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For the princesses I have loved.

and

And especially, for my Pop. Man of honour. My king.
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(Kingdom of Barrymore, A.D. 310)

––––––––
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Sir William Robert pulled his sword from the scabbard, eyes glued to his target. “Draw, jackal,” his grin vicious.

“Castratus.”

“Ha! A full measure of a man, I am. Next time you bend over to pick up that boar skinner, I’d be happy to show you, pretty.”

“I beg your knightly pardon. The full size of your, er, dagger was obscured, Sir Little.”

He snarled out the side of his mouth, “That’s a sword, popinjay.”

“Try your lance, laddy.”

“Limp-livered wandought.”

“You’re the better judge of whose wand is limp or aught.”

Iron clanged hard enough to shoot sparks as Sir William lunged. Far from the camped men, no prying eyes intruded or swords appeared to offer aide, but there was no need. In the early hours of that morning, it was not battle, but friendship that brought them together. They traded blows, matched and equal, revelling in every movement until they were breathing hard. Bronan deflected another blow and feinted right out of reach.

“A nimble jig, sir priest. But, not nimble enough,” he whirled and went for Bronan’s blade on a one-handed downstroke that caught an opposing upswing hard enough to jar his wrist. “A mickle of shite you’re in now.”

Using his own momentum, Bronan let the upswing follow through to increase the blade’s velocity. On the downstroke of his figure-eight, he added his other hand to the hilt for better grip. Throwing both shoulders into it, he turned the blade back around and up through the beginning of another turn. From high over his left shoulder, he chopped down on William’s blade without mercy. Having added his other hand to his own grip, William matched him with equal force. For a moment they strained, frozen, locked hard together at the hilt.

Nose to nose, Bronan laughed, “What do you say now, old bull?”

“Still spry enough to stick your sorry—”

Without warning, Bronan stopped straining against his sword and stepped back out of the way. Resistance gone, William stumbled forward and Bronan helped him along with a foot to his backside, “Ho! Sloppy there, Captain.”

William growled and dropped the point of his sword into the grass, “Nicely played.” Both hands still on the hilt, he spun on the ball of one foot and swung the blade upward as he went. Turning hard into the man at his back, “But still a few seasons left in this old arm,” he spoke through clenched teeth as he came around.

“With luck, my friend,” and with a smile, he put both shoulders into using William’s own momentum to throw his blade upward out of the way. Leaving the captain off balance, it only took a second to bring his own blade back down around behind the other man. Using the flat of it, he caught William behind the knees and sent him flying off his feet. Landing on his back with a curse, Bronan’s blade was at his throat, “Do you concede the round, master swordsman?”

“Catamite,” William grumbled from the ground, the wind knocked out of him. He struggled to catch his breath while Bronan laughed. “Aye, that round to you. A right piece o’ work you are.” Bronan put his hand out to lock wrists with him, pulling him to his feet. “A thousand men I’ve cleaved and dropped in battle, but you... One day, you’ll reveal the secret of how you accomplish that every time, y’smarmy woman,” as he dusted himself off.

“Sorcery,” he winked.

“No doubt, slippery fiend.” He stepped back and set up for another go, “Again?”

The seer squinted up at the sun now slanting above the horizon, “Not, I fear.” He sighed and sheathed his sword. A few hills away, the camp would be stirring, “No good gathering an audience.”

“Pity,” William sheathed his sword, as well. “Nearly had you that time.”

“In your wildest dreams, brother.”

“Not unless your locks are golden and your parted maiden thighs my scabbard.”

In camaraderie, they retrieved their discarded cloaks and wandered back to the waiting horses without enthusiasm. “You’ve plans, I assume?”

“To Edenshire for a quick survey of the hospital.” Bronan ran an affectionate palm up and down his horse’s muzzle and addressed it directly, “You’ll be pleased for a night in your own stable, won’t you Dagda?” Bronan swung up into the saddle and gave his attention back to William, “Then a few days back to The Barrymore before I return to the field. Though I’ve no love for that.”

“No peace found in your rest?” William mounted his own horse and arranged his gear.

“What peace?” He made a disparaging noise, “The wicked never rest, so none of that for us.”

“Aye that,” William looked off into the trees and grew contemplative. “I do miss Manfred’s reign. Here joined in joyful abandon, he’d be. Not this dour commiseration. Recall that merry laugh? Would drive out the thickest darkness.”

Uncomfortable, Bronan shifted in his saddle, “Aye, brother, that it did.”

As close as they were, keeping his promise to their former king meant he could not divulge their secret pact. Not even to William. Manfred had made him swear for William’s sake. Swimming in the evil Manfred’s brother, Barry, continued to pour over them, it would have been a comfort to confess to him and cheer his spirit.

But he could tell no one and risk discovery.

If even a whisper hinted Sir William Robert, Captain of the Royal Guard, were involved, it would become more dangerous for him than it already was. The only other man besides his Druid Councillor, Bronan, that Manfred had still trusted toward the end of his rule, their kind-hearted king wished no trouble on William if they could prevent it. No closer to bringing their plans to fruition thirteen years since Barry assumed the throne, with Bronan’s visions insisting their secret plans had been the wrong choice from the outset, in truth, he was ashamed to admit to it at all.

Because the idea had been his.

The great house of Edenshire would fall and he along with it and he was not at liberty to speak of it with anyone.

“Let’s pray for better days ahead, Will.”

“From your lips to the Goddess’s ear, priest.”

“If it would speed them.”

“Pray hard then, brother. You’ve yet to see proof of the skulduggery accomplished in your absence, brief as it’s been.” Bronan scowled. “His Baseness has been up to his usual tricks and worse. A day without his nursemaid to strop him is all it takes.”

“Stop,” he held up a staying hand. “I know it, I know it..,” the words growled more than spoken. His gaze rove over the grass briefly while he thought. Looking over to William, he resigned himself. “My word, I won’t leave you to that watch alone for long. My surveys will be conducted with haste so I may weld myself back to my place.”

“Enough of this black,” William shook himself and changed the subject. “How’s our slip of a ward then? I’ve no time to visit these past months. At her lessons still?”

“Mine for her are past,” he busied himself with checking his own gear, afraid his eyes would give him away to the one man who might read them. “Time has passed us by, my friend. Brigit is no slip. Lady Lucy oversees her lessons in ladyship. She prepares for marriage.”

“Ye gods! How can this be? Only yestereve I bounced that cherub upon my knee.”

“It was nearly, Uncle. I know Brigit’s missed your company. Call upon her next leave if you’re able.”

William was nodding, “With certainty. Take my apology for my absence and my regards.” The captain’s face turned sly, “Would she be the only one who missed the pleasure of my company?”

The seer kicked his horse ahead, his tone innocent, “Have you another niece with whom I’m so far unacquainted?” He knew full well whom he asked after. Common knowledge in their household, William had remained smitten with the Lady Lucy since youth. Closer than most, Bronan knew how deep it ran even while they were not in the habit of discussing such matters beyond bawdy talk.

Right behind him, the captain was eager for word, but refused to give him the satisfaction, “I concern myself with no children but our princess, miscreant. Sought word from home was all. It’s of no consequence.” Back straight, he sniffed and spit off into the grass in feigned disinterest.

Bronan laughed, far from fooled, “Lucy would pass no message through me in this or any other lifetime. You know she despises the very ground I tread. No secret there. However, to slake your curiosity, she appeared,” he squinted and thought of an appropriate sentiment, “ah, healthy enough on last sight, as I recall. I suppose.” Knee-to-knee, they kept pace with each other.

“Oh?” Eyebrows arched in polite curiosity, Will could not keep back the smile that followed. “Forever fair she’s been to me. Fair and fine. I should have taken her to wife those years ago before the chance was lost to me. Was I mad to take my sword as mistress?” He let out a deprecatory laugh, “A bloody bit warmer on a cold winter night, the lady.”

“Hallo! That viper in skirts?” Bronan snorted, “To each his own, my friend, and you’re welcomed to her. The sooner the better then. It could only improve her disposition.”

“Mind your tongue, priest,” his warning was friendly, “I’ve still a hankering for that one.”

Bronan rolled his eyes, “Desist! I concede! No more until you come to me with a request for handfast. My diagnosis? You steep in the sickness of relishing punishment, that’s what it is. And I’ll pray for your speedy recovery, lad.” The seer kicked up his horse, “Be well, Captain Henpeck!”

He flicked a hand over his head in farewell and leaving William laughing in his wake, rode hard for Castle Edenshire.

*****
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“I am the flower and the stone,

I am the trees and the wind.”

The seer leaned hard on the heels of his hands braced against the lip of the gazing bowl. He struggled to empty his mind.

“I am the heartbeat and rain,

I am Watcher of your tribe.

Sacred Mother, grant me your ageless wisdom

For I am your empty vessel.

Allow me the Sight of the ancients

For the good of the Land...”

Bending forward, he trained his dark eyes on the nothingness in the centre of the shallow trough and grew still.

But there was nothing.

Again.

Bronan slapped at the water with a frustrated snarl.

“Why must You compel me and then not lift the curtain?” He ran a defeated hand through his hair, “Madness. Unless that is Your purpose, Lady. And so accomplished.”

“Kaw!” his raven familiar chimed in from across the room.

Bronan stabbed an admonishing finger in its direction, “None of that, do you hear? Not another word, beastie. I’m in no mood.”

The raven ruffled its feathers and turned its back on him.

Bronan huffed annoyance and threw a fresh log on the hearth. The shower of sparks held no interest. They were only a harbinger of the future and no amount of energy could call up interpretation from them. From anywhere, it seemed.

All the knowledge at his disposal produced no avenue away from the descending spiral that would be his undoing. Worse, every divination rite he attempted reinforced the outcome while obscuring the path. Even the mysterious Imbas Forosna brought his dream self nothing and the Streambed of Inspiration lay still and quiet. In thirteen years, the only fact Bronan had succeeded in acquiring was that it was inevitable. They were doomed.

And he was damned.

He cursed that day the Fates had set him up to lose his soul to the monster who now ruled their land. He missed Manfred, but most of all, he missed trust in himself.

When King Manfred fell, Barry’s installation had been swift to retain the shire’s stability, but his ascent to brutality had been swifter still. Year upon year, the atrocities mounted beginning with the first when he decreed their land should reflect the name of their newest ruler. And so Edenshire was entombed along with its adored king. They now lived within the kingdom of Barrymore with the sovereign seat rousted from the tranquil fortification of Castle Edenshire far away to Barry’s dark stronghold at Barrymore Castle.

Bronan threw himself into his chair and shivered at shades who continued mute to his requests for guidance. He made signs to warn them away, “Be gone, y’vaporous tricksters. Prey upon the gauzy brains of the Oakwood gods and leave me in peace. I’ve no patience for your wiles. Leave me!” Let the meddling spirits wait upon his leisure. Today, he wanted alone with his misery. He shivered again and threw yet another log on the fire, but it could not disperse the chill from his soul.

Disturbed by the noise, rats scuttled back from the grate to the tunnels that ran out from the castle to the river, “Traitors!” he called after them.

“Kaw!” his familiar agreed from across the room.

“Aye, traitors all,” he slipped deeper into his chair and sulked. The certain future mocked his arts, made a mockery of his vow to serve, simply mocked him and for once, he let himself stew in it. Positivity took energy he could not spare.

He watched the flames lick up the new wood, seeing again, always, the flames of destruction that heralded his demise along with the kingdom he vowed to serve. Even that bright spot of something he should have never allowed himself only added to his desolation. It should have lifted his heart. But if he was being honest? He knew it was also wrong.

Everything was wrong and the disharmony stemmed from within his own soul.

As the spiritual centre of their world and a being of balance, the depths of his own dissonance tilted the entire land sideways and at this late date, the means to find equilibrium eluded him. Fate or no, Bronan knew he had also made his own choices. Pity he had not heeded his own counsel and chosen with greater care those many years before.

His shoulders slumped, “Oh, Sacred Lady, that Ye might not abandon this priestly fool,” but in the same instant knew why. While destiny had made him the right hand of evil and stained his soul by association, worse, he had divided his attention. He ached from the spiritual void, but he could not fault the Goddess. Not when he was no longer worthy of higher notice.

Every moment in Barry’s detestable presence drew him deeper into darkness as the man’s abuse of the seer’s vow to serve land and king stole his honour. Their ruler was evil and his lust for blood insatiable—after only the first year, the people had taken to calling him Barry the Red. The seer’s directives to teach, retain order, uphold the law, to touch sparingly and never to manipulate the natural order were all overshadowed by Barry’s increasing hands-on requests. The king trusted no one, but knew Bronan’s vow to serve throne before all was unbreakable and so, as the years went by, Barry had come to rely upon him while others ran. It put the mage in the precarious position of nursemaid to a viper and warmonger and there was no honour in any of it.

The latest violence was, by far, the worst testament to the Red King’s evil—bodies mounted, and little ground was gained, and Barry minded not at all. He postured it was toward his expansion of the realm, toward the security of their shire as he tamed their enemies. But it was only about satisfying his bloodlust. Manfred had had no outside enemies. Barry created them for sport.

The seer’s frustration with his own inability to stay the king’s sword took its toll as it sometimes did. After an unprecedented week steeping in innocent blood, when his patience had grown so thin his stray thoughts leaned into considering what lower form of amphibian might appear if the king should happen by the focussed end of his dragon oak wand, he thought it prudent to remove himself from the camped men for a small reprieve.

Using a Druid device, he wrapped himself in his Cloak of Unknowing, became a breath of air, and disappeared before Barry’s eyes.

Bronan smiled despite himself. He could have asked for leave and ridden home for a few weeks, but he had a reputation to uphold. His was no trifling skill, now shrouded in more mystery than in years past when every sovereign had had a Druid for counsel. The arts he practised were learned in forgotten days during another time when men still saw the gods in everything.

Because they were.

Sought out for what he alone could still interpret in the old ways, a year away from Rome becoming Christian and Emperor Constantine’s promises of religious freedom for all faiths, men still sacrificed to the old gods and needed him to reach them. It made him revered among men, respected, loved.

And feared, as the world beyond theirs no longer understood his role.

His brethren priests from farther east had already become impotent conversation pieces. Still divining in the tradition of word that the invading world understood as poetry, they were prized as artists rather than the powerful and mighty practitioners of the arts, the poet-warriors, the magi-magistrates, that they had once been.

Hibernian by blood, Bronan was from the extreme west, touched last and lightest by Rome, and one of the few remaining memory vessels of the entire oral history of the gods. Still welded to the sciences and charting the stars and cycles, even while Constantine dreamed of crosses, his Hibernian brothers devoted themselves to the sacred upholding of the law of the Land that mirrored the scientific harmony of all things.

“Near last of a dying breed, my friend,” he spoke to his familiar out of habit, but the bird could offer him no advice and continued to preen itself. He let out a heavy breath, “Let the men fear it for as long as it might last then, eh? Aye, let this mock king. It may yet be the sole impediment to that one’s god-sized pridefulness.” Barry would be powerless before his councillor if he took it into his head to turn traitor against the throne. It was his protection and he reminded Barry every chance he got.

The sardonic smile slid from his face as he sighed, “But what does it matter?”

The Red King had already succeeded in damning him for all time while his powers shrank to paltry festival tricks and coloured smoke. At least, they felt as much. He was still all that he was and yet power without honour meant nothing. He was certain that was the reason the resulting destruction of the realm was made clear to him, but not the path before it where he might still find a route to avoid that harsh end.

It mattered little what they called him now—seer, Druid, mage, sorcerer—because there was nothing he could do to change the future. “Mercy, Great Mother. I ask only for the people, Lady. Pray, find some measure of pity within Your gentle mother heart. Do not abandon them now. Is it fear of this new world? This... this so-called Way that sweeps toward us? Most still count it passing fancy. This church of the Son should not threaten, Mistress. Yes, the people may sometimes disguise Your sunrise brilliance in some pitiful Roman cloak, but behind this? They are still Your suffering children and I, Your servant. I beg You, Mother, show us some way from this madness. Or—” He grimaced, “Not fear then. Was it the folly of my own heart that sealed the fate of the entire nation?”

He had suspected for some time the fault lay within his own actions. It pained him to admit it, but each new day pared away another rationalisation until all that remained was the truth. He buried his face in his hands and prayed harder, “Mother, must You make them pay for my sins? I beg You. Punish me. But leaving the people to the hands of this blood devil. For pity’s sake...”

Scrubbing his hands over his face, he worked to clear his mind. All he could hope for was that one day, the reason for the sacrifice of his immortal soul would be revealed as noble. At least, he could know it had not all been for nothing. Then again, the gods had their own agendas. More likely, he would never live to see the outcome and history would not record it for posterity.

He shivered—his rooms in the bowels of the fortress Barrymore were damp, grimmer than his long time rooms at Castle Edenshire, and so fit his mood. The defeat-to-come weighed heavy on him and pressed the chill into his bones.

For a man of action accustomed to being a force for change or guiding others to shape the future, to be powerless to affect was worse than any punishment. Understanding that his own hand had predicated the destruction of the same realm he was sworn to protect filled him with guilt. And worse, the certainty he was only an instrument of that fate and destined to do so no matter how he wished to turn his skills toward becoming its saviour, was a burden heavier still.

Some days, he did not relish being that instrument of fate. It was an ignoble existence. He should not have allowed it. He should have trusted his uncertainty, dug in his heels and fought Manfred harder...

.

“Would anything I say give you pause?”

On that fateful day thirteen years before, everything inside Bronan told him it was wrong. But their king was stubborn. Stubborn and noble and ragged with worry over what transpired around them.

“No and nay,” Manfred had laughed without malice.

The priest pulled a pained face, “This is no laughing matter, laddy.” Even the trace of his native lilt failed to lighten his words.

“This is all we’ve left, my old friend.” The sovereign gave him a sad, but confident smile, “The entire scope of this treachery must be unearthed before we gain our victory over it. You know this. All other means have failed.” He stroked his beard with his free hand, pretending at retrieving the memory, “Was not the suggestion yours, Court Advisor?” To the end, their ruler’s lighter temperament masked his fears.

“You know I’ve been loathe toward its application. A desperate and dangerous gamble,” his lips thinned into a grim line. “It’s remained the one thing left untried for obvious reasons. If disaster strikes, how should it be undone? And then what? An eternity of—” He shook his head, “Pray, Sire,” he looked into his eyes and laid an earnest hand on his forearm. “Manfred, please,” his dark eyes flickered to the baby girl whose face was nestled into her father’s shoulder, “give me more time to devise another plan. I beg you. One day more. One single hour. Goddess forbid, what if this does not unfold the way we wish? Further divination may uncover the answers we need. My dear friend,” his voice was hollow with reluctance, “though I possess the knowledge and you believe the skill is meaningless. Don’t order me to it.”

“We’re beyond all practical means now. You know it. I know it. And so do our enemies. Nothing less than this could persuade enough proof into the light of day. And ensure the safety of the line. We’re still agreed upon that, are we not? Only the doing now remains undone.”

“But that it not need the doing.”

Manfred’s smile was taut, but determined, “That I would lay down my life for Edenshire doesn’t mean I must willingly bend my head to the block. I’ll fight for her with my last dying breath. With this? You grant me the latitude to save my own neck until the time of battle while my kin around me fall. The people must rally and I would lead them. I must. I’ll not have them believe they’re forgotten. Or see them live in fear.” He grimaced, “As I do.”

The priest sighed, “The child should not be here, Sire. That our tiny princess should hold such a memory.” He raked fingers through his hair in distraction, the sparse rime belying the years already spent in service to this throne and the one before.

Right arm and counsel of his father during his reign, in Manfred’s youth, Bronan had been his tutor as he learned the art of rule. A priest of the Goddess, he taught him to defend and protect the people upon the Land that She was and he had learned those lessons well. Bound together in that noble endeavour since his lessons, they were connected in all those things of truth, heart and soul, and the earth, sea and sky. Bronan would die for him and their people and there was no one Manfred trusted more with his life.

As he did then.

King Manfred gave his shoulder a reassuring squeeze, “That she might view that memory from a point in our triumphant future would only give her joy. To survive, to protect the rightful throne, we must be separated. You know this is the only way.”

“Aye.” He stamped his staff in annoyance and blew out a tired breath, “But between this day and then? First, to have her mother, your sweet Riona, snatched from her and now her father so close behind? I know little of those needs, Manny, but surely the lass will pine without.”

Manfred spoke with certainty, “And for what should she pine with her guardian and champion at her side? She won’t be alone. She has you. And so she will love you and cherish you as I have, brother. You will protect her in a way no one else can, just as you always have me. I have no fear of that. That you would be her uncle-guardian is all she needs to know. And, perhaps? To also be her tutor in all things and make her eyes opened earlier in a way mine were not. If only I’d seen sooner,” he shook his head in self-recrimination. Focussing again, he shucked off the past and gave his friend a hard look, “In the know or not, I hold you to your vow, sir priest.”

The Druid inclined his head, “Aye, my liege. It will be kept. Barry will be overjoyed for the release of any of her burden except what is obligated by blood. Overly so, I imagine. Have no doubt, my offer of assistance will be accepted. The princess will want for nothing. I swear it.” He strove to be encouraging, “Your honour guard will protect her. No question William will defend my back. My sacred word will serve as document and make her my ward. If need be? Our swords will enforce it.”

“Settled then.” He regarded his daughter for a moment, thoughtful. “Might I impose upon you for a further favour, old friend?”

“I am thine to command, my liege. Name any thing. What would you have, Manny?” A hard smile lit his mouth. Forever loyal, even with his apprehensions, Manfred was secure that Bronan and William would both defend his daughter, but it could not ease the ache in leaving her. “If it might be arranged, I would rest with greater ease to know my little Bri was still among our own.”

He considered it a moment and then nodded, “Aye. I will make the arrangements, Sire.”

King Manfred lingered over the small child pressed against his chest, lips resting on her forehead. With reluctance, he handed her over to his friend for safekeeping, disturbing the raven occupying his shoulder. The mage took the tiny package into his hands with equal reluctance, though only for the reason.

“Let Uncle see you now, wee Brigit,” he examined her as he settled her against his own chest with care, so as not to wake her. Precocious, already in the year since her birth, she had grown more inquisitive by the day and keeping her asleep had become an art. Far from unpractised, he had held a thousand infants, and presided over more births than he could recall in his time as healer, and settled Brigit against himself without incident.

Children carried the heart of the Land within them. Each one new and bright and untainted by the frustrations of the world and to him, felt as living, breathing hope. He loved them all. A crooked smile turned up one corner of his mouth, “She will be a force to be reckoned with, Manny. I feel it in her even now. She has the air of her father about her. Strong, aye. Honourable. And stubborn,” he told him with a wink. He nodded, confident, “She will survive. Likely even without me, but aye, I’ll watch over her well, brother. She is blood of your blood. I’m bound. Have no fear.”

Manfred took a breath and strove to calm his other fears. He looked around the audience hall with longing, “I will miss it. All of it,” and then his eyes locked on the castle standard, the same noble golden eagle backed in green his father had brought with him to this land whose stewards they had become. “You say I’ll not know the passage of days and yet my heart misses my land already.”

“It will be as a gentle sleep, Manny. Perhaps, to merely recognise those days, but without the ability to understand their passage. Time will not seem to pass for you.” He looked skyward to the Goddess, “I pray so.” His words grew harder, “Better that way, my friend, for there will be many days ahead. Years, perhaps, until enough proof is gathered to secure victory.” His voice was firm, “No one will foil this plan, my friend. Not this one. I swear it on the Oak. I am the only key. And I’ve left no trace, not a note, about our actions. Nothing could fall prey to interception.”

The king gave him a wink of his own, “Then brother, pray keep yourself safe, as well, so I’ll have the pleasure of offering you my thanks for its undoing.”

“Aye, my liege, that I swear, as well. Doubly.”

Manfred squared his shoulders, “We’ve run out of time, priest. Best we get to it.” With a last kiss to Brigit’s forehead, he moved to stand apart from them and then with reluctance, sat upon the throne of his beloved Edenshire for the final time. “I’m ready.” He raised a hand, “Anon, old friend, and to victory.” He took a strengthening breath and grew still, “Begin.”

The seer set the sleepy bundle of the princess nearby and assumed the meditative posture of the heron—one foot to the earth in balance with the other tucked behind, the open palm of one hand supporting the elbow of his other arm where the hand covered one eye. One eye on the world and one turned in toward the spirit place, he focused power and then directed it through his wand. It was brief, but brilliant and startled by the flash, the child began to cry while the raven hopped about the flagstones, disoriented. Discovery was only moments away and footfalls already hastened down the corridor, but he was quick.

Secreting the child and his familiar beneath the folds of his cloak, he disappeared on the wind.

“Alarm! Alarm!”

“Oh, treachery most foul!”

“The Heart of Edenshire lies pierced!”

“A serpent invades our Eden!”

“Woe upon this royal house.”

The seer was third into the throne room behind two maids with Prince Barry, and Sir William, hard on his heels.

Will’s eyes were moist as he took the king’s still hand, “Our king is dead.” He looked up with veiled accusation into the eyes of the prince who had at least bothered to expend energy composing his face into an appropriate mask of shock and sadness. The gathering servants already whispered.

Setting the example for the rest of the household as was his place, the seer forced his knees to bend, “A king is dead. Long live the King.” He laid his staff at Barry’s feet, “Barry, to the King of Edenshire and to that throne do I pledge my fealty and service before all.”

Sir William shot him a desolate look and could not hide his trepidation even as he forced himself to his duty and knelt at the Druid’s side. He bowed his head and offered his sword, “My sword and service and of all those I command, from this day forward, shall continue in protection of the throne of Edenshire.”

As if with one voice, the royal household at Edenshire began to wail...

.

“Kaw!” the raven squawked again from the worktable, dispersing Bronan’s memories. Disturbed by his continued dark mood, it fidgeted and fluttered and was more vocal than usual.

“I have reasons enough, old friend,” weary, he did not even look up. Aye, I should have fought Manfred harder. “Do not chide me. Not today.”

In a great flapping of wings, the bird came to rest on the chair by his hand. It tipped its head and peered at him. “Kaw?” its usual shrill call seemed filled with sudden avian concern.

Unbidden, Bronan’s hand stroked the gloss of its feathers in distraction, “A word of advice from a haggard sage,” the bird dipped its head as if in answer and appeared to listen. “Trust not those three conniving sisters of Fate, old friend. The mettle of a man grows helpless and weak amid their tangled threads.”

The raven plucked at the fabric of his tunic for attention, “Kaw?”

Chagrined, Bronan smiled at it, “A mite melancholy for your taste, am I?”

The bird hopped onto his arm and chastised him in a flurry of feathers.

“You’re right, old friend,” his brow furrowed. “This soul darkness is disaster itself.”

The raven regarded him with scorn and dug its claws into the seer’s arm, “Kaw!” its rebuke clear.

He sighed his concession, “Forever wise counsel, my friend. Borrow not the trouble that may not be ours to claim.”

Satisfied in its work, the raven flew off across the room back to the table near the door. It strutted back and forth on the pitted wood and fluffed its feathers with importance.

“Hm,” Bronan’s lips twitched, “I see the master of the house has spoken.”

“Kaw!”

He could only laugh, “Yea, aye, O, Wise One.” With effort, he pushed himself out of his chair, “All right, a leisurely walkabout then. Let’s avail ourselves to the people.” The raven left the table and took up its accustomed place on his shoulder. “And, I predict..? Should our courses take us by the back kitchen, we’ll find ourselves a tasty morsel Cook has left out toward our pleasure.”

“Kaw!”

“Aye, beastie. I remain thine to command,” with a flick of his hand, the chamber door swung open ahead of them.

*****
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Chin in both hands, knees tucked up under her on the divan, Brigit leaned farther out the window opening. Her gaze raked the courtyard hoping for a distraction. A specific one.

Embroidery abandoned on the table, though she knew her governess and lady-in-waiting, Lucy, would be back to inspect it any moment, she could not concentrate.

She dreaded her visits to the oppressive Barrymore Castle and squirmed under the atmosphere even when the king was not in residence. No matter Barry’s constant travel from one far-away battlefield to the next kept him away, even empty of him, the stone walls still oozed her uncle’s heavy presence. She found it difficult to breathe there where the weight of his hand held down even the air and she was prevented from wandering free as she could at home in Castle Edenshire. Strict at the best of times, whenever they were forced to visit, Lucy became insufferable, but Brigit’s duty to learn to run the ruling household meant she went when she was told. At least, the trips were infrequent.

With a sigh, she drew back from the window to force herself to her assigned task. Better not to raise Lucy’s ire or she might lose the next opportunity.

And then she saw him and turned back.

Below her and catching the evening light as he made a slow course across the courtyard, Bronan’s bright yellow brat cloak made him easy to identify at a distance by anyone in need.

He paused several times to make conversation with those he encountered and then with several more who hurried out to meet him for medical inspection. Taking his time, he gave each his full attention in turn with a smile and considering hand on their brow or wrapped injury. Any moment with them, he never failed to give all of himself no matter the challenges of his office connected with her uncle. It continued to endear him to their people, and was one of the only reminders left of their better days.

Her teacher in healing arts and herbs as allowed for a lady of her station, as her warden, she modelled her own behaviour toward their subjects on Bronan’s practices. It was not difficult, for unlike Barry, she loved her people and saw how her smallest kindness could lift them from despair while surrounded by the Red King’s dark rule. In this, she and Bronan were of one mind as they had become about many things.

A mysterious figure in their world, the faces of the people would still sometimes reflect fear the rumours about their court Councillor evoked despite his endeared position. Unlike the people, though, Barry’s bought men and his retinue were nothing short of terrified and their ignorance and constant presence around him at the king’s side most days separated him from the people connected to his heart. Brigit had heard the stories for as long as she had been alive, but in contrast, she only found the mysteries compelling. She thought it sad the speculation eclipsed his wants and kept him on the periphery. He would not speak of it, but Brigit was aware he felt the loneliness that grew from his forced existence there. It was easy for her to notice—she knew that feeling well.

The lack of kindred spirits beyond the ageing honour guard who had become her uncles also kept her on the outside. A light in her own darkness, even with his revelations slow in coming, she held a place closer to the seer than anyone next to William. Now more than ever.

From the first time his control broke and she had found herself in his arms, there grew a silent vow between them. For no reason that made sense, it was a weighty thing that tethered them together at the heart beyond the notice of others. Despite the risks if the nature of their recent association should come to light, it held them together fast and there was nothing either of them could do about it.

Not near as stoic or stern as most believed, she found him pleasant company when he let his guard down. His sense of humour was dry and complex and his interest in a multitude of subjects ensured a never-ending supply of challenging conversation.

Discovering the man behind the myth had been an accomplishment for he had not formed a personal attachment with many during his long association with the realm. True friends he counted as Manfred and William with the rest of the honour guard not far behind, though no others that anyone was aware. She felt honoured that he considered her among that small, close group. They were her family.

Brigit’s fingers tightened on the window ledge as she hiked herself up higher to get a better view. She watched Bronan ruffle the hair of one of the apprentice grooms who laughed at some comment before limping back in the direction of the barns, the limp no doubt supplied by a hoof he was not swift enough to avoid.

Bronan turned away from her toward his original destination, but after only a few steps, he slowed and then stopped. Brigit smiled, He always knows.

Under pretence of adjusting the strap of his bag across his shoulder and around the fabric of his cloak, he half turned and looked up to the window. She knew he would not call out just as she would not, but even with two floors between them, their eyes locked and she felt the weight of their silent vow. The next moment he turned away and she saw him head toward the back kitchen.

The embroidery could wait.

She hopped off the divan and grabbed up the brush from her dressing table to drag through her hair without finesse just as Lucy swept in through the door of her temporary chambers.

Brigit’s heart sank.

“Hallo, what’s this?” Lucy took in Brigit’s stance at her dressing table with a blink. “Finished our embroidery then, have we?”

It was difficult enough to evade Lucy on a regular day, but today she had been in a particular dark mood. Brigit took a strengthening breath, “I have an errand, Lady. I’ll not be long. It will keep until I’ve returned.”

“Nonsense,” Lucy frowned. “I added no errands to your tasks today.”

Brigit looked skyward to the Goddess, “Quite so, Heart Mother. It’s a personal errand. I must go or I’ll be late.” When she saw she would not get around the older woman, she lowered herself to the stool before her table. Brigit continued to run the brush through her hair with concentration, willing Lucy to let it go and leave.

“At this time of evening? And without an escort? Mistress, how often must I remind you to be sensible? This is not how these things are done,” her lady-in-waiting was scolding again. “I will look after whatever is needed.”

“There’s no need to trouble yourself,” Brigit spoke to her reflection in the polished copper as she set the brush aside and began plaiting her hair into a thick rope, “This is something I must do myself. You have my word I’ll not be long. Forever the worrywart, you are.”

“Perhaps. And yet it remains my yearly means to keep you from harm,” she huffed.

Brigit laughed despite herself, “Yes, you are most vigilant.”

“I flex that vigilance now, headstrong miss. Ladies of station must take care not to involve themselves with menial tasks. This is why servants exist. What will your future husband think of you scurrying around like a domestic rather than attending to him, hm?”

“I always take great care, Lady,” she fixed her eyes down at her fingers twining the separations of her hair together. “I managed to keep it from your itinerary, didn’t I?”

“Brigit.”

The saucy retort elicited the expected reaction and she could not help but laugh again, “I’m only playing, Lucy.”

“Oh?” Lucy crossed her arms and waited. “A personal task, is it? You must think me naïve. Name him. Come, girl, out with it then.”

Brigit’s fingers slowed in their work and she hesitated, the smile sliding from her mouth. “Why would you assume there’s a ‘him’ involved?” Lucy was far too serious and the conversation was moving in a dangerous direction. Bronan had already reached the kitchen, she was sure, and their brief window of opportunity would soon be lost.

“A telling pause. Of course. Some scurvy knave, I’m sure. I’ll see him flogged before the day is out. Who is he, child?” Imperious, Lucy expected an answer, “Name the rogue.”

Brigit chewed her lip in indecision and cursed her own stupidity. She should not have been so careless with her play-teasing. She knew the look in her eye—Lucy would never leave it alone. She had no wish to put Bronan in a position where he was forced to explain himself, though they had done nothing wrong, not really. She had nothing to feel guilty over and she was not ashamed. In reality, none of it truly mattered due to her position and she knew that, too.

There was only one way out of the conversation. She took a steadying breath and rather than face her, spoke to Lucy’s reflection with as much nonchalance as she could manage. “It was nothing, Lady. I can relieve your fears. I was only to meet the mage.”

“What?” Lucy jerked back, horrified. “God’s Death! The very devil himself.”

“Lucy! He certainly is not.”

“Necromancer, devil, demon... Do you not understand where he comes from? Some slithering slit in the mantle of the earth and shaking off the putrid stench of the underworld. Are you aware of the dark dealings that occupy his time?” Brigit opened her mouth to protest, but Lucy cut her off with a hard hand on her shoulder, “I meant beyond your lessons, girl, not the dealings you’ve been privy to. Healing endeavours remain a highborn Lady’s preview and so instruction for that is allowed by association with his like. Or for the protection of your person as the armed escort of his ward and our princess. But beyond this?”

“Lucy,” her voice was firm, “peace, Heart Mother. It was only to converse on the state of the people. Nothing more,” she hedged.

Her nursemaid gave her a penetrating look, “Oh? And yet you kept that from me?”

“No..,” her answer was slow. “I was only—” Brigit continued to evade her eyes, “I felt stifled by routine and wished a diversion. A pleasant conversation with purpose is no need for your concern.”

A long moment passed while Lucy considered. She appeared unconvinced and spoke with finality, “No. His is too coarse a personage for your late evening company without escort.”

Brigit made an exasperated noise, “There’s nothing amiss except for my doing.” Brigit massaged her temples, “Can you not understand this confinement is smothering? I only wanted an evening walk and conversation with my own warden unlisted as a calendar event. And have you gone mad? Why would I need an escort to walk with my own approved armed escort?”

“Brigit.”

“Gods above, I despise it here,” Brigit slapped an annoyed hand on the dressing table top. “How much longer must I be confined to this room? When do we return to Edenshire?”

“There,” Lucy sneered contempt. “And there it is. His influence. Blasphemy. There is only one God, heathen miss. Clearly, you’ve spent far too much time with him already. An end to that begins this moment.”

“What?” Brigit turned to Lucy behind her in shock, “You cannot. By decree of my father he is my warden and teacher as he was to my father before me. It’s my place to learn the healing arts. You would cut off my avenue to learn these things?”

Lucy narrowed her eyes, “Those things? Those lessons are done, girl. And what other dark things, I wonder?” Her voice was hard and accusatory, “I know it already. Between that devil and Sir William, you’ve had little chance to escape it. To even consider—” Lucy took a quick tour of the room looking for evidence of pagan dealings, “Almost Daughter, what have you done?”

“No thing have I done, Lucy.” They were talking about very different things, but it was not the virtue of her immortal soul that occupied Brigit’s every waking thought. “Not a thing.” Not yet, Brigit continued to regard her own reflection and her expression turned wistful. She spoke in a small voice, “Is your heart so hard?”

To Brigit, Lucy was the only mother she had ever known and despite her youthful impetuousness, she would never disrespect her. Brigit knew the older woman’s attitude was both out of concern and that she shared in their monarch’s opinion of his councillor. Lucy knew little of Bronan outside their contact toward Brigit’s upbringing, so she could not expect her to have a different opinion. Brigit’s brow furrowed. With decision, she left the dressing table to take Lucy’s hand in hers, pulling her over to sit on the divan.

“So, you wish to confess to me then?”

Brigit shook her head, “No, Heart Mother, not of those things for there are none. Truly.”

Lucy regarded her charge with cryptic concern, “What is it, youngling?”

“I need your advice, Lady,” Brigit looked down at the tips of her shoes while she considered. “When you were young, I know you and Sir William had an association. I’ve heard him speak of it a little,” she looked up and gave her a tight smile before looking back down into her lap. “What was it like? I mean, how did you feel then? Because I have a feeling when I’m with the mage and don’t know what to call it now. Perhaps, an infatuation? Or,” she paused, “I suspect more.” She looked up into the eyes of the older woman, “Do you believe in true love?”

Slapping her hands down on her hips, “No and nay,” Lucy’s reply was quick as she turned herself to fussing over Brigit’s skirts. “The cheek,” she clucked her tongue in disapproval. “Even if such a thing could exist, it should be found within our own station,” she hissed, “and not from considering the scandalous, flattery discourse of some,” she tweaked Brigit’s braid for emphasis, “metaphysical cannibal.”

“Ow! Shame on you for repeating such nonsense. He’s no more cannibal than I am. For heaven’s sake, Lucy.” Brigit pressed her mouth into a disapproving line.

“Saucy whelp,” Lucy tweaked her braid again. She turned Brigit to face her and gripped her shoulders hard, “Pay heed, Almost Daughter.”

Brigit’s expression softened and she relaxed her posture. Her sigh was wistful, “Forgive me, Lady.” Hand-chosen by Bronan himself from among the former queen’s ladies for her demonstrated loyalty, the Lady Lucy was set as her nursemaid in her infancy and later tutor in all matters of ladyship. A lady of station and cousin of the realm, even her open despise of the seer had not factored into Bronan’s decision which had only considered what was best for the child as he fulfilled his promise to Manfred.

“It..,” she caught her bottom lip in her teeth and shook her head. She had no one else to ask. Perhaps, she could make her understand, “Please, don’t judge me harshly, Lady. It’s only—” She arranged her skirts around the edge of the divan in distraction, “I don’t profess to understand how it happened. But my heart is like to break through my chest when I lay eyes on him. It was never so before. He was an uncle and then one day? Something more.”

“This is a daydream, child. Passing fancy,” Lucy patted her knee with maternal understanding. “It is a condition of the young to flit from one to another in this way. It means nothing. I promise you, it’s not long to live,” she told her with certainty.

“Not so young, Lady Mother. Ready for marriage now.”

The older woman frowned her disapproval, “I warn you, Almost Daughter. This is not your course to keep. You must tear out this fractured whim and lay it by. For your own benefit.”

Brigit shook her head, chagrined, “I can’t. He’s there. Now. I must see him. Across a room, across a sea of subjects, across an ocean. It matters nothing. I must.”

“Never have I known you to contemplate such foolishness. Never,” the Lady Lucy was appalled. “If he should possess one, damned be his spell-casting soul.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she raised the back of her hand to her lips in horror. “There it is,” she proclaimed and jumped up from the divan to pace before the fire while she wrung her hands. “You’ve been bewitched!”

“Lucy.”

“Fear not, pretty,” she reached to drag her from her chambers, “we’ll seek out the Abbot Reighnhart this instant and have this devil charm broken. Before you’re consigned to hell.”

Despite herself, Brigit laughed at her theatrics while she evaded her determined hands, “Lady Mother, take hold of your senses.”

“They are well in hand, child. Come.”

Brigit continued to evade her hands, “There are no devil charms here, my silly worrywart. Pray Lady, that foolishness is your own.” Her tone made Lucy pause. Brigit flopped back on the divan and spoke to the ceiling beams in a far away voice, “And yet, in truth? If there was spell casting done, I suspect it was by my own heart.”

Lucy scrutinised her still form, considering, before she perched herself next to her again. She looked down into her eyes as she judged the degree she had pledged her heart and saw it was all. “You are foolish in this futile love,” her words careful and cold.

“Aye, Lady, the most foolish.”

“Leave off it, child.”

“I’m helpless, I fear.”

“It can only ever be less than nothing. Amount to nothing.”

“Correct again, and yet? Look at me. Full lost, I am.”

Lucy’s voice took on an odd edge, “Tell me you’ve not told him.”

Brigit laughed without humour, “What might be said when I know all is revealed in my eyes?”

“Then grow welded in that. It should not be spoken of. And more important, must not be made known to him.”

She shook her head, “Too late for that, Lady Mother. Worse, perhaps, and no matter also wrong, I’ve seen the reflection grow in his own eyes.”

“No..,” she hissed her disapproval.

Brigit sat up and fidgeted with the ends of her hair, “I see he loves me well, Mother.”

“Well, a fine mess this is.”

Brigit frowned in confusion, “I do not—”

“That he should take advantage of my pretty,” she frowned and made the sacred sign over her heart. “A pox upon that heathen devil and the seamy, barbarous land that spawned him. Pagan swine are not schooled in the ways of honour, little one. No need imagining the moment when you saw this so-called,” her lip curled, “love appear within his demon eye.”

It took a moment for what she meant to sink in, but then she understood, “Saints above,” she found herself sputtering. “I have not... We did not...”

Her lady-in-waiting quirked a disapproving eyebrow.

“No,” she said with conviction, “and never.” No matter her sleep was more often than not punctuated by warm thoughts of the forbidden, the reality was far more subdued. At best, she looked forward to those occasions she managed to engineer time in the same place with him. During other years, she had had ample time with her tutor, but she had only been a child then. Now, she spent much of her energy devising excuses to be of service to him and at least occupy the same room.

Already, she stood welded in conviction that she would not shame her uncle or her father’s name by playing the wanton no matter what she wished. She felt the love, dreamt of the forbidden, and while hard put to keep herself from acting upon it, she knew her place in the royal household—a place where dreams and wishes never occupied that same space. At fourteen, her plans and dreams should have been firmly planted in home and hearth and cultivating a family of her own, but perhaps, it was her isolation from girls her own age that had so far kept her from such domestic reverie. And yet, she dreamt of him.

“The heathen has not touched you then?” Lucy’s harsh tone brought her back to reality with a snap. “Swear it to me. You know I’ll know the truth from any of your lies,” she glared into her eyes to judge her words.

“He has not shamed me, Heart Mother,” her tone irritated, reflecting guilt for the momentary musing on that same physical bliss she was accused. Her cheeks flamed as she protested her innocence with more vehemence than necessary. “What do you think me? Some dairymaid gone for a tumble? I know my place in this royal household, Lady. Thanks for not crediting me with at least the sense of a bitch in heat,” and clamped her mouth shut before she said anything more she might regret.

Lucy cleared her throat, “I see.”

“Oh, do not regard me in that manner, Lucy. You can no longer frighten me with your dark looks. Besides, I know very well all the considerations, so you may spare me your undeserved disapproval heaped on top.” Brigit plucked at the fabric of her skirts as she spoke, “Do you believe me blind? My own father’s elder. Not of noble blood and a foreigner besides. He is well-travelled, educated in things I could not begin to understand no matter how much I study,” she waved her hand in distraction, but her expression turned wistful as she thought on him. “He’s elegant and worldly and has treated me with nothing but the highest courtesy no matter, and to my chagrin, how often graceless and childish I am.

“I have witnessed love growing within his eyes and still, he holds himself away. He knows his own place and duty.” She looked Lucy in the eye, “He might have his choice of any woman he should desire and I know that, too. Any day he could take what he wishes from any avenue. What’s to stop him? But he does not.” She held her hands up in defeat, “A wholly hopeless predicament and yet, I love. Can a heart stop itself from such matters? I don’t know of a way,” she spoke in sorrow that came from a heart given in full and yet destined to be forever kept from the one it was given to.

Lucy took her hands in hers, “You will break your own heart in this, my daughter. A man will tire of this hopelessness no matter where your heart lies. Despite wishing on where his seems.” Lucy paused and then gave her a pointed look, “If he even truly sees at all.”

“If he truly sees?” Brigit looked away in consideration, “Perhaps... Perhaps, I’ve played myself for a fool.” Then she shook her head, “No, it doesn’t matter. I simply do not care.”

The older woman looked away in calculation. “You would do well to turn yourself from this, pretty. There is much afoot beyond your knowledge. Your own courses within this realm for one. I urge you to cut out this broken dream for your own sake.”

“My courses? That’s vaguely ominous. I know full well you would do your worst to dissuade me.”

“You realise it stands decided in all but county.”

“Stuff and nonsense, Lady.”

She seemed to come to a decision, “If you have come to me with this womanly confession no longer my little one, then I will repay it in kind. Time for it I see.”

Brigit grew annoyed again, “Know how well I love you, Lady Mother, but I will not entertain this petty mysteriousness. This has always been your way to make me mind.”

“Correct, girl. If it were within my power to turn you from this thing that can only ever be less than nothing, I would apply it this instant. I despise the heathen and would that I could keep you from him or any other harm. But this,” her voice grew harder with every word, “this goes far beyond a misplaced heart or having become beguiled by some manner of man most unsuitable. There are things that have been kept from you and only for their being the natural course and you not being a component of their decision-making.”

“What things? Tell me then.”

“No games, little one. Herein is your role in this royal household and things beyond your power to change. I warn you only to have a care for your own heart and spare yourself.”

The princess registered the difference in Lucy’s attitude. Her heart beat faster out of fear. This was no motherly ploy to make her mind. “These words are darker still, Lady,” she stared into the fire and then looked back at Lucy. “I would know my own course. I don’t wish these things to be kept from me any longer.”

“Well then,” Lucy nodded. “Do you recall our family history?”

“Pray, pardon?”

“It explains it all. You know the manner in which the family came to rule this land and secured peace?”

“Of course. All those in need would call upon them. And so grandfather arrived in answer to a contract for assistance, but too late. And then settled here. But this has nothing to do with what I wish to know.”

“Ah, but it does, Almost Daughter.”

“You speak in riddles,” she scoffed.

“No games or riddles here, child. This is fact. Our Seamus did not simply settle here and then magically become king. Though late to the battle and so released from their bond, on that point of honour, your grandfather decreed they take up the fight in the stead of the fallen. He had given his word and would not break it.”

“Playing my nursemaid again, Lady? Childhood stories.” She rose to leave, “You mark time to keep me from my task,” but Lucy caught hold of her hand.

“You wish to know your courses whelpling? This is your destiny.” Her tone left no room for argument and Brigit sat back down in a huff. “Your grandfather was no one of importance here. Only an outlander, and held no sway over the clans. But he knew victory lay in uniting. And proved himself through action. The cause was just and one-by-one the clans threw in, uniting behind him, until as one they turned the invaders. Forever afterward, the clans entrusted him and his blood with the protection of their lands and lived under his watchful care with ease, united as a single realm. But the peace was sealed with his marriage to Abigail. She was the daughter of the leader of the invaders, pretty.”

Brigit made a dismissive noise, “Inconsequential. And no revelation. I know our family has ruled this shire from long before my birth. I do not see—”

“There is much you do not see,” Lucy cut her off, “Princess. The way a king is made differs from the way he keeps the safety of his subjects and holdings. This moment, your own uncle, our glorious king, clashes swords upon the edges of this realm toward furthering our safety. This is the way a sovereign protects his people. But, my little princess, how will that safety be ensured?”

“By,” Brigit blinked through uncertainty. “By the battles? This is all men concern themselves with. I’ve seen Uncle William and Uncle Barry labour through them the whole of my life.”

“Correct, by the battles. Wresting land and title from enemies. But the manner of guarantee the defeated will not rise up again?”

Lucy was making her think, but most of these things were outside the scope of her limited experience and she did not understand the implication. Despite being born a princess and now
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