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The Queen and the Oracle







“I wish to hear new tales of herstory,” Queen Igraine said.

The oracle nodded as she reviewed the leaves at the bottom of the teacup.

The Queen knew what people noted when this ancient woman appeared. They only saw her bald head with brown spots dappling her skull and face, the ornate brass coils encircling her long neck, and her dress made with patches of different materials and colors. She, however, was always mesmerized by the woman’s piercing green eyes that seemed to observe things around them that no one else could see.

Igraine settled comfortably into her chair. These readings happened once a year and had for the last six and twenty. She was a lass when they first met and her arranged betrothal to King Richard had recently been announced. A dear friend, concerned about Igraine’s worrisome turns of mood, had taken her to see this mystic woman whose gifts the friend raved about.

Igraine had been an uneasy bride-to-be. The lineage of Richard’s family and hers went back 400 years to when her knight ancestor rode beside their first king, D’Arth, to forge the kingdom that would become Thuria. She knew, and admired, Richard the king, but she barely knew Richard the man.

She had had three questions for the oracle. First, would she be a good queen? And second, was there true love and, third, if so, would she find it with this man?

The oracle had replied that visions of Igraine’s future as woman and respected queen were a whirlwind. Some images were strong as if they had already occurred, but others were like running water in winter, not yet frozen in time and place.

Then the oracle said, to answer her second question, she would tell a herstory.

Igraine had been puzzled. There was no such word. It was history. His…story. The past written by men for men. Few women were ever recorded in the writings. That was the way of the world. But the tale she heard—about a proper family aunt she had believed she knew well—was told from the aunt’s view and was about the true love she had found. Igraine had been spellbound by the tale, listening to every detailed description. She never suspected the deep passions within her aunt, and the utter joy the aunt had found in partnership with her husband. Since that first reading, since she had become Richard’s wife and the realm’s queen, she had the oracle come every year to inspire her with new kingdom tales of herstory.

The oracle set the cup on the table upon a laced mat in the midst of a circle of white crystals.

Then she looked across the table at the Queen.

“The names of three women have appeared to me,” she announced. “The first ye knew when she was babe in arms. She has now reached womanhood. The second ye have never met but yer Majesty’s decree changed this woman’s life forever, and ye may alter it again if ye wish to. The last is about a woman, and her husband, my Queen is well acquainted with. However, this tale involves a mystery that ye may not wish to hear.”

“All if ye please.”

“The rebellion of the Usurper is now six months into our kingdom’s past and the traitorous nobles have met their fates.”

“Yes. Good fortunes are once more on the rise for Thuria.”

“’Tis so, yer Majesty. But some of yer subjects are still haunted by what they saw, did, and had done to them during the war.”

“Most of us will never be what we were. Myself included. Continue.”

“I shall also attempt again to answer your private question. Is there true love?”

“And include the risqué,” Igraine added. “I enjoy those parts of the tales.”

“Of course, yer Majesty.”

The Queen noted that the oracle no longer seemed focused on her. It appeared by the gleam of her green eyes that the ancient woman’s spirit had gone far outside the walls of this chamber.

“I shall begin the first one,” the oracle said. “It involves a gentle lass and one of the King’s men who proved to be most valuable during the war, but ye find him to be without any honor…”


Bree O’Darrow:

The King’s Enforcer
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He arrived as they told Bree he would.

She heard three voices outside the gaol and knew immediately who the stranger was, and what his duty was for King Richard. Her end was now at hand and she should have been sobbing and shivering in fear. That was exactly how she would have reacted only two months ago, but today, she no longer wept, no longer trembled.

The angels had abandoned her, her soul had withered.

And she was ready for all to be done.

She was not the reason the stranger had been sent here. But she would soon, most assuredly she reasoned, be added to his tasks.

Lord Fitzgerald and Magistrate Baltimore were talking to the stranger in a rush with their words hurtling into the other’s speech. These men—two among the most powerful and influential persons in the valley—were terrified of her.

At first glance, she did not appear to be a vessel of evil. She was a tiny lass; barely seven stone in weight and only a smidgen over five foot in height. Yet she frightened all around her. Sincere prayers for her demise were pleaded daily.

Outside, the two prominent men stopped talking.

“Not here for some local matter,” the stranger said.

“This is most grave,” Baltimore responded.

“More so than the reason I was sent here?”

“Both are of high import, sire.”

“Not a sire. I hold no title.”

“We have sent our swiftest messenger to King Richard with a new petition,” Lord Fitzgerald added. “King’s answer should arrive at any time.”

“If instructed to do your petition’s bidding, then I will. Not before.”

Bree felt disappointed. She had truly believed this day would be her last in life. Had welcomed it. Now it appeared she would have to wait. Mayhap until tomorrow. Then again, tomorrow might be more fitting for that day was her eighteenth birthing day and had been the date chosen for her wedding.

She noted that the stranger talked quietly. While he spoke the royal Thurian as most did in the kingdom, his words had the lilt of a dialect spoken in the northernmost highlands of the Rivenran monarchy. Most distinctive was that he talked matter of fact with no nuance in his speech. That made sense. The King’s enforcer would not be an emotional and sensitive person. He was a killer.

“An additional fee to enhance your usual stipend could be agreed upon,” the lord proposed.

“Besides gold, we have many fine horses,” added the magistrate. “You can have your pick. More than one if desired. And a woman to satisfy your bed while you are here attending to our first petition.”

Bree was not surprised at their offers. They, and all the citizens in the valley, wanted her removed from their lives as soon as possible, and with finality.

“Insulting,” the stranger said.

“We did not mean to besmirch your character,” the lord responded quickly. “But we are in desperate need of your services.”

The magistrate cleared his throat. “We know your value to the kingdom. Situations do arise that few men would undertake. You have honor. That we know. ’Tis just that you adhere to a code much different from most and that is good. The world is a dangerous place, and the King is most fortunate to have a loyal man such as you serving him when those circumstances arise.”

“Bribes and flattery.”

“Not false flattery. Truth.”

“Do this yourselves. Surely there must be one man here who is willing to end this threat to your valley.”

“Nay. We need the King’s enforcer.”

“Now I’m intrigued. So, gentlemen, show me this evil terror.”

Bree, without conscious thought, brushed her hands at the wrinkles in her dress and took note of her dirty, bare feet. She shook her head. There was no need to appear presentable. Those days were over. Still, from habit, she glanced about the one-room gaol to see if all in her cell was neat and tidy. She knew the King’s enforcer would be surprised at the furnishings. She had humbly requested a comfortable bed and it had been brought to her posthaste. As had table and chair, wash basin and mirror, a few poetry books that she had not touched and, of course, a leather-bound Holy Book that she often held when praying. In one corner was a tall shielding screen and behind it was the necessity pot. She had been given all these because the citizens wanted her placated and docile. They had been horrified by what had happened and feared what more might come.

As for her personal appearance, she knew what the man would see. She had been told often that she had a lovely, enchanting face haloed by a beautiful, silky reddish-brown mane that reached down to her small bottom. Her eyes were a deep smoky gray, and her best friend, Trish, the same age as she, who was youngest daughter of the House of Blackwell, had teased her by saying she had bedchamber eyes. There was a tiny mole beside the left corner of her full lips. A kissing mouth if there ever was one, Trish had joshed. The same face, eyes and mouth, her friend continued, that Delilah must have had that aided the temptress in seducing Samson and her other many admirers. She had a slender and trim frame—for the most part. Trish’s coarsest tease, the one she repeated quite often, which always had embarrassed Bree, was that she carried a quarter of her body’s weight in her pillows. Each time Bree responded that she was not that big on top. Yet Bree knew she was more endowed than most of her size. She never wore dress or gown with plunging neckline. Trish joked about that, too, saying if she had Bree’s magnificent bosom, with her freckles that ran from oval nipple to oval nipple and down, she would wear gowns with décolletage cut to navel. Mayhap lower. Bree had always wished her body were fuller and more curved like the goddesses and ladies portrayed in ancient paintings and sculptures. Her heart clenched. She wished Trish were here to plague her with her teasing. She would be more accepting and good humored if she were. Bree still had a difficult time thinking of Trish, and the others she loved, in the past tense.

Bree heard the lock being turned.

Then the door opened.

He alone stepped inside. The lord and the magistrate remained outside.

Bree had half-expected the King’s enforcer to appear as artists often portrayed Death, in hooded black robe and skull face holding a giant reaping scythe. Instead, this man looked like many other men she might have encountered in the fields or at the market. He was six foot in height, and not muscled like a blacksmith or a tree cutter. Yet there did not seem a pinch of fat on him. While he moved with an almost sloth-like demeanor, she intuited he had a quickness within him that most seasoned warriors would envy. His dark clothing, from an unusual wide-brimmed hat to his tall spurred boots, were cloaked in trail dust. There were two short swords sheathed on his hips. The brim of his hat was pulled low on his weather-tanned brow shielding his seemingly black-hued eyes. He was more handsome of face than most, despite the three-days of whisker growth, with a firm but not square jaw, full lips, high cheeks, and a slender straight nose. He was not glorious as her beloved Ian had been but would attract the apt attention of earthy women. Yes, unless a person knew who he was, he would not cause one to tremble in dread nor make small children run away in fear.

The stranger studied her. Once a blatant appraisal such as this would have embarrassed her to her very core. No longer though.

“They call me Quinn,” he said.

She curtsied. “I am Bree, House of O’Darrow.”

Over his shoulder, Quinn said, “This slip of a lass is the one who frightens you?”

“She is more than she appears,” the lord answered.

“Is she a witch? Demon? Or mere blood-thirsty cutthroat?”

“Nay. She is cursed.”

“Explain.”

“She can say three words and the one she is speaking to will perish soon thereafter,” the lord replied. “Five persons are dead because of her.”

“What are these deadly words?”

Neither his lordship nor the magistrate answered.

So, Bree said the words to the ceiling.

“I love you.”
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Bree watched the King’s enforcer walk back outside to gather again with Lord Fitzgerald and Magistrate Baltimore.

Why, she wondered for the thousandth time, had her life come to this wretched station? She had tried to live a good and proper life. She had. Yes, she had sinned upon occasion. She admitted that in church confessional and accepted the penance priest gave her without protest or grumble. But what had she done that was so egregious that her act merited this punishment? What sin had been so dreadful that it led to the deaths of those she cherished most.

Was it because she had fallen in love?

Was it? she asked again for the thousandth time.

Bree sat down on the floor with her back against the side of the bed. No tears came, she had none left to weep. Her mind followed a now well-traveled path.

She was the only child of the Baron and Baroness of the House of O’Darrow. Their valley, christened Bella Verde, was in eastern-central Thuria near the great Io River and the unmapped Frontier border. It had the richest, most fertile soil in the entire western regions. The O’Darrow neighbors were the House of Blackwell with its prized wine vineyards and the House of MacLeod with its esteemed Angus cattle. But ’twas her papa’s wheat and barley that brought more buyers to the valley at harvest than any other farmhold estate. The yield every time sold well. The royal purchaser would always outbid the other buyers at auction for the bulk of the crop. He had to, no matter how high the bidding went. ’Twas said Queen Igraine would only eat bread, pies and cakes made from O’Darrow grains and could tell the difference if a substitution was made in baking. One year, the purchaser’s predecessor had thought the bidding had grown too extravagant and allowed the Zar king’s buyer to take the bulk. The current purchaser had said aloud that he would not make that error. But most of the O’Darrow revenue came from the Baron’s casks of aged whisky. Noble households throughout the western regions paid her papa to allow their representatives to study under his tutelage. So far, none of the apprentices was able to match his fine whisky.

Her mama and papa were well-respected in their valley. This she knew from overhearing many conversations. They had not grown arrogant with their success and wealth. Papa had declined offer of dedicated private balcony seating for Sunday gatherings at church. Mama said those seats would show they thought they were above the other hard-working citizens of the valley. They were not, only more fortunate than most. Mama did not comment about the families of Blackwell and MacLeod having private balcony seats beside the Queen’s brother and his family, House of Fitzgerald. Papa, she saw, was often sought out for advice about farming and his political views about events such as the recent uprising to overthrow the King. Mama was much admired for the charity gatherings she hosted with the township priest, Father Genovesi, for their congregation’s poor. Twice, when Bree was still babe-in-arms, Mama had played piano concertos for the King and Queen at Citadelcourt in the capital city of Blackwater.

Bree recognized she was blessed in the life she had been granted. And was grateful. Gave sincere thanks in prayer every day. She could not have had a better Mama and Papa. They loved her and she loved them without respite. They were always encouraging in her endeavors including the ones they knew would turn to folly. She had never been seriously ill or injured. Still vivid was the memory of the winter Trish nearly drowned when she fell into an icy stream. ’Twas thought Trish would perish from the illness that followed. She survived but, from that time on, Trish had weakness in her lungs and could not participate in the strenuous for long. Some of their friends stopped including Trish in outdoor events because of the frailty. Bree did not. Many said that if you saw one of the two lasses, you soon saw the other.

Bree honestly thought her life could not be improved.

Then all changed. And ’twas for the better.

On her seventeenth birthing day, Mama and Papa hosted a celebration gathering at their manor with dinner and later dancing. The valley noble houses, save one, and several outside-the-valley doyens and doyennes attended. All was well until they adjourned to the small ballroom and the music from a stringed quartet began. Bree was disheartened. The young gentlemen were clustered together across the room from the young ladies. No one was dancing. She knew Papa and Trish’s father would come and escort them onto the dance floor. She would cherish the moment, but she did not want her only dances to be with Papa and, mayhap, Father Genovesi.

Then, late, as had become their custom, the MacLeod brothers arrived in their usual loud bluster and all the valley noble houses were accounted for. No one had spurned the O’Darrow invitation. Trish was whispering into her ear about how rude the MacLeod brothers were, but she was only half-listening to what her friend was saying.

Bree became enthralled at first sight of the MacLeods’ visiting cousin. Ian MacLeod, at five and twenty, was the eldest son and heir of the MacLeod part of family that lived and conducted business in the capital. He was beautiful, with his longish golden hair, deep blue eyes, and exquisite handsome face. She realized her body was a tingle with her heart pounding, her mouth agape. And she could not divert her eyes from him.

She saw the MacLeod brother, Hew, tap his cousin’s arm, and point directly at her. She was petrified, but unable to look away from him. Ian MacLeod gazed at her for a long breath then smiled—a dazzling, warm smile. Without further pause, he walked to her, introduced himself and asked if she would honor him with a dance. They danced for most of the evening. Ian only allowed Papa to cut in on them and that he did with an accepting but reluctant grace. Later she knew they had talked but could not recall a single word said except that he was charming and sweet. She was in a gentle daze when she went to bed that night and her dreams were about Ian MacLeod. She thought she remembered that Trish had said, before Trish left the celebration, she would learn the cousin’s history.

A few days later, Trish and she gathered in the indigo garden sitting knee to knee, holding hands.

“I learned a little, but not much, from Hew MacLeod and two MacLeod maidservants,” Trish said. “Then I found a treasure trove about your Ian. You should remember that I told you the Lady Glass of Blackwater is visiting our estate. Father and she are planning a business venture together. She overheard me talking about Ian MacLeod and took me aside. She said Ian and she were part of many of the same social circles at the capital and often crossed paths. She asked why I wanted to know about him. I explained about you and him meeting at your celebration. She said she would tell me about him because good and proper young ladies needed to be warned.” She sighed. “The Lady Glass is old. She is at least thirty, mayhap even forty. Still, she is one of the most beautiful women I have ever seen, and she is always perfectly dressed and groomed. Every gown she has worn is more wondrous than—.”

“Trish!” Bree interrupted.

Trish smiled. “Oh. Yes. Your Ian.” She paused, but only for a half-second. “He has quite a reputation in Blackwater as a ladies’ man. His lovers have been titled young women as well as commoners. No illegitimate babes yet. ’Tis said, and it cannot be proven nor disproven, that he killed the brother of a lady he ruined in a duel. Also, that he was well-known at the notorious Harp House brothel.”

Bree felt her heart clench and her eyes verging on tears.

Trish continued. “His father became angry when he had to pay off a second titled family when Ian seduced their daughter and refused to marry her. His father, the High Lord MacLeod, sent Ian here to ponder and mend his ways. His uncle, the Viscount, informed Ian that if he took a single woman at the MacLeod valley manor to his bed, he would be flogged. This was not idle warning. Can you imagine anyone punishing the man who would one day be the head of the entire clan?” She paused again. “You’re not interested a tad in that part either, are you?”

Bree tightened her hold on Trish’s fingers.

“Very well. Ian quickly found one of our township tavern women to tend his fleshly desires. ’Tis said the trollop refused his coin and stated the only payment she wanted was for him to lay in her bed often. He did regularly. Until the day after your party celebration. Then he went to that woman and gave her gold with his thanks. Told her that he would not be returning. He had met the lass of his dreams.”

“W-Who is this lass?” Bree asked, suddenly chilled.

Trish laughed. “Ye, you silly goose.”

She was overwhelmed. Could this be true? She and a few of the local lads had practiced courting intimacies after she had turned four and ten and her pillows had begun to blossom. These clandestine rendezvous resulted in a handful of awkward tries at kissing that never went beyond pressing of lips. Mayhap once or twice, a tap of tongue occurred. Along with the kisses came, always outside of clothing, fumbled strokes to her pillows and her quick touch of exploration to small, erect cocks. These pairings never lasted long. Ian MacLeod was a man of the world, not a ham-handed, blundering lad. Did she dare dream that Ian was captivated by her? She wanted it to be so. But Trish had never, ever, lied to her. Then again, what Trish had learned from old Lady Glass could be mere gossip and nasty chinwag from jealous and envious parties. None of it true.

Her questions were soon answered.

Her Papa and Mama received a written note from the Viscount MacLeod asking if he and his nephew could call upon them the following afternoon. ’Twas granted.

The two men came to the front door and not the back as friends and neighbors did. Bree understood this was an official visit. They gathered in the seldom used but immaculate guest parlor that the maids had been cleaning ever since the note arrived. She watched as the Viscount introduced his nephew to Mama and Papa, although Papa had met him at her party celebration. His uncle recited Ian’s blood lineage and bona fides. He included his nephew’s future prospects. Ian presented his card to Papa, as was becoming the fashion in the capital, and gave a small bouquet of white carnations to Mama. For Bree, he only had his smile. More would have been considered forward and ill-mannered. His smile was enough.

As Bree listened, she chastised herself. She had been outside too long before the visit and the sun had given her face a pink tint. And she had to consciously keep herself from fidgeting. When she heard the reason for the calling, she nearly swooned.

The Viscount announced his nephew, with Mama’s and Papa’s approval of course, wished to be allowed to court their daughter.

Bree was beside herself, twitching in her skin, as Papa crossed his arms over his chest, appearing very fatherly, and seemed to take forever and a day to respond. He looked to Mama for agreement before answering.

“Yes, a courting will be allowed,” Papa, at long last, replied.

She nearly squealed in delight and wanted to run to Papa and hug him. But she remained where she was, appropriate and modest.

“However,” Papa said, “there will be standards adhered to. All visits will be planned beforehand. No unannounced callings. There shall always be a supervising escort to ensure proper, respectable decorum. Never will the two be alone together.” He looked at the young man. “You, sire, may join us for Sunday gathering at church. My wife will sit between you and our daughter.”

Mama added, “The Baron and I courted for two full years before we were wed.”

“If this is agreeable,” finished Papa, “and if you gentlemen have the time, I would like to show you about our property and fields. This season’s yield of wheat and barley is very promising.”

When the three men departed, with Papa and the Viscount enthusiastically discussing the coming harvest auctions and livestock judging, Bree was in the utmost delightful of swirls. Life was wonderful.

That evening, before bed, Mama took her aside.

“Daughter, Ian MacLeod is a most handsome and charming man,” her mama said. “He is also a bit of a scoundrel. I recognize this firsthand because your papa was the same in his youth. It took my guiding hand to smooth his rough edges and inclinations.”

She nodded. Mama had never shared such intimate knowledge with her before.

“I want you to remember this,” Mama said. “Your Grandmama gave me this advice and warning. A man will not buy the cow, if he gets the milk for free.”

In bed, she pondered that for the briefest moment. But for the most part, before drifting into sleep and glorious dreams, she inventoried and scrutinized every facet of Ian’s beautiful face and strong body. He was never found lacking. She even giggled aloud as she pictured them at a royal gala and, dancing a vassedanse in the Citadelcourt grand ballroom. Ian would lift her at the waist above his head in midst of the dance’s final twirl and she, wearing an elegant snow-white gown, with her body straight and arms outstretched, would appear as lovely as a dove soaring in the clouds. The entire crowd, led by the Queen, would applaud them.

The following evening, Mama gave her a chastity belt.

“You shall wear this daily,” she instructed. “Even on days when Ian MacLeod is not calling on you. I want you to become used to it on your person.”

Bree was mortified. “I would never do anything improper…or sinful.”

“Believe this, at a time that shall come, Ian MacLeod will make his seduction feel proper and most natural. Sin will not be among your thoughts. I know this to be true. This garment will protect and serve you well. I wish Grandmama had given me one when your papa was courting.”

Bree blushed. She loved Mama and Papa with all her heart and soul, but she did not wish to know even a hint about their physical life together.

“When Trish and you were young girls,” her mama continued, “the two of you often went swimming with the boys. I watched. Those days were innocent times. Do you still swim with the boys?”

“Nay. Not since the coming of my first moon-flowing. Now Trish and I swim alone and always in secluded spot.”

“Does anyone, save Trish, see you unclothed?”

“No, Mama.”

“Good. If Papa and I are not with you and Ian when he calls, Matron Harriet shall be your chaperone. You will not try to deceive or fool her to be alone with Ian. She has my permission to use switch to your backside if you misbehave.”

“I won’t!”

Mama sighed deeply. “Your papa and I have sheltered you too much. The world you see is not the true world.”

“I do not understand your meaning, Mama.”

“I pray you never do.”

Bree was confused by Mama’s words.

Mama patted her hand.

Then she said, “Trish and you have, since blooming into womanhood, kept abreast of the latest clothing fashions and styles coming out of our capital and the other kingdoms, are aware of the popular grooming rituals. The noble ladies of Zar were the first, I believe, to adopt one grooming in particular, but it has taken hold in our capital, too. ’Twas a standard in the ancient Memphi dynasty of Moses’ time, an expected one among both royal women and men. Do you, daughter, remove the hair on your legs and under your arms? Do you trim the hair at your intimate?”

“U-Uh…uh,” Bree stammered.

“You do. I shall not share this with Papa. He would be mortified. Listen to me. If Ian MacLeod, with his own eyes or touching by hand, becomes aware of your grooming, I will end the courtship.”

Bree nodded. She understood this.

And the courtship began.

Ian and she took long walks together in the coming days and weeks. Always with watchful Matron Harriet between them. They engaged in carriage and horse rides, had picnics under shade trees. She watched as Ian and Papa played chess after evening dinner. Ian joined the family every Sunday for church service. Once Mama hosted a gathering to make quilts for the poor. Ian was there. He read poetry, refined and genteel prose without a tad of scandalous verbiage, to the ladies and lasses. Still, he caused a delighted titter among the elder women when he had paused on a very tame word and smiled as he raised one brow. Bree loss track of how many times she stabbed her fingers with needle as she gazed at him.

Trish had heard, and of course shared, that Ian MacLeod’s return date to the capital had been extended. By his request.

Bree was delighted.

On the days when Ian was not calling, Trish and other valley lasses would gather around Bree. They would relentlessly pepper her with questions about the relationship. With each response, they would smile and say how blessed she was. Then one day, Trish quieted all. She had learned of a recent event that involved Bree’s courting beau.

“Two evenings ago, Ian and Hew MacLeod went to our township tavern to engage in games of chance and, of course, for the spirits. A bounder, well into his whisky, made a discourteous and loud remark about Bree’s physique. Ian took the man outside and throttled him speechless.”

The lasses sighed and told Bree how gallant her beau was.

But Bree, tight-lipped, looked at Trish.

Trish smiled. “I knew you would ask so I inquired. Yes, that tavern wench was there. Ian and she had no exchanges save for the trollop placing mugs of ale on his table.”

Bree relaxed, pleased.

’Twas during the very next calling, walking along the wooded stream on the estate, when Ian and she eluded Matron Harriet for a few minutes. Alone for the first time, Ian took her in his strong arms and kissed her. The kiss was gentle and slow, so ever slow. With his lips and tongue, Ian placed his claim on her mouth. Bree basked in their embrace, her heart swelled, and a pleasant warmth blossomed at her intimate under the chastity belt. ’Twas well worth the scolding she received from Matron Harriet later. Each stolen kiss after that day was better than the one before. Their longest kiss came during a picnic when Matron Harriet had fallen asleep after eating her meal.

After that kiss, as Ian caressed her cheek, he suggested a secret rendezvous. “I wish to show you magnificent pleasures and I cannot wait until our wedding night. I swear, my love, being so close to you but with a wall still between us shall cause me to perish in misery and agony. You, and only you, can save me from this fate.”

Bree nearly melted into bliss.

Before she agreed to the secret and special rendezvous, Trish and she had a lengthy talk about such a gathering. Trish was firm in her belief that Bree should wait until she was wedded.

“Remember,” she said to Bree, “Ian lost interest in the other women he laid with.”

Bree smiled. “But I am different. I am his true love. He has told me that.”

“I am sure,” Trish continued, “the other females had the same thought.”

Soon however Trish was as enchanted as her friend as she listened to Bree’s dreamy words about Ian’s kisses and the wondrous warmth he caused to her person. She wanted more, and she wanted to learn to pleasure him. They were in love and what they were planning could not be a sin. Besides, Bree added with a sigh, they could only go so far. She was wearing chastity belt.

One warm morning, weeks after their courtship had begun, with Trish and Hew MacLeod standing guard, Ian and she met without another single person at the estate knowing it.

They lay at a secluded cove that they would come to call the Oasis, on a blanket over a thick patch of moss. They remained clothed. Ian kissed her mouth and neck and caressed her pillows. Then, with the most charming words, he lifted the hem of her dress. Bree knew their lovemaking would go no farther. Nay. She had trouble removing the chastity belt at bedtime using the lock’s key. Which was, at the current, secured in Mama’s jewelry box. Ian smiled and rubbed his right thumb over the tips of his index and middle fingers then he showed her a thin sliver of metal. Moments later, as if by divine magic it seemed to her, Ian removed the belt from her body and set it aside. Ian’s strokes to her intimate were heavenly. She tensed as he moved over her. Bree had been told that the first joining was painful for the female. Theirs was not. ’Twas like a pinch. Of course, she should have known that coupling with Ian would be different than the usual and expected. She did not know how long being-as-one should last until Ian withdrew his erection from within her and seeded the ground. Bree was mildly disappointed with the coupling. She did not have to tell Ian because he intuited it. She had not pinnacled. He promised that the next time he would bring her to woman’s glory. It did not happen, nor did it during the third joining.

It was not until their fourth time together that she soared with unexpected bodily pleasure. They had returned to the Oasis, and in the moonlight, they lay fully unclothed for the first time beside one another. He caressed her body with a sure hand, and she explored his with tentative and shy touches. Ian found his rhythm this night. He stroked her intimate until she was moist before moving over and inside her. His member caused a rising within her body that she had never known. When she pinnacled, she cried out aloud as wondrous glory rippled through her. Ian withdrew, and seeded the ground. He laid beside her and she kissed him as she never had before. All was grand.

Bree told Trish that her life was perfect, and she wanted it to remain as ’twas now, forever.

Then changes came once more.

At the end of the ninth month of their courtship, Papa and Mama received a second written request for Ian and the Viscount MacLeod to be allowed to call upon them the following day.

Bree was sitting in the guest parlor beside her Mama when Papa showed the two men into the room.

Immediately, a silent but gripping dread grabbed her by the throat. She had never seen such a serious and solemn demeanor surrounding her beloved. For the past week, Ian had been talking about letters from his father and his future responsibilities for the House of MacLeod. Tears threatened her eyes. She knew he had been called home. He had been here much longer than originally planned. How could their courtship continue at such a distance? How would she survive not seeing his glorious smile regularly? Not sharing kisses and intimate caresses? She would wither from a parting.

Nay, an angel whispered in her mind’s ear, Ian has come today to fulfill your heart’s desire.

Bree nearly shouted in joy. She held Mama’s hand more firmly. Yes, that was why the gathering was formal.

Ian faced Papa.

“Too long,” Ian said. “Too long.”

Papa furrowed his brow. “What is too long, sire?”

“The Baroness and you courted for two years.”

“Aye.”

“Too long, too long.”

Papa smiled but only for a moment. He then adopted his stern, fatherly deportment.

“Say what you have come to say, sire. If you do not so in short order, I will escort you out the door.”

Bree saw the Viscount hide a chuckle behind his hand.

Ian inhaled deeply, held the breath, then exhaled.

“Two years is too long a time, Baron and Baroness O’Darrow. I know a respectable amount of time is protocol before the date is set but it must be sooner than later. I cannot continue living as I have been.”

“You are still unclear in what you intend to convey. Come to the point, sire, and be distinct in your words.”

The Viscount laughed.

And Ian nearly shouted. “I have fallen in love with your daughter. I am asking for her hand in marriage.”

Bree swooned, and collapsed into Mama’s embrace.

During the next few days, there were several gatherings between the houses of O’Darrow and MacLeod. Ian’s father, the High Lord of House of MacLeod, came for an extended visit to meet her, and hold talks with Mama and Papa. Bree was in a blissful daze, would give oath that her feet were not touching the ground when she walked. She could recall most of the subjects discussed in the meetings but not their answers. After the first, she had Trish beside her to review later what was talked about. The matters discussed, and occasionally debated, were her dowry, when the wedding would be held, whether the ceremony would occur in their valley or at the capital, if Father Genovesi—who had been Bree’s priest her entire life—would perform the Holy Book bonding or if Blackwater’s High Vicar would. Even discussed were possible journeys the bride and groom could take to celebrate their first weeks of wedded bliss.

In-between those gatherings, Mama would talk to her about the perfect wedding dress; that, of course, Trish would be her maid of honor but who else would be asked to be bridesmaids; what foods would be served at the wedding dinner. The date most mentioned for the wedding was her birthing day.

On a Saturday four weeks after Ian’s proposal, Mama sat Bree down.

“Tomorrow, at the church,” Mama said, “after the priest’s sermon, Papa, in front of the township, will officially announce your engagement to Ian.”

Bree was happier than she had ever been.

The next day, Sunday, sitting in first pew of the crowded church, Bree knew Father Genovesi’s sermon—about the testing of Job, no less—was slower and longer than the usual oration spoke by their priest. And Mama, sitting between Ian and her as usual, kept raising her spread fan to block Bree’s view every time she glanced at Ian.

Finally, after announcing the birth of a healthy son to a ground’s family at the estate of Blackwell and the upcoming feast day of St. Benedict, Father Genovesi called Papa and Ian forward. As the three men gathered on the steps in front of the pulpit, Bree saw that Ian was wearing a new tailored suit. The clothing was both conservative and handsome. Bree heard a titter among the lasses in the church before Papa spoke.

Papa stood upright straight and held the lapels of his Sunday coat between his fingers. She thought he looked like an artist’s depiction of the perfect father, which he was.

“I am most proud to announce,” he said, “the betrothal of my daughter, Bree Suzanne, House of O’Darrow, to Mister Ian Michael Stephen, House of MacLeod.”

“NAY!”

The shrill cry filled the church from floorboard to rafter.

The congregation, most seated and some standing, turned swiftly toward the doorway.

In the entryway was a young lass. Mayhap, Bree reasoned, thirteen or fourteen years of age. The lass was wide-eyed, and her dark hair was twisted in wild tangles. As she spoke with spit flying from her mouth, she rended madly at her clothing and exposed a nail-clawed breast.

“Ian is my true love,” the lass shrieked, “and I am his!”

She pointed with both hands, index and little fingers extended, directly at Bree. “This…this creature has bewitched and stolen him from me!”

Later ’twould be determined that the lass was named Loki and she was kitchen serving maid at the House of MacLeod. Other maidservants would reveal they often saw Loki gazing, enchanted, at Ian. She even peeked at him from around corners. No recollection, including Ian’s own, could recall any discourse between the two. Ian swore to this on the Holy Book, and Bree believed him without single doubt. Yet Ian must have given Loki an empty wine chalice at some point. The glass, along with two linen napkins that Ian had used, were found under the kitchen maid’s bed pillow.

Also found was an upside-down black cross with a satanic goat’s head and pentagram carved on it.

Loki marched forward, hexing hands continuing to point at Bree.

Several men rose and started for the lass. Then they froze as she screamed:

“I curse ye Bree O’Darrow! I give my soul to Satan, and with the master’s aid, all who Bree O’Darrow loves and all that she treasures will perish! Ye shall live a long life to dwell on yer treachery, Bree O’Darrow! If ye are slain, the person who ends yer life shall inherit the curse!”

Ian, Father Genovesi and Hew MacLeod ran toward the lass.

Loki smiled at Ian. “Ye were my destiny. I love ye.”

A dagger suddenly appeared in Loki’s fist, and she slit her own throat from ear-to-ear.

Bree stared, in shock, at the corpse and barely felt Mama take her into embrace. Nor did she recall Papa, and moments later Ian, come to her.

The following day, the first tragedy came.
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“I love you,” Quinn repeated to Bree as they stood in the gaol cell.

Then he chuckled. It had always been amazing to him the things people chose to believe in. During his three and thirty years, he’d never seen a single event he attributed to black, or white, mystical. He admitted he had witnessed happenings—several acts of nature and some amid battle—he couldn’t explain. These events, however, he just didn’t have the knowledge to reason them. Never had he considered the happenings to have been orchestrated by Heaven or Hell.

Bree brushed at a wrinkle in her dress. “Those outside do not care if you inherit my curse.”

“I know.”

“If you are ordered to execute me, I shall not fight or run from you.”

Quinn nodded. “To fight or run you have to want to live.”

“I do request time for Lord’s prayer beforehand.”

“Makes no never mind to me.”

Bree furrowed her brow. “You do not believe in Heaven and Hell, do you?”

“I believe in Hell. We live in that world.”

“I feel sad for you.”

“Don’t bother. I need to talk more with the two outside.”

Quinn walked from the cell. He had been sent to the valley to find and kill a man. A straight-forward task. Now he was being strayed, a little anyway, from that assignment by this young lass. Why was that? Why her? Bree O’Darrow had no life left within her, actually believed she was cursed, and yet she felt sad for him. When had any person ever told him that? Never. She intrigued him. And he could not remember the last time he had been curious about another person. Even the coin-paid women at the capital who lay with him—the few not afraid to—held no interest for him once the deed was done. He considered altering his usual routine before he reached the lord and the magistrate. Once again, when had he done that before? He swiftly adapted to an unforeseen event or turn in a task but this change in habit was different.

Why did this sorrowful lass intrigue him so?




• • •




Quinn had been told he was abandoned as babe, left in a trough teeming with refuse and rats. That history no longer bothered him. He’d placed it on a dark shelf in his mind and rarely dusted it off. When he did, he cursed the unknown Good Samaritan who rescued him. He had grown up in the highlands in the northern kingdom of Rivenran. ’Twas a hard life there that created a strong people. He had been shuffled between the mountain kinfolks. No one wanted a most troublesome, angry lad for long. After he turned seven or so, he walked to Rivenran’s capital, Balmoral, and fended for himself on the streets of the city. He’d never been religious despite the sincere kindness of persons like Friar Joseph. The missionary was from First Church, who braved the high mountains for his order to share the word of the Gospel. The friar always had a hot meal and warm bedding for any who wished it. But if one accepted, and sometimes it was the only meal and bed Quinn had had for a week, one had to endure the friar’s sermons. He often talked about the teachings of a man called Jesus. But most of the tales did not make any sense to him. If one turned the other cheek when slapped, one would more than likely get that cheek punched, too. No, he was the one who did the hitting.

And that was his best ability.

He was a good fighter. When he learned to use blades and clubs, the weapons became extensions of his body. By the time he was five and ten, even grown men no longer challenged him in any way despite his disrespectful manners.

That was the age when he began, always alone, to wander the western kingdoms and provinces.

He hired out to different persons and clans. All that mattered when he did so was the amount of coin offered. His reputation as a skilled, ruthless fighter grew among those who traveled in that low rogue world.

He plainly remembered his first meeting with Matthias Duncan.

During the summer of his thirtieth year, he was in Thuria’s capital of Blackwater looking for new employment. He was down to his last silvers and counting closely each spending.

One night he had been sitting in a crowded city tavern, in the corner with back to wall, slow nursing a mug of ale, hoping to overhear a conversation that might lead to a job, when a man approached him. The man, while not wearing the usual noble finery, was plainly one of that class.

“My name is Matthias Duncan,” the man said. “Member of the royal high council and on a task for the King. May I buy you ale and talk?”

Quinn beckoned the noble to join him. But, as Duncan sat, he walked away from the table. He left his hat to show he’d be back.

A few minutes later, he returned. He saw a fresh stein of ale before his place but continued slow drinking from his original mug.

“You are who you say you are,” Quinn said.

“You went to verify who I was.”

Quinn did not respond. What he’d done was obvious.

He noted that Duncan had no ale or whisky for himself. He’d encountered a few before who did not imbibe spirits. Most could not be trusted, deeming they’re not drinking to their superiority over others who did. He also surmised from the furrow on the noble’s brow that this member of high council detested the task he’d been given. He knew immediately this man and he would not like one another.

Duncan cleared his throat and began. “Our King Richard has me searching for a man of proven and skilled fighting ability.”

“He has an army at his disposal.”

“Not for this position.”

“Ah. There are several assassins for hire in the capital if the King wishes to remove a political rival or a Queen’s lover.”

“Nay. Not that either. However, and I must be clear on this point, assassination will play a role in the position.”

“Explain.”

Duncan inhaled deeply. “The position would be called the King’s enforcer, but no knighthood or rank will come with it. ’Twould be a permanent position with room at Citadelcourt and meals. An agreed-upon stipend would be paid each month even if no task were given for that time. The enforcer would have to swear fealty to the King, always be available for any task, willing to travel anywhere. All tasks would remain secret. The King shall never, in person or by written message, give the enforcer assignments. The enforcer would be assigned King’s tasks only by me acting as go-between.”

“But again, the King has an army to choose a man from.”

“Here is how ’twas presented to me. There is right and wrong. Sometimes wrong must be done for the safety of the kingdom and her citizens. Occasionally evil needs to be done. No knight of honor would accept these tasks and the assignments would be condemned from highest station to lowest if known. King Richard understands this. He wants me to find a man who does not follow our code of honor. One who has his own. Or none. While the specific tasks undertaken would remain secret, the position and duties of the enforcer would be announced. An outsider would have mystery surrounding him that one of our knights would not, and this would add to the fear of him. The King believes this knowledge would keep some citizens from breaking the law.”

“These tasks? Explain.”

“The kingdom has enemies. Some within our borders, some outside. These persons are always beyond the law, or the enforcer would not be needed. And, for the welfare of our kingdom, these persons must be dealt with in the harshest means.”

“Ah.” Quinn finished his ale. “If considered for this position, I would have one demand and two questions to be answered. I would demand meeting—once—with King Richard to determine if he were a man I could give my oath to.”
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