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PRAISE FOR JENN LEES’ 

ARLAN’S PLEDGE SERIES

'Incorporating rich Scottish lore in a fantastical land, the story of Arlan and Rhiannon comes alive in a fast-paced story of love and fate. Full of twists and turns, nothing is as it seems as we pass through the portal into the world of Dál Cruinne. The magic, captivating and bold, swept me away into this world of mages and dragons. But the real magic is between the star-crossed lovers. I was completely enthralled by this masterfully written story.' –

SL Dooley, author of bestselling Portal Slayer series and the award winning duology (Bookfest 2023 Christian Fantasy) The Summertime Circus and The Cold Moon Carnival (Anatolian Press).

‘Lees, a masterful storyteller, wove her own peculiar magic through a rich brocade of description and imagination to create believable reality drawn from the misty past of the Scottish Highlands.’—Fantasy Author Elizabeth Klein.

'Everything about this novel is captivating, from the world-building all the way to the enticingly romantic love story that readers feel is unfolding directly in front of them...This novel makes readers want to hold on to the world and clutch every page until the end, simply because it’s that good'.—Austen Grace InD’tale Magazine

'The Crossing (re-released as Of Myths and Portals) is an exciting story that mixes authentic historical aspects with those of an amazingly created magical world. The level of world-building that Jenn Lees has put into her world is comparable to many fantasy classics.' –Tawny Moliner Reedsy Reviewer.

'Arlan’s Pledge, Jenn Lees weaves two worlds and many characters into this uniquely Celtic portal fantasy.'— Lorehaven Magazine

The Crossing: Arlan’s Pledge Book One (manuscript) achieved Finalist in 2021 OZMA Fantasy Fiction Awards CIBAs (Chanticleer International Book Awards)

“Beautifully crafted, full of rich setting descriptions, tension that caught my attention and kept it, and characters that leapt off the page. This author is a skilled storyteller.”

—Melody Quinn. Ink & Insights Competition Master Category Judge 2021

“The plot and characters are exciting, and it feels like something new is around every corner. I got kind of Sarah J Maas vibes when reading this story.”

—Jasmine. Ink & Insights Competition Master Category Judge 2020

“The detail... for this story, not just this one (The Kingmaking Book 3), but the ones that precede it, is amazing. This is clearly well-thought out... I hope to see this story sitting amongst others of its genre, like LOTR.”

—Shreya Gopaulsingh Ink & Insights Competition Judge 2022

“Very refined and well-executed...  captured the essence of a complex, memorable and true fantasy writing.”

—Hadiqa Inam Ink & Insights Competition Master Category Judge 2021

“All of the characters ring true, and don't deviate from who they are meant to be.”

—Abigail Wild-Baia Ink & Insights Competition Judge 2020

“The world within this genre was extremely believable.”

—Christina Wedberg Ink & Insights Competition Master Category Judge 2020
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To our youngest daughter, Emma.

Of all my imaginings and creations, you are one most wonderful.

May you be a strong warrior in the fight,

Your hall ring with songs of triumph,

And in the gentle breeze

May you hear the voice of Love unseen.
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Both clan chief and king gone mad with power’s greed.

Mages with ambition’d magic consumed.

Once formidable, wild, and free

Dragon beasts now bent to the will of men.

Dál Cruinne in devastation wrought—

The world unmade.

Henceforth, our chronology by these historic events

Marked, measured, and maintained.

Let each year proclaim a span of time

Stretching forth from our decimation.

Never may the ways of men return to such disgrace and ignominy.



Declaration of the Sàsaichean, Sage Council,

Post Dragon Wars Year 0
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Let it be known, in this the third year of my reign as Àrd Rìgh of the Sovereignty of Dál Gaedhle, the four disgraced clan lords now proven to conspire against my rule, be stripped of lands, titles and inheritances, rights and fealty owed, and hitherto be banished from Dál Gaedhle, never to show their faces nor cross our borders on pain of death.




SIGNED BY DONNACH FINNBAR MACENOICHT,

ÀRD RÌGH OF THE SOVEREIGNTY OF DÁL GAEDHLE  

6053 POST DRAGON WARS 
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The World of Dál Cruinne

Post Dragon Wars Year 6053

The Border between the Western Sovereignty of Dál Gaedhle and the Eastern Clanlands of Dál Gallain 

Now he was free.

Ciarán rode past the derelict border-fort tower where Dál Gaedhle became Dál Gallain. The wooden wall, long rotted, stretched between squat rough-cut sandstone fortifications dotted along the borderline for the length of the land. If his gaze could reach its end, he would spy the Muir Gallain, the great sea of the south. The guards who had travelled with him stayed back, their mounts tossing manes and jangling tack. The horses reflected their riders’ wishes to be away, no doubt. Aye, eager to leave but requiring certainty of his departure.

Ciarán’s mount slowed and picked his way through the broken cut stone and rubble strewn across the path between two ivy-covered fort towers as the rumble of hooves receded behind him.

Good. Donnach MacEnoicht’s obedient escorts had done their high king’s bidding and turned for home. 

The warrior-clansman escort had returned to him his sheathed sword, its baldric’s smooth leather belt wrapped round it tight, addressing him only as Ciarán Gallawain. 

Ciarán ground his teeth. Never again would a soul address him by his clan chief title of lord. Neither would he feel beneath his fingertips the patterned surface of his highly decorated chieftain’s belt about his waist. The weight of his sword, Dearg, now pressed down on his back. That insipid àrd rìgh could choke on his mercy, for it only displayed his weakness. 

Aye, one day my sword will draw blood and redden the ground at Donnach’s feet.

Ciarán kicked his horse to a gallop. He could not hasten from the border fast enough. Huffing, he pushed further southeast, urging his horse on, leaving Dál Gaedhle... and Alana... well behind. 

He swallowed hard against the thickness that threatened to line his throat. Best to leave those thoughts alone. What’s done is...

Grey clouds churned beneath the sun, and the day dulled around him. His legs were heavy from this past week’s ride, as if rocks filled his muscles. Cold rain beat hard on his forehead, running over his jaw and trickling down his chest beneath his fine wool shirt. Weak sunlight angled through the tree foliage, edging the leaves of the forest in silver. Dense undergrowth slowed his pace and encroached on the road now turning into a goat-track. 

Narrowing his eyes and sharpening his focus in the dimming surrounds, he dismounted and led his steed at a walk, swiping branches to the side to clear a path. Sprays of water droplets wet his breeches and soaked his plaid. The cold seeped through chilling his skin and burrowing deeper. He must rid himself of the cloth, though he was loath to—the last remnant of his connection to any clan. Even so, some in the east might recognise the tartan of a noble clan of the west.

He could take no chances.

A dim glow showed through the thicket like a beacon. He headed for it, leading his horse through the edge of the forest, which stood like a wall around a small dwelling in the middle of a clearing covered in night. Light shone in the window of the wattle-and-daube cottage— the home of a commoner, and a poor one at that—and smoke rose from its primitive stone chimney. He tied his mount to a nearby post and stood at the wooden door above which hung clumps of rowan, ash and heather—and a shrivelled raven’s foot.

He grunted and lifted his baldric from his shoulder and strapped the belt around his waist. His blade must be ever ready. 

He raised a fist to the door. It swung open, his knuckles hitting air. A hag with long silver hair matted to knots and hanging over humped shoulders, stood in the doorway. Her face, as crinkled as summer-dried fruit, opened to a toothless maw. Her breath wafted to him—vomit, rotted meat and the reeking pile of excrement at the bottom of the long-drop of The Keep on a sweltering day. His throat tightened, threatening a gag, but he swallowed against it.

“Come, young man, ye have wandered far.” The crone’s head bobbed her welcome.

He lowered his fist slowly. The crone seemed harmless enough, and with no other dwellings nearby—and the gnawing in his belly—he stepped in. A fire filled the hearth, its heat bathing his face and raising vapour from his clothing.

Her withered fingers drew the length of plaid from his shoulders. Strands of his long hair dragged with the woollen cloth, flicking his cheek. “Ye have the fair hair of a noble clan, young man.”  

Ciarán stiffened. “Ye are bold, old woman.” Taking a step back, he drew his sword, its ring filling the tiny dwelling.

“I meant nae harm, my lord.” She dipped a shaky bow then lifted her head, her gnarled hands caressing his tartan clasped to her breast and her eyes glimmered. “Just wishing to show kindness to a weary traveller, is all.”

The woman stood by the rough-hewn wooden table sitting in the centre of the room, illuminated by squat candles placed on any available flat surface, their melted wax leaving deformed sculptures in their path. Far, indeed, were the comforts of a caisteal. Yet warmth seeped through his damp clothing, chasing away the chill. A pot bubbled over the coals, the aroma more palatable than the woman’s breath.

Her gaze followed his. “Ye will be hungry, my lord.” 

She draped his plaid over the chair nearest the hearth, then ladled broth into a wooden bowl and placed it on the table. His stomach growled.

Ciarán re-sheathed his sword and approached the chair, never lifting his gaze from the old crone. She was familiar. Not in physique, but in spirit. 

I... have... known this before.

Ciarán sat on the creaking chair and, steadying himself, poked the contents of the bowl with a wooden spoon. Sparse chunks of meat floated in the thin brown liquid.

He ate, the gamey flavour of rabbit scarce throughout the soup, and let his gaze wander the one-roomed dwelling. Herbs hung to dry above the grey stone fireplace. Cooking pots of assorted sizes sat stacked on the hearth and next to them, a neat pile of firewood. 

“Ye should go further east tomorrow when ye resume your travel, my Lord Ciarán Gallawain.”

He stopped the spoon inches from his mouth, sloshing out the contents with a jerking halt. 

By the antlers of Cernunnos! His plan of wandering through the land incognito was now impossible if even this isolated old hag had recognised him. He returned the spoon to the soup and scooped once more, narrowing his eyelids.

But how does she know?

The woman stood with her green eyes fixed on his, and the back of his neck prickled.

“Ye must go to where ye find the ends of the world.” A tremor to her tilted head accompanied the instructions. “That is the way to the one who truly possesses the power.” Crinkled hands rested on the tabletop; on their backs thin translucent skin revealed a river delta of veins. “Ye will receive more than you first perceive, for ye have tae trust Cumhachd adhar.”

Ciarán’s brow tightened. The hag had spoken the old tongue, and he had heard the name—a long time ago. The Power of the Air.

He tightened his grip on the spoon, digging the handle into his palm as his heart leaped within his chest. He required power to gain what, in truth, was his.

He lifted his chin. I, Ciarán Gallawain, was born to rule. 

His wet-nurse had spoken often of his destiny. He saw it now, as vivid to him as his present surroundings—she stood by the great fireplace in the caisteal of his birth, chanting to herself and pricking his finger then flicking his blood into the hissing flames.  

Bile rose in his throat and burned. For he was now a wandering exile and coming second to Donnach MacEnoicht in Tòireadh—the Quest for the High Kingship—had thwarted all. A dull, thick sensation returned to his belly, like a pot of stew set on low coals, brewing slow and long since losing his love, his quest and his dignity. The grumble in his gut had been an intimate friend for three years, and now he would name it—resentment, and he would suppress it no longer. 

His life had changed indeed. He must start from naught wherever he landed, and much hard work lay ahead. 

“I have a word for you, Lord Ciarán Gallawain.” 

His vision refocused and the woman’s gnarled hands came back into view, the river delta melting to smooth youthful skin.

His gaze rose to hers. She stood taller, a whispering caress of cloth slipping over skin accompanied her patched garment’s slide to the floor. Transformed, a shining mane of golden curls cascaded across smooth skin, pouring over perfect breasts on its path to curved hips.

Ciarán gasped. A mage disguised as a crone—that explains all.

The sudden appearance of her home, her knowledge of him, and her enigmatic advice. 

The mage raised slender youthful arms above her head and the hearth’s blaze lit the room in an orange glow. She lifted her hands higher, as if in supplication, while candles blazed as bright as lightning. A stunning younger version of those green eyes locked with his, and he sat, unable to move.


“When sunlight bids farewell to day

Or with morning tide enlightens,

A crossing to other worlds at bay

With magicked power opens.

Then shuts the gates for those to stay

Until the orb-illumined run

Its courses of the worlds then done.

Where light caresses land as one

There, travellers’ journeys fill their sum.” 



The air rang with her rich voice, her tone holding the glimmer of a chant, verging on a wail.

Ciarán’s thundering pulse joined the candled-lightning of the room and his breathing staggered with a heaviness pressing on his shoulders, as if the eyes of the universe weighted their stare upon him.

The mage’s arms slowly lowered, her youthful form retained, and her lips curving. 

It was a riddle. A conundrum. A challenge... A command. 

Power lay behind it, whatever it may be. And this striking beauty before him a messenger only.

He shook the weight from his shoulders and, rising to his full height, stepped to the mage. His face was inches from her delicate lips, her apple-scented breath invading his own.

“Where is this place? I will find it.” He blinked at the earnestness of his own voice.

“Not one but many, my Lord Ciarán.”

His breath caught in his throat.

Here was his new start. His chance to begin afresh. 

But to have it—a chance I must take. 

“So be it.” A heat ignited within him, as sparks ran to his fists and swirled in his mind. “Tell your master I wish to enjoin my goals with his.”

“Nae, my Lord Ciarán Gallawain, for ye yourself shall inform him.”
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The lines of the endless knot represent time and eternity,

Weaving around, over, and under.

Such as the lives of those with whom we pass through time. 



SAGE GLIOCAS 

(2870-2962 POST DRAGON WARS)

––––––––
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Our World, 2016

Perth, Scotland

My life had changed. 

I was at work, placing newly delivered novels into their assigned positions on the Top Ten Best Sellers stand, my thoughts wandering. The Last Chance Bookshop—aptly named by Mr Watson, my elderly boss who maintained it was the last opportunity to purchase a book before leaving Perth, the Gateway to the Highlands—was quite a come down from the Main Library of Edinburgh University. Budget cuts had come along with a last-in-first-out policy, losing me my dream job and giving me little choice if I wanted a position involving books. 

For me, it was rent money and food on my table, and possibly my last chance at stable employment as the state of the UK economy remained tight. Mr Watson was great, but my love of all things library now had to wait until... who knows when. I was wandering, with failure hovering over my shoulder, living a second-rate life, and just like most times of uncertainty, with aspirations on hold, my insecurities clambered for attention.

But I yearned for that instance in life—the critical moment—that would tell me who I was. Who I really am in this big world. 

Man, I was in my twenties already! You’d think I’d know by now.

“Rhiannon, I must leave a tad early.” Mr Watson’s salt-and-pepper moustache danced above his lips. His coat hung over his arm held against a stout midriff. “You don’t mind manning the shop on your own after lunch, do you?”

“Of course not, Mr Watson.” I smiled at my boss, warmth welling within at his willingness to take me on—and his trust in me.

“See you tomorrow, then.” He turned on his heels and left the shop. 

The opening and closing of the Last Chance Book Shop’s door were like parentheses to the blaring horns and revving double-decker bus engines of the High Street. Diesel fumes wafted in through the dull glare.

“Excuse me,” a feminine voice huffed behind me. “I’m after a romance.”  

I turned to the woman. She wore a cream tailored suit and immaculate make-up. My teeth tugged at my inner cheek, and I flinched a little at the pinch. 

If only I could master the art of makeup. 

“Of course.” I strode the short distance to the far end of the store, passing through the scent of freshly printed books, a thrill tingling my spine. The customer followed, her high heels clicking on the vinyl floor. We passed shelves chock-full of paperbacks, front covers facing us, eager to please and be the novel to stand out amongst the rest and win the prize of being her choice. 

“Here’s one by a Scottish author. It’s set in the times when the Romans were conquering Britain and tried to subdue the Picts and Celts who lived in the north.” I pulled the book from the shelf, its smooth cover cool under my fingertips, then held it out for the customer’s perusal, my heart drumming in my chest. “A Celtic clan war chief falls for a...”

The young woman stared at the novel’s front cover, her nose crinkling, and her tongue protruding from flawless painted lips. Her shoulders shook, and her face erupted with laughter.

“You’re kidding, right?” An immaculately plucked eyebrow rose. 

My fingers froze around the paperback. I forced my arms to move and replaced the book on the wooden shelf, then guided the woman to the Top Ten Best Sellers stand near the front of the shop where a romance novel sat at the number three position, gleaming under the fluorescent lighting. I lifted the book from the display, my fingers grasping the cover comprising a barely clad muscular male torso. The woman’s eyes lit up and she bought the novel, then swiftly left, closing the door behind her. 

The doorbell pinged with her exit, echoing in the empty shop. I brushed down my plain grey skirt and checked my blouse. The top button kept coming open unbidden. 

Stupid button! 

I grabbed a strand of my hair—loose from its tie again—and twirled it around my index finger. Why did I never look neat and immaculate, like the woman who’d just left the shop?

Her impression of me hung like a fog, poking me with misty fingers. She was the third person to show an aversion to this book. 

“Hmph!” I marched back to the shelf, grabbed the book, and stomped to the front of the shop. “Well, it’s pay week, and a love story set when the Celts kept the Romans at bay would be on my to read list!” My voice bounced off the counter as I shoved the book underneath.

I stormed back to the bookcase and bumped a thriller onto the shelf, then slammed a non-fiction self-help into its neighbour. I grabbed yet another novel with a cover of a half-naked man and thunked it face down. Thudding books on wooden shelves echoing in the quiet shop formed sound exclamation marks that hung in the air around me.

I shut the shop for a late lunch, then strode along Perth’s High Street. The sun warmed my head as I hurried along to the South Inch to eat my sandwich in the parklands. I bet the strands of hair escaping from my hair-tie stuck out as a frizz, but the sunshine was worth it. The South Inch was a beautiful expanse of green dotted with garden beds and playgrounds mirroring the North Inch on the opposite side of Perth and running alongside the River Tay. 

Today I needed green. It always soothed me. 

Because it just happened again. 

My throat felt as if it was falling into my stomach. Always did after a person’s negative reaction to a comment I’d made. Someone like that lady customer. It’d always been like this. 

“Why do I bother being so enthusiastic about things when people look at me as if I’m... odd?” It seemed, once more, my likes and preferences were in the minority. The small minority.

“Why is nobody interested in the things I’m interested in?” My comments grew louder, my pace matching in momentum. “Or anything I’m drawn to?”

I screwed my mouth to the side. 

Maybe they’re right.

I hmphed, but it choked off.

I reached the Inch, and slowed my pace, walking the path snaking through and passing the rhododendrons growing in the beds at the edge of the swathe of green. They were in flower, and their purple blooms caught my eye—and mocked me. According to Mum, my mauve eyes were like the actress Elizabeth Somebody-or-Other’s. Another thing about me that was different. 

Mum had always maintained I was too self-conscious. Hmm. 

For a moment I was back in primary school when the boys joined in with the mean girls’ mocking rhyme, their chanting ringing in my ears as I folded in on myself and hugged tight. 

“Rhiannon with the purple eyes,

Looks right through you to the skies.

Where o where has she been?

She thinks she is a royal queen.”

I chewed my lip. Thankfully, I hadn’t done that for a while: stared into space watching people who weren’t there, doing things in places I’d never been.

Mum used to say I would go off in my own wee world and she would shake me out of staring into nothing. When I was in my teens, I’d discovered they were visions. Well, that’s what an old aunt from the Highlands had said. Not to me. I’d been eaves dropping on a conversation she’d had with Mum about the second sight. Then I’d done a little googling of my own. 

I’d never told Mum. 

Or anyone else.

My eyes pricked with tears, so I shook my head and focused back on the Inch.

The park was quiet today, and a man walking not far ahead of me was the only person, besides myself, on this side. He walked slightly stooped and carried a bundle of books and papers under one arm. His tweed jacket had leather patches on the elbows like a previous professor of mine had worn. He’d tied his long white hair behind in a ponytail. He must’ve been a pretty cool old guy.

He passed one of the public seats and his pace slowed. Then he stumbled, dropping his books and papers, the breeze picking up loose pages and spreading them across the grass toward the nearest seat. He staggered, jolting, and headed face first onto the hard asphalt path.

I ran the few paces to reach him just as his hand extended to brace himself and prevent a face-plant. I grabbed his arm and pulled him upright. He regained his balance, but his eyes were wide, and his breath rapid.

“You okay?” I asked, trying not to sound puffed after my brief exertion.

He peered at me, his eyes growing even wider, with his crinkled expression tight around his mouth as he focused on my face. His arm was thin beneath my grasp and he straightened with a lot of effort. 

“Let’s get you on this seat over here.” I led him to the wooden park bench nearby and sat him down.

He was still making hard work of his breathing, but he didn’t take his eyes off me. A waft of muted spices filtered from him, overpowering the sharp mustiness of his tweed jacket.

“I’ll call an ambulance.” I dug into my pocket for my phone.

He placed a cool hand on mine. “No, young lady.” His voice was surprisingly deep and resonant. “I shall be well in but a moment. No need to call a heal—ambulance.” He pronounced the word with care. His accent was strong. Maybe Welsh?

“I’ll sit with you until you’re better.” I kept my hand in the crook of his arm. 

It had been ages since I’d sat beside a person so much older than myself. I chuckled inwardly. Here I was thinking I’d have a quiet lunch. In an odd sort of way, his presence had a calming effect on me. My inner churns about myself were settling. 

The wind tugged at my hair. “Oh, your books. I’ll get them.”

I ran after the papers that had scattered and stuck on a nearby rosebush at the edge of a garden bed, which was an explosion of yellow and orange. On my way back to the old man, I collected the books, keeping an eye on him. He now sat tall, his gaze on me, and his face filled with a kindly expression. He was breathing easier now. Pulling a handkerchief from his waistcoat pocket, he wiped his mouth. He was clean shaven and quite dignified looking from this angle, and probably would’ve had some important position in a university somewhere. Despite almost falling head first, his composure had quickly returned. The breeze ruffled the papers I held, but the whirlwind of emotions that had swirled in me on my way to the Inch had blown away.

“Are you feeling better?” I asked, handing him his books and papers.

“Ah, perhaps.” He placed the books beside him. 

The one sitting on top of the bundle had a shiny dust jacket. On the cover, a circular broach inlaid with bronze swirled round and around. Dogs, similar to Scottish deer hounds, intertwined their legs within the circles. The symmetry and craftsmanship were perfect. It was a book on Celtic art, and I let go a slow sigh.

The Celts really understood beauty. Maybe he lectured on Celtic subjects and I could learn something from him. 

“Perhaps I’d better stay until you’re fully okay.” I sat beside the books. “You’re interested in Celtic art?”

“Oh, aye.” His voice held a gentle edge as he spoke through a couple of breaths.

If only my attempts at drawing knots came anywhere near such intricacy as that on the cover of the book resting between us on the bench seat. My early circular knotwork doodles were in my secret scrapbook. But like a fool, I’d shown them to Michelle Stone when I was in high school. I suppressed a cringe. Michelle had slept over. After that, the popular girls had laughed at me—laughed at everything Michelle had pretended to enjoy while staying that night at our place. 

I swallowed the hard lump in my throat. 

I hadn’t touched my drawings since.

“My name is Eif... er... Evan.” His voice brushed away my recollections of the past. Definitely a Welsh-sounding accent—he’d said Evan the way they do.

“I’m Rhiannon. Are you a professor?”

“Nae. But some say I am learned. And maybe even wise.” His smile crinkled his face further, and he let out a breathy, staggered chuckle.

So, possibly the only other person in the world who held Celtic knotwork in fascination was an unwell old man. Argh.

“You’re a good lass. I’m sure your parents are proud of you.” 

I fiddled with my bag resting in my lap as a tightness flashed through my throat. “My parents are no longer living.”

“Ah, so sorry to hear that. Your man would be proud, then.”

My man? I gave a snort, covering my mouth with my hand. If only.

Well, there was George. He seemed to think I was okay. He’d been around since university and I had to admit he was a good friend, but that was all. My guts niggled. George’s understanding of the relationship wasn’t too clear. 

The breeze blew through my silence, brushing stray strands of hair across my face. The old man’s gaze was warm and focused on me, and his breathing calmer. He inclined his head, waiting for me to respond. 

“There’s sort of someone...” Why had I said that? But then my shoulders eased. It wasn’t often I had someone around who actually listened to me.

“Ye hesitate. He is not...?” Tough white eyebrows rose slowly.

I skewed my mouth to the side. “No. He isn’t.”

“Be not in a hurry.” His voice was stronger now that he’d regained his breath. It was like a boom muffled. As though if he let it go, it would be commanding. “It is best to know yourself before ye seek to know another.”

Know myself? 

Who am I, anyway?

“We are all in the process of becoming who we are.” He patted my hand then gathered his books and papers. 

I blinked. Did he just...?

“I am well now.” He rose from the park bench.

“Are you sure?” I stood with him. “But you’ve only just got your breath back.”

“Aye. Many thanks for your assistance. It was not what I expected of this world”—he coughed over his words— “part of the country.” He looked me in the eye, then smiled and marched away, his books tucked under his arm and a spring in his step.  

***
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I parked my car at the front of my cottage in the small village of Abernethy and stepped out, inhaling the cool country air. A faint scent of lanolin wafted over to me from the sheep in the field across the road, their bodies now small, spindly, and white without their wool. The farmer must’ve shorn them today. On the slope of the hill opposite, the trees wore leaves turning russet orange and at its peak, the Iron Age Fortification’s earthworks were now a silhouette with the sun’s descent dimming the evening sky.

I walked up my flagstone path; echinacea, dahlias and the last of the pinks edged the way to my door. I rummaged in my bag for the door key, my calves brushing the lavender, its calming aroma pervading the final paces of my journey. I sniffed and filled my head with its scent. 

It was a cute cottage, with white-washed stone, a grey slate roof, and large double-glazed windows. I’d often sit at my two-seater kitchen table and gaze up at the remains of the Iron Age Fort’s earthworks, and my insides would tingle. That had been the tipping point. Why I took on the lease. 

Plenty of space surrounded the cottage with the field at the back, and a run-down animal shelter sitting by the far fence, so neighbours weren’t on the doorstep. Quiet and private, except for the guy who lived in the semi-detached on the left and shouted at his wife. I huffed. He still objected to where I placed my rubbish bin. But I had no other option. That argument continued to linger. For the sake of his wife, who’d probably get it in the neck if I argued with the man, I held my peace.

I stepped through the door and over the pile of bills lying on the doormat. This renovated estate worker’s cottage was compact and bijou, to say the least. I immediately entered my kitchenette. It had only enough bench space for the usual appliances, then three paces in, and a person was through to the main room. 

I dropped onto the beat-up couch in the living room and groaned. It was grey, along with the rug on the floor and the open stone fireplace. The cottage had come furnished, and the landlady’s tastes were eclectic. A busy pattern covered the wallpaper, and none of the pieces of furniture matched. A large flat-screen television hung on the main wall, covering most of the brown and yellow paisley.

Thankfully.

The couch had a dent in the seat from the posterior of a previous tenant, I suppose. No visitors had graced my humble abode. I preferred it that way. People only laughed at me anyway.

No people, no laughter. No...

Pursing my lips and blowing out to ease my tightening chest, I raised my hand to twiddle a lock of hair.

My phone rang and the living room’s brown and yellow came back into a bleary focus. I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand then found my phone at the bottom of my bag. It was George, and I slid to answer.

“We still on for tomorrow?” George’s enthusiastic-as-ever tones blared out from my phone.

“Ah, that’s this Saturday?” My gut tightened.

“Yes. I’ll catch the last train from Oxford tonight.” George’s refined accent came through. “Got the last tweaks of the proposal for my research on the migration of the Gaelic language through the lands of the ancient Picts to finish first. I’ll be in Perth early morning. Don’t worry, I’ll make my way out to you. Can’t wait to see your place for real. I looked it up on Google Maps. I’d love to stick around for the entire weekend.”

“Okay.” I fought to keep my inflection steady. “We can work on my Goidelic.”

That’ll be the most interesting thing to happen this weekend. 

“Ha! You need all the help you can get. Your accent when you speak that ancient language is atrocious.”

“I don’t understand how you know what a dead language sounds like,” I said, shaking my head at all historical linguists.

“Scholars say it’s very akin to the Gaelic, and—”

“Oh, don’t get started on my Gaelic!” I laughed. 

I had to admit, I always had fun with George. We enjoyed the same things. I frowned at myself. Then my cheeks heated. How stupid of me to have my earlier hissy-fit while on the Inch.

Grow up, girl.

“How about we go to the Celtic Festival?” George’s voice lightened.

“Celtic Festival! Where?” 

“On the grounds of a stately home near Inverness. Well, a castle, actually—”

“Inverness is only a two-hour drive from here. We’re going! I’ll book the tickets on-line. I’ll pick you up from the station and we’ll go from there.” My right leg jiggled with anticipation. 

“Great. Will we dress-the-part?”

“Do you mean wear fancy-dress?” My jiggling leg stilled.

“Not fancy-dress. A costume.”

I groaned, unable to hold it back.

“Oh, go on.” George spoke over the end of my groan. “It’ll be fun. I can be a Celtic warrior, and you can be a Celtic princess.” 

“Princess! No way. I’ll be a warrior if I’m anything at all.”

“Ha! I should have known. You’ve definitely gained confidence since you’ve started martial art classes. Tomorrow, then.” 
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Never force love, for it may not come.

Once upon ye, it steps forth from naught, encircling your heart.

Ye must resist not and hold fast.

Loose not your hold

Or lose the chance.





VISIONS AND SAYINGS OF THE BLIND LADY SAGE

Our World, 2016

Inverness, Scotland

George had offered to park my car, as the nearest space was miles away in some field.

I let him. 

I strolled through the crowd on the grounds of the Scottish Highland Estate. Marquees edged the large green, now a mock battlefield. I let out a chuckle. Later there’d be a mock battle between people dead-serious about re-enactments. My grin lingered. Perhaps, if I had a weapon, I’d even join them. 

Ahead, flying from the tall posts of the tents, colourful slim flags snapped in the breeze under a watery sky. I wandered past the refreshment stalls, the aroma of roasted nuts and fried chips filled the air and the scent of a honey-sweet delight wafted past my nose. A stall sold mead, and people drank from pottery mugs. Further on, a slow turning spit ensured the gentle cooking of a whole pig. The barbeque aroma blowing on the breeze hit my nostrils and my mouth watered of its own volition.

Celtic warriors, and Celtic princesses wearing flowing gowns edged in gold embroidery, wandered past me. The costumes were inventive and ingenious. Leather armour sat over quilted gambesons, with re-enactment swords sitting on belted hips. Wow, some swords even looked real. Other costumes were outright bought from fancy-dress shops, with modern synthetic materials and machine sewn embroidery. 

I tucked my shoulder bag into my side, bulky from the items for my outfit. 

“You’ve got to go through with it, Rhiannon.” George spoke right into my ear and his hand pressed into the small of my back.

I jumped. “Boy, you can disappear in a crowd! Don’t do that to me again.”

George’s mouth pulled upward in his usual cheesy-grin, and he reached out to take my hand.

I grasped my bag tight with both hands and squeezed out a smile. ​“Give me some time. I scoured my wardrobe for a costume, but I need more. You go get changed and I’ll find the rest of my outfit.” 

“Okay.” George blinked a few times behind his gold-rimmed glasses, then his shoulders drooped a little as he turned toward the public amenities.

Good. Now I could start my quest. I strode through the crowd, heading to the stalls at the forest’s edge where enormous trunks of ancient trees skirted the far end of the field. 

I rubbed my hands together. “Weapons. I need weapons.” 

“Up by the far tree, lass.” A tall man dressed as a warrior in dark trousers and a leather vest turned to me, his long hair gathered in a ponytail and his beard plaited at his chin. “What are ye after?”

“Oh, I’ll know it when I see it. Thank you.” I flashed a smile and walked on. 

Better stop thinking out loud.  

I passed a few Druids as I wandered to the artisans’ stalls right at the edge of the forest where warriors and goddesses perused the handiwork on display. Racks of garments stood beside leather belts, bags, and leather armour embossed with exquisite patterns. Jewellery stalls had items made of various metals, featuring intricate interwoven designs of dogs, horses, birds, and humans. I released a sigh through a smile. It probably sounded dreamy, but I didn’t care. I was in my version of heaven.

Stall holders joked with bright-faced customers. I strolled through their laughter and cheery banter, the tension in my shoulders easing at the lack of hard-sell. 

At a weapons stall, I picked up a knife. It was solid, and swirls of metal symbolising a dragon’s head and its elongated wings, with its legs interwoven with another’s, decorated the handle. The two beasts danced around where the wielder would grasp. I couldn’t tear my eyes from the work. The skill involved in its crafting was a gift. 

A stocky man wearing a leather apron stood behind the stall, his gaze fixed on me. He grinned at me as I handled the weapon. My expression must’ve been enough praise for this metal-artisan.

Swords rested in a rack next to the table display, their tapered edges blunt on each side. Double-sided broadswords, I guessed. Horses galloped on the handle of one, their long legs entwined and manes flying. These wild and muscular creatures wrapped themselves around the handle and each other, their brassy bodies standing out from the dull silver metal of the rest of the sword and galloping straight into my heart.

“How much are the swords?” I asked the man in the leather apron. 

“Aye, well that one is my best piece of work, ye ken?” He scratched his whiskered face and pointed to the sword now in my grasp. “It’s three hundred quid.”

I gulped. The weight of the sword handle pressed into my palm as my fingers traced the embossed forms of beasts encircling it. I just couldn’t let go.

“Here. My holiday in Ireland will have to wait.” I paid with my credit card, then strapped on the sheathed sword and strolled amongst the nearby stalls. 

The sword handle jostled at my waist. I shrugged, my chest buzzing and my mouth tight in an irrepressible grin despite the scabbard tip touching the ground with every step.

A few paces along, leather shields leaned against a stall table. Four horses pranced on their hind legs, embossed in each quadrant of a shield, pawing at the air. Interwoven lines, travelling over and under each other, divided them. My breath escaped me. 

So beautiful. 

I grimaced at the thought of the cost, but bought it, ignoring my own budgeting advice.

I slung the shield on one arm and held the sword handle with my other hand to keep the scabbard point from digging into the ground, and walked back to the main green. Examining those stalls again, I found the one I had in mind. If I were to dress-the-part, as George put it, I’d do it well. 

No one’s going to laugh at me today.

***
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Scrunching my jeans and jumper into my shoulder bag, I emerged from the portable toilet by the tree line, dressed in my costume. Phew! Changing in there had been a tight squeeze. The knitted metal thread of the fake chain maille top sat cool against my skin. I adjusted the green plaid wrapped around my hips and admired my old brown knee-high boots. Hmm. Not bad for a last minute scrounge through my wardrobe. I examined my pièce de résistance: the fake tree of life tattoo on my bare midriff. I couldn’t repress the tug at the corners of my mouth as warmth spread throughout my body. 

“I look okay,” I whispered to myself.

I searched for George. Near the mock battlefield, warriors warmed up with fake broadswords, and adjusted shield straps. Around the marquee area, Celtic princesses sipped mead and chatted to those not so enthusiastic about fighting but who wore weapons and bared their muscles anyway. George had blended into the crowd once more, so I walked back to the edge of the forest, rested my shield against my leg, and stayed put. Surely, George would reappear soon.

I hadn’t waited long when a movement caught the corner of my vision, so I turned. A tall man was striding out from the forest further along, and his bearing was right toward me. He had long, flowing jet-black hair, so black it shone with a blueness, and he wore a kilt of forest-green tartan, in the paler colours of the older dyes. Two large sword handles protruded above his massive shoulders. Thick sword belts on which the swords hung, crisscrossed over his chest, and were the only covering for his well-toned upper body. A typical gym junkie—he must’ve spent hours in one. Or in a dojo, for he moved with a grace of a fighter. Tattoos covered his left arm, all Celtic in design. 

“Wow.” I breathed out the word.

This guy had gone all out. His costume was authentic, right down to the scar on his left eyebrow. He looked like he knew how to use those swords, too. The young warrior walked toward me, smiling. 

I looked over my shoulder—only trees behind. I turned back.

What? He’s smiling at me?

He was even closer now and I glanced at the intricate knotwork on his arm. Why was he still advancing? His gaze locked with mine, sending my pulse rate up a notch. Did he want to speak to me? I gave a slight shrug. Perhaps he thought my outfit was okay.

He slowed his pace. His eyes caught my attention—sky blue with flecks of navy, and a navy ring encircled his irises. 

Fascinating.

But now he was right there, in my personal space. The place reserved for close friends—usually allowed only by invitation. My back stiffened and my neck heated, and he seemed oblivious to my unease. Still smiling. Still approaching like we were old friends.

Umm... this is uncomfortable. I really didn’t recognise him. 

I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out. I tried to take a step back, but my feet wouldn’t budge. He moved to stand toe-to-toe with me, his intense, spicy scent pervading the air around me. I should’ve protested, but his soft smile reached his eyes. I shook myself. I ought to say something.

“What are you doing?” My speech wavered.

“Do ye not know me, a ghràidh chridhe?” He spoke with a kind, deep, and very masculine voice. “Do ye no’ remember I said I would come back for ye?” 

Shivers travelled across my exposed skin. His accent had the lilt of those who speak the Gaelic. Like a Highlander from the Isles; not exactly, but it had the same breathy sing-song nature to it. Definitely a Gaelic speaker, and with my poor knowledge of the language, I interpreted his non-English words. 

Love of my heart. 

My own heart skipped a beat. “I’m sorry, sir, but I don’t know you.”

“Aye. Too soon then. Ye have nae met me yet, my love.” His mouth broadened in a wide grin, and smile-lines fanned from the corners of his eyes.

Oh, no. My knees went to jelly, threatening to give way. He spoke to me like... like I’d always imagined a man who loved me would.

He placed his warm arm around my waist, tugging me against him. I blinked. Was this actually happening? Oh, man. I swallowed, unable to stop myself from taking in every part of him that was within my sight. Strands of his loose, long hair escaped over his shoulder and fell forward across his smooth pale skin. With his other hand he cupped my head, its heat burning me. I let out a silent gasp. 

The man leaned in, his chin dipping and his thick black lashes lowering over those unusual blue eyes. He placed his lips on mine.

It was... nice. 

His lips were gentle and his kiss pure, and I melted against his body’s heat.

“Rhiannon?” George’s pitch rose until it strangled his voice. Right in my ear.

The warrior broke off his caress and I took a step back, releasing my grip on the leather sword belts criss-crossing his bare chest—when had I grabbed those? —and breaking whatever connection he and I had just shared.

I looked from the man to George, and back again. Around us, Celtic princesses and Druids had paused in their perusal of the nearby stalls and now faced our way. My cheeks heated.

“What are you doing?” George held a palm to the warrior in a dismissive manner. “Move away from her, if you don’t mind.” George’s tone was now deep and solid—not like him at all. 

The young man stared at George, then took a short step back, a smile returning to his lips as he placed a gentle gaze on me, apparently not bothered by George—at all.

“Rhiannon, are you okay?” George asked.

I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. I could only stare at the strong jawline covered in a black two-day growth. 

The man glanced in George’s direction again, his eyelids narrowing and his jaw tightening for a flash, then his gaze returned to me. “Farewell, then.” He turned and walked back to the forest.

I took a breath to steady myself, the warmth from the man’s touch burning off slowly. 

That shouldn’t have happened, let alone been so good. Maybe I should’ve been indignant. Told him off and pushed him away. 

But nope. I’d stood there inhaling his musky scent. I could’ve stayed forever. 

“And that will be enough from you!” George yelled at the retreating man. 

The dark unbound hair falling down the warrior’s back, skimmed across his shoulders as he turned his head and glared at George. George stiffened beside me and took a step closer, his bright yellow tartan trousers and simple cloth shirt appearing clownish compared to the clothes of the tall dark man.

The warrior turned once again to the tree line and, not breaking his stride, continued into the forest, his kilt swinging with each step.

​​Three


It is good and right for a king to know his people,

Be amongst them, see their need,

Feel their ache,

And never remain untouched.





WISDOM WRITINGS ON KINGSHIP
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The World of Dál Cruinne

Post Dragon Wars Year 6083

Western Sovereignty of Dál Gaedhle

The Village Below The Keep

Arlan wandered past the spice stall, cinnamon’s earthy-bark scent sticking dustily in his nose. Permanent market stalls lined the grey granite walls at the base of The Keep. In the centre of the market square, the traders from the west coast placed their carts and arranged their wares under their makeshift shelters of oiled cloth or seal hides, providing protection from the regular showers of rain. They displayed smoked meats and fish, cheeses, pickled vegetables in earthen pots, and dried fruits according to colour and size. The chatter of chickens and bleating of sheep echoed off the solid stone walls behind them.

Arlan’s head throbbed, and his eyes felt as though they would burst if he gazed at the sky. His body was determined to remind him of last evening’s tavern celebrations. 

Arlan bumped shoulders with Bàn, who shot him a sideways glance.

“Ye are looking as I imagine you feel.” Bàn cocked his head, a scar slowly distorting the dimple on his right cheek. “Too much of a victory?”

Arlan shook his head a fraction and winced, a vice clamping his skull in its imaginary grip. 

“Ye have nae damaged that pretty face, either.” Bàn nudged him. “It’s a rare occasion that ye not only beat your opponent in the backstreet fighting pits but come from the fight yourself unscathed.”

Arlan didn’t reply but stopped in the centre of the market square.

A tanned, fair-haired girl in her late teens stood behind a stall and smiled in Arlan’s direction. The desiccated bodies of fish, squid, and eels from the western shores of the land hung from the struts of her stall. Arlan took a step toward her cart and Bàn shook his head at him. 

“She’ll smell like her wares.” Bàn pulled the long black braid that held Arlan’s hair at his back and peeked out from under his hat, tugging Arlan’s head twice and turning the vice further. 

“Ow.” He put his hand to his forehead, blinking while the vice slowly unscrewed. “But she’s a beauty, is she no’? I need to practise my... whatever language she speaks.”

“Which is?” Bàn laughed.

“We will see.” Arlan clapped Bàn on the shoulder, then walked to the stall. His mouth pulled with an irrepressible grin. The younger woman swayed under his gaze and her top teeth grazed over her bottom lip. She had similar features to the Inerlothian clans who lived by his family’s lands on the west coast. He spoke a few phrases in that language. She cocked her head to the side, then shrugged.

“Och well, not that coastal tongue, then.”  

A fair eyebrow raised above the seller’s brown eyes. Arlan spoke a spiel of Nemedian. The young woman’s face lit up, and the exchange began. He was rusty, but she corrected him in a polite manner. The words flowed with more ease as the moments passed. He bought a brace of dried sardines and glanced at Bàn, who was leaning against a stall, his arms folded over his bare chest and his breech-covered legs crossed at the ankles. Bàn slowly shook his head and smiled from the corner of his mouth. Arlan bade the woman farewell and ambled back to him.

“Did you enjoy babbling away in a tongue I cannae get my head around, let alone my mouth?” Bàn’s blue-eyed smile filled his features. “Ye’ve given that young lass much happiness.” His gaze fell to Arlan’s hand. “What did you pay for those stinking dried husks-of-excuses for fish?”

“Too much, I’m certain, but I dinnae mind, for she gave me a lesson in Nemedian.”

“She’s fair chuffed. She’ll no’ be able to wipe the beam off her face for days!” Bàn pointed his chin in the young woman’s direction, then slid his gaze back to Arlan. “Gifted in languages and an expert fighter. The women adore you. Dragon’s teeth! If I did nae love ye so much, I’d surely hate you.”

Drops of cold, heavy rain hit Arlan’s head. He ran with Bàn to the edge of the marketplace, bumping and jostling with the crowd of market goers hastening to shelter. Arlan stood with his back to the wall, his sword clunking on the stone behind him. 

A woman with five children scampered into the shelter and stood in front of him, the odour of unwashed humans hanging around them. Gaunt, with dark circles under their eyes, their slack postures hinted at travel weariness.

The small boy of the group strained his neck, his eyes tracing Arlan from his boots to his broad-brimmed hat. The boy’s eyes widened. 

“What’s that?” The lad reached out his hand and hovered it over the swirl of colour on Arlan’s forearm.

“Weesht. Dinnae touch!” The woman reprimanded the lad. “Begging your pardon, lord warrior. Our apologies.” She dipped her greying head at Arlan, then slapped the boy on the back of his with a weathered hand.

“Och no, ’tis fine. Here lad, take a closer look. I dinnae mind, truly.” Arlan leaned down, presenting his arm covered in inked emblems to the boy. “Where are you from?” He directed his question to the woman.

“Lord warrior, we are from Leverden.” Her accent confirmed her claim. “The troubles have pushed us north.” The acid-fruity scent of those long hungry lingered on the air around her. 

“Ye have travelled a long way.” Now a daily occurrence, refugees entered the village in hope of food and shelter. Arlan’s throat tightened. The trouble in the land’s southeast now impinged on his once peaceful life in Dál Gaedhle. “Here.” He held the brace of dried fish up to the woman. “Have some fish for your supper.”

“Och, no, I cud nae.” She waved her hands in front of herself and stepped back.

“I insist.” Arlan held the brace closer to her. “Please, feed the children tonight.”

The woman blinked. The boy turned to her and set a pleading expression on his upturned face. She glanced down at him.

“Thank you, lord warrior.” She bobbed her head at Arlan and took the fish.

Arlan’s mouth tugged at the corners.

The rain ceased, and the crowd dispersed and continued perusing the market. Arlan walked side by side with Bàn out of the square, leaving the chatter, animal calls, and earnest bartering behind. He approached The Keep where a ramp at a dip in its solid grey granite-base, the foundation of the fortification, was the access to this fortress. He grunted. Fortress. For most of his lifetime, peace had reigned due to the wise rule of the current àrd rìgh, and the townsfolk had no need to shelter within its thick bailey walls.

Arlan walked toward the iron reinforced wooden gates of the double-towered gatehouse at the top of the ramp. The entire scene would be dreich if it weren’t for the plants in flower, with pinks and reds spilling from hanging baskets, arraying colour on the walls and balconies. His heart twinged. Lady Alana had established these hanging gardens during her lifetime.

“The troubles down south aren’t going away,” Bàn said beside him. 

Arlan’s throat knotted—the hungry family in the market were proof of that.  

“Ye’ll be required to fulfil your predestined role sooner rather than later, I think.” Bàn pursued the issue—again.

“Aye.” Arlan ground his teeth.

“Halt! Name yourselves!” the guard yelled from the left-hand tower, his spear raised, and his long shield covering his torso.

“You must look dangerous,” Bàn said from the corner of his mouth.

Arlan flicked his dark cloak aside and removed his hat.

“Oh! Lord Arlan, your pardon.” The guard bowed his apology, then shouted below to the other guards.

The small gate within the gate opened with its usual creak and Arlan stepped through. He and Bàn walked across the grounds of the inner bailey toward the main fortified building of the caisteal, The Keep proper, passing armed warriors who nodded to him in respect. Rows of spears and shields leaned against the high inner bailey walls. An armourer organised weapons while another spoke to the master sword-crafter standing by his forge near the practice yard. The heat from the forge touched Arlan’s face as he passed. 

Arlan flung off his cloak and folded it over his arm, shaking off his subterfuge, his day’s outing to the market incognito now over.
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