse. She winced, but said nothing about the pain. When he swung up behind her, her body trembled violently. 

Coldness iced his heart. She deserved none of his pity. A means to an end, she was. Nothing more. Despite his resolve, guilty thoughts pricked at him for treating a woman like this.

She is a Norman, his brain reminded him. He could not lose sight of that.

Leaning forward, he increased the speed of his mount. Her posture remained rigid, not accepting any of his body’s warmth. He should be thankful that she didn’t weep or cling to him. And yet, it was a first for him, to have a woman shrink away.

As each mile passed, the silence continued. Finally, he reached the outskirts of a forest. Near the edge stood the abandoned hut he’d seen on his journey earlier. The last of the sunlight rimmed the landscape, unfurling the night. He slowed Bel and eased up on the reins, letting the stallion walk toward the shelter.

When they arrived, he dismounted and helped her down. Isabel stared at the thatched wattle and daub hut, frowning. “I can see why it was abandoned.”

The roof needed fresh thatching and one section of the wall sagged, as though the hut might collapse. Patrick let Bel wander over to a small ditch filled with water. Then he opened the door for Isabel.

“Go inside while I tend to my horse,” he ordered. He removed the saddle and rubbed down the stallion. When he’d finished, he entered the hut and was thankful to find a small pile of dry firewood inside. He used some of the fallen thatch to make a pile of tinder. With flint and steel, he sparked a flame. Isabel hung back, watching him.

“I thought you had left me,” she murmured. 

“Is that not what you wanted?”

“I had no wish to be deserted in the middle of nowhere,” she said. She shivered again, nearing the small blaze he’d kindled in the hearth. “I was frightened,” she admitted.

“Wolves?”

Her lips pursed and she shook her head. “Thieves. Someone might have come, and I couldn’t have defended myself.”

There was a grain of truth in it. She was right. He had been negligent in protecting her, but he made no apology.

“Are you hungry?”

At her nod, he continued, “I’ll start cooking the meat. In the meantime, there’s a flask of mead tied to the saddle. Go and fetch it.”

Isabel stepped outside, and Patrick tended the fire until he had a strong flame burning. He didn’t worry she would try to escape. They were miles from anywhere, and the darkness would prevent her from fleeing.

With his knife he cleaned the hares and spitted them above the fire, just as Isabel returned with the mead. Suddenly she shrieked and dropped the flask. It struck the earth but did not shatter. Patrick drew his sword, but no one stood at the door. A large rat raced past her, darting around.

When the rodent charged, Isabel grabbed a heavy branch from the pile of firewood and swung it, battering the floor and screeching when the animal neared her skirts.

The rat skittered away from the fire, and Patrick ducked when her club nearly missed his head.

“What in the name of Lug is going on?” he demanded. “The animal is on the ground.” 

“Get it out of here!” she wailed. Her horrified expression, coupled with the wild swinging of the branch forced him to act. Patrick opened the door and kicked the rodent outside. 

Isabel stood atop a wooden bench, still wielding the branch. She held her hand to her heart, her mouth tight with fear. This was more than the disgust he’d seen on the faces of most women. She’d been terrified.

“You’ve seen rats before,” he remarked. 

Though Isabel nodded, her fear didn’t diminish. “I hate them. And mice. And anything that nibbles.”

He couldn’t resist the urge to tease her. “They’re probably living in the thatch.”

A whimper sounded from her lips. “Please, God, no.” 

He moved closer and disarmed her, tossing the branch onto the hearth. Standing before her, he saw her shiver. Her veil had come loose from the thin gold circlet, and she clutched the crimson kirtle. Though she raised her eyes to his, the fear in them was so great, he felt badly for his teasing.

He studied her, the warm brown eyes and the pale cheeks. She smelled like a mixture of honeysuckle and rose, every inch a lady. Though she tried to keep her courage, her fear of something else was stronger. It was the fear of a woman who had never lain with a man before.

Soaked as she was, the silk outlined every curve. His imagination conjured up wicked imaginings, of sliding the silk from her shoulder and tasting the warm woman’s flesh. 

He could not weaken. He’d not touch her, though it had been many moons since he’d known the pleasures of a woman’s body. 

Instead he changed the subject. “That bench is going to collapse.” Isabel grimaced, her eyes watching the floor as though she expected an army of rats to invade the cottage.

At her hesitation, he lifted her into his arms and carried her to the opposite side of the hut. Her body was cold against his, and he set her down upon a table. Isabel tucked her knees up, shivering. Patrick returned to the hearth and turned the roasting hares over. “Why do they bother you so much?”

She covered her face in her knees. “My sisters. Patrice and Melisandre played a trick on me when I was small. They put mice in my hair while I was sleeping.” She shuddered again. “I’ve never forgotten the feeling of them climbing on my face, getting tangled in my hair.”

“Are they your younger sisters?” he asked.

“Older.” She raised her gaze to his. “I’m not a wealthy heiress, in case you thought to claim land.”

“I have no need of land. And your father and I came to a different agreement during the betrothal.”

An agreement where Thornwyck intended his grandsons to be future kings of Eíreann. Patrick tossed another limb onto the fire. There would be no children, his own form of revenge. Though Thornwyck could take his tribe prisoner, capturing Laochre and forcing an alliance, at least this was something the baron could not control. 

His wife had stopped shivering at last. She removed her veil and finger combed her long golden hair to dry. It glowed in the firelight, a vibrant contrast to her crimson silk kirtle.

She rotated to warm another part of her body. When she caught him watching her, she frowned. Patrick turned away and checked on the hares again. After a time, the tantalizing aroma of the roasting meat filled the air. The meat dripped with juices, and he cut off a piece with his knife, offering it to her along with a hard loaf of bread. She tore off a piece of bread and handed it back. Nibbling at the hare, she murmured, “Thank you.”

“I was not intending to starve you,” he said. “No thanks is needed.”

“Not just for the food—“ Her face flushed red. ”—Also for not bedding me after the ceremony.” She moved her gaze away, staring at the roasting meat. 

Patrick crossed the room and stood before her. She needed to understand her role in this union. Resting his hands upon the table, he trapped her in place. His hands dug into the wood and he hid none of the frustrated anger, nor the vehemence he felt.  

“You needn’t worry that I will bed you now. Or at all, for that matter.”

She blanched, but he held his ground. The marriage was part of a surrender agreement, not a true alliance. She would never be a queen, nor would she bear sons of his blood. 

It was best she got used to it now.
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Such a strange wedding night. She didn’t know what to think of Patrick MacEgan or their future together. Her husband stood at the doorway, his back to her. Isabel stifled her surprise. His tunic hung near the dying fire, while he was bare from the waist up. His bronzed skin glowed in the sun while rippled muscles revealed his strength.

She held her breath as he stretched. Toothless and aging, he wasn’t. But he’d laid her apprehensions to rest last night. He’d already said he had no intention of bedding her. She should be overwhelmed with relief.

Instead, it made her suspicious and uneasy about their arrangement. Why would he keep her a virgin? And for how long would he leave her alone? Her father had threatened them both if she was not carrying an heir by the time he arrived in Erin. Edwin de Godred would not hesitate to humiliate her.

Isabel swung down from the table, eyeing the floor for any sign of rodents. Her limbs felt stiff and aching. And sweet saints, there was more riding this day. Her backside was chafed from the journey yesterday.

Patrick turned around. “Good. You’re awake. Break your fast and we’ll go.” He picked up his tunic and donned it, heading back outside.

Isabel spied the fallen length of cloth on the floor and wrapped it around her shoulders. A brat, he’d called it. At least it kept her warm in the morning chill. She ate the piece of bread he’d left for her, then ventured outside.

The rising sun glimmered through the forest, while the wet grass shone. “Aren’t queens supposed to travel in a litter?” she grumbled.

“You aren’t a queen.”

“But I thought—”

“You are a bride, but not a queen. You will not rule over my tribe.”

There was anger in his voice, a dark threat that made her shiver. What did he expect from her? As his wife and lady, she had responsibilities to fulfill. She frowned as he lifted her atop his stallion Bel. “Then why bother taking me to Erin?”

“Because the Normans need evidence that I’ve kept my word. Only then will they obey your father’s orders to free my people.”

She did not bother to converse during the remainder of the journey. A flare of annoyance sparked. He did not want her to play any part in their lives. What did he expect her to do? Sit in a corner and spin until she rotted? 

Her feelings flamed with silent rage. Aye, she was a Norman, but she had done nothing wrong. She had no choice in this marriage, but she refused to be treated like the enemy. 

Last night she’d stayed awake for hours, trying to decide what to do. Though she could behave like a child and try to flee, it would do no good. Either Patrick or her father would bring her back again. 

No longer could she return to her home or her people. Whether she willed it or not, as a married woman she had no choice but to remain with Patrick MacEgan. 

Her husband claimed that Edwin would execute his people if she did not come to Ireland. He’d said there were children threatened. 

The very thought numbed her heart. Cruel deeds happened in battle. She’d seen it for herself once, and even now, she shuddered at the memory of a burning village.

Though her escorts had kept her far away from the carnage, she’d never forgotten the screams of the victims. A young boy, hardly more than three years of age, had stood beside a dead woman, sobbing for his mother. No one had come for him.

She wished she had ordered her escorts to stop. She should have taken the boy with her, even though she had only been fifteen herself. Likely he had died with no one to care for him. 

It was possible that Patrick’s people had suffered the same fate as the villagers. She didn’t want to believe it. But what if it were true? How could she live with herself if she let others die because of her own selfish fears? 

No, until she fully understood what had happened to his people, she could not leave. She’d accompany her husband to Erin, and learn the truth. 

Isabel expelled a breath, gathering her wits. Surely once Patrick saw her skills at running a household, he would allow her to be useful. Somehow, some way, she would find a way to heal the breach between them and make a place for herself.

Her future depended on it.
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He slowed the stallion’s gait as they approached the beach. The waves surged against the sand, spraying foam into the salty air. Their ship waited on the strand for the morning tide, a vessel large enough for their horses and the four of them. Without the help of his brothers, he could not sail it alone.

Patrick reined the horse near the caves and dismounted. Isabel’s eyelids drooped, her body struggling to remain upright. He lifted her down, and her knees buckled before she regained her footing.

“I don’t think I ever want to ride a horse again,” she murmured. He let her lean against him as they moved toward the caves. After several minutes of walking, he spied the golden cast of firelight against the cavern. 

Lug, but he looked forward to a good night’s rest. Only amongst his brothers could he relax. Each would give his life for the other.

“Come.” He led her to the mouth of the cave. Isabel stumbled across some of the rocks, and he caught her. Though her body had a delicate softness, her strength of will rivaled his own.  

His brother Trahern stooped near the entrance, his head nearly touching the stone ceiling. “So this fine cailín is your new wife?” 

Isabel steadied herself. “I am.” 

“I am Trahern MacEgan,” he introduced himself. “And it’s curious I am, why you didn’t run away from my brother? If I had to wed him, I would have done anything to escape.”

She tucked a lock of escaping hair behind her veil and offered a sheepish smile. “How do you know I did not try?”

“More’s the pity you didn’t succeed.” Trahern released a laugh. “Come and eat with us, sister. Bevan here is scowling because he lost our wager. He thought you’d run.”

The scar across Bevan’s cheek whitened. He offered no kiss of welcome, and Patrick did not press for the courtesy. He’d rather his brother hold his silence. 

He led her towards the fire. Isabel huddled close to the flames, shivering to get warm. Her hand moved to her backside, and she closed her eyes as if to suppress the pain. 

“There will be no more riding,” Patrick reassured her. In truth, he was glad of it himself, though he did not relish the voyage at dawn. He hated being powerless and at the mercy of the wind.

“I am glad of it.” Isabel let the brat slide from her shoulders. A damp tendril of hair curled across her shoulders, down to a slender waist. She met his gaze with a forthright stare of her own.

He tore his gaze away. She might be a beautiful woman, but he had no right to look. The vow he’d made, to leave her untouched, strangled anything his traitorous body wanted.

Trahern coughed. Patrick recognized the silent message and moved away from Isabel. His brother opened a pouch, offering a loaf of bread, then passed a horn of ale. Isabel accepted a portion of bread and quenched her thirst. He noticed the exhaustion haunting her face. Her brown eyes were strained, her skin appearing far too pale.

While he satisfied his own hunger, he watched her surreptitiously. She had removed her veil, turning aside from them. Tangled locks of golden hair rested against her neck, and she began rebraiding it. He had never seen a woman perform the task before, since he had no sisters. It seemed almost intimate, watching her weave the strands with slender fingers. She sat beside the cavern wall with her knees drawn up. Almost like a child.

But the silhouette of her woman’s body could not be denied. The rain had molded the dress to her skin, and puckered nipples stood out, making him wonder what it would be like to touch her.

She was forbidden. It was the only explanation of why she kindled any form of desire. He moved to the entrance of the cave, breathing deeply. The night air smelled of salt, and the last of the sun disappeared beneath the waves. 

“What will become of me when we reach Erin?” Isabel asked finally.

“I will grant you your freedom, as I vowed.” If he kept her exiled upon Ennisleigh, she could move about as she pleased upon the island, doing harm to none. And he would not have to see her each day or be tempted by her.

“I wish to know my responsibilities.” 

“You need not trouble yourself.”  

“Because I will never be a queen, isn’t that right?” Bleak weariness settled in her eyes, and Isabel turned away from him.  
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A piece of wood cracked in the fire, sending sparks into the air. Flickering shadows cast darkness across Patrick’s face. His brothers sat against the opposite wall, their heads lowered in muted conversation.

“What about the estate? I do have experience running a castle household. Or shall I handle the accounts? I am not familiar with your lands, but perhaps—“ She broke off her rush of babbling when Patrick drew nearer.

With a roughened palm, he lifted her chin until she was forced to look at him. In the erratic fire glow, a subtle intimacy cloaked the cave.  

“You are responsible for nothing.” The smooth baritone of his voice and the nearness of him made Isabel tremble. Beneath the thin fabric of her kirtle, her breasts tightened. She couldn’t breathe, her mind racing with clouded thoughts of escape.

Gray eyes, the color of freshly hewn stone, stared at her with intensity. Isabel wanted to look away, but she forced herself to meet his scrutiny. Her warrior husband could do anything to her, and there was naught she could do to stop him. It was her duty to submit. Even so, her fingers dug into the damp earth. 

Patrick didn’t move. Gossamer shivers erupted across her skin at the dark heat in his gaze.

“Sleep, a chara.”

At the invitation to escape, Isabel scrambled away from him. She huddled against the cave wall, shivering. Her skin blazed as though it were on fire. Suddenly she was afraid of the unexpected yearning he evoked. Blood raced within her veins, her skin sensitive. 

By the Blessed Mother, she had wanted him to draw closer. Though his demeanor was rough and savage, a primitive part of her yearned to know him.

What was the matter with her? What had happened to her loyalty? Everything about this man reminded her of his barbarian nature. From her childhood, she’d heard tales of the ancient Celts who rode into battle naked, their faces painted blue.

She could almost picture Patrick’s face painted a fierce shade of indigo, fighting against the Norman invaders. He had practically stolen her from her own wedding. He hadn’t bothered to celebrate with feasting or participate in the ceremonial bedding. He was unpredictable, and she didn’t trust him to keep his vow. One moment he seemed to desire her; the next he grew distant.

She wanted him to stay away. She didn’t like the unexpected longings that tempted her. He frightened her with his dangerous manner.

Patrick’s brothers disappeared outside, leaving them alone. Isabel buried her face in her knees. Though she shivered partly from cold, her mind clenched with uneasiness. 

Moments later, a warm cloth fell across her shoulders. Isabel stood, drawing the shawl across her shoulders. Patrick held out a ragged gown. “Put this on. You need to wear the clothing of a tribeswoman now.”

The coarse woolen dress was unlike any she had seen, a long gown that draped to her ankles with voluminous sleeves. She turned her back to him while she put it on. “Am I to be a slave, then? It is the color of horse dung.”

The edges of his mouth tipped. “I did not have time to barter for the colors you wanted. You may embroider the léine when we arrive in Eíreann.” 

When she turned back to face him, Patrick adjusted the woolen wrap around her shoulders. She stood only inches from an embrace. 

In time, he exerted a gentle pressure upon her shoulders, forcing her to lie upon the cloak he’d spread upon the ground. He tucked the edge around her shoulders and spread the woolen mantle across her. “Sleep. We’ve a long journey on the morrow.”

Isabel kept her eyes closed to feign sleep. Ever since the wedding, she had felt frozen in stone. 

Shadowed against the darkness of the cave, her husband stood guard. She sensed a wildness within him, a feral hunter who would show no mercy.  

Patrick turned and caught her gaze. Steel eyes disarmed her, while the flesh of her body rose with heat. What was wrong with her? Why could she not shut him out?

“Will we reach your fortress in a day’s journey?”

He shook his head. “But I will take you to your new home.”

Isabel faltered, suddenly understanding more than she wanted to. “Where is that?” He wasn’t going to abandon her in Erin, was he? 

“You wanted your freedom,” he said. “I will grant that to you. You will remain upon the island of Ennisleigh.”

Her heart sank, a coldness surrounding her. “Alone?”

He inclined his head. “It is for your own protection. I cannot say what my tribe would do to you, were you to live among them.”

“I’ve done nothing to harm anyone.”

“Norman blood runs within your veins. It is enough.”

Isabel huddled before the fire, her mind surging with anger. Did he think she would agree to this bargain? “I won’t be a prisoner there. You’ve no right to treat me as such.”

“My duty is to keep you safe. It’s the only way.”

“Your people disobey your commands, then?”

He tensed, as though her words were made of thorns. “You know me not, Isabel. Do not presume to judge me. I seek only to make the best of this arrangement.”

“What is best for you.”

“What is best for all of us.”

She clenched her teeth. So the Irish king believed he could exile her without a fight? 

Patrick MacEgan had no idea just how difficult she could be.
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