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            The True Love Brides

          

          Medieval Scottish Romances

        

      

    

    
      The True Love Brides series is one of four series set in my fictional medieval Scottish world of Ravensmuir, Kinfairlie and Inverfyre. The True Love Brides series features four 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 Jewels of Kinfairlie series of medieval Scottish romances features the first three 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)

      

      

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

      
        
        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 Frost Maiden’s Kiss

          

          The True Love Brides #3

        

      

    

    
      
        
        She enchanted him with a kiss—but winning her love would demand all he possessed.

      

        

      
        After eight years abroad, Malcolm returns to Scotland with a fortune, a companion even more hardened than he and a determination to restore his inherited holding. But when that companion falls into peril, Malcolm seizes the chance to repay an old debt, trading his own soul for that of his doomed comrade. Knowing his days are limited and determined to leave a legacy of merit, Malcolm rebuilds Ravensmuir with all haste, though he fears he will never have an heir.

      

        

      
        A night of violence has left Catriona with no home and no faith in the honor of men. She expects little good from a visit to her lady’s brother, Laird of Ravensmuir, a known mercenary. But the handsome laird challenges her expectations with his courtesy, his allure—and his unexpected proposal. Knowing it is her sole chance to ensure her child’s future, Catriona dares to accept Malcolm’s hand. She soon realizes that this warrior fights a battle of his own and that she holds the key to his salvation. Little does she realize her past is in hot pursuit, seeking to destroy all she holds dear—including the laird who has thawed the frost of her reluctant heart.
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            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome back to Ravensmuir!

      I was very excited to have the chance to finally return to that fictional estate myself, as there was plenty of work to be done there. The ravens were gone, the keep itself had collapsed, the black horses bred at Ravensmuir had been moved to Kinfairlie because the new laird, Malcolm, had decided to go abroad and seek his fortune as a mercenary—and this despite his brother’s disapproval. Malcolm’s homecoming would be a renaissance for Ravensmuir, in my mind, and he required special woman to help him recover from all he had experienced. I was sure I knew the perfect one. My favorite characters are the ones who have their own opinions about how their story should be told. Catriona proved to be one of those characters—while I believed that I’d known her story and the balance she would bring to Malcolm’s life, Catriona showed me that I had it all wrong. As is so often the case—and is the reason I love opinionated characters so much—her version of events is much more interesting than the one I had planned. In fact, I think this pragmatic and wounded woman is a much better partner for Malcolm than the Catriona I had originally envisioned. I hope you enjoy reading their story as much as I enjoyed writing it.

      The final medieval romance in the True Love Brides series is Elizabeth’s book, The Warrior’s Prize. You’ll catch a glimpse of Elizabeth’s story at the end of this book, and there’s an excerpt from The Warrior’s Prize as well.

      Some of you have probably noticed that of the eight siblings at Kinfairlie, Ross will be the only one whose story won’t be told by the completion of the True Love Brides series. In The Beauty Bride, Ross went to Inverfyre, as you might recall, to train under the Hawk, along with his cousins and that man’s sons. (The Hawk’s story is told in The Warrior.) I’ve returned to the Highlands and Inverfyre for a new linked series called the Brides of Inverfyre - the first book is The Mercenary’s Bride.

      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 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
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            Monday, December 21, 1427

          

          Feast Day of Saint Digain of Cornwall and 
          the Apostle Thomas.
          Midwinter.

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Scotland

      

      

      “Tell me that it does not get colder,” Rafael said, his tone grim. Malcolm and his companion had just entered the forests outside of Kinfairlie, and the tree branches hung thickly with ice. Snow was falling with purpose but at least the forest gave shelter from the biting wind. Malcolm had never seen such a storm, but he doubted his companion would believe as much.

      It was not ideal weather for a homecoming, although Malcolm felt the weather echoed his own mood. He felt cold himself, chilled by what he had done to fill his bags with gold and silver. The wind and snow swirled around them obscuring the landscape from view, and he acknowledged that he felt lost.

      Kinfairlie. He was within moments of home. As much as he wanted to see his family, he did not want to face his older brother’s censure. There would be disapproval, even more of it than before. Alexander had been displeased when Malcolm had chosen the life of a mercenary over his inheritance of Ravensmuir: that brother would be disgusted to learn how much blood stained Malcolm’s blade now.

      “I am chilled to my very marrow,” Rafael complained. “I cannot even feel my toes. Have you not heard of the marvel known as fire in this remote place?” The mercenary cast a glance around himself and his disgust would have been comical if Malcolm’s mood had been lighter. “It would not surprise me, as evidently the inhabitants here are unfamiliar with the sun.”

      It was falling dark early, far earlier than had been their experience on the continent. Rafael was from the south of Spain, his skin a rich golden hue from the sun’s caress, his eyes and hair of darkest brown. His teeth flashed when he smiled, which was usually after the death of an enemy. Rafael was better as friend than foe, the perfect warrior to have at one’s back, and his bitterness made Malcolm feel a little less cold himself. Rafael had seen much, experienced more, and expected less than any man Malcolm had ever known.

      “I can understand readily enough why you left this miserable place,” Rafael continued. “The mystery, my friend, is why you would ever return.”

      “You will have your feet before a hearty fire soon enough,” Malcolm said, hoping it would be so.

      His companion made a sound of skepticism. “That fire will be thawing a corpse at this rate,” Rafael muttered. “How much farther?”

      Malcolm halted his horse at a familiar crossroads in the midst of the forest. The right road would take them to Kinfairlie. His family would be gathered for Yule, and the hall where he had grown up would be filled with music and candlelight. There would be children and merriment, a board groaning with food and greenery decking the hall. Rafael would have his fire and more.

      Such joys were not for Malcolm, not yet. He did not know what he would say to Alexander, much less how he would explain Rafael’s presence by his side. There was no disguising what Rafael was, much less what Malcolm had become.

      They were mercenaries and warriors for hire. Killers.

      He had earned the nickname Hellhound with his blade and his ferocity, and was no longer the man he had once been. It was easy enough to guess that Alexander would perceive the truth, and disapprove of him even more.

      Malcolm decided he could do without a fight on this night.

      “Straight on. It will not be long now,” he said, gesturing to the road that led to Ravensmuir.

      It quickly became clear that this was a neglected road. It had never been that busy, but since the destruction of Ravensmuir’s keep, Malcolm supposed it had no real destination. If not for the parting of the trees in the forest, he would never have guessed it ever had been a road.

      “This is a path to no good end,” Rafael complained. The horses were laboring heavily, up to their knees in snow. Rafael looked at Malcolm with suspicion. “Where are we destined that is worth the sacrifice of five good horses?”

      “Ravensmuir,” Malcolm admitted, breathing the name of the holding he loved more than anything.

      “For the love of God, why?”

      “Because it is mine.”

      Rafael laughed. “You are a lord with a holding to your name?”

      “I am,” Malcolm said with such quiet conviction that his companion sobered.

      Rafael’s eyes lit with curiosity and something Malcolm chose not to name. “For how long has this been so?”

      “Years now.” Malcolm spared the other man a glance. “For as long as I have known you and more.”

      “And yet you never breathed a word of it. All this time, I fought beside a nobleman who pretended to have naught to his name. The Hellhound, lord only of all he seizes.” Rafael slanted a glance at Malcolm. “One has to wonder why the secrecy.”

      “More a wound than a secret.” Malcolm tried to swallow the lump in his throat and failed. “My uncle died in the keep of Ravensmuir.”

      “Of old age? Poison? An assassin’s blade?”

      “There are caverns beneath the keep, secret passages that wind down from the hall to the sea. My forebears used them for...trade.”

      Rafael laughed again. “Trade in items that had to be hidden. I understand now that you come by your tendencies honestly. Your forebears were pirates.”

      “Not all of them. They had a thriving business in the sale of religious relics.”

      “I knew there was more to you than met the eye.”

      “But my uncle Tynan did not approve of this. Like his father, he was an honest merchant, trading in cloth and other luxuries.”

      “He would use the same contacts in the east for both,” Rafael noted. “And if a treasure slipped between the cloth, who would know?”

      “Nay,” Malcolm said hotly. “My uncle was honest through and through. He ran a fair trade and refused to traffic in relics. That was what killed him.”

      “A curse?”

      Malcolm shook his head. “I had an aunt, or a woman we called an aunt. Rosamunde was a pirate and proud of it. She also was in love with Tynan. They had thought their feelings for each other wrong, for they believed that they were blood cousins. In truth. Rosamunde was a foundling who shared no blood with us and who had been adopted by my grandfather’s brother. When they learned the truth, I believe they became lovers.”

      “The pirate and the man of honor. It is an unlikely partnership.”

      “I believe it was quite stormy, but passionate. They finally argued about the relics and parted, but he pursued her into the caverns.”

      “Then she killed him, to gain the hoard.” Rafael nodded. “I should like to have met this woman.”

      “Nay, nay. She tried to save him.” Malcolm paused in his tale, for the next part sounded implausible, even in his own thoughts, though he knew it to be true. “There is an old tale that Ravensmuir is a portal into the hidden realm of the Fae. We never believed it, until my youngest sister, Elizabeth said she could see the Fae in our abode of Kinfairlie.”

      “Kinfairlie?”

      “A sister estate, governed by my father and now by my eldest brother, Alexander.”

      Rafael’s expression was too assessing for Malcolm to not readily guess his thoughts. He spoke with an indifference that was surely feigned. “Children claim to see many things.”

      “Indeed. But in the caverns below Ravensmuir, strange events occurred. Rosamunde and Tynan were confronted by a Fae, a spriggan, convinced the relics were its own treasure. In the ensuing battle, the caverns collapsed.”

      “And there your uncle died,” Rafael guessed.

      “And there he died, but not Rosamunde. She escaped into the realm of the Fae, through that very portal, one that was truth not rumor.”

      “And you know this because she returned to share the tale.”

      Malcolm nodded. “I had word of it from Alexander.”

      To his thinking, there had always been an unreal quality about Ravensmuir. It was perched on the lip of the North Sea, a brooding dark keep where there should not be one, a tower filled with secret passages and undermined by hidden tunnels, a castle said to be administered by lairds with strange powers. Ravens had lived in the tops of its towers, dark and watchful birds that were said to communicate with the laird himself. There was a hedge of thorns before the gates, as if visitors were not welcome. Malcolm had played at Ravensmuir as a child, and its hall had been merry much of the time. Still he had always had a sense that there was more afoot than most people guessed.

      More even than the secret traffic in religious relics that had funded Ravensmuir’s construction.

      Rafael scoffed. “So you were to believe a pirate.” He shook his head. “I am skeptical, my friend. It seems to me this pirate Rosamunde stole the hoard, destroyed the caverns to escape your uncle when he opposed her, and returned—after the sale of the goods—with a pretty story to pacify you all. Perhaps she intended only to confirm that there was no more for the taking.”

      “Believe what you must,” Malcolm said. The forest ended just ahead and all he could see was swirling white. He nodded toward it. “We ride directly toward the sea and the fields are open there. It cannot be a league to the keep, but it will be cold.”

      Rafael rolled his eyes, then pulled down his hood, winding his cape across his face. “The blood in my veins turns to ice,” he complained, then caught his breath as they left the comparative shelter of the forest.

      The wind was bitter and strong, the snow falling fast and thick. The sky was as dark as pewter over the sea and the snow drove at them in small hard pellets. Malcolm had a sense that Ravensmuir would keep them away, but the holding was his legacy and he had been absent long enough.

      After half an eternity, he saw the broken tumble of stone ahead of him that had once been the proud keep. He eyed its silhouette with a lump in his throat. Ravensmuir had always haunted his dreams.

      He urged his horse onward, but the steed halted at the hedge of thorns.

      “What manner of foul gate is this?” Rafael cried. The opening had grown over, for so few had come this way. Malcolm dismounted and used his sword to hack back the doughty growth. He wondered if it would dull the blade, but did not care.

      He hoped his days of fighting were over, forever.

      The wind was howling in his ears and echoing in the ruins of the keep when he had made a way broad enough to let the horses pass. His own steed balked and Malcolm had to lead him, then mount again once they were through the barrier. He checked that Rafael was close behind, along with the palfreys loaded with their spoils of war. He rode to the stables, glad that they had not been completely destroyed. The stables were constructed of wood and not stone and were extensive, given his family’s history in breeding horses at Ravensmuir.

      It was still inside and much warmer out of the wind. He dismounted and pushed back his hood, looking around with appreciation.

      “This is your legacy?” Rafael demanded, his own expression much less pleased. “You have inherited a ruin, my friend!”

      “And I will see it rebuilt,” Malcolm said with resolve. He straightened and eyed his companion. “You are welcome to stay, if you so choose. If you go, I will not be offended.”

      Rafael’s glance slipped to the loaded horses, and Malcolm remembered that they both knew the packs to be filled with gold and silver.

      Perhaps it had not been the best choice to ensure that he was alone with his fortune in the company of a ruthless mercenary.

      Perhaps he was too tired to think clearly. He and Rafael had fought back to back a hundred times, and each had returned to save the other at risk. Malcolm reminded himself that he could trust Rafael.

      He took a bucket and tried the well, gladdened to find that the water was still abundant and clear. He fetched water for the steeds, returning to the stables to find that Rafael had removed their trap and started to brush down his own horse. There was still some hay and oats, as well as a few bundles of straw. Rafael’s brows rose as he surveyed the former majesty of stables, but for once, he held his tongue.

      The two warriors worked together in silence, tending their horses and ensuring that the animals’ needs were met. For Rafael, Malcolm expected that this labor was part of ensuring his arsenal remained in good care: a horse was a weapon and a tool, no more than that. Good care would ensure the steed survived longer and performed better, providing greater value for coin spent.

      It had never been that way for Malcolm. The horses were as important to him as people, perhaps more so. He knew their characters and their preferences and was devastated by the loss of a single one. That was why he had not taken one of the black destriers bred by his family with him when he had left. Malcolm had known he rode to war, and he did not want to sacrifice such a majestic steed.

      The lineage of those who had bred horses at Ravensmuir ran in his veins and the prospect of continuing that legacy pleased him. He kindled a fire on the hearth that had been used by the ostler as the steeds ate, aware that Rafael was pacing the length of the stables.

      “Your family did well in their trade,” he said quietly when he returned to watch Malcolm. “It has been a long time since I have seen a stable of such generous proportions and grace.”

      “They also bred horses.”

      “The black destriers of Ravensmuir,” Rafael said softly. Malcolm turned in surprise. “Oh, they are of great renown, even amongst the Saracens. I have heard of them but never seen one. I thought, actually, that they must be a fable.” He stretched out his hands to the growing blaze with obvious pleasure, then turned to look again. Malcolm followed his gaze, eying the carved wood edges of the stalls and the vaulted roof overhead, also adorned with carvings.

      “Many a man would be glad to be sheltered so well,” Rafael said, his tone wry. “You keep your promises, my friend.” He watched Malcolm carefully. “You pledged to return here, did you not?”

      “And to rebuild. And I will.” Some good had to come of his deeds and his years of service. Malcolm had long ago decided that the rebuilding of Ravensmuir would be that good end.

      Rafael nodded, his gaze wandering over the building. “And so it is, when a man loses his heart to a dream.” His tone was uncharacteristically thoughtful, but before Malcolm could ask him to explain, music floated through the stables. It was beautiful music, more skillfully played than any Malcolm had heard before. He turned to look toward the back of the stable, where the music seemed to emanate, and saw a golden glow of light there. How could this be?

      To his relief, Rafael saw it as well. The other man turned silently on his heel, drawing his knife and sparing Malcolm a nod. His posture indicated that he also believed there was an intruder. The weather, after all, was most foul and any unfortunate would seek shelter where it could be found. It made little sense that a trespasser would play music, though.

      At Rafael’s gesture, they slipped into the shadows silently, one on each side of the great corridor, and worked their way steadily toward the sound.

      The last stall was empty, a gaping hole in its back wall.

      Malcolm’s mouth went dry. The caverns.

      He entered the stall and peered down into the hole. A rough passage led down, the route hidden from view. There was only the light and the music to beckon them onward. He tested the rocks but they seemed to be stable.

      “The hidden passages beneath the keep,” Rafael murmured, his words almost soundless.

      Malcolm nodded. “They used to lead to the sea,” he said just as softly.

      Rafael considered the light and the music, his eyes narrowing.

      Malcolm pointed to himself, then down into the caverns. Rafael’s lips tightened, then he nodded as well. They both tightened their grips on their knives and squared their shoulders.

      Then Malcolm Lammergeier, Laird of Ravensmuir, descended into the abandoned tunnels beneath the castle he had returned to claim. He had not gone a dozen steps before a gust of cold wind blew from below. The golden light was extinguished and they were plunged into darkness.

      Rafael swore, even as he gripped Malcolm’s shoulder.

      Malcolm froze in place, willing his eyes to adjust, smelling the salt of the sea. He took this as a sign that the passage to the sea was not blocked the entire way. The music became louder, the tune so merry that his feet itched to dance.

      “Some festivity would be most welcome,” Rafael said, his eyes alight. “It would warm me body and soul.” He then pushed past Malcolm.

      “Wait!” Malcolm protested, fearing that he knew exactly what kind of music they heard. It was too late, though, for Rafael had plunged ahead. His silhouette had almost disappeared into the tunnel ahead.

      Malcolm could not abandon his comrade, not now. He spared but one backward glance, ensuring that the stable was secured and the horses at ease, then descended into the earth after Rafael.

      He could only hope they both returned to the stable unscathed.

      He feared, though, that it would not be so.
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      South, south, ever south.

      Blackleith had been good, but Kinfairlie would be better. The more distance Catriona could put between herself and her past, the better. Inverness grew more distant by the moment and she would have it no other way.

      She would return there only when her child was safe.

      Her decision to ask the aid of the Lady of Blackleith had proven to be more right than Catriona could have known. With Lady Vivienne having family near the borders, they would nigh be in England when Catriona’s child was born.

      Surely she would find a haven there for the babe. Her grip tightened involuntarily on her lady’s daughter and that infant awakened, as if something were amiss. There was naught amiss, save what had been done nine months before. Catriona refused to think any more of giving away her child, for it must be so, and bent to soothe little Euphemia.

      Perhaps there would be guests from England at Kinfairlie. Lady Vivienne had said her older sister lived in Wales. She had also said that her uncle lived in Sicily. Catriona dared to dream that her child could be accepted into another household, one far from harm’s way.

      Indeed, as she accompanied the Laird of Blackleith, his wife and children, southward in safety and comparative comfort, Catriona dared to believe that Fortune finally smiled upon her. Not only had the lady welcomed Catriona into the hall at the Yule, saving her from the brutal cold of the night, but she had given Catriona a place in her household. Even though the lady Vivienne’s gaze often dropped to Catriona’s rounding belly, she suggested only that she could let Catriona’s family know of her location. One cold insistence that her business was her own had been enough to silence any more questions, though it had sparked a considering light in the lady’s eyes.

      Ruari, the laird’s faithful servant, drove the cart Catriona occupied with the children and the baggage. The older man’s chatter and complaints were both ceaseless and reassuring in their familiarity. He had a good heart, did Ruari, but Catriona knew her lack of a husband while her belly was so ripe was a sore point with him. His was a firm moral code and even though Catriona found herself on the wrong side of his line, she admired that trait. That plus his age meant she felt comparatively safe in his company.

      It did not hurt that she alone could provide respite from his aches and pains, with a salve she had learned to make from wolf’s bane years before. Her treatment encouraged a tolerance from him that might not have been readily won otherwise.

      “My lady is a marvel, to be sure, but she believes herself more strong than any woman can be, Catriona,” Ruari groused now and shook his head. “She should not be in the saddle, not any more than you should be, but there is naught a man can say to change her thinking.” He shook a heavy finger. “My lady has a will of iron, to be sure.”

      “Lady Vivienne is not so close to her time as I am, Ruari.” Catriona spoke mildly, knowing that her companion’s complaints were born of affectionate concern.

      The older man’s lips tightened at the reminder. “But still, I would have forbidden the journey in my lord’s place.”

      “My lady was not to be refused in this,” Catriona reminded him. “She wished so much to see her family.”

      “And why not a year hence, when she can show them a healthy babe?” Ruari clicked his teeth and the two palfreys took that as encouragement to increase their pace. “There is no understanding the whim of a woman, that much is certain.”

      Catriona bit her tongue, guessing readily why the lady would see her kin before she labored to bring her child to light. Daughter of a midwife, she had witnessed more than her share of sorry endings.

      “Why is it only women who have whims?” asked Mairi. She was the eldest of the laird’s children and had seen ten summers. Astrid at eight summers, Catherine at five and William at three were all asleep, nestled around Catriona. Swaddled in Catriona’s arms was the infant Euphemia, even at a year of age as serene a babe as ever drew breath. Catriona wondered whether she would be able to bear the company of these sweet children after giving her own child away.

      She dared not think of it, not now.

      Mairi crawled forward, remaining low against the rocking rhythm of the cart, and seized Ruari’s knee. “You never speak of a man with a whim, Ruari.” This child could say whatsoever she willed to the gruff servant and never hear a sharp word in reply.

      There was the truth of his measure. Children instinctively trusted those with no violence in them.

      “Because it is not natural,” Ruari replied with rare patience. “Men have plans and schemes, while women have desires and whims.”

      Mairi frowned. “Is that so, Catriona? I have plans!”

      Ruari snorted at that.

      “Indeed, I believe both men and women can have all of those things,” Catriona said. She liked this one’s curiosity well. Mairi was a pretty child and forthright in nature. Catriona suspected she would give some man a merry chase in coming years and ensure her father grew a clutch of silver hairs.

      “But women show the mark of whim and desire,” Ruari insisted, sparing a glance for Catriona’s rounded belly.

      Catriona held his gaze, unrepentant for what was not her fault. “Regardless of whose whim and desire it was that planted the seed.”

      Ruari’s lips tightened before he turned back to the road, his gaze fixed upon the laird and lady riding ahead of them.

      “What do you mean by that, Catriona?” Mairi asked.

      Ruari was silent for once, doubtless glad to leave her to reply to this query. “A babe grows in a woman’s belly much as a sprout grows in the soil,” Catriona said, touching her belly. “We talk of both coming from a seed.”

      “But it is God’s will to make a babe, just as He makes a seed.”

      “And it is God’s will to make both sprout and child grow.”

      Mairi sat back with a frown to consider this. Ruari gave Catriona an assessing look, one that she was not inclined to ignore. She knew well enough that men were quick to judge and had learned that the appearance of weakness only invited trouble.

      She fixed a look upon him and let challenge fill her tone. “What is amiss, Ruari? Do you find my teachings incorrect? Perhaps you would care to answer Mairi’s question?”

      “There is naught amiss with your reply,” he said gruffly, the back of his neck turning a ruddy hue. “I simply find myself amazed that you should be its source.”

      “Why?” Mairi asked, ever curious.

      “This is not a matter for children,” Ruari said sternly.

      Mairi was untroubled by this. “Can I hold the reins?”

      “Nay, that is not for children either.”

      “But when shall we be there?” Mairi asked.

      “Perhaps Ruari might grace us with a tale.” Catriona dropped her voice to a conspiratorial whisper, one that the older man would surely hear. “Particularly if you ask it of him. I know he likes to grant your wishes.”

      Ruari’s snort this time was one of amusement.

      Mairi’s entreaty was enough to melt a heart of stone. “Ruari? Would you tell us a tale? Please?”

      “Indeed, I would.” Ruari smiled at Mairi’s evident satisfaction. Contrary to his earlier refusal, he lifted her to sit before him. He let her hold the reins, her smaller hands covered by his callused ones. “It is a tale of your father and mother, and one I lived when first I traveled through these parts.”

      “So you know it to be true.”

      “Indeed. I witnessed it all. Your father came to Kinfairlie in search of a bride, for he had heard that the Laird of Kinfairlie sought to see his sisters wed.”

      Catriona listened closely, for it would not be all bad to know more of her host and hostess at Kinfairlie, before asking them so great a favor.

      “But my father had a wife, for she was my mother.”

      “Nay, your mother, Beatrice, had died, or so your father believed.”

      Catriona blinked at this, but Ruari hastened on. She would not have imagined that the Laird of Blackleith was one to see only his own advantage, but she had heard that he had killed his own brother. Were all men so violent in ensuring their desires met?

      Ruari continued. “And though your father had you and Astrid to grace his days, he desired a son, as well. He wished to secure his holding of Blackleith, and a man has need of a son for that.”

      Mairi made a face at that. “I cannot see why.”

      “Because it is so.”

      “So, he came to Uncle Alexander because he wished to wed my mother, the lady Vivienne.”

      Ruari made a choking sound then and fell silent. Catriona’s curiosity was piqued. That would have been a feat for a man who already had a wife.

      Mairi continued with the tale as she saw it must be. “And so Uncle Alexander agreed, and they were wed, and then came Catherine and William and Euphemia.”

      “That is one way to tell of it,” Ruari acknowledged, his voice tight. Catriona wondered at his discomfiture. Was it possible his own lord fell short of Ruari’s moral measure?

      She had no opportunity to prod him for details, for Lady Vivienne gave a cry of delight that carried even to the cart.

      “Look!” that lady shouted and pointed to the coast on their left.

      Smoke rose from what looked to be a new structure, and Catriona could see tents both inside and outside what might have been a protective hedge. She eased to the front of the cart to see better. The tall and square tower was on a point of land that jutted into the sea, and beyond it, the water sparkled as if it were spread with jewels.

      Though it was a fine keep, Catriona did not see the reason for her lady’s joy.

      “It cannot be,” Laird Erik said, slowing his steed.

      Ruari, for his part, had paled.

      “It is! It must be!” Lady Vivienne replied with enthusiasm. “This can only mean that Malcolm is home!” She did not wait for any reply but gave her steed her spurs. Her black stallion leapt forward, the massive beast leaving the path to charge toward the distant keep.

      Who was Malcolm that his return created such a different response between lady and laird? And how could one know at a glance that he was returned?

      The land was uneven where the lady set her course, and if there was a road toward this new structure, Catriona could not see it. The laird swore more thoroughly than Catriona had ever heard him speak and gave chase, his own black destrier racing after the first. The horses leapt over the uneven ground, seeming to revel in the opportunity to gallop freely. “Vivienne!” the laird roared, but his lady only laughed and raced onward.

      Ruari swore in his turn, urging the palfreys to leave the road. “Whim and desire,” he fairly spat, then lifted Mairi from his lap. Catriona took the girl and urged her to sit beside her. “Women are cursed with it, that much is clear.” He shook his head with evident disgust and visibly gritted his teeth.

      The cart lurched from side to side as it rolled onto barren fields. How could the land not have been cultivated in recent years if the keep was so fine? Indeed, the fields were not tilled even now and it was nigh midsummer. From whence came the laird’s income? Catriona’s curiosity multiplied, even as she held all of the children close. William began to cry, and no wonder, for he awakened suddenly to find the cart being pitched back and forth. Astrid was also awake and clutched Catriona’s skirts, and even good-natured Euphemia gave a wail of protest. Despite the terrain, Ruari was trying to keep pace with their laird and lady, a choice which terrified the children.

      Catriona felt her stomach churn. “Ruari, I beg of you! Please slow the horses! The land is too rough!”

      The older man spared a glance at the dismayed children and reluctantly did as she requested. “Ravensmuir,” he muttered. “I would willingly follow my laird to any corner of this earth, save Ravensmuir, yet this is the second time I am headed to that foul place, and worse, we must hasten toward it. I suppose it is no great price to me to slow our arrival to that cursed holding.”

      “Why is it foul?” Mairi asked, her eyes wide with curiosity.

      “And cursed besides?” Astrid asked.

      “Because it is a place of great wickedness,” Ruari replied with resolve. “A haven for sorcerers and a keep of ill-repute besides. That is why it lies in ruins, and the hall itself crashed into the sea.”

      “But it is not ruined,” Catriona felt compelled to observe. She could see the crenellated roof now and wondered if any watched their approach from that vantage point. “Indeed it looks most fine.”

      “Then the keep has been rebuilt with witchery,” Ruari replied darkly. “Upon that you can rely.”

      Although the clouds seemed to have gathered over this new hall, and the dark sky did give it the appearance of a sorcerer’s den, it clearly had been built by men’s hands. Catriona eyed the large camp of workmen, their tents spilling from inside the encircling hedge to spread into the fields to the north. Dust rose from the new hall and she could hear hammering as well as men shouting to each other as they worked.

      “It looks to have been built with hard labor and likely at considerable expense,” she could not help but observe.

      “And whence came that coin?” Ruari demanded, giving voice to her own question. “Conjured out of naught, no doubt, like the fortunes left by the Fae.” He snapped his fingers. “These workers shall return home to find their purses filled with dried leaves.”

      His notion was so unlikely that Catriona could not keep from laughing. “You are fanciful, Ruari! The Fae are but the stuff of children’s tales.”

      “Not here.” He granted her a grim look. “I have been to Ravensmuir before, as you have not. Mark my words, Catriona. No good can come of this place, I swear it to you, and less good from Malcolm returned.”

      The older man was so convinced that a shiver slid down Catriona’s spine.

      Who was this Malcolm?
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      Faster, faster, ever faster.

      Ravensmuir’s new hall was being constructed at amazing speed. In just two days, whatsoever was undone would be left undone. Midsummer’s Eve was six days away and Malcolm would ensure that no other souls were in peril when his was collected. He would pay the masons on Saturday and see them on their way. The more of Ravensmuir that was built by Saturday, the greater the legacy he could leave.

      If Ravensmuir stood tall again, he would leave a legacy of merit.

      Before Midsummer’s Eve, after the masons were gone, Malcolm would go to Kinfairlie and choose an heir from the ranks of his nephews, just as Tynan had done before him. When he was gone, all would be in order for Ravensmuir to thrive again.

      Malcolm only wished he might have lived to see the holding fully restored.

      But that Midwinter Night with the Fae had changed all.

      During the winter, knowing that speed was of import, he had sent missives south and contracted with masons, far and wide. They had arrived even before the first breath of spring, their chisels and shovels at the ready, their wagons burdened with apprentices and supplies. They had pitched tents on the fields of Ravensmuir and started to dig the foundations of the new keep. Apprentices had foraged stones from the fallen keep, when they could do so without peril, and repositioned them further inland where the ground was stable. Masons had sent for more stones and timber besides, all of it arriving steadily at the site. The masons and their apprentices had been accompanied by smiths and ironmongers, woodworkers and laborers.

      Alexander had been the first to see the smoke rising from the mens’ fires. He had arrived quickly, saying that he had feared brigands had taken up residence in the ruins.

      He did not smile when Malcolm said his conclusion was not far wrong.

      The brothers’ reunion had neither been warm nor of prolonged duration. Although Alexander expressed his relief to see Malcolm hale, still Malcolm knew his older brother disapproved of his decision to become a mercenary. Alexander had eyed Rafael with uncertainty, a telling reminder that Malcolm’s older brother had never left England’s shores, much less met a warrior born in Spain who had fought Saracens.

      Rafael, predictably, had done little to improve the exchange. He called Malcolm by his nickname, Hellhound, which sent Alexander promptly back to Kinfairlie.

      Within a day of Alexander’s visit, Malcolm had Ravensmuir’s seal and signet ring again, the marks of his legacy that he had entrusted to Alexander’s care.

      He had not seen his brother or family since.

      Alexander, however, had not been Malcolm’s sole visitor, though he preferred to not think about the demands of the Earl of Douglas.

      Malcolm had contracted with the brewster and the baker in Kinfairlie to have ale and bread delivered at intervals for the men as the work continued. By May, the walls had been rising on the great hall, with the dungeons complete beneath. By June, the solar on the floor above the great hall had been roofed, and the treasury secured. Malcolm had breathed relief when he had turned the key in that lock. Work then had begun on the wing to the north that would contain the kitchens with additional sleeping chambers above. The portcullis salvaged from the ruins of old Ravensmuir had been installed anew this past week, and a gatehouse was being finished to close the sole gap in the great thorned hedge. The sky hung dark with clouds yet again on this day, threatening rain that had yet to fall. The air was close and humid, the wind hot.

      It was not a particularly good day to be doing hard labor, but Malcolm doubted there would be a better one. He worked with Rafael on the fortifications inside the main portal, wanting to ensure that no others knew the secrets of his keep. They two had learned much of clever defenses in their years of service.

      “This country of yours is a particularly cursed place,” Rafael complained. Both men were covered with a patina of sweat and had shed their shirts and tabards early. “Colder than cold in winter, haunted by demons in the night—”

      Malcolm shot a glance at his companion, then upward at the masons working far above on the roof. “I bade you not to speak of that while we are amidst the men.”

      “Masons know of mysteries. You could ask them what we saw.”

      “The Fae,” Malcolm said beneath his breath.

      Rafael was grim. “Hell,” he insisted yet again. “We visited Hell in those caverns, and truly I should have expected no less, having arrived at the home of the Hellhound.”

      “It was not Hell, Rafael,” Malcolm argued for the hundredth time, feigning a patience he did not feel. If he shouted, the others would hear. “I saw no demons.”

      Rafael was as dismissive as usual. “I saw demons aplenty. Franz was there, and we both know him to be dead.” He shook a finger at Malcolm. “If ever there was a man whose soul was destined for Hell, it was Franz.”

      “Ursula might have argued otherwise.”

      “He saved his best for her, and there was little enough of it.”

      “I have told you a thousand times and I tell you again, it was the realm of the Fae.”

      Rafael made a sound of disgust and might have said more, but the sound of racing hoof beats carried to their ears. Malcolm knew without looking that two large steeds galloped closer.

      Who arrived with such haste?

      “Two destriers, two palfreys and a cart,” Rafael said without ceasing his labor. “A man too heavily burdened to be riding to war, or one intent on pillaging.”

      “Unless he already has pillaged.”

      “Then he has little room for more,” Rafael replied.

      “Were you not the one to teach me that there is always room for more?”

      They exchanged a glance. “Is it not time enough for a visit from the Earl of Douglas again?” Rafael said. “He was skeptical of your pledge to wed his niece and rightly so.” That man smiled. “Though I thought you lied most admirably.”

      “It was not a lie. If I am alive at the Yule, I will wed her.”

      Rafael laughed and put a hand over his heart. “True love it is then.”

      Malcolm scoffed. “Love has no part in this scheme. The earl thinks more of acquisition than alliance.”

      “And who would not want to claim this fortress as a prize? At least you did not let him see inside.”

      “It is not all bad to be without a wife and servants, if it means one cannot offer hospitality to an unexpected guest.”

      Rafael grinned at that. “I shall remember never to acquire either, then.”

      “Time was the Black Douglases would have simply taken what they desired,” Malcolm said more soberly.

      “Is that why you feigned acceptance?”

      “It will keep him at bay for a time, at any rate, and let the construction proceed in peace.”

      “But will he be denied, if you do die?” Rafael shook his head even as Malcolm worried about the same possibility. “You should have taken the wench, wed her and savored her, at least as long as you could.”

      “And left her as my heir on Midsummer’s Eve, and my brother with woe on his borders for all time? I think not.”

      “Your brother does little enough for you.”

      “My brother is disappointed in me.”

      Rafael snorted at that. “Have you seen this Jeanne? Is she a tempting maid?”

      “I know not. I care not.” And that was the truth of it.

      “Perhaps I will console her in your stead, then,” Rafael said with a wink.

      Malcolm stepped out of the vestibule to look, the sight of the steeds encouraging him that these arrivals did not mean him ill.

      Two destriers raced across Ravensmuir’s fallowed fields, both certainly of the lineage of Ravensmuir’s black stallions, the one in the lead ridden with a reckless confidence as familiar as the hue of her hair.

      Vivienne.

      A man with fair hair rode fast behind Malcolm’s older sister, and Malcolm could hear him calling after her to halt. It was clear that Vivienne ignored her husband’s counsel.

      A cart followed at some distance behind the pair. It was pulled by a pair of sturdy palfreys and driven by an older man. Malcolm suspected it was Erik’s faithful companion, Ruari, though he could not tell how many rode in the cart with the baggage.

      Probably Vivienne brought the children to visit Kinfairlie, but had been tempted from her destination by the sight of Ravensmuir’s new keep. Malcolm knew well enough that the curiosity of his sisters was a potent force.

      “Are they strangers?” Rafael asked, shading his eyes to watch the party approach. “Curious onlookers?”

      “I believe this is one of my sisters who arrives with her family.” The insignia on the tabard of the fair-haired man became discernible, and he knew he was right. “Vivienne and her husband Erik, Laird of Blackleith.”

      “And will she be as sour as your brother Alexander?” Rafael asked. “I hope he never has need of your blade to defend his treasures.”

      Malcolm did not answer. He could not anticipate the reaction of his favored sister, but doubted she would be glad to hear of the nickname he had earned.

      “They all are too confident of their safety in my estimation.”

      “They have lived in peace. It is not so bad a thing.”

      Rafael shrugged, as unfamiliar with the notion as Malcolm had come to be. “Fine horseflesh,” that man acknowledged. “Are these the fabled steeds of Ravensmuir?”

      “They can be no other.” Malcolm watched their gait with no small pride. They were beautiful creatures, glossy black and powerful, steeds fit for kings and champions. His travels had shown him the exceptional nature of the horses bred by his family.

      “Then they are as magnificent as rumored.” Rafael flicked a glance at Malcolm. “When do you mean to have the horses back again? Or does your brother intend to keep them for his own?”

      “They are mine to house, breed and sell,” Malcolm said. “You need not distrust Alexander’s intent. He is honorable to a fault.”

      Rafael shook his head in mock despair at that. “Another family trait, no doubt.”

      “Perhaps, though others might argue differently. I asked him to keep the horses for the summer, as he said four of the mares were pregnant.”

      “And yet you have not gone to see them, these horses that are your pride and responsibility.”

      Malcolm winced. “I would not let myself be tempted to bring them back, not before the stables are adequately repaired and there is sufficient fodder for them.” It was a logical explanation, but not the whole of the truth.

      Malcolm had taken the steeds to Kinfairlie when the ravens had left. He spared a glance to the empty sky, wishing again that the birds might return. Only then would he believe that all was right at Ravensmuir.

      Of course, all was not right, and he knew it well, but still he scanned the sky daily.

      “Aye, it cannot be that the stable where they would be housed includes a portal to Hell,” Rafael murmured and again Malcolm let the comment pass. Rafael knew as well as he did that moving the horses would be folly, for they would only have to be returned to Kinfairlie after Midsummer’s Eve.

      Perhaps his companion wished a new steed, as well.

      Rafael watched Vivienne’s approach. “She is a good rider, for a woman, but too impetuous.”

      “How so?” Malcolm expected his friend to say Vivienne rode too quickly, but Rafael surprised him.

      “She assumes she will find you here. What if an intruder had claimed your holding? What if she found Archibald Douglas in the hall? Would he greet her prettily?”

      Malcolm grimaced. “I doubt any but me would be fool enough to spend so much coin on Ravensmuir’s reconstruction.”

      “There is that,” Rafael admitted. “And there is much to be admired in a woman so confident in her safety. Your father defended you all well as children, it is clear.”

      “Aye, that he did.”

      “All the same, curious women are the worst,” the other man continued. “They invariably have a need to know all the details, so that they can proceed to change the entire scheme to better suit themselves.”

      That was so near the truth of Vivienne’s nature that Malcolm nearly smiled. Indeed, the sight of his favored sister lightened his heart in a way he had almost forgotten. “Vivienne is more likely to ask for a story,” he confided. “Perhaps you could tell her your tale of how you defeated the Saracens.”

      “Not the one of how you made a bargain with the Fae to save my sorry soul?” Rafael retorted.

      Malcolm put a warning hand on his arm. “Say naught of this to my family,” he said tightly, giving his friend an intent look.

      “Fear not, Malcolm. I am not one to share secrets before their time.”

      Their gazes held for a charged moment, then Rafael gestured to the approaching company. “They travel with an entourage,” he commented, nodding at the cart that became visible through the gap in the hedge. “A servant or maybe two, all of whom will need to be fed in the name of hospitality.”

      “They cannot expect much, given their unannounced arrival.”

      “Do your fine sisters care for hard sausage and old apples? I fancy your brother would not welcome such a meal!”

      “If our fare is not acceptable, they can continue to Kinfairlie.”

      “Could there be children in the cart?” Rafael’s pained expression revealed his thoughts upon that possibility.

      “Erik had two daughters by his first wife when he wed Vivienne. It is about seven years since they married.”

      “And doubtless they have begotten more.”

      “I would expect so. Their match was a passionate one, at least.” Malcolm could not keep the sting from those last words and Rafael spared him a quick glance.

      “You do not like him.”

      “I seldom like men who take what is not theirs and only act with honor when compelled to do so.”

      “And this from the Hellhound.”

      “We speak of my sister,” Malcolm snapped. “Who was abducted and seduced by this man. He had no intent of wedding her, solely of getting a son upon her.”

      “Ah! Yet they are wedded now?”

      “It is not hard to believe that she could change a man’s mind. I simply dislike that she had to do so.”

      Vivienne drew her horse to a halt a dozen steps before Malcolm in that moment. The destrier stamped and snorted, but she leapt from the saddle. Her features were filled with a joy that found resonance in his own heart, though the fact that her lord husband accompanied her ensured that Malcolm’s manner remained grim.
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      The girls crept forward to clutch the front of the cart despite the rough passage, their eyes lighting as they eyed the approaching keep.

      “If you meant to frighten them, you do a poor job of it,” Catriona said to Ruari.

      “I did not ask your counsel,” he retorted.

      “Ruins and sorcery,” Mairi whispered, her anticipation clear.

      “Adventure and witchery,” Astrid agreed with enthusiasm.

      “Ruins are unsafe,” Catriona told the girls sternly. “You will not take a step without me by your side, and you will hold fast to my hand at all times.”

      “Aye, Catriona,” they agreed in unison, their inclination clearly as far from her instruction as possible.

      “A ruined castle must have a ghost,” Mairi informed her younger sister, who nodded solemnly in anticipation. “They always do.” Catherine watched the exchange avidly, but at this, began to suck her fist.

      “If there is a ghost, it would be one doomed to make some good of his sins,” Ruari pronounced.

      Catriona rolled her eyes. Better and better. He might as well fling the girls over the lip of the cliff, for his inducements would send them there of their own will.

      “How so?” Mairi asked.

      Ruari shook his head. “The old lairds traded in religious relics of dubious repute, making their fortune upon the gullibility of others.” This had no effect upon the girls’ fascination, undoubtedly because they did not understand. Ruari made an exasperated sound. “It has long been said the lairds had strange powers, that they could speak to the ravens that nested in the roof of the old keep and dispatched them as spies over their holdings.”

      At that, Mairi fairly bounced in her enthusiasm. “They spoke with the birds?”

      “When shall we see the ravens?” Astrid demanded.

      “When shall we meet the laird?” Mairi asked.

      “Soon enough, I wager,” the older man said grimly.

      “Perhaps he will teach us to speak to the birds,” Astrid said with excitement.

      Ruari, meanwhile, warmed to his theme. “They were pirates and thieves, the Lammergeier of Ravensmuir, and their ships docked below the keep. The cliff was riddled with caverns and secret passages, the better for them to practice their notorious trade.” He wagged a finger. “And so it was that they were struck down in their wickedness, for the caverns collapsed and the keep fell into the sea.”

      “A ghost and secret passages,” Mairi whispered to her sisters.

      “We shall play hide and seek and no one will find us,” Astrid agreed with a giggle.

      “Save the ghost!” Mairi raised her hands and made a face at her sister, who screamed then giggled even more.

      “You will do no such deed,” Catriona said sternly, though she feared she fought a losing battle. “You just vowed to heed my instruction and remain by my side.”

      “Aye, Catriona,” they agreed, but she saw the quiver of excitement in them both and wagered she would be running after both of them shortly.

      “The lady said Malcolm must be returned. Who is that?” Catriona asked Ruari, deliberately trying to change the subject.

      “The Lady Vivienne’s brother and second son of Kinfairlie. The uncle, Tynan, had no children of his own, so named Laird Malcolm as his heir. Laird Tynan was killed when the keep collapsed into the sea.”

      “The ghost!” Mairi whispered in delight and Astrid nodded.

      “How unfortunate,” Catriona said flatly, attempting yet again to diminish the allure of the ruins.

      “It was wickedness set loose!” Ruari insisted. “This was Tynan’s reward for trying to undo the sins of the past, for it was he who sold the last of the relics in the treasury. The forces that held that keep to the cliff were dark indeed, for they would not be cast aside. Whether it was the Fae or the Devil himself who destroyed Ravensmuir forever, there was wickedness at work, and wickedness that doubtless is still in residence. No good will come of this foray, upon that you can rely.”

      Catriona eyed the girls and could only agree. “Upon your influence, we can depend,” she said beneath her breath. Ruari flicked a glance at her and the back of his neck colored, as if he just realized what he had done.

      “You must stay with Catriona,” he said as gruffly as ever. “This keep is no safe place for children.”

      It was a bit late for such advice.

      The cart passed over a wooden bridge that spanned a deep defensive ditch, and Catriona saw that two roads did converge there, one from the north and a larger one from the south. The children’s eyes were wide as the cart passed through the opening in the massive hedge, which proved to be denser and taller than she had first realized. Catriona saw the enormous dark thorns that grew upon the shrubbery and could only think of ancient tales.

      Both moat and hedge formed a large half circle, sealing off this point of land from attack. That barrier had been strengthened by the addition of a gatehouse that spanned the gap in the hedge and looked to be newly constructed. Catriona glanced up and shivered as they rode beneath a portcullis that ended with gleaming spikes. When they entered the bailey, she could see ruins on the cliffs before the sea. There was a point to the right that still jutted into the sea and looked wild indeed. Smoke rose from a number of fires in the encampment of tents and there was a steady sound of chisel on stone.

      The keep itself looked forbidding, a large square tower rising from the earth. It had at least two stories and a wing to the north was being completed with all haste. Beyond that was a structure that could have been a stable, save it was too large for the few horses grazing outside of it.

      Catriona stared with no small wonder. Here was a keep that would not be easily besieged. Whoever built it intended to defend it.

      And to sleep well within its walls, confident of his safety.

      Lady Vivienne and Laird Erik had dismounted and left their steeds stamping outside the newly constructed hall. Two men who might have been laborers greeted them there. Both wore only chausses and boots, both were tanned and muscled. It was their boots that revealed their status, for even at a distance, Catriona could see that they were tall boots, wrought of fine leather, as favored by noblemen.

      The one whom the lady embraced must be her brother.

      Malcolm.

      Ruari harrumphed. “Returned Malcolm is to reclaim his legacy, it is clear. He must have a fat purse to be rebuilding the hall in stone and to pay all these masons, never mind to build at such speed.”

      “Is it all newly built?”

      “Aye, save the far end of the stables.”

      Catriona was astonished.

      The older man gave her a grim look. “Do you wager his wealth is honestly gained?”

      “Where did this brother go when he left his lands?”

      “To seek his fortune.” Ruari flicked her a look. “Which is fair enough, save he chose to do so as a mercenary, on the continent.”

      “A mercenary?” A shiver slipped through Catriona at that. She knew more than enough about mercenaries and would have been glad to never cross paths with another. No wonder he understood the art of defensive construction.

      “What is a mercenary, Ruari?” Mairi asked.

      “A man who offers his blade for hire. A man with no honor in his soul, who will do whatever needs be done for a price. They are murderers and thieves, and worse besides.”

      “I should like to meet one,” Mairi declared.

      “You should be fortunate never to do so,” Catriona snapped, her tone sufficiently harsh that even Mairi was silenced—for the moment.

      “Never was there greater truth spoken.” Ruari slowed the horses, then spat into the dirt. “They do not speak of Malcolm at Kinfairlie, for Laird Alexander did not approve of his choice.”

      “And so he should not,” Catriona agreed with vigor. “I suppose such a man would understand how to best build defenses.”

      “And wicked quick,” Ruari said. “He was not home at the Yule, I know this well.”

      Catriona eyed the building with even more wonder. “All this in mere months. Why such haste?”

      “It may be ill-gotten gold, not sorcery at work,” Ruari commented grimly. “But either way, the wickedness continues, you mark my words.”

      “But where are the ravens?” Mairi demanded. “I want to see the laird speak with them.”

      “I want to see the ghost,” Catherine insisted.

      “And we need to hide in the secret passages!” Astrid added.

      “If Fortune is with you, you will see none of this,” Ruari said firmly. “For we shall be away to Kinfairlie within moments.”

      But when Lady Vivienne turned to the cart beaming with pleasure, Catriona feared it would not be so. If her brother’s nature was so dark, how could she be so glad to see him returned? Or was she blind to his true nature? Catriona had only to recall her own mother and father to remember that women could sorely misjudge men.

      Lady Vivienne beckoned to the children, and the older girls needed no more encouragement to spill from the cart. They ran ahead, completely forgetting the promises they’d made to Catriona.

      Malcolm, Laird of Ravensmuir, might be her lady’s brother, but Catriona could guess all too well the ilk of man he was. She knew best how to face such a man, lest she become another of the casualties he left in his path. She took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and descended from the cart like a queen instead of a servant.

      They could not leave for Kinfairlie soon enough for her taste.
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      Malcolm left Rafael behind as he strode forward to meet his sister.

      “Malcolm!” Vivienne’s delight was more than clear. “You are returned!” She flung herself into Malcolm’s embrace with characteristic abandon, and he could only catch her.

      He felt the curve of her belly immediately and once again, he was vexed with Erik of Blackleith. How dare that man treat Malcolm’s gem of a sister with such disregard? Instead of swinging Vivienne around and returning her greeting, Malcolm put her down on her feet and stepped back, his hands resting on her shoulders.

      “You ride like this when you carry a child?” he demanded sternly.

      “Oh, you have become dour,” Vivienne protested, utterly unrepentant. “Look at these lines upon your brow! And what has happened to your beautiful nose?” She did not wait for his reply. “I am months from my time and well enough to ride.” His skepticism must have shown, because she leaned closer and widened her eyes. “I know, Malcolm. I have borne a child before, while you, I wager, have not.”

      Malcolm could not dismiss the sense that Erik took his wife for granted and did not show Vivienne the courtesy she deserved. It was the same tale as their courtship and he was displeased to see it continue. “But still...”

      “But still, it is wondrous to see you.” Vivienne surveyed him with a sunny smile. “You are taller and stronger, more of a man than when you left. And you look most fierce. Oh Malcolm, I am so glad to see you returned!” She kissed his cheeks in succession, her relief so tangible that it warmed his heart.

      Erik drew his steed to a halt before them in that moment and he dismounted in less good temper than his wife. “You should not ride so hard,” he chided her. Malcolm could have been reassured by his manner, but he feared it was for the sake of appearance alone.

      He made no effort to hide his displeasure.

      Perhaps he could make a change in Vivienne’s circumstance.

      Vivienne only smiled at her spouse. “You fret overmuch. Look, Malcolm is home!”

      The other man spared a glance to Malcolm. “And so the mercenary returns with the spoils of war,” he said, his disapproval as clear as Alexander’s had been. Malcolm’s joy at seeing his sister again was quickly dispelled. Erik eyed the keep. “I see you use your ill-gained fortune to some good purpose, at least.”

      “Erik!” Vivienne appeared to be shocked, but Malcolm was not. He folded his arms across his chest and glared at the other laird.

      Erik held fast to the reins of both horses as he considered Malcolm. “Welcome home.”

      Malcolm regarded him coolly. “I hardly think it your place to welcome me to my own holding.”

      If Erik was surprised, he hid his reaction well. “I meant to Scotland, of course.”

      Malcolm inclined his head slightly, noting Vivienne’s quick intake of breath. “I apologize for any misunderstanding.” Malcolm held Erik’s gaze, satisfied when the other man blinked first.

      “Aye,” Rafael said, clapping a hand on Malcolm’s back. “The Hellhound made his fortune and then some with the ferocity of his blade. They say it dripped red blood for seven years, and never will the stain be removed.” Malcolm watched Erik flinch, and the pair of them survey his companion with uncertainty. “There was not a one who could stand against such savage conviction.” Even Vivienne averted her gaze at that.

      “My comrade in arms, Rafael,” Malcolm said, and heads were inclined in greeting. The air was thick for a moment, for the merest glance at Rafael revealed what he was, then Vivienne broke the tension by turning to Malcolm again.

      “Oh, you have been laboring like a peasant and you smell like one,” she chided, as if Malcolm were but a boy still. She wrinkled her nose. “As soon as I saw a new structure on the site of Ravensmuir, I knew it had to be you, returned. I knew it! I am so glad to have you back!” She gave him another quick hug, as if to prove to herself that he truly stood beside her, then regarded him with shining eyes. “You must have such tales to tell!”

      And there was the root of it, at least for Vivienne.

      “You should not have leapt from the saddle,” Malcolm said again, but with more affection. “Not in your condition.”

      “I should like to
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