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BookTwo: The Reckoning

Prologue

Una
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Una nearly dropped the parchment from her slender fingers before she finished reading the unbelievable news etched on it. She shook her head, a smirk playing at the corners of her mouth. She turned to the messenger, who was still breathing heavily from the haste in which he rode to get the missive to her. 

“Did my sister give this to you personally? Or did this message go through a second party before you obtained it?”

He shook his head. “No, my lady, the queen herself handed it to me and bade me hurry to get it to you for she wants you by her side when she weds the chieftain’s son next week.”

Una held the boy’s wide-eyed stare until he squirmed nervously under her unwavering, bright blue scrutiny. But she was looking through him, oblivious to his discomfort. Something akin to excitement fluttered in her belly as she considered Devin’s message. She was going to marry and it wasn’t her pathetic Tristan. This would indeed require her presence. She could hardly wait to hear how this rushed joining came to be. She smiled, and noticed the boy twitching in front of her. 

“Well,” she said after a moment, “I would not miss my own sister’s wedding, would I? Tell the queen I ride to her immediately.”

After she dismissed the messenger she pondered what must have gone on this past winter at Ravenlough. If Devin were marrying it meant that she had been pushed into a corner that even she couldn’t think her way out of. And no doubt the irksome Oran had much to do with that, she thought derisively and frowned, thinking of his black-bearded face and unreadable facade. She shook her head to rid herself of the druid’s image and walked to a mirror at the corner of her chambers and stared at her reflection. She reached up and smoothed her fine, delicate fingers through her shining red hair and smirked at her image in the glass. Tristan, she thought, as her hands continued their caress over her breasts and hips, he would be suffering and the idea pleased her. His mighty pride brought low knowing that his beloved would be held under another man, a husband, to take her as he pleased. She laughed out loud, hoping she would get the opportunity to look upon his face when she arrived to witness his misery firsthand. She walked away from her reflection and called to her maid, who scurried in soundlessly.

“Ready my things,” Una told her. “We leave for Ravenlough within the hour.”

Una now regretted that she hadn’t been more forthcoming in her correspondences to Devin all winter. When she did offer word, it was short, letting her sister know she was well but offering nothing more, knowing Devin would realize she was still angry about what had transpired during Samhaine. She hadn’t bothered to ask after Devin, she hadn’t cared. If she hadn’t sulked then she might know more. She wondered if Bram had raided again, but surely Devin would tell her that! She had gained audience with a neighboring clan and queried for support in bringing Bram to heel, thinking all the while how wonderful it would be if she was the one who ultimately avenged her family. Then no one would ever look at her as insignificant again and would begin to treat her with the respect she deserved. But the neighboring chieftain barely gave her his attention, for she was not the queen. It was a bitter brew to swallow and the first time she realized that while she was still a child of the great Attus, she was not Devin, the revered first daughter and the one with all the power.  

“Well, “Una said out loud, a sneer contorting her face. “We will see how mighty you are without your guard dog, sister.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter One

MARCAS
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Marcas of Ulster was a privileged man.  His father and their fathers were born of kings, so it was no surprise that one day he would rule his own lands. His opportunity had come sooner than he anticipated. He had expected nothing from the dark-bearded, cloaked man that rode through their gates a few months past. He had scoffed at first, joking with his men that the sole rider thought much of himself to travel alone, unarmed, and wear the ornaments of a druid; a torc about his neck and pagan wrist cuffs with markings of God-knew-what etched onto them. He had a set of ballocks, that was for certain. Their resident priest was sure to work himself into a frenzy upon seeing his ornamentation. Marcas had grinned and turned away, never thinking that the man was bringing him a most fortunate offer. 

His father, Aidan, had sent for him a short time later. When Marcas entered his father’s private council room he would learn that Oran was the dead-king Attus’ advisor and represented his daughter now, the Queen of Ravenlough. Marcas smirked, only the tiniest lifting at the corners of his mouth at hearing of the queen. He had heard, who hadn’t, about this woman thrust onto her father’s coveted seat and now the ruler of the vast Ulaid. It was only a matter of time before the poor thing was killed or married off and it was a source of amusement for the men. But when his father bade him to sit, no hint of mirth on his weathered face, and Oran continued to watch him with un-blinking eyes did he learn that he was being approached with the proposition to wed Devin of Ravenlough. His heart began to beat faster in his chest and he had a crazy desire to laugh out loud. Fortune was indeed smiling on him to be presented with the throne of Ulaid. He schooled himself to relax, and when Aidan offered him a nod, he began to listen in earnest, giving his full attention to the peculiar stranger; this druid called Oran. 

Marcas had determined two things right away. The first being that the queen faced a lethal enemy north of Ravenlough, an errant chieftain that was responsible for the murder of most of her family. As Marcas listened, the soldier in him knew that this Bram would not cease until he purged her from her lands. Secondly, he ascertained that the Queen of Ravenlough was not keen on the idea of a husband. What she needed was an army and he was the answer. He quickly realized he cared little if she wanted a husband or not. It was a strategic joining and one that would link two very powerful families and that was all that mattered. He would prefer if she was the more yielding sort, but in the end it didn’t matter. Love matches were rare in royal couplings and all he had to do was get her with child a few times to strengthen their brood. After that they could live separate lives for all he cared. 

After another hour of deliberating smaller details, he and his father both determined that it was a most fortuitous coupling and that they would agree to the union. Aside from the well-known riches of Ravenlough, Marcas knew of, and respected, Attus when he was king. Their families shared strong alliances, supporting the high-king Aedh, at a time when petty kings throughout the land were threatening rebellion to take the throne at Tara. Marcas’ heartbeat kicked up again as the weight of what he was going to undertake began to sink in. Oran gravely shook his hand and then immediately left to inform the queen of their decision.

Now, as he stood in the weak morning sun, saddling his favorite destrier, he considered the excited melee around him. He would be king, he thought again and a wide smile parted his full lips. Thomas, his right-hand man and best friend, caught his eye then and grinned back. He would arrive with his immediate family and a generous guard. The rest of the agreed-upon men would come after their marriage ceremony, which he learned was to be a handfasting, an ancient rite that would wed a couple, typically for a period of one year, and after that time frame each could go their separate ways if desired. He was assured, though, that the ceremony would include no such stipulation. His queen was not a Christian and wanted no part in a Christian ceremony, and was adamant about this. His mother had discreetly raised an eyebrow at this news, and he felt a tug at his loins imagining his soon-to-be bride as some fiery half-witch schooled in the arts of seduction and a wildcat between the bed furs. Their entire fortress had been gossiping about her since learning of the marriage. It was said that she was lovely and dark-haired, her beauty something bards sang of. This, he had to admit, was welcoming to hear. He also learned that she was schooled as a healer. And, as a believer in the old faith, would be able to contact the otherworld. When this gossip spread, it made some uneasy and they cautioned him about spells and such to be wary of. He only laughed, thinking it was all nonsense. She had a sister too, made regent of her father’s lands...no, HIS lands now at the mouth of the sea, and her only surviving sibling. He would take pleasure in defeating Bram. A man like Attus did not deserve to die by trickery and in his own house. It should have been a glorious death on a battlefield surrounded by his comrades. He learned that a crooked brehon was delaying the punishment for the murders of his soon-to-be family. Marcas would be incensed if it were his father who died by such vile means and wondered again about Devin. Did she rage, or was she meek and sitting aside while others, like the druid Oran, decided her future.

“Marcas! “

He turned toward Thomas’ voice, his light blue eyes squinting against the sun. 

“We leave within the hour, brother!”

Marcas raised his arm as a gesture of understanding and watched as the older man galloped in the direction of the gates.

Marcas was a trained soldier, although he rarely participated in raids these days. Not that he could not hold his own, as he was a skilled rider and swordsman, but he had lost his only two brothers in recent battles and his father remained steadfast that his bloodline did not die with his youngest son. He discovered that he was a better strategist and welcomed the position of captain of their impressive army. He had been at the other end of a sword many times in his thirty years and he wore the scars to prove his prowess. 

A sudden cold wind kicked up and blew his light brown hair from his forehead. He turned to the side to avoid the full gust, surprised at the chill it sent through him. His horse whinnied next to him and gently nudged his hand with his wet nose, eager to be off. Marcas stilled the gentle beast and turned when his parents beckoned him. He waved in response and headed their way, his future wife on his mind. He was eager to meet her and the jumble of thoughts that warred in his head varied when he tried to imagine the woman that would greet him. He had been impressed and amazed at her gutsy mid-winter feat that led her to Bram’s doorstep. When Oran had recited that tale to them the past month, Aiden’s jaw had dropped open at her daring. Imagine that, his father had declared to him later his head still shaking in disbelief, warriors following a woman into battle! Yet, Marcas thought, she was also a healer and that revealed a deep caring for people and a nurturing instinct. She was a contradiction and he would remain intrigued until he met her.

Soon enough he would know who Devin was. He gained much by wedding her, yet she would gain too and he was confident that they would come to an understanding. His massive army was impressive, but so was Ravenlough, one of the more modern structures for their time. It was an immense, well-guarded beacon nestled in the rich fertile lands of Ulaid and produced hefty revenue in the form of crops and wool. The land was his now, and God save anyone who threatened what belonged to him.  
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DEVIN
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When Una’s party neared, Devin was surprised by the knot of apprehension coiling in her stomach. When they last parted it was not on the best terms and Devin was unsure how their first reunion would play out. Nevertheless, she was pleased to have her sister back, no matter what tedious mood Una decided to display at their greeting. 

Devin stood alone, a crimson cloak warming her from the still-cool winds blowing in from the sea. Since Tristan had gone, her days were a blur of duty in the form of meetings and household trials she bore witness to. Only in the privacy of her lavish rooms would she give in to her sorrow and spill tears, her face buried in her hands. Anxiety would hold her in its grasp when she thought of the stranger she would soon be sharing her room with and fresh tears would well in her eyes, her gut clenching again. Each afternoon she would sit near her window, hoping to spy a scout with a letter for her from Tristan. Her longing for him was a bottomless pit, a place she feared she would not find her way out of. Word never came. He was gone, and it was difficult to fathom that truth. She lost weight, her normally slender frame becoming more so as food became unappealing. Michael watched her with a trained eye, and if she didn’t know him better she would mistake his intensity for caring. But he was interested in the union and the army they acquired and nothing more. 

Marcas would ride in by dawn tomorrow and by the week’s end they would be husband and wife. It was strange to think that it was only a year ago that she had been laughing with her mother and sister as they readied for the Beltane feast. If she closed her eyes she could still feel her mother’s soft hand on his wrist, gently leading her toward the meadows for dancing. And she could still smell her distinct perfume of lavender and rose. Inwardly, she marveled that in the past year she had experienced a myriad of emotions; heart-wrenching loss, deep, soulful love and intense physical passion. She was grateful to have experienced such emotions, yet a detached part of her felt that it all happened to another woman. She was a stranger to herself now. The thin face looking back at her in her mirror was a woman she did not recognize. 

Oran appeared in her line of vision, at a distance by the stable and she quickly looked away. She found herself torn between great affection for her friend and childish blame in the month since Tristan had gone to join the high-king’s army in Tara. It was not Oran’s fault, yet he had been the catalyst that brought the change and, ultimately, it was far easier to blame him than point the finger at herself. She was not ready for that.

She shivered then, the chill bringing her back to the present. She watched as Una rode apart from her party, her horse trotting now and the sun setting her auburn hair alight. She could not yet see her expression but decided then that the past would have to stay in the past. No matter what words she and Una had exchanged she was going to forget them. Spring was a time for renewal and she would begin hers with peace toward her sister and that is exactly what she did when Una’s bright beauty dismounted the palfrey. Devin enveloped her sister in a warm embrace and was relieved when Una held onto her tightly in return. 
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TRISTAN
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Tristan swiftly made his way south to Tara and did so alone. The days were growing warmer and longer and he sweated under the bulk of his armor, stopping only to rest his horse. His need to be away from Ulaid was a living thing that had to be exorcised. And the only way that could be done was with distance. He tried to keep his mind from Devin and the naked despair on her face that morning. But her image crept back, again and again and he couldn’t help but replay the day in his mind. 

Thinking back, he knew Oran would grant him the leave he desired and even the druid couldn’t hide the relief on his face when Tristan demanded to be let go that morning. Oran had stopped him in the stables later and told him his journey would be without threat. When he had opened his mouth to say more, Tristan put his hand up, silencing him. “Not another word,” he had warned. “You have gotten what you wished for.” Oran, however, did speak. “While it is your choice to go, even you know what Devin does is necessary. I hope you find the peace you need.” 

Tristan doubted that he would find his peace anytime soon and only wanted to be as far away from her as possible. Serving the high king in Tara was as far away as he could get. Oran called to him, though, when he was almost out of the room and said, “Your allegiance to the queen is first, before all others. You swore an oath to this house and to Devin. She may have a need of you one day.” 

Tristan gritted his teeth when Oran continued to speak. Telling him he had dispatched a messenger to let the high-king know of his arrival and also of his rank and prowess as Attus’ best warrior. It was the least he could do, he had said and then silently left the space. Tristan was glad of that. He had no need to see her married to Marcas of Ulster and refused to sit idly by or to captain their army while she made her life with another man under his nose. 

Nights on his journey south were reserved for self-torment. He would lie awake and re-think their parting words for the hundredth time and would wonder if he hadn’t loved her enough or if he could’ve fought harder or made more alliances. When he was finished doubting himself, the anger would come, blooming hot and red in his chest and he would stand up and pace around the fire until the rage ebbed. Sometimes he would shout. The sound ripping through the silence of the night and in turn he heard the leaves rustling as animals scurried from the vicinity. The idea of Devin willingly giving herself to another man robbed him of breath and he squeezed his eyes shut against the image of her pale, naked limbs arching toward her husband in her surrender. But the voice was the worst. It was deep in him and would whisper what he knew was truth. And this truth was resistant to both his anger and his insecurity. Devin had been trapped. Her sacrifice would save their people. He should want that. Christ, he did want that. But he wanted her, too. Knowing this did not ease his troubled mind or suppress his desolation. He grappled with the gnawing reality that he was no king, or prince, or even a land holder and his moments of shame were a burden that dropped his head to his chest under its weight. He was a soldier. That was his lot in life and somehow she had loved him in spite of it, or because of it. He ought to feel gratitude that Devin had elevated his rank as high as she had during the pinnacle of their affair, for his new status would benefit him under Aedh's roof. One day it might even fetch him a wife or lands of his own, too. But he did not allow his mind to wander there, not yet anyway. He simply needed to put as much distance as possible between himself and Ravenlough. And close his ears to the chatter he was bound to hear as word of Devin’s royal union spread.

When he arrived in Tara ten grueling days later, Aedh greeted him personally and warmly draped an arm around his shoulder. Tristan was surprised at the greeting, and knew it stemmed from the friendship and support Attus had given to him over the years. The Ard-Ri certainly didn’t need to be here, playing host to him. This was a man that, for years now, had multiple kings vying for his  seat and even Tristan had been called upon to battle the chieftains back from the very doorstep where he now stood. A unified Ireland was Aedh's vision, and it was a vision that Tristan would gladly continue to fight for. 

As Aedh walked with him through the front gates and into the village, he laughed good-naturedly and brought Tristan’s thoughts back to the present and away from Devin.

“Your timing is perfect,” he said in his deep, commanding voice. “My own captain had been ill most of this winter and I do not jest when I tell you he has died, not even a week past. I need someone strong, but not rash to lead my men. And if Attus’ ravings held any truth you will do just fine”

Tristan’s mouth literally dropped open. “You are serious,” he said after a minute as Aedh regarded him impassively, giving nothing away.

“I am,” he said. “As you are well aware, my army is under constant threat and your reputation as a fighter and a leader of men precedes you.”

Tristan had never imagined such a lofty position and wondered if Oran had anything to do with this. When he didn’t respond Aedh laughed and clapped him on the back.

“I will take your silence as a yes,” he said with some mirth. “You will be compensated well as my captain, but the demands can be daunting. One thing is for certain, you will not be bored!”

Tristan smiled ruefully. “The distraction will suit me just fine. I accept your generous offer and will not disappoint.”

When they entered the main hall, the wealth of the place was evident in the glass windows, bronze bowls and vases that decorated the long tables set by the blazing fire. Rich, vibrant tapestries hung from the stone walls and showed, in detail greater than what hung on the walls of Ravenlough; hunts and fairies and Christian depictions of the famous last supper. A cold mug of ale was placed in his hand by a passing steward who also told him his pack was already being sent to his quarters. 

“Quarters,” Tristan frowned. “That is not necessary,” he said, turning to Aedh. “I have no problem bedding in the stables, or here, with the men.”

Aedh grinned. “You are truly a soldier. Modest. I like that. But you are my captain and your rank deserves such accommodations. They are not luxurious, mind you. But you will learn to appreciate privacy. Of that, I have no doubt.”

They stopped so Aedh could look over a document that a scribe rolled in front of him on their way into the dining hall. Tristan felt some of his tension ebb. This would be good, he decided. The energy of the place didn’t seem lax, everything was in constant motion and he needed to keep his mind occupied and off Devin. Blinking, he turned back to Aedh, who had finished his business with the scribe.

“I am curious as to why the new queen would grant you leave with her upcoming nuptials so close. I would think she would want herself even more closely guarded with so many jackals poised to lunge for her throne.” Aedh said.

Tristan’s jaw clenched. Obviously Aedh heard nothing, or cared little for the chatter of the courts or he would know of his and Devin’s love affair. “Her future husband brings many men to this union,” was all he could manage and it seemed to placate Aedh, for the moment passed.

Tristan’s step faltered as his father’s familiar and despised face stood out in the crowd he drank with. He did not know Liam’s retinue was stationed in Tara and he couldn’t quite manage to hide the scowl that marred his features momentarily. Liam promptly noticed him, and an ugly leer spread across his pock-marked face. It had no effect on Tristan, who had long since become immune to his father’s passive and aggressive barbs. Instead, he  raised his mug to him across the crowd, smirking himself, realizing with some satisfaction that his useless sire would be taking orders from him going forward. Perhaps the fates were not so cruel after all. 

“I know you have just arrived, and I regret to inform you that you will only have tonight to rest. For tomorrow we leave to march south to quell, once more, an uprising at the border. “

All the better, Tristan thought, it was best that he be as far away from Devin as he could. 
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DEVIN
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Devin and Una walked the main path to the woods after their supper so they would be able to speak privately. Too much time had passed and it was Devin’s hope that they attempt to bridge the gap that seemed to have sprung between them. The first few moments were spent in companionable silence;  the warm night air and the intermittent song of crickets a soothing balm to what lay unspoken.  Devin took a quiet moment to go over the day’s events.

Marcas would arrive tomorrow and the following day, Sunday, they would wed. Devin found more comfort than she would have imagined with Una at Ravenlough, and even now, reached her hand out to take her sister’s. Una turned and smiled at the gesture, and even though she wished she hadn’t seen it, Devin detected veiled aggression in Una’s fleeting glance. All day her sister had smiled and laughed at the right moments, but Devin would swear she glimpsed an inkling of malice in her eyes when Una thought no one looked her way. She worried their harsh words last fall were perhaps not as quickly forgotten as she hoped.  Inwardly Devin wondered if Una was envious of her pending union with Marcas and, if so, she wanted to snort with derision. If she was, she could have him! Let her marry the wealthy prince so she could saddle Midir and ride across the land until she found Tristan and collapse into his arms and beg him for forgiveness. She didn’t want to dwell on her suspicions of Una’s unhappiness since so much else occupied her mind, but she made a mental note to talk with Oran about her misgivings. He would tell her if something was amiss, although he was keeping his distance, too.  It was because of Una. He cared little for her and did not trust her motives in most situations. He even went as far earlier to warn her that she should show caution in opening herself back up to her sibling, reminding her of Una’s disloyal words before she left. There had been no sign of ill-will in any of their conversations, though, and aside from the blank look in Una’s eyes from time to time, all seemed normal.

“So, sister, “Una smiled, breaking the silence. “You will be a wife in a few days time and it seems you will be the most powerful woman in our country, aside from Aedh's queen, of course. How the fates smile on you,” she finished, her eyes bright.

“Yes, I suppose,” Devin answered nonchalantly, kicking a small rock from her path with the toe of her boot.

Una narrowed her eyes and stopped mid-stride to look at her. “You really do not care about all this power do you?” she asked incredulously.

Devin regarded Una’s lovely face and noticed the signs of resentment she had suspected; narrowed eyes, tight smile, and her high color. Power.  Of course Una desired power. This was nothing new and gave answer to the questionable malice that she sensed from her. 

Devin shook her head, bothered that her mind had been so occupied with Tristan that she had missed Una’s incessant need for comfort. Childish though it was, Una hated not being the center of attention and the center was gladly something Devin had always let her have. Una was the one people gravitated to. She was the sun and all the beauty of bright, lovely things, with her infectious laugh and delicate coloring. Devin never begrudged her that growing up, as she was more content to sit by Oran and study, or to pull herbs in the forest. Even while all the boys chased Una’s skirts and tried to steal kisses in the stable, Devin was never jealous of her. Recognizing the envy now, she made certain she proceeded slowly and answered in a way that would not feed Una’s obvious resentment.

“I do not care about being powerful,” she started carefully. “I only care that my actions in my position are such that will define this house and our great family name with honor.”

Una rolled her eyes. “You are maddening,” she said, continuing to walk again, “you can drop the do-gooder façade, too, as we all know you can be so boringly predictable. But please, for once, let down your righteous guard and admit that our father's throne offers you much!”

Devin only shrugged, not offended by Una’s words. “Of course it does, and that is why I am marrying Marcas to protect that throne and our people. It would be a shame to see Bram single handedly destroy our legacy in Ravenlough. No other reason would lead me into a marriage not of my choosing.”

Una smirked. “So now we get down to it,” she said, “the reason for your indifference to the splendor that surrounds you, as well as your melancholy mood....Tristan.”

At the mention of his name Devin’s stomach clenched. No one had uttered it since his departure. “Yes, Una, I cannot fathom that he is actually gone. The love we had for one another was true and even now I ache at the emptiness left in his wake.” 

She didn’t bother to hide the sorrow in her eyes when she looked at her sister.  “I miss him. I still cannot believe I will begin a life with a stranger.” 

Una’s ire seemed to dissipate at the naked despair painted across her face. Una was still angry  about their argument last fall and still harbored some fury that she had been given the better, richer part of their father’s kingdom. Their relationship was a complicated one. She was certain, though, that Una did not want to see her suffer. 

“Careful your betrothed never hears you utter those words,” She said lightly. “But what did you expect? Marrying for status and power is what we do as women, and you could do worse than Marcas of Ulster. He brings you an army and I hear is no old, decrepit man which you will be grateful for when it is time to bed him. Show some gratitude, sister.”

“You have never been in love,” Devin parried.

“So what,” she answered. “It is all for the bards and their fairy tales anyhow. I will not bemoan my fate if I have to marry one day and I will certainly not wander listlessly pining for any man. Neither should you.”

They walked the rest of the way to the edge of the woods in silence, watching as the sun began its descent, falling slowly into the backdrop of the trees. 

“How do I quell this longing?” Devin asked. “I know all about duty and honor, but what of my feelings? How do I hide those?”

Una clenched her jaw and answered snappishly. “Let it go. No husband wants his wife pining over an old lover anyway. Again, it does not suit you.”

Devin kept her face to the setting sun, part of her appreciating Una’s forthrightness while the other part of her only sought comfort. She was betraying her heart. There seemed to be no words to convince her differently. Expecting words of comfort from her sister’s lips was her mistake. Una was just being Una.

She sighed and turned back toward the house. “You are right, Una. Enough of this. Tristan left of his own will and I should know that wishing it were different will not make it so.”

“Yes,” Una replied, “Tristan left. He does not care to see you bringing a new lover to the bed you shared. Do you honestly blame him?”

Devin’s heart quaked again at the thought of intimacies with another man. Could she stay idle and watch Tristan do the same? She knew she couldn’t.

“I do not,” she answered softly, then said, “let us speak of other things for I do not care to waste our time together with my heavy heart. Tell me about Cashlin!  I hear that you thrive and have also heard rumors of Christian monks coming to your shores by boat to convert all non-believers. Is it true?”

Una rolled her eyes again. “Yes. Those men are abhorrent and ceaseless in their quest...”

Devin found that if she concentrated she was able to keep her thoughts from straying to Tristan. She was pleased to spend the remaining few minutes of daylight listening to Una’s ribald stories as they offered her a welcome respite from her troubled thoughts and her upcoming marriage.
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THE NEXT MORNING DEVIN could not muster the same optimism she had the night before. She went to her bed confident that she could play the part of the unflappable queen and bride to be, but when she opened her eyes to the morning sun streaming in the window she was acutely aware of a gnawing sensation in her gut that made her want to wretch. Unconsciously she reached her hand to her bare stomach to quell the sensation, but to no avail. Marcas would be arriving in a few hours time and she was not prepared. An unbidden sob escaped her and she dropped her head to the pillow in despair. Nora must have heard her cry as the antechamber door opened suddenly and Nora hesitantly came up to the bed and knelt beside it. Even though the sun fell full through the window and slanted across her face, Devin managed to stare wide-eyed out the window, seemingly unaffected by the bright rays.

“My lady,” Nora whispered, reaching out to brush a cool hand across Devin’s brow. “I know how much you need to rest, but when I heard you a moment ago I knew you did not sleep.”

Devin closed her eyes. “It has been so long since I properly felt rested.”

Nora sadly shook her head and dropped her hand from Devin’s brow. “Oran has been to the door twice. Shall I send him to you. He chose to wait.”

“No,” she said, rolling away from Nora’s worried gaze.

“My queen,” she countered, “I know more than most how your heart breaks, but I must get you up and ready. Tell me what I can do to ease your discomfort.”

Devin did not want to think about the preparations for Marcas’ arrival or anything else having to do with her wedding. Knowing Oran was seeking her, too, only added to her anxiety.

Devin turned to look at her loyal maid, her sadness stark on her face.  “There is nothing you can do,” she said, sitting upright in the bed. Her hand held the blanket loosely against her bare breasts. “Except tell me how to get through this day. How do I do that?”

“Oh, my lady,” Nora said, reaching out to her and Devin let herself be held, comforted by the solid, sure embrace. “You just have to,” she answered. “I know that is not what you want to hear and I know how deeply you and Tristan loved each other, but this is bigger than your love.”

“Yes,” she responded, “so I am told.”

Devin pulled away from her friend, wishing she were a different woman. A woman that didn’t feel so much, one that could just let go and move on, like Una. She struggled with distaste for herself, but also a faint hope that all was going to be well. A tiny surge of familiar anger surged through her, although less strong than it had been in days past. She wanted to find her faith again. It seemed to have exited, along with Tristan.

She gestured to Nora for her thick robe and pulled it around herself and sat up. “Send him in then.” 

Nora placed her warm hand once again on Devin’s shoulder to indicate, without words, that she was fully aware of her lady’s plight and her deep sadness. “As you wish,” she said softly.

When Oran strode in Devin expected him to be irritated that she had laid in bed hours. Instead, she was greeted with the countenance of a concerned friend. He said nothing, only came to her and wrapped her in a wordless hug. She chided herself for her quick judgment of him because she knew, in that moment, that he loved her as a friend, a sister, a daughter and a queen. He had come to let her know just that, silently reaching out to her pain.  

She held on tightly, gaining his strength for the hours to come.
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ORAN’S KIND WORDS AND gentle prodding were a balm to her aching soul. She drew strength from his presence. With his urging she felt able to face the day, as difficult or as enlightening it turned out to be. She was given a new start and she would do what duty dictated she must. Her only hope was that she would do it with dignity and grace. Thinking of her family helped her to move forward. Her new husband was providing her with the means to avenge them. 

She walked to a large wooden wardrobe and pulled a crimson gown from its shelter and as she stepped into the lavish dress she let her thoughts drift to Tristan. She hoped he was safe and well, yet she was still mildly vexed at his abrupt departure. 

She gazed at her reflection in the mirror and brought her fingers to her lips. She could still feel Tristan’s kiss. She sighed, knowing she would never stay cross with him, not for long, and wished that their last words were not so painful. With another deep sigh she turned and heard a light rapping on her door. She bade Nora to enter.

“I trust you are better?” Nora asked tentatively.

“Aye,” Devin answered with a smile. “While I wish that my present circumstances were different, I realize it could certainly be a lot worse. I am sad, yes, but I will be fine. Truly.”

Nora smiled too and began to fuss over Devin’s dramatic dress commenting on how the vibrant red was perfect for her coloring and no man would doubt she was a force to be reckoned with. Not even her surly uncle. Devin found herself chuckling and was comforted by Nora’s presence. The maid’s long blonde braid, freckles and slight frame were a part of her day as much as breaking her fast was. She was a true friend.

“He is here, “Nora ventured cautiously as she pulled Devin’s hair back with a boar bristle brush. 

“What,” Devin’s eyes widened. “When? Why did you not tell me sooner?”

“Oran said to give you time. He arrived with a small escort and was earlier than intended. It is alright. They wait below in the hall taking light refreshments.”

Devin felt a nervous flutter in her stomach. She met Nora’s eyes in the mirror. “What did he seem like?”

“Well,” Nora ventured slowly, smoothing the wooden brush along Devin’s long, dark hair. “He was polite to the servants. I noticed that straightaway,” she started with a wink at their dual reflections in the mirror. “ He spoke with respect to your uncle and commanders. He is tall like your father and built well, not heavy. So you know he does more than command men from a comfortable seat.” She stepped away from the mirror to admire her handiwork and then said; “he is handsome, Devin. His hair is light and his eyes are very blue. The ladies are all twittering as we speak.”

“Oh,” was all Devin said. 

Nora met her mistress’ eyes again. “He was observant, too. While he is polite to all around him his eyes are quick to dart to every corner. Whether it’s to notice how many tapestries are on the wall or how many servants walked through a door at once. And he does not seem overly boisterous, like our kin,” she finished with a smile.

Devin smiled too. “Well, everyone is on their best behavior in a new situation. We will see what he is really made of soon enough, won’t we?”

Nora nodded. “Oh, and he seems to prefer red wine over ale, for he turned his nose up at the latter.”

“It seems you missed nothing,” Devin teased as Nora began the task of fastening all the buttons that lined the back of her dress.

Color rose in Nora’s cheeks. “Well,” she said, “I knew you would want to know as much as possible before meeting him.”

“Thank you,” she said and was silent as Nora finished her dress and the final touches to her hair.

When she was through, she stepped back and said simply, “You look beautiful, Devin. I know this is a sad day but it will all work out. The Goddess will not desert you.”

Tears sprang to her eyes, clouding her vision but she fought them back. She glanced at her reflection, pleased that she was at least able to outwardly play her part in the rich, low-cut dress, perfectly arranged hair and makeup to enhance her features. Nora had woven tiny rubies into her shining hair which she had opted to wear loose. It was shorter than she normally wore it, cut to her shoulders. As she rode away from Bram’s house in the winter raid her hair had tangled in the quiver of arrows at her back,  and she lost precious seconds trying to take aim at the enemy. Besides, her unfashionable cut suited her, Nora had told her, by framing her delicate face and drawing attention to her striking eyes and regal neckline. She remembered the night they cut it and Tristan not being able to keep his hands off her after. He had placed soft kisses along either side of her neck and whispered a lusty “thank you” for giving him easier access to her throat. She smiled ruefully at the memory.

“Well, “Devin sighed, “let us get on with it then. Shall we go and meet Ravenlough’s new king?”
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Chapter Two

Devin
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When Devin looked down at the crowd that had gathered in the main hall she was overwhelmed. She reached out to grip the railing in front of her for support as blood rushed to her head, dizzying her momentarily.  She had only seconds to tend to her nerves because someone had noticed her and called for silence. She swallowed her unease and stepped forward, making her way down the stairs slowly, Nora silently trailing. 

Devin disliked being the center of attention in most scenarios, but knew that many would come to see the man she would marry. People were crowded in corners and spilling out through the open doors. Scanning the room, she saw Una standing apart by the north fireplace resplendent in blue, cupping a goblet of wine, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. She even glimpsed the high-king’s personal messenger, Rupert, no doubt present to be certain the union took place. Oran stood at the bottom of the stairs and nodded somberly at her when she drew near. A grim Micheal merely looked away from her, not even able to hide his displeasure with her for some wrong-doing that she would not remember bestowing on him. 

Oran gently took her arm then and led her to Marcas. He was standing just behind her men at the head of the long wooden table which, she noticed, had been dressed with rich purple runners and decorated with their house’s best golden chalices. 

Marcas of Ulster was at least ten summers older than she and stood as tall as Tristan. She met his gaze and stepped apart from Oran to welcome him. The sleeves of her red velvet dress pulled back and spilled to the floor when she reached out for his hands and clasped them in greeting. His hands were large and warm and she noted that they bore the calluses of a warrior. He looked down at her expectantly.

“Marcas of Ulster, I welcome you as my future husband. Ravenlough is your home now and whatever you need shall be at your disposal, you need only ask. We are pleased to have you, and your family, with us. You honor our people with your presence.”  

Her voice was clear and unwavering even though her heart raced. Her anxiety was that her true thoughts would be exposed for all to see, if she uttered a word wrong or forgot to smile at an appropriate moment. Her betrothed, she noticed quickly, regarded her with cool blue eyes that revealed nothing, but searched continually. Not like Tristan’s expressive and dark gaze. He was taking her measure, gauging a first impression just as she had done to him seconds before.

Marcas blinked. He had been blindsided by her dark beauty as she approached and could only stare, rendered speechless. But Devin did not know that and her brow furrowed a fraction. He composed himself and smiled at her.

“My lady,” he said as he bent and kissed the back of her hand. “Many thanks for your warm welcome.”

Devin visibly relaxed and gave the appropriate responses to his polite queries after that, but she could not help having noticed that his initial smile did not reach his eyes.
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THE NEXT HOUR WAS SPENT with families making introductions to one another and chatting pleasantly. Marcas stood close to her and once even rested his hand familiarly at the back of her waist when he finally managed to introduce her to his parents. Devin was surprised by the intimate, although innocent, gesture and couldn’t help but pull slightly away from him. He didn’t seem to notice. Even the hand at her back made her long for Tristan and feel trepidation about future intimacies with this man. Slowly, she closed her eyes and when she opened them a moment later Marcas was watching her quizzically, a slight question furrowing his brow. She offered him a smile that probably looked more like a grimace. 

The crowd became denser as more people showed up from nearby clans to witness the marriage and partake in the celebration in the days ahead. Devin decided then that some fresh air would do them good.

“Shall I show you our gardens? They are beautiful in the spring.”

Marcas smiled. “I would like that.” 

On their way out Devin noticed that Oran was, as usual, quietly watching from a distance, his expression giving nothing away. Nora followed Devin out the doors and Marcas’ man fell in step behind his commander. They kept a distance that was respectful, giving the two strangers a semblance of privacy.

As she walked with him she was  overcome with a sense of the unrealistic. Her home was filled with scores of people she was to call family, yet felt no connection to them. And Marcas, while he seemed pleasant enough, she knew nothing about him. He was polite, and may prefer wine over ale, and that was all that she had gleaned. But under the odd reality that was her new life, she felt the first stirrings of anticipation at what a new life could bring. She stole another glance at her future husband. He was a formidable figure, strong of body and as much as she witnessed so far today, not simple-minded and his demeanor was collected. She was mildly put off at his detachment at times, but told herself that perhaps he was nervous, too. 

Keeping Tristan out of her thoughts was challenging, but she tried. She deserved to give Marcas a fair shot at making her happy. Or, at the very least, content with her lot in life. She would not love him the way she loved Tristan. No one could touch the corners of her soul as he did. She physically ached at the loss of him and the marriage they would never have. Yet, seeing the joy on her people’s faces and the relief that there would be a respite from the death and fear that clung to their doorstep since last spring, she had been immediately penitent. While she was experiencing the greatest love of her life, others were barely holding on to hope. Tristan had been her refuge in a dark and terrible time. Finding one another and bonding fiercely over family, blood-ties, loyalty and love. She vowed to keep him in her prayers no matter how they chose to say goodbye. 

She gave up on her musings for the moment, and turned her attention to Marcas. She offered him a smile.

“I enjoy walking through these gardens. Many of the blossoms you see, or will see soon, were planted by my own hand.”

Marcas took in the scene surrounding him. The green grass, buds on leaves beginning to appear and some delicate red flowers that were planted around the perimeter where they stood. It was pretty, Devin thought, and she felt proud.

“It is lovely,” he answered. “So you enjoy the outdoors? And will not spend your days idle by a fire wondering what dress to put on?”

Devin recognized that he was attempting to bring some levity to their situation and she smiled again. “You will most assuredly always find me outdoors and in the sunshine.” She paused and beckoned him to join her on a bench. “The summer is almost here and it is simply the best time to be outdoors. I’m sure you appreciated making the trip now as opposed to the rainy season.”

Marcas seemed momentarily mute when she fixed him with her smile. She did not know that her beauty was disarming him, putting him off center and that he did not want her to have that kind of power over him. Men could be destroyed over a pretty face and fancy whiles. He would not be one of them. 

“It was an easy trip, indeed,” he answered. After a couple moments of silence he said; “It truly is breathtaking, the mountains in spring.”

Devin followed his gaze toward the high mountain peaks that crested beyond the forest and shared his musing. Pride filled her voice when she answered him.

“I agree. The forests and mountains offer much to our herb-room in the form of medicinal supplies and the glorious smell you must have noticed upon entering the hall are fresh lavender sprigs found only in these parts that are used to freshen our rushes...” she paused when she realized she was blathering and a slight blush crept across her face, “I ramble,” she said, “but yes, the beauty here is unparalleled in my opinion.”

Marcas watched her and he seemed to be enjoying the first sign that she was not so composed. His shoulders seemed to relax some, and he was warming to her desire to show him more than a demure façade. His regard softened a bit and the next smile he bestowed upon her was genuine.

“Your excitement, my lady, is contagious.” 

Meeting his eyes she was surprised to find that the smile they shared was genuine. Devin realized, in that moment, that happiness may be able to be had even if the face you were looking into belonged to someone other than your beloved. 
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Chapter 3

Una
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Una decided to leave the crowded hall when Marcas and his family sat to eat the afternoon meal. She did not care to sit by and see her sister, yet again, elevated to an even loftier status than she already was. It was hard enough to bear the fact that she was sent to the end of the earth to rule a kingdom so small and one that no one would, in their right mind, dare to cross the country to get to. They knew, as well as she did, that the elements would kill you before her guard would. She had spent many hours wondering why her father chose to keep a house at the edge of the sea. He had repeatedly and patiently told her that he ruled the whole northern portion of the land and the sea was part of that. One day greedy chieftains or lords from across the sea may try to take what was his by what they would mistakenly assume was easy pickings from an unguarded border, the ocean. She would listen to her father with wide eyes, wondering who would cross a sea to raid a land? It was only out of true love and admiration for her father that she honored his wish to rule the other half of his lands. But she grew bored quickly. Her guard was bitter and bored, too, and became mean and raided just for the sake of excitement. She no longer cared about the trouble
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