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            Easter at Airdfinnan

          

          The Bride Quest series #8

        

      

    

    
      Six years after the end of The Temptress, the family have all been invited to Airdfinnan to celebrate Easter, as well as the knighting of Jacqueline and Angus’ oldest son Fergus. There’s also a betrothal planned between their oldest daughter, Annelise, and Rowan’s son, Nicholas. An arranged marriage between the pair might make sense, but more than one person in attendance is keeping quiet about their doubts. The mysterious vine that bloomed during Bayard’s courtship of Esmeraude is growing again, though, seemingly determined to ensure that the path of true love succeeds. Will Nicholas make a love match instead of an arranged marriage?  

      This novella and epilogue to the Bride Quest II is available in ebook on its own, and is included in the new mass market paperback and hard cover editions of The Temptress.
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            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      2023 is the 25th anniversary of the original publication of The Princess, book one of my Bride Quest series of medieval romances. I’m not sure where the time went but anniversaries need to be celebrated!

      I commissioned a new cover illustration of the lead couple for each of the six books in the series and there are two new editions available for each book, using that illustration. The new hard cover editions have a similar design on the dust jacket to the existing trade paperbacks, and the new illustration on the case laminate. The new mass market paperback editions use the illustration on the cover. I just love these new images!

      I revealed the new covers in a Kickstarter campaign in June 2023, offering advance copies of the new editions to backers. Those backers also had early access to two new stories set in the Bride Quest world. Christmas at Tullymullagh is the new epilogue to the Bride Quest I, and takes place five years after the end of The Heiress. Easter at Airdfinnan is the new epilogue to the Bride Quest II, and takes place six years after the end of The Temptress. Both of these new stories are available in digital editions.

      In addition, Christmas at Tullymullagh is included in the new hard cover and mass market print editions of The Heiress, while Easter at Airdfinnan is included in the new hard cover and mass market editions of The Temptress. I really enjoyed visiting these characters again and hope you do, too.

      You can see the new illustrations and new editions on the Bride Quest pages on my website. Here are links to those pages:

      
        
        The Princess

      

        

      
        The Damsel

      

        

      
        The Heiress

      

        

      
        The Countess

      

        

      
        The Beauty

      

        

      
        The Temptress

      

      

      To learn about my new releases and get additional content available only to subscribers, please subscribe to my newsletter. Knights & Rogues is the newsletter for my Claire Delacroix historical romances.

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

      All my best,

      Claire

      http://delacroix.net
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        Airdfinnan Castle – April 1200

      

      

      

      “She is too young,” Jacqueline protested yet again. She stood in the solar of Airdfinnan, confronting her stubborn spouse.

      He flicked a glance at her as he drew on his boot. It was early in the morning, the birds chattering in the gardens below and the breeze cool through the shutters. They had not yet descended to the hall to break their fast, and the keep was yet quiet. Spring had been cool and sunny at Airdfinnan, and though they were overdue for rain, the trees in the forest around the keep were verdant green. Two foals had been born in the stables and another was due, and all was a-bustle with preparations for the upcoming celebration. “She desires it,” he said simply.

      “She is too young to know what she desires in truth.”

      “Annelise has seen fourteen summers,” Angus explained one more time. “Your sister Mhairi wed at fourteen and is content.”

      “That was different.”

      “How is it different?” Angus raised a hand. “Annelise is as lovely and confident a maiden as Mhairi was at her age.”

      “More so.”

      “And she has known Nicholas all her life, just as Mhairi knew Finlay all her life. Annelise and Nicholas have always been fond of each other, as well, just as Mhairi and Finlay were.” He shrugged, the conclusion perfectly clear to him—as it was not to Jacqueline.

      “They do not know each other in truth,” Jacqueline argued. “Mhairi and Finlay were constant companions. Annelise has seen Nicholas only a few times, and is in awe of him.”

      “That is not a bad thing in a wife,” Angus jested but Jacqueline did not smile.

      In truth, she felt there was little to defend her view but her own instinctive dislike of the choice. She knew that Angus had need of more logical evidence than her intuition.

      Even if she trusted it utterly.

      Indeed, she had trusted her instinctive trust of Angus himself when he had stolen her away, and that matter had concluded in a most satisfactory way.

      She frowned. “And there is the difference in their ages.”

      “Thirteen years is not so much more than the eleven between you and me.”

      It felt infinitely greater to Jacqueline, but she knew her beloved would not be convinced. He was a practical man, concerned with alliance and ensuring the future security of all their children. She understood that well and admired it.

      She also understood what ’twas like to be a prize, a woman desired for her beauty or family alliances, not for her wits or her own desires. She suspected that Annelise had not begun to consider what she might wish to call her own in her life. She guessed that her daughter was flattered that an older, handsome, affluent knight had offered for her hand. Who would not be?

      That did not mean the match would bring Annelise joy.

      “And the moment is ideal,” Angus continued. “Burke, Rowan and Nicholas accompany our Fergus from his training with Burke and to witness the granting of his spurs. All will be gathered here, at our abode, and to celebrate the betrothal at the same moment will only bring joy to all.”

      Jacqueline went to the window of the solar and looked down. The mighty river Finnan flowed around the fortress built by Angus’ kin upon an island. The stone walls rose high from the water, surrounding a perfect sanctuary that she had called home for seventeen years.

      Though truly, ’twas not the castle that made it a home. ’Twas the knight who was laird whose love and very presence made Airdfinnan the sole place Jacqueline desired to be.

      That man came to her and gathered her into his arms, and as ever, she melted into his embrace, familiar desire stirring deep within her. Was it so wrong that she wished for her oldest daughter to find such contentment in marriage as she herself knew?

      “You fret overmuch,” he murmured to her, his fingertip on her cheek. “Perhaps because she is our oldest daughter and the first to wed.”

      Jacqueline’s heart squeezed at the truth in that. Doubtless Fergus would depart once he gained his spurs, and she knew ’twould not be long before her youngest, Ewen, would embark upon his own knightly training. He had seen only six summers but at eight, she knew Angus would ensure that he was tutored by a knight, perhaps also by Burke.

      How had they grown so quickly? It seemed only a moment before that she had held Fergus in her arms for the first time.

      “Be happy for her good fortune,” Angus advised.

      “She will be distant, to be sure.”

      “All will be well,” her husband insisted. “Nicholas is a fine knight with a large legacy. Annelise will lack for naught at Château Montvieux.”

      “Save her close kin.”

      “It is a good match, Jacqueline.”

      “I know.” There was little joy in her voice, though, and Angus pulled back to look into her eyes. He smiled, then placed a hand over his heart. “I pledge to you that we will visit for the christening of their first child and you will be able to assess the magnificence of Montvieux for yourself.” He raised his brows. “Perhaps you will decide to remain there, in greater comfort that can be offered here. Margaux de Montvieux always insisted ’twas the finest holding in all of Christendom and you know she could not bear to be mistaken.”

      They both crossed each other in memory of that formidable woman, gone these six years, then Jacqueline poked her spouse. “You jest overmuch.”

      “I would see you smile again, my Jacqueline.”

      The lady sighed. “I would go sooner,” she said. “Many women die in childbirth.”

      Angus lifted his hands skyward. “She is not even betrothed and you fear for her death in the delivery of a child!”

      Jacqueline frowned, still discontent.

      “What troubles you in truth?” he asked gently.

      “I sense ’tis the wrong choice for her, but I cannot explain why.”

      Angus nodded understanding. “This is solely a betrothal, Jacqueline. Should either party change their view before the nuptial vows are exchanged a year hence, then naught will be lost. And all have begun their journey to us by this point. Let us gather and be joyous. I vow to you that if Annelise does not desire the match a year hence, I will defend her choice to my dying breath.”

      Jacqueline smiled. “I know you will. Never was there a more doting father.”

      He chuckled and she moved into his arms again, reassured. “And there is the smile I sought, though ’tis yet a small one. If you appear to have doubts, that may keep Annelise from grasping her own desire. She loves you so well, Jacqueline, that she would do naught to disappoint you. Do not influence her unduly.”

      Jacqueline leaned on his broad chest, welcoming the thunder of his heartbeat beneath her ear. He was so confident, and she wished only that she could share his conviction. “It feels too soon to me.”

      “They will always be your babes,” Angus murmured into her ear. “No matter how tall they grow or how many children they bring to light.”

      Jacqueline smiled against his tabard, knowing it was true. She raised her lips for his kiss and he lifted her in his arms, sweeping her off her feet as so often he did. His kiss sent a welcome surety through her, heating her with familiar desire and she could only kiss him back with equal ardor. How was it that love could always grow greater? ’Twas a gift beyond expectation.

      And Jacqueline could have no quibble with that.
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      They had all lost their wits.

      Margaret MacCormac was utterly convinced that her family was mad. There could be no other explanation for the folly of a planned betrothal between her cousin Annelise and the fiend Nicholas de Montvieux. ’Twas clear that she alone had eyes to see the truth. Perhaps she also would be the sole one with the audacity to say as much.

      An arranged marriage! For the prettiest and sweetest maiden Margaret had ever known! And arranged by people who had all wed for love.

      Surely if any soul of her acquaintance was destined to win a man’s heart with a glance, ’twas Annelise, but at fourteen summers of age, she had scarce had a chance to do as much.

      Worse, Annelise was to wed Nicholas de Montvieux, of all men. If ever there was a rogue and a scoundrel who treated maidens poorly, ’twas Nicholas. Margaret herself knew firsthand what a knave that knight could be. She knew better than to have any aspirations with regard to that knight and nobleman, but she would not stand by in silence while Annelise was betrothed to him. There could be no worse match.

      Margaret rode to Airdfinnan, the home of her aunt Jacqueline and that lady’s husband Angus MacGillivray, Laird of Airdfinnan, for the celebration of Easter. Their oldest son and Airdfinnan’s heir, Fergus, was to be knighted, while the couple’s oldest daughter, Annelise, was to be betrothed. Nicholas de Montvieux was one
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