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Prologue

According to legend, Esperance was
found by the Seekers, ancient people from old Earth with psychic
abilities including remote-viewing. After millennia of abuse Earth
was dying. Now her people sought new homes among the stars. With
lush, rich vegetation, deep forests, and forbidding mountains this
new world resembled a much younger Earth---an Earth before modern
man had left his mark.

Seeking a simpler life on this
unspoiled and bounteous land, they would tame this bold new world
as their ancestors had tamed the rugged highlands on Earth.
Learning from history, they would take from it only what they
needed, preserving everything else as a pristine
paradise.

Initially Esperance relied on Earth for
items they couldn’t yet produce. Fabricated metals, manufactured
machine parts, and advanced medicines would take years to perfect.
Mining and smelting also took time to become profitable.

Once again, the abilities of the
Seekers came to their aid, helping to locate mineral deposits,
potable water sources and native foods to supplement their diet.
They helped ease strife during the difficult times by exerting a
calming effect toward those around them. Even as the colonists
adapted to this new land, they grew more susceptible to its native
bacteria and viruses, relying on medicines from Earth to overcome
disease.

Without warning Earth’s ships stopped
coming. They were then helpless when a new virus depleted their
medical supplies. Thousands died in the first wave and in each
subsequent wave. As equipment failed irreparably and skills were
lost to the grave, society crumbled into vicious and bloody
chaos.

Many decades later, the descendants of
the Seekers gained enough strength to lead their people out of
confusion. With skills tempered in the forges of hell, these
warriors enforced their will on the remaining few, forming clans to
preserve what little was left.

Refining their Talents, these First
Lords passed those abilities down through the generations, down
through nearly two centuries to the time of Jareth, First Lord of
Clan Brannach.













Jareth, First Lord


Chapter 1

“No, Julian, I’m not coming
home. How many times do I have to explain it?” Viviane asked the
tall, slim man standing in her shop. Obviously exasperated, her
brother was running his hands through his sandy brown hair,
standing it on end. His green eyes regarded her in
frustration.

“Damn it, Viv, why not?
There’s no reason you have to stay here and play the martyr. Yeah,
I know, your husband died just a while ago,” he replied. Seeing the
look on her face, he added, “And we’re all really sorry about that.
But if you’d come home, we would all be a lot happier.”

“Everyone but me, I’m
sure,” Viviane told him.

“Dad and Carl are very
upset by this stubborn attitude of yours. Just come talk to them,
Viviane. Please?”

“I’ll be fine on my own,
Julian. Now please go. I have work to do.”

“Sure you’ll be fine. Have
you looked in the mirror lately, Viv? You’re exhausted, and there
are dark circles around your eyes. For crying out loud, have you
even brushed your hair today? You always took such care with your
hair, Viv. Now it’s all dull and ragged, no shine to it at all. If
this is you being fine, then you can keep it. I mean, what must
people think? Dad’s First Lord and he leaves his baby daughter out
here to struggle and mourn without a penny?”

Viviane was tired, so very tired. It
was just six months since her husband Robert had fallen off a
neighbor’s roof, helping repair it after the storm. But she
couldn’t go home. She just couldn’t.

“Look, Julian, I’m sorry. I
can’t. Tell Dad I appreciate the offer, but I want to make it on my
own. Tell Carl to leave me alone. I’m not coming home and that’s
final.”

“Why are you so mad at
Carl?” Julian asked. “He’s just worried, like the rest of
us.”

“No he’s not. He can’t bear
the thought that he can’t run my life for me.

If I come home, it’ll be the same thing
all over again.” “You’re our baby sister…” Julian
started.

“I am not a baby!” she
shouted. “And that’s the whole point. If I come home, everyone will
treat me like I’m still a child. I’ll never have a moment’s rest
from someone telling me what I need to do, who I should see, or
what I should wear. I got sick of it before and managed to escape.
I’m not going back, Julian.”

“And what shall I tell
Mother? She’s worried sick, Viviane.”

“Tell her I love her and
thank her for caring. But explain as best you can why I simply
can’t return.”

Giving her a brotherly hug, Julian
turned toward the door. Looking back once more, he pulled the door
open and walked out into the sunshine, head bowed. Placing his foot
in the stirrup, he swung easily into his black gelding’s saddle,
and with a sketchy wave turned back toward the clan
seat.

Viviane collapsed on the stool behind
the apothecary counter in tears. Wasn’t it hard enough to make a
living without being harassed by her family?

She honestly didn’t know what she was
going to do. Robert had been trained in the herbalist science and
art. His family had been in the business for generations and was
well respected. But as a daughter of the ruling house, she had no
training in the area. The only way she’d kept afloat was from the
ready- made remedies she’d had on hand when Robert died. Now her
supply was so diminished she’d have to close the doors in another
month or two. So far, there’d been no buyers for the shop. What
could she do?

“Robert, why did you have
to leave me so soon? I miss you so much,” she thought fervently. “I
refuse to go home. I just can’t deal with that whole mess. I wish
you could send me a sign. Something--anything to give me a ray of
hope.”

During the next few days, riders from
the west reported an armed group of men approaching from Clan
Brannach led by First Lord Jareth himself. Rumor claimed he sought
a wife, which was ridiculous. The winter storms had been fierce,
with howling winds piling up huge snow drifts and covering them
with a blanket of ice. No one in his right mind would set out
wife-hunting until spring was fully in evidence.

No, whatever brought First Lord Jareth
out must be urgent. He was supposed to be fantastically handsome,
one of her friends told her. Not to mention powerful. He was First
Lord after all.

Why should she care? She’d buried
Robert a mere six months ago and finally escaped the family into
which she’d been born. She was certainly not going to marry into
another ruling house. She wasn’t sure if she’d truly loved Robert
when they’d married or whether he was her means of escape, but
she’d grown to love him. With the pain she carried from his loss,
she wasn’t sure if she’d ever welcome love into her life again. If
she ever again sought a mate, he wouldn’t be from a ruling house.
She’d had enough for one lifetime.

While changing the window display in
her store front, Viviane’s mind wandered from the tedium of her
task. She thought back to the good times she’d had with Robert.
Taking a breather, she slumped wearily down on her stool and gazed
through the window into the square. A group of horses wheeled
around the far corner under the standard of Clan Brannach. Clouds
of steam rose from their bodies and breath as they champed at their
bits. As they moved closer the armed men mounted on the huge beasts
became visible. First Lord Jareth suddenly drew his bay stallion to
a halt in the middle of the square. With a harsh, angry glare, his
gaze swept the area penetrating every nook and cranny.

Tall and broad-shouldered, every inch a
warrior lord, the handsome man of thirty-something rode as if born
in the saddle. Dark as night, with his black hair blown by the
wind, Lord Jareth’s eyes were twin pools of darkness beneath his
angry frown. Hard as iron and cold as the icy winter winds, his
presence was unsettling. As she watched, Jareth’s gaze seemed
suddenly to focus on her alone, pinning her in place with an energy
and intent strong enough to be a living force.

Gasping, her hand rose to touch her
throat. She felt her face blush under that gaze. “How silly,” she
thought. “He can’t possibly see me behind this window from across
the square.”

She wouldn’t want him to notice her
either, she mused, as she forced her exhausted body off the stool
and back to work. There was too much anger there, seething under
the surface. She was never likely to meet him anyway. Why should he
come to her little shop which wasn’t even in the estate village?
Sighing with growing disappointment, she turned back to her
work



****



Arthur Conright rested quietly as the
tall, dark, and furious First Lord of Clan Brannach stormed to and
fro behind the desk. Angry glances at the falling snow punctuated
Lord Jareth’s pacing. Arthur, legal counsel to the House of
Brannach, was a contemporary of Jareth’s father and had stayed on
when Jareth inherited the title. As he waited for Jareth to get
down to business, the slight, silver-haired gentleman enjoyed the
comfortably worn leather chair, absentmindedly stroking his
moustache.

With his brow furrowed in frustration
and anger, Jareth wheeled to face him and demanded, “It is enough
to endure what nature throws at us. Must I deal with robbery as
well?”

“Has there been no word,
Lord Jareth?” Arthur asked him. “Maybe the weather…”

“Damn the weather and damn
the storms! My men made it to Belfort and back three times,” Jareth
said. “He could have asked me for help if it was needed. Now he
ignores my demands. Despite the weather, he could communicate mind
to mind if necessary.”

“Yes, Lord Jareth. Couldn’t
you use your Talents to reach Lord Herrick?” Arthur
ventured.

“No. As he stands accused,
it is for him to open that door. Since he hasn’t, it’s time I made
a trip.”

“I searched the records as
you asked, and you have issued three warnings. The legal protocol
has been observed and you are within your rights to demand full
restitution and penalties, including The Choosing. Anything less
would be seen as weakness.”

“Very well, Arthur. Have
the paperwork ready for me this evening. We’ll leave at first
light.”

Over six feet tall with the upbringing
of a Warrior Lord behind him, Jareth knew he was an imposing
figure. The men he chose to accompany him from the elite guard were
physically his equal. Highly trained warriors, each also possessed
advanced mental abilities, called wild Talents, which proved useful
both during battle and in guarding their First Lord. Their bearing
was confident and dangerous, giving him the force of presence he
would need for their journey.

Leaving instructions with the officer
in charge, Jareth and his ten man honor guard rode to the east,
their cloaks unfurled in the wind as they disappeared like dark
specters into the fog and falling snow. After four days of hard
riding, tired, cold and irritable, they reined into a small village
a few miles out of Clan Belfort’s center. According to Jareth’s
reckoning, they should be at the Belfort Manor by midmorning the
next day.

Crossing the square, he reined to a
stop as he felt an odd mental tickle, like a spider crawling across
his brain. Using his own psychic abilities he searched the square
for the source, but could find nothing definite. It seemed to come
from a little shop diagonally across the square.

“Damion, do you sense
anything unusual?” he asked one of his men, as he searched in that
direction.

“No, First Lord.
Why?”

“Just for a moment I
thought I sensed an active Talent, but it’s gone now. I’m probably
just tired. Don’t worry about it.” Proceeding across the square,
they left the village and made camp for the evening out on the
common ground as the sun set behind them.

When Jareth’s party approached Belfort
Manor, they were hastily and nervously met and escorted to the
manor and into Belfort’s Great Hall. First Lord Herrick welcomed
him warmly. Tall and silver-haired, with sharp blue eyes, Belfort’s
First Lord had a kindly face, its lines bearing witness to the
weight of his many years as leader of the clan. Despite his years,
he still bore the air of command.

“Lord Herrick,” Jareth
began, taking a strong stance before the older lord, “though I’ve
served notice three times, the thieving from across clan borders
continues. A substantial amount of food and grains has been stolen
and I’ve had several clansmen injured defending our stores. Enough
has been taken that my people will be in serious need if spring
harvest is late. In spite of my complaints, you’ve done nothing to
stop it, nor have you seen fit to respond. I demand the repayment
of all provisions, as well as penalties according to clan law.
”

Lord Herrick’s reaction startled
Jareth. He neither attempted to justify his position nor assure
Jareth that he had dealt with the situation. Instead he seemed
puzzled, frowning at his counselors as if for clarification. While
Herrick conferred with his counsel, a murmur grew among the
surrounding guard. Hearing swords loosen in their sheaths, Jareth
feared they would have to fight their way out as the air thickened
with rising tension.

“The raiding must stop at
once,” Jareth continued sternly. “I realize the harvest was as bad
here as it was in Clan Brannach, so I will not require full
restitution at this time. Instead, I will accept a goodwill token,
with the remainder due after next year’s harvest.”

“Quiet everyone!” The angry
voices around the hall had become so loud Lord Herrick had to shout
to be heard.

“I’ve seen no
communications from you, though your presence indicates something
is amiss,” Lord Herrick finally said, frowning. “I need more than
your word to substantiate your accusations.”

“I understand, Lord
Herrick, and I’ve brought proof,” Jareth said as he passed over the
paperwork Arthur had sent with him. From inventory sheets listing
stolen goods and sworn statements, to copies of his complaints,
there was a huge sheaf of paper to work through. As Herrick began
to look it over, Jareth continued.

“The theft has been
extensive, in spite of everything I’ve done. I expect the goodwill
payment and the women of the clan presented for The Choosing before
I leave Clan Belfort.”

Angry shouts rose from the ranks as
several of Herrick’s guards moved toward Jareth. Swords drawn in
response, Jareth’s men formed a protective wall around him. Jareth
stood firmly, unconcerned before Lord Herrick. The scent of men
preparing for battle assaulted his nose.

“Enough! Stand down!”
shouted Lord Herrick surging to his feet, with papers cascading in
an avalanche to the floor. “Do you want to start a war with
Brannach?” He glared angrily at the crowd.

“Lord Jareth has a
legitimate complaint and proof to support it. How much blood will
you spill? How many lives will you take over a few women and some
grain?”

As the crowd quieted, Lord Herrick
continued his inspection of the documents he still held, while his
people gathered the rest from underneath tables and
chairs.

Frowning and shaking his head, he spoke
again to Jareth. “I am concerned, for I have never seen these
documents before. I’ll get to the bottom of that later. This will
take some time,” he added, his angry eyes sweeping across those
gathered in the hall.

The weight of tense silence settled
around them, like early winter snow pressing down late wildflowers
on the highland moors. Jareth and his men accepted the rooms and
repast offered after their long, cold journey. It would take weeks
to formalize the terms of reparations and for the payments to be
collected, so they endured Belfort’s frosty hospitality.



****



When the final edict was posted in the
village, Viviane was stunned as she read the declarations. If the
fools had gone to her father he could have asked for aid from the
neighboring lords. Instead, he was saddled with repayments to Clan
Brannach and penalties for ignoring the complaints. Why had he let
this happen? This wasn’t like him at all.

While the penalties were within the
limits of clan law, life in Clan Belfort would be much more
difficult for a while. But The Choosing, this dark legend out of
the dim past, while legal and binding, had never been invoked in
Viviane’s lifetime. Re-reading the edict, she saw that all women of
marriageable age who were childless and unmarried were required to
report one week from the date of posting. One tenth of their number
would go to Clan Brannach.

Since she was now marriageable and
without children Viviane was required to present herself to
Brannach’s First Lord. Panicking, she searched the notice again for
an exemption for women of the ruling house, but found nothing. They
may have been upset because she wanted to be independent but were
they really willing to cast her out altogether?

Her blood turned to ice as she
considered her chances of being chosen. There were many younger
women in the clan. Wouldn’t they be chosen first? Why choose
someone who was nearly thirty when fresher faces abounded? Dizzy
and with her heart pounding, she ran to her little cottage, slammed
the door, and leaned against it to stay on her feet. The smell in
the air she recognized as the scent of fear while cold sweat
trickled down her back. She could go to her father and ask him to
exempt her from the proceedings. He’d been anxious for her to come
home. Certainly he would do this one small thing.

Firmly reining in her emotions, she
thought about the consequences of such an action. What if this was
the way out of her difficulties? She couldn’t-wouldn’t--go back
home, and she couldn’t keep the shop open much longer. Everyone in
the village knew her as Viviane Lebrun as she’d not used her title
after marrying Robert. Lord Jareth hadn’t been ruling long and
they’d never been introduced. If she were chosen there should be no
repercussions to the clan or ruling house. If she kept quiet about
her family ties, this might be the answer to her predicament. Maybe
this was the sign she’d asked for. She would present herself with
the others and leave it in the hands of chance.

Since her father couldn’t be bothered
to exempt her from The Choosing, she wouldn’t bother to inform him
of her decision.














Chapter 2



In the gray light of dawn one week
after the postings, the women for The Choosing gathered on the
parade grounds of the Belfort estate, nervous and
frightened.

Striding up to the podium, First Lord
Jareth addressed the crowd. “Custom dictates older daughters marry
first. With this in mind, I will accept volunteers. Some of you who
are younger, with long waits ahead, may wish to try your chances in
Clan Brannach. Once the volunteers are accepted, we will choose
from those left to make up the tithe.”

While his men recorded the names of the
girls who came forward, Jareth once again felt the strange spider
on his brain which he’d sensed in the village. Searching the group
before him, he was drawn to cascades of black curls shimmering in
the soft morning light. About twenty feet away, she was comforting
others with a touch or quick hug. Her concern impressed him. As she
turned to face him, her dazzling blue eyes captivated his
heart.

Regaining his senses, he threaded his
way through the crowd. As he drew closer her eyes sparkled like the
blue waters of a mountain stream in the sun. Lush dark lashes
framed them in perfect contrast to her smooth, creamy skin. Her
mouth was a small rosebud begging to be kissed. She appeared to him
as a fairy princess come to life. Expecting fear or anger as he
approached, all he saw was inner strength shining through sadness.
He cultivated his imposing presence, but she rose tall and met his
gaze.

“Good morning, miss. What
is your name?”

“Milord, it is Viviane
Lebrun,” she answered, as her fingers nervously picked at the
fabric of her skirt.

“Viviane,” he repeated. “A
lovely name for a lovely lady. Why are you among the group? You
don’t seem to fit in with the rest.” he asked, smiling to put her
at ease and pulling in his Talented presence.

“Milord, I am a widow.
Since my husband and I had no children, I was required for The
Choosing.”

“My sincerest condolences,
Viviane,” he replied. “I understand your loss all too
well.”

They chatted for a few moments, though
later Jareth wasn’t sure what they’d talked about. He was
completely enchanted by this black-maned beauty.

“That woman is mine,” he
told one of his sergeants, pointing a slightly trembling finger
toward Viviane. “When the girls leave to gather their belongings,
you will accompany her personally. If any harm befalls her while
she is in your care, it will be your head on the chopping block.
Understood?”

The man paled. “Yes, First Lord,” he
nodded and turned back to record the final decisions.



****



When Viviane learned she was among
those chosen, she felt faint. Her ribs became tight steel bands,
squeezing her breath away. She was about to be sick all over the
parade grounds. The rushing, ringing sound in her ears drowned most
of what the sergeant was trying to tell her. Why was she reacting
so violently? She’d wanted a way out and taken her chances. It was
too late to change her mind. “I am a daughter of the House of
Belfort,” she told herself. “I can do anything I must
do.”

“Are you alright, Miss?”
she heard the sergeant ask.

“Yes. I’ll be fine.” Head
whirling and stomach in knots, she led the way to her little
cottage.

“Is there someone to take
care of your property?” the sergeant asked. “You can leave
instructions on its disposition. When it is sold, the money will be
sent to you in care of First Lord Jareth. Anything you must leave
behind can be forwarded as well. We have room for only those things
which are necessary.”

During the three days she had to pack,
she sorted through the cottage, searching her few treasured
possessions for those that could never be replaced. Though they’d
made a fair living from the shop, she and Robert had few luxuries.
Besides her clothing, she packed her flute, which she’d had since
she was six years old, favorite books, music books, and a few
special gifts from Robert and her family. Put together it looked a
truly pitiful lot.

“Well, that’s everything
for now,” Viviane said when her escort came to take her to the
parade grounds. “I’ve left a letter for my father about the house
and shop. He should have it sold before too long.

As they left her cottage to meet the
others for the journey to Clan Brannach, her neighbors came out to
wish her well. Her whole body was numb, as if this were a dream
from which she would wake. She mumbled assurances that she would be
fine. Lord Jareth seemed to be a fair man, if nothing
else.






****



Their return trip was as miserable as
the ride out had been, Jareth decided. In the gray mists of winter,
the light seldom changed and their journey seemed endless as the
dark clouds overhead confused their sense of time. The cold, icy
winds and snow-frayed tempers tired both men and beasts. The great
draft horses strained forward against the heavy sleighs, slogging
through the ice-covered drifts, and sending plumes of steam from
their flaring nostrils into the cold, brittle air.

He prayed the girls calmed down soon.
Their constant sobbing and whimpering grated on the nerves but it
wouldn’t be fair to punish them. Most had had no choice and it
would take time to accept their situation.

Though the lack of sleep showed on
Viviane’s face, she soothed the others with a comforting hug or a
kind word. The girls seemed to accept her leadership. She, at
least, was keeping her head. What was her story?

Once across the clan border, Jareth
assembled the group during a lull in the weather.

“I know you are worried
about what will happen to you now that you’ve left your clan. Under
my rule and according to interclan law, you are now citizens of
Clan Brannach and are protected by the laws and customs of the
clan. You have the same rights as any other clanswomen, except that
you cannot leave Clan Brannach. You are under my personal
protection until you get established on your own.

“You will not be harmed or
forced into marriages against your will. You are free to seek
employment commensurate with your abilities. Any clansmen who wish
to pursue a relationship, will court you as they would any other
woman of the clan or answer to me.

“Once we reach the estate,
you’ll have temporary quarters. After you’ve had a few days to rest
from the trip, you will be instructed on all the particulars of
your situation.”

Jareth paused to let this sink in.
Their whispering rose like the babbling of a brook as they asked
each other if this could possibly be true. Viviane nodded her
acceptance at what he’d said. Perhaps her calmness would help the
others.

“Milord,” one of the girls
asked hesitantly, “how much further is the estate? Will we stop
anyplace on the way?”

“Tomorrow we’ll stop at an
inn where you can bathe, change, whatever you like. We reach the
estate by nightfall the day after tomorrow, weather
permitting.”

He smiled as their faces brightened to
this welcomed break. “As your First Lord, I welcome you to Clan
Brannach.”



****



While the falling snow softly covered
the ground with another layer of white, the freezing rain turned
the landscape a dismal gray. Viviane felt the journey would never
end. She wore warm winter clothes and a waterproof cloak, but it
was a wretched trip. As the great draft horses pushed forward,
sweating in spite of the temperature, their hooves and the runners
of the covered sleighs broke the ice covered snow with a crunching,
grinding noise, lending an eerie air to the already foreboding
land.

In the evenings, they gathered around
smoky campfires built from snow-dampened wood to fix hot meals and
glean a little warmth, as a grimy film settled on them from the
fire. Their breath turned to frost around the hoods of cloaks and
jackets in the cold night air, which smelled pungently of smoke,
damp wool, musty exhausted horses, and fear.

At least Lord Jareth was patient with
the girls who were upset and crying. Though he looked as tired as
Viviane felt, he hadn’t punished the frightened girls, even if he
was just a little terse when he’d come by to look in on them. Had
positions been reversed, Viviane wasn’t sure she would have been as
understanding.

She used the calm voice and manner she
used when working with horses and small children, doing her best to
comfort the others. There was a mental shift she performed to get
into the right state of mind to make it work. Her exhaustion and
uneasiness made it difficult to reach the peace of mind
necessary.

As the tall, gray, monolithic border
stones came into view three days into their journey, Jareth halted
to welcome them to the clan. Later, Viviane sat quietly to think
about what Lord Jareth had said. Most of the girls felt better, now
knowing they would be treated fairly as new citizens of the clan.
Last night had been more restful with everyone more relaxed. Even
Lord Jareth’s men finally had smiles for them. When the weather
broke in the morning, the world turned into a winter fairyland,
with sunlight sparkling on the ice-covered trees and shrubs,
dazzling as cut crystal.

Though his bearing had softened
slightly, Lord Jareth was still dark and overpowering, like a force
of nature. His eyes turned again and again to Viviane as he spoke,
as if to assure her personally that all would be well.

What will tomorrow bring, she wondered?
Feeling his gaze once again, she looked up into the depth of his
eyes and felt a cold shiver crawl up her spine. Only time would
tell.

Their stopover in the village was
heavenly. A real bath to wash off the grime and a change of clothes
was a delight, not to mention food which hadn’t been cooked over a
smoldering fire. Goodness did it feel great to be
indoors!

Nearly home again, Lord Jareth rode
easier in the saddle. He flashed an occasional quick smile toward
his men and his attitude toward the girls was friendlier. Viviane
thought this was more his usual bearing, if the reaction of his men
meant anything. He might be human after all.



****

After a month away from his clan,
Jareth was inundated as soon as he reached the manor. Charles, the
estate manager, took charge of the storage and distribution of the
goods they’d brought back, while his household manager Adrian
sorted out housing for the girls from Belfort.

“One of the women, Viviane
Lebrun, will be quartered here in the house,” Jareth told Adrian.
“I intend to make her my wife, if she is willing. Living here she
can see what life as a First Lady would entail.”

“Gerard,” he said to the
older, balding gentleman who was his butler, “put Annie in charge
of Viviane’s needs and make her comfortable. Extend my invitation
to dinner, but if she’s not ready, send meals to her room. I’ll
meet with her later and discuss my expectations.”

Meetings took most of the day and it
was late in the evening before he had dinner and retired. He was
exhausted from the miserably wet, cold trip, but hoped his new
clanswomen were comfortable and resting well, especially the lovely
Viviane.

Gerard served him coffee the next
morning and asked if the First Lord required anything
else.

“You got Viviane moved in
yesterday?” Jareth asked. “I trust everything went
smoothly.”

“Yes milord,” he replied.
“I put her in the Rose Suite and made sure she was comfortable. She
was understandably exhausted. The lads were a little while getting
her belongings together, and when they took them up she was sound
asleep.”

“That’s fine. After the
cold and the journey, I’m sure she needed the rest. Advise me of
any worries or concerns she has.”

Nearly a week after their return, he’d
not yet spoken with Viviane, but Annie said she was fine. She had
been eating well and resting. She passed the time reading and
playing a flute she’d brought with her.

She’ll probably hate me, Jareth
thought. She’s so beautiful. How can I ever win her
heart?











Chapter 3


When they reached Brannach Estates,
Viviane was uneasy when she was escorted to the manor proper while
the others were shown to a separate wing. Lord Jareth’s butler, an
older, serious gentleman with just a fringe of white around his
head, led the way to her new home.

“A suite has been arranged
for you here in the manor,” he said. “If you will come with me
please…”

The self-contained suite was charming,
with a moderate bath, sitting room complete with writing desk, and
a large window overlooking the front gardens. The glowing fireplace
kept the winter cold at bay.

“One of the lads will be
here soon with your belongings. If you need help with the fire,
ring for someone,” Gerard said. “Lord Jareth has appointed Annie to
be your companion and help you settle in. Let her know if you need
anything. Lord Jareth extends his invitation for dinner this
evening, if you care to join him.” he continued.

“Please give my thanks to
the First Lord, but I’d prefer to eat in my room, if I may. I’m
exhausted and doubt I could even carry a conversation this
evening.”

Confused and concerned, exhaustion
overtook her while she pondered the arrangements. None of it
mattered right now. And if they woke her up when they brought her
belongings, fine. The bed looked wonderfully inviting and she was
going to sleep.

Disoriented when she woke, Viviane
found her cases setting just inside the door. She stretched, washed
her face, and began to get it all arranged. With no more than she’d
brought with her, she didn’t need help to put her things away.
Besides, she was sure Lord Jareth’s staff had enough to
do.

She began storing her things neatly in
the wardrobe, chest, and bookshelves provided. Her flute, her most
prized possession, she tucked safely on the top shelf of the
wardrobe. Her very best friend since she was a little girl taking
music lessons, her flute was there for her when she felt she had no
other friend.

Looking at the time, Viviane wondered
when the First Lord had dinner. Though she’d been invited to dine
with him, she’d rather stay in her rooms for now. He must be as
tired as she was, and after dealing with the fallout from the trip
he wouldn’t be in the mood to entertain. She was unsure of what
position to take, too, especially if she wanted to keep her true
identity a secret.

She hadn’t long to wait for dinner. The
meal that was delivered was simple but very tasty. A tuber dish and
roast meat with delectable gravy were served with vegetables
unfamiliar to her. Baked golden fruit--a native plant similar to an
apple--topped with sweet spice and rich cream made a tasty dessert.
At least she would eat well. Still overtired from the trip, she was
soon fast asleep once again.

Awakened by the hustle and bustle in
the courtyard, Viviane wondered if she could still have breakfast
as she rang for her companion. She opened her door at Annie’s knock
a few minutes later and the wonderful smell of fresh, hot coffee
wafted in.

Annie was older than Viviane’s mother,
with kind brown eyes and a warm smile. Her gray hair was pulled
back in a low bun and Viviane found her to be efficient and chatty
all at the same time.

“I’m sorry, madam, but I
didn’t want to wake you. You seemed so very tired yesterday I let
you sleep yourself out. I hope you like coffee. I wasn’t sure so I
brought some, just in case, with cream and sugar as you
wish.”

While she talked, she unfolded a small
tablecloth and unloaded the tray, placing everything just so in
front of Viviane.

“If you’d like to eat I can
get something for you or bring up lunch when it’s ready, either
way.”

“Well, I’m a little
hungry,” she said, “but if it’s nearly lunchtime, I’ll wait.
Please, call me Viviane. I’m not particularly formal. And I love
coffee in the morning! Thank you so much.”

“We have about two hours
before lunch,” Annie said. “I can bring you something to tide you
over. Maybe some toast and preserves, some pastries from this
morning, or fruit and cheese? Just tell me what you’d
like.”

“If it wouldn’t be too much
trouble,” Viviane replied, “some fruit and cheese would be nice. I
hadn’t intended to sleep all morning.”

Smiling, Annie said, “Oh no, it’s no
trouble at all. I’ll run and get it for you while you enjoy your
coffee. Nobody expected you up early this morning. I heard about
your trip and it must have been awful! I don’t know why you don’t
have pneumonia! You take a few days to get on your feet. I’ll take
care of you.”

Lounging on the divan, Viviane sipped
at the delightfully aromatic coffee, roasted just a tad more than
what she was used to. The dark, velvety brew teased her taste buds
with notes of chocolate, cinnamon, and rich liqueurs. She had
drifted off into a daydream before she heard Annie at the door once
again.

“I brought a selection of
fruits,” Annie said as she brought her breakfast tray. “Here are
some spiced pears, citrines, and some apples that have survived in
the cellars. And a couple different kinds of cheese. Cheese can be
a bit tricky, if you know what I mean.”

“This is enough to feed an
army Annie! Really, do I look like I need fattening?”

“Well, if you don’t mind my
saying so, you seem like you’ve not been eating so well. I’m sure
being brought here hasn’t helped much, either. If it’s any comfort,
Lord Jareth is a good, kind man. You let me know if you want
anything and I’ll get it for you.”

Viviane’s chin dropped and she wasn’t
sure what to say. At least the woman was honest.

“Thank you, Annie. You’re
right. I’ve had a rough time this past year, and coming here has
been traumatic. But everyone seems to like Lord Jareth, though he’s
such an imposing figure.”

“Yes, he is, isn’t he?”
Annie chuckled. “Well that’s all right, dear. You take your time.
You’ll feel better by the by.”

Annie smiled warmly as she turned to
go. She really was a dear, like everyone’s ideal grandma. She was
the kind of nice old lady who could give a child medicine and make
her believe it was sweet syrup.

Halfway through the first week, Viviane
asked, “Annie, have you heard anything about the other girls from
Clan Belfort? Is everyone all right?”

“Oh, yes,” Annie replied.
“Everyone is doing nicely. A few have gone off exploring, with
escorts of course. There’s no point in them getting lost and having
to send out search parties, is there? Some have gone into town to
look around and go shopping. One or two have hidden in their rooms.
I’m sure it’s just homesickness. They’ll be right as rain in a few
days.”

After waiting over a week for answers
to her questions, one of Gerard’s lads came to ask if it would be
convenient for her to meet with Lord Jareth around two. She wasn’t
sure how it would be inconvenient, so she agreed. Maybe she would
find out why she was here at last. Something a little nicer to wear
seemed in order as she got ready, and at two o’clock she was
escorted to meet with the First Lord.

Nervous wouldn’t begin to describe how
she felt as she approached the study. Giving in to it would be
pointless. I am a daughter of the House of Belfort. I can do
anything I must do, she thought. So standing tall and lifting her
chin, she walked into the room as confidently as she could
manage.


****


Jareth had requested Adrian and
Charles, his household and estate managers, to attend the meeting.
He had learned it pays to have witnesses whenever you have
negotiations in case there is a disagreement over it later.
Obviously nervous as she entered the room, Viviane came in with her
head high, as if to say, nervous though she was, she could handle
whatever came her way. There, just for a moment, he’d felt that
mental touch which was not quite a Talent. It wasn’t quite like
anything he’d ever sensed before. As soon as he’d noted it, it was
gone.

“Viviane,” he said, “have a
seat. I apologize for taking so long to meet with you. Have you
everything you need?”

“Yes, milord. Everything is
fine,” she replied, choosing a comfortable looking easy chair in
front of the desk. “The suite is quite nice and Annie makes sure
I’ve anything I need. The meals have been delicious,
too.”

“That’s good to
know.”

“I was worn out after the
trip and I thought perhaps you’d been busy with all the odds and
ends to sort out.”

“Yes, indeed. I’m glad
Annie’s taking good care of you,” Jareth said, sitting back in his
chair to get comfortable. “You told me a little about yourself
before. I would like you to fill in the details for me now. You
said you were a widow. How long were you married and how long have
you been alone?”

She thought for a moment before she
began, as if forcing her emotions under control.

“I was married to Robert
Lebrun for about two years. Since I am the youngest of three
daughters, I was a little older when I married. Robert was an
herbalist with a little apothecary shop in the village, where we
sold medicines. As a trained herbalist he compounded prescribed
medicines as well as remedies for general sale. They were quite
effective and we did a fair amount of trade. I worked behind the
sales counter. We were comfortable, though not rich.” Pausing to
compose her thoughts, she continued.

“This past summer, just
over six months ago, we were helping a neighbor repair his roof
after a storm. Robert was high up on a ladder clearing rubble so
they could replace the roof slates. Trying to reach one last broken
slate before moving the ladder, he lost his footing and fell to his
death.”

“It must be difficult for
you, since your husband’s death. I am sorry, Viviane. The loss of a
mate is devastating, as I know so well.”

“How so,
milord?”

“My wife, the Lady Rebecca,
died in childbirth with our firstborn. The child died with her. I
know how you must feel.”

“Lord Jareth, I’m so
sorry,” she said. “I had no idea. Anyway, I was left with the shop
and a small cottage. But I’m not an herbalist, so I could sell only
the remedies which were prepared and labeled. We’d had quite a good
stock on hand, but I was near to closing the doors when you came to
Clan Belfort.”

“Had you no other options?
Couldn’t your family help?” Jareth asked.

“My family…” she began, and
then stopped abruptly. “I could have moved back home and they urged
me to do so repeatedly. But after having been on my own, I couldn’t
bear the thought. I put the shop up for sale while I tried to find
something else, but I hadn’t found a buyer yet.

“With your arrival, another
option was presented to me. I’ve asked my father to sell the shop
and cottage and should receive the money fairly soon.”

“This brings me to the
reason for our discussion,” Jareth said. “It will be too early for
you to consider yet, but I would still like to put my proposal to
you. I would rather have everything up front from the beginning.”
“That sounds fair enough,” Viviane replied, hesitantly.

“’Becca died a little over
two years ago,” he continued. “I’ve put my mourning to rest and I’m
ready to have someone at my side once again. I chose you out of the
group personally, hoping to propose marriage after we’d had time to
become acquainted.”

“I see,” Viviane said
quietly.

“You’ll need time to think
it over and more time to finish grieving. Since this is the case,
here is what I will do. For the next month, you are free to use my
home as your own, except for my private chambers. Any place else is
yours to use as you like.”

“That is most generous of
you, milord,” Viviane said.

“Go into the village or all
the way into town, anyplace you wish, as long as you have an
escort,” Jareth continued. “The reason for this is not distrust,
only my need to make sure you’re safe. While I would love to be
able to say I have banished all evil from my domain,” he said with
a smile, “in truth, there are still troublemakers in the world. I
won’t have you harmed.”

Watching Viviane as he spoke, he saw
she was mulling over everything he said. His insistence on an
escort brought a raised eyebrow, but she nodded in agreement at his
explanation.

“Visit the girls who came
with you as often as you like. If you find any problems, anything
at all, let me know at once,” he continued. “They’ll talk more
freely to you than to my people, so I’ll rely on you to make sure
everything is alright. I don’t want anyone to take advantage of
their vulnerability.” He paused to think for a moment, as Viviane
remained silent.

“You are free to dine with
me, or have your meals in your room, either way during that time.
If there is anything you want or need, tell Annie or
Gerard.”

“So far everything has been
fine, but thank you,” she said.

He sat and thought for a few minutes
before he continued.

“After the first month’s
exception you will join me for dinner. I will expect you to take
the occasional walk with me, or sit and talk. There are functions I
will require you to attend as my companion. You should enjoy those,
since most of them are celebrations.”

He smiled at this and thought he saw a
spark of interest in Viviane’s eyes.

“Consider whether you could
accept me as a suitor. If you should come to love me, I would be
honored. If you feel you simply could not, tell me and I’ll help
you make other arrangements.”

“That sounds reasonable,”
Viviane replied, hesitantly.

“After a year,” he went on
after a pause, “I’ll expect a decision. I won’t waste any more time
on something which cannot be. Is there anything you would like to
ask, or anything you want clarified? Don’t be afraid. I won’t force
you into a marriage you don’t want.”

“Milord Jareth,” she began,
“I’m not at all certain what to say right now. My head is
absolutely spinning. I’ll need time to think, and as you’ve
said,

I need time to mourn. I can’t bear to
think about marrying again right now.” “I understand,” he
said.

“I am terribly sorry for
the loss of your wife and child. I know how hard it is to lose a
mate. It must be even harder to lose a child at the same time. I
don’t know how you’ve managed.”

She sat quietly for a
moment.

“I can’t think of anything
right now. I‘m too overwhelmed to make sense. Just be patient and
I’ll try to come to a decision in a timely fashion.”

“Thank you, Viviane,” he
replied, “if there’s nothing you need or want at the moment, you’re
free to go. If you’d like to talk privately I will dismiss my
managers.”

“I’ll just go back to my
rooms for now. I have a lot to think over. Thank you for your
generous offer, but I’ll have dinner in my room this
evening.”

Saying this, she stood, curtsied, and
walked gracefully to the door. Looking back at him with a shy
little smile, she then turned up the corridor toward her suite of
rooms.

Stars above! She was both beautiful and
intelligent. He was even more impressed than he’d been before and
looked forward to knowing her better.


****


Once she left Lord Jareth, Viviane fled
back to her rooms in a panic. What had she managed to get into? In
attempting to escape one ruling house, she was now in danger of
becoming betrothed in another! Collapsing on her bed and trying to
control her emotions, she heard a knock on the door. What could she
say that would sound reasonable?

“Viviane,” Annie asked as
she came in, “is everything all right? You’re upset. How can I
help?”

“Annie, I don’t know what
to do! I wondered why I was here, instead of with the rest of the
girls. Did you know Lord Jareth hoped to marry me?”

“Well, a few of us were
told, but Lord Jareth wanted to speak with you personally on the
matter. Why are you so upset?” Annie asked.

“It’s just that Robert, my
husband, died barely six months ago. I can’t possibly marry anyone
this soon.”

“Lord Jareth doesn’t expect
you to make a decision right now, does he?” Annie inquired. “I’m
sure he understands. Why don’t you relax and get to know him.
That’s how it all starts anyway. Who knows? Once you know each
other a little better, you both may decide you’re not well suited.
Or it could go the other way. What did he tell you?”

Viviane relayed the conversation to
her.

“Is that so bad? Here in
the First Lord’s house, you’ll have plenty of time to recover from
everything you’ve been through. Take it easy and take your time.
You may as well have fun while you’re here.”

After Annie left, she felt better. She
wasn’t sure why she had panicked. She had chosen to be present for
The Choosing and let Fate decide her future, after all. Stretching
out on the sofa, she let her mind go back over what was said as she
tried to figure out what she wanted to do with her life. She’d keep
her family ties secret for now. No sense complicating matters any
further.

Tomorrow she would begin to find her
way around the manor and she’d probably not wait too long before
joining the First Lord for dinner. Though her rooms were cozy,
sooner or later a girl needs to talk to someone besides the wall.
Anyway, with a full year to come to her decision she would have
time to make arrangements of her own which didn’t involve becoming
anyone’s First Lady.

While exploring the following day, she
located the dining room, the main library, and a secluded sitting
room which invited one to relax in front of its worn stony
hearth.

Upstairs she found the estate office.
With unruly sandy hair and friendly green eyes, Adrian was a little
older than Vivian and had been happy to answer her questions about
the manor and its lord. She gleaned quite a bit of information from
him during her visit to the estate offices.

Though Viviane was more than ready for
a little social interaction, she couldn’t quite get up enough nerve
to dine with Lord Jareth. He was daunting, even for a First Lord.
She didn’t have to commit to every night just because she went down
one evening. Depending on how things went, she would be well within
Jareth’s expectations if she took a few days in between to get
adjusted.


****

Though it had been only a few days
since he’d spoken with Viviane, Jareth was afraid she was going to
take as much time as he would allow before joining him for dinner.
He supposed he couldn’t blame her for being timid under the
circumstances. He simply hoped she had found him attractive enough,
friendly enough, or even amusing enough to join him. But he
realized sitting down for dinner with the First Lord would be
intimidating for a commoner, in spite of his intentions.

Resigned to dining alone again, he was
startled and relieved when Gerard announced that Viviane would join
him this evening. Where should she be seated? Dinner would be in
fifteen minutes.

“Since it’s just the two of
us and I don’t want to shout the length of the table, seat her to
my right. Perhaps we can talk and have a pleasant evening with no
yelling involved.

“Very good, milord. She
should be down shortly. If there is nothing else you need before
dinner, sir?”

“Have you sent someone to
show her the way or does she know how to find the study? I don’t
want her lost in this drafty old place.”

“Yes sir. She’s been
looking around the past few days, getting her bearings.”

While Gerard left to finish his
preparations for dinner, Jareth wondered what to say. He had spoken
with her only two or three times, briefly. Bringing her into his
house put her in an awkward position. Though he could face an enemy
on the field and laugh in defiance, when it came to women he always
felt at a loss.

“Yes, enter,” he called
out. If he hadn’t been sitting so quietly he would never have heard
the little tap on the door. Actually, he wasn’t sure whether he’d
responded to the knock at the door or to the tiny spider on his
brain he’d felt once again, briefly as always. It must be a very
weak genetic throwback producing a barely discernable wild Talent.
No cause for concern.

Viviane stepped hesitantly into the
room, looking as though she was having second thoughts about
dinner. Carefully closing the door behind her, she stood before it
waiting for some indication of what was expected.

“Viviane, good evening. I’m
glad you’ve joined me. Everyone else had other matters to attend.
Come over to the fire and have some tea. Dinner should be ready
soon, so sit back and relax in the meantime.”

In a full skirt the color of
bittersweet fruits topped by a cream-colored blouse with long, full
sleeves, and a knit vest in moss green, she wasn’t dressed formally
but was dressed up. Jareth seldom dressed for dinner, but he
appreciated the thought.

Shyly, she approached to the fireplace,
its warmth bathing the room and lighting her face with its golden
glow. Accepting the tea from him, she murmured her
thanks.

“Viviane, please have a
seat while we wait. I’m a terrible host this evening. I was caught
unawares. No one told me you would be here until a moment
ago.”

He hoped to put her at ease. For some
reason, he felt a little unsettled.

Well she had smiled, even if it was a
very small, quick smile, as she perched on the chair across from
him. I’m scaring her to death, Jareth thought, as he reclined back
into his favorite chair.

“Lord Jareth, the fault is
mine. I thought back and forth, thinking I’d come down and then
changing my mind. I didn’t decide until about an hour ago. Your
staff is not to blame.”

Having been taught proper manners,
Jareth offered Viviane his arm when Gerard announced dinner. Very
tentatively, scarcely touching him, she accepted. He took this as a
good sign. At least she hadn’t shunned him outright.

“Dinner is a bit leaner
than it would normally be. This past season supplies have been low,
so I opened my cellars and distributed the goods to help ease the
strain of winter. I don’t believe in hording while I have people
who are hungry,” Jareth explained. “Springtime will soon be here,
with the hope of a better harvest than last year’s, and then we all
will have more than enough.”

“That’s very generous of
you, Lord Jareth,” she answered, warming to the conversation. “I’m
sure your people appreciate it. You know, I can’t remember
my--First Lord Herrick ever being so thoughtful. Of course, there’s
talk he’s not really running things anymore. He’s getting up in
years and they say he’s delegated quite a lot to his heir, Lord
Carl.”

Melodious and enchanting, her voice
spoke to his soul, his ear begging to hear more.


****


Carl, Viviane’s eldest brother and heir
apparent to the clan seat, was a pompous ass who thought the people
of the clan existed solely to do his bidding and supply the ruling
house with whatever he wanted. Viviane had never gotten along with
him. Tall, with her dark hair and Julian’s green eyes, his face
always bore a sneer when speaking to anyone below his rank, which
was nearly everyone.

There
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