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            The Rogues of Ravensmuir

          

          Medieval Scottish Romances

        

      

    

    
      The Rogues of Ravensmuir is my original trilogy of stories featuring the families of Ravensmuir, Kinfairlie, and Inverfyre. There are currently four series set in this fictional world. First, in order of events, is the Rogues of Ravensmuir:

      
        
        1. The Rogue

        (Merlyn and Isabella)

      

        

      
        2. The Scoundrel

        (Gawain and Evangeline)

      

        

      
        3. The Warrior

        (Michael - the Hawk - and Aileen)

      

      

      The Jewels of Kinfairlie series of medieval Scottish romances features the first three siblings of the next generation at Kinfairlie. These are Roland and Catherine’s children who visit Inverfyre at the end of The Warrior.

      
        
        1. The Beauty Bride

        (Madeline and Rhys)

      

        

      
        2. The Rose Red Bride

        (Vivienne and Erik)

      

        

      
        3. The Snow White Bride

        (Alexander and Eleanor)

      

        

      
        4. The Ballad of Rosamunde

        (Rosamunde and Padraig)

      

      

      The True Love Brides series features four more of the eight siblings at Kinfairlie:

      
        
        1. The Renegade’s Heart

        (Isabella and Murdoch)

      

        

      
        2. The Highlander’s Curse

        (Annelise and Garrett)

      

        

      
        3. The Frost Maiden’s Kiss

        (Malcolm and Catriona)

      

        

      
        4. The Warrior’s Prize

        (Elizabeth and Rafael)

      

      

      The story of Ross (the eighth sibling) is part of The Brides of Inverfyre series, which also features the children of the Hawk of Inverfyre and Aileen:

      
        
        1. The Mercenary’s Bride

        (Mhairi and Quentin)

      

        

      
        2. The Runaway Bride

        (Aiofe and Ross)

      

      

      There’s a Ravensmuir tab on my website with all of the books set in this world, as well as links to download free family trees.

      Many of the books in this world are also available in audio.
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            The Warrior

          

          The Rogues of Ravensmuir #3

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader—

      Alluring and dangerous, the Hawk of Inverfyre came to rest at my father’s house, his motives unknown. His seduction was breathtaking. I resisted him, this enigmatic warrior, but his kiss transported me to a time and place where his relentless pursuit and my passionate surrender made perfect sense.

      ’Twas then I erred. My defenses harried, I was tricked into marriage by the Hawk and taken by force to his lawless castle. I have vowed to flee: The grounds abound with rogues and whores, and the servants whisper of murdered wives. And yet, his dizzying touch hints that we have lived here before - he as the castle’s intrepid founder and I as his betrayed lover.

      Am I the bride who will break the spell of Inverfyre? Or have I been captured by a scheming sorcerer, only to be ravished and discarded like so many before?

      —Lady Aileen of Abernye

      “Delacroix’s satisfying tale leaves the reader hungry for the next offering.”—Booklist
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            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      The Warrior was a book that captured my heart from the first moment that the Hawk and Aileen’s story came to me. I love reincarnation romances, and I particularly enjoy a skeptical hero who learns to believe in things he can’t see. The hero of this book, the Hawk, is both pragmatic and practical, while his partner, Aileen, is the daughter of a woman who was psychic but deemed to be mad. I had a wonderful time writing their story and watching love heal their respective wounds.

      This story is the third book in my Rogues of Ravensmuir series, each of which features a strong hero. As with all of my re-releases, I’ve chosen not to revise this book, but to republish it essentially as it was published in the first place. In preparing these new editions, I fell in love with Merlyn, Gawain and the Hawk all over again. I hope that you enjoy reading their stories as much as I loved writing them.

      You can continue to read more about this family in my Jewels of Kinfairlie series, my True Love Brides series and my Brides of Inverfyre series of medieval Scottish romances. These romances feature seven of the eight children of Roland, the Hawk’s milk-brother, who we first encounter at Inverfyre at the end of The Warrior. By the start of The Beauty Bride, they’re all grown up and ready for happy endings of their own. In the Brides of Inverfyre series, the children of the Hawk and Aileen will also find their HEA’s. There’s an excerpt from The Beauty Bride, the first book of the Jewels of Kinfairlie series, at the end of this book.

      You can download free family trees for Kinfairlie and Inverfyre on my website, right here.

      All of the Jewels of Kinfairlie and True Love Brides medieval Scottish romances are also available in audio.

      To stay up to date on new releases, sales, and other good news, please subscribe to my newsletter, Knights & Rogues.

      Until next time, I hope you are well and have plenty of good books to read.

      All my best,

      Claire

      http://delacroix.net
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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Inverfyre, Scotland – November 1390

      

      

      His father had been right.

      Every step Michael took into the forests of Scotland made it more impossible to evade the astonishing truth. He had always assumed that his father’s tales of Scotland had been whimsy, heavily embellished with a nostalgia his mother would find appealing. Gawain Lammergeier was not above stretching the truth, especially when his tall tales prompted Evangeline’s laughter.

      But all of those tales had been true. The land was so beautiful as to leave Michael breathless and it could be as mercilessly cruel as a woman with a heart of ice. What he had not expected was his growing sense these lands were not quite earthly. He might have stepped into the domain of the fey. Michael was uneasy with this awareness, for he had never heeded such tales and knew not what the rules of this land might be.

      There had been frost this morning when his company awakened, and all the trees were etched with silver filigree so fine as to rival the work of a master jeweler. The sky was a blue so bright as to hurt one’s gaze, but the shadows in the forest yielded their secrets to none. Michael surveyed his surroundings constantly as they rode, unable to dissuade himself of the conviction they were being watched.

      And not by mortal eyes.

      Certainly not by friendly eyes.

      He urged the party onward, fighting to ignore the oppressive feeling that the forest disapproved of his intrusion. He was the seventh son of the line of Magnus Armstrong, the heir of Inverfyre, the warrior destined to fulfill an old prophecy, and the son of the greatest thief in Christendom besides.

      Fortune would not dare deny him his due.

      Or so he told himself.

      At least, Michael was not alone. Tarsuinn had been invited to join this journey, his half-sister Rosamunde had not, but they both rode behind him all the same. He knew he should have anticipated that Rosamunde would have her way. Sebastien and Fernando, two good friends from Sicily who had proclaimed themselves in dire need of an adventure, accompanied him, as well. A dozen stalwart men from his father’s household and ship comprised the rest of the group that had sailed north.

      Michael might have stolen his father’s vessel—a feat he did not doubt his father savored—but he was not fool enough to embark on a quest without information. He had commanded the crew to drop anchor at the Lammergeier stronghold of Ravensmuir to seek the counsel of his uncle, Merlyn. But Merlyn and his wife Ysabella had been away—in lieu of Merlyn’s counsel, Michael’s cousins Tynan and Roland insisted upon accompanying the party to Inverfyre, along with their trio of squires.

      The company comprised more than twenty in all, but the sound of their passing was almost naught. The young squires had ceased their chattering as soon as the shadow of the woods closed around them. By the time Stirling had fallen into the forgotten distance, none of them dared to make so much as a whistle.

      Just the day before, Michael would have counted it a blessing if Rosamunde and Tynan could have ceased their bickering over every inconsequential detail. On this day, he had the urge to provoke them, if only to hear mortal voices at normal volume. He felt they trod close to a sleeping demon whom they dared not awaken.

      Yet not all slumbered, for something surveyed their progress. Michael halted suddenly and knew without glancing back that the rest of his party stopped behind him. Stillness settled on all sides, the shadows seemed impenetrable, the cold of pending winter chilled his marrow. The forest breathed on all sides, watching, waiting.

      He shivered involuntarily and his heart quailed. It seemed suddenly to be tremendous folly that had brought him here, that he could never accomplish his objective, that he had made a fatal error.

      Nonsense! He would not be defeated by silence!

      “Are there wolves in these woods?” Michael demanded of his cousin.

      Tynan shrugged. “There are wolves in all the forests of Christendom. They are not more numerous here.”

      “Are they more malicious?” Rosamunde asked as she eased her steed closer to the pair.

      Tynan snorted. “Have you amiable wolves in the south?”

      Rosamunde lifted her chin and glared at her cousin. “Are they especially vicious in this barbaric land?”

      “All predators are vicious, particularly those willing to prey upon men.” Tynan turned to scan the forest, excluding Rosamunde with his manner.

      Michael did not miss the hot glance his half-sister cast at their inattentive cousin.

      Rosamunde was a willful beauty, unused to any man showing disinterest in her charms. Michael and Rosamunde were of an age, but Tynan was some eight years their senior. Further, he was tall and dark and given to dismissing Rosamunde in a manner she clearly did not appreciate.

      “What observes our progress, then?” Michael asked.

      Tynan smiled. “I could tell you a thousand tales of ghosts and specters, each and every one of them purportedly true. One seldom feels alone in our woods, though I have never felt another presence so strongly.”

      It was on Michael’s lips to ask how close they were to Inverfyre, but a cloaked figure stepped out of the forest ahead of them and silenced his query before it was uttered.

      He saw her and he knew, he knew with unwavering certainty that he stood already upon his hereditary holding.

      But how could he be so certain? They had passed no boundary marker, indeed they were not even upon the road.

      He blinked and looked again at this unexpected figure. Indeed, he could not have said that this soul truly stepped from anywhere—it was more that the figure had appeared where it had not been before. He might have thought he imagined its presence, but Rosamunde whispered a prayer and crossed herself. Tynan lifted a hand to stay him, suddenly as watchful and silent as a predator himself. Roland caught his breath, as if he bit back a warning.

      Michael understood then that they, too, felt the uncanny power of this stranger.

      “Do you shirk what you cannot see, heir of Magnus Armstrong?” the figure shouted, her voice revealing her gender. “Or is the blood of Magnus’ lineage so diminished that his heir has not the boldness of a babe?”

      Tarsuinn gasped. “God in heaven, it cannot be.”

      “Who is she?” Michael demanded.

      “An old crone of the woods. I thought her dead years past.” Tarsuinn peered at the distant figure, shaking his head as he marveled. “But it is she. This one was of aid to your parents once, though she is unpredictable. I advise caution, my lord.” He eased his steed forward and raised his voice. “Adaira? Do you yet occupy these woods?”

      “Tarsuinn Falconer,” she replied haughtily. “I would know your voice in any land, though the birds have spoken of your pending return.”

      This made little sense to Michael, but before he could ask, the crone lifted one hand. She pointed a gnarled finger toward the clouds. Four birds cried and flew overhead as if she had summoned them. Their distinctive silhouette made the company gasp.

      “Peregrines!” Tarsuinn whispered in awe, craning his neck to follow the course of the birds.

      Another trio followed, crying as they flew. One had a fresh kill and the others tormented it, trying to steal the meat.

      They were all snared by the sight and Michael knew his heart was not the sole one to soar with the birds. His forebears had made their fortune by training and selling the finest peregrines in all of Christendom. When his mother had been forced to leave Inverfyre, the peregrines’ numbers had been diminished to scarcity.

      But nigh on twenty years had swelled their numbers, just as all had fervently hoped. These birds seemed uncommonly vigorous and he took encouragement at the majesty of their flight.

      Tarsuinn, son of the old falconer, smiled and tears shone in his eyes. “How many, Adaira?” he demanded, his words husky with hope. Indeed, he had come to Inverfyre despite his age in the hope that he might see the cliffs thick with his beloved birds. “How many have returned?”

      “The falcons are plentiful in numbers at Inverfyre again, Tarsuinn Falconer. They tell me they await your hand. Long has the alliance betwixt the peregrines and the blood of Magnus Armstrong prospered after all.”

      Tarsuinn’s delight was nigh tangible. “My lord, this is the finest news for which we might have hoped…”

      Adaira’s voice hardened. “I have no business with you on this day, Tarsuinn Falconer, and the falcons have not waited so long that they cannot wait longer. It is the boy I have come to greet.”

      Michael felt the hair rise on the back of his neck when she pointed a calloused finger at him. How could she know who he was? Tynan, Roland, and Rosamunde eased their steeds to his one side, Sebastien and Fernando to the other, but Michael raised his hand to stay them.

      “This matter is mine to resolve.” He urged his destrier to step forward alone. It was a magnificent black stallion, granted to him by his father upon his eighteenth birthday—along with the seal of Inverfyre that reposed in his purse. Lucifer was afraid of naught, tall and strong, and just the sight of him made men halt to stare.

      But the old woman stood her ground as Michael approached. Strangely, her eyes seemed to glow within the shadows cast by her hood. “Aye, boy, I come to parlay with you and you alone.”

      “And I am here. Say what you must.”

      When he halted the steed several paces from her, she cackled with laughter. “Are you afeared, boy? You will not recapture Inverfyre if you cannot even approach an old woman!”

      One of the squires snickered, but Michael was already swinging from his saddle. He cast the reins aside with impatience and doffed his gloves. Tynan said something cautionary but he strode away, making his way directly to the crone. She was smaller than he had guessed, the top of her hood below the middle of his chest. She watched him approach, her eyes gleaming, though he only saw why they shone so oddly when she suddenly cast back her hood.

      Her gaze was veiled with the pale blue sheen of cataracts. Her tanned skin was as wrinkled as old leather, her features so shrunken that the flesh was tautly stretched over her bones. Her teeth were gone, her hair as white as fresh snow, and her pose defiant. He recoiled and she laughed beneath her breath.

      “What is your name, boy?”

      “You seem to know as much already.”

      “Tell me!”

      “I am Michael Lammergeier, son of Gawain Lammergeier and Evangeline Armstrong, Laird of Inverfyre.”

      She chuckled. “You are not laird yet.”

      “I have the seal and the bloodright…”

      “And there are others who occupy your lands, others who are not creatures of the forest.”

      Michael had expected as much. His mother had told him a hundred times of the avarice of the MacLaren clan and their lust for Inverfyre. “Do you come to curse me or to warn me?”

      Her smile softened, as did her voice. “Not I, Magnus. Not I.”

      He shook his head, thinking her wits addled. “I am not Magnus, but Michael, as I just told you…”

      Adaira interrupted him. “You are Magnus Armstrong, just as you are the seventh son born in succession from him. Make no mistake, Michael Lammergeier, the spark of Magnus resides within you and his debts sit upon your shoulders.”

      “I do not think so.” Michael took a step back from this woman who was obviously mad.

      She granted him a look so quelling that he halted against his own will, then she beckoned.

      He found himself leaning closer, drawn by some compulsion he could not name, half-certain she would tell him something that would be of merit in his quest.

      Instead, she caught the back of his neck in her hand, her gesture quick and her grip strong. Before he could protest, she pressed her ancient lips to him in a parody of a kiss. Her tongue was between his teeth, its invasion as skillful and revolting as that of a snake slipping into a lair.

      He made to pull away but froze when a curious sense overcame him. He was remembering, remembering events that were not his to remember.

      The scene of a richly appointed hall unfurled in his own thoughts. He was within the hide of a man garbed like a king, a man who was him but not him, and a glorious maiden was seated at his left. Her hair was of chestnut hue, her complexion was creamy, her waist narrow, and her eyes a fathomless blue. She turned to him, her gaze filled with adoration, and smiled so sweetly that his heart nigh broke. He saw himself raise a hand to her nape, felt the silk of her hair around his fingers as he pulled her closer, tasted the sweet honey of her lips as he kissed her deeply.

      That kiss melted into this kiss and Michael realized what he did.

      He tore his lips away from the crone’s and felt himself trembling.

      “What witchery is this you do?” he demanded, his words hoarse. To his horror, the crone’s smile was tinged with his recollection of the sweet smile of the maiden, the blue of her clouded eyes reminded him all too well of the maiden’s clear loving gaze.

      Michael wiped his lips with disgust, then spat out the taste of the crone. He made to step back, but her hands locked again around his neck. “Release me, witch!” he cried, even as he fought against her unholy grip.

      “Another,” Adaira whispered, her voice as low and velvety as a ripe maiden’s. Indeed, Michael knew if he closed his eyes, he would err again, he would think this crone the maiden he remembered loving with all his heart and soul.

      But Michael had never loved a woman thus. He had never known a woman who looked like that maiden. He had certainly never loved a damsel with such vigor that his heart ached so at the very sight of her. This was some trick! He fought Adaira’s wickedly strong grasp, but her lips closed over his all the same.

      And the witchery worked its darkness again. He tasted the sweetness of honey and the tang of wine on the lips of his damsel, felt the ripeness of her naked breast beneath his hand. He saw that the demoiselle and he had retired to a richly draped bed, a bed unknown to him. Her hair was unbound, hanging thick to her waist, her flesh was fair, her nipples rosy. She was perfection, she was his love, she was his mate.

      “Magnus,” she whispered with awe as her playful fingers closed around his erection. She giggled when he caught his breath, as merry a sound as he had ever heard. Michael thought his heart would burst with the fullness of his love for her.

      For a woman he had never seen before.

      Sorcery!

      He broke the embrace with an effort and glared at the old woman. “You are a witch, bent on driving me to madness,” Michael accused in a low voice. “Why? What accusation would you make against me?”

      Adaira smiled. “You will remember all, Magnus, in time.”

      “I am not Magnus…”

      She turned then, her head lifting suddenly like a doe who hears the hunter. Then she seized his hand, her other hand fumbling beneath her cloak. Michael struggled to break free of her merciless grip, but she had an unholy strength.

      “It was not my intent to betray you, Magnus, never that,” she declared in a low voice. “Still I love you, with all my heart and soul, as I did centuries past, as I loved you on the night you betrayed me.”

      “I have never…”

      “We must seize this chance to make matters come aright…”

      “The chance for what? What is this nonsense you utter?”

      “Still I love you,” she insisted, then lifted an ancient dagger high in her hand.

      “No!” Michael cried out and took a step back, certain the madwoman meant him ill. He heard the consternation of his men behind him. He fought her with renewed vigor, but to no avail. She held fast, her grip as strong as a demon’s.

      “What do you fear of me?” she whispered, hurt in her tone. “I offer you aid, no more than that. You will need this.”

      She turned her hand, offering him the blade, even as two arrows soared past Michael’s shoulder and tore violently into her chest. Her body jerked as she fell back, her grip upon him loosing.

      “No!” Michael shouted, appalled that he had misunderstood her, shocked he had been responsible for such an error. He caught her in his arms as she collapsed and watched helplessly as the blood flowed from her chest.

      He glanced back to find the members of his party pale-faced, their expressions shocked. Sebastien and Fernando both held their bows at the ready.

      “She meant me no ill!” Michael shouted in dismay. Later he would marvel at the root of his certainty, but in that moment, he knew without doubt.

      He heard footsteps approaching, saw Sebastien lean down beside him. “I am sorry, my lord. I thought…”

      “I know, I know. The error was mine,” Michael whispered, unable to explain his sorrow. Sebastien stepped away. Michael saw him raise a hand to halt the others, but he cared solely for Adaira.

      Adaira’s wounds were fatal, that much was clear. She knew it as well, for there was resignation in the set of her lips.

      The dagger tumbled from her feeble grip and she raised a trembling hand to his face. Her odd gaze seemed fixed upon him, nay, it seemed she could see directly to his soul.

      “Another betrayal,” she murmured with a shake of her head. “Beware, my love, for the treachery wrought must all be repaid.”

      “It was an accident…” Michael began, but she shook her head.

      “There are no accidents in truth. And in a sense, I am relieved. This life has been long and arduous, each day painful in your absence.” She sighed and smiled, her fingertip shaking as she touched his face. “I have missed you, love.”

      Michael did not know what to say. He could not explain the deep well of grief that opened within him.

      “Remember me well, Magnus Armstrong,” she whispered. “Remember that it was not my intent to betray you on this day, though I feared matters come to this. I had to see you one last time, despite the price.” She shook her head. “The gods will have their jest, after all.”

      Tears began to run from her eyes as Michael watched helplessly. Her fingers traced the lines of his face as if she would know the look of him despite her blindness.

      She was mad, that much was clear, and an utter stranger, but still his heart tightened. It seemed to him that he had had many painful partings like this, though he knew he had not.

      “I love you, Magnus,” she said, her voice no stronger than a breath. “I love you with all my heart for all time.”

      Michael saw her die, he witnessed the moment that life left her being. Indeed, he could have had no doubt of it. Just as the old woman’s eyes closed and her lips stilled, a light seemed to flood her face and he saw again the features of that young beautiful maiden.

      On impulse, he bent, compelled by some nameless urge to press his lips to the maiden’s lips one last time. The vision abruptly faded and he found only the dead crone’s lips beneath his own.

      Shaken, Michael laid her on the ground and took an unsteady step back. As he stared at her, memories loosed in his mind that he was certain were not his own. Throughout them all rode that maiden, her smile tightening his chausses and making his heart pound.

      He glanced back to his companions, seeking some hint that he was not the only one affected, but they regarded him with uncertainty.

      As rightly they should. He did not know what had possessed him. Michael bent and impulsively claimed the unusual dagger, shoving it into his belt, as he sought the words that would return matters to how they had been.

      He did not have long to think. The silence of the forest was rent suddenly with shouts. A tattered army of vagabonds leaped out of the shadows, blades flashing. His party was assaulted on all sides by a nameless and innumerable foe.

      Sebastien shouted and loosed another arrow into the throng of attackers. Tynan roared and unsheathed his blade, the horses neighed and reared. Roland’s blade rang out as it met that of one attacker. Rosamunde drove her dagger into the face of another assailant.

      Michael was the last to draw his blade, Adaira’s whimsy like cobwebs in his thoughts. He had no doubt that this was but the first of many battles, part of the greater war that would be required to reclaim what was his own.

      He bellowed commands and his men formed a circle around him. Blades swung and blood flowed, the watchful peace of the forest shattered by the warfare of men. They were upon the soil of Inverfyre, Michael could feel it in his very feet, and he would either die or triumph upon these lands.

      His fate coursed through his very veins.
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      And through the years ahead, a maiden smiled benignly in Michael’s newfound memories, encouraging him, loving him, welcoming him home. She buoyed him when his spirit might have faltered and each time he unsheathed his blade, he swore to serve her proudly. He knew he would never forget this beauty, a conjured dream who had claimed his heart without saying a word.

      Indeed, had he listened to his heart, he would have recalled that she was his destiny.

      It would be more than eighteen years before Michael glimpsed her again, eighteen years of memories and yearning, eighteen years in which he measured each damsel against her memory. She would be wrought taller, more fair, but with the same blue eyes and the same mysterious smile. He would be older, with silver at his temples and experience on his blade. He would be known as the Hawk of Inverfyre by then for his talent in seizing a moment of opportunity to claim a victory.

      And the Hawk would steal the sole prize he desired, a deed that befitted the son of a thief he had always been and the ruthless predator he had become.

      It would be a long eighteen years.
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        Abernye, Scotland – March, 1409

      

      

      Does a hare know when the hawk’s gaze lands upon it?

      Aileen knew the moment the stranger spied her. She first glimpsed him from the top of the stairs, but was so unsettled to find his gaze upon her that she immediately looked away. She feigned undue concentration upon her descent to the raucous hall.

      The hair on the back of her neck prickled and her face burned under the weight of his regard, though she knew he would soon glance elsewhere.

      Curiosity could only compel so long a perusal, especially for so plain a maiden as she knew herself to be. She held her head high and crossed the hall to the high table, fighting her desire to turn and look.

      “Such a notorious guest!” whispered a maid as she arranged the skirts of Aileen’s new stepmother, Blanche. This was yet another kirtle Aileen had not seen before, the silken cloth richly gleaming in the light of the torches. It was trimmed with fur that must be ermine, and embroidered with gold.

      Whatever Blanche had expected when she seduced Aileen’s father, she could not have anticipated the simple austerity of Abernye, with its pastures and sheep and rough hall. From whence had the coin come for yet another kirtle? Aileen did not imagine it had been Blanche’s own purse.

      Though her stepmother had been rumored to have a fat dowry, it was the treasury of Abernye that seemed to pay for all her fripperies.

      “The Hawk is said to have killed a thousand men to claim Inverfyre,” confided another maid on Blanche’s opposite side, her hands just as busy as her tongue.

      Aileen’s fears were momentarily forgotten. Their guest was the Hawk of Inverfyre? She knew his name and repute, of course—who did not? She struggled to suppress her urge to glance his way.

      “It is said that he stole it from its rightful lords, slaughtering those who opposed him, and without remorse!” the first maid added gleefully.

      “He is a thief.”

      “A murderer without morals.”

      Blanche’s eyes gleamed with interest as she openly watched their guest. She was finely wrought, this prize fetched from the English court, her pretty features and delicate build making Aileen feel all the more tall and ungainly.

      “All this and handsome, too,” Blanche murmured with satisfaction. “What fortune brings us such an intriguing guest! I forbid you all to mention such rumors in his presence.”

      At that, Aileen could not help but steal a glance, certain the Hawk’s attention would be diverted.

      She sorely miscalculated. The man in question watched her avidly. She should have demurely dropped her gaze, she should have looked away, but Aileen could not. She found herself snared by his bright gaze, helpless as the proverbial hare. Indeed, her heart nigh stopped and her mouth went dry, though not simply because of his looks.

      The Hawk was tall, his shoulders were broad, his hair was dark with a touch of silver at the temples. He was tanned to a golden hue that spoke of vitality and he moved with a warrior’s resolve. He was handsome, that much could not have been denied. There was an ease about him, a grace uncommon in the fighting men of Abernye yet beguilingly male all the same.

      Yet he was a warrior, of that Aileen had no doubt. This man had made choices, he had swung his blade, he had decided who would live and who would die.

      He did not appear to be burdened by regrets.

      He was garbed in blackest midnight, a hue so dark as to draw the light of the hall and devour it. His boots were high and similarly dark, his tabard was devoid of insignia or embroidery. She decided that he would not be a man who favored embellishment. Three cohorts flanked him, warriors just as fearsome and just as darkly garbed, though there was no doubt in Aileen’s thoughts who ruled them all.

      She stifled a shiver, shocked to her marrow that she was still the focus of Hawk’s attention. It was the intensity of his regard, the fixedness of it that put Aileen in mind of his namesake, the predatory hawk. He was so still that she was certain he neither blinked nor breathed, his gaze so intent that he might have been touching her.

      Even as she felt a desire to cross the floor to his side, Aileen understood instinctively that this man was dangerous. A thousand prickles raced over her flesh and her color rose hotly, she held her ground but still she could not demurely look away.

      “I heard that his own peregrines are trained to hunt men,” the first maid whispered. “That they tear out the very hearts of their prey, and that when he looses them from Inverfyre’s towers, the skies turn dark with their many wings.”

      “Fool! It is the eyes of his enemies that the birds devour!”

      The corner of the Hawk’s lips quirked, offering Aileen the barest ghost of what might have been a smile. He could not have heard the nonsense repeated by the maids, for he was too far away, but his expression was so knowing that she wondered. Her heart thumped with painful vigor, yet still she could not avert her gaze.

      He savored her predicament, her awareness of him, and her inability to behave as she should. Aileen knew this. Indeed, the air seemed to crackle between them, as if they were old adversaries met again.

      But they were not. Aileen had never met this man before.

      All the same, she was not some shy maiden unafraid to speak her thoughts. Aileen lifted her chin and held his gaze with defiance, even as the rumors of his deeds echoed around her, and his smile broadened ever so slightly.

      Perhaps he savored his own dark repute.

      Perhaps he did not care about her own reputation. Aileen’s pulse quickened at the prospect.

      “You know, of course, that he is the spawn of a family who made their livelihood in the theft and sale of religious relics,” the first maid clucked.

      “Unholy vermin!” breathed the second, though her tone was not as scathing as it could have been. “I heard that his desires cannot be denied.”

      They giggled together at this morsel. “His blade purportedly cannot be turned aside,” continued the first, “and he refuses to be denied whatsoever he seeks.”

      “Yet he cringes from no deed, no matter how foul, if it will see him sated.” The maids sighed in unison and Blanche’s dark brows arched high with interest.

      Why had the Hawk come to Abernye? Aileen had a dark premonition in that breathless moment, though her good sense dismissed the possibility with ease. No men came to her father’s hall to hunt her hand any longer. He must be making a jest by feigning fascination with her, the icy daughter of the Laird of Abernye.

      That realization made it simple for Aileen to turn away, even as her wretched heart sank. The Hawk’s companions laughed loudly and she was convinced it was at her expense.

      Aileen knew that she was old for a maiden, she was tall, she was plain of face, she was outspoken. She knew that she had recoiled from a man’s kiss too often for her distaste to not be noted. She had had her faults so oft recounted that she know them as well as a clerk knows the debts in his accounts.

      The Hawk was cruel beyond belief to mock her in her father’s hall. Aileen added “rude” to the list of his dubious attributes and fairly marched in her haste to reach the far end of the high table. She would sit away from the viper her father had been so fool as to wed, she would eat with haste and then retire.

      The pair of Blanche’s women nudged each other as Aileen passed, no doubt noting her high color. “So, even your frosty womb can still recognize a man,” the first maid whispered with a malice that made the other cackle.

      “Do not set your ambitions so high, dear Aileen, lest you die of disappointment,” added the second. They laughed together, these two evil old crones, though Aileen gave them a look so sharp it might have left a bleeding wound.

      Her father’s new wife, of course, did not defend her from her servants’ insolence. Stepdaughter and stepmother had long past dispensed with pleasantries and Aileen tried to avoid any discussion with her father’s new bride.

      She felt compelled to be polite, though Blanche did not apparently feel the same desire. Aileen had no doubt that Blanche would have had her cast from the gates if that lady had not feared that the laird himself might object.

      Aileen was not certain he would. Her father was so smitten that it seemed Blanche could not err in his estimation.

      “Our guest had best sit directly beside me,” Blanche said smoothly, stroking the spot Aileen’s father usually occupied.

      Aileen halted, shocked that her stepmother would be so bold. She knew she should leave the matter be, but guessed that her father would not protest such an uncommon breach of protocol. “Father will be displeased by such uncommon arrangements,” she said simply, though she longed to say more.

      Blanche smiled with a confidence that made Aileen’s blood boil. “He will not deny my will.”

      “But surely a laird should be shown respect in his own hall?” Aileen demanded. “Surely it would be unwise to show such a warm welcome to a man of such dark repute, especially when his mission here is unclear?”

      Blanche sniffed, her gaze cold. “When I have need of your counsel, daughter, I shall ask for it.”

      Aileen let her gaze drop to Blanche’s slender waist. They were nigh the same age, daughter and second bride. “You surely know as I do, Blanche, that you are not my mother in truth.”

      “Unfortunately for you,” Blanche whispered, her accent suddenly more pronounced. “For you are burdened with, how do you say, the taint of your mother’s blood.”

      “She possessed no taint!”

      Blanche’s dark eyes narrowed and she might have said something vicious, but Aileen’s father cleared his throat, revealing his unexpected proximity. He halted behind his wife, looking hale and hearty for all his years. Blanche turned one of her honeyed smiles upon him and Aileen was disappointed to see how her father fairly glowed.

      “What is this I hear of you seating our guest at your very side?” Aileen’s father asked, his manner genial as ever. Aileen was certain, however, that she could detect a similar uncertainty in their guest’s motives.

      Her father had taught her when to be suspicious, after all.

      “One would not wish to insult such a powerful guest, Nigel,” Blanche cooed. When Aileen’s father did not immediately agree, Blanche dropped her voice beguilingly. “You may be certain that I will offer compense for your inconvenience later, my lord.” She ran a fingertip up his arm and licked her lips so overtly that Aileen felt obliged to glance away. The maids giggled.

      The Lord of Abernye flushed. “Oh course, Blanche. Whatsoever you desire is my will.” He ceded to his new wife’s demand as readily as that, much to Aileen’s disgust, looking more like a besotted boy than a man of fifty summers. Her father was a large and genial man, cursed to see the good in the hearts of others at the expense of being blind to their flaws.

      Blanche stood testimony to that.

      Aileen addressed her own toe, driven by this exchange to remind her father of all he had once claimed to believe. “Forgive me, Father, but I am confused. Is it so that even if your guest comes with no stated intent or invitation, even if he travels beyond far for no apparent purpose, even if he is the most dreaded man in Christendom, Blanche must not be denied her whim in courting his favor?”

      Blanche granted Aileen a look fit to curdle milk.

      “Aileen, you see danger in no more than shadows,” her father said heartily. “A man’s repute is not the fullness of him.”

      “It was you who counseled me that smoke oft warns of a flame.” Aileen reminded him quietly and her father had the grace to color.

      “This is not the same, Aileen…”

      Aileen continued, feeling a strange compulsion to warn her father. She could not dismiss the sense of foreboding she had had when she held the Hawk’s gaze. “Father, this man, rumored to be both violent and reclusive, has ridden across all of Scotland to visit Abernye, unannounced and uninvited. Why? He is neither liege nor vassal to you, his lands do not abut ours, and further, the spring weather is unruly.”

      Aileen heard her voice rise slightly in the face of her father’s discomfiture and Blanche’s resolve. “You do not hunt, so he cannot be seeking trade for his famed peregrines. You have naught that such a man might wish to buy and no associations held in common. I find his presence most suspicious, even if you do not, and I do so by the lessons you yourself taught to me!”

      Aileen felt a sudden heat at her back and her heart sank to her toes. The false welcome that claimed her father’s expression and the sudden brightness of Blanche’s eyes told her more than she wished to know.

      A man touched the back of her waist with a heavy fingertip and she stiffened in outrage at his familiarity. Aileen knew, she knew who stood there, and she knew too that he had overheard every word of protest she had uttered.

      “I see that my reputation has preceded me,” the Hawk murmured for her ears alone and Aileen felt herself flush scarlet at the intimacy of his tone.

      Worse, she liked the low rich timbre of his voice and dared not glance in his direction when he stood so close behind her. She strove to give every appearance of ignoring him, though her flesh was all a-tingle. She would be scolded later for her rudeness, she knew it well, though in this moment she wished she might simply disappear.

      Sadly, she could not flee, not with the weight of the Hawk’s fingers on her back. His touch seemed to sear her flesh, even through the thick woolen kirtle that she wore.

      “Good evening, Laird of Abernye,” the Hawk said, seemingly untroubled that Aileen ignored him. His words were uttered slowly as if he pondered the import of each word—or sought to beguile his audience. “I am most honored by your hospitality to myself and my companions.”

      Instead of demanding a reason for the Hawk’s arrival, Aileen’s father smiled like a fool. “A Christian host cannot do enough for a guest.” He inclined his head slightly. “I apologize for my daughter. She is cursed to be outspoken.”

      Before the Hawk could reply—if indeed he had any intent of doing so—Blanche summoned his attention to herself. “Bienvenue, monsieur,” she said, offering her hand with the coy gesture Aileen so despised.

      The Hawk stepped forward to bend over Blanche’s hand, Aileen’s back chilling when his hand was lifted away. “Enchanté,” he murmured, his accent perfect to Aileen’s rustic ears.

      Aileen eyed him covertly, reluctantly acknowledging that he was more handsome close at hand. The hard planes of his features seemed softer when she could see the glint in his eye.

      She took a step back, hoping to ease away, but the Hawk’s hand landed upon her elbow so surely that she was halted in place.

      Blanche smiled and, typically, her accent became more evident as she sought to charm. “S’il vous plait, you must sit with me. It is not often that we have guests from afar, and I know that I shall savor the tales of your adventures.” She patted the place to her right.

      Aileen’s father’s lips tightened with a displeasure he could not fully hide, though whether it was the prospect of being parted from his bride or the breach of protocol that troubled him more was unclear.

      “It would be more fitting if I sat further down the board,” the Hawk suggested, his tone as smooth as Blanche’s had been.

      “But…”

      “My motives could well be misinterpreted if I sat in the laird’s rightful place. And I would not cause gossip for the Lady of Abernye, not after such a gracious welcome.” The Hawk’s tone was so firm, his argument so sound, that Blanche could not have possibly protested.

      Aileen was shocked to find him express the precise objections she felt, albeit more eloquently.

      “But, of course.” Blanche smiled tightly, knowing she had lost, and Aileen felt a twinge of admiration for their guest.

      Her goodwill was not destined to last, for her father beamed. “As we are equal beneath the king’s eye, I must insist that you call me Nigel, Nigel Urquhart.”

      Aileen gaped at her father, marveling that he would put himself on such intimate terms with this man of whom he knew so little. Perhaps his wits had been addled in truth when her mother died!

      “Michael Lammergeier. You must call me Michael in your turn.”

      The men shook hands and Aileen dared linger no longer. She would say more, more that would be regretted, and she was best to depart.

      She turned to deliberately lift the Hawk’s fingertips from her elbow. “If you will excuse me,” she murmured, hoping to slip away while the trio basked in mutual—and undeserved—admiration.

      But the Hawk did not release her elbow. Indeed the grip of his fingers tightened, compelling Aileen to look at him. He was watching her again, his avid gaze all the more potent at such close range. His eyes were green, a clear piercing green, his lashes dark and thick for a man.

      Aileen could not fully draw a breath and her flesh tingled beneath his touch.

      “I fear we have not been introduced,” he murmured, that tentative smile melting her resistance.

      “I am merely Aileen,” she managed to say, feeling as lacking in graces as Blanche oft insisted she was.

      “Enchanté, encore.” The Hawk let his hand slide down her forearm and captured her fingers. His hand was warm and gentle for all its size and strength. He fair engulfed her fingers in his, and she was not a small woman.

      His gaze locked with Aileen’s as he lifted her hand to his lips. Her heart skipped a beat. His lips were firm and dry against her knuckles, his very touch making her swallow.

      Something flickered to life within Aileen, something she had never felt before, but which she might be tempted to call desire.

      What a fool she was to respond to the Hawk’s touch!

      Her father cleared his throat. “Aileen is my daughter.”

      The Hawk remained solemn. Aileen felt he studied her, though she could not have guessed why. He did not readily release her hand, and his thumb began to move slowly across her flesh. It was a seductive move, one that put uncommon thoughts into her head.

      “You cannot be the same daughter of Abernye reputed to be skilled with a bow?” the Hawk asked, his manner that of one truly interested.

      “The very same,” Aileen said proudly, but Blanche spoke in the same moment and spoke more loudly.

      “She pursues such inappropriate deeds no longer. I have put an end to such foolery.”

      “Aileen learns finally to embroider!” her father crowed with pride. “Blanche reports that she makes fine progress.”

      The Hawk’s expression was so conspiratorial that Aileen knew she had failed to hide her feelings about this change. “And which task do you prefer?” he asked quietly.

      As intriguing as his manner was, Aileen knew this was an alliance that would be folly to pursue.

      She spoke sharply, more sharply than she had intended. “It matters little, as the choice is not mine to make.” She pulled her hand abruptly from his. “How pleasant to make your acquaintance,” she said, her crisp tone implying otherwise. “Welcome to Abernye.” She inclined her head and would have stepped away, but the Hawk halted her with his words.

      “Perhaps I might rely upon your hospitality, Aileen.”

      Her name sounded like a caress upon his tongue, the sound enough to make her step falter. Aileen paused and glanced at him, seeing in his eyes that he was well aware of the impact of his voice upon her.

      “I fear I lose my bearings in this keep,” he said, apparently confiding in her. “Though I would not presume to burden the laird and lady with a matter so mundane as my orientation, I would greatly appreciate your assistance.”

      “Our hall is not so large and complicated as that,” Aileen said with a cool smile. She pointed helpfully to the two portals to the hall. “But two corridors are there, one leading to the kitchens and one to the stables.” She met the Hawk’s knowing gaze. “I should think a man’s nose could tell him which was which. Indeed, I would have anticipated that a man of your reputed cunning would have oriented himself quite readily.”

      “Aileen!” Blanche whispered.

      Some comment began to rumble in her father’s chest, but Aileen held the Hawk’s gaze, daring him to argue the matter with her.

      That smile touched his lips for a heartbeat, then it was gone. “Perhaps you might take pity upon a man with such a poor sense of smell, then.” He spoke politely, but there was a thread of steel in his words.

      Aileen saw his resolve. She knew she would not evade this deed readily. She did not need to glance her father’s way to feel the press of his insistence that she act in a hospitable manner. Indeed, she had the sense that the Hawk had cornered her as neatly and deliberately as he had evaded Blanche’s choice of seating.

      There was a glint in his eyes, almost a challenge. He had heard what she had recounted of his deeds—did he taunt her for questioning his motives? She could not deny that she would like to prove to this man that she was not afraid of him.

      “If you insist, of course, I can only comply.” Aileen smiled with a grace her mother would have applauded.

      The Hawk left her no time to change her thinking. He folded his fingers around her elbow and held her so fast against his side that she could fairly feel the pound of his heart. She was dismayed to realize how she liked the heat of him against her, the solidity of his muscles against her hand. The top of her head came only to his shoulder and that in itself was a rare delight. He bowed his head to her father and Blanche, then fairly pushed Aileen across the hall.

      “Perhaps we should begin at the gates,” he said with a resolve that brooked no dissent.
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      Two hundred gazes followed their course, the whispers beginning in the rear. Aileen walked with her back as straight as a blade, knowing full well that Blanche’s women would tease her about her supposed marital ambitions. They were so confident that she had none, that even she knew her chances of a good match to be nil.

      There was something exciting about being chosen by such a dangerous rogue, even for a matter as uninteresting as granting him a tour of the keep. Indeed, Aileen’s heart skipped with the heat of his presence.

      At least until they passed his companions, one of whom winked boldly at Aileen. Another gave a lecherous whistle that made her color rise.

      “Ignore them,” the Hawk counseled softly.

      Aileen resolved in that moment to ensure that no taint could be cast upon this excursion, that no rumor could cast shame upon her father. She might not be marriageable, she might be rumored to be cold, she might carry the taint of madness, but she would not earn an undeserved reputation as a harlot either. She would keep their course in the light and the company of others, and ensure this man cultivated no interest in her meager charms by sparing him no more attention than she would grant a hungry hound.

      “Aye, it would be better to begin at the gates to ensure that you are not confused,” she said, ensuring that the Hawk did not miss her condescension. She pulled her arm from his grip then marched out of the hall ahead of him.

      “Do you oft have this trouble with unfamiliar abodes?” she asked, as if he were the most dim-witted man that ever she had met. “I would think it a most inconvenient affliction for one who reputedly makes his way by raiding and pillaging.”

      The Hawk let her precede him, though she heard him strolling behind her. “Is that the rumor of my deeds?” he asked mildly.

      The hall’s sounds faded as the shadows of the quiet corridor enfolded them. To Aileen’s dismay, there were no other souls in what was commonly a busy corridor. She hastened her pace, but the Hawk caught her elbow in a casual grip, slowing her steps to match his.

      “Oh, that and more,” Aileen ascertained with an insouciance she did not feel. She was aware of his heat as she had not been before, aware of his fingers wrapped around her upper arm and their proximity to her breast.

      He could probably feel the wild dance of her pulse, he could probably smell her skin as clearly as she smelled his. She waited for fear to seize her throat as it customarily did when she was alone with a man, but this time, her terror was absent.

      Why? Did this man have no amorous intent?

      His thumb caressed the back of her arm and belied any such thought. Still, Aileen did not fear him, though she granted first his hand and then him an arch glance.

      “You might become cold,” he said with apparent innocence, though his eyes glinted with intent.

      “I am most hale,” she insisted, putting an increment of space between them. He let her do so, easing his grip slightly.

      “Tell me what else is rumored.”

      “Why?” Aileen cast him a mutinous glance. “So you can hold these half-truths against me? Blanche would love to hear that I had so compromised my father’s hospitality.” She tossed her braid over her shoulder. “Ask a more willing maiden to sate your vanity about your own repute.”
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