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Bailecreag Stronghold — Irish Burren  — 1257

The girl looked so vulnerable, standing alone in the massive hall overflowing with people, challenging each other for a glimpse.

Then she turned and saw Kieran. Shock registered on her face. She stared icy daggers across the chamber, shooting them deep into his heart. Her eyes delved into his thoughts, probing, searching.

Thrusting his jaw forward, he started toward her. She took a few staggering steps backward before dropping onto the bench near the hearth.

He reached her in moments. He could sense her struggle for words, felt her warm breath caress his hand as he reached out to smooth a wayward curl behind her ear. She flinched and he pulled his hand back as if burned. His gaze slid to her father, who stood near the dias speaking with a servant.

Her hand crept up to where his had been, bringing his attention back to her. When she wet her lips with her pink tongue he was nearly undone. Her lavender scent was almost more than he could bear.

“Begone! Riders are coming,” she said, her eyes filling with apprehension.

Shaking his head to assuage her fears, he awoke to thundering horse hooves and the spell of his dream was broken. Still groggy, Kieran listened as he and his men were surrounded. He slid his sword from the scabbard and rolled out of the way just in time to save his neck.

I thought we’d left these plundering English in the North. Orange and red sparks flew from the flames high into the night air as the peaceful clearing filled with the invading forces. Horses stomped through the fire, scattering logs and furs.

Kieran was caught off guard, something he’d never have thought possible. Automatically, his sleep numb arm deflected the enemies’ swords as the clash and clang of metal against metal rang in his ears.

Kieran pushed hard against the Sassenach in front of him, knocking him to the ground near what was left of their fire. The man, evidently their leader, staggered up and glanced around the clearing, then shouted to his men and they were gone. Silence descended as if the attack had never happened.

“Are you all right?” Conor limped across the clearing gasping to catch his breath, brushing sweat out of his eyes.

“Aye. Where did they come from?” Kieran raked a hand through his hair. He shot a quick look around the clearing. His men looked as dazed as he felt, but none were lost, injured or seriously wounded. ‘Twas only a warning, but a warning of what?

Kieran slid his sword back into its scabbard. “‘Twasn’t what I’d hoped for on returning home.” Conor, his friend and lieutenant, clapped him on the back and the reassuring gesture nearly knocked him off balance.

Kieran swept a glance around the small camp. “We’d best gather our horses and move on. ‘Tis not what those bloody whoresons would expect.”

“Aye.” Conor nodded and turned to gather his scattered belongings.

Kieran turned to his men, many of whom were still dazed by the sudden attack. “We’re going home!” he shouted. He pulled his smoldering fur out from under a log and shook the dirt and ash from it. “Patrick, pick up the furs and packs. The rest of you search for our mounts.”

The men scattered to obey his orders. Kieran tied up his bundle and started off into the woods to help with the search.

>>><<<

As the sun began to sift through the thick overhead branches, Kieran and his men were able to pick up the trail of their attackers and follow it to the edge of a wooded hillside overlooking Bailecreag. The rains forced blooms up through the grasses and the smell of wet earth permeated his senses. Kieran dropped from his mount and flattened himself onto the ground. He gazed below in disbelief. The enemy had disappeared.

“What are they doing?” Conor motioned toward the castle below. The ramparts were nearly empty of guards, and the large oaken doors, as well as the portcullis, stood open in welcome.

“Mayhap getting ready for my arrival.” Kieran laughed. “I sent word a few days past. But ‘tis not a good tactic for a fortress to look so open. They obviously don’t know of the men who attacked us.” Or do they? Where did they go?

Words of his mother’s missive raced through Kieran’s mind, but he still didn’t understand their meaning

Your father has passed, and I share your pain.

Pain? She knows father and I never got along. I feel only relief that he’s gone. What does she mean?

Much has changed here at Bailecreag. Come home now, you’re needed.

They haven’t needed me for these past years, she can heal all wounds and woes with her herbs and magick. Why does she feel she needs me now?

His hand washed over his face as if trying to rinse away the ideas floating through his mind.

I’m anxious to be home, but I wonder what’s really going on. There’s something not right and I mean to find out what it is.

“You and the men stay here, I’ll go down alone and see what’s happening.” Kieran stood to mount, but a grip on his arm caused him to halt.

“Are you daft man? We’ll go with you or you’ll not go at all no matter how much you want to get home and start your life as Chief of Clan Hewit.” Conor held tight to Kieran’s arm.

Kieran shook his head. “Keep your eyes and ears open. Let me go in first then you slip in behind me. It doesn’t appear that entry will be a problem.”

>>><<<

Kieran stood alone, his eyes searching the crowded hall. He cringed as memories of past times touched his thoughts, but those times were long gone and he pushed them aside allowing room for better ones.

After many years, he wanted to experience it all. He leaned motionless against the entry, his arms crossed over his massive chest as he gazed, smiling, into the great hall of Bailecreag. A feeling of power flowed through him. Mine to command. And pray I do better than my father. Age old tapestries hung high on the walls, wavering in the light breeze, deterring the chill of the coming winter.

The stairs, like the ramparts, stood empty of greeters. All seemed to be preparing for the arrival of the new lord. A grin slid across his face. Their new lord is here, they just haven’t realized it yet. Kieran’s glance over his shoulder confirmed that Conor had slipped easily into the stables, and the others had returned home to wives and children.

Kieran still wore his battle soiled curries. Mayhap he should have changed, but he’d been in a hurry to get home. Home! Lord and Lady above that has a lovely ring to it!

The servants scurried about their duties, chattering like squirrels. From time to time he noticed one or another of them cast a covert glance toward him, seemingly unsure of the reason for his presence. He laughed silently, but still wondered what was really going on. Why have I not been greeted properly? Where is the steward?

Pushing away from the door, he made his way through the trestle tables. A lone wolfhound ventured forth to sniff his hand. Kieran crouched and grimaced at the pain that rushed up his legs, stiff from the long ride and the recent attack. He brushed across the giant dog’s head and scratched him behind the ear. “Good lad,” he said and received a lick in response.

He stood, stretching, to resume his progress. A muffled oath behind him forced him to stop short to avoid being run over by a hurrying servant whose arms were so full of logs that he couldn’t see over the top. Kieran looked right then left before continuing. His gaze followed the man toward the hearth his feet unconsciously taking the same path. The golden blaze felt pleasant and comforting. He reached his hands out to warm them, and closed his eyes. The corners of his mouth lifted. Home.

The aroma of freshly baked bread wafted from the kitchens when the doors opened. Kieran’s mouth watered. He heard his stomach rumble and he remembered how much time had passed since his last meal. Turning his back to the fire, he saw the dais at the far end of the hall with its long table and started toward it. He smiled when he reached the raised platform, and sat on the edge for a moment, leaning back against a table leg.

The myriad activities in the hall made his head swim. Fresh rushes were being placed in the corner where the dogs slept, and the old ones swept out. Tables were being moved toward the center of the chamber and arranged to accommodate many men, even the oil lamps were being trimmed. The smell of burning peat assailed his nostrils. He hoped they’d remembered to clean out the smoke holes. All seemed in order. He’d sensed the wars hadn’t reached this far south. But after that attack... no matter, now I am chief, now I am justice.

A movement below his right arm distracted his thoughts and he turned his head. A young page thrust an ale cup in his direction, splashing some on the floor. Kieran took it, running his hand through the lad’s hair, red as a sunset and wild as the morning winds. He smiled at the lad, who stared back at him. The child lowered his eyes, gasped and ran back toward the kitchen. Kieran’s laugh echoed through the hall and the servants startled at the sound.

His gaze slid over the heavy cup and rested on the side where a design was carved, a dragon flying over a castle. The dragon’s eyes were fiery garnets that flickered in the sunlight as Kieran turned it from side to side. He took a drink. It felt good as it trickled down the back of his war parched throat.

Kieran stood, and moved around to step up onto the dais. As he ran his hands across the age worn surface of the table, images flew to the fore of his mind. Recollections of days past better left hidden. He’d put them away years ago, now he tucked them away again. Pulling out the richly carved chair, he sat. Now this is my chair. A maid quickly brought a platter of cheese and bread to him, and then backed away, bobbing a curtsey. He licked his lips and picked up a piece, but did not bite into it immediately. He turned it in his fingers then dropped it back onto the platter.

Kieran motioned one of the servants standing nearby to come closer. “What’s your name?”

The man turned and moved nervously to the table in front of Kieran.

“Sean, m’lord. I’m steward here,” he said, with a nodding bow. “I apologize that I was unable to greet you when you arrived. We only received word of your arrival late yesterday. I hope everything meets with your approval.”

“Aye, Sean, ‘tis as it should be.” Kieran’s gaze swept the great chamber. The steward seemed uneasy. Kieran smiled, thinking of his new position. “Except...”

“What? What, m’lord?” the steward said, then held his breath.

“Where’s my mother?” Kieran demanded. “I sense her presence and thought after these many years...”

Sean smiled. “She’ll be down soon, m’lord.”

“Aye, then I’ll wait here for her.” His voice sounded gruff, even to his own ears, but he was enjoying the suppressed excitement his arrival had caused among the servants. He would see his mother privately later to learn of the changes the past years had brought. He’d been only a lad the last time he’d stood in this hall. They all knew, now, he was their new lord.

Sean scuttled away, disappearing among the other servants as he moved toward the kitchen.

Lifting the ale cup to his lips, Kieran drank more of the relaxing, golden liquid. Cool and refreshing, it tasted much better than what he’d had up north during the war. Kieran replaced the cup on the table and tilted his head back. He closed his eyes, inhaled and a sigh escaped. Home.

An almost imperceptible noise caught his attention, he opened his eyes and lifted his head, turning to look across the hall. “Mo...?” His words caught in his throat and tears clouded his eyes as his mother opened her arms to him.

When Kieran stood, the huge chair scraped harshly across the floor of the dais. He looked at his mother again, and she smiled. He strode quickly to the base of the stairs where she stood, one trembling hand still resting on the newel. Servants scurried out of his way and they stopped their activities to watch, mouths gaping open, anticipating.

“Kieran, my son...” Tears flowed down her cheeks cutting her words short.

He pulled her to his chest and rested his head on top of hers, pressing her close. Her arms encircled him and she stroked his back, running a hand along his spine. The embrace lasted only moments, but Kieran felt many years of love flooding back to fill the space that had separated them. I’m finally home. Home is always where she is. Thank the Goddess she’s all right. He released his hold and stepped back to look at her.

Her blue eyes, still clear, shone bright as she smiled warmly at him. Her burnished hair, now laced with strands of silver, still flowed past her waist, but he noticed a slight tremor in her outstretched hands. Why does she tremble in my presence? She still wore the magickal, white moonstone amulet, the Hewit power stone, the energy of his ancestors. Kieran felt a chill of doubt. Has it not protected her?

“You haven’t changed, Mother.”

“Ah, but you have, my son. The lad has become a man.”

Breeda looked up into Kieran’s eyes, her own still wet with tears. Her lips trembled. “Let’s go to the garden and sit for a time away from all this bustle.”

When he reached for her hand suddenly, without a sound, the servants, who’d been gaping only moments before, were surrounding him swords drawn. These aren’t servants. They’re the men who attacked us in the woods. Unconsciously Kieran’s hand lit on the hilt of his sword.

His mother turned slightly back toward the stairs, her gaze rising to the top. “Excuse us, m’lord, but many years have passed since I’ve seen my son.”

Kieran turned to his mother then followed her gaze. A man stood at the top of the stairs in Sassenach colors. Kieran started forward but was halted by the tight grip of his mother’s hand on his arm. A scowl crossed the man’s face, he nodded and turned, remounting the stairs. English Bastard!

Kieran’s mind seethed with furious questions. Why is the enemy in my castle? Why did Mother stop me? He wasn’t one of the attackers but his nod caused them to back away? He opened his mouth to demand answers, but Breeda pursed her lips and shook her head. She even blocked his mental questions, they’d remain unanswered. Through slitted eyes, he now searched the hall for more of the enemy. Nuada’s Hand I won’t have the English in my home!

Kieran pulled away from his mother and strode toward the door alone, glaring at the enemy as he passed.

>>><<<

An expression of satisfaction crossed the man’s face as he turned at the top of the stairs. You won’t? He smiled, thinking of how the old chief had begged for his life. But of course it’s been many years, Breeda my dear. The war continues and our control grows stronger as clan leaders are replaced. Your son will soon join his father. He chuckled on his way back to the Lord’s chamber.

>>><<<

Clutching her hands tightly together, Breeda moved across the hall. The servants shifted back as she passed, and she raised a hand in a gesture of acknowledgment.

When she reached the door, Sean opened it for both of them. Breeda was looking up at her son. The sun sat high and puffs of white scudded across the sky. Recent rains had cooled the land, and winter was on its way.

Walking down the stairs, they made their way across the bailey to the herb gardens. Sand crunched under Kieran’s booted feet as they walked.

>>><<<

Arriving at the garden, Breeda hurried across the paving stones to sit on a bench in the center by the fountain. Water rained down over stone birds in flight with a tinkling, playful, sound. She turned to Kieran but seeing his scowl her gaze returned to the garden. “‘Tis here where I spend most of my days. The flowers and herbs keep me company.” She paused. “I’d feel lost without them.” Her arm swept in an arc across the garden. “So much has changed since your father passed.” Hesitantly she reached for his hand.

>>><<<

Kieran resisted until he felt her warmth pass through him. The control of his grip drew her attention back to him. “What’s happened here that you consent to the enemy freely roaming the keep? Have your wits left you?” Kieran’s mind was awhirl in anger. “These men are killing our country with their ways and their swords, but you permit them to even take over the lord’s chamber? You act as a servant to that Sassenach, what else do you allow, Mother?”

When she didn’t answer Kieran’s gaze returned to his mother, it seemed to him her senses were rattled. The sound of labored breathing reached his ears and he turned to see Sean approaching from the direction of the gate house. Nuada’s Hand what now? The closer Sean came the slower he walked. When he stopped, his eyes locked with Kieran’s as if he was trying to tell him something, but he turned to Breeda. “Riders approach, m’lady. Three lions on red. Henry of England’s banners fly at the fore. What would you have me do?” He looked from his mistress to her son for direction.

Breeda pulled her hand back and stood, her eyes darting to Kieran’s then quickly turning away. She turned to face the steward. “Let them pass through and stable their horses. We’ll be down to greet them soon.”

Kieran stared at Sean, then swiveled to gape at his mother. Anger rumbled through his heart. He saw the tremor in her hands, the forced smile on her lips. “Nuada’s Hand... I’d see what they want first, Mother, ere I allowed the enemy though our gates! ‘Tis plain they’re already here, and one of them at least is above stairs, but how many others are there besides the ones I can see?” He hadn’t meant to raise his voice to challenge his mother, but the words were already out and he couldn’t recall them.

Breeda gasped and returned her gaze to the garden, her back stiff and her shoulders trembling. Kieran placed a hand on her arm, and she softened at his touch.

She turned to him. “I’m sorry, m’lord.” An unreadable look crossed her face. “Tell Sean what you’d have him do and he’ll see that your wishes are carried out.” She moved to the bench, her head lowered. Kieran sat next to her and again clasped her hands in his, but the warmth was gone, replaced by an icy coldness he couldn’t fathom.

So formal with me? No answers to my questions? What’s happening here? Not turning, he addressed the steward. “Send word to the hall to have everything made ready for our unexpected guests.” I wonder, the hall is in readiness now, were they awaiting my arrival or the Sassenach? “They’ll be hungry after their long ride.” He paused. “And Sean,” he added, “always do as my mother asks without question. I’ll not be here forever, and I’d not have her want or need anything.”

Breeda had been tense, but she soon relaxed, her hands still nestled in the warmth of her son’s. “The garden always calms me. I could stay here forever, never feeling the need to be elsewhere.” She paused, an anguished grimace passed across her face. “I’m sorry.” She said, turned away, but not before Kieran saw her eyes darken with a peculiar blankness.

Kieran’s gaze left hers to trace the garden paths. the spicy scent of herbs roused him. He tried to make sense of these new developments, and fought to understand why the English king felt his men would be welcome here. Why is the enemy entrenched with my mother? Is this what she meant in her missive, and again here in the garden when she said ‘much has changed’? That she allows the enemy to freely roam the castle? Who is this man, and what spell does he have over her?

“There, in the corner.” Breeda interrupted his thoughts, pointing. “Your hawthorn bush, the one you planted the day you left. ‘Tis still strong and healthy.” Her smiled died as she looked off toward the gatehouse. She rose and stared down at her son. “Come, they await us in the bailey. We’d best get this over with.”

Kieran glanced up at her, he searched her face for answers, but found none. He lifted himself off the bench. With a flourish he said, “Aye, m’lady, the enemy’s men await.”

She flinched but placed her hand in the crook of his arm as he directed her out of the garden toward the gatehouse.

>>><<<

Kieran watched the flurry of activity the English soldiers had caused with their arrival. Servants ran back and forth, horses stomped, snorted, and neighed as squires grasped for reins and tried to lead the beasts through the throng toward the stables. Shouting assaulted Kieran’s ears from every direction. Dust flew into the air, the ground dried now after the rains. The sun was completely hidden from view by the hills of slate, he thought it must be an omen and kept careful watch for other such changes.

As Kieran waited for the commotion to stop, Conor walked up to stand near him. Kieran leaned aside. “Stay alert! I’m sure their presence doesn’t bode well for us.” Conor nodded and moved away.

An enemy soldier approached, wearing English royal colors. “M’lady, I bring orders from the king.” Looking directly at Kieran, he sneered. “His majesty King Henry of England.”

Kieran’s grip on his mother’s hand tightened and she tensed. Fighting the rancor he felt, he said calmly, “The tables have been set for the evening meal. Join us and we’ll read the orders later.” Kieran turned on his heel and strode toward the hall, not giving the man a chance to protest. This walk across the bailey, with his mother following behind, was Kieran’s silent protest. The soldier turned to look back at his men, and then motioned for them to follow.

>>><<<

Kieran escorted his mother across the hall and guided her up the steps of the dais. He searched the hall and noticed that the soldier had moved to a table at the far end of the chamber. Kieran was mildly amused as he saw the enemy’s gaze flicker around the hall but he noticed that the man’s eyes stayed overlong at the top of the stairs before he bowed and sat. Kieran turned, his gaze following the same path, but no one was there. He sensed someone had been watching, and his mind grated at the thought of the enemy in the Lord’s chamber.

“M’lady, do you desire to wash?” A servant offered Breeda the aquanmanile. Breeda looked up and nodded as he poured water out of the elaborate pitcher for her to cleanse her hands. He turned to Kieran before leaving the dais, but Kieran flicked his wrist in dismissal. His mind was in ferment. Why won’t she tell me what’s happening. Why does she allow the enemy here?

Kieran looked across the crowded hall and wondered how many times these same soldiers had been here before. They seemed very comfortable, holding conversations with the servants as if they were old friends.

The past few years had been hard on most of the people he had encountered on his travels and during the wars. But here the people seemed to have thrived. How? He knew his father had left many things unfinished at his death. Kieran thanked the Goddess for Sean. He was sure the steward was his mother’s greatest resource, and would, he hoped be his own as well. Why is the enemy here? He wanted answers, but since he had arrived home he and met with naught but riddles.

Servants brought out steaming platters of pork and mutton, and one stood behind Kieran after placing the trencher on the table. Kieran stared. It had been many years since he’d seen so much food in one place. Young pages brought mead and ale to fill their cups.

Kieran leaned close to his mother and whispered. “And will the Sassenach join us? Does he not eat?”

Breeda did not turn from her trencher. “He is not well, m’lord. He had his food brought to his chamber.”

Kieran nodded, but tucked the knowledge away for later. I think he’s not so ill as to not eat in the hall, but ‘tis good to know he hovers away from this crowd.

Suddenly the great doors slammed open at the far end of the hall. Kieran stood, pointing angrily. “Lock those doors! I would eat in peace!”

Servants scurried to close the doors. The wind had picked a strange time to enter his hall, Kieran thought. An evil omen.

His gaze flew to the apex of the stairs, but it was still empty.

He caught Conor’s eye, his gaze directing his friend to watch even more closely.

As Kieran pushed away from the table, he saw the English soldier striding toward the dais carrying a rolled parchment. “My thanks for the food and lodgings, m’lady.” He bowed to Breeda clasping the parchment, ignoring Kieran altogether. “You should read the orders now. We’ll be leaving at first light.” Kieran watched, wondering yet again how these intruders had established themselves within his mother’s household. Was it only a few short months or has it been longer? I’ll have my answers soon!

Kieran nodded reluctantly, but Breeda softly placed her hand on his arm. “Shouldn’t we go to the solar? ‘Tis quieter there and more private.” She gazed into Kieran’s eyes. He knew they betrayed his wariness, he’d never been able to veil his feelings from her. He nodded, imitating her formality of earlier. “You’re right, m’lady.”

Kieran rose to help his mother from the dais, then led her toward the solar. The soldier followed close on their heels.

The tears that filled Breeda’s eyes as they entered the solar told Kieran more than he’d learned since his arrival. “I wish I could have told you,” she whispered.

>>><<<

Conor closed the door behind them. No words had passed between them, but Kieran knew that his friend would remain on guard. He could hear minstrels playing and singing songs in the hall. Entertainment meant for my homecoming, or for the arrival of the enemy?

Gazing around the chamber, he found it well lit by candles and the fire blazing in the huge fireplace. Someone was in here recently. Is he watching still, I wonder? Chairs and benches stood close by with tables against the walls with a few leather bound books on them.

“The orders?” the enemy reminded. He cleared his throat, his gaze taking in the comforts of the chamber.

Kieran’s head lifted. “Aye! But remember, your king is not my king and his orders mean naught to me!” He took the parchment and sat on a bench near the hearth to read as the enemy watched. Kieran stood abruptly his hands clenching and unclenching, a black scowl on his face.

Breeda trembled. It was apparent from the furtive look in his eyes that the man wanted nothing more than to leave the chamber. But the door was barred by Conor. No one was allowed in or out unless Kieran ordered it. His face was set in fury at the words he had just read. He dares to steal my estate, King of Kings of Ireland, Nuada’s Hand!

“So, Henry decrees that I’m to go to England, wed where the king chooses, and swear fealty to him? Then he’ll allow me to maintain my own land to rule as I see fit, limited only by my paying taxes to the English crown and being at Henry’s disposal whenever he deems it necessary? Is that the message you bring me?” Nuada’s Hand I think not! I will not pay...

“Aye,” the man said, backing farther from Kieran.

Kieran slammed his fist on a table, and bellowed, “How in Nuada’s Hand could you agree to such a thing?” He glared down at Breeda. “Who’s going to deal with things here if I’m playing pawn to the English king?” Breeda remained seated near the fire. The temperature of the chamber had dropped, and she was shivering. She raised her head. Tears flowed freely down her cheeks, and pain crossed her features, but she remained silent, her lips pulled tightly together.

“M’lord,” the man ventured. He flinched when Kieran turned his smoldering gaze toward him. “I... I must return to my men.”

“Aye.” Kieran strode to the door and rapped loudly twice. “Conor! Let him out!” The door flew open and the soldier spun out of the chamber, not stopping to look back. The door slammed behind him.

Kieran’s gaze returned to where his mother now stood straight, facing him. “Now that we’re alone I can speak and you, my son, will listen.” Breeda began to pace as Kieran had. “How could I not accept their help? When your father passed, we were close to starvation. He’d spent every coin. Even my magick couldn’t fill our people’s empty bellies. Then the English came.” She looked into Kieran’s eyes, demanding his understanding. “Lord Hugo–Baron Grosmont–brought food and clothes. He helped us and told me not to worry about repayment, until your return. He said the king had other plans, and would arrange things. ‘Twas the only way I could keep this place.” She crossed the chamber to stand near her son, reaching to grasp his arm. “I had no choice, Kieran. The alternative was to watch my people, our people, die. I couldn’t do that.” She moved toward the hearth and stared into the depths of the flame. “Lord Hugo stayed on to help as needed. He’s helped in many ways and I’ll not speak ill of him.” Her eyes softened as she mentioned his name.

“You will not speak of him to me at all, ill or no!” Kieran’s gaze was fierce. What evil spell does Lord Hugo have her under?

Breeda bristled but made no reply to his outburst. She strode to the door, pounded twice, and swept out of the chamber when the door opened, leaving Kieran alone.

>>><<<

When Conor entered and stood by the doorway Kieran looked at his friend. “The warring English overran all of Ireland, except here in the West.” Striding to the hearth, he flopped down in a padded chair and twisted his neck to stare up at Conor. “But now even we’ve been invaded. Honor forces me to rescue my mother from this... this Lord Hugo, and if that means we must parley with the enemy, then so be it.” He stood, his hands fisted on his hips. “We leave the day after tomorrow at first light. Tell the men. Those wishing to stay here with their families may do so. The rest will travel with us to England.” Kieran raked his hand through his hair. And Goddess save us while we’re on enemy soil.

Conor nodded and turned to leave the solar. He seemed to hesitate a moment, then spoke. “Kieran, are you so sure her ladyship wants rescuing?”

Kieran stared as his friend gave voice to his own thoughts.

Conor shook his head, glanced once more over his shoulder before he closed the door.

>>><<<

“Aye, m’lord, he’s angry and hurt, but he’ll follow the king’s orders.” Breeda sat on a low bench, her eyes darkened and full of unspoken pain.

“Good! Now you may return to your quarters. I’m sure you have duties to attend to before your son departs.” Breeda hurried away from the chamber and Lord Hugo paced, his confidence spiraling upward with every step.

>>><<<

Kieran’s mind was in turmoil. How can this be happening? He paced in front of the hearth, combing his hand through his hair. How did I end up with this burden? I only wanted to come home and live a peaceful life. Cursed English bastards. They don’t realize their own danger when they threaten my home and family.

He strode to the door and opened it. “Sean! To me!” He lifted one of the leather and parchment manuscripts from the table then returned to sit in the chair. He tried to make out the figures on household accounts, but they had been scratched through many times and were difficult to understand.

Closing his eyes, Kieran remembered his father sitting in the same chair, making judgments, handing out punishments. He ran his hand slowly over the beaten leather, felt the softness of the wool padding beneath. He was startled from his musings when Sean entered the chamber followed by a maid carrying cups and ale. He turned from the book and looked up at the girl. She took the tray to the table, but Sean remained close to the door.

“Ale, m’lord?” she said, filling the cups.

“Aye, and keep it coming. Sean, you hover by the door like a scared rabbit. I do not bite, man!” Returning to study the figures, he hardly noticed Sean had finally moved closer until he heard the shuffling of feet. He glanced up to see the steward moving about, checking that the room was tidy.

“Leave off and join me.” Kieran took the ale cup from the maid and inched forward in his chair. “What happened here?” He tapped the page with his finger three times. “I can’t tell by these household accounts, but when I arrived a short time ago, I thought all was as before. I see now ‘tis not. My father destroyed much more of our accounts than I thought.” Kieran glanced up at the steward. “Why didn’t the other clans come to aid her?”

Sean bent his head respectfully and sighed. “You’ve been away many years, m’lord. I remember you as a lad before you left so many years ago. Even then his lordship, your father, was estranged from the clans. After he’d made alliances with the English, they wouldn’t even speak his name. The clans hoped to gain your lands and return them to Irish hands after he passed. They knew of his greed, and they knew it wouldn’t be long before the English saw it too. Some offered marriage when he was...” He hesitated a moment. “...gone. Her ladyship would have none of them. By brehon law she can rule the land by herself, and she did. She’s a strong woman, her ladyship, but her dabbling in herbs, potions, and healing kept most of them away. They thought her a witch.”

They weren’t far off. Kieran rubbed his thumb across his chin, thinking. “Aye, we do have a long history of that.” He smiled.

“Look to your pallet, Sean. We’ll go through these again in the morn.” Dismissing him, Kieran leaned back into the chair, but sensed that he wasn’t alone. He turned. The maid was refilling his cup. He shrugged, his attention returned to the parchment in front of him, until he became aware of her standing beside his chair. She stroked her finger across his shoulder blades.

“You can go now,” he said, shutting her out of his mind. She flounced to the table and lifted her tray, then swirled from the chamber. Kieran heard the door slam behind her.

Thoughts of his father returned, unbidden. Late at night when Kieran was small, his father spent long hours here in his solar. He wouldn’t... or would he? Kieran shook his head, he didn’t want to know.

Going over figures, pacing and thinking, kept Kieran up until the first rays of the sun stretched fingers over the silver hills and lit on the chair where he dozed. His empty cup lay beside him on the rush covered floor. He rose at last, stretched, and left the chamber to break his fast and mayhap get some much needed sleep, if dreams of her didn’t invade his thoughts.

He sat on one of the benches left out from last night’s entertainment. The servants brought him cheese and fruit. A maidservant approached. “Ale, m’lord?”

“Nay, I’ve had my fill of ale. Bring mead!” The girl nodded and scurried away for a pitcher of the golden brew.

Kieran swallowed the food, washing it down with the honeyed drink then he rose and wandered toward the door. He noticed not a cup remained on any table in the hall. The Sassenach did not break their fast in my hall. He smiled.

The weather remained fair for the English to leave. Kieran knew his men would begin packing later in the day. He stood at the entrance and watched some of the Sassenach soldiers ride off, glad to see them depart. But not all of them are gone, are they? Some remained to travel with him making sure he stayed the course. And one remained above stairs in the Lord’s chamber, and Kieran would do anything to remove him from his castle. He barred his teeth in frustration. Nuada’s Hand how many others are still here? As he walked to the stairs and slowly ascended he felt as though he’d not slept in a sennight.

A maid ran hurried past him. He reached out and held her arm and her head shot up, startled. “Tell them not to wake me! I’ll rise when I’m rested.” She bobbed a curtsey and moved away, scurrying down the stairs to pass the order on then shifting to glance back before quickly moving across the hall.

Kieran placed his hand on the railing for support as he went up to his chamber. He saw the carvings on the wall made long ago by the child he’d once been, ancient Gaelic symbols to mark challenges taken and won. At the time, he had felt he gained strength from them, but now he wondered.

>>><<<

He pushed open the heavy door to his chamber and went inside. He leaned back against the wall and shut his eyes. The rush mats smelled fresh. The only furnishings were the bed and a bench near the hearth. His arms and trunks stood against the wall, he needed nothing more. Closing the door behind him, Kieran moved to the bed. It looked inviting. He ran his fingers through the covering of furs, feeling their warmth. Sitting on the edge, he watched the fire smoldering before he circled to the hearth, crouched down on his haunches, and added more logs.

Slipping off his leather shoes and chausses, he untied his braies at the knees and slid them off, then pulled his leine over his head and tossed it on the floor. His gaze returned to the bed. He yawned, walked over, and collapsed on the furs. He had no idea how he would deal with the enemy king, or Lord Hugo for that matter. When I wake I will demand to speak to him. He curled up, and a dreamless sleep captured him immediately.

>>><<<

Kieran rested a few hours before he rose to meet more of the people who cared for his castle and his mother. He toured the keep with Sean before delving into the castle’s accounts. He felt uncomfortable leaving in the morn but he knew he had no options.

His dilemma was the enemy who would remain behind. Kieran knew it was time to confront the Sassenach, Lord Hugo, but his mother wouldn’t allow it.

After the evening meal he returned to his chamber to sleep, as morning was but a short time away.

>>><<<

“Is everything prepared?” Kieran asked when he reached his men packing carts for their journey. Meats and cheeses as well as breads and ale went into one cart. Tools and repair equipment were loaded into another.

Conor turned from checking provisions. “Aye! The foolhardy English travel with us. They say ‘twill take us only a few days to reach Wexford.” He nodded, directing Kieran’s attention toward the hall. “But I’d say the roughest part of your journey is about to begin.”

Kieran looked up to see his mother moving toward him. Lord Hugo walked boldly at her side. Breeda stopped to speak with the men and women who helped with the packing. She looked so relaxed and happy, but Kieran’s attention was riveted on Lord Hugo. “Nay, the hardest part will be to persuade the enemy king to release me so I can return and free her from the spell he’s cast over her.” Kieran’s senses recoiled as he felt the confident strength of the man’s grip on his mother’s arm and her heart. He forced himself to speak pleasantly.

“Good Morn, m’lady.”

“And to you, m’lord.” Breeda carried a long, cloth covered object. She lifted it slightly, handing it to Kieran, then bowed as he took it from her hands.

He felt its weight. “What’s this?”

She glanced sideways at Lord Hugo whose face was impassive. “The Chief’s sword.” She raised her eyes to Kieran’s face. “‘Tis yours now.”

Kieran hesitated, then parted the cloth. A sharp intake of breath caught in his throat. The sword covered with jewels, garnets, amethysts, emeralds, and topaz flashed brightly in the sun. On the handle was the family dragon, the fierce head forming the standard pommel, with the castle carved onto the guard. It resembled the carving on the cup he had used on the day of his arrival. Kieran had never set eyes on it before, but he knew it instantly from family legend. Mother must have kept it hidden. I know Father would have sold it if he’d known. This sword has been passed down from family to family by my Celtic ancestors. It was theirs, and now it’s mine. A magickal sword if all accounts are to be believed. And Kieran did believe.

He raised the sword high into the air. Warmth and energy shot through his fingers and up his arm, prickling every nerve along its path to his heart. Kieran jolted as the power raced through him.

Lord Hugo grasped Kieran’s other arm and pulled him close. “I’ll allow you your sword only because you’ll be with my men. You’ll need it to swear fealty to the king.”

Kieran glared at Lord Hugo, burning his enemy’s face into memory. He was close enough to cut the man down, but cautious enough not to. At least not yet. Kieran pulled his old sword out of its war scarred scabbard and handed it to Conor before replacing it with his new one.

He gathered his mother to his chest, holding her tight. “Thank you, m’lady! I’ll cherish this sword always,” he whispered into her ear, “as I cherish you. I’ll return as soon as I can.” He pushed away to place a kiss on her forehead. Breeda’s eyes filled with tears and he again embraced her. When will I see her next? Will I ever see Ireland again after I step foot on English soil?

Raising his head, Kieran caught Sean’s attention and motioned him forward. Lord Hugo tried to stop the steward, but Kieran’s gaze forced him away. Kieran placed his mother’s hand in Sean’s grasp. “Take care of her, and keep her safe until I return.”

Kieran pulled himself up onto Tully, his waiting steed and, at a wave of his hand, the men moved out through the gates. He spared a backward glance at his mother and his home, then followed his small group of soldiers out of the keep. His eyes misted at the thought of never seeing them again, but that wouldn’t happen, he’d make sure of it.
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Well past the limestone plains of the burren, the land gave way to farms as their journey took them to the vale of Tipperary and beyond to the harbor at Wexford.

Conor rode up alongside Kieran. “The men are concerned you may be placing them in danger,” He said bluntly. 

Kieran tilted his head slightly to look at the man who’d been his friend, and as near to a brother as he had, for many years.

Kieran’s sword vibrated softly against his hip. He laid a hand on it. “Danger? When have they ever feared danger? Did they become soft, returning home these last few days?” He felt a smile curl on his face. “The men who wanted to stay did so?”

“Aye. But those that accompany us are uneasy. You usually share your plans. You’ve been secretive about this trip and the quest on the enemy soil since the beginning. They’re curious, ‘tis all.” Conor looked back at the men, before his gaze returned to Kieran.

Kieran knew he must keep his plans to himself. ‘Twas the enemy in their midst, trying to incite dissention. My men I trust, but the king’s men travel in my party. I’ve no wish to share my plans with anyone but the king.

What will I say to him? He’ll have his barons with him. I must be prepared for that. He grinned to himself. Mayhap I’ll enjoy playing with the lass he chooses until I force her to hate me and refuse to wed. ‘Twould wreak some pretty havoc with the king’s plans. Kieran smiled, then glanced at his friend, his face serious again.

“Remember that the enemy travel with us. Help me keep watch on them and our own men. We must avoid trouble if we can.” Kieran looked straight ahead. “I’ll share my plans with you alone tonight when we camp. I’d like to make the trip without stopping, but I know ‘tis impossible.”

Conor pulled up, wheeled his horse around, and headed back toward the rear of the line. Kieran turned to watch him go. He knew his friend would watch out for the men, quietly, without arousing suspicion. He was also sure Conor would keep trouble at a minimum.

>>><<<

The sun had reached its zenith when the enemy leader moved to the front of the line. He rode in silence for a while before Kieran turned to look him. Kieran lifted the leather lesan from the hook on the side of his saddle, took a long drink of ale then offered the skin to his enemy. The man made a noise of disgust and turned his horse around. Kieran shrugged and smiled.

Conor took the leader’s place. He grasped the lesan from Kieran and drank before he returned it. “Odd traveling companions,” he said lightly. He looked back over his shoulder and chuckled.

Kieran rode forward, leaving Conor at the head of the cavalcade. Gazing around the countryside, he saw ‘twas lush and green as they neared the mouth of the Shannon. Blue skies patched with white clouds led to the horizon and their destiny: Wexford, and then English soil. Ash, oak, and willow dotted the landscape, tossed back and forth in the warm breezes. Black and brown wattle and daub huts with thatching sparse in places were built in clusters near castles and manors. Homes of the clans, the people who wouldn’t help his mother when she needed it.

Kieran kept the party as close to the woods as possible, though most of the area they traveled was flat farm country. Kieran wanted no part of the other clans, and no trouble either. The terrain became more populated the farther east they traveled, and he became more watchful. The sparse woods were also home to thieves and cut throats.

He swiveled on his stallion to look at the men behind him. Brave and daring, his men would give their lives for him. He was proud to have them with him, proud to call them friends. But the others, the English , he’d have to watch them closely. He sensed their unrest at traveling through an unknown country, especially while guarding an enemy who might have friends lying in wait. He smiled to himself knowing there were no friends, no one to harm them, but the enemy didn’t know this.

Turning around again he ducked under a low hanging branch then stretched his legs, arched his back, and flexed his fingers. His mind traveled ahead to the harbor of Wexford and the shores of the English king. He’d never even seen the channel or traveled on water. He experienced a moment’s unease. What will it be like? He remembered stories of men lost at sea and had to be sure he wasn’t to become a legend before his time.

>>><<<

The sun deepened into the valley behind them leaving the sky a mass of pink and gray. The shadows had lengthened and Kieran, tired of riding, held up his hand. They stopped in a clearing and he could hear his men talking, but they were careful to keep their voices low.

Conor rode up and Kieran glanced across at him. “We’ll camp here. I know we’re all tired and my stomach growls for some victuals.”

The clearing was protected on three sides by woods and undergrowth, with a looming stone gray outcropping on the fourth. ‘Twill be a good site. There are still English troops to watch out for, but I’m more worried about the ones traveling in this party. The heat of his sword against his leg warned him to take care.

Sliding from Tully he pushed a short way through the undergrowth to relieve himself. When he returned to the clearing, he gazed around at his men. They had gathered together and were building a fire for the evening meal. Kieran loosened the girth and pulled the saddle off then brushed the sweat from his horse with bunches of dried grass then tethered him to a nearby tree.

The air was much cooler here than at home and the fire felt good. Besides, it had been a while since they’d had a hot meal, this morn they’d eaten only cheese and fruit.

The English made spiteful comments as they set up their area of camp.

“Can’t wait ‘til we are on civilized soil.” Said one of the enemy men, as they built their camp.

“Aye, this is not the battle I came for.” Another answered, “but ‘tis what the king wants.”

The leader headed off problems, forcing his men to camp a distance from Kieran’s, but still close enough to keep him in sight.

Conor moved closer and Kieran stepped to his friend’s side. “I’ll speak to you alone when the English aren’t watching.”

“Aye.” Conor winked at Kieran. “I’m going to gather more firewood for the night.” Conor turned and walked away toward the thicker wooded area. Kieran headed toward the fire and the remainder of his men.

Soon the golden flames blazed brightly through the darkness. Plaids and fur pelts were laid on the ground by each of the men, they were tired from the day’s travel and ready for rest. There would be no sleep with the enemy in camp. The ride would soon be over, but the journey, ‘twas just beginning.

Kieran finished eating, selected a suitable resting place where he could view the whole camp. He threw down his pelt before walking casually toward the woods. Conor left the clearing several yards distant, as they had planned, away from camp where they could still watch, but speak privately.

Kieran watched Conor’s approach through the low lying brush. He’d leaned against a huge boulder, his hands clasped in front of him. Conor moved to a low rock nearby and joined his friend.

Kieran spoke. “I’ve been ordered to wed where the enemy king chooses. I’m sure we’re now being watched by that same enemy’s man, their leader is one of Lord Hugo’s men.”

He moved restlessly. “I do not want to agree to this heinous bargain, particularly the marriage part, but I’m not sure how to persuade the king to listen. He’ll be demanding my fealty and passing out threats. I’m sure we’re not safe yet. I must make our needs clear to him since he seems unaware of his new country’s customs. If he wants my obedience that he’ll hear me out. Afterwards, if we still own our heads, it is to be hoped we can return home. I must free my mother from Lord Hugo’s hold.”

Conor raised an eyebrow. “Aye. ‘Tis a fine challenge, but we’ve defeated worse fates before my friend. We’ll get through this as well.”

Kieran waited to see if Conor had more to say, but his friend remained silent. “I’ve no plan yet of how to persuade him, and don’t even know where he is, but I’ll have a plan when I meet him. We’ll speak of this again on English soil.”

Conor leaned in closer. “I’ve heard they battle with Wales, but the king moves a great deal, and keeps his location secret. But take comfort, Kieran, we will find him. His men surely know where he is.” Conor stood and turned to leave, but stopped to listen before he continued back to camp.

Kieran sat alone a moment longer and waited until he heard Conor talking to the men, then returned to his own pallet.

As tired as he was, Kieran had difficulty finding rest. He tossed and turned, trying to get comfortable. He was used to sleeping on the ground, but plans and dreams kept his mind active. Who does the king have in mind for me to wed? Surely ‘tis some ugly old hag he hasn’t been able to marry off yet. How will I get out of this decree and yet keep myself safe to return home? How can I get Lord Hugo away from my mother? Who is he, anyway? What does he want? Kieran was sure it wasn’t charity that directed the man’s actions. More likely greed. A cold anger stabbed Kieran’s heart as he thought of the man who had insinuated himself into his mother’s household, his home.

A lone wolf howled in the distance, and he heard the scampering of tiny feet as some creature ran through the camp in search of food. Kieran pulled his fur up to his shoulders. He felt a tingling sensation of his sword, and was glad of its presence. It kept him alert on this dangerous journey.

When he finally rested, the woman troubled his dreams again. Long, honey blond hair plaited in a thick braid down her back, she moved like a swan across the chamber of his mind. She’s the lass I’m to wed, not some shrew of the English court chosen by Henry. She was familiar to Kieran. He’d seen her many times before, hauntingly directing his destiny, but...

>>><<<

...tonight she wasn’t alone. The flaxen beauty wore her hair loose, rippling past her waist and tied back by tiny braids extending from her forehead to a thong at the back of her head. ‘Twas also interlaced with a ring of flowers. Her skin was sun kissed, golden. She held her head proudly as the wind combed her magnificent tresses. Standing on the hillside, she watched the progress of a dark band of men below.

Another stood beside her with a pale complexion with the blush of youth but her spirit felt dark, and her eyes shifting, watching. So familiar was he, so emboldened by their lucidity, that he could almost touch them, hear them speak to each other.

He loved these dreams. They’d taken him on journeys away from the horrors of war and helped him keep his sanity. But now, they’d returned. What does it mean? Who is she? When will I meet her and who is her companion?

>>><<<

A raven’s caw roused him, and he opened his eyes. His men were already dragging themselves up from their pallets. Rising, he stretched, shook out his fur to loosen the dirt and leaves, then rolled it up to ready pack onto Tully’s back. The men built up the fire, and it felt good as he moved closer to its warmth.

Kieran stood in the center of the clearing. The few English that traveled with them stopped to watch, but their leader kept them close to him. Kieran addressed his own men. “Today we arrive at the harbor in Wexford. Any who wish to stay may still do so. This will be your last chance.” He read their faces as he glanced from one man to another, but no one made a sound.

Kieran understood they were all willing to make the voyage across the channel. Some even seemed anxious to see English soil. It was clear, the enemy wanted to see home again. Snatching cheese and bread from their packs, they swung onto their horses to begin the last leg of their journey.

The English leader, unlike yesterday, moved to the front beside Kieran and stayed there throughout the remainder of the journey.

Kieran knew





























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





