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        Glenmalure

        Wicklow Mountains, Leinster

      

      

      

      “You gave me your word that you’d be civil, Ronan O’Byrne! Now stop scowling and at least try to look welcoming to Maire and her husband. Tomorrow is Christmas, after all, and they’ve ridden all the way from Longford Castle to share it with us!”

      Triona felt relieved that Ronan’s expression grew less forbidding as she turned her attention back to the stronghold’s heavy gates being opened for their guests. She drew her fur-lined cloak more tightly around her in the crisp late afternoon air.

      The day she had so fervently prayed for had finally come!

      She could no longer contain her excitement and she rushed forward, though being so heavy with child made her gait more like the waddling of a goose. She could not believe how big she had grown and she still had several weeks to go before the birth of her and Ronan’s second child!

      “Easy now, sweeting! Will you alarm us all with your dashing about?” came Aud’s no-nonsense chiding as her beloved former maid caught up with her and drew her to a stop. Aud might be a spare woman, but her strong grip brooked no argument. “You’ll have your babe right here in the yard—begorra, now that would be a fine greeting for Maire and Lord FitzWilliam!”

      Before Triona could answer, she felt the strength of Ronan’s arm around her waist. She glanced up at him gratefully, glad that he’d come to her side, too.

      In truth the preparations for their guests had exhausted her these past days, but she had wanted everything to be perfect for Maire and Duncan’s visit.

      Enough food for ten holiday feasts awaiting them. The O’Byrne men dressed in new tunics and trousers and the women resplendent in colorful gowns as befitted the special occasion. Aye, even the children and babes in arms had new clothes. Dozens of clanswomen had outdone themselves to make it so in three weeks’ time!

      Triona leaned against Ronan as the thundering of horses’ hooves grew louder. Her huge gray wolfhound Conn had appeared as well and bounded over to join them, plopping down at Triona’s feet.

      Ronan had only agreed to extend the invitation a month ago, though Duncan had sent a message back to Glenmalure a week later that he and Maire would be pleased to join them for Christmas. Thank goodness Aud and her jovial husband, Taig O’Nolan, chieftain of the Blackstairs O’Nolans, had arrived from Carlow to help with the preparations and to stay until after the babe was born.

      Niall and Nora had lent a hand as well, her kindhearted sister-in-law never far from Triona’s side. Niall had focused upon doing his best to soothe Ronan’s unease at having yielded to Triona’s fervent wish that the entire family, Irish and Norman, be together at Christmastime.

      Triona glanced over her shoulder to where Niall stood with his arm around Nora. The two of them made a loving and devoted pair if ever there was one, Niall so handsome and Nora with her thick auburn hair framing her face and looking radiant beside him.

      And no wonder she was radiant! Nora’s hand had drifted to her gently rounded stomach, aye, another O’Byrne babe, due to arrive in the spring. As Niall and Nora smiled with encouragement at her, Triona felt a strong kick inside her belly that made her gasp aloud.

      “Triona?” Ronan’s slate gray eyes were full of concern as he drew Triona closer.

      “I’m all right, just our son making his presence known.”

      Ronan bent his head to tenderly kiss her cheek, both of them sharing the belief that this babe must be a boy for how vigorous his kicking and flailing. As the first riders in the entourage cleared the gates, Triona held Ronan’s gaze. Tenderly she reached up to sweep midnight hair from his forehead.

      “Thank you, husband. I know it’s a hard thing for you…but this day means everything to me.”

      He didn’t have a chance to reply as suddenly the stronghold yard was filled with prancing horses, steam puffing from their nostrils. Triona counted four knights and eight men-at-arms, and in the midst of them Maire seated atop a snow-white mare and Duncan FitzWilliam astride his massive bay stallion. They, too, were all dressed resplendently as one would expect of the Baron of Longford and his entourage.

      For a moment Triona felt her feet frozen to the ground, she was so struck by the sight of Normans within the O’Byrne stronghold.

      Not enemies come to do battle, but there to celebrate Christmas among family.

      Family!

      “At least he didn’t bring an army,” Ronan muttered, his arm tightening around Triona.

      Apprehension suddenly gripped her—Jesu, Mary, and Joseph, had she pushed him too far to agree to such a visit?—but she did her best to tamp it down.

      No, she wouldn’t allow anything to mar this occasion! Ronan would be fine for the three days Duncan had said they would stay, Niall had sworn he would see to it. After all, Duncan and his men had answered Ronan’s call this last summer to help save Nora from Sigurd Skullcrusher! What stronger bond could have been forged between these two formidable men than that one?

      “Welcome, FitzWilliam!”

      Ronan’s roar above the melee made Triona jump, gratitude filling her that he hadn’t remained stonily silent at her side. Conn jumped, too, and ran off to sniff at the horses.

      As Aud rejoined her big bear of a husband standing near Niall and Nora, Triona felt Ronan clasp her hand and together they went to greet their guests. Already Duncan, as tall as Ronan and striking with his dark brown hair and eyes, had dismounted to lift his wife from her horse. Maire’s teary smile made Triona’s eyes well up, too.

      “Oh, Triona! Ronan!” Throwing back the fur-trimmed hood of her cloak, Maire hastened toward them as best she could in spite of her limp, Duncan just behind her. Looking stunningly beautiful with her long black hair framing her angelic features, she flung her arms around both Ronan and Triona. “I’m so happy to be here! So happy!”

      At that moment Triona felt all uneasiness disappear as Ronan crushed his younger sister in his embrace and lifted a laughing Maire into the air. He wasn’t smiling when he released her so Triona could have a turn but he wasn’t scowling, either.

      In fact, she would swear she saw moisture in his eyes as she hugged Maire although he looked down briefly to brush it away. Her heart going out to him, Triona couldn’t have been more proud of her fierce rebel husband when he turned to Duncan and locked forearms with him in greeting.

      “You’ve my thanks again for riding to our aid last summer, FitzWilliam…and for taking such fine care of Maire. She looks well and healthy.”

      “She is life and breath to me and I wish for nothing more than her happiness,” came Duncan’s reply that warmed Triona’s heart, too. “It would please me if you’d call me Duncan and I will call you Ronan. Agreed?”

      As Ronan nodded, Triona relinquished Maire to Niall, who had come up behind them. Now tears did flow as the two embraced, Niall rocking his sister in his arms as she began to sob against his shoulder.

      “Ah, Niall! When you disappeared last summer I didn’t know if I would ever see you again! I was so worried about you, but you’re here and whole—”

      “Aye, and with a bride who’s anxious to meet you. Shh, Maire, all is well. All is well…”

      As Maire laughed with some embarrassment, wiping away her tears with the back of her hand, Triona had to blot her eyes, too. She could not have imagined a happier homecoming as Niall reached out his hand for Nora to draw her closer.

      “Maire…this is Nora, my wife. You’ve two sisters now.”

      If Nora had felt shy at all to meet Maire, Triona would never have known it as the two young women hugged warmly.

      Next Ronan introduced Duncan to Aud and Taig O’Nolan, Triona doubting the somewhat bemused-looking chieftain had ever met a Norman before in such convivial circumstances. And certainly not a Norman who was one of the most powerful barons in Leinster!

      As everyone exchanged greetings and pleasantries amid the low din of O’Byrne clansmen, their wives, and children watching the amazing scene, a strong cold gust of wind blew through the yard. The sun had already sunk below the surrounding mountains and snow flurries danced around them. Conn barked and jumped into the air trying to bite the swirling flakes. Triona saw then that Maire shivered and she drew her sister-in-law closer to her side.

      “Ronan…Duncan, if you’ll forgive our absence for a short while, I’d like to show Maire to her dwelling-house where she might revive herself from the long ride. We’ve so much to catch up on, too. Aud and Nora, will you accompany us?”

      The two women smiled and fell in beside Triona and Maire as another brisk burst of wind swirled around them. Ronan’s voice rose above the snorting horses and Conn’s excited barking.

      “Aye, we’ve places prepared for your men, FitzWill—Duncan, and my clansmen will tend to your horses. While we await our wives to rejoin us, let’s adjourn to the feasting-hall where it’s warm and the ale is waiting!”
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, Triona, everything is just as I left it!” Maire looked around her with delight at the home she had last seen five months ago when Duncan had come to Glenmalure to claim her as his bride.

      A home warmed by a glowing fire in the hearth and filled with beautiful things that Ronan and Niall had provided for her to brighten her days and lend her comfort: Exquisite tapestries upon the walls, thick rugs underfoot, and a fine embroidered cloth upon the table. Candles glowed in every corner as if to welcome her. She’d led such a sheltered life here, happy enough, aye, and not ever imagining that things could ever be different for her…until Triona O’Toole had burst into their lives two years past and turned everything on its head.
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