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Prologue
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The Irish Sea

––––––––
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The menacing longboat coursed through the swelling, seemingly angry Irish Sea. Crashing through the waves as if they were a bother, and not something that could flip the impressive vessel, and take it down to its depths, never to be seen again. The rolling thunder, and strikes of lightning were frequent, and so loud he could barely hear his men shouting to one another as they leaned into the howling winds and relentless downpours. 

He didn’t anticipate the storm they had sailed into. It was as if the gods themselves were testing him for his daring. That he would attempt to face the fury of the seas, and not turn back. The boat slammed into the next wave, and saltwater doused his face. Lightning split the ink-black sky once more and  drowned out the order he shouted to his men. They did not falter, though, their bodies moving in unison to power the ship forward. He wiped his face until he could see again, and urged his men onward through the agitated waters. Their expressions matched his own, mirthless and focused.

He was not afraid. He knew with a certainty that the seas would not claim any of their lives tonight. His objective was clear, sail to the kingdom that he hadn’t stopped hearing about through the changing of the last two seasons. Sail there, and claim glory and power. Then he would not need to bend his knee to his cold-blooded kin.

He was Odin Haraldsson. Third son of the great king Harald. His father had been one of the most brutal leaders in their land. His reign was a dishonest and bloodthirsty one. No one had trusted him, which led to Harald’s life being taken this past winter. This left his eldest brother Sten, an equally brutal, unfair man, as the new king. He would not bow to Sten. Sten was honorless. Some even speculated patricide. He wouldn’t put it past his brother to have murdered their father, but it couldn’t be proven. He would find his own glory, and his own place, far away from Sten and Denmark.

Their family had unexpectedly given shelter to a fiery redheaded noblewoman and her husband through the fall harvest and all of the winter. She had been dishonored, tricked, and set away from her home and her birthright. Or so this stunningly beautiful woman told them. Harald had been smitten by the woman, and her tale. She promised them treasure and riches if they would aid her. If they would help her reclaim a great fortress called Ravenlough, she would share her fortress, Cashlin, and all of her lands. And if she spoke true, it was miles and miles of coastline, and the roaring sea as a backdrop. All winter he vowed he would see this place for himself. So, with a small, trusted band of men, he left to lay eyes on it, ahead of his brother. Would it be worth the fight? And would the alliance that had been forged with the beautiful, but cunning woman, and her ever-watchful husband, a lucrative decision? He would soon find out. 

Another wave slammed against the side of the sturdy vessel almost taking his legs out from underneath him. He steadied himself and continued to look out into the black night, and the churning sea, until the palest hints of pink and orange could be seen signaling the dawn. The seas would eventually quiet, and he would finally set foot in the place he had imagined a thousand times over the past months. He would meet this revered queen, and he would take her lands. 

He was Odin Haraldsson and she would soon know what it meant to fight a warrior of the North.
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Chapter 1
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Devin

––––––––
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She would feel Oran beside her even though he wasn’t there. While this brought some comfort in the beliefs they had shared, it was also a stark reminder that he was no longer of this earth. She still keenly felt the warring emotions of rage and desolate grief at his murder at Una’s hands. There had been so many times since his death that she had turned to say something to him and was rewarded by nothing. She would never gaze into his all-seeing eyes, or see his smile under that dark beard. He was gone. 

Her empathy and skill as a seer had grown stronger since his death, yet failed to be a comfort to her.  She never called upon her gifts, and her visions were more frequent now that Oran was gone. She often wondered if she had somehow absorbed his energy. She didn’t know that answer and Oran was only beginning to guide her through the sometimes frightening process before his untimely death. She was both rewarded and tortured by her gifts. The old gods taught that only a veil separated the dead from the living. A veil as light as mist, was what she had learned. And when she needed answers to the myriad of questions that flooded her mind, she could simply call upon her departed loved ones. She hadn’t though. She was angry and sad and they were gone, no matter how thin the veil was. 

One day, when her grief had quieted, she imagined she would be grateful she could feel the things she did. But it wasn’t now. Oran was in the otherworld. And that was too far away for her. She struggled to  bring herself to the grove with the same reverence she had before. Or walk into the dark, cool nights in search of answers and be enveloped by the grace the earth provided her. It was what they had done together. She understood that by doing so, engaging in her rituals once again, it would allow her to keep feeling him, but her heart was blocked. Blocked by her grief. Her practice had been waning as she focused and honed her weapons training, anything else to channel her rage. 

Midir, tied to a nearby tree, snorted and pawed at the ground, breaking her from the reverie. A scowl furrowed her smooth brow as she took aim and let loose, in rapid-fire, three arrows one after another. All found their mark with a whooshing thud in the old gnarled oak that doubled as her target on this mist-filled morning. She sighed, her breath coming out in ghostly, white puffs and then she cursed quietly.

“Oran, my friend,” Devin whispered to the cloud-filled sky above her.  “Your presence is especially strong this morning.”

Her large, gray wolfhound, Cathal, let out a knowing whimper and pushed his wet nose into her hand. She smiled down at the animal, who had followed close on Midir’s heels from the stable. Rarely wanting his mistress from his sight, he was now her companion on her walks to the oak grove when she took them, and lately, here, so she could let loose her anger. She scratched behind his ears until he plodded off to lay at the base of a tree, with her in plain sight.

In the last year she had been privy to random rumors and chatter about where Una had fled. No one really knew what was true or merely speculation. Devin did not doubt her sister spun some of these tales just to keep her, and others, guessing and off guard. The most recent gossip was that Una was taking refuge in the north lands, far away from their home soil. This is what Devin believed to be most accurate. She recalled a time when they were not at odds, and much younger, Una’s fascination with tales told of tall, golden-haired men that were so ferocious that even their sailboats instilled horror in their enemies. They had giggled after that when Una admitted to wanting to meet a man such as this for her own selfish purposes which she proceeded to describe to her sister with a knowing smirk.

If the most recent talk was true, there were northern lords who were descending on coastlines everywhere. Would her sister align with such people to gain access again to Cashlin? That, Devin had decided when she heard, was never going to happen. She would never allow Una to walk Cashlin’s halls again. There would be no forgiveness. And if Una was being aided by foreign lords, this could not bode well for Ravenlough or all of Ireland for that matter. Una would have her champions. She always did. She was an expert at manipulation, and men were fast to fall under her spell. 

In the past year Ravenlough had thrived. Cashlin, too, with Broderick as its current commander. There was relative peace, maybe not in her heart, but her people were content, and free from threats. There had been a couple futile attempts to dethrone her, but they were quelled quickly with the now mighty aid she had at her disposal. Tristan’s house guard and his army to the South, as well as Aedh’s men-at-arms in the capital city of Tara. Cillian also remained an ally to the north, continuing to honor their peace after Bram had been defeated. Even Marcus’ family was a tentative ally. While they had been outraged and embarrassed at their son’s manner of attempting to steal her crown, they were still Marcus’ blood. She remained wary of their words and actions, which were scarce anyhow.

Her booted feet plodded quietly across the soft, moist earth, leaving indents where she stepped, as she made her way once again to her starting point in the clearing to take aim again. She would fire missile after missile until she chased away the bubbling rage and black hole of despair.

Midir snorted, and she turned to her great, black warhorse. He pawed at the ground and then she detected what he did, a lone rider approaching.

“My lady.”

Thomas’ greeting cut through the mist. She smiled at her loyal man, formerly Marcus’ loyal captain.

Devin raised her bow in a quick greeting, and turned once again to fire the arrows with speed and precision until her quiver was empty. She let out another long breath, dropped her bow to her side, and surveyed all of the projectiles clustered, once again, in the center of the target.

“Impressive, my lady,” Thomas grinned.

She turned to him then, her dark green eyes fixed on his face as she walked toward him.

“Good morning, Thomas,” she said. “While it is always good to see a friend, it is rare to find you out here this early. Has something happened?”

“Nothing to alarm you, my lady,” he said. “I thought you would want to know Tristan is not far off, having finished his campaign in Tara. He did send word ahead that he had some news we ought to hear and suggested that we ready everyone necessary in the council room.”

She nodded. “I see,” she answered, looking at Midir for a moment, before returning her bright green gaze back to him. “I will be right behind you. Let me finish here.”

“Of course, my lady,” he answered as he turned his horse and trotted away leaving her alone once again.

Devin walked past Midir, and reached out to affectionately pet his muzzle once again before walking back to the tree to retrieve the arrows.

A soft smile touched her face when she thought of Tristan. He had been away on campaign for a fortnight. She was eager to see him and hold him. She was also curious to learn what tidings he brought from the high king. Their land always seemed to have a changing landscape, with power and titles being interchanged more often than naught, and rebellions being squashed and others springing up immediately after. She gave credit to Aedh, who had been tireless in his attempts to unite the land into one country and one leader.

“Tristan,” she said out loud. “May these tidings you bring be good ones.”

Una

⥀⥀⥀⥀⥀

––––––––
[image: image]


A scream tore from her throat as the pain rippled through her body again. She withstood the pressure and the agony, and reveled in the short moments that her body would offer reprieve before it started all over again. She lay back against the pillows, drenched and breathing hard as she labored to bring her child into the space. 

It felt as if white hot pokers were being drilled into her lower back and midsection, as if this child was going to tear her apart in its quest to be free of her body. The creeping pains started again, and she steeled herself against them, letting out another animal-like groan as she pushed and pushed, like the wide-eyed, annoying woman between her legs kept telling her to do. She wanted to kick her in the face.

Her efforts got her nothing, and she slumped against the bed again, her mouth dry and hot. She looked up to see Marcus’ concerned expression close to hers, and he took her hand, murmuring gently to her that she could do this. She needed to hear it, but she wouldn’t tell him this. She had waited months and months for this moment, to meet her son. He would be glorious.

“My lady,” the midwife said excitedly. “One more push, I can see the head!”

Una sat up straighter, gripped Marcus’ hand like a vise, and let out another low, guttural moan and pushed as if she was pushing herself inside out, the action taking the last of her strength. Immediately she felt the rush of relief, as the child slipped from her body. She leaned back again, and a loud wail filled the room.

The nursemaid smiled up at her, while she quickly cut the umbilical cord, and swaddled the still-screaming child.

“Let me see my son,” Una said breathlessly, beaming up at Marcus, who smiled back at her, awe on his handsome face.

“My lady,” said the woman, “your baby is healthy and well. But ‘tis a girl....”

She brought the squirming bundle over to Una, and laid it in her ready arms. Una stared down at her daughter, and her pinched, seemingly angry expression.

“A girl?” Her smile disappeared. “This was supposed to be a son!”

The midwife faltered for a moment, knowing her lady’s foul, changeable moods. “She is beautiful, like her mother....and you are young, and will have plenty of chances for a boy.”

Una ignored her and looked back at the infant in her arms, and wondered what she was going to do with a girl. She had plans. Plans to raise a warrior, a man who would not only be powerful here, in this faraway north land, but also back home. Back home where it didn’t matter how long it took to return. Her son would fight his way in to reclaim all that had been lost, taken by her sister.

“Una....”

She looked back to Marcus, who was eyeing her curiously. “Our daughter is beautiful. Let us celebrate.”

She was too tired to debate him now. She looked back down at her daughter, who had quieted, and was staring back at her. Instead of the all-consuming love she had heard one was supposed to feel, she felt anger at the small being. Angry that she thwarted her plans.

“You may be a daughter of mine, but you should have been a boy,” she whispered to the child, “I will not let you forget this.”

“Una,” Marcus hissed.

“Fine,” she answered, and knowing he needed to be placated, she did just that. “I am just tired. She needs a name.”

Marcus had gently taken the child from Una’s arms and was cooing softly at the bundle, seemingly delighted at the small sounds she was making. He laughed out loud once, and looked at her, and she wished she could muster that simple joy.

“Yes, she does,” Marcus smiled into the child’s face.

“Kellan,” Una suddenly said.

He looked at her. “That is a male name.” He said, brow furrowed.

“She should’ve been a boy, so she will take a boy’s name.” 

She didn’t miss the judgment in the depths of his eyes, and she didn’t care. He shook his head, and turned his attention back to his daughter.

“Welcome to the world, Kellan,” Marcus whispered into her face, while he kissed her forehead.
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Devin

––––––––
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She caught sight of him as she stood atop the stone steps. The morning sunlight caught the reddish highlights in her dark hair, and her willowy frame stood proud. She had a hand across her brow to shield the bright sunlight from her eyes. Her hand dropped when she knew he had caught sight of her, too. She didn’t miss his hand going up in greeting.

Tristan had traveled with a small retinue of soldiers two weeks ago. And, as they drew closer, they all looked in need of a hot meal, and a hot bath. She saw a smile cut across his face, and her mouth broke into a similar grin.

Sitting tall atop his mount he stopped at the bottom of the stairs to dismount. His gaze held hers as he peeled gloves from his hands, and set them atop the saddle and made his way up the stone steps until he stood in front of her.

“My lady,” he said formally, for those in earshot, but winked at her simultaneously.

“It's good to see you,” she smiled. “Thomas found me earlier to say you were only a short distance away, and are arriving with news. The others would have been here to greet you, but I have them assembled inside. I, however, wanted to be here to see your arrival. I have missed you.”

He seemed aware of the others milling around, taking their time to dismount, and good-naturedly riling each other, happy to be home. He would have normally bent to kiss her after she said something as personal as she did. He placed his warm hand, briefly, against the side of her face instead.

“Yes,” he said. “There is news to share. I am thrilled that you stand here to greet me. Always.”

They stood smiling at one another and then she reached for his hand, squeezing gently. “Then let’s not keep the others waiting.”

“Agreed.” He smiled lazily, then added, “for there are other pressing matters that have been on my mind, that only you can assist with.”

She smiled up at him, relishing his flirtations. “Rogue,” she whispered, but her stomach had jumped in anticipation of knowing that she would have him all to herself shortly. After all the talk of politics and intrigue, they could simply be Devin and Tristan, alone and undisturbed.

“Come then,” she finally said, taking his hand. “Let’s not keep them waiting any longer.”

Odin

⥀⥀⥀⥀⥀

––––––––
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Odin stood along the shoreline. The same white-crested waves that carried him across the sea continued to roll onto the shore, and pull back again, only to repeat the same mesmerizing rhythm.

He made landfall about a mile away from the fortress, in the place Una had described. Her direction and description had been flawless. The sturdy longboat had slid easily onto the beach, and they had dismounted to pull the vessel under the cover of brush and trees. Then he set off on foot with a small handful of men. Cashlin, the impressive fortress he was now staring at, was dark and gray and forbidding. It was only a few miles away from their monastic city called Antrim, and Antrim was only half a day’s ride from Ravenlough. Excitement began to stir in his belly.

Odin turned when he saw his second in command, Arkyn, walk toward him.

“It was well worth the sea’s fury,” Arkyn said. “The lady Una did not exaggerate on the powerful positioning of this fortress. It is magnificent!”

“It appears she did not,” Odin replied. “And if this is only half as grand as Ravenlough, I am indeed thinking the luck of the gods may be with us.”

“Indeed,” Arkyn said. Odin imagined his expression looked much like Arkyn’s did now as he stared up at Cashlin; wide-eyed and grinning.

“Let’s not linger long,” Odin said. “Antrim is a couple miles from here, but I want to keep the daylight. You and I will head there on foot, and leave the others here to keep watch over the ship. We get in, and we get out.”

“Is the plan in this Christian god-town the same as we discussed?” Arkyn asked.

Odin nodded, and drew his hand absently across his bearded face. “We are traders, looking for a place to sell our wares. We will drink their ale with the townspeople to learn what we can of Una’s sister, the queen. Get a sense of her rule, as the city falls under her protection. We will be back here by morning.”

“I could certainly go for some ale and something hot in my belly,” was Arkyn’s response.

Odin, lost in thought for a moment, looked back at Cashlin. His piercing blue gaze taking it all in again. Cashlin had a sightline for miles along the beach. Even the wooded area was far enough away where it would prove difficult for enemies to gain entry without being discovered. Cashlin was protected, while being in plain sight. He understood why the property was worth fighting for and why Una’s father, the former king, had valued it.

“It was unclear to me, the entire journey here, whether the fire-haired Una was to be believed or not. It appears she is true to her word. About all of it, thus far,” Odin finally said.

“Yes,” Arkyn responded. “Although your lady mother has a different design on whether or not Una and her husband can be wholly trusted. Her runes do not lie.”

“No one can be wholly trusted,” Odin said quickly. “It is not lost on me that she wants something from us, and her honeyed words and subtleties are for their gain, too.”

“You are sure the men traveling with us can be trusted....” Arkyn frowned. “Yes?”

“They were chosen because of their past relations with my brother, or father,” Odin said. “Sten has taken something from them, or harmed them in a way so their loyalty is without question. They want out as much as we do.”

“And you will simply allow her to remain in Cashlin once Ravenlough is yours?” Arkyn changed the subject back to Una.

Odin nodded absently. “She will oversee it, I imagine. She knows this. I will be her overlord, and she will have defeated her sister. She cares about nothing else. Only the ruin of her kin.”

Arkyn let out a long breath. “And this is the part that makes the lady Helga agitated. When she spills the runes they continually turn up Hagalaz. Disaster where Una is concerned.”

Odin considered this, and his mother. Arkyn spoke true. His mother was a force. He respected his mother more than anyone. He respected her for her strength, her vision and her resilience. That she had endured the cruelties of his father, who slowly took everything from her out of spite. She had raised three boys in the face of constant drama and despair. Helga had held her own. She was born of royal Danish blood and came to his father as a gift, from her father, another great king. She was a prophetess and was deeply rooted to their religious traditions, and gods, and many sought her words and advice.

His brothers bore no real love for their mother, especially Sten. But even Sten was hesitant to cross her. Odin believed he was truly afraid of what their mother could do, if he pushed her too hard. So Sten reverted to quiet disrespect and nonchalance when they shared space. His brother Toke was always too drunk to offer anything of importance. Raised a warrior with the rest, but never able to focus long enough or hard enough to actually care about his future. He simply went along with whoever was the strongest at any given time. Toke, too, had a healthy respect for their mother. Helga had been a shield maiden and a great warrior, until their father put an end to that as well. They had fought alongside one another in the beginning, when Harald was still mesmerized by her strength and beauty. Slowly, the resentment took root, and he could no longer tolerate people shouting Helga’s name instead of his. Instead of honoring her strength and what she brought to the kingdom, he took the thing that was so much a part of her identity in an attempt to break her spirit. It didn’t. Harald did not allow her to divorce him, something the women in their land had a right to do. He forbade that, making up countless reasons why her reasons had no merit. She became a prisoner in her own home. Raising children and casting runes was what she had been reduced to.

.

Odin was aware that he had always been his mother’s favorite son. They would spend hours together when he was a young boy, away from the kingdom, practicing swordplay and weapons training. He learned much about war from her. As the last son, his father barely noticed him, so his mother became like a father, too, and taught him strength in a way that only a woman could. Strength with grace, is what he would later call it. She was one of the strongest people he knew, but she would not boast about it. She wielded it when necessary. A grace his brothers did not possess, as they looked to their father for everything. Odin soon realized as he grew into an adult, that their hours of swordplay and battle tactics were as much for her, as they were for him. She was still the shield maiden, still the mighty Helga. No one could take that from her.

He shook his head to clear the images of his musings. Then he looked at Arkyn, and the weathered face of the older man. 

“Hagalaz can also hold the opposite prophecy, too, “ he reminded him. “That Helga is astute, is without question. Una wants revenge, and we want land of our own here. Whatever my mother thinks of Una’s character will not interfere with what we all want. Not in the end anyway. And certainly not while it is standing right in front of us.”

They both turned then to look upon Cashlin again. A mighty wave rolled in high and fast, and crashed against the side of the fortress, breaking apart and spraying everything in its wake as it rolled back out to sea again.

“Take only what you can carry. We travel light, and we travel fast,” Odin said. “And we leave within the hour.”

Arkyn nodded as Odin finished his thought.

“Let us see with our own eyes what else this Irish land has to offer.”

Devin

⥀⥀⥀⥀⥀

––––––––
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Devin and Tristan entered the council room together. Bright sunlight spilled through the window and across the great wooden table where Nora had left fresh ale, water and bread. Broderick, along with Tristan’s second in command from his house, Connor, and Thomas completed the small group. Cathal sauntered behind her and plodded up to Broderick, who smiled at the large animal and playfully scratched his ears until Cathal took up space by the fireplace with a wide yawn. Tristan walked up to the others with a broad grin and they embraced warmly. Devin smiled at the open display of kinship and warmth between the men.

She still wore leather armor from her morning practice, and as she sat, she realized how desperately she wanted a bath, and something to eat. She had probably spent too much time with her arrows in the morning mist working out her demons. Her stomach rumbled softly in hunger, so she reached for a small piece of bread to quell the empty space until she could eat properly, while everyone settled.

“Tristan,” her voice cut through the friendly chatter. “What news do you bring from Tara?”

He cleared his throat as he made his way to the seat beside hers. He didn’t sit, opting to stand while he addressed the small group.

“There is news to tell, some not the best, and the rest is still open for speculation.” He paused for a moment. “Aedh’s health continues to decline. He is aware that his time left is not much. And for him to openly speak about it to a group makes me think he might be worse off than he is letting on.”

Devin sighed. Feelings of remorse and sadness passed through her, but were immediately followed by pride at how strongly Aedh had led the realm, or tried to, under one Irish Ard-Ri, or high-king.

“And I imagine,” she said. “The vultures have begun to descend. Has he made a decision on an heir?”

“He has confided in me some initial thoughts,” Tristan started tentatively, his eyes locked on Devin’s. “Which is why I wanted all of us here. It is....” he searched for the correct words. “It is an interesting choice that may prove irksome.”

“Who does he have in mind?” Devin asked, sitting up a little straighter.

“Aidan of Ulster” Tristan replied, still watching her.

Devin sat back against the name, as if it was a physical thing, a weight, that pushed her a little off balance.

“Marcus’ father?” she asked.

Tristan nodded.

Broderick cleared his throat. “You are correct, brother,” he said to Tristan. “That is an interesting choice. And his reasoning? Were you privy to this?”

He nodded again, and looked back to Devin, who was now standing at her seat. Hands on the wooden table in front of her.

“I am truly fascinated by his prospective choice,” Devin said. “Why him?”

And why, she wondered to herself, would someone like Aedh, who knew her history and trials from the last year put someone that could disrupt her life, potentially, on the highest seat in Ireland.

“Aedh is fully aware that this choice might bring about some uneasy speculation. It has not been forgotten what Marcus and Una did, or that Marcus and Una have been named as people who could be aiding the northern invasions. He is more inclined to believe in Aidan’s character, and that he would rule fairly.” Tristan explained.

“Did he consider that this man, if placed on the throne, would seek to harm Ravenlough, and Devin? And scheme with his son to deceive all over again?” Broderick asked. “We still have no clue where Marcus and Una are, or if they have been in contact with Aidan. It feels off. I don’t like it.”

Devin let Broderick’s words sink in. He had elegantly expressed everything that she had been thinking. Why Aidan? And yes, Broderick’s question was in her head, would he be trustworthy? Would he continue to honor her rule and her direction in the north. She barely knew Aidan, and the family. Their introductions had been brief, and then Marcus’ betrayal shook up any hope of her actually getting to know them. She closed her eyes against her thoughts.

“He has considered this. And Aidan is not his only choice. He has an heir, as we all know, but the man is sickly, weak....not a leader. Aedh, with his own declining health, is torn. He wants to do the right thing for the entire land.” Tristan said. “And believes that Aidan’s army and his dedication to Ireland has been without question. Aidan has been as loyal to Aedh, and his vision for a united Ireland, as much as Attus’ was.”

Devin knew what Tristan said was accurate. Before she even laid eyes on her husband, she had heard of Aidan’s loyalty and strength as a house to the South. His family had been protecting the high throne, no matter who sat on it, for generations. He had never acted duplicitously for his gain. He had only defended Ireland.

“Aidan does have the second biggest army next to Tara,” Devin said. “While the news you bring is a little off-putting, I believe I can understand Aedh’s reasons. We will just have to wait and see, like everyone else.”

“What of the rumors of the northmen? And Una’s potential stirring of this?” Thomas asked.

Tristan nodded again. “Aye,” he said. “This has not gone unrecognized by Aedh. But, at this point, it is gossip. We have no proof as of yet to go on that Una is playing any part in the raids that have been occurring. They are not exclusive to Ireland.”

Tristan met her eyes for a moment, and then said. “Aedh knew you would have some questions, and while he is still well, he has invited you to the capital, so that he might have your audience and help put any questions to rest.”

Devin nodded. Knowing at that moment how much Aedh honored her with this. He didn’t have to extend this invitation. He did it because he valued her family name, and he valued her. She was moved by the gesture. He would not offer that grace to everyone. 

“When do we leave,” she asked him

“Soon,” Tristan answered. “I would think within the next two days. Let us rest and prepare. While he is as well as can be now, he does not know how much time he really has. We can also expect to see other heads of state there. As you aptly put a moment ago, the vultures are descending.”

“Aidan?” Broderick asked. “Are we expecting him to be there, too?”

“Most likely,” Tristan answered. “But the invitation was for Devin and this house. We would be arriving a full day ahead of anyone else.”

Devin pushed away from the table and sighed, glancing at Cathal, who had stood from his sunny spot next to the window to walk lazily to her side. 

“Let us make haste, then,” she said, an odd feeling of excitement bubbling in her stomach. “For I am eager to hear what Aedh has to say.”

With Cathal at her heels she made her way to the door. She stopped at the entry for a moment, and turned to face them again, this group of men she would trust with her life, and let that fact soak into her being. She was not alone. She had never been alone. 

“As Oran would have said, it seems the wheels of fate have been set in motion once again,” she paused and then finished her thought. “Let us find out if the goddess still favors Ravenlough.”

––––––––
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She was resplendent in the wake of their lovemaking. Their reunion was urgent, but slow enough to relish each sensation he was expertly able to bring out in her. He lay behind her now, his breathing slowing after their tryst, and she felt his warm, sweet breath against her neck. A moment later, she felt his hand slide up her thigh and his lips at the top of her spine, in the sensitive area at the nape of her neck. 

“I have missed you,” he whispered, and she detected the smile in his voice.

She murmured in acquiescence, and delicately pushed her backside against his hips.

“Careful,” he chuckled, “unless this is your invitation for a second round.”

She laughed and turned to him, and he tucked her head into the crook of his arm. They both stared at the ceiling, while he lazily held her hand against his chest and she stroked the solid, muscled plane of his stomach. 

“A second round,” she murmured, “will definitely be in order before we leave in the morning.”

It was his turn to laugh, and he dropped a kiss on the top of her shining, dark hair. “Your demands....”

They lay quietly together, and she became aware of the soft, tangled bed linens surrounding them, and a cool, apple-scented breeze blowing through the open window. To say she was content, at this moment, was true. Despite what political intrigue was lurking at the door, she was happy. 

“I have been thinking while you were in Tara, and now even more so, that we should petition Aedh for our marriage. I had an odd thought, that whoever else might sit on that throne, may not grant us this boon, or find some reason to thwart our desire. Especially the bishops connected to the capital. They loathe everything I stand for,” she said, and then finished,” before Aedh is no longer with us.” 

He turned to face her, and smiled lazily, his dark blue eyes intent on her face. He snaked a hand behind her neck and brought her face closer and kissed her slowly. 

“It brings me joy to imagine that after the pain of the last two years that it could finally be the right time for us.” Tristan said.

“I know we agreed there was no rush, in order for the people to feel settled. But to think that any new high-king might object to our union troubles me. I will not walk down that road again. I will never be told who I should love.”

“Aedh will not object,” Tristan said.

Devin smiled. “I know....” her voice trailed off.

He was watching her intently. “There is more, though,” he said. “What else are you thinking about?”

Suddenly she was bashful, and she felt her cheeks begin to flush. “Children,” she finally said, darting a glance at his handsome features.

He continued to stare. “Are you still taking precautions?”

“I am,” she said. “But I ought not do that for long periods of time.”

She was an expert healer, knowing with full certainty what the earth provided, and how to use it. She knew how to stave off pregnancy with a particular herb-brewed tea. While it was safe, she did not want to taunt the elements, or her body for that matter, with continued use. She and Tristan were so amorous with one another she was surprised she was not with child already, even with the special tea. But she would not use that forever. And perhaps he was right, could it finally be their time? Could they relax, be wed, and start their own family. The idea of carrying and bearing his child made her tingle, and she instantly wanted him again.

“Probably not,” he finally said. Then he smiled wide, his white teeth flashing at her. “A baby,” he said. “I never believed I would be a father. The idea brings me much joy.”

Her heart melted at his admission, and she took his face in her hands, and kissed him again. He sighed against her face, and when their lips parted he moved his warm hand up her ribcage to cup her breast.

“Well then,” she murmured, “this errand to Tara feels lighter somehow, regardless of the politics at play in the background.”

“Aye,” he said and she immediately recognized the change in his look, and his eyes darkened. He still held her breast in his hand, stroking her. 

“Wait,” she laughed softly, playfully removing herself from his grasp. “Let’s pause this moment, and continue when we return from Antrim. We need to finish our business there with the monks before we leave in the morning.”

Tristan mock-groaned and released his delicate grasp. He watched as she stood from the bed to retrieve a pale colored robe from the floor. She tied it at her slender waist. 

“Let’s freshen up, have some food, and get on the road. The faster we are, the faster we can be back here,” she winked playfully at him on her way to the ante chamber to find Nora to help her change. 
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Odin
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Their monastic city was similar to what his busiest town was like back home. The small town was bustling. The people seemed content to do their everyday tasks. Random dogs would run by, and some stopped to sniff their hand, and ran off, barking their delight. Merchants were calling out that they had fresh pie, fresh apples, fresh everything it seemed. The energy was happy. It was peaceful. 

There were neatly lined streets, in rows, and each lane was home to a particular trade. There were the inns, two of them, and along that row also stood small, single homes. The next row would boast eateries, then there were the smiths and the butchers, and the rest of the tradesmen. All the rows culminated in the town square, where there sat a large church. Their Christ church. And inside, from what he had learned, all of these churches held the land’s greatest riches. Una told them there might be tapestries, woven with gold, or heirlooms that were so valuable no price would have been set. Not to mention the solid gold cups and chalices she had seen with her own eyes. The mere idea of the riches piqued his curiosity. Knowing the land held countless edifices to worship their single God, and treasures inside every one of them, was fascinating. 

Arkyn, beside him, gestured to a busy inn with a tavern on the ground level. He nodded, and they ducked through the door.

Once inside the dimly lit space, Odin was keenly aware that he and Arkyn did not fit the local look of these people. Arkyn, with his impressive height, and long, braided beard, caused some people to simply stop and stare. Odin, with his own impressive height, did not wear the longer beard of many of his people, opting instead to keep his short, and shorn close to his face. The tattoos across the back of his neck, and along the side of his partly shaved head, were not the norm in this land, nor was the long hair he and Arkyn wore. He had tied his back, so as not to stand out as much. He ran a hand along the side of his head, and cursed quietly, realizing he could have cloaked the art on his head. People were staring. And it was not the attention he wanted. There were a couple of tavern whores, he guessed, whose gazes lingered long and approvingly in his direction. Arkyn, at one point, bellowed in laughter when one bold lady called out asking if he needed his knob polished. 

Odin’s attention was on a small table across the room, facing the door. He walked past the women. He was not here for a romp with a whore, only for information that would later serve them.

They quickly ordered two of the meat pies the tavern owner boasted about as being the best in town, along with large cups of cold ale. He relaxed some when the food arrived, and they ate silently. The meal was hot and delicious and the best thing that had been in their bellies in over a week.

Arkyn leaned back with a belch. “Well, my friend,” he said, wiping his hand across his beard. “That was quite good, actually. Now, we wait and watch. Information is sure to come our way. Places like this tend to be fodder for gossip.”

There was the hum of excitement in his blood. His lust for the unseen Ravenlough was increasing. Cashlin was prize enough, but if that was the smaller of the two fortresses, he was indeed captivated. This land was ripe for harvest, and displayed the most green he had seen in his life. It was beautiful, he thought. And he would have his piece of it. With each hour that passed he was more sure of the decision to come here. 

Their people seemed docile, and were kind and welcoming. They were mostly farmers and tradesmen, but he was no fool and knew that various armies existed. Men that would defend the land as fiercely as he would defend his. The language was not as clear as he hoped. He had been learning before he came, but he had more work to do there. He understood parts of the conversations he heard passing through town. He decided he would spend more time with Una and Marcas when he returned to Denmark to master their strange tongue.

A rustle at the door caught their attention, and a man stumbled in. It was evident from the wobble in his step, that he already had too much to drink. The serving maid cast a look across the room to the tavern keeper and Odin did not miss the eye roll, as the man shook his head, but immediately reached below a table to pull out a large mug.

The stranger called out a slurred greeting, as he slammed the door shut behind him, startling a dog resting under a table by the entryway.  When the comely serving maid came over with the mug, he ungraciously, and uninvitingly, slapped her rump. She scowled and scooted away. The man looked around the room with glassy eyes until they landed on him and Arkyn. With a large gulp, and an almost imperceptible narrowing of his eyes he walked over to their table, and sat down without invitation. 

“Greetings,” he slurred. “You are definitely not from here,” he said.

Odin cast a quick sidelong glance at Arkyn, indicating that he would take this.

“Hello friend,” he said with a tight smile. “In this you are correct. We are traders from the North and only stopped briefly for a meal before we are once again on our way.”

The man stared at him, “Your accent is interesting,” he said gulping again, most of the contents spilling down his unshaven chin. “Where in the North are you from?”

“I was taught your tongue at an early age,” Odin said smoothly, purposely not offering him anything by way of information.

The man stared a moment longer, and then smiled and raised his mug, so affected by ale that he didn’t realize Odin never answered his question.

“Let us toast then,” he grinned. “To my new friends from somewhere other than here!”

Odin and Arkyn both raised their mugs and drank, watching one another over the rims of their cups. 

Odin cleared his throat. Part of him wanted this stranger to leave the table, and not draw anymore unwanted attention their way. But he presented a perfect opportunity to learn more about Ravenlough and the surrounding areas.

“Your town offers much. It is vibrant and busy.” Odin said. “It could prove lucrative for our business.”

“What is that you sell,” the man asked.

“We are smiths,” he answered, “and are known for the sharpness of our blades.”

Arkyn grinned into his cup, seemingly amused at Odin’s response.

“There is nothing better than a sharp blade,” the man said.  “I have sunk my blade into many unsuspecting traitors in my time.” 

“Indeed,” Arkyn said. “You do strike me as someone who can wield a weapon with the best of them!” 

This pleased the drunk, who grinned again, and visibly relaxed in his chair, and propped one muddy boot on the edge of the table.

“Well, friends, you come at a good time if you are selling your wares. The high-king is rumored to be unwell, and when news like this hits places, people get nervous and when they get nervous, the fighting begins.”

“That is unfortunate,” Odin said, his interest piqued. 

He had not been expecting this news. A high-king that was apparently ill, in a land that had too many kings, and a queen, was a dangerous combination. He knew better than anyone what turmoil a dead king brings to a land. His father’s passing was still causing ripples of unease as Sten ascended the throne. Many were not happy and Sten’s rule was brutal. In the confusion, men made moves for their own benefit. He was no different. He sought power and land, like everyone else, and would use the uncertainty to his benefit. 

“Who is your overlord here? To offer protection if your king continues to decline?” Odin asked.

The man laughed, and took another long swallow from his now, near-empty mug. 

“Overlord,” he guffawed, and Odin already knew what would come out of his mouth next.

“There is no “lord” here. We are under the queen’s protection.” 

The stranger sat back, and cupped his hands behind his head as he regarded them, wanting his revelation to shock them. Odin grimaced inwardly and was grateful when Arkyn pretended to be stunned.

“A woman,” Arkyn played up to the man’s thinly veiled mockery of Devin’s sex.  “Who puts a woman in charge of men? Does this queen know how to defend, can she truly protect this town?” 

The man settled, relishing the audience he had, unaware that he was being played with. 

“She is interesting. I’ll give her that.” he stated. “She has gained loyalty in her short reign. And has seemingly earned her place and the regard of powerful people, including our high-king. She rides into battle with her men, and this wins their respect.” He shrugged while he finished the contents in his mug. “The people love her.”

Odin considered this. Una did not say her sister could fight, only that she crawled around in the grass as a healer pulling at roots, and then hiding in the forest to pray every day. He grew more interested in what the man had to say. Una was hiding facts. It would seem her angles were not wholly revealed. He reminded himself that Una was using him as much as he was using her. They would have much to discuss when he returned home.

Odin leaned forward. “She fights you say? I had come to understand that women were not to be warriors in this land, only home and hearth are their duties. Wouldn’t a great queen have an army to fight for her?”

“Oh, she has her army,” he said quickly. “But since her father, the king Attus was murdered, she took to training. Arrows are her weapon of choice and others have sworn she is lethal with her knives. It does not matter that her army is large, she is at most of the skirmishes. Even if it is to watch from a safe distance.”

“She sounds intriguing,” Arkyn was absently rubbing his beard again.

“Intriguing for sure,” the man shrugged in agreement. And then winked when he said. “And very easy on the eyes. What I wouldn’t give to have her alone for an hour, less even! I’d make it quick and really good for her.” 

He laughed out loud and clapped Arkyn on the back. Odin nearly rolled his eyes when the man kept talking. He ran a hand over his face, fast becoming irritated at his incessant chatter. 

“She is a witch, too,” the man dropped his voice to a whisper. “That much is true. She believes in the old gods of this land. That alone instills fear in people, and angers the bishops, who are always trying to push her from Ravenlough’s throne because of her witchcraft.”

Odin hid a smile in his cup, while he drank the remainder of the contents. This man was not only a fool, but his ramblings were supplying everything they needed. Never would he have believed that he would have gleaned as much information as he had in the last ten minutes from this idiot.

“A witch, you say,” Odin said with a chuckle, “that seems far-fetched.”

Una had been truthful there and this man confirmed it. Powerful religious factions had turned her from being a healer into being a witch. He mentally shook his head at that, as his mother came to mind. What was considered an honor in his land, was considered the devil’s work here. Ignorance. 

The heavy wooden door swung open again, and a commotion escalated. There were sudden loud greetings, and a rustle as people pushed their wooden chairs back, scraping across the floorboards as they stood to greet the party. Odin leaned forward to see better.

It was a small group, and he did not miss the heavily guarded retinue that remained outside the door. For a moment his heart picked up its pace. Had they suddenly been found out? No, he thought, as his mind raced. No one knew who they were. He quickly looked behind him for another exit if it came to that. 

“Well look at this,” the stranger said as he stood, a grin widening his face. “It would seem that we conjured her up. That,” he leaned low to Odin and Arkyn, “is the Queen of Ravenlough in the flesh.”

Odin turned his attention back to the doorway and stared at the two figures that were now walking in. She was flanked by a tall, dark haired soldier. He was lean and muscled, and as heavily armed as the men standing outside the door. Odin glanced at Arkyn, who was also staring at her, seemingly taking her measure. The energy in the room continued to escalate, as people stood to shout greetings and some even applauded. The serving maid had rushed to the queen and offered her a mug with a curtsy. His gaze focused on her face again. 

She was stunning to behold. She was not dressed in royal garbs, or adorned with jewels or shiny things. He could imagine when she was, she would be more intimidating, but in a different way, a seductive way. She held herself tall, and the way her eyes moved around the room missed nothing. She was slender and dark-haired, and her skin was porcelain and unmarred. She was the opposite coloring of her fiery sister, and possibly more alluring in the way that she seemed to not know, or care, how majestic and captivating she was. Beautiful yes, but the energy she held around herself almost hummed, and this is what captivated him; the way everything seemed to gravitate to that energy. 

Her gaze suddenly fell on him. His heartbeat quickened and their eyes locked. He was unable to look away with her full, moss-green gaze focused on him. He realized he was holding his breath, while she held him captive with a single look.  He composed himself quickly, and just as he righted himself, she looked away and was moving toward a table in the back with her guard behind her.

“I am going to get a closer look,” the stranger slurred, and he abruptly left, moving through the room to inch closer to the queen.

“Gods be good,” Arkyn said. “I cannot believe our fortune. Look at her. I was not expecting this.” 

Odin was in full agreement. He might be mesmerized, but that would not stop him from taking her stronghold, and claiming it for himself. 

“She does seem well-regarded,” Odin offered, still watching her from across the space. “Which means her people will fight well for her.”

Arkyn nodded, and drank again. “We ought to take our leave, while others are occupied staring at her. Get out of here and back home to plan our next move.”

“Yes,” Odin said, glancing again at Una's sister. 

So this was the woman responsible for chasing Una away, across a sea to hold onto what had been given to her by their father. If he was sure of one thing, it was that Devin, the Queen of Ravenlough, was already fascinating to him. He was looking forward to meeting her across a battlefield.

Devin

⥀⥀⥀⥀⥀

While the activity buzzed around her, and people came up to her to offer greetings and refreshments, she was watching the two strangers quietly leave the tavern. She could not say what it was about them that held her attention, but they did. 

She had always been honing her gifts, and trusted them more with each passing day. When she entered the friendly, familiar tavern, the space felt different. There was no danger, just a weight, a change in the environment, that made the back of her neck tingle. It was as if her attention was drawn to those men, one in particular, when she did get to meet his eyes. 

He was not from here. That much was evident from his height, to his clothing, and the tribal art that was written across the exposed flesh that wasn’t covered. She was not close enough to see it, but knew the symbols were not in their language, or in the books she grew up studying. The power in his energy was palpable. And his eyes, when their gazes locked, were not hostile, just mirroring the same curiosity in hers. He was attractive, with rugged features, a short beard, and very bright blue eyes. While he carried no weapons that she saw, she would wager he was a warrior by the large scar she noticed at the side of his neck. It looked as if someone tried, and failed, to take his head.

Devin leaned into Tristan, “Did you notice, when we arrived, those two men who are leaving now? “

Tristan looked up, only in time to see their retreating backs, and the one quick, last glance in Devin’s direction, by the taller, heavily bearded one. 

“I notice they are leaving,” he smiled. “Why? Does something concern you regarding them? I can have Broderick follow them.”

Devin paused, as she watched the door close behind them. The tingle at her neck was gone. She sighed.

“No need to follow,” she said. “I have just never seen them here before.”

Tristan looked at her. “If it concerns you, truly, we can have them followed.”

“I don’t think so,” she absently stroked the hilt of the blade strapped to her thigh. “This is a port city, so I am going to assume they are traders.”

Tristan nodded, and squeezed her hand. “We have finished with the monks, and are earlier than expected. Let’s make this meal a quick one, so we can get back home and then leave for Tara ahead of schedule. Sound good?”

She nodded. “Yes,” she said. “The sooner I can talk with Aedh the less jittery I will feel.”

Tristan nodded and while he turned to pay the tavern keeper, her eyes were drawn back to the closed door, and the men that just exited.

“Who are you,” she whispered to herself. 
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Chapter 4
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Devin

––––––––
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She hadn’t been to the capital in over a year. The emotions that swelled within her were varied as she passed through the grand entryway. Pride filled her chest at how far she had come personally. She had arrived initially to be crowned the Queen of Ravenlough. Yet it was on the heels of tragedy so it had been bittersweet. She made the journey another time for the Christmas celebration with Marcas. And that time was filled with heartbreak because it had been without Tristan, and she and Marcas were distant at best.

The ever present rage toward Una lurked beneath the surface, too. The last time she was here was after Oran died. Aedh wanted to honor him with an intimate celebration and she, of course, was  present for that. At her coronation, she and Una had been close. As close as they would ever be. She would have never believed that her coronation would be the catalyst that would forever divide them. It was the rift her sister would never recover from, and the burr that needled Una to continue to scheme and betray her. Una laid with her husband and then murdered her oldest friend. The weight of it was incredible to comprehend, but it happened, and she was supposed to believe she was stronger for it. Perhaps she was. Maybe not stronger, but certainly harder. There was a steel to her now that no one could break through. She would likely meet worse people than her sister and she needed to make sure the softer aspects of her personality were reserved for only her closest confidants.

She looked to Tristan at her side, and her heart swelled. They had endured. He faced his demons along a parallel road and they ultimately came together. Petitioning Aedh for their marriage felt like the next, right step. He had to say yes, she thought, and she believed he would. Aedh admired her, loved her father, and she was acutely aware of the deep respect he held toward Tristan. Aedh would honor their request. Of this, she had no doubt. It was the other thing, the reason he wanted to meet her ahead of the others that troubled her. She imagined that Aedh had already made his choice, and that choice would ultimately mean Aidan, and he wanted her to know first. She shook her head. She couldn’t know for sure, but everything in her hummed in the direction that this was their high-king’s decision.

The inner gate was being opened for them, and once safely inside, she would be ushered to private quarters and given time to rest before she would face her king. Soon, she would know what part he was going to ultimately play in her future. A future where Aedh wouldn’t exist, but his decision would affect an entire country.
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⥀⥀⥀⥀⥀
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She had dressed in her finest; a long, figure hugging emerald dress that shimmered in the light. She left her hair loose, falling about her shoulders, and chose her jewelry with care. The druidic torc was about her throat, and a simple gold crown, woven throughout with emeralds was placed on her head. She took extra time with her face, and applied dark kohl liner around her eyes, and dabbed reddish dye from a small case onto her full lips and the effect, as she stared at her reflection, was a wise, and certainly lovely woman staring back at her. A woman that was supposed to have all the answers, and found herself at times wishing someone would just tell her what she needed to do. 

Tristan came up behind her and slowly lifted her hair from her shoulders and dropped a kiss at the back of her exposed neck. She smiled at him before turning and bringing his head down to her lips so she could kiss him fully. He smiled into her mouth when the kiss was finished. 

“You are a vision,” he told her. He brought his hand along the side of her face, and cupped her chin and smiled gently at her. “Shall we leave?”

She nodded, and part of her wished they could jump back into the steaming tub they had shared less than an hour ago, laughing and making love. But Nora had knocked on the door, breaking the spell of the moment, and they had to prepare themselves. Something was going to change, and she was even closer to finding out what it was
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