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​CHAPTER ONE
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December 1, 512 AD

A specter of war hung heavy on the Irish horizon. Gwenevieve scanned the yard, seeking it out. Surely, an outline of its ghost hung there in the bare branches of the trees. Would that she had a little more light, but the sun was slow to rise this morning. Bucket in hand, she strode out the door of her family’s roundhouse, headed for the spring. Dots of ice hung here and there from the trees and as the sun first’s tentative rays touched them, sparks plumed across the emerald landscape. She adjusted the gold clip that held her grass-hued wool cloak closed. She wore green to beckon spring.

A little sympathetic magic never hurts.

A dozen or so new huts dotted her family’s property. One was for her mother’s laying in, but they’d built the others for a different purpose.

She remembered the work their family put into them in preparation for the arrival of the harshad warriors, only praying they never arrived. The Tanny and other men around the area whispered that the Macken family must be out of their minds to build structures that would stand empty. But their family knew that they would be put to good use.

Last night, several men and women had come. They now occupied those huts.

She prayed they weren’t the warriors for whom they’d been built. Though, she suspected otherwise.

Gwenevieve sniffed the air, seeking a sign the fabled war crept ever closer, but smelled only frost. A raven, sitting on a tangled branch in the grove, sensed something amiss and let out a screech.

“Hush you,” she said. Whether or not the bird listened or grew tired of screaming, it fell silent. The silence satisfied her. She didn’t need its prophetic voice. She felt the dread thick in the air.

Regardless, there was no going back to sleep. She paused at the edge of the spring and knelt down, dipping the bucket in.

Filled, she set it aside and drew her hands through the icy water. Shock tingled down her fingers. She grimaced at her reflection, the pink the weak sun was already placing in her light, thin cheeks and nose. Her red curls askew, the crimson sleepy streaks radiating across the whites of her forest green eyes.

Gwenevieve drew her hands from the water. Cold wind threatened to chafe her skin and still, she raised her hands to the sky, ignoring how the breeze affected her bones. Cows and horses called for their breakfast and she knew it wouldn’t be long before more members of her clan joined the morning routine.

With the chill tickling her nose, she took a deep breath and settled herself. “Hallowed Mother, bless our night, and our day.” She lowered her hands, sprinkling droplets on the dried grass beside her. She leaned forward to splash water on her face. Wind whipped up her sleeve.

“You’ll never catch a fish that way.”

She gasped, lunged for the knife in her boot, and flumped, forearms first, into the water.

Enraged, she growled and pushed herself away from the spring. A man stood not far away. Tall, with strong arms crossed over a broad chest.

“By the gods!” she gasped, wiping water from her arms. “Warn a lady if you plan on sneaking up on her.”

She couldn’t remember seeing anyone out this morning save herself.

“Where is the fun in that?” He offered her his strong hand. That hand connected to a fine forearm, to a bulging bicep. If one didn’t stare above his throat, anyone might consider him fetching. That craggy face of his, though, ruined the effect.

“Come, now,” he said, a hint of mirth in his voice, “it’s too cold to play in the water like that.”

Her father’s guards always watched over her, but this one was new, arrived only last night. She didn’t recall his name. Malcolm or Marchan, or some such name like that. “What if I was stepping out for a bath?”

The man smiled. “Then it is indeed my lucky day.” He grasped her forearm and helped her stand.

Water trickled between her breasts. She frowned and swiped at it with annoyance. “If you followed me there was no luck involved.”

“Aye, maybe I was following you, but you’re Sir Fintan Macken’s daughter. Gwenevieve by name, if I remember correctly.”

She nodded. “That I am.”

“Then you, especially, shouldn’t be out here alone.”

She set her jaw as she studied him. Who was this person to tell her what to do? On the other hand, she knew he spoke logic as her father did have his enemies. “Men know my family. If they’re smart, they know to keep their distance until we come to them.”

He narrowed his eyes. “I don’t refer to mere men.”

Her gaze flitted to the landscape. “I’ve seen nothing else so threatening this morn.” She paused a moment, studying the man. “Forgive me. I don’t remember being introduced.”

The man paced along the spring’s edge. She wrapped her arms around herself, warding off a sudden gust of chilly breeze. Her companion knelt and plunged a hand into the water, and caught a fine salmon. She thought him pleased with his wriggling catch as he placed it in a canvas bag hanging from his shoulder. “That is because no one is here to make introductions. You’ll have to do it. You’re the lord’s daughter...”

“You’re his servant ... Marchan?” She handed over the pail. “Since you’re paid to follow me, mayhap you can carry this for me.”

He fingered his sword hilt. “My name is Maedus. And I don’t remember this being part of our deal with your father.”

She sneezed. “Neither is the headache you’re giving me.”

Maedus sighed and slipped off his cloak offering it to her. “Fine, but I insist you take this. Your father will kill me if I let you catch cold.”

“That’s true. He might not need more incentive than that to put you to the sword.”

Maedus grinned. “You wouldn’t want that, now would you?”

By the way his sleeves bulged beneath his tunic, she didn’t believe her father would have a chance against this guard. Not at his age.

She blushed and pulled her hair out of the way as he slipped his cloak around her shoulders.

Something growled and she laid her hand to the hilt of her weapon. Maedus’ was already in his hands, she noticed. She peered along the far edge of the grove that lined her property.

“Do you see anything?” she whispered.

Underneath the growl, silence lingered so deep she chanced a glance over her shoulder to see if her companion fled. Typical coward.

She caught her curse when she saw him behind her, poised for a fight.

Come get me, beast, she thought, turning back to scan the landscape. Where was the growling thing? I will have your heart for breakfast.

A splash rent the quiet. She looked down. White droplets rose into the air. Was this all? Frightened by a fish?

A chuckle drew her attention. She turned back to see her companion’s stance relax.

“What are you laughing at?” She returned her knife to its belt. “It’s not a good sign if your breakfast heads for better waters.”

“True, but think of the energy such a fish might provide.” He stabbed at the ill-fated fish and pulled it from the water, tucking it safely in his bag.

He exchanged the shoulder on which he carried his woven bag of fish and pointed to the round structure of plaster laid over a skeleton of sturdy logs. Its thatch roof cut a dark swath against the rosy morning sky. “Come, my lady. Don’t dally.”

“I’m not dallying,” she said. “I’m wet.”

“Is that all you suffer? Nothing evil has bitten you?”

She rounded her eyes in mock innocence. “I might be suffering. Could you save me if I were?”

He laid a hand to his heart. “I’d try everything to see it so.”

She snuggled into the cloak and turned her steps to home. Yet she spared one glance behind her. She could’ve sworn a dragon crouched at the opposite side of the grove and that she heard its angry whimper.

They left the spring and grove behind and when she entered their house, Maedus presented their cook, Sullis, with his catch.

Meanwhile, Gwenevieve dutifully stood quiet while her tall, handsome father’s face grew as red as his braids and mustache as he admonished her to stay inside where it was safe.

Safe? Well, she supposed, but their house was a large open space. One story, the plaster walls decorated with paintings set there long ago by elder members of her family. A fire burned in a pit in the center of the room; a table stood to one side filled with plates at which her sister and their cook worked on breakfast. Not far from them, two sleeping alcoves set next to one another, each with a hand-woven curtain giving their occupants some privacy. How well would woven wool keep out an attacker? She reminded herself that any such attacker had to go through their palisade, and the men guarding it.

“I’m sorry, Father.”

“Really, Gwenevieve, you need to keep sense in your head. If you must go to the privy, don’t go alone.”

She fingered a pitcher, letting her hair fall into her face. “Yes, Father.”

Several minutes later, Maedus interrupted them with a new announcement.

Maedus nodded toward the door, through which she heard their soldiers speaking with one another. But about what, Gwenevieve wasn’t sure.

“The men, sir,” Maedus said. 

“What about them?”

“One saw a raven.”

Father shrugged. “T’is merely a bird.”

“No question. But it’s a raven, sir, that’s what concerns me.”

Ravens and their messages, she knew, were not to be discounted.

“With the smoke, one never can be too careful.”

Smoke?

Father sighed. “You’ve just arrived. I hate to send you out again, so soon. What if—”

Maedus shifted his hand on the hilt of his blade. “You’ve no reason to worry yourself for me.”

“I’ve heard of your deeds, sir,” Father said.

Gwenevieve could make no similar claim. Until last night, she’d never met this strange foreigner. What did her father know about him?

She approached their table. No cloth hung over it, no emptied plates. Nothing present here gave her an excuse to be skulking about within earshot. She pretended to scoop stray crumbs into her hand, ignoring the fact that Maedus was ever vigilant.

“Then you believe me when I say, whatever’s out there, I can handle.” Maedus shrugged a broad shoulder. “As you say, it might merely be a stray bird, scouting someone’s burned morning meal. By the gods I worship, I hope that’s the case.”

“As do I,” Father said. “Very well. Come back to us soon, sir.”

Maedus nodded and strode out the door, a new deep green cloak trailing behind.

“Miss Gwenevieve!”

The cook handed her a plate with thick slices of bread. “Would you like to give this to your father, or shall I?”

Gwenevieve sighed and did as she was told. “Breakfast is ready, Father.”

“Just this?” Concern flitted across his features as he eyed the bread. “Surely our stores aren’t that low?”

“Our cook is laying out the rest.” She nodded toward the kitchen area, innocent as an angel. “Shall I fetch Mother?”

“Do,” he said, taking the plate from her.

She skipped toward the back door.

“Gwenevieve.”

She looked over her shoulder. “Yes, Father?”

His mustache twitched as he peered across the room at her. “You know, I have a mind to lend you out to the king, sometimes. You’d make a good spy.”

A call from the gate distracted her. She ran to the front door and ducked out. She jumped from the porch; snow slipped from the roof and plopped to the ground an inch behind her, yet she felt it hit the hem of her dress. Tugging the coarse wool up, she shook the wet pile free.

A horse snorted next to her ear. She gasped and stared up at the rider, clad in an off-white cloak, emblazoned with a red P and cross of the church.

The priest. Bad luck, indeed!

“Father MacAlpine,” Gwenevieve gasped. “I didn’t know we were to expect you.”

“Did you not, now? Is your mother at home this morn?”

****
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MAEDUS NARROWED HIS eyes as he took the horse’s reins from the priest and led the animal toward the stables. This wasn’t any of his business. Indeed, he wanted nothing to do with the priest. He wished the fat bastard would keep to his own side of the village. But no; that wasn’t their luck this year. Oh, for the bad old days, no one but the Romans to bother him. Not this fellow. Maedus would like to hide the whole village from the cur. The very last place he wanted one of Patrick’s followers was here, on the sacred ground.

“Sir?” an annoyed voice said.

Maedus blinked at a young stable boy. The lad’s round face showed a question.

The horse relinquished, Maedus jogged back to the keep. Gwenevieve had already led the pompous pontiff to her father. Maedus shrugged off his cloak and draped it over his arm. Many of his fellows gave him a wide berth as he strode through the roundhouse. He took a breath, forcing himself to calm. It wouldn’t do to have the Mackens’ men think of him as some avenging god, here to slaughter them all. What could be further from the truth?

But that priest—

“Come now, Sir Macken,” he was saying, “don’t you think it’s about time to stop employing heathens?”

Maedus pinched his eyes shut. Bright Lord, give me strength enough not to beat him bloody!

Ahead, Sir Macken and his guest talked. Behind their conversation, a swish of material, a clank as metal hitting metal caught Maedus’ ear. He calmed himself, and cleared his throat.

The Macken family blinked up at him, Sir Fintan Macken, his very pregnant wife Caírech, and his bright-eyed daughter Gwenevieve, whose hand over which the smarmy Father MacAlpine bent. “Sir, if I may.”

“Come,” Sir Macken said, waving a hand. Maedus crossed the room to him and leaned close to his ear.

“Should your family be receiving your visitors alone?”

Gwenevieve folded herself into the seat by his side and coughed behind her hand. “Is there a problem?”

Maedus wondered if she would be a challenge. Was the priest bound to be one? He sincerely hoped not.

“We’ll be fine,” Sir Macken said. “Send your men out into the village. Let’s see if we can learn the cause of that smoke.”

“I can tell you its cause.” The priest peered down at the spaniel occupying the prime seat. Gwenevieve rose and shooed the pup away. “Your not-so-friendly neighbor is causing trouble again.”

Maedus laid a hand to the hilt of his harshad. “The Tanny?”

“Aye, them.” The priest sniffed at him as if offended a mere hired sword would ask him a question.

Sir Macken rubbed his forehead and sighed. “Ah, gods, what is the problem now?”

“They claim you’ve something of theirs and they want it back.”

Maedus stepped back but not far, wanting to ensure he heard every word.

“I can’t think of what that might be,” Lady Caírech said. “The last we dealt with them was regarding the cattle trade in the summer.”

“And that’s signed and sealed,” Sir Macken said.

“If you’d bother to send your men out,” the priest said, and Maedus noticed he was clearly the priest’s object of interest, “I’m sure you’ll learn soon enough what the dispute is about. It does you no good to let these men dally around your household and drink up your reserves of ale.”

“I’d wonder if Sir Maedus drank half, himself,” Gwenevieve said.

Her voiced protestation pulled Maedus up short. He smiled to himself, not pausing to wonder why she would think that. She hardly knew him. He reminded himself to be more careful around her. She knew what he was though—and that he was no drunkard.

Maedus left them to their conversation and trudged back out to the small porch. Outside, he took in the family’s property, their help going about the daily chores, his own colleagues offering their assistance or lined up against the log fence, on guard. Chill wind blew through his cloak and tunic, but the brisk pace he took around carts and pages with their arms full of firewood and laundry, warmed him somewhat.

A sneeze exploded out of him and one woman stepped back.

He begged her pardon as a second sneeze took him. “By the gods, this is no time to be sick.”

Illness was the last thing he needed. He had more pressing problems. The biggest of which right now was if Gwenevieve Macken spoke his name so forthrightly before her parents, after less than an hour’s acquaintance, might she say the wrong thing to the wrong set of ears?

He rounded the corner of the furthest most outbuilding and bumped into a heavily built man. “Excuse me,” he said, and stepped aside.

Maedus eyed the figure as he loped toward the Macken’s main roundhouse.

Why does he limp that way?

He sniffed.

Maedus sniffed again to clear his nose, then sniffed once more.

He hadn’t been mistaken.

That man stank of patchouli.

Maedus wrapped his hand around his harshad hilt, eyes narrowed on the loping man’s back. Maybe he’d just come from the church.

Unlikely. His scent was too deep for a mere hour on religious grounds. The sunlight, though muted on this damned cloudy day, showed a glint to the man’s quicksilver eyes.

No, this was something more than a mere field hand.

Definitely something evil. Maedus slid his harshad slowly from its sheath. The hilt grew warm in his hand as he willed it into the form of a sword.

“Sir Maedus,” a feminine voice called.

Maedus pushed the harshad back into place and turned.

Gwenevieve Macken stood near where the fence turned, peering at him. “Is everything all right, sir?”

Maedus’ nose twitched. He smiled. “Yes. I’m sorry to have disturbed your audience, miss. Don’t let me keep you from his grace.”

She hurried closer on small, lithe feet, scanning the men now coming their way. “You lie to me now, soldier?”

Maedus met her gaze and said nothing.

“What troubles us?”

He leaned in close and pointed. “Do you see there?” Her sweet scent filled his head with a distraction he didn’t need right this second. “That man?”

“The hunchbacked one?” she breathed.

Maedus nodded.

“I don’t remember Tanny having any relative with such a handicap,” she said.

“Do you truly believe he’s from that rival clan?”

She gulped and shook her head. “God help me.”

“If you’d take a bit of advice, miss. I’d say go back inside and lock the door.”

She met his gaze. “No man can best me while I’ve guards like you.”

He twitched his mustache in annoyance. He recalled a few battles that might change her mind about that assessment. Before his induction into the ranks of the harshad warriors...“Sometimes men are easier opponents.”

Her tongue poked out and caressed her bottom lip. The longing to kiss her seized him.

He bit the inside of his cheek.

“A distraction is what you need,” she said.

“Not from you. I mean to say, I’ve no wish to see you in the middle of a potential fight.”

A challenge flashed across her face. “Not even if I can be a lookout for you?”

“Lass, don’t think I wouldn’t be grateful for your assistance. Harbingers aren’t your typical opponent.”

“Harbingers?”

The thing turned and Gwenevieve squeaked in fright.

Its eyes glowed like quicksilver and pointed teeth shone between its lips. It didn’t utter a sound, at first. Maedus nudged Gwenevieve behind him, and he was pleased to feel her steps willing to accept his direction. He tugged his harshad free and steadied his stance against the earth.

“Come if you dare, warrior,” the Harbinger hissed. “I’ve a hankering for some fresh meat on my breakfast plate.” It locked eyes with Gwenevieve and pursed its lips as if throwing a kiss. “Especially if it’s sweet.”

“You won’t find a meal here,” Maedus said.

The Harbinger howled and jumped at him. A scream emanated from somewhere at the far end of the courtyard. Maedus didn’t dwell on it but to note the scream sounded nothing like Gwenevieve’s voice.

His blade connected with the Harbinger’s shoulder, clanging as if it hit metal.

The Harbinger chuckled. Maedus drew his sword down, cutting the creature’s tunic. Beneath, the creature wore an armored breastplate. Bleeding from where the blade scored his leathery-skinned collarbone, the beast wriggled away from Maedus’ blade.

“Gwenevieve, child!” someone yelled.

Maedus cursed and lifted the sword. The last thing he needed was more people entering the skirmish. Nay, they should be heading the opposite direction.

The Harbinger afforded him no time to worry about the humans. Until it turned away from him.

Maedus shouted out a battle cry and swung his harshad. He connected with the creature’s back. The harshad’s magic took over and its blade split in three. Two slithered toward the beast like steel snakes, pierced its hide, and wrapped around its spine. Maedus tugged at the hilt. A portion of the Harbinger’s spine burst through its skin. The blades uncoiled and clicked back into one sharp, blood-streaked sword.

Maedus wasted no time, swung the sword up and around. The creature whimpered but its head flew away to hit the log fence with a thud.

Maedus remained rigid, waiting as the creature fell to the ground and oozed into death.

“Gah!” Sir Macken’s disgusted exclamation drew his attention from his work. Macken pinched his nose even as he strode up beside him. “What on earth was that?”

Maedus scanned the property. No enemy vaulted the fence to launch a new attack. He excused himself past Sir Macken and scanned the interior of the house. Gwenevieve stood by the door, but stepped back to let him see.

No Harbinger nor any other of Balor’s helpers lingered in here. Maedus finally let himself relax and pushed his harshad into its sheath, ignoring the stench. “It was something that shouldn’t have come so close.”

“A demon?” Gwenevieve asked, crossing her arms.

She visibly shivered—from cold, or fear left behind in the wake of the skirmish?

“Of sorts, but you were closer to the truth when you named it a Harbinger.” Maedus pointed to the door. “Pray, go back inside. It’s too cold to stand outside gawking like fools.”

Sir Macken took his daughter’s arm. “Gwenevieve, he’s right. It’s frigid out today.”

“Aye, that it is. So?” she said.

“So get inside before you catch a chill.”

She blinked at him and Maedus saw she resolved to fight back. “But—”

“Go,” Maedus said. “There’s nothing to see now, milady.”

“I see.” She narrowed her eyes. “Fine then. I’ll see to our guests.”

Sir Macken touched her back but she shrugged him off and paced to the fire pit. He shook his head and grumbled under his breath. “She’s too stubborn for her own good.”

Maedus set his hand to his hip, but said nothing.

“Is my home safe?” Sir Macken asked, turning back to him.

“That’s the question,” Maedus grumbled.

“What?”

“My apologies, sir,” he said a little louder. “I said it will be, if I have anything to say about it.”
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Gwenevieve lingered near the door, knitting in hand. Though cold wind stirred her wrap, she’d spent the hours since lunch here working, trying to calm her mind. No matter what she focused on, she still shook. The strange beast wouldn’t leave her thoughts.

Smoke lingered on the horizon. Heaven help her, what did it all portend? It meant nothing good, of that she was certain. That the contingent of soldiers her father had welcomed included a man very likely a harshad warrior gave her great comfort. At the same time, she didn’t favor the one that followed her around. Maedus. He wasn’t the prettiest of them. If the rumors were true, wasn’t she destined to marry a harshad warrior?

She shuddered. Couldn’t the blond warrior have saved me? She preferred his handsome, suntanned and toned physique. At the same time, their presence worried her.

A war was nigh, one only talked about in hushed voices. A mythic battle unlike any men would believe—except maybe the priest.

In the yard ahead, men worked away, their breath spiraling in tiny bands of smoke of their own. Like dragons, standing on their hind legs.

Two girls joined her, giggling, her friends Ailis and Bridie. They were both pretty, red braids wound up under their cloak hoods. Bridie stood a little shorter than Ailis and had a narrower face. “Did you see the blond one?” Bridie asked.

“Eh,” Ailis said, squinting her hazel eyes. “The dark-haired one is more your type, Bridie.”

Bridie sniffed. “He’s too fat.”

“What are you talking about?” Gwenevieve asked the women.

“The soldiers,” Ailis said. “The ones your father welcomed last night.”

She picked up a coat that needed mending, frowning at the door. “Oh, them.”

The two girls stared at her. “Is that all you can think to say?”

“No. I’m glad you’re here.” She pointed to the knitting her sister worked. “You can help me assist Éle with this pattern.”

Bridie scrutinized the girl’s weave and settled beside her, taking up a set of bone needles. It wasn’t long before her gaze strayed to the warriors. “They’re all so handsome.”

“Not all of them.” Gwenevieve jabbed her needle through a loop of yarn.

“No?” Bridie said. “I suppose not. The dark haired one’s a little ... rough.”

Gwenevieve said nothing.

“You must have some thought about them.” 

Gwenevieve pulled her needle through another knitted loop. “I didn’t notice. The priest distracted me.”

“The priest?” Ailis said. “He’s off limits.”

Éle gave her a questioning frown.

“Thank the gods,” Bridie grumbled.

“Mind your tension.” Gwenevieve gave the yarn a light tug, as a way to distract her young sister from the conversation. “Bridie,” she said, scolding in her voice, “be kind.”

“I’m sorry, but he never has any good news to share.”

Gwenevieve grunted, but she agreed. Why did that blasted priest have to stick his nose into their business?

By the gods I worship, what is he doing here, now? Of all times for him to come, did he have to arrive the same day as a contingent of—

What?

Certainly, Maedus was a harshad warrior. That sword he carried and the foe he’d vanquished left Gwenevieve with no doubt. She put her knitting needles down and picked up some sewing.

It wasn’t long before her thoughts again strayed to Maedus. Was he the only warrior of the Tuatha dé Danann to cross through her gates last night?

She thought over the men her house fed this morning, tough, burly men, and lanky men thin enough to crawl into a hole if necessary. Yet, they each seemed strong enough to lop off an enemy’s head with merely a flick of the hand.

Maedus could easily take the place of five. Strong, lithe—and uglier than any young man she’d ever seen. Perhaps one of the other men was her fated love. She hoped so.

“Father MacAlpine is a busybody, come to stir up trouble,” Bridie said.

“Bridie, you shouldn’t speak so,” Ailis said. “T’is bad luck.”

“If there’s any bad luck here,” Bridie said, “it’s because that priest invites it.”

“You only believe that because of your name,” Ailis said.

Gwenevieve stabbed the needle into her finger, hissed, and popped it into her mouth.

The soldiers opened the palisade’s gates. A man strode through dressed in white, exuding what she thought a priestly spirit.

“Great,” Bridie said. “Another one.”

Gwenevieve frowned at her friend, shaking out her finger. The priest approached and a younger lady, all of maybe sixteen years, followed.

This priest bid them good day and Gwenevieve assessed him. He was older than MacAlpine. He sported a few more white strands in his sunset red beard and a few more wrinkles than MacAlpine had.

The young lady peered at her. “Are you all right?” she asked, her voice scratchy.

“Yes. I only suffer the hazards of women’s work.” Gwenevieve wondered if the girl had a cold and hoped the priest wasn’t planning to leave her with them.

The man laughed. “I see we’ve come to the right place, Cyreth.” He nudged the girl forward. “Go on, now. Don’t be shy.”

“I don’t want to knit, Dylen.”

“Cyreth.” He frowned. “Do as I say. Don’t make me report you to your father.”

Gwenevieve blinked. He wasn’t her father, then. Maybe an older cousin? Gwenevieve sneaked another peek at the man. A rugged face, dark eyes. Something in his square jaw, or his stance, made her twitch.

“Be good and stay here,” he said to the girl. “If I need your help, I’ll come get you.”

She pouted up at him.

“Or you can sit inside and study your Illyrian.”

Cyreth made a face. “Though the fire would be welcome, I think I’ll stay here.”

He ruffled her golden red curls and turned his back on her. Gwenevieve waved a hand at her as she rose. “I can’t blame you,” she said as she led her friends inside, to the central fire. “Knitting is boring.”

“As is sewing, and weaving,” Bridie added.

“But it’s a necessary skill,” Cyreth said.

Gwenevieve shrugged. “I rather prefer eavesdropping on mother and father’s affairs.”

Gwenevieve offered her the bench nearest the fire. Cyreth sniffed. “I prefer storytelling, myself.”

“In Illyrian?” Gwenevieve inquired.

“I prefer native Irish. Do you know Illyrian?”

“Can’t say I do. What is that, a language from up north?”

“It’s a dialect from a tribe around the Greeks, Macedonia.” Cyreth waved a hand. “Around there.”

“Greek might be interesting,” Bridie said.

“It is,” Cyreth said. “The original Odyssey is best in its native language.”

Gwenevieve’s sister blinked at her, her hands clutching her tangled fabric and needles. “Greek. You can read Greek?”

Cyreth eyed the work in her hands. “Not as well as I’d like. Maedus is trying to help me with it.”

Gwenevieve paused over her sister’s predicament. “Maedus speaks Greek?”

Cyreth nodded. “The Illyrian dialect, but yes. Fluently.”

“Interesting. I thought Father...what’s his name taught you. Dylen...” Gwenevieve struggled to remember the priest’s family name. “Dylen... Who are his people? I don’t recall.”

“The McDunn clan,” Cyreth supplied.

Gwenevieve nodded. “McDunns, yes.”

“This Maedus fellow isn’t Irish,” Ailis said. “That’s bad luck.”

“How?” Gwenevieve asked.

Ailis yawned. “I hear the tribes around Greece are barbarians. How could they possibly be interesting?”

Cyreth frowned hard. “How can you say so? Have you ever met an Illyrian? Or any barbarian, for that matter?”

“Father MacAlpine says so.”

“Bugger your priest,” Cyreth said.

The women gasped, and Gwenevieve turned away to the kitchen area, hiding a smile. She poured herself a sip of cider and offered her guest a cup. “So, you arrived with the priest. I don’t remember seeing either of you around here before,” she said.

“We arrived in Roscarberry last afternoon.”

Gwenevieve blinked. Just yesterday? No. Surely, they were local.

Cyreth smiled. “But your little village suits us better.”

“We’ll have to do something to properly welcome you,” Bridie said.

“I love parties,” Cyreth said.

Gwenevieve nodded. “We’ll throw you the best.”

The look Cyreth gave her made her wonder. “I’m sure you will,” she said. “The Macken family’s reputation for revelries is well-known among my people.”

Gwenevieve laughed. “I have no idea to what they might refer.”

“Christmas comes to mind,” Ailis pointed out. “Who can forget last year’s celebration?”

“Ailis, my dear, that was nothing. We barely hosted fifty guests,” Gwenevieve said, dismissing the notion.

“Aye, but their stories,” Cyreth said, “proclaimed your reputation. People speak about your parties all over Kerry.”

“So that’s why you’re here,” Bridie said.

“I doubt it,” Gwenevieve said.

“Prove me wrong, then,” Cyreth challenged. “Can you arrange for one tonight?”

“Tonight?” Ailis said. “That would be fun.”

“Not tonight,” Gwenevieve said. “Mother and I have no time to plan. We can’t hold more than a dinner now, not with all these new arrivals.”

“She’s right, Ailis,” Bridie said, taking up a shirt that needed mending. “Too much planning would have to be done for a party to accomplish it tonight.”

Gwenevieve expertly threaded a sewing needle. “Besides, I’m not so certain it’s the best time for a party.”

Cyreth agreed. “Perhaps not. I’m sure any earlier than Imbolc might be impossible.”

Gwenevieve’s needle snagged in the cloth. She met Cyreth’s gaze and the girl winked.

****
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A FEW LONG-EARED IRISH hare poked their heads up from the cold grass to assess him as he rode by. Maedus spurred his horse toward the southern horizon. The smoke had all but dissipated, yet the scent of fire remained heavy in the air. The cows and sheep he passed in each pasture, milling around with no regard for human property lines, ignored the disturbance.

Maedus wished he could ignore it, too. It was too cold to set out riding today.

But for the Mackens, he would’ve stayed in, before a warm fire, working on a good hangover. Warming himself with the light of any fine lady’s interest.

Or one lady, in particular. Maedus smiled as he thought of Gwenevieve. He imagined her dancing around and under the tall stone monuments that he spied to the west and only stopped studying the stones when he heard hoofbeats.

The approaching riders carried spears at the ready. Maedus cursed under his breath and slowed his horse. He raised one hand. The riders circled around him and he rested his hand on his hip, close to the hilt of his harshad, but not touching. If they thought they had some quarrel with the Macken family’s men, he didn’t want to be responsible for setting off any killing spark. Tall, burly, thin, crusty—they all glared, savagery oozing from every pore. The middle one wore his red-brown beard braided, and donned a plaid cloak to ride out this morning. He was probably the leader of the group, Maedus decided. Not the clan leader though; his build was smaller and his cloak a bit more tattered than Maedus expected of a leader. The crusty one beside him had more crags in his cheeks than the landscape did and a few too many mended rips in his tunic.

What might they know of the beast he’d killed? Did more prowl these environs? Maedus hoped these men saw none, but he knew beasts weren’t the only species that swelled Balor’s ranks. Greed, as well as need and perceived slights to honor, made men such easy marks. Balor used them before to gain willing subjects. He wondered which spurred these to harry the steward’s family.

“What brings you across our borders?” the leader of the group asked.

“We spied smoke on the horizon.” Maedus eyed the three, assessing. Did the left one’s hand twitch on a blade? The leader, was he about to give a kill order? “Sir Macken wondered if you require assistance.”

“From where do you hail?” the leader asked. “If I miss my judgment, you’re not Macken kin.”

“No. Not by birth. We have a contract. An agreement, if you will.”

The leader licked a tooth. “I’ve no need of assistance.”

“That smoke to the southeast says otherwise,” Maedus argued. “More eyes on the situation may help you find the culprit responsible.” What was this man’s quarrel with the Mackens?

The leader’s beady dark eyes narrowed. “An armed sept rode through this morning, headed down Macken’s way,” he said. “If indeed you are from their family, I’d be obliged to take you into custody for the attack.”

Madeus slid his hand toward his harshad’s hilt. “I assure you, my men and I were otherwise occupied this morning. Can you describe these culprits for me?”

“Strange men,” said the man on the left. “Hulking, monstrous.”

“Hunchbacked,” the leader added. “Someone like that in your ranks, sir?”

“What military force would recruit such a man?” Maedus argued. “Only the very stupid, or desperate, would resort to enlisting such a person into service.”

“So might an army who materializes from the dark.” The leader urged his horse into a lazy trot, circling around Maedus.

Maedus tightened his grip on his harshad a bit more.

“Where are you from?”

“Southern Greece,” Maedus said. “Would you like to inspect our force? I’m sure Sir Macken would welcome you.”

The man circled behind him again. “Tell him he might want to fortify his gates. Who knows what’s lurking in the night?”

Maedus sniffed trying to discern this man’s make. No patchouli met his nose. But he wasn’t ready to let his guard down yet. “I’ll deliver your kind warning, though I’m sure he already knows.”

“Good,” the man said. “Strange days, these. Who knows what might happen?”

Maedus kept his features passive, as if he’d said nothing more than to wish him a good day. Threats were nothing more than words, but the last thing the Mackens needed right now was to fight this stubborn man. He decided the best course would be to brush off the taunt. “The offer stands, though. Should you require any assistance—”

“I’ll send a runner. In the meantime, you might remind him, he owes us a cow.”

“Cow?”

“The sale this summer was lacking.”

Was it?

“Just remind him, we are waiting,” the Tanny’s man said.

Maedus nodded and urged his horse to canter backward. He waited for the other man to break eye contact and turn before he did the same, letting out a relieved breath. The impromptu meeting could’ve gone so many different ways, he was relieved it only involved verbal warnings.

Tanny knew nothing of the Harbinger loose on Macken grounds—or did he hide the truth? Whatever the case, the family held themselves blameless.

Maedus hoped the Tanny remained so, and that Macken luck would hold out a few more weeks.

Though he knew only a poor harshad warrior ever deluded himself. He turned back for the Macken gates, hoping he wouldn’t be the first counted among that minority.
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