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This book is dedicated to stepdads.



Those men who stepped up to fill the void of fatherhood and the ones who added a second paternal influence to the lives of those special children.

Thank-you

“Any guy can be a father, but it takes a man to be a dad.”

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to other works of fiction, actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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Prologue:

“Arthur you cannot ask this of me.” Liam said, pacing before the window. “Each of them stood by me when no one else would. I will not leave them to return to the table. Not if they are still banished.”

“Not banished Liam.” Arthur said, shaking his head. “Simply not invited to the table yet. I intend to extend the invitation eventually.”

“Why not now? They are good men, good knights. Look how they helped with Caelia and brought Bedver to the courts. It is not their fault that he escaped before the trial.” Liam was determined to stand by his men and see that every one of them was brought back to where they belonged. “What have they done that makes them unworthy?”

“Lucas, and Emrys are too young, they have done nothing of note. Saffir seeks pain then repents for it at the temples of the old gods and the new. He has an inner darkness that must be addressed before he can sit at the table.”

“What about Lionel? You cannot object to him. There is no one more responsible, more educated, than he is.” Liam said, squaring off with his friend, not thinking of him as the king. 

“You have been distracted, old friend. Unfortunately, he has responsibilities outside your household.” He tossed a letter down on the table in front of Liam. “You remember his father? Alexander?”

“The man was evil. The most dreaded instructor we ever had.” Liam shook his head and picked up the letter. “It is hard to believe that a solid, kind-hearted man ever came from that household.”

“Well, believe it or not Lionel has a sister that is now his ward, or will be soon.” Arthur pointed at the letter. “Alexander is dying. He has requested to see his son and that Lionel take his sister into his care.”

“That is going to be hard. He does not talk about the man at all.” Liam rubbed a hand down his face. “Alright. I will send Saffir and Gerard with him. They were going to meet the twins from Gore and bring them to Redbourne. Lionel’s home is on the way. They can leave him there and retrieve him on the way back with the twins.”

“Will that be enough time for him to make peace with the old monster?” Arthur asked, handing Liam the letter.

“It will have to be. It is all the time he has.”
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Days later in Sir Liam’s office at Redbourne.

“I have no wish to return home. I do not care what my father says in his letters.” Lionel said firmly, looking Liam in the face. “He can send my sister to a nunnery or have his own men escort her to Redbourne if that is what is needed. I want to join the hunt for Bedver after what he has done.”

“You do not wish to say a final farewell to your father?” Gerard asked, joining the duo from the windowsill. “I despise my old man, but I still wish I could have one last talk with him.”

“It took a decade or more, and many late-night drinking sessions, to change that wish from a string of vehement curses to wanting to speak to the old ghost.” Liam chuckled.

Lionel rolled his eyes and tossed the scroll that was summoning him North back onto the table. They did not understand. They could never understand what it was like to be the son of Alexander of Scotsbane in Northumberland. The man’s heart was as cold as the weather and his son had never been able to measure up to the hard, brutal standards set out by the lord and his circle of church clerics.  At Redbourne he was considered straitlaced and rigid but at home they thought him wild and unmanageable. He was the wild and rebellious boy, the great disappointment. That was what saw him sent to the court of the king, to be taught proper manners and the discipline needed to become a proper knight.

Proper. 

Lionel hated the word and all that it meant and yet he could not help but succumb to the pressure to live up to the expectations of a man that had not laid a hand upon him in more than a decade. A man that had never had a kind word for him outside the fighting lists and hunting grounds, and who still held his little sister all but captive in that house that was more like a prison. He was surprised that his father had not contracted a marriage for Fiona to the son of one of his friends, or worse, a man of his own generation simply looking to breed heirs with a girl of good bloodlines that was not allowed to refuse him.

What if he had engaged Fiona to one of those pigs? He would have to get the contract broken. Surely the king would help with that if Liam asked. He had offered Caelia, Liam’s new young wife, the chance to walk away from the arranged marriage they were in. Surely he would make the same gesture to save an innocent young girl from marrying a man she could not love? He would have to convince Liam to speak to the king, without going home.

“I am not going. That is final. I will get things ready for Fiona and be prepared to undo whatever contracts my father may have signed for her, with your help Liam.” Lionel said, turning to look at his leader and the blacksmith he suspected was or had been having an affair with the older knight. “He may have started talks to see her married off to one of his...disgusting associates. I cannot let that happen to my little sister. She is sweet and kind. She deserves better than that.”

“If you can get her here before a ceremony of any kind I am sure that we can find a way to negate any contract made without her consent, Lionel.” Liam said with a kindness in his face that made the young man wish that this man was his father instead of the monster that waited in the north. “You will still need to get there though. I am certain that a few of the men would go with you. You do not need to go there alone.”

“I do not need to go there at all Liam. He simply wishes one last chance to torment me.”

“Have you considered that if you do not go that he will take that anger out on Fiona?” Gerard pointed out, picking up the letter from the table. “You may hate the man, that is your right but to leave her to deal with him alone in that state would be a cruelty that I doubt the girl deserves.”

Lionel hated that they were right, it was undeniable though. 

He had to go home.

He had to go and bring his sister here, away from the hellish life he had left her to. Hopefully, she did not hate him for what he had chosen to do. If she did harbour resentment he would devote significant time to make up for it. Lionel could speak to Caelia, Liam’s young wife, if she could find a place for her in the house. It was a large estate and it would be easy for Fiona to feel isolated without the welcome of the lady of Redbourne. Hopefully, the similar age of the women would help to bond them together because Lionel did not know what young ladies held interest in.

A knock on the door brought another scroll in the hands of a messenger. 

“Lionel,

It has come to my attention that you might consider yourself absolved of your responsibility to me and to this family since your departure to Camelot. Let me assure you that I still hold you to all responsibility to me, this estate, and the name of your family. I hold you especially to your duty regarding your sister. If you fail to do as commanded then the entire property, your sister included, will pass to the church and my friends there. Her future, the fate of her innocence and happiness are in your hands Lionel. Do not delay.”

His father had signed it with a flourish and sealed it with wax. It made Lionel feel as though a death warrant for his own happiness had just been put into his hands. 

The old man knew how to play on his emotions. He knew that Lionel had left in an attempt to keep Fiona safe.

The affection between the siblings had always bothered the old man who had never loved anything or anyone, he simply wanted to control what he desired. When Lionel thought that his father would start to use the safety and well-being of his sister to manipulate him he had left with only a farewell letter on the pillow of Fiona’s bed. Riders, letters and even priests had been sent by his father to attempt to coerce Lionel to come home, but he refused. He knew that there was no love behind the action, simply greed and the insatiable need to command those around him.

“Gerard? Will you come with me?” He asked the blacksmith with a sigh of resignation. “Perhaps Saffir as well? I will need someone who can manage the priests.”

“I will and I am certain Saffir will as well.” Gerard said, sharing a quick glance with Liam. “We are a brotherhood Lionel and will stand together as one. Whatever you need we will work together. You are not alone this time and we will make sure that he knows that.”

Lionel had judged Gerard more than once for his past and even for some of the things he had done since their recent journey to Camelot. It was questionable at best. His loyalty was the complete opposite. There was nothing that the man would not do for those he cared for and the rag tag group of castaways at Redbourne were some of the precious few the burly man cared anything about at all.

“Thank you, Gerard. You have my gratitude.” Lionel squared his shoulders and looked at Liam. “Will you excuse me to go gather what things I will need for the journey? If I am to do this I would like to leave at dawn. The journey will not be easy and that is simply the travel. My father will not have a warm reception for me, no matter who is with me.”

“Get yourself ready.” Liam said, picking up the scroll from the table. “I’ll ask Caelia to see that some space is made for your sister. She will be welcomed with open arms to her new home.”

“Thank you Liam. I appreciate it more than you know. She will blossom in the company of your wife and Hilda too.”

“Elin will be here too.” Gerard said, opening the door. “I will be going to Gore and bringing them both to Redbourne. We will stop to get the two of you on the way back so no one will be able to protest her traveling with only men.”

Following the older knight across the great hall Lionel scoffed.

“I am sure that will be appreciated. Fiona has been locked away since I left. I have known nuns of the new religions that are allowed more freedoms than my sister has been afforded in recent years. Redbourne will be a whole new world for her.”

“Is he really so bad as that?” Gerard said, looking over his shoulder. “He would keep her locked away simply out of spite for you?”

“It is not spite, but his need for control. Nothing scares that man more than not being able to direct each move of his children to his best advantage. That is the real reason he had children. We were to be his political pawns.”

“But you left before he could use you the way that he intended?” Gerard said with a note of admiration in his voice.

“I left before he could force me to marry some girl that did not love me and fill that place with children that would have been born into a family that held no love.” Lionel said with a shrug. “I had no wish to live that life. I know what it feels like to live with parents that do not love me.”

“What about now? You can marry who you choose, with Liam’s blessing and that of the king. Yet, you barely even danced with ladies at the ball in Camelot. Is there someone back home that holds your affections so strongly or, perhaps, someone that does not know of your affections at court?” Gerard asked, his face serious even though his tone was teasing.

“No, Gerard. I am not so unlucky in love as you are. There is no one that holds significance for me.” Lionel shrugged. “I have never found anyone I could trust enough to take home and not be used against me by my father.”

“Surely a woman of your own would not betray you to your father or allow herself to be manipulated?” Gerard said as they stepped out into the sunshine of the Redbourne yard. “I know that women can be fickle, but that seems extreme even for one of them?”

“One of what, Sir Gerard?” Liam’s wife Caelia. “One of us women? I would have thought you had gotten over your constant misjudgments of my gender by now, or hoped at least that you would try a touch harder?”

Lionel offered Caelia a smile and raised her hand to his lips. The two of them had been through an ordeal in Camelot at the hands of Sir Bedver, the knight that had been behind Liam being removed from the Round Table on a false charge of rape. Since their return from Camelot Lionel had become close friends with Caelia and tried his best to help ease the strain that still existed between his leader and his young bride. He also kept encouraging a friendship between the blacksmith and the lady of the house, with nearly no results, not positive ones at least.

“I am certain that Ger did not mean to include you in that statement, Lady Caelia. A woman who can use a sword the way that you can is certainly unlike any other woman and should not be treated the same.”

“I have to agree.” Gerard said. “You certainly are unlike most women.”

Both Lionel and Caelia could tell by his tone that he did not mean it as a compliment.

“Or, perhaps, you have no idea what women are actually like because...they don’t like you.” Caelia said to the blacksmith with a smile before she left them both behind to go into the house, likely to find Liam and hear about the impending arrival of Lionel’s sister and the Royal twins from Gore.

“Well, Gerard, she is not wrong.” Lionel chuckled, forgetting his angst for the moment.

“It goes both ways, my friend, it definitely goes both ways.” The blacksmith laughed and headed towards his smithy. “I’ll pack tonight so that we can leave in the morning.”

“Yes, in the morning.” Lionel sighed. “Scotsbane within the fortnight. Fiona and my father. Time to say good-bye at long last.”
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Lionel was fidgeting with his horse’s main while Liam reminded the three knights what it meant to be escorting the royal twins of Gore back to Redbourne and how important it was for the relations between their father and Camelot that things go well there and on the journey back. Lucas, Emrys and Rion were leaning against the wall, casually watching Lionel, Gerard and Saffir with a hint of envy that Saffir had been chosen to go on the first mission since Liam had been reinstated to the round table by King Arthur.

“I know that they are our friends, but they are royal ambassadors as well and should be treated as such.” He looked at Gerard who could barely contain his grin. It was not known to the trio staying at Redbourne, or Saffir, that Gerard had a special relationship with the Price of Gore. Caelia did, which likely meant that Liam knew as well, but Lionel had seen the nature of their relationship with his own eyes. It was the kind that would horrify the king of Gore and his own father. They did not believe that there could be love between men in the same way that there could be love between a man and a woman. They agreed with the teachings of the new church, which preached that it was a sin outside the nature of God.

Lionel was not sure what he thought of the secret relationship between the prince and the blacksmith, it made him uncomfortable, feel awkward, but he would keep the secret. It was his duty as a knight and his honor as a brother to do so. He would never tell a soul outside the brotherhood of outcasts at Redbourne and even they would only know if they absolutely must.

Saffir would know by the end of this journey unless the two men had learned to act with some discretion.

“There will also be a special, new member of our household returning with Sir Lionel. His younger sister, Fiona, will be returning from Scotsbane to live with us here. I expect that you Gerard, and you Saffir, will make every effort to help Lionel get her here safely where the rest of us will do our best to make her feel welcome in her new home.”

Caelia, who had come to join Liam gave Lionel a smile.

“I am looking forward to meeting your sister. I am sure that Hilda and I will be able to make her comfortable right away. Princess Elin will be a delight to have here as well. We have promised each other a duel and I have been practicing.”

Liam kissed her cheek, Gerard frowned, rolling his eyes and Lionel laughed.

“I cannot wait to see that match. On that note, we should depart if we wish to arrive on time.”

He nodded to Liam and the other knights then turned his horse towards the gate. It would take days to get to Camelot and than at least a week to get to Scotsbane. Most of a fortnight to be worrying about what he was walking into when he got home but less than a fortnight before he had to face his father for the last time.

It was an eternity and barely a moment at the same time. How did you prepare for the end of the life of a man that never loved you in the space of only a few days? What about Fiona? What if she loved the old man with the simple affection that a daughter had for her father? Was he prepared to console her in the midst of his own grief that was sure to be complicated?

He did not have an answer, not yet. 

Lionel was not even sure that he could believe that his father was truly dying at long last but there did not seem to be a way to get out of this command to get Fiona, so he had to go. It would be wonderful to see her again after so long apart. That did not mean that he thought, for even a second, that he was going to enjoy this sojourn. There was certain to be torture, in the verbal form at least, from the second he arrived right until the moment his father left this world. At least he might be able to take some of the pressure off his little sister.

“Lionel, we are to ride North, not South.” Saffir’s voice cute through his thoughts to pull him back to the present. “Where are you going?”

He looked around to realize that he had turned in the wrong direction as they left the gate. Even his subconscious rejected the idea of going home. This could not be a good idea.

“Apparently the horse is reading my mind and trying to take us to the coast instead of home.” Lionel faked a smile and turned to follow Gerard on the road North. “The beast is smarter than it’s masters I think.”

“In some cases that does not take much.” Gerard said with a smirk. “So, tell us what we’re walking into up there Lionel.”

“Yes.” Saffir joined the discussion. “You never talk about your home and I had no idea that you had a sister. Is she pretty?”

“She and I have the same blue eyes, from my mother. Other than that, singular thing, I resemble my father and she is the image of my mother, as much as I remember.” Lionel shrugged. “That was her blessing and her curse while we were growing up. My father never raged at her the way he did at me, but he expected her to be exactly like my mother, which she never could be.”

“He took his frustrations out on her?” Gerard asked with sympathy of a man that understood first-hand.

“He would have if I had not put myself between them until she was old enough that he could see her value to him. That was when he turned every bit of his rage against me.”

“You are his heir though? Why would he work so hard to alienate you if he needed you to take over the estate and his title?” Saffir asked, pushing his long dark hair out of his face, and looking at Lionel with complete surprise. “You are his heir are you not?”

“As far as I know there are no others. My mother was the only woman he ever married, though I am sure there were others before, after and likely during that relationship.” Lionel said with a hint of shame in his voice, even though the dishonor was not his but rested solely on the shoulders of his father.

“Your sister, is she going to be alright? Leaving all of the things she knows behind? Does she know that she is coming back with us?” Ger asked, looking over his shoulder at Lionel.

“No. I do not think she does. She has not written to me, which is a surprise since my father is so determined to get me there as soon as possible.”

“The two of you are close then? Or were?” Saffir asked, with what sounded like a note of disappointment in his voice. “You expected her to write to you? Asking you to come or warning you not to?”

“We are still close, or so I assume. Which means that she is off limits to any man with courting, or similar thoughts on his mind.” He made sure to maintain eye contact with Saffir with the last words. With his dark coloring and longer, wild hair, it did not take much more than a wink and a smile for the man to attract women wherever they went.

“I would not dream of such a thing Lionel, though I could not say that I would object to her advances either, should she make them.” Saffir teased then rode ahead before Lionel could hit him with a mostly friendly punch to his arm.

“If I catch the two of them together I will advance him right towards the grave.” Lionel muttered to Gerard.

“He is just teasing you. I doubt that Saffir would do anything to damage your friendship and he would certainly never dishonor your sister. The penance he would force upon himself for that would nearly kill him.” Gerard shook his head.

“Then we are all in agreeance that any man of our troop that interferes with my sister will die. I like that we are in such agreeance Gerard. That does not happen often.” Lionel said, his voice heavy with sarcasm

They both knew that Saffir was a firm believer in physical punishment for whatever sins he committed. His back was covered in scars to prove that despite his religious devotion he still sinned. The worse the sin the harder the man lashed himself, which meant a deeper wound. He would not allow Caelia or even Helga, the matronly cook of the estate, to tend to the injuries and he never spoke to any of the knights of what his sins were. He was a mystery, even after the years they had all spent together in banishment.

No matter how hard he would punish himself for it, Saffir would not be allowed to ‘sin’ with Fiona. At some point Lionel knew that he would have to either find or approve of some man for her to marry, but the idea that it might be one of his friends was not something he could stomach. In his mind she was still ten years old, following him around because there was no one else to talk to. The concept that she was not only old enough to be married, but that some of her friends were already parents, was so far fetched that he was beginning to wonder if he would even recognize his sister when they arrived.

"If you two are willing to stop chattering, we could ride a little harder. We might be able to skip the roadside inn and make it to Camelot tonight. It will be late, but I would think that Liam’s name would hold enough sway at the gate to get us admitted for the night.” Saffir called from just ahead of them on the road. “I know that we cannot go to the palace without invitation, but we can go to the city itself at least?”

“You have never been banished before have you Saffir?” Gerard said, pulling his horse to a stop next to the young knight. “We will stay at the same inn that we did when we went with Liam to Camelot. Tomorrow we will ride around the edge of the city, after reporting to the guard at the gate why we are near the city. We are not invited within the walls of Arthur’s capital unless it is an emergency of life or death.”

“I am fine with that.” Lionel said, nudging his horse past them. “I would not like to repeat all of this before the king and his councillors. It will be bad enough if there is a marriage contract that needs to be nullified. I do not want to expose all of this until it is resolved, and we are on the way home with the girls.”

“Girls?’ Gerard asked. “I thought it was just your sister that we were bringing back, as well as Elin of course.”

“You really know nothing of women at all do you Ger?” Lionel chuckled. “She will have a handmaid with her, either Moira or Lilith, and they will be coming together. You do not separate a woman from her friends.”

“Caelia did not come to Redbourne with a maid.” Gerard countered. “She is the wife of a knight and the daughter of one. Why did she not bring someone with her?”

“Because her father did not have one to send with her and she is unlike any other
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