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            Blood Brothers

          

          A Medieval Scottish Romance Series

        

      

    

    
      The sons of a notorious mercenary should never have met…but now that they are sworn allies, the Scottish Borders will never be the same…

      

      
        
        1. The Wolf & the Witch

        (Maximilian and Alys)

      

        

      
        2. The Hunter & the Heiress

        (Amaury and Elizabeth)

      

        

      
        3. The Dragon & the Damsel

        (Rafael and Ceara)

      

        

      
        4. The Scot & the Sorceress

        (Murdoch and Nyssa)

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Scot & the Sorceress

          

          Blood Brothers #4

        

      

    

    
      Embittered by his losses and thwarted in his pursuit of vengeance, Murdoch is sworn to avenge his father by striking a blow against his enemy, the Silver Wolf. But the wise woman of the woods offers herself in exchange for peace, Murdoch cannot resist temptation. The mysterious beauty lights a fire in his blood, a need for more than vengeance, and Murdoch finds himself enchanted.

      Nyssa is blessed with visions of the future to come, but believes that she is the last of her lineage of healers. When she dreams that her sister’s daughter yet lives but is in peril, she knows she must find the child, defend her and teach her. She strikes a bargain with Murdoch, a warrior with fearsome fighting skills, to aid in her quest, never guessing that her need for his touch will be so overwhelmingly powerful—or that she has the power to heal his wounds from the past.

      Bound together by passion, Murdoch and Nyssa journey north to confront the shadows of her past. When Nyssa  surrenders to her enemies for the sake of her sister’s child, Murdoch realizes that he must defend justice everywhere, beginning with the rescue of his beloved—no matter the cost to himself. Can Nyssa and Murdoch each relinquish the burden of the past to claim the promise of a future together?
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            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      The Scot & the Sorceress is the fourth and final book in my Blood Brothers series of medieval romances, in which the heroes are all sons of a notorious mercenary. This is the story of Murdoch, who has sworn vengeance upon the Silver Wolf for the death of his foster father, and Nyssa, the healer with the hidden past who has taken refuge at Kilderrick and sees Murdoch’s merit.

      

      Murdoch, of course, is the warrior who killed Jean le Beau and the series opened with his perspective at that mercenary’s funeral. He also was raised at Kilderrick so was not pleased about his childhood friend, Alys, accepting the Silver Wolf as her husband. In a way, Murdoch is the voice of dissent among the villagers, many of whom are likely to have some mixed feelings about Maximilian. He’s not inclined to compromise and I, like Nyssa, admired how he adhered to his principles—though Nyssa has an ability to turn things around so Murdoch sees them in a new light. Murdoch’s emotional journey is the larger one in this story, but that’s often the way when a character who was a villain in an earlier story becomes the hero in his own book. I find such characters challenging and interesting to write—and it’s only fair that if love conquers all, sometimes it has a bit more of a challenge.

      

      With the final book in a series, there is always a long list of details to be resolved. I like all the familiar characters to have their HEA, for example, so you’ll be glad to know that Royce meets his match. I also like to have cameos from the other couples in the series, and we need to see their children—you can expect to see Amaury and Elizabeth, as well as Rafael and Ceara, appear in The Scot & the Sorceress, along with Alys and Maximilian, of course, to ensure that Murdoch and Nyssa have their happy ending. It’s also a bit sad to finish up a series and wave farewell to the characters we’ve come to know and love. Finale books are bittersweet projects, for sure. I’m really happy with this one, even though it’s much longer than I anticipated, and I hope that you enjoy it, too.

      

      The Scot & the Sorceress, like the other three books in the series, is available in ebook, trade paperback and a hardcover collectors’ edition. I’m planning to create collector hardcover editions in 2024 of all four books in this series, along with new cover illustrations and a map (! I love maps!) so watch my website for news about that. You’ll be able to get these new editions early, signed and with series swag in a campaign at Kickstarter. Watch my website for news about that.

      

      You can, as always, find additional resources on my website. There is a list of characters in the series, which is updated after each book. I have a Pinterest page for the series—there’s a link on the Blood Brothers tab on my website—which is a work-in-progress and will give you a glimpse of my inspiration. There are also a number of blog posts, linked on each book’s landing page, about my research for the series. Here’s the page for The Scot & the Sorceress.

      

      And of course, you can sign up for my medieval romance newsletter, Knights & Rogues, to receive an alert when I have a new release, and to hear my news as well as any special offers or sales. There’s also a link on my website under the Newsletter tab. You can also follow me at many portals—those links are on the About Claire page.

      

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

      All my best

      Claire

      http://delacroix.net
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        Kilderrick, Scotland—January 10, 1377

      

      

      Murdoch Campbell was caught between his loyalties. He had fulfilled half his sworn quest for vengeance but completing the task would mean injuring Alys Armstrong.

      The choice was to keep his pledge to avenge the past and sacrifice a former friend, or surrender his sworn word and his honor.

      ‘Twas a conundrum, to be sure. There was naught Murdoch valued more than his vow.

      Murdoch told himself that ’twas Alys who erred in this matter, for she had come to love the Silver Wolf whom Murdoch was sworn to kill. If she had to pay the price of her folly, he should not blame himself.

      Strangely enough, that argument, which had been compelling two years before, had lost its lustre.

      He must keep his vow –regardless of the cost. Of what merit was a man whose pledge was worthless?

      But Alys would be devastated and he could not ignore that. He had known her almost all his life.

      Murdoch had been raised by Rupert Campbell, the castellan of Kilderrick and the man he had long believed to be his father. Murdoch’s mother had died when he was five. The Lady of Kilderrick had delivered a daughter to her lord husband a mere two years later. Though the lady died soon after, the daughter, Alys, and Murdoch soon became allies in all manner of mischief. There had only been her nursemaid Morag to fuss over them and all of Kilderrick to explore while their fathers tended to the holding, each in his own way.

      In those days, when he had a measure of ale, Rupert would suggest that Murdoch’s future might be as Laird of Kilderrick himself. The castellan was not alone in believing that Murdoch and Alys might one day make a match, or that their friendship might become more.

      All changed when Murdoch had seen sixteen summers and Alys a mere nine, when the son of Jean le Beau attacked Kilderrick at the mercenary’s demand. Maximilian de Vries, known as the Silver Wolf, had not been much older than Murdoch, but he had been shaped by battle into a weapon in his own right. Both laird and castellan died in the fire that destroyed the keep that night—as had Murdoch’s conviction that Rupert was his blood father. Rupert had told him the truth before insisting that Murdoch run to Rowan Fell to warn the villagers. They had argued fiercely, to Murdoch’s continued regret, for he had not wanted to leave Rupert alone.

      By the time Murdoch returned, Kilderrick was consumed by fire, crumbling to ash and Rupert was dead. Morag had secreted the injured Alys in the forest, to use her healing potions upon the young girl, and the Silver Wolf had departed, undoubtedly to crow of his triumph to Jean le Beau and gather some reward.

      It had been seventeen years since young Murdoch had stood over the smoking ruins and vowed to exact vengeance from Jean le Beau and his son the Silver Wolf. He had left Kilderrick and all he knew. He had trained as a warrior, labored with mercenaries and fighting men, spent years honing his skill, earning his way with his blade, and saving his funds until the moment for vengeance was ripe.

      Jean le Beau had met his destiny two years before, but the Silver Wolf now held Kilderrick—and was wed to Alys herself. Their match had been made by force, despite the objections of the lady, but Alys subsequently declared she loved the fiend.

      Loved him.

      Murdoch had not truly believed it possible, given the losses she could attribute to that man. He had thought her enchanted or beguiled, perhaps afraid—though the Alys of childhood had been fearless. In his skepticism, Murdoch had allied with Alys’ former betrothed against her husband.

      That scheme had failed.

      Now, Alys and the Silver Wolf had a son, and the Silver Wolf, as the new Laird of Kilderrick, gained the support of more people with every passing day. Truly, the sun shone upon the villain. The king granted favor and power to the former mercenary; his comrade and half-brother Rafael commanded the nearby Barony of Gisroy; his half-brother Amaury was Warden of the Marches on the English side and Lord de Beaupoint, a powerful holding of his own. Instead of gaining his rightful due, the Silver Wolf went from success to success.

      While Murdoch was nigh diminished to a wild man of the woods, the Silver Wolf built a rich future. Alys, it might be said, had chosen aright.

      But hardship had tempered Murdoch’s will like iron on the forge. He would complete his quest—and he would do so by destroying all the Silver Wolf held dear.

      First, would be the child. Spawn of a villain, the child could have no good future. ’Twould be a mercy to end the babe’s days early before his heart was turned black by his father’s wickedness, before he was compelled to follow in the Silver Wolf’s rampaging path.

      Second, would be Kilderrick. It had burned once and it could burn again. It had also been rebuilt once, and could be rebuilt again—finer, better, with a more honorable laird.

      Third, would be Alys, if she insisted upon keeping her husband’s side. Murdoch paced over this, but he could not shirk the price of keeping his word. And truly, Alys had already betrayed all they both knew to be of merit. He could not let sentiment obstruct his course. Alys was united with the villain and Murdoch could not save her from the import of that.

      Fourth and finally, would be the Silver Wolf’s own life. The cur might be content to die then, when he had been cheated of every advantage and lost all that he believed to have merit.

      ’Twas the perfect scheme for vengeance, and one that would make his enemy suffer most.

      Murdoch knew he had need of an ally, one within Kilderrick, to see his scheme succeed. He was not so fool as to believe he would find a willing one.

      Nay, someone had to be coerced.

      As the new moon approached, Murdoch knew who it had to be. Alys’ friend, the seer and wise woman, went alone to the Ninestang Ring each new moon after the high quarter day. She was predictable. She was vulnerable.

      She was beautiful, though that was of no import at all.

      Murdoch Campbell had no qualms in using whatever resource came to his hand.

      The seer would suffice.

      Vengeance would be his and soon.
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      ’Twas a foul night, cold beyond compare. Nyssa wished she did not feel obliged to seek a portent. Instead of lingering in the warmth of Kilderrick’s hall or even the solitude of her chamber, she slipped through the gates in darkness, resenting her customary task.

      Of what merit was a portent? Did her occupation matter to those around her? Did her visions make a difference? Since the nuptials of her companions—or more importantly, the arrival of their children—she felt dissatisfied with her life.

      But no seer bore children. Nyssa knew that well. The choice was one or the other, for as soon as a seer experienced a man’s touch, the visions abandoned her. Without the sight, she would be like any other woman; worse, she would be surrendering her gift for fleeting pleasure.

      She squared her shoulders and set out for the Ninestang Ring alone but for Dorcha, who took flight as soon as they were through the gates and followed her.

      She told herself it would not take long.

      The wind tore across the heath with such fury that the raven could not keep close. He was cast from the sky by the brutal wind, swept behind Nyssa time and again, even forced to the ground. She retraced her steps and bent over the bird, offering her hand, and he seized her fingers with his claws, his feathers fluttering and his head hunkered low. Dorcha was not a small bird, but this wind was too much for him. He cawed, as if in complaint that she had left the keep at all, and she smiled that he sounded to be insulted that the elements should abuse him thus.

      “Aye, you would have the sense to remain sheltered,” she said and held him against her chest as she trudged toward her destination. She felt his beak against her throat, cold and hard, and the flutter of his pulse beneath her sheltering hand. The grip of his talons on her other hand was tight. He was a little warm, his feathers as soft as silk, and she felt honored by his trust.

      But then, she was a healer. All manner of creatures came to her for solace.

      Cold rain began to slant from the sky when she was halfway to the stone circle, striking her shoulders so hard that the drops could have been pellets of ice or small stones. Dorcha ruffled his feathers and made a quorl against her throat but Nyssa did not turn back.

      ’Twas the night of the new moon, the first such since the high quarter day, and her visit to the standing stones was due.

      Indeed, the wild weather echoed of her fears. Something was awry and dire possibilities swirled in her dreams. She feared that a glimpse into the future would offer little consolation, but she had to know for certain.

      Two years before, Nyssa had foreseen an insatiable wolf, and the notorious mercenary Maximilian de Vries, known as the Silver Wolf, had arrived to claim Kilderrick shortly thereafter. He claimed its heiress forcibly as his bride, thus convincing Nyssa that he was the predator of her vision. But she had been mistaken. Maximilian had become the protector of both Alys and Kilderrick, while the wolf in Nyssa’s dreams still howled for blood.

      Of late, Nyssa had dreamed of that the wolf devoured the moon, then hungered for the sun. She had dreamed of a wolf that destroyed all that came within its reach, a wolf that devoured more when all around it was a wasteland—a wolf that would never be sated.

      Nyssa also understood that only she could stop him. Only a healer could halt a hunter, but that did not diminish her dread of their encounter.

      Of late, she had seen a light in the distance at intervals as if someone kept watch upon those at Kilderrick and guessed that the ‘wolf’ she feared was a man in truth. He would be a man whose heart was shadowed, a man so bent upon his own objectives that naught would stand in his path, a man who would wreak evil upon this land.

      ’Twas the task of a healer to mend the wounded, even one so damaged as this, but what could she offer such a foe? She knew she was fated to defend all she loved from this fiend, and though she feared failure, Nyssa could not shirk her destiny. Failure would be simplest, in truth, for success might come at a higher price than she might prefer to pay. The ravening wolf of her dreams might meet her this night and claim his due.

      Still, she went. One of her first lessons had been that fate could not be denied.

      Nyssa wore men’s garb on this night, taking after the choices of her friend Ceara. Her chausses were dark and her boots high, wrought of sturdy leather. A dark tabard was belted over her chemise, and she had wrapped a dark cloak around herself. She might have been as one with the shadows, save for the fair length of her braid. The wind drove against her face and whipped at her clothes, compelling her to narrow her eyes and trudge onward. She knew the path so well as her own name, but it seemed further this night to the standing stones.

      When Nyssa stepped into the stone circle, her eyes widened in surprise. There was usually a quietude within the circle of stones, a tranquility that settled her agitation, but on this night, there was a maelstrom swirling within the protected space. The wind cast loose leaves against the stones, prompting them to swirl and dance. She was shocked by the hum of discord, as if the stones themselves wished to cast out an intruder.

      They could not be allied against her!

      Nay, there was another within the circle, shrouded by darkness. She took a step toward the middle of the circle, scanning the shadows ahead. Dorcha craned his neck, evidence that he, too, sensed another. When she halted, Nyssa heard a step, despite the wail of the wind, and her heart stopped.

      Dread rose in her throat as a silhouette separated from the stone opposite her, the great leaning stone that was her destination. It was a man, larger and stronger than she, a man she could not recognize in the darkness. He carried something that she could not see clearly, a cluster of twigs that was roughly circular. Though it did not look like any weapon she knew, she did not trust it—or him—a whit.

      “The seer,” he said in Gaelic, his voice husky, approaching with menace.

      Nyssa retreated a step, recognizing his voice. He was Murdoch Campbell, the half-brother of Maximilian, the man who had betrayed Alys. “Leave me be,” she said, wishing she had a measure of Ceara’s boldness.

      Murdoch laughed, a cruel sound and one of confidence. “Not before you aid me.” He snatched for her with his free hand with remarkable speed.

      “Nay!” Nyssa cried and Dorcha cawed, struggling in her grasp. She released the raven and the bird dove toward Murdoch, talons outstretched as it flew toward his face. She raised a hand and whistled, not trusting her adversary, but Murdoch plucked the bird out of the air with unexpected agility.

      In that moment, she realized that Murdoch carried a spherical cage, one wrought of vines and twigs.

      He had planned for this encounter.

      “Nay!” she cried again, even as the raven screamed outrage. She darted toward Murdoch, as Dorcha struggled, biting and scratching at his captor, but the larger man easily evaded her. Within two heartbeats, the raven was secured within the device, his efforts to gain freedom utterly futile.

      Murdoch lifted his hand before himself, the cage swinging from his fist over Nyssa’s head. “You will aid me,” he repeated, his assurance so complete that it gave Nyssa a chill.

      “Wretch,” she whispered.

      “I am that,” he agreed readily.

      She remembered him well even though he was shadowed on this night, remembered the auburn curl of his hair, the fullness of his beard and the steady blue of his gaze. She remembered the size and the strength of him, the resolve he showed in battle, and dread chilled her very blood. He was larger than she was and a skilled warrior, a man whose presence sent a curious thrill through her.

      She reminded herself that he was wicked beyond all and that she should be terrified of him. Aye, Nyssa had no evidence that Murdoch possessed a heart at all.

      She would never forget his betrayal of Alys, his alliance with that woman’s former betrothed to see the Silver Wolf killed, a plan that would have resulted in Alys’ own eventual demise. Nyssa shivered, though she had known of the evil in men long before that incident.

      On this night, Murdoch wore a short dark cloak, though his hood had fallen back. She could barely discern the length of plaid wrapped around his hips and over his shoulder beneath the cloak, his tall boots, the gleam of daggers on his belt. How many weapons did he carry? She had no doubt he knew how best to use them all. Her treacherous heart leapt and pounded.

      “Do not injure Dorcha,” she whispered. “Whatever you desire, the bird is of no import.”

      “To the contrary, you hold the bird in affection, which makes it an asset to be used.”

      “Nay! Dorcha is a living creature, a life to be honored.”

      He spat on the ground. “It is a tool.” He took a step closer and she felt the weight of his will bent upon her. “A pawn. A cause for negotiation.” Murdoch spoke softly, reasonably, which made him all the more terrifying. He halted directly before her and drew his knife, the blade glimmering even in the darkness, and Nyssa’s heart stopped. “You will aid me, seer, or the bird will die.”

      Nay!

      Dorcha tried to peck at him, but the vines were woven tightly together, the gaps so small that he could only get a single talon through the gaps. Though the sphere was of good size, it was not big enough for the raven to flap his wings. He struggled and pecked at his prison, to no avail, and Nyssa was sickened by the sight of him so confined.

      “You will have to release him to kill him,” she said softly.

      “Nay,” Murdoch replied readily. “I can hold this cage beneath the waters of the stream. I can stab my knife between the vines, slicing the bird to ribbons in increments. I can break the cage against the ground by pummeling it with rocks.” Nyssa was horrified that he had already considered this so thoroughly. “I do not have to release it to ensure its demise.”

      “Such wickedness,” she whispered. “Such evil. Your heart cannot be so dark as this.” She reached a hand toward the cage, but he lifted it beyond her reach. “Whatever you desire, there must be another way to achieve it. There is no need for such cruelty…”

      “Nay, there is not. If you aid me, I will release the bird.” Murdoch shrugged and smiled a little, as if there was nothing to find troubling about his proposition. His eyes gleamed and she feared him to her very marrow.

      He was evil. He was the ravening wolf, and he held Dorcha captive.

      Nyssa’s innards quivered with outrage but she stood tall. “What do you want of me?”

      “I want the Silver Wolf dead, but first I want him destroyed.”

      Nyssa held her tongue, unable to envision Maximilian at such disadvantage.

      Murdoch swung the cage, much to Dorcha’s indignation. Each cry of frustration from the creature tore at Nyssa’s heart.

      Doubtless the cur intended as much.

      “You think me unlikely to succeed,” he said in that dreadful calm voice. “I hear as much in your silence. You believe I am doomed to disappointment.” Murdoch shook his head. “But you err, seer. I will triumph because you will aid me. My prospects have changed with this encounter, just as I intended.” His tone turned taunting. “Can you not see our shared future through your witching stone?”

      Nyssa did not want to look through her stone. She did not want to avert her gaze from this fiend. “But how will you triumph?”

      His voice dropped to a whisper. “Bring me the child,” he said and Nyssa gasped aloud. “On the morrow, at sunset, to this very place.”

      Nyssa was appalled. “But you cannot injure Michael! He is innocent, a mere babe.”

      “And his father has sufficient guilt for two.” Murdoch shook the cage and Nyssa took a step closer at Dorcha’s caw of dismay. “You have until sunset, seer, and not one moment longer.”

      “But I cannot do this…”

      “Find a way.” He reached into the cage and pulled one of Dorcha’s tail feathers so that the raven squawked, then offered it to her. It gleamed obsidian between them and she did not know whether to accept it or not. Murdoch smiled, which did not make him look less fearsome. “Or this will be all you have of the bird.”

      Nyssa was afraid and she was angry, but she also despised how he strove to terrify her. She refused to surrender even that much to him. She would feign boldness. She reached out, her chin high, and plucked the feather from his grip. Their fingers brushed in the transaction, his sufficient warm to send an unwelcome thrum through her, one that heated her beyond expectation. He smelled of fury and violence, his gaze simmering with an anger she knew would never be satisfied.

      Yet there was something else, something softer that she could not name.

      And the touch of his hand reminded her that he was a man, with a man’s appetites. Could she use them against them? Might that be his weakness?

      On a whim, Nyssa pulled the witching stone from her pouch and lifted it to her eye, her posture defiant. She viewed Murdoch through the round hole. Sure enough, she saw a wolf before her, a grey wolf with cold eyes of silver blue, a wolf that did not so much as blink.

      A predator, and not one known for its mercy.

      Nyssa might have shivered but in that moment, but her vision changed. She suddenly saw a woman running ahead of her. Her hair was long and loose, as white-blond as Nyssa’s own. Her sleeves were rolled up, revealing the blue marks on her forearm, so many more than graced Nyssa’s arm. She laughed as she ran through the shallow water, the silhouette of a familiar keep rising in the distance, seemingly from the very waves. And when she turned back to look over her shoulder, offering her outstretched hand to Nyssa, the sight of her face sent grief stabbing through Nyssa’s heart, with a vigor that left her trembling. She had only a glimpse of the merry green eyes that were both familiar and lost, then the vision faded to swirling mist.

      She lowered the stone and found Murdoch before her, his expression wary, even as wolves howled in the distance. Her heart was in her throat and her mouth was dry. Elsa!

      “Do you see death, seer?” Murdoch demanded, folding his arms across his chest as he surveyed her. “Or an angel of justice?”

      “Neither,” she said with heat, declining to share her vision with him. Truth be told she was shaken by it. The healer within her was touched – and astonished that she could feel any compassion for this warrior who threatened her pet and her friend.

      But her vision meant that Nyssa understood. Grief drove Murdoch Campbell. Grief and sorrow, just as grief and sorrow for the loss of Elsa tinted every waking moment of Nyssa’s life. Grief was better than evil intent, though the results could be similar.

      His heart might not be completely black.

      Did it matter?

      Could she save Dorcha and the Silver Wolf by healing Murdoch in time?

      “Do you see your future?” Murdoch demanded. “Do you see the price of defying me? For your bird will be but the beginning, seer, upon that you can rely. You come to these stones alone at regular intervals. I have watched you. I know your ways. I will see you harnessed to my will, regardless of your own.”

      Nyssa took a step back, disliking that he had planned for this encounter. He had stalked her as a hunter followed his prey. He had taken note of her weakness in her affection for Dorcha and had planned to exploit it. How long had it taken him to weave the cage?

      How had she not sensed his malice and anticipated his scheme?

      How could she foil him?

      She strove to listen to him as one who also ached with a loss.

      “If you betray me,” he continued darkly. “I will not only find you but I will ensure that you can never betray another again.” He leaned toward her. “Trust me in this, seer.”

      There was sufficient menace in his words to turn her blood cold, but Nyssa heard the anguish beneath his fury. She reminded herself that his own wound drove him to injure others.

      The realization emboldened her as little else could have done.

      “Why?” she demanded. “Why do you desire that the Laird of Kilderrick pays this price?”

      “He is not the rightful Laird of Kilderrick, no matter what he claims. He killed the true Laird of Kilderrick in that man’s own chamber.”

      “But that deed is not yours to avenge. Alys, the laird’s sole child, is content to have Maximilian as her spouse.”

      “Alys is a fool beyond all expectation,” Murdoch said bitterly. “She is beguiled by pleasure and luxury, deceived as to her husband’s true nature.”

      Nyssa held her tongue, not believing that for a moment.

      He stepped closer. “He razed Kilderrick, turning it to a ruin, cheating Alys and I of our home.”

      “And he has rebuilt it, finer than it was before.” Nyssa reached out to touch Murdoch’s chest with her fingertip, astonished even by her own audacity. How much of his manner was bluster? She felt the need to test the depth of his wickedness. “These may be his crimes, but I ask the root of your hatred for him.”

      “You must know it,” he said with heat. “He killed the man I knew as father, and for no just cause. He took Rupert Campbell’s life, just as Jean le Beau shamed my mother and left her with child.”

      “With you.”

      He bowed his head.

      Jean le Beau was his father, then, as Maximilian had suggested, and they two were half-brothers. “Is that why you killed him?”

      “He deserved no less for his crime against her.”

      “You avenged her and now you will avenge your father, as well.”

      “What else would any son of merit do?” he demanded.

      Nyssa shook her head sadly. “Aye, because the solution to violence can only be more violence. There is the thinking of those like Jean le Beau.”

      Aye, ’twas the solution of warriors, in Nyssa’s experience, and one that few would dispute.

      Save a healer like herself.

      “I will see them both avenged, if it is the last deed I do!” His voice rose at this and Nyssa took a step back, wondering whether he would strike her in his fury. His fists clenched, one on the cage and the other on his dagger, and his eyes blazed. “Save your trickery for another, seer. I will not be turned aside.”

      The wind swirled between them for a moment, even the bird falling silent as Nyssa decided how far to press him. She played a dangerous game and she knew it, but she could not leave the matter be.

      “But what then?” she asked softly. “What will you destroy after the Laird of Kilderrick is ruined?”

      “I will see him dead, not merely ruined. I shall spit on his corpse.”

      “And then?” she persisted. “What future is there for you, if all that consumes you is a thirst for vengeance?”

      Murdoch faltered, frowning as he took a step back. “That is of no import…”

      Nyssa interrupted him with resolve, knowing she had glimpsed a doubt within him. “It is of every import! What if your quest means that you become like Jean le Beau?” She raised a hand and pointed to him. “What if that fiend’s evil survives in this world because of you? Is that the legacy you would leave, the same scar as Jean le Beau?”

      “I am not his son!” Murdoch roared.

      “Aye, but you are, by your own admission.”

      “I will not be his son!” His eyes flashed with fury as he lunged toward her, jabbing toward her with the knife. “And I will not bargain with you. Flee, witch! Do my bidding by tomorrow night or fear my price!” He shook the cage and Dorcha croaked and fluttered helplessly.

      Nyssa retreated a step and found herself outside the circle of stones. The wind raged around her and the clouds churned overhead, as if Murdoch’s fury was shared. She heard the howl of those wolves in the distance, but when she looked into the Ninestang Ring again, it was empty.

      There was no sign of Murdoch Campbell.

      Even the wind stilled.

      He might never have confronted her, but Dorcha was gone.

      Save for the single ebony tail feather in her grasp.

      Nyssa turned the feather, her consternation rising. Dorcha was captive and imperiled, and ’twas her fault. She had to save the raven, but she could not sacrifice the laird’s son to do as much. She could not choose one over the other, yet saw no way to save them both.

      Yet.

      The rain fell with even greater vigor so she pivoted and walked briskly back toward Kilderrick. The land around her seemed still now, but watchful all the same. There was no sound but the pounding of the rain upon the ground. She was certain that she could feel a malevolent gaze upon her. Did Murdoch follow her? Would he assault her before she reached the keep? Nyssa kept her pace, refusing to run, refusing to grant him the triumph of knowing she was afraid of him. She did not like the sense of being prey.

      But she dared not fear him, lest trepidation make her err. She would respect him and his power, but she would not cower before his threats. Wolves devoured those who fell before them. She had to heal the rapacious wolf somehow.

      Lives depended upon her success.

      Nyssa could not fail.
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      Murdoch was livid, though his plan had been executed to perfection.

      How dare the seer suggest that he was like Jean le Beau? Never had a man been less admired by Murdoch, and never had there been one so opposite in his choices. The very notion was outrageous. They were as dissimilar as two men could be.

      ’Twas true that Jean le Beau had been a warrior, as Murdoch was, but there the similarity ended.

      Murdoch pursued justice. He was on the side of righteousness. Jean le Beau had cared naught for justice, seeking only his own pleasure and satisfaction, following his own violent whim. That man had no care for others, no moral measure, no concern with good or evil. The Silver Wolf was the same, the very echo of his sire.

      Murdoch, in contrast, avenged two foul crimes.

      The Silver Wolf deserved to pay for his deeds, even if he had lately pretended to reform his ways. Laird and castellan were still dead, Alys was still scarred, and even though the Silver Wolf had rebuilt Kilderrick, that did not mean it had never been destroyed.

      There could be no other resolution than the elimination of the Silver Wolf. Murdoch’s quest was justified and it was right.

      Aye, neither Jean le Beau nor the Silver Wolf would have undertaken any quest on principle alone. There had to be coin or advantage to be gained for either to show interest in a deed.

      Slaughter had been Jean le Beau’s choice, though he had never cared a whit for justice.

      There was the distinction. Murdoch sought vengeance for those who had been cheated by the old mercenary. He cared naught for his own advantage—that was why he was impoverished and living in the woods.

      His was a just war.

      Despite the merit of his own defense, Murdoch’s resolve wavered at the seer’s question. What would he do once his quest was completed? He could not say. For seventeen years, he had not thought beyond his quest. ’Twas the goal for which he strove, every moment of every day—there was no future beyond its completion. Perhaps he had suspected he might die at the task, but he had never considered what he might do afterward.

      What had she seen through her witching stone?

      He was curious beyond all. His mother had been convinced of the power of seers, and old Morag had not been without her gifts. He told himself that once justice was served, his path would become clear, but it seemed a thin proposition.

      Murdoch was restless that night in his refuge and the raven was a poor companion. The bird croaked quietly as if muttering to itself about its plight.

      He reminded himself that he had no patience for the entreaties of any creature. He forced himself to recall that it was just a bird. But those notions did not stop him from feeling sympathy for the creature. He had no fondness of being confined himself.

      “Should she keep her word, you will be flying free soon enough,” he bade the bird gruffly. “At least you are out of the deluge.” The rain was falling in earnest, drumming on the thatched roof of the hut that was his sanctuary. He hung the cage from a hook at one end of the loft and settled onto his pallet at the opposite end. He was wet from the rain and chilled to his very bones, plus he wanted to keep his distance from the bird. Though it was dark, he knew the creature watched him.

      He felt his solitude on this night and indeed, a measure of loneliness. A quest for vengeance was a solitary task, to be sure.

      The seer’s question did compel Murdoch to consider his choices. He would not linger overlong at Kilderrick once his quest was complete—the keep would never fall to Murdoch’s hand, as once Rupert had hoped it would. Even if the son was dead, the Silver Wolf had a veritable army in residence and doubtless one of them would assume the lairdship in his stead. Alys might insist upon administering the holding alone.

      That removed his final doubts. Kilderrick must be burned again.

      Perhaps Alys would die in the fire. If so, Murdoch would not have to look into the eyes of his childhood comrade when she breathed her last.

      Murdoch would not consider the task of killing the infant. Nay. ‘Twould be best done quickly and not pondered overmuch. He reminded himself of the debt owed to him by the Silver Wolf. He shivered in recollection of that man’s mother, who he had met at Château de Vries at the funeral of Jean le Beau. Ice had to run in that widow’s veins, for her gaze was cold and her manner yet more frosty. He would have wagered that Lady de Vries possessed no heart. The Silver Wolf had been doomed from conception, perhaps.

      Perhaps his own mother’s kindness was what made Murdoch less able to follow the lead of Jean le Beau.

      “She is wrong about me,” he told the raven, which made a sound that might have been interpreted as skepticism—if a bird could express such a response.

      With sudden clarity, Murdoch saw the seer again, so fair and ethereal. His hand rose to the middle of his chest where she had touched him, as commanding as a queen, as beautiful as a vision. She might not have been real, but he knew she was.

      As real as her questions and the doubts they stirred.

      The weight of her fingertip had burned, fairly boring a hole through his boiled leather jerkin to touch his heart with unfamiliar fire.

      ’Twas better not to think of it—or her.

      He moved to the small gap he had made in the wall of the hut, peering through it. Naught. He could discern only darkness. The rain fell with such vigor that he could not even hear the trickle of the stream that he knew was half a dozen paces away.

      The seer’s name was Nyssa.

      Nyssa. Murdoch whispered her name, savoring the feel of it on his tongue.

      He had watched her since the arrival of the Silver Wolf’s party at Kilderrick years before, fascinated by her grace and beauty. There was a woman to prize beyond all others. She ran like a doe, light on her feet and quick. Her hair was often loose, blowing like a golden cloud. Her eyes were as green as the sea in a tempest and he was glad he had not been able to see her more clearly on this night. He might not have dared to challenge her thus, to be so crude and blunt. Her beauty awed and humbled him—indeed one glimpse of her had convinced him that beauty was a weapon oft underestimated.

      She could slay him with a glance, this one, and he had to ensure she never knew it.

      Nay, he had to arm himself against her.

      He was still amazed that she was so fearless. He could have done her great injury, and without much effort, yet she had not fled. Could she have summoned lightning to smite him? Murdoch would not have been surprised.

      Worse, she had questioned him, nurturing uncertainties he had not known he possessed.

      And she had not retreated, even when he had smelled her fear.

      She was unlike any other person he had known. She awed him. Old Morag had been a healer, but she had never had the power and presence of this one. She had never prompted the conviction in Murdoch that she could read his very thoughts and discern his secrets. Her gaze had never been so steady, so piercing.

      She had never reminded him that he was a man, with desires other than vengeance.

      Worse, this seer made him doubt the merit of his cause.

      Her spell was a potent one, and he was snared within it.

      The bird croaked and Murdoch recalled that its plight had prompted the seer to challenge him. She would do much for others, this seer, and a part of him hated that he would use that against her, making her a pawn in his own scheme.

      He bowed his head, fearing that Rupert would not approve of such an ignoble deed.

      Murdoch knew he should draw out the agony of the Silver Wolf’s suffering, but he dared not grant the that man any opportunity to retaliate. He had to strike quickly, each blow falling in rapid succession, to succeed against his foe.

      To succeed despite his own doubts, before they gained supremacy.

      By the end of the week, the Laird of Kilderrick had to be dead.

      And what then? The question echoed in his thoughts, a query with no good reply, and one that could not be silenced. She was as good as a weapon in the Silver Wolf’s grasp, though one that worked in mysterious ways that could not be readily defeated.

      Murdoch knew he would never sleep. Instead of considering his future once justice was done, he found himself wondering what it would be like to touch a woman like Nyssa.

      To kiss her.

      Not to force his desire upon her, but to have her come to him willingly.

      Aye, to be seduced by her.

      The very possibility stirred an agitation and a need within him, responses that had no place in his quest. Murdoch strove to push them from his thoughts. He had been chaste for years, to keep his focus, and this was not the time to falter.

      The seer was not a woman who would ever come to him.

      He would never know the splendor of her touch.

      She strove to beguile him, and he should not let her succeed so readily.

      His musing was interrupted by the sound of ponies. He sat up, listening, certain he must have erred. ’Twas too foul a night for a company to be abroad and dark, too, with the moon new.

      But the sound persisted and grew louder. It was a veritable herd of ponies, at least a dozen of them, then he heard the lowered voices of men, too. It made no sense. Murdoch left the caged bird behind. Once at the portal, he peered into the night without satisfaction, then left his sanctuary to learn the truth about the arrivals.

      Who came to Rowan Fell in darkness and secrecy—and why?
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      Nyssa hastened her steps as the gates to Kilderrick loomed ahead. She was unsurprised to find Royce still standing sentry. The rain drummed steadily against the stone walls, turning them slick and gleaming. The clouds were so dense overhead that there was not a star to be seen and a mist gathered in the valley where once the Compagnie Rouge had camped. The masons had returned to the south for the winter and she could smell the fires from Kilderrick village beyond the keep, though it was lost in the fog. On a night such as this, the larger and more distant village of Rowan Fell might have been in another realm.

      She was wet beyond belief, the rain having fallen in torrents after she left the standing stones. Her heart was heavy with fear for Dorcha and her innards twisted with her lack of choices.

      How Nyssa hated to feel powerless. Her throat tightened in recollection of the last time, when Ceara had come to her aid, but her friend could not help her now. Ceara was wed and with child, as well as in residence at distant Gisroy.

      Nyssa missed her bold companion more than ever on this night.

      This was more akin to her first encounter with helplessness, alone, and she did not savor the reminder a whit. Aye, that should have taught her all she needed to know of the treachery and lust of men. She was a fool and then some to acknowledge any allure in Murdoch Campbell.

      Royce stood at his first impression of movement, his hand falling to the hilt of his sword. Nyssa knew the moment he recognized her, though he was but a large figure framed in the portal, for he grunted and leaned upon a stool again. His hands were busy and she guessed that he was carving while on duty.

      Royce was a former mercenary who had accompanied Maximilian to Scotland and remained as one of that man’s most steadfast followers. He was an enormous warrior with a long beard, his dark hair hanging to his waist. He also was missing one eye and part of one ear, though neither seemed to trouble him much. He favored silver rings and wore one on almost every finger. As Nyssa drew near, she saw that he was whittling with his knife.

      “What news of future days?” the former mercenary demanded. There was humor in his tone, and Nyssa knew he did not believe in anything he could not hold within his own grasp. Her visions were but a fanciful tale to him.

      Nyssa looked at his work once she stood out of the rain, curious as ever. He deftly carved a wooden spoon, as he had many others, but this one was smaller, with a loop on the handle.

      “Clouded,” she said simply and he flicked a glance to her face. “The weather was so foul that I could not see clearly.”

      “That is unlike you. Where is Dorcha?”

      “I let him fly,” she lied.

      “On a night such as this?” Royce’s heavy brows rose. “He will think you no good guardian, to be sure.”

      Nyssa caught her breath and averted her gaze.

      “Aye, you lost him in the wind,” the mercenary guessed, sympathy in his tone. How did anyone imagine that he was not perceptive? “Fear not, Nyssa. The wild creatures have their ways. Doubtless he will be on your sill in the morning, seeking a morsel of meat after his ordeal.”

      “Doubtless,” Nyssa said, though she knew it would not be so. She shook the rain out of her cape and shivered. The cold within her would be dispelled by no fire. She recalled the resolve in Murdoch’s voice and shivered again.

      “Sit for a moment before you retire,” Royce invited. “It will be chilly within at this hour.” He lifted the spoon. “And I would have your counsel. Is it too ornamented for use?”

      He offered an excuse to linger and Nyssa knew it. There was a kindness in Royce that many overlooked and which she found endearing, perhaps because it was unexpected in a man who appeared to be so rough. She sat beside him, glad of the heat of his small fire in the guard’s chamber and examined the spoon. It was less than the length of her index finger, but ornamented with leaves, with a spiral carved in the bowl of the spoon itself. “I think it is lovely. Have you a recipient in mind?”

      “For the boy,” he said gruffly, apparently unable to meet her gaze. As she watched a dull flush rose on the back of his neck. “He will not be able to grasp a larger one as soon as he might prefer.” Now it was Royce who averted his gaze, shy of showing his affection for Maximilian and Alys’ son.

      “You are a good friend, Royce.” Nyssa gave him a nudge and he flicked a look her way.

      “Anyone else would do the same.”

      “But no one else has done the same, or even considered the matter. But you are right: Michael will want to do for himself as soon as he can. It is his nature.”

      “He is Maximilian’s son.”

      Hearing the admiration in his tone, Nyssa studied the burly warrior. He was armored in chain mail with a sword and a dagger hanging from his belt. His helm was set aside while he worked, but she had seen his speed in battle before. “Would you teach me to fight with a knife, Royce?”

      His sidelong gaze was bright. “Nay.”

      “Whyever not?”

      He stood, setting aside his work, and lifted his hands. “Assault me,” he invited.

      A test. Nyssa drew the knife that Alys insisted she carry, and lunged toward Royce, knowing full well that she would have little chance of doing him injury. She was right. In the blink of an eye, he had caught her hand and twisted her arm behind her back. He held her captive against one wall with her own blade against her throat. He had resolved the threat before she had even gathered her thoughts.

      “Be glad the blade is small and dull,” he said.

      He released her and returned to his seat, offering the hilt of the blade to her before he picked up his carving again.

      “So easy as that?” Nyssa asked.

      Royce smiled. “Were it my own choice, you would have a guardian not a knife. I would even remove that one from your belt.”

      Nyssa exhaled and sat beside him again. “I could learn.”

      He shook his head, resembling a woeful bear more than ever. “You have not the nature to do injury to others. When you carry a blade, all you do is provide a weapon to your foe, whoever that might be.”

      “You will not teach me, then?”

      He shook his head again. “’Twould be futile.” He wagged his blade at her. “I will, though, accompany you whenever you leave the keep alone.”

      She eyed him with curiosity. “You never suggested as much before.”

      He winced. “’Tis a strange trade you have and one I cannot trust overmuch. I am wrought too simple for such portents and visions.”

      Nyssa smiled. “You did not wish to visit the Ninestang Ring at night.”

      “What man with his wits about him would? But this night is a foul one and you should not have gone alone.” Again he shook his blade at her. “Next time, tell me of your scheme and I will go with you.”

      How strange that a man who had no belief in the unseen would sense that she had been imperiled, or be fearful of entering the stone circle at night. But then, Royce’s ability to anticipate danger had been honed over the years. Perhaps his sense was the culmination of many small observations, ones he was not aware he had made.

      “Thank you, Royce,” Nyssa said simply and he grunted. She rose to her feet and took a candle from the store in the gatehouse, lighting it from his fire, before continuing into the quiet keep. He had spoken aright: it was cold. The stones emanated a chill that was damp and penetrating, and Nyssa found herself shivering again.

      “The bird will return,” Royce called after her softly. “Do not lie awake and fret for him.”

      But Nyssa would.

      She could not lie again to Royce, though. Dorcha would not return unless Nyssa found a way to ensure as much.

      What could she do?
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      Eamon, the sheriff of Rowan Fell, was arguing with his wife, Jeannie. The simple truth was that their situation had become desperate. The Silver Wolf had reclaimed Kilderrick after the lairdship had been empty for fifteen years. In those years, Eamon had dutifully collected the tithes and taxes, and sent the appropriate portions to both king and bishop. He had also exacted fees from villagers for minor offenses, though he had no right himself to hold a court. He told them all that he acted for the laird they did not have, and truly, he had been more fair than Robert Armstrong, the former laird and Alys’ father.

      At first, Eamon had saved the laird’s portion, but over the years, he had become increasingly accustomed to considering it his own. The Silver Wolf’s claim of Kilderrick had almost perfectly coincided with Eamon having spent the bulk of the coin he should have saved. Worse, it had not been spent on items that could be sold, save for Jeannie’s pewter plates. Eamon liked a good dinner and he liked his ale. They had bought vittles aplenty and had only their plump bellies to show for it.

      The Silver Wolf had demanded the coin that should have been saved for him, and there was little argument that could be made against him. His demand was right and just—if impossible to meet. The terrible thing was that this hardened mercenary had been gracious: he had given Eamon to the end of the first year after his arrival to raise the coin, then had granted him another delay, to the end of the subsequent year. In but a fortnight, the laird’s first court of the new year would be held on the full moon, and Eamon knew he had to surrender every penny owing to the Silver Wolf or pay the price. There would not be another reprieve.

      It had been a fair sum of money. Eamon still had gathered less than a fifth of it. There were not so many honest ways for a man in his position to raise funds. Some villagers had made gifts to him, preferring that he remained sheriff over another named by the Silver Wolf. He had sold Jeannie’s pewter plates, a matter of considerable contention in their small household, and she had sold most of the eggs from the past year. Their belts were tighter, to be sure. It was not nearly enough, but Eamon had been preparing to face his reckoning.

      Jeannie, evidently, had not.

      “He is a good boy,” she insisted again.

      “Cedric is not a good boy,” Eamon retorted. “He has never been a good boy. He was wicked from the day he was born and now that he is a man—” He exhaled at even the thought of this and flung out his hands. “Now there is naught to restrain him.”

      “Nonsense! My cousin taught her son right from wrong...”

      “So, he has the wits to know when he sins. It does not stop him, Jeannie!”

      “He is her only son. He is a good boy!”

      “He is a man who was overly indulged as a child, who believes that his own desire is the only thing of import, and that no price paid by another can be too high for him to claim it. That does not make a good man!”

      “You are simply envious of him. He has a horse not a pony. He has…”

      “He will have no welcome in this abode with his stolen horse.”

      “Stolen? How dare you say as much to me? We speak of my cousin’s boy…”

      Eamon fixed her with such a look that she fell silent. “How many times did the witches at Kilderrick interrupt his returning party of reivers?”

      “I cannot believe…” Jeannie began, but she had lost her bluster.

      “You know that he leads a party of reivers,” Eamon insisted. “You know that they rode south through Liddesdale at intervals and you know that I chose not to intervene, for the sake of your kin.”

      Jeannie tossed her head. “You could never have stopped them. A dozen young men against you?” She scoffed in a way that did little to assuage Eamon.

      “I am sheriff, Jeannie, and I bid you remember that.”

      “Not for much longer.” Her eyes narrowed and she turned to look pointedly at the two spaces on the wall where she had previously displayed her pewter plates.

      Eamon frowned. “You should not have invited him.”

      “And what is your solution?” Her tone turned mocking. “Will you ask the Fae for the coin? How else will you gather it in a fortnight?”

      He shook his head. “I will face the reckoning of the Silver Wolf and hope for his mercy.”

      Jeannie made an exasperated sound and shook her head. Eamon was saved from her reply, for the sound of horses came from behind their small house.

      “How many?” he demanded but Jeannie was gone.

      Eamon followed her with reluctance to the door of their hut that gave a view to the creek that ran toward Kilderrick keep, where the gorse shaded the stream. A company was hidden in the shadows there with their horses and ponies—a company of rogues to Eamon’s thinking—and he disliked that they so outnumbered him. There had to be the full dozen of the villains, just as mentioned by Jeannie. Half a dozen shadows slipped from the gorse and strode toward the hut, each of them wrapped in a dark cloak and moving like mist over a river.

      A shiver of dread slid down Eamon’s spine.

      Jeannie smiled and fussed over the leader when he reached the door. She kissed the cheeks of Cedric, who was taller and broader than Eamon as well as half his age, while the others ducked into the door. They brought the smell of wet horseflesh and wet wool, as well as the cold of the wind. There was a wicked glint in Cedric’s gaze, which did not bode well for any change in his nature. He was accompanied to the hut by five other men, who stood in silence to watch and listen. One threw back his hood to reveal blond hair and silver eyes, as well as a gaze so assessing that it made Eamon shudder.

      “Well, Cousin?” Cedric demanded, his manner jovial. “Shall we ride?”

      “Ride?” Eamon asked, his gaze flicking between Cedric and Jeannie.

      “It is akin to asking the Fae for favor,” she said, her tone defiant. “But more inclined to good result.”

      “Aye, by choosing precisely what you prefer,” Cedric said, then laughed along with his companions.

      “You mean to go reiving again,” Eamon said with belated understanding.

      “We have changed our route, but we have not stopped. Are you with us this night or not?”

      “I cannot go reiving,” Eamon insisted. “I cannot steal. I am sheriff of Rowan Fell!”

      Cedric smirked. “I had understood that stealing, Cousin, was the cause of your current predicament. Or is it not called theft when you take the laird’s due for yourself?” He turned to his fellows. “Shall we ask the Silver Wolf for his judgement of his dishonest sheriff?”

      His companions chuckled and nudged each other at this, save for the blond one, who solely watched in silence. That one might have been a hawk, the way his eyes glittered, and Eamon did not doubt he would rip the heart from any who betrayed him.

      “Eamon? Have you lost your courage?” Cedric taunted and the blond one smiled at that. ’Twas not a kindly smile and Eamon averted his gaze. The way the company remained at the threshold told Eamon that they had no intention of lingering. They rode south this very night and would depart within moments, with or without him.

      This opportunity had to be seized or lost forever.

      Jeannie gave him a hard nudge. “Go,” she
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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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