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            The Jewels of Kinfairlie

          

          Medieval Scottish Romance

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to Claire Delacroix’s medieval Scottish world of Ravensmuir, Kinfairlie and Inverfyre. There are four series set in this world.

      The Jewels of Kinfairlie series of medieval Scottish romances features three of the eight siblings at Kinfairlie.

      
        
        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)

      

      

      You can read about four more of these siblings in The True Love Brides series:

      
        
        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)

      

      

      Ross’s story is part of The Brides of Inverfyre series, which 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)

      

      

      You can read about the previous generation at Ravensmuir, Kinfairlie and Inverfyre in my Rogues of Ravensmuir series:

      
        
        1. The Rogue

        (Merlyn and Isabella)

      

        

      
        2. The Scoundrel

        (Gawain and Evangeline)

      

        

      
        3. The Warrior

        (Michael - the Hawk - and Aileen)

      

      

      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.
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            The Rose Red Bride

          

          The Jewels of Kinfairlie #2

        

      

    

    
      
        
        More cherished than gold are the Jewels of Kinfairlie, and only the worthiest may fight for their love…The Laird of Kinfairlie has unmarried sisters, each a gem in her own right. And he has no choice but to see them all wed in haste.

      

        

      
        Like a heroine in an ancient tale, Vivienne waited in the highest chamber of Kinfairlie’s tower for her fated lover. In the darkness he came for her, cloaked and hooded so that she would not see his face. He loved her sweetly, thoroughly…and Vivienne knew she had met her destiny.

      

        

      
        But in the morning light, her dream is shattered. Erik Sinclair of Blackleith is no romantic hero but a disinherited warrior who arranged her abduction to regain his own legacy. Outraged by Erik’s insistence that he needs her solely to beget a son, yet ensnared by the passion he awakens, Vivienne realizes that there is more merit in her taciturn spouse than he would admit. Erik is skeptical of her growing faith in his honor and her desire to recapture his stolen birthright…

      

        

      
        Little does he suspect that his rare gem of a bride intends to capture his barricaded heart as well.
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            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      The Rose Red Bride is the second book in my Jewels of Kinfairlie trilogy, in which Alexander faces the challenge of seeing his sisters wed. Madeline was married in book #1, The Beauty Bride, and now it’s Vivienne’s turn—the trick is that Vivienne is determined to marry for love. She’s a romantic and a dreamer, our Vivienne, and I always liked how she let her passion drive her choices.

      She’s exactly the kind of woman Erik needs, given that he’s been cheated so many times. Vivienne’s faith in him is precisely the balm that heals Erik and makes their Happily Ever After possible. This trilogy continues with the sisters getting even with Alexander in The Snow White Bride.

      The story of the siblings continues in my True Love Brides series. These are medieval Scottish romances but have some paranormal elements in them—these members of the family are challenged in their pursuit of their happily-ever-afters because the portal to the realm of Fae is open at Ravensmuir. The Renegade’s Heart is Isabella's story; The Highlander's Curse is Annelise's story; The Frost Maiden's Kiss is Malcolm's story and The Warrior's Prize is Elizabeth's story. All four books are available now. 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 wonderful audio editions, narrated by Saskia Maarleveld.

      I’m currently writing the Brides of Inverfyre series, which continues the stores of the Lammergeier family at Ravensmuir, Kinfairlie and Inverfyre.

      To learn about my new releases, sales and other 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

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This trilogy is dedicated to my readers, with heartfelt thanks for your loyalty and support.

      

        

      
        May you enjoy reading about the Jewels of Kinfairlie as much as I have enjoyed recounting their tales.
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            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kinfairlie, on the east coast of Scotland – August 1421

      

      

      Alexander congratulated himself upon a matter well concluded. Although the marriage of his eldest sister Madeline had not begun auspiciously, his solution had ultimately proven to be a good one. Just as he had predicted, Madeline was wedded and happily so, all the more content for the babe already rounding her belly. Though Alexander had not located Rhys FitzHenry by any conventional means of matchmaking, the man who had bought Madeline’s hand at auction had proven to be an excellent spouse.

      All had ended well, and Alexander was inclined to grant himself credit for that happy fact. A man had to find encouragement where he could. There was little else that stood to Alexander’s credit at Kinfairlie and he often felt overwhelmed by the burden of his hereditary holding.

      Alexander stared out the window at Kinfairlie’s fields, frowning that they were not more lushly green. The crop was slightly better than his castellan had predicted, but not sufficiently good enough. Though his sister Madeline was wedded, his brother Malcolm was training at Ravensmuir and his other brother Ross was training at Inverfyre, there remained four unwed sisters for whom Alexander was responsible. The castellan had been firm in his counsel that there must be fewer mouths at the board for the winter.

      The fields offered a telling reminder. Alexander would still have to see his sister Vivienne, the next eldest after Madeline, married before the snow flew.

      Sadly, Vivienne was not proving to be any easier to wed than her elder sister Madeline had been. Vivienne was willing to wed, but she wished to feel affection for her spouse before her nuptials were celebrated. Indeed, she wished to be in love. Alexander was certain they had visited every man in Christendom to no avail. He might well roar if Vivienne met his gaze and gave that minute shake of her head one more time.

      Though Alexander would prefer for Vivienne to be happy, August was already upon them. Soon he would be compelled to take matters into his own hands.

      Alexander sighed and buried himself in the accounts of the estate, hoping to discover that matters were slightly better than he knew them to be. He did not have sufficient time to become bored with the tedium of checking tallies before a rap sounded upon the wooden portal.

      Anthony, Kinfairlie’s elderly castellan, cleared his throat when Alexander did not immediately respond. “A gentleman to see you, my lord. He begs an audience in privacy at your earliest convenience.”

      Alexander was intrigued, for guests seldom arrived unbidden at Kinfairlie and even less frequently insisted upon privacy. “Has he a name?”

      “Nicholas Sinclair, my lord.” Anthony sniffed as Alexander started in surprise at the familiar name. “I am dubious of his character, my lord. No man of merit whispers his name and hides his face within the shadows of his hood.”

      Alexander sat back in astonishment. “But Nicholas Sinclair was the very man who courted Vivienne some years ago!”

      Anthony straightened in disapproval. “I believe as much, sir, though the Sinclair men are rogues indistinguishable each from the other. They are said to be of Viking lineage, my lord, which gives them little credit.” He apparently noted Alexander’s interest in this new arrival and cleared his throat again. “Although I admit that is solely my own opinion, sir. There are those, often women, I have heard, who find a certain allure in Sinclair men.”

      What had gone awry between Nicholas and Vivienne? Alexander could not recall. Indeed, he might never have known. He had not paid much attention to Vivienne’s loss of a suitor, for in those days, such matters had not been his concern.

      “I should be delighted to see Nicholas Sinclair,” he said, noting that Anthony was taken aback by his vigor. Alexander smiled, for he had come to enjoy surprising his very proper castellan. “Bring him to me with all haste, if you please, and some ale as well.”

      “Ale, sir?” Anthony’s silver brows rose high. “Are you certain it is wise to make a Sinclair so welcome?”

      “Ale, Anthony, to be sure.” Alexander spoke with the firmness he had learned to use with his opinionated castellan. “A guest is a guest, no matter his name.”

      Anthony cast a glance over the accounts, spread over the table before his liege lord, and his lips pinched yet more tightly. “I would suggest that your affairs not be so displayed, my lord. The Sinclairs have a reputation for coveting what is not their own.”

      “I have had my fill of the accounts at any rate,” Alexander said, then began to put the books away as the castellan left. He rolled scrolls tightly and refastened their ribbons, storing all carefully in a trunk.

      The table before him was bare when a tall, cloaked man entered the chamber. The man limped, favoring his left leg, but strode with vigor all the same. As Anthony had noted, the man kept his hood raised, and his face was in shadow.

      Alexander turned, his curiosity keen. “Nicholas Sinclair?”

      The man nodded curtly. “Good day to you. I thank you for this courtesy.” Nicholas offered his hand and Alexander shook it. It was a large hand, tanned and roughened, the hand of a man well familiar with the weight of a blade. Nicholas’ grip was no less sure than Alexander might have expected. His manner was purposeful and confident, and Alexander could not help but think that a man resolutely of this world might be a good partner for his sister who loved whimsical tales.

      Alexander made to take his seat once more and gestured to the bench opposite. “I confess to a certain curiosity about your arrival here.”

      The other man pushed back his hood, then sat upon the bench. Alexander struggled to hide his shock. He blinked, he glanced down at his own hands to school his expression, then he looked his guest squarely in the eyes again.

      Nicholas Sinclair watched him shrewdly and Alexander knew that his discomfiture had been noticed. “It was not my intent to startle you,” he said, though Alexander suspected this was not perfectly true.

      No man could fail to be startled by the scar that ran from temple to chin on the left side of Nicholas’ face. It was a puckered angry scar, one so vehement that Alexander was certain he would have remembered if it had been there before, one so angry a red that he suspected it was newly won.

      Truth be told, Alexander could not recall Nicholas over well, though the man looked vaguely familiar beyond the scar. Nicholas was tall enough to tower over Alexander and was more broad of shoulder. His coloring did hint at some Viking blood in his veins, for his hair was fair and would have fallen straight to his shoulders, had it not been tied back with a leather lace. His eyes were a striking clear blue. He was tanned and muscled and would have been sufficiently handsome to snare the eye of any maiden, at least before he had gained that scar.

      “I apologize, for I am a man of blunt speech,” Nicholas said. “I come to make my suit for Vivienne’s hand.”

      Alexander found this man’s arrival too convenient to be readily believed. He had learned some caution in arranging the match of Madeline and the hard edge in Nicholas’ tone would give any man pause. “I had understood that you and Vivienne had ceased your courtship some years ago.”

      Nicholas averted his gaze. “Due to my folly alone.”

      “If you believed as much, then why did you not return sooner?”

      “I had no home to offer a bride.” If anything, Nicholas looked more grim at this detail.

      “I remember this matter now,” Alexander said, shaking a finger at his guest as his recollection returned. His father and Vivienne had argued heatedly about the folly of wedding a man who was unlikely to inherit property. Though Nicholas’ name had not been mentioned, Vivienne had defied her father with such spirit that all had known the question to be of import to her.

      And if memory served Alexander well, the ardent Nicholas had disappeared from Kinfairlie shortly thereafter. He nodded at his guest. “You had an older brother who would inherit afore you, did you not? Erik was his name.”

      A shadow touched the other man’s features. “Erik Sinclair was disavowed. Nicholas stands laird of the Sinclair lands at Blackleith now.”

      There was no shortage of bitterness in the guest’s tone, and though Alexander thought his reference to himself was oddly stated, there was no denying the lilt of the Highlands in his guest’s voice. Perhaps the man was less accustomed to speaking English than Gaelic, and in Gaelic, the statement would have passed unnoticed.

      Alexander’s gaze strayed unwillingly to the other man’s scar and he wondered what had passed between the brothers to cause such a disavowal and such bitterness. There was no good way to inquire after such a delicate matter, and what difference truly, if Alexander could ensure that Vivienne wed the man she desired and lived comfortably as well?

      If the courtship had ended because of Nicholas’ lack of an inheritance, she would certainly be delighted to wed him now that he possessed one.

      In fact, a lingering affection for this very man might be the reason that she found no other suitor appealing. Madeline had certainly had a similar reason for finding all suitors lacking, and Alexander was striving to learn as much as he could with regards to understanding and pleasing his sisters.

      He had three more to see wed after Vivienne, after all.

      Nicholas continued with determination. “It is time I claim a bride and my choice is Vivienne.”

      Alexander found his reservations melting. This man had faced formidable obstacles, it was clear, and still he was wounded by whatever had riven his family. He could well imagine that Nicholas had never forgotten Vivienne, for though she was his own sister, he was well aware of her abundant charm. Her merry manner and optimism might be just the balm this man needed.

      Perhaps his affection for Vivienne had been the one hope that had sustained him in the face of such trials.

      The more Alexander considered the match, the more he liked its prospect. He asked after the revenue of Blackleith and its location, as a matter of responsibility, though such details were of less importance than his sister’s happiness. He was reassured that Nicholas seemed to know fully the details of his holding, the number of tenants and amount of land, the annual tithes and what was yet to be done. Here was a responsible baron, to be sure.

      “You need not doubt the weight of my purse,” Nicholas said in conclusion. He removed a sack that jingled as he set it upon the table. He shoved it across the expanse of wood toward Alexander. “And I am prepared to show compense to you for seeing my suit successful in short order.”

      Alexander stared at the sack of coins, guessing that Kinfairlie’s salvation was within it. He lifted the sack, as if less concerned with its contents than he was, and peered inside. His heart leaped at the quantity of silver coin, though he kept his features impassive. This would see them all through the winter and let him take his leisure in wedding his three younger sisters.

      “You seem anxious for haste,” he said, noting the sole detail that troubled him. An honest man has no need to rush, Alexander’s father had often said, and Nicholas’ urgency made him suspicious.

      “What man would not desire speed when the yearning of his heart is clear?” Nicholas smiled, though his lips seemed so unfamiliar with forming that curve that it looked more like a grimace. “I grow no younger. I have dallied overlong over this matter and would see it resolved. A man must seize the moment when the Fates favor his course.”

      “You have a scheme.” Alexander did not let his hand close over the coin, not yet.

      “I would not linger over banns and betrothals.”

      “What then?”

      Nicholas frowned, then leaned forward, bracing his elbows upon the table. His eyes shone a vehement blue, which told Alexander the vigor of his intent. “I would capture my intended in the night, consummate our match, then be wed in the morning.”

      Alexander put the coin down on the board with force and pushed it back toward the other man. It slid across the polished wood until Nicholas caught it. “It is vulgar to steal a bride! Though others condone kidnapping and rape as expedient, it will not be done at Kinfairlie!”

      “This course is a necessary one.”

      “No man of honor refuses to court his bride.”

      Nicholas leaned back, touched the wound upon his own face with a fingertip, and said no more.

      “The Lammergeier wed,” Alexander insisted, fearing that Nicholas offered some pagan convention instead of marriage. “We exchange our vows honorably and before witnesses.”

      “I fully intend to wed Vivienne as you suggest. I would merely celebrate the nuptial night before making those vows.”

      Alexander understood that the other man feared that his injury would repel his intended, but still he was troubled. One heard of such arrangements, though usually the maiden was seduced because her father protested the match. “Why such need for haste?”

      Nicholas’ lips tightened to a harsh line. “My cousin means to contest my suzerainty of Blackleith on the basis that I have no bride. I have need of a wife and a son, I have need of both soon, and I choose Vivienne.” He looked Alexander in the eye. “There is no time to delay, for a babe is not brought to light in a night and a day. I desire to wed Vivienne, and I desire to ensure that she cannot deny my suit because of my wound.” He cast the sack of coin back across the table and Alexander caught it.

      This time, Alexander let his fingers close over the hard coins. Though he did not like the means, he could find no fault with the end result. And he guessed that if he declined Nicholas’ plan, the man would leave Kinfairlie and find another bride.

      Alexander could not so disappoint Vivienne. He knew that if ever there was a woman who could look beyond a man’s face to his heart, it was his sister Vivienne. And he guessed that the reason she found favor with no other suitor was that this was the man she wished to wed.

      “It is Thursday,” Alexander said thoughtfully. “And it would be inappropriate for a wedding to be celebrated on a Friday, despite your desire for haste, for that day is meant for penance. Let your meeting with Vivienne be tomorrow night, then, and your nuptial vows be exchanged immediately afterward on Saturday morning. Saturday nuptials are a good omen for future happiness, after all. I will ensure that Vivienne sleeps alone in the highest chamber of the tower.”

      “How?”

      Alexander smiled, knowing precisely the tale he would tell to encourage his sister to do his will of her own volition. “Leave the matter to me. She will be there. I insist only that you grant her every courtesy due to a lady.”

      His guest inclined his head in agreement. “The wall of your tower faces the sea, and there are windows at the summit.”

      “Three large windows are there, and they all lead to that chamber. You will have to scale the wall, to be sure, and it was wrought smooth purposely to challenge such a feat,” Alexander said. “Surely your desire is sufficient for you to succeed at such a test of valor?”

      Nicholas’ eyes narrowed as he considered this scheme. He looked suddenly dangerous and disreputable, a man untroubled by the prospect of scaling a wall to seduce his bride.

      But then, Vivienne adored old tales. If her true love made such an effort to win her hand, doubtless she would be charmed. Alexander was reassured that Nicholas understood Vivienne so well.

      “And the sentries?” Nicholas asked, resolute as he began to rise to his feet.

      Alexander mused for a moment, then knew what he would do. “I can ensure that they look away, though their inattention will not last long. Move with haste when the bell on the village church tolls at midnight.”

      Nicholas nodded and drew his hood over his head once more. He shook Alexander’s hand with vigor. “I thank you for your aid in this. You cannot guess its import to me.”

      “Be warned that I will have your hide if you fail to treat my sister with honor.”

      The men exchanged a steely glance, then Nicholas turned away, his cloak flaring behind him. By the time Anthony returned with two mugs of ale, Alexander’s guest was gone.
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      Vivienne was possessed of a new restlessness since her return from Madeline’s new abode at Caerwyn. It was more than the rigor of routine after the adventure of pursuing Madeline and Rhys clear across England with several of her siblings. It was more than missing Madeline, though they two had shared more secrets with each other than with their other sisters.

      It was the smile that Madeline had gained upon her journey that was at the root of Vivienne’s dissatisfaction. It was a curious smile, both content and teasing, a smile that Madeline bestowed upon her husband in the most unexpected moments, a smile that claimed Madeline’s lips when her hand stole over the curve of her belly, a smile that turned mysterious when Vivienne asked about matters abed.

      It was a smile that haunted Vivienne, even after she was no longer in her sister’s presence. Madeline knew something—and Vivienne had a fair guess what that something involved—that Vivienne did not. That created a new gulf between the sisters, and one wider than the distance that separated them.

      Vivienne had never been one to take well to mysteries or matters left undiscussed. She had never been able to keep a secret and usually failed to surprise her siblings, for she could not keep from sharing the details of any scheme or gift in advance. And she had never had any capacity for patience.

      She wanted to know what Madeline knew and she wanted to know immediately, if not sooner.

      Vivienne knew that Alexander wished to see her wed, as well, and she was willing to make vows before the altar. She wanted, however, to pledge herself to a man she loved, as maidens and knights loved in her favored tales.

      There were not so many women who smiled as Madeline did. Vivienne aimed to be one of them. She had attended every social event of which she heard tell, she had begged Alexander to accompany her to York and to Edinburgh and to Newcastle, she had met every eligible man with optimism.

      To no avail. Not a one of them had made her yearn to know more about him. Indeed, Vivienne felt little but desperation. She knew that Alexander would not be patient forever—after all, she had already seen twenty-one summers. Time and the right to choose were slipping away from her, like sand flowing through a glass.

      Vivienne had a certainty that there were critical moments of choice in each person’s life, moments which led irrevocably from the most minute decision to events of great import. The moment her parents had chosen to buy passage on a specific ship had been a decision of enormous consequence. Once they had boarded the ship and set sail, there had been little or nothing they could have done to avoid the sinking of that ship and the loss of their lives.

      The moment in which Madeline had chosen to flee her betrothed, Rhys, had been another of those choices, albeit one which had set a happier sequence of events in motion. Vivienne knew that there must be one such moment in her own life, but as the days passed and no man caught her eye, she began to fear that she missed her chance.

      What if marital happiness could only be found by women like Madeline? As her elder sister, Madeline had always marked an impossible standard for Vivienne to meet. Not only did Madeline do every deed first, but her nature had always been more calm than Vivienne’s own. Madeline was less inclined to make impulsive choices than Vivienne and seldom had any reason to apologize to another member of the family.

      And worse, Madeline had always been impeccably groomed. Her hair remained in its braid, her veil never slipped, her hem never tore. Vivienne was plagued by all three flaws, her unruly hair alone prompting sighs from every maid who had ever been compelled to serve her. Madeline had never lost a glove or a shoe or a stocking, while Vivienne had lost so many that the odds often made new pairs. Madeline had been the echo of their mother, composed even as a child, while Vivienne looked unkempt no matter how hard she tried.

      Could it be that love was only for those women as composed as Madeline and their mother, Catherine? What if men only found tidy women alluring? The prospect was terrifying to Vivienne.

      Hope is a potent elixir, especially for those such as Vivienne who have drunk heartily from its cup, but even Vivienne’s hope began to waver as August evenings took winter’s chill.

      If only she still had the chance to make her choice!
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      As a result of this fretting, Vivienne had so little appetite at the board on Friday night that her mood did not escape notice. Even the absence of Ross and Malcolm had not diminished the teasing between the siblings who remained at Kinfairlie, and Vivienne was convinced that her three younger sisters had vision like hawks.

      “Do you not want your fish?” Isabella demanded. Already as tall as Vivienne, Isabella had recently begun to grow with vigor, and her appetite showed similar might. “The sauce is quite delicious. I could eat another piece, if you intend to waste it.”

      Vivienne pushed her trencher toward her sister. “Consider it your own.” Isabella attacked the fish with such enthusiasm that she might not have eaten for a week.

      “Did you not like it?” quiet Annelise asked, her concern evident. Annelise was the next youngest sister after Vivienne, the two absent brothers between them in age. “I suggested to the cook that she use dill in the sauce, as it would be a change. It was not my intent to displease you.”

      “The sauce is delicious, as Isabella said,” Vivienne said with a smile. “I am not hungry this evening, that is all.”

      “Are you ill?” Elizabeth, the youngest of them all, asked.

      Vivienne fought her frustration as every soul in the hall turned a compassionate gaze upon her. Nothing escaped comment in this household! “I am well enough.” She shrugged, knowing they would not look away until she granted a reason for her mood. “I simply miss Madeline.”

      The sisters sighed as one and stared down at their trenchers. Even Isabella ceased to eat for a moment.

      “Perhaps you have need of a tale,” Alexander said with such heartiness that Vivienne was immediately suspicious. Their eldest brother, now Laird of Kinfairlie, had played so many pranks upon his sisters over the years that any gesture of goodwill from him prompted wariness.

      “He will tell you of the sad fate of a maiden who refused to wed at her brother’s dictate,” Elizabeth said darkly.

      “At least Malcolm and Ross are not here to aid in whatever jest Alexander might plan,” Isabella said. The maid that the girls shared clucked her tongue, as Isabella had spoken around a mouthful of fish.

      “Ross will be home from Inverfyre at Christmas,” Alexander said heartily. “Doubtless he will bring greetings from our uncle’s abode.”

      “Malcolm is too studious to venture the short distance from Ravensmuir, even to visit us,” Elizabeth complained.

      “Uncle Tynan is a demanding tutor,” Alexander said quietly. “You may be certain that Malcolm is too exhausted each night to think of much beyond better pleasing his lord on the morrow.”

      Vivienne stole a glance at Alexander, for he seldom spoke of his experience in earning his spurs beneath Tynan’s hand. He snared her gaze and granted her such a winning smile that she blinked. “What do you desire of me, that you would so court my favor?” she asked abruptly.

      Alexander laughed. “I desire only to see you smile again, Vivienne. I am not the only one who has noted your sadness in recent weeks.”

      “Doubtless though you are the only one who thinks a babe in Vivienne’s belly and a ring upon her finger would see the matter resolved,” Isabella said. The younger sisters rolled their eyes at this notion, their response only making Vivienne feel more alone.

      “He will tell a tale of a maiden made joyous by the arrival of her first child,” Elizabeth suggested and the sisters giggled at the absurdity of that.

      Vivienne did not laugh. She was, after all, the only one who thought Alexander’s scheme had some merit.

      “You know how much I love a tale,” she said to Alexander, sensing that perhaps their motives were as one. “Though I cannot imagine that you know one I do not.”

      “Ah, but I do, and it is a tale about Kinfairlie itself.”

      “What is this? And you never told it afore?” Vivienne cried in mock outrage.

      Alexander laughed anew. “I but heard it this week, in the village, and have awaited the right moment to share it.” He cleared his throat and pushed away his trencher.

      He was a finely wrought man, this brother of theirs, and already Vivienne saw the effect of his recent responsibility upon his manner. Alexander thought now before he spoke, and he spoke with new care, considering his words before he cast them among the company. He treated the servants fairly, and his authority was respected. His courts were reputed to be among the most just in the area, his reputation already rivaling that of their father. He stood taller and was more of a man than he had been merely a year past when their parents had died.

      Her younger sisters, however, were less enamored of the change in him. Once Alexander had been the favored playmate of all, and Vivienne knew that her youngest sister Elizabeth, in particular, resented Alexander’s new role, no less his demands that they all comport themselves with decorum. It was a remarkable change in the one who had been least concerned with proper behavior of all eight siblings.

      But Vivienne knew that it had been no small challenge Alexander had faced since the sudden demise of their parents, and she felt a sudden fierce pride in her brother’s achievement. She did not doubt that there was much he had resolved or shouldered without ever sharing the fullness of the truth with his siblings.

      “You all know of the chamber at the summit of Kinfairlie’s tower,” Alexander began, at ease with every eye in the hall upon him. “Though you may not know the reason why it stands empty, save for the cobwebs and the wind.”

      “The door has always been barred,” Vivienne said. “Maman refused to cross its threshold.”

      “It was Papa who had the portal barred,” Alexander agreed. “I have only the barest recollection of ever seeing that door open in my childhood. I fancy, given the details of this tale, that it was secured after Madeline’s birth, when I was only two summers of age.”

      The sisters leaned toward Alexander as one. Elizabeth’s eyes were shining, for she loved a tale nigh as well as Vivienne. Isabella, who had made short work of the second piece of fish, wiped her lips upon her napkin and laid the linen aside. Annelise sat with her hands folded in her lap, characteristically still, though her avid gaze revealed her interest. Even the servants hovered in the shadows, heeding Alexander’s tale.

      Alexander propped his elbows on the table, and surveyed his sisters, his eyes twinkling merrily. “Perhaps I should not share the tale with you. It concerns a threat to innocent maidens…”

      “You must tell us!” Isabella cried.

      “Do not tease us with a part of the tale!” Vivienne said.

      “What manner of threat, Alexander?” Elizabeth asked. “Surely it is our right to know?”

      Alexander feigned concern and frowned sternly at them. “Perhaps you demand the tale because you are not all such innocent maidens as I believe…”

      “Oh!” The sisters shouted in unison and Alexander grinned with the wickedness they all knew so well. Annelise, who sat on one side of him, swatted him repeatedly on one arm. Elizabeth, on his other side, struck him in the shoulder with such force that he winced. Isabella cast a chunk of bread at him, and it hit him in the brow. Alexander cried out for mercy, laughing all the while.

      Vivienne could not help but laugh. “You should know better than to cast such aspersions upon us!” She wagged a finger at him. “And you should know better than to tease us with the promise of a tale.”

      “I cede. I cede!” Alexander shouted. He straightened his tabard and shoved a hand through his hair, then took a restorative sip of wine.

      “You linger overlong in beginning,” Elizabeth accused.

      “Impatient wenches,” Alexander teased, then he began. “You all know that Kinfairlie was razed to the ground in our great-grandmother’s youth.” He pinched Elizabeth’s cheek and that sister blushed crimson. “You were named for our intrepid forebear, Mary Elise of Kinfairlie.”

      “And the holding was returned by the crown to Ysabella, who had wed Merlyn Lammergeier, Laird of Ravensmuir,” Vivienne prompted, for she knew this bit of their history. “Roland, our father, was the son of Merlyn and Ysabella, and the brother of Tynan, their elder son who now rules Ravensmuir where Malcolm labors to earn his spurs. Our grandfather Merlyn rebuilt Kinfairlie from the very ground, so that Roland could become its laird when he was of age.” She rolled her eyes. “Tell us some detail we do not know!”

      “And so Kinfairlie’s seal passed to Alexander, Roland’s eldest son, when Roland and his wife, our mother Catherine, abandoned this earth,” Annelise added quietly. The siblings and the servants all crossed themselves in silence and more than one soul studied the floor in recollection of their recent grief.

      “My tale concerns happier times,” Alexander said with forced cheer. “For it seems that when Roland and Catherine came to Kinfairlie newly wedded, there were already tales told about this holding and about that chamber.”

      “What manner of tales?” Vivienne demanded.

      Alexander smiled. “It has long been whispered that Kinfairlie kisses the lip of the realm of fairy.”

      Elizabeth shivered with delight and nudged Vivienne.

      “Nonsense,” Isabella muttered, but the sisters elbowed her to silence.

      Alexander continued, ignoring them all. “Though Merlyn and Ysabella had not lived overmuch in this hall, there were servants within the walls and a castellan who saw to its administration in their absence.

      “And so it was that the castellan had a daughter, a lovely maiden who was most curious. Since there were only servants in the keep, since it was resolved that she could not find much mischief in a place so newly wrought, and since—it must be said—she was possessed of no small measure of charm which she used to win her way—unlike any maidens of my acquaintance—” The sisters roared protest, but a grinning Alexander held up a finger for silence. “—this damsel was permitted to wander wheresoever she desired within the walls.

      “And so it was that she explored the chamber at the top of the tower. There are three windows in that chamber, from what I have been told, and all of them look toward the sea.”

      “You can see three windows from the sentry post below,” Vivienne said.

      Alexander nodded. “Though the view is fine, the chamber is cursed cold, for the openings were wrought too large for glass and the wooden shutters pose no barrier to the wind, especially when a storm is rising. That was why no one had spent much time in the room. This maiden, however, had done so and she had noted that one window did not grant the view that it should have done.

      “Clouds crossed the sky in that window, but never were framed by the others. Uncommon birds could be spied only in the one window, and the sea never quite seemed to be the same viewed through that window as through the others. The difference was subtle, and a passing glance would not reveal any discrepancy, but the maiden became convinced that this third window was magical. She wondered whether it looked into the past, or into the future, or into the realm of fairy, or into some other place altogether.

      “And so she resolved that she would discover the truth.”

      “It was the portal to the fairy realm!” Elizabeth said with excitement.

      “There is no such place,” Isabella said with a roll of her eyes.

      “It is but a tale, Isabella,” Annelise chided. “Can you not savor it for what it is?”

      Vivienne eased forward on the bench, enthralled by Alexander’s tale and impatient to hear more. “What happened?”

      “No one knows for certain. The maiden slept in the chamber for several nights and when she was asked what she had seen, she only smiled. She insisted that she had seen nothing, but her smile, her smile hinted at a thousand mysteries.”

      Vivienne’s attention was captured utterly then, for she suspected she knew how that maiden had smiled.

      Alexander continued. “And on the morning after she had slept in that chamber for three nights, the damsel could not be found.”

      “What is this?” Isabella asked.

      “She did not come to the board.” Alexander shrugged. “The castellan’s wife was certain that the girl lingered overlong abed, so she marched up the stairs to chastise her daughter. She found the portal to the chamber closed, and when she opened it, the wind was bitterly cold. She feared then that the girl had become too cold, but she was not in the chamber. The mother went to each window in turn and peered down, fearing that her daughter had fallen to her death, but there was no sign of the girl.”

      “Someone stole her away,” Isabella said, ever pragmatic.

      Alexander shook his head. “She was never seen again. But on the sill of one window—I suspect I know which one it was—on the morning of the maiden’s disappearance, the castellan’s wife found a single rose. It appeared to be red, as red as blood, but as soon as she lifted it in her hands, it began to pale. By the time she carried it to the hall, the rose was white, and no sooner had the castellan seen it, than it began to melt. It was wrought of ice, and in a matter of moments, it was no more than a puddle of water upon the floor.”

      Alexander rose from his seat and strode to the middle of the hall. He pointed to a spot on the floor, a mark that Vivienne had not noted before. It shimmered, as if stained by some substance that none could have named.

      “It was here that the water fell,” Alexander said softly. “And when an old woman working in the kitchens spied the mark and heard the tale of the rose, she cried out in dismay. It seems that there is an old tale of fairy lovers claiming mortal brides, that the portal between their world and ours is at Kinfairlie. A fairy suitor can peer through the portal, though they all know they should not, and he could fall in love with a mortal maiden he glimpses there.”

      Alexander smiled at his sisters. “And the bride price a smitten fairy suitor leaves when he claims that bride for his own is a single red, red rose, a rose that is not truly a rose, but a fairy rose wrought of ice.” He scuffed the floor with his toe. “Though its form does not endure, the mark of its magic is never truly lost.”

      Silence reigned in the hall for a moment, the light from the candles making the mark on the floor seem to glimmer more brightly.

      Alexander shrugged. “I cannot imagine that Papa believed the tale, but doubtless once he had a daughter, he had no desire to have her traded for a rose wrought of ice.”

      “Someone should discover the truth,” Isabella said with resolve. “Doubtless some village mischief is behind it.”

      Annelise shivered. “But what if the tale is true? Who knows where the maiden went? Who would take such a risk as to follow her?”

      Vivienne clenched her hands together and held her tongue with an effort. She knew who would take such a risk. She knew, with eerie certainty, that this tale had come to light now because it was a message to her.

      Here was the moment she had awaited! A fairy spouse would suit her well, of that she had no doubt, no less the adventure of a life in another realm. Fairies, every sensible person knew, were an unruly and less-than-fastidiously groomed lot. She would fit into their ranks perfectly.

      So she resolved: Vivienne would sleep in the tower chamber on this night. She only had to figure out how the feat could be done without rousing the suspicions of her siblings.
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      Vivienne’s task proved to be easier than she had feared.

      She sat with her sisters that evening, bending over her needlework and fighting to hide her impatience. They worked upon a large tapestry for the hall, each embroidering a single panel. The completed work would never be so fine as those embroideries brought from France and Belgium, but there was a charm in it being made by the family.

      Annelise had created the design, for she was the most deft with a piece of charcoal. Mythical creatures frolicked across the surface, each slowly taking shape with thread and color. Vivienne loved the design and enjoyed working upon it more than she usually enjoyed needlework, but this night she found no pleasure in the task. In fact, her threads seemed to tangle and knot with a will of their own.

      The time passed with such slowness that Vivienne thought she might scream, and for once, she envied Alexander the need to retire to review Kinfairlie’s ledgers. Vivienne’s toe seemed to tap of her own volition. She tucked her feet under her skirts, hoping no one noticed her restlessness.

      “You are making more of a mess of matters than usual, Vivienne,” Isabella noted, she who was as orderly as Madeline.

      “I have no talent for embroidery, it is clear,” Vivienne said.

      Isabella claimed the knot of wool thread from Vivienne’s restless fingers and set calmly to sorting it, strand by strand. “You have no patience for it,” she said, without censure. “That is different.”

      “Still, you are usually more artful than this,” Annelise noted, studying Vivienne with some concern. “Are you unwell?”

      Vivienne yawned and rubbed her eyes in answer, as if too exhausted to remain awake, then pretended to struggle to focus on her needlework.

      “You do look tired, Vivienne,” Isabella said, sounding for all the world like their mother.

      “It is not like you to tire so early,” Annelise commented. “You are usually the last of us to come to bed.”

      Vivienne shrugged. “I was tired all this day.”

      “And you did not eat your dinner,” a sharp-eyed Elizabeth reminded them all.

      “Perhaps sleep would be best for you,” Isabella said. “And morning will find you hale again.”

      Vivienne set aside her work with apparent reluctance. “I admit the notion has an appeal.”

      “Go!” Annelise urged. “You can work upon your panel another day.”

      Isabella smiled. “Needlework awaits our attention most patiently.” The other sisters laughed and Vivienne did not require further urging to leave their company.

      She climbed the stairs slowly as long as they could see her, so slowly that she might have been having difficulty lifting the weight of her own feet. She heard Isabella tut-tut and smiled to herself, then darted across the floor above to fetch and light a candle. The moon was new, so there would be no light in the chambers above.

      Kinfairlie’s keep was no more and no less than a single square tower wrought of stone. It was tall, so tall that Vivienne’s father had once called it a finger pointing to the heavens, so tall that it could be seen from as far away as their uncle’s keep of Ravensmuir.

      Kinfairlie had not been rebuilt precisely to the former design after it had been razed to the ground. Curtain walls, for example, were now believed to be too difficult to defend, thus Kinfairlie’s surrounding walls had not been rebuilt. The remnants of the old walls yet marked the property, though they were tumbled in places, choked with thorns in others, and had vanished in still others.

      Despite this, the keep could be readily defended by a few stout men. There was but one entry to the tower, marked by a portcullis, and a wide wooden door studded with iron. The entry was cunningly designed so that an intruder would be tricked into taking what appeared to be the larger way, though that corridor led only to the dungeon. Once there, the intruder would be trapped and at the mercy of the laird. Further, the corridor that proved to lead to the hall itself offered many opportunities to assault any assailant who managed to pass through that heavily secured portal.

      Above this entry, the tower was simple in design. The interior was marked by a staircase, which wound its way upward, making a quarter turn around the perimeter of the tower for each successive floor. There were four floors in total, the highest one characterized by a sloped ceiling defined by the point of the roof. The banner of Kinfairlie, graced with a glowing orb, fluttered from the pinnacle of the tower.

      Vivienne knew the tower and its whispers as well as her own hand. She knew—as she suspected did most of her siblings—which stair could be relied upon to squeak, which corner was dark enough to hide an eavesdropper. She paused on the landing of the second floor, the one above the hall proper, listening for her brother’s whereabouts. She strode past the one empty chamber on the second floor, which had once been shared by her brothers, and wondered fleetingly how her two younger brothers fared in their respective training at Ravensmuir and Inverfyre. Did they miss their sisters as much as Vivienne missed them? She passed the larger chamber shared by herself and her sisters, then continued up the staircase.

      The next floor comprised the laird’s quarters, including a large solar and a small chamber in which Alexander kept the ledgers of the estate. Both rooms could be secured from the stairs and adjacent corridor. From his rooms, the laird could look in three directions over his holding. There was not so much as a candle lit in the lord’s solar, though a glimmer of light marked the bottom edge of the portal to the smaller chamber. Vivienne guessed that Alexander was yet at work.

      She crept past his door, then continued silently to the top floor of the tower. The staircase emerged in the center of that level, with a chamber on either side beneath the pitched roof. A ladder led to the peak of the roof, a trapdoor there allowing access to the flag. The portal to Vivienne’s left was slightly ajar, and she knew the room was full of items that had seemed useful and thus had been saved, only to have been forgotten and abandoned to dust.

      The portal to the right was barred and locked. Vivienne had just bent to consider the lock when she heard men’s voices behind her. She snuffed her candle and slipped into the protective shadows of the second chamber. The light of a lantern became visible on the walls of the staircase so quickly that she feared she might have been spied. Her nose tickled at the dust she had stirred and she fought the impulse to sneeze.

      “The old tale has made me think about this chamber,” Alexander said, as if explaining his ascent to another. His shadow was thrown on the wall as he approached and Vivienne eased back into the chamber behind her. “I cannot think why we do not use it.”

      “Perhaps because you have a houseful of maidens,” Anthony suggested, clearly somewhat put out to be called for this errand at this hour.

      “It is but a tale! A mere whimsy,” Alexander scoffed. He paused then, and sniffed audibly. “Do you smell a snuffed candle?”

      Anthony sniffed dutifully while Vivienne fought the twitch of her nose. “It must have carried from the hall, for no one has climbed to these chambers in years.”

      “Hmm,” Alexander said. Vivienne held her breath, certain he would fling open the door of the second chamber and reveal her there. “It must be as you say,” he said and she breathed a sigh of relief.

      “We should not even be here, my lord,” Anthony said.

      “And what harm is there?” Alexander demanded. “I would like to at least see the chamber beyond. Perhaps it would be a more cheerful place to study the ledgers.”

      “If you will forgive my forthright speech, my lord, I suspect you would spend more time watching the sea, were that distraction available.”

      Alexander laughed. “Perhaps it would not be all bad to have a distraction from those cursed ledgers. ‘Item: one pound of butter, three pounds of leeks, two hens, one laying, all due to the laird at Michaelmas by Cornelius Smith for the share price upon his plot. Paid and witnessed. Item: two shillings owed by the ale master of Kinfairlie for selling short of the measure on the Feast of the Annunciation, not paid due to a lack of coin before midsummer.’” Vivienne heard the laughter in her brother’s voice. “Truly, a man could lose his wits verifying the endless stream of such entries.”

      “And a man who did not take the time and trouble to do so might well see himself robbed blind,” the castellan said stiffly. Vivienne could readily imagine him shaking a finger at Alexander as he scolded. “Your father spent every morning at the ledgers, my lord, and was known far and wide as a just man who could not be cheated.”

      Alexander heaved a sigh. “So you have told me a thousand times, Anthony. I fear you will never find me fitting my father’s measure.”

      “I can but try, my lord.”

      Vivienne peeked and found the two men with their backs to her: Anthony held the lantern, which illuminated the disapproving line of his lips. He also carried several tools. Alexander bent and peered at the lock. He jingled a brass ring of keys and tried to fit one into the lock.

      The castellan cleared his throat. “Do you think this wise, my lord?”

      Alexander spared the older man a smile. “Are you not at least curious? This chamber has been locked for more than twenty years. As it is within my suzerainty, it is my right and my duty to explore it.”

      Anthony sighed.

      Alexander tried each key in turn, so many of them not fitting that Vivienne began to lose hope. She felt cobwebs against her cheek and dared not wipe them away lest her movement make a noise. The dust seemed to roil around her and she surreptitiously rubbed her itching nose.

      To her delight, the second to last key on Alexander’s ring made the tumblers fall audibly.

      “Ah!” Alexander stepped back and studied the beams of wood hammered across the portal. Vivienne peered through the slit between door and frame to watch him take a doughty tool from the castellan.

      “We could have one of the men from the stable open it on the morrow, my lord. It would not be appropriate for you to injure yourself in such a task.”

      Alexander laughed. “I am not so old and feeble as that!” He pried the end of one beam away, then removed the others with speed. He cast the beams into the corner opposite the stairs, then grinned. In the light of the lantern, he looked mischievous and unpredictable, as once he had always looked. “What do you think we shall find inside, Anthony?”

      The castellan’s lips tightened impossibly further. “I could not begin to guess, my lord.”

      “Then we shall look.” Alexander depressed the latch and pushed open the door. A cold wind immediately swirled around Vivienne’s ankles and she shivered even as she peered into the darkness of the chamber beyond. The urge to sneeze grew even stronger and she fairly held her breath to vex it.

      Alexander claimed the lantern and disappeared into the room, his footfalls loud on the floor.

      “It is large!” he said, his voice echoing. “These windows are enormous. No wonder the cost of glass was so high. But the view is a marvel. Come and see!”

      The castellan held his ground. “I shall wait until the morrow, my lord.”

      A chuckle resonated in Alexander’s voice. “Surely you cannot be afraid? It is innocent maidens who are said to be in peril of the affections of fairy courtiers.”

      Anthony sniffed. “Of course, I am not afraid, my lord. I am simply cautious.”

      “There is nothing in here, save an old straw pallet. Do you think it is the one the girl slept upon?”

      “I could not begin to speculate, my lord.” Anthony drew himself taller. “Indeed, I would suggest that you not touch it, my lord, as it may be filled with vermin.”

      “Ha! They would be intrepid vermin who managed to climb to this chamber and subsist upon no food at all.”

      Anthony held his ground, clearly persuaded that such bold vermin did exist and in fact occupy that chamber.

      “And which window, I wonder, is the one at root?” Alexander mused. “Not that there is likely any merit in the tale, of course. This is but a large disused chamber.” He appeared on its threshold, beaming with pleasure. “We shall have it cleaned on the morrow. Perhaps I will ask my Uncle Tynan if the price of glass has become less than it was.”

      Anthony cleared his throat. “If I might remind you, my lord, the treasury of Kinfairlie is not as blessed with coin as it might be.”

      “It fares better now,” Alexander said mysteriously. Vivienne saw only the flash of his smile before he looked back at the chamber. “Indeed, this will suit very well.” Then he granted Anthony the confident smile which usually made the sisters suspect that he had a scheme. Before Vivienne could wonder at its cause, Alexander strode down the stairs, calling to the elderly castellan to hasten himself.

      Vivienne was left alone, opposite the chamber that contained a portal to some other realm. Though she was sorely tempted to enter it immediately, instead she slipped down to the hall again. She complained to her sisters of a fierce chill and summoned a shiver most readily. She loosed her sneeze and her three sisters were quick to pronounce her in need of a hot posset.

      Once Vivienne had the steaming cup in her hand, she returned to the sisters’ chamber and retrieved her favorite boots. They had been a gift from her Aunt Rosamunde and their red leather was lavishly ornamented with embroidery just below her knees. They were also lined with rabbit fur and very warm. Her finest chemise of sheer linen was an obvious choice, as she wished to impress her fairy lover with her finery. It was cut full and gathered at the neck on a drawstring, as was typical, but was distinguished by sleeves fitted from elbow to wrist and secured with dozens of tiny buttons made of shell.

      It was no small feat to don the chemise without the aid of one of her sisters or their maid, but Vivienne managed the deed.

      She then donned her favorite kirtle, also a gift from Rosamunde, which was wrought of silk woven in two shades of emerald. The sleeves were slit from the shoulders to reveal the chemise and trailed to the ground, while the hem pooled upon the floor. The hem and neckline and sleeve edges were all graced with intricate golden embroidery. The men in her family had called it a most impractical garment, while her sisters openly coveted it. Vivienne then made a bundle upon her pallet, so that her sisters would think she had burrowed deep into her covers.

      For luck, she flung her fur-lined cloak over her shoulders, for Madeline had taken that same cloak and worn it on her adventure. Madeline’s journey had ended well, and Vivienne liked the notion of the cloak bringing good fortune to its wearer.

      It was always thus in old tales.

      As prepared for a quest in the realm of fairy as she could be, Vivienne took her posset and a lantern and climbed the stairs.

      The key shone in the lock of the portal where Alexander had left it. The massive door opened with the barest touch of Vivienne’s hand; the hinges did not so much as squeal. The chill fingers of the wind swept around her, and the night sky was visible through the three large windows on the opposite wall. Vivienne blew out the flame on her lantern, letting the stars light her path. She had a flint and would save the oil in case she had dire need of the light.

      Vivienne took a deep breath and stepped over the threshold. She closed the door behind herself and leaned back against the door. She could hear the sea and smell its salt on the wind, and might have been alone on a precipice. The familiar sounds and smells of the keep were lost behind her, as if she were far above the concerns and realm of mortals. She could easily believe that this was a place between two realms, that this hushed chamber was a threshold to adventure.

      Though she considered each of the three windows lingeringly in turn, she could not discern which one was different. In truth, part of the issue was that she could not bring herself to draw near any one of them. Vivienne had never had any tolerance for heights, she had never been able to leap from the tallest step, or jump into the sea with her siblings. She knew the height of this tower too well to risk so much as a single downward glance from its windows.

      Vivienne sat down on the pallet, sipped her posset and studied the windows more intently, even as she willed the erratic pace of her heart to slow.
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      It was a moonless night, the perfect night for a nefarious deed. The hidden man shifted his weight off his damaged leg by force of habit, ensuring it would be as rested as possible when the moment came to move, and remained still and silent. His scheme was perfectly wrought.

      Despite his resolve, guilt pricked at him as he waited. It was not in his nature to deceive, or even to wreak vengeance, though circumstance had driven him to do both.

      He had told Alexander the truth, though he had not confessed all of it by any means, and the truth was not all his own. And indeed, not all he had said was the truth. He had no ambitious cousin, for example, though his brother was ambitious enough for an entire family. He had no intent of wedding Vivienne before a priest and witnesses on the following morning.

      He did, however, have need of a son.

      The bells of the chapel in Kinfairlie village rang, then tolled the hour. Midnight. He tensed as he listened, fearful that all might not be as Alexander had pledged.

      But it was. A hue and a cry were raised on the far side of the keep, and he heard the sentries race to that point.

      With nary a moment to lose, he stepped out of the darkness and flung his grappling hook skyward with practiced ease. It caught and held on the parapet on the first try, and the scratch of its movement across the roof was lost in the din of Alexander’s distraction.

      He took a deep breath and swung himself into the air, wincing as his left boot collided with the wall. He gritted his teeth, ignored the pain, and climbed, his heart thudding with trepidation.

      For truly, the most difficult part of his task lay ahead of him. He had seduced no woman but his late wife, and Beatrice had been willing.

      Vivienne might not be willing. After all, the man who scaled Kinfairlie’s tower, unobserved on that moonless night, was not Nicholas Sinclair.

      And the woman he meant to bed and kidnap this night was the only person in Kinfairlie who knew the truth.
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      Through the haze of dreams, Vivienne heard the bells in Kinfairlie village toll midnight. Her posset had put her to sleep, whether due to its heat or its ingredients, she could not say. She was warm within her cloak and comfortable upon her pallet and she spared only the barest sleepy glance at the windows.

      And then he came.

      She sensed his presence, like a prickling along her spine. She knew he arrived, knew with a certainty that should have been alarming for its vigor. She turned and opened her eyes and saw his silhouette against the window. He was wreathed in starlight, his fair hair gleaming with an unnatural light.

      He had come for her. Vivienne did not dare to breathe.

      He paused for a moment, the night sky framing his silhouette within the frame of the window, against the greater darkness of the chamber. She knew his gaze grew accustomed to the shadows, she knew he sought some hint of her location, or even of her presence. He was large, larger than her brothers, larger than any man she had ever met.

      She liked that
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Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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