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To my husband who not only showed me love is real, but opened up a world of magic and fantasy. Who encouraged me to indulge in my love of reading, and never told me to give up my dream of becoming a writer. And who wrestled with little ones so I had time to write. Thank you for your support. I love you.

To my children, Troy, Levi, and Chloe, may you always follow your dreams, and hold onto them until they come true. Never accept defeat even when friends or family doubt you.


Chapter One

Ireland 856 CE

“I renounce Father for this.” Kaireen threw the elderberry gown. Dressed only in her leine, she glared at the new gown on the stone floor.

“Shame on you and your children for speaking such.” Her handmaid, Elva, gathered the damask and then dusted off the rushes. “It’s a wonder one of the clim has not scolded you from your hearth for such talk.” She wore her white hair twisted in a chignon, underneath a linen head cloth. Strands of white hair poked out the sides of her covering.

“No, curse Father for a fool.” She plopped on her bed and a goose feather floated away. With a huff, she leaned against the oak headboard. Red curtains puffed like a robin’s chest around oak poles supporting her wooden canopy.

Her bare feet brushed against the stone floor. Why was she not born plain like her two older sisters? Already they had married and expected their second bairns by spring. Well, at least so far she had enjoyed twenty years of freedom.

Three years longer than her sisters. Her parents had her sisters married by their seventeenth birthday. Marriage at such a late age was uncommon, but her father had wanted suitable matches. They had enjoyed freedom longer than others. Many women were given in marriage soon after their first woman’s cycle.

Neither of her sisters had had matrimonial dreams of love matches. Both were arranged marriages. Margaret was married to an O’Neill. They courted through the long winter and past the blooming of spring with an early summer wedding.

Two months later he roamed other women’s skirts, finding too many others who were willing. Margaret’s irritation was lessened as she was ensured by the Laird O’Neill’s formal letter that no bastard would have claim to her husband’s land or rights if she were widowed.

Her other sister, Shay, and her husband did not set eyes upon each other until the wedding feast. Then they were never separated until tragedy ripped them apart.

Four months ago, her husband was killed in an unexpected skirmish against another clan. Shay refused to admit his death—until his blood-soaked body arrived with his clansmen.

For days she refused to eat or drink. Her salvation was she carried their second unborn child in her womb, and their two-year-old daughter needed a mother. The wee bairn was due this month. Kaireen feared that without the children, her sister would have wasted away without her love.

Often she wondered what her life would be like with a love like Shay’s. A love so strong it threatened her sister’s life . . . or would she prefer Margaret’s marriage, without love and faithfulness?

“You know your da arranged a marriage within a season.” Elva smirked.

Kaireen shook her head. “To another land holder,” and waved a hand in disgust, “not t-this heathen. Twice they raided our land in the last month alone.” She slapped away a strand of her auburn hair from her face. “Their forces choke the land like the town of Ath Cliath, the hurdled ford they call Dubhlinn.” This was in reference to the bank of wooden hurdles the Vikings built across the Liffey River. Recent whispers of a possible spy in their midst sent shivers down Kaireen’s back. What if this foreigner was the spy? What if he had fooled everyone in her clan?

Well, she would not have the wool pulled over her head by likes of a Lochlann.

“Many a raid has come from them. Now father wants me as wife to one of them?” She clenched her fists. “No, I will not marry this Viking or as we call his kind from west Scandia-Lochlanns.” She snatched the green hazel twig from Elva’s outstretched hand. Then she scrubbed her teeth.

When the foreigners had first attacked Ireland, they had been called Gaill. Over time the distinction grew between Gaills, Lochlanns, and Normanni depending on what part of Scandia they swooped down from.

Elva smiled, reminding Kaireen of the rumors of her handmaid’s uncanny foresight. Whispers of Elva making strange things happen and often blamed as the cause of Kaireen’s stubborn refusal to behave as a laird’s daughter should.

Kaireen tossed the twig in the fire burning in the hearth. After taking the woolen cloth Elva handed her, she wiped her teeth.

“You’ve not seen him yet.” Elva wiggled her brows.

“So?” Kaireen shrugged. “I would like to never see him.” She scrubbed her teeth again with the woolen fabric, and then set the cloth aside.

“Well then, would you not like to know if you have a handsome husband or not?” She waited for her response, but Kaireen scowled at her. Elva chuckled. “I would rather get a good look at him now than the morning after.”

Kaireen’s ears heated. “I am not marrying.” She shook her head for emphasis. “So there will be no morning, nor night, nor wedding.”

“If he is handsome, I may fight you for him.” Elva smiled, deepening the wrinkles around her eyes.

“Welcome to him either way.” Kaireen laughed.

“Careful.” Elva winked. “Love makes us fall hardest when we have no intention of doing so. “Especially if stubbornness or pride is involved.” She fluffed the damask gown. “Up with you now. We cannot have you going for supper in your leine.”

“With or without my leine, I do not go willingly.” Kaireen rose. She allowed Elva to yank the violet gown over her head. She pushed her arms through and her clenched hands emerged out of the long sleeves.

She brushed her pale hands down the front of the pile-weaved material. She squared her shoulders and then slipped on her leather shoes.

Plopping on her wooden stool, she suffered though Elva fixing her hair.

As Elva brushed her auburn mane, she fidgeted. Despite refusing to marry this foreigner, her stomach did a flip at the thought. After all the Lochlanns are good for nothing but raping and pillaging! To be safe, she would bring her dagger with her. It was waiting for her on top of her cherry wood chest. She tucked the nervousness away as her being hungry. Her handmaid twisted her locks and weaved ribbons within the waist length strands.

Then she secured the end with a ribbon sewn with pearls. Elva gestured for her to rise. Kaireen did so reluctantly.

“Stand straight,” Elva snapped.

Kaireen frowned but obeyed. At least Elva was better than her mother’s handmaid, Rhiannon. Ever since Rhiannon came to the keep fifteen years ago, she had given Kaireen nightmares. Kaireen would have asked the fairies to put a changeling in her place if she had to have her care. Her mother tried to explain why they had accepted her into their clan being that she was an O’Neill, but Kaireen had tuned her out. She did not care where the woman was from or why.

“And stop scowling or I will throw you out the window with the chamber pot waste.”

Her stomach tightened, but she bid Elva goodnight. She hiked up her gown to avoid tripping and then marched the corridor to the great hall.

Through her slippers, she felt the cold of the stone floor. A draft of wind coursed through her and she shuddered. She rounded the corner and forced her arms to her sides. She must appear strong and unnerved. Her arguments would hold no bearing if she could not stop shaking from fury.

• • •

Inside the banquet hall, the tables were covered with spiced apples, roasted carrots, asparagus, wild duck, quail, and foul smelling pig. Her father and mother sat next to each other at the middle of the high table.

Various lords, barons and their wives along with sons and daughters, laughed at an amusing story her father told. Three hunting dogs scampered around, devouring falling morsels. In a corner lay a fourth dog, shaggier than the rest gnawing on a bone.

Kaireen strolled to the low table, taking the empty seat on the bench across from her parents. Her favored place on her father’s left was already taken by a stranger with golden hair, the Lochlann stared at her. Kaireen felt the urge to check the neckline of her gown, but stifled it. A servant girl refilled his goblet with ale.

Kaireen glanced back at him. Golden hair cascaded to his broad shoulders. His azure eyes unsettled her. Her breath caught in her throat and she jerked her head away from his gaze. Didn’t the priest say something like “Breton, the devil that dragon often disguises himself as an angel of light.” She had no desire to find out from which side of Sidhe, the fairy haven, this stranger sailed from.

Silently she admonished herself to stop playing the role of a child. Thought Elva might find him handsome, well, most women would. She heard women’s gowns rustle as they leaned forward to catch a glimpse of the man from across the seas. The way these women gasped at his sailing story, any moment one of them would faint. Did they forget so soon that he was a Viking? One of many who ravaged their land, sacked their monasteries at best, and took women and children as slaves. Some of the women were fortunate enough not to be raped, others were not so lucky.

Her ears burned when the Lochann’s resonant voice told of the fiery red dragon he tamed sailing their coast. Did her father tell him that he had always teased her that it would be easier for him to raise a red dragon then a red-haired daughter?

Her insides twisted as the Lochlann finished spinning his tale. She would not look at him again tonight. What did she care what his appearance was anyway. She took a sip of wine, glancing at the stranger over the rim.

He winked at her and she choked.

As the baroness on her left twisted, the bench creaked. She pounded Kaireen on the back with her palm. Her back bruised from the woman’s smacks, she assured the woman she no longer needed assistance.

“What do you think of our country, Bram son of Ragnar?” her mother asked the Lochlann.

“Never seen anything so green. Until I looked into your daughter’s eyes which make the trees bow in shame.”

“Blasphemous.” A blush flooded to the roots of Kaireen’s hair.

“No, ’tis truth.”

Her father held his cup in a toast. “To Bram, the first man ever to bring a blush to my daughter’s cheeks.”

Kaireen glowered, her anger filling her.

The hall rang with laughter. She wished for sap to stick their mouths shut.

After the laughter subsided, her father cleared his throat. “Now, now. We must control ourselves. Not every day a man gets his last child married.”

“I am not marrying,” Kaireen interrupted. “And I am not a child.”

“Gracious Bram has agreed to stay on with us for a fortnight. Then he will marry our Kaireen.”

The applause was deafening. She jumped off the bench, glaring at the Lochlann’s smiling face.

“A fortnight?” she screeched. “Not enough time for me to . . . he is a foreigner and a Lochlann at that.” Why did they believe it was suitable for her to marry this Viking? She had to have time to figure out how to get rid of him.

“How much time do you need?” her mother asked in a warning tone.

“Never would be too soon,” Kaireen shot back.

“Enough.” Her father slammed his fist on the table.

Before the ale spilled, her mother snatched her goblet. Their argument brought whispers through the tables.

Her father waved his drink and the ale sloshed on the linen tablecloth. “A fortnight was his idea. I wanted you wed tonight.” Kaireen opened her mouth to protest, but his glare caused her to clamp it shut. “Further, you will wed Bram son of Ragnar and be happy about it. Or I will have you whipped until your ungrateful hide is stripped from you.”

Kaireen fell on the bench with a groan. She did not need to look to know the Lochlann was beaming. Curse them all for fools. With her knife she pushed her piece of duck around on the trencher. She would not submit, no matter how much her father yelled.

After they finished the other five courses, her father ordered the musicians brought in. Servants scrambled to remove the tables and benches, making room for the dancers. The high table remained.

At Kaireen’s orders, the servants placed her bench near the back of the high table so she faced away from the dancers.

The baroness continued to eat beside her; it was the subject of many jokes she would not finish her supper until the kitchens were empty.

Three lute players, and a harpist played the round dance song.

Soon, Kaireen tapped her foot to the rhythm. She watched her father and mother, along with many of the other guests, whirl through the hall changing partners within the lines. The foreigner danced among them.

The oldest woman grinned, as though he were her suitor when he took her arm. Rebecca, a year younger than Kaireen, circled around twice in a row with him.

“It matters not to me who he dances with. Maybe he will change his mind and marry her,” she muttered.

She smirked, envisioning his astonishment at learning that Rebecca’s dark mane was a wig. Rebecca’s hair, a stringy brown, had been chopped off three years ago. No one knew exactly why, but ever since her bout of sickness, patches of baldness showed through her hair, which refused to grow again.

But Kaireen’s eyes followed him across the floor. He released Rebecca into the women’s line. After he turned, he waved for Kaireen to join him. She whipped her head back to face the table.

Her skin prickled. She bit her lip, suppressing the notion that she had been caught staring. She snatched a piece of duck and ate.

The baroness stood and Kaireen held onto the bench to keep from falling to the floor. The music changed twice while Kaireen was brooding, but she determined she would not turn around again. She would wait until the next song, and then retire. Therefore, he would know she was neither afraid nor interested in him.

Across the room, she heard Rebecca’s laughter. She wanted to scream and rip the girl’s wig off, exposing her. However, she remained in her seat, her back rigid.

She congratulated herself on her discipline, when Elva appeared from nowhere at her side.

“Must not let the night pass without a dance.” She pulled on Kaireen’s elbow.

“I have no wish to,” Kaireen protested.

Her voice fell on deaf ears, for Elva yanked her to stand.

Her handmaid pushed her forward. Kaireen’s slippers slid across the stone floor as she tried to dig in her heels.

“Stop, or I will have you locked in the stocks.” She turned her head to yell at her handmaid.

A male hand grasped her arm and escorted her through the line. Her attention shifted as she glared at a beaming Elva. She saw her handmaid skip from the hall.

Then Kaireen glanced at her partner.

Bram held her.

She tripped, but he steadied her. His hands were warm.

“Careful.” His dark sapphire eyes twinkled. She wondered if one could drown gazing up into their depths. “People will think you swoon for me.”

Her face heated with anger, she believed her skin colored purple. She stamped her foot on his boot, but he did not flinch. She tried to jerk away from his grip, but he held her firmly.

“Let me go.” She looked around for help, but everyone had given them a wide berth. They danced around the pair, smiling and nodding as if she and Bram were a happy couple. “’Tis my turn in the line again.”

“No.” He led her to the balcony.

Outside he released her, but blocked her path to re-enter the hall.

The music resonated around them. Leaning against the far wall, she crossed her arms. She was two feet away from him, but he was too close.

“I thought the air would clear your head.” He cocked his eyebrow, examining her.

“My head is fine, thank you.”

“Aye, and the rest of you is fine to look at too.” His thick dialect chased shivers through her.

Her hands smoothed her gown. She caught herself and stopped. At seeing his grin, her frown deepened. “I believe it’s improper for you to stare at a lady so.”

“Would you rather I stare at you on our wedding night?” She opened her mouth to speak, but he continued. “Whilst you are without clothes?”

“I assure you, sir, we will have no wedding night.” Her blush radiated from her chest and spread between her legs.

“You wish to wed during the day then?” He took a step closer. “Very well, daylight will be all the better to see you.”

Music and laughter from inside filtered through the night air. He strode toward her.

She braced for his advances, wondering if she had the strength to inflict enough pain to make him reconsider. Part of her wanting to run, the other part daring him closer in challenge. God’s toenails, how could she have forgotten her dagger?

A breath from her, he stopped. Her heart hammered in her chest.

His fingers brushed aside a strand of her auburn hair that had slipped from her braid.

The brief touch sent fire coursing through her. Afraid her legs would give way she leaned back against the wall. He did have a wonderful smile though, with full lips and small white scar that went from his lower lip to his chin.

If he kissed her, she would like nothing more than to bite through those lips leaving another scar far worse than the one he already bore. Or her dagger would have been enough to keep his lips at bay. Why had she forgotten it when Elva dressed her?

Best to make him leave, and soon. He watched her for what felt like an eternity.

“Sir, you take far too many liberties.” Her eyes darted behind him at the dancing. Rebecca craned her neck to see what they did outside the great hall unescorted. “Others . . . ” Kaireen began, but she stopped seeing anger flare in his eyes.

“I take none.” His mouth firmed. “You are to be my wife. I take liberties with no one else.”

His voice stung her. He spun on his heel and left her gaping after him.


Chapter Two

Dawn colored the sky in oranges and pinks as Kaireen strode to the manor’s bathing chamber. Her father had invited many to stay the night, and Kaireen wanted to bathe before anyone woke, especially Bram. She smiled. Since she was a child, she was usually the first one awake.

The sun was rising, and there was plenty of time for her to bathe and dress before anyone stirred in their beds.

A fresh green gown and leine draped her left arm, her slippers in her hand. Her other hand carried a beeswax candle mounted on an iron candleholder.

The flame flickered across the corridor, elongating her shadow behind her.

She was grateful to bathe as often as she wished; daily if she desired. Ahead of her, she had sent Elva to prepare the bath. No doubt by now her handmaid had heated the water and filled one of the baths.

Inside the room, she set her candle on a wooden bench. Three huge barrels stood waiting. Six people could fit into each barrel.

As a child, she recollected her family often had guest join them for a public bath. Many families offered this hospitality. Her parent’s bathing room was in the middle of the keep, instead of near the kitchens as in other laird’s homes.

Kaireen saw steam rolling off the barrel next to her. She set her clean clothes on the bench next to the candle. With her finger, she tested the water. Perfect.

She shrugged from her robe and was about to remove her nightdress, when she heard a male voice behind her.

“The water may have cooled some, but I enjoy a hot bath.”

She whipped around.

Bram faced her with a towel tied around his waist, covering the lower half of him. His blond hair was wet and she watched the path of the water trail his muscular chest.

A scream choked her and she snatched her robe to shield her body from his vision.

“I hope to rid you of your shyness on our wedding day.” He chuckled. “We will have many baths together after we wed.”

“No. Take your leave or I will summon the guards to remove you.” She backed away, but her legs knocked against the bench.

Her iron candleholder wobbled. She dashed for the candle, catching the wick and snuffed the flame.

“Allow me.” His voice made her stomach flip, or maybe she was becoming ill.

She grabbed her candle holding the wick at arm’s length for him to light.

At his stare she tightened her hold on her robe. His hand brushed hers as he touched his flame to her candle.

As soon as her wick caught, she stepped back. The flame wavered, then straightened.

“Are you done? I would like to bathe in solitude and not with a heathen gawking at me.”

He stood a breath away from her. His presence sent shivers through her. Must be the earliness of the morning, she thought. Her mind had gone daft.

“Take your bath, my lady.” He waved an arm across the filled barrel ignoring her insult. “And at sunrise I will meet you in the courtyard.”

She huffed regaining her senses. “I am not some servant for you to order about.”

“If I do not have your promise you will meet me,”—his eyes twinkled with mischief—“then I will wait here while you bathe and dress. Then afterward, drag you outside.” His eyes challenged her to argue.

She clenched her jaw, refusing to answer.

“I take your silence for your consent.” He bowed his head. “I will send Elva as escort when you have finished.” He drifted from the room.

Minutes passed as her ears strained for a sound, she checked the hallway, making sure he did not lurk about.

She disrobed and then stepped into the water. The scent of him carried in the bath beneath the lye and wood ash. With the fluid soap she washed as she grumbled that she did not care what he smelled like. She rushed through her bath—she could not relax. Every creak worried her of his return.

She stepped from the barrel and then dried. Instead of waiting for Elva, she threw on her leine and then her gown.

Swiftly Elva swept in, carrying a hazel twig, woolen cloth, and a silver comb in one hand, and a piece of red cloth in the other.

“Morning, my lady.” She handed her the stem. Her words sounded as if she sung her mistress a tune.

Kaireen snatched the twig, eyeing the silk as if it might leap from Elva’s arm and bite her. Without Elva telling her, she knew the material was a sample for her wedding dress. “Why did you not tell me he was here?”

“He is a handsome man, do you not think?” She laid the crimson material that was only the size of her arm across an empty bench. “The dye-makers did an excellent shade of red from the kermes. I will start work on your wedding gown today. Be finished by your wedding.”

“Answer me!”

“He bathed when I arrived to fill your bath.” She shrugged. “How was I to know he lingered?”

Kaireen huffed. But she held no doubt Elva told him she came to heat water for her mistress.

Maybe she had woken him so he could harass her.

As she cleaned her teeth with the hazel, Kaireen pondered how to be rid of him.

Then she wiped her teeth with the woolen cloth as Elva pulled the comb through her auburn hair. Her handmaid braided her hair in one long rope and secured the end with ribbons.

Sunlight peered through the arrow slits, filling the room. Kaireen stamped her feet into her slippers. She dipped her fingers into the rose oil and then pressed her damp fingers to the hollow of her throat.

Elva snuffed out the candle with her fingertips. She gathered her mistress’s sample for her wedding gown including the silver comb leaving the rest for the scullery maids to clean, and then ushered her outside to the courtyard where Bram waited.

Kaireen followed after Elva. Her mind raced as to how she might escape this. With her temper, the convent would not take her in. Maybe she could wed in secret to someone else beforehand, but she had found fault in her mind of any would be suitor.

Outside, she blinked adjusting to the light. Bram’s blond hair glowed in the sunlight. He wore blue hoses and a lighter shade overtunic. His leather belt held a sheathed sword. She flushed remembering the muscles she had seen there earlier.

Her handmaid curtsied to them both. She would serve as chaperone until another took her place.

They walked to the edge of the courtyard where a stone bench sat underneath an oak’s spreading limbs. The dark green leaves fluttered in the cool wind. Elva seated herself on the bench and set to work on embroidering the sample material with different designs to find one that Kaireen liked.

His smile warmed her, but she refused to smile back. Perhaps if he was not the believed spy, he was sent by the traitor to investigate their lands. Why else would he demand to see her lands so soon? An attack from there could be devastating as it would not be expected.

He held two pieces of toast. “Break your fast with me?”

“I would rather break fast with a kelpie, and take a drowning ride on its back to the depths of the River Shannon.”

“I can dunk you as easily, but you might need something to have the strength to fight me off.”

She huffed, but snatched one of the pieces he offered. While she nibbled, she refused to look up at him. They stood in silence eating. The wind shifted through the trees. Leaves rustled, hinting of autumn.

“Your father’s guards will escort us through your land.” His eyes focused on her face and she wondered why he stared at her so. “He says your dowry’s not far from here.”

Her land spread to the cliffs and met the pounding waves. Maybe luck would grace her and Bram would fall off the cliff and swim back to his land. “Since my lord father wishes, I will escort you.” Kaireen said.

He cocked his head to the side, examining her as if judging her motives.

But she simply smiled at him. The O’Neill clan lived south of her land. They did not take kindly to invaders. She would convince them not to kill him, but only to send him back to where he came from. Of course she would need to find an excuse to be away from her father’s guards long enough to get Bram close enough to the border. Perhaps a stroll in the woods? It would be easy to pretend she saw something in the distance, a child? She would come up with something, a distraction to get away long enough for her plan to work.

Kaireen ordered Elva to fetch their cloaks. As they waited they finished their toast. Kaireen stole glimpses of him. Aye, she thought, he was handsome to the eyes. Blond hair with strands of gold and copper filtered through the locks sweeping to his collar. Deep blue eyes contrasted with his skin darkened from the sea and sun.

He caught her stare and she jerked her head away, willing Elva to hurry.

After counting a hundred oak leaves, she saw Elva carrying their cloaks; heavy wool for Bram, and a black pile-weave for Kaireen.

They donned their cloaks. Another servant brought two saddled horses.

• • •

Across the rolling hills, Kaireen led him on horseback. Five of her father’s guards rode with them.

Side by side, she and Bram rode through the land. Bram spoke of his hopes in Ireland; hopes of raising a family, and plenty of land for farming. He would join his forces with her father’s as protection against raiders, both Viking and Irish. Squabbles among clansmen were often bloodier than Viking raids. She didn’t care that he would help defend against her enemies, not too long ago all would have considered him the adversary.

Unable to stop herself, she laughed as he described his first time riding a horse as a child. His facial antics brought tears to her eyes.

After two hours of riding they reached the border of her land and her father’s. Her manor stood on the other side of the rolling hill.

At the top of the hill, a cluster of elm trees rose in tight circle. Bram reined in his horse, glancing between the trees and where the manor stood.

“This mound is taller.” He scratched his chin. “Better defense, why not build the keep here?”

“Daoine Sidhe.” She dusted off her green gown. Looking at his puzzled expression, she knew he did not understand. “Fairies. Everyone knows.” She sighed. “A circle of trees or stones means Daoine Sidhe land.”

“What has that to do with anything?”

“Bad luck if you build on fairy land. They bring death.” She nodded her head. “Steal children, replace them with changelings.”

He stared at her like she was mad.

“Well, superstition, anyway. But no servant would enter a place built on Daoine Sidhe land, much less work there.”

He nodded, but she had the impression he thought the air had gone to her head.

Her father’s guards followed them as they continued. When she was eight summers, her father had built this manor for her. She was the only one of his daughters that he had given land and housing. The roof finished last year, and furniture added earlier in the spring. Her sister’s dowries were gold and jewels instead of land.

They dismounted, and Bram tethered their horses to a flowering bush. “It’s such a pleasant day, I thought we’d let the horses enjoy it as well.”

The guards waited outside sharing stories.

Inside, rushes swamped the stone floor. A scullery maid visited the manor once a week to clean and change the rushes. The frame shaped from wood and earthware. Steps, hearth, and floor carved from stone. They unfastened their cloaks, laying them across a stool in the kitchen.

She showed him through the kitchen, and behind a thick curtain to the private bath.

The sitting room branched from the hall and stairs rose in the corner.

“The bedchambers are upstairs.” She pointed.

“Lead the way, then, my lady.” He grinned.

His smile did not falter her resolve to be rid of him, instead she stomped each foot on the stone steps. She showed him the larger one first.

“Our room.” She waved her hand as she stood at the threshold.

He moved passed her and into the room. Surveying the goose-feathered mattress he turned back to her. “’Tis the first you admit we marry.”

“No. I said no such—”

He crossed the distance to her.

He pulled her in his embrace and she went rigid.

She opened her mouth to scream, but as she drew a breath his lips crushed hers. Tingles of warmth crept from inside her to the tips of her toes. Her mind raced, demanding she be free, while her traitorous body melted in his arms. She wished she had brought her dagger with her.

His kiss became gentle and sparked a craving inside her for more. His mouth opened, offering her to taste secrets within. She slackened against him as his tongue played across her lips, stroking them and numbing her thoughts.

He did not force his way further, but ended the kiss with her lips yearning for his.

Then he stepped back. She gasped, horrified. Her hands were clutching his hair and she jerked them away as if he scalded her.

“Your lips and eyes speak of your love.” He beamed at her frown. “Now I am sure of your passion for me.”

“No.” That was enough! He had overstepped his bounds with his prideful arrogant assumptions. “You are mistaken; I wish to never marry you.” She would not fall in love with him. No matter his handsome face. She must not allow herself to acknowledge that she liked it when he kissed her. How she wished to be rid of him and all the turmoil he caused. She would never be free if he became the laird over her.

“Aye, your kiss spoke more that you know.” He chuckled and held her hand kissing her palm. “In time the rest of you will agree as well.” What could he possibly know of her? How could he not see that she despised his kind and would never trust him as her husband and lover?

“You know not of what you speak.” She yanked her hand back.

“I know you long for me,” he whispered in her ear. “I like seeing your lips swelled and soft from my kisses.”

Auch! She should have bitten those lips. In her fuming to be ordered about during her bath, she had left her dagger again.

He strode away from her as her fingers clenched. Aye, Bram was dangerous. Time she gave him a shove.


Chapter Three

Kaireen gathered her skirts and trudged downstairs.

Through the open door the breeze shifted, bringing the smell of the sea. Noticing Bram’s cloak gone, she snatched hers from the stool. She dashed into the open air.

Outside, the waves crashed against the rocks. Bram stood near the cliff’s edge.

The sea burst open in waves, spewing white foam. She tasted the salt in the air. She came here often to think. On windy days, the sea crashed so high that the droplets fell like rain.

She fastened her cloak. Lifting the hood, she pushed her hair inside.

A foot from Bram she paused. She wondered what he was thinking. His cloak and blond hair billowed, exposing his square jaw line. Minutes passed, but he did not move.

She walked forward until she stood beside him. His eyes were riveted to the ocean.

The wind strained against her and she fought to stand. She looked across the water, pondering what he stared at. Folding her hands she stifled a yawn.

“We are to have company soon.”

“Pardon?” She jumped at the sound of his voice.

Seagulls called.

“A ship heads this way.” He nodded his head to the waves. “Be here within two hundred strokes or so.”

Again she searched the waves. Then she gasped when she saw a dark shadow the size of a coin moving toward them.

“Friends of yours?” she asked.

“No. I recognize the ship; the owner killed my father without honor and refused to pay the wergild owed as recompense.” He turned to her. “And with a wench like you in their sights, they would kill me even if I was their king.”

She shivered. More Lochlanns was not what she needed. She could tell not how many came, but given the tension etched on Bram’s face she knew their number was too great for him and the five guards who came with them to overcome.

Images flashed across her mind of her struggling against a boatful of men. Laughing, ripping at her clothes.

Bram shook her shoulders, bringing away from her vision. “Take your horse and ride. Warn your father.” He rotated her around to face her horse. “Ride hard and do not look back.”

Without another word she bolted to her horse. She untied her mare and then mounted.

Dread crept into her throat, but she kneed her horse into a gallop. She would not reach her father’s holding in time to save Bram or the others.

The thought of Bram dead should make her nonchalant, but she didn’t want to be in any way responsible for it. His death especially upon her land would haunt her forever. She racked her brain. Surely she could do something, anything.

The O’Neill’s.

She jerked the reins and spun her mare. A short ride from the southeast of her land was the O’Neill clan, and they always had scouts watching for intruders.

She nudged her horse faster. “You may rest when we arrive at the O’Neill’s holding.”

Minutes dragged. She wondered if the land stretched ahead of her mocked her urgency. Hopefully she would make it in time to save Bram and the others.

She saw the O’Neill monastery on the cliff’s edge. It should be one mile more. Her horse leapt a fallen oak nearly unseating her as it traversed across the grassland.

When her mount reached a cluster of beech and ash trees, two large men jumped out.

Her horse reared. Kaireen tugged on the reins. Her horse settled but kept eyes on the men before them. She patted her mare’s neck, reassuring her. The two men held swords before her.

“Shame to you, Uaine and Quinlan.” She chided. As wide as they were, she wondered how she did not spot them earlier.

“You trespass on our lands.” Uaine lowered his sword from her glare. “Our laird’s son demands permission to any who may cross our land.”

Quinlan’s head bobbed in agreement with his brother. Though he was the younger of the two, he towered over his brother.

“’Tis an urgent matter.” She shifted in her saddle. “I must speak with your laird at once."

They stared at their feet.

"W-we have our orders. N-none enter." Uaine stuttered.

"Are you both daft?" Her horse pranced sideways. "I have no time for your trifling rules.” She leaned forward and kneed her mare into a gallop.

The horse’s hooves knocked Uaine backward. As she raced ahead, she heard their shouts behind her. A weeping willow slashed her face, but she tore through the land.

Arriving at the manor, her mare staggered. Her exhausted horse needed no further encouragement to stop.

Kaireen jumped off and tossed the reins to the stable boy. “Walk her. We traveled too far too fast for her to stop now,” She rushed to the stairs. “Gather the other horses, ready all of them.” He opened his mouth in surprise. “I am Laird Liannon’s daughter. Do it quickly and my lord father and your laird will reward you. Now go.”

The young boy scampered away, leading her sweating horse.

Through the gateway she rushed past the three guards taking turns swigging ale from a horn.

She raced the path to the manor. At the door, two guards seized her arms.

“Where you think you are going, my lady?” one said while his eyes roved her form.

“I am Kaireen, daughter of Laird Liannon. I must speak with your laird straightway.”

“Straightway, say you?” The guard smirked. “Well, our laird takes no commands from a lady. He will send you to the dungeon ’afore you can think to breathe.”

The guard hauled her inside to the waiting hall. His comrade made announcement of an intruder wishing to see the laird.

Moments later, Kaireen heard the buzz of voices fill the rafters. Her ears burned, hearing men’s voices refer to her as a mad woman.

“Send her in,” said a raspy male voice.

Both guards marched her forward by her arms. They entered a hall. Tapestries covered the walls. One at the back of the room held the O’Neill’s coat of arms along the edges and a battle scene with an O’Neill laird raising his sword in victory. A fire crackled in the hearth.

Next to the flames, Laird O’Neill reclined in a carved wooden chair. He was an elderly man with white flowing hair that mingled with his beard.

He wore a purple tunic, and a medallion hung from a chain round his neck. It was silver, carved with symbols, curled around an amber stone the size of her palm. The golden color sparkled in the firelight.

Two clansmen stood on either side behind the laird. The first guard who brought news of her trespass bowed low and then exited to take his post outside.

She swallowed. Laird O’Neill reminded her of the stories of druids who once flooded this land.

“Remove your hand from this lady, Aeneas, and return to your post.” His hazel eyes weighed her.

The guard next to her dropped her arm. He, too, bowed and then marched away.

“Now my lady, what brings you here without an invitation?”

“Lochlanns, my lord. They come now in ships northwest of here.” The fire popped and she jumped. “Ready your soldiers so we may fight them.”

“Our men are on watch and saw no ship.” The son on the laird’s left spoke. “If they do come, then it ’tis not to our lands. Besides, we do not send our men into battle on the word of a woman.” His sneer turned her stomach.

“Kaireen, is it not?” the laird asked.

She nodded.

“My youngest son, Feoras. You know of my eldest son, Bearach.” He gestured to the man on his right. “Years ago you played soldiers with his sons, Uaine and Quinlan.”

Remembering her encounter with them earlier, she reddened.

His laughter faded and his countenance grew serious. “Now, Feoras has raised an interesting statement . . . we don’t send men to battle on the word of a woman. What say you?”

“They come to kill our people, take our women and children as slaves or worse.” She dusted her gown frowning at the slashes from the tree limbs. “Destroy our monasteries, homes, pillage our treasures. Kill our people or take away us as slaves.”

Feoras opened his mouth as though to protest, but the laird raised his, hand silencing him.

“My lady. Surely you know we must protect our own lands.” He smiled at her as if she were a frightened horse. “I cannot risk my men to fight your father’s battles. Since my reign, we do not war with your clan. But to avoid our offending other clansmen nor will we ally with your father.” He shook his head. “No, we will not fight.”

Because she came first to the O’Neill clan, her father would be taken unawares if they did not stop the invasion now. She needed the O’Neill’s help. Without them to fight, Bram and the guards were dead.

“My laird, these men do not come in peace. My father and family will be killed.” She clung to desperation. “My eldest sister is married to your third cousin. Does it not make us family?”

“Aye. But her allegiance is with our clansmen now, not yours. Because of that and your father, these two are the only things allowing me to keep Feoras from locking you in the dungeon.” He waved his wrinkled hand as if shooing a fly. “Our men will remain here.”

Her head screamed in pain. She wasted time coming all this way. Curse Bram for a fool, he should have fled with her. The laird called for the guards.

She heard their leather boots clomp toward her. They snatched her.

All was lost.

She would never hear Bram’s voice again. Screams of the dying echoed in her mind. A miracle if anyone survived.

Miracle? She strained against the guards’ hold.

“My lord, another question.” The guards jerked her backwards, but her eyes remained on the laird.

He nodded and the guards let go.

“Perhaps I was mistaken of the Lochlanns’ intent.”

“How so?” He frowned.

His sons stepped forward each grasping their sword hilts.

“Well, our monastery is hidden from the coast. ’Tis miles to the south of our lands.”

“So?” Feoras yawned. “They would take the river, or ride across your land. Once again, this does not concern us.” He flexed his hands as though wanting to squeeze them around her neck.

She straightened. She would not be bullied into a subservient attitude, not with lives at stake.

“Oh, but their ship sailing along the coast does.” Her heart drummed in her ears. This was the last chance. If she could not convince them to fight, then many lives would be lost especially if she was wrong and the Norsemen attacked her family while they were unaware of the danger.

“Your babbling solves nothing. Our monastery is blocked from the sea by steep cliffs,” Feoras roared.

The laird held up a hand and his son snapped his mouth shut. But his dark glare bore into her.

“Your monastery’s on the coast. Sailors see it from miles away.” The flames shifted the shadows along the walls. “Do you think them foolish to sail to my lands, then journey hours to our monastery, when they need only to cross my woods to reach yours? They could raze it like they did the monastery of Iona and others.” She smiled at their gasps. “Perhaps I was mistaken earlier. My lands are not in danger, but yours certainly appear to be.” Often monasteries were unprotected. Some might post a few guards, but they were outnumbered when the Norsemen came. No one knew when or where they would strike. Gold, precious jewels, religious treasures with little to no defense drew them like bears to honey.

At the laird’s nod, Bearach, the eldest son shouted orders to ready their soldiers.

“Well done, my lady.” The laird winked at her, as if ignoring Feoras’ dispute. “You raised an argument Feoras could not refute.”

“My lord, may I ask two more things of you today?”

He answered her with a raised eyebrow.

Men clamored through the halls, Feoras and Bearach joining them.

“Continue.” The laird gestured.

“My lord, please give me a weapon and a horse.”

The laird gave his sword to Kaireen. “Take the lead with Bearach, but draw back when you meet the enemy,” he told her.

After a bow she followed after the men. Her heart raced.

Outside they mounted. Bearach barked orders and then led the galloping horses through the countryside. He pointed to the shortest trail back to her land, back to Bram. Though he was not her desire for a husband, he had done nothing that was deserving of being murdered. Her luck, he would become a ghost to haunt her.

Kaireen raced a borrowed horse to stay with Bearach.

And prayed she was not too late.


Chapter Four

Tree limbs slashed at Kaireen, but she did not care. She urged the horse forward.

O’Neill’s raced after her, their horses’ hoofs pounded in the distance. The smell of the ocean lingered in the air.

Did she hear shouts echo on the wind? She shivered. Or was the sound the keening of her family’s banshee?

To fight back the dread swelling in her chest, she glanced behind her for reassurance. Bearach and the others galloped after her.

Around this group of trees, and she would reach the clearing. After passing the last cluster of fir trees to the clearing, she turned the horse sharp. In the distance she saw Lochlanns battle. She sucked in a breath.

Two of her father’s guards lay dead. She scanned the men fighting to find Bram.

The edges of his grey wool cloak lifted with the sea breeze. His body slumped, but his sword wavered to block an attacker’s blow.

Kaireen drew the laird’s sword. From the weight of the blade, she lost her balance and countered by leaning backward. Sweat trickled down her back.

As her hand clenched the hilt, she nudged her mount forward. She wished she had asked for a bow. How would she lift the sword to do any damage? She raised the sword until her arm shook, but it was only halfway.

Mounted, she slashed the blade at Bram’s enemy.

Her teeth rattled from the impact. Blood spurted from the Lochlann’s leather helmet. The man sagged forward, knocking Bram down.

Anxious, she twisted her horse round, but jerked the reins to keep the animal steady.

Bram pushed the dead man away. He staggered and kneeled. His left hand clasped his bleeding side. Disoriented from loss of blood, he told her he was not sure if she had aimed her sword at his enemy or at him.

The O’Neill clan rushed in the fight. Metal swords clanked against each other as they fought the Lochlanns. Bearach raised his sword and ran toward Bram.

“No!” Kaireen kicked her horse forward, blocking Bearach. “He fights for us.”

Bearach gaped at her, but then nodded. He turned his attention to two giant men treading forward. He muttered under his breath, “Curse this woman for bringing us into a battle between Lochlanns.”

It would have been so easy for her to let Bearach rid her of Bram. Just one word and she would be rid of this Lochlann suitor and his quest to marry her. But she couldn’t allow it. True, she did not love him-only she could not tolerate the thought of him dead when she could stop it. It would never do to have innocent blood spilled on her account or here.

Blood colored the ground. The copper stench crept into her throat. Another enemy rushed forward with an axe in hand, roaring a battle cry.

The man inches from her when Bram stretched out his sword and pierced the man’s gut. Bram then yanked his sword out, his breathing hard. He fell back on the ground at the same time the enemy crumpled.

O’Neills swept the land; they matched the Lochlanns stroke for stroke. But the Lochlanns drew up their shields into a wall. One slipped away from the attack and headed towards her and Bram.

After dismounting, she heaved the sword with both hands, and wished she had asked for a bow.

Unable to lift the sword higher than her waist, she lunged forward at a warrior from behind. Surprised by her low lunge, the blade caught the warrior in the back of his upper thigh. The thwack of the metal against the bone radiated through her.

The sword went with him as he fell. He was not dead, just injured. He twisted his upper body around to dislodge the sword in his leg.

She bit her lip; now she was weaponless. Doubtful she’d have such luck again using the heavy sword.

“Damn woman!” Feoras raced passed her. With a swift flick, he decapitated the man at her feet.

She bristled and snatched her horse’s reins. Surveying the battlefield, she eyed a longbow. After maneuvering with her horse to the edge of the battle, she made her way to the weapon.

After dismounting, she picked up the discarded longbow and a handful of arrows from the dying Lochlann. She tested the weight of the draw, stronger than she liked, but she was grateful of her years of practice with her own bow. She nocked an arrow.

Her nerves made her hands sweat; she fumbled with the arrow several times until the tip slid into place. She took a breath to calm her nerves. If she could not keep her hands steady, her expert marksmanship would do no good. To concentrate, she pushed aside the thought of Bram dead because of her, and then took aim.

Five warriors surrounded Bram and Bearach.

Her arms shook from the force of strength required to draw the bowstring back. Kaireen released the arrow and the tip struck an enemy’s neck.

When she saw the arrow hit, she grasped another and sent it sailing. The arrow whizzed through the air and struck another enemy in the arm.

She readied another, but Bearach and Bram had cut down the other men around them.

After Kaireen scanned the area, she sent her last arrow into another enemy’s stomach. She cursed.

“Good shots, why are you upset?” Bearach speaking beside her made her jump.

“My aim was off.”

“But your arrows hit their mark.”

“No.” She eyed the bow thinking it refused to cooperate. “I aimed at their hearts.”

“Good thing you missed them not entirely and hit us.” He chuckled.

“The draw on the bow was stronger than mine.” Her muscles pulsed in pain.

Feoras strode to them. He snatched the long bow from her hand and then broke it across his leg. “You damn near got us killed,” he spat.

“No.” She crossed her arms. “Without my help, you may have lost this battle. I saved you.”

“A woman like you should be turned upon her stomach,” he smirked, “and given a good lashing by her husband.”

“I have no husband.” She smiled. “And I do not take orders from loathsome men such as you.”

He raised his hand to strike her, but Bearach caught his wrist.

“Do not let her anger you so.” Bearach nodded to the shore. “We drove the foreigners from our shore. Look, they scamper like frightened children back to their boat.”

Feoras jerked his hand away. He turned on his heel and chased after the departing Lochlanns.

He yelled for the O’Neills to join him and his scattered followers chased after them.

“Halt! Only a coward fights a man when his runs!” Bearach called, but Feoras and the others continued as if they had not heard.

Feoras descended, using the natural breaks in the cliffs to the shore. His sword rose. At the shore, he and the others slashed the fleeing Lochlanns.

He jumped into the Lochlanns’ boat and sliced at men holding their hands in surrender. Kaireen turned her head; it was shameful, what Feoras and the others did.

The waves lapped at the dead’s blood.

Bearach raced to stop his brother’s madness, but the last dying Lochlann capsized the dragon ship. Against the waves, Feoras and the others were left to struggle for air.

Once he reached the water, Bearach waded in. Kaireen bit her lip. If he stepped too deep, then he may lose his footing and drown if he wasn’t a strong enough swimmer against the undertow.

Red waves fanned around the boat. Bearach stretched out his arms, hauling Feoras and three others back to the side of the cliff.

Seeing the struggling Lochlann, Bearach waded deeper into the ocean. Bearach went under a few times, but he could not reach the distant Lochlann.

He fought the waves on his way back to the beach. Two of his fellow O’Neills had drowned.

On the wet sand, Bearach drew ragged breaths with the others he rescued. Feoras lay, sprawled out, but breathed.

“Do idiocy like that again,” Bearach stood and then shook water like a wolfhound. “And I will leave you to your grave.” Bearach returned to the others.

Then he helped Bram to his feet. Kaireen’s hands searched for the damage on Bram’s chest. His tunic was soaked with blood. She could not tell how much blood was his or the enemy’s.

Bram pushed her hands away. The corners of his mouth turned into a frown, but his blue eyes twinkled. “I told you to go to your father.” He continued to lean on Bearach for support.

“You are not my lord husband.” Her face heated and she strained to hide her smile. “Nor would I obey such a foolish command even if you were.”

“We will discuss your disobedience later.” Bram shifted his weight and grimaced.

“If not for me, you would be dead.” She huffed crossing her arms. “Why are men so thick skulled?”

“No, women are . . . ” Bram started to argue. His eyes rolled in the back of his head and he collapsed.

Bearach ordered a travois made. The men scrambled into the forest to obey.

When the men returned, they dragged tree limbs with them. Bearach worked with the others, cutting pieces of the dead Lochlanns’ tunics to tie the limbs together. He gave his cloak to spread across the limbs for Bram.

After the cloak secured the travois, Bearach heaved her father’s guards’ dead bodies onto their horses. Kaireen tied the horses’ reins in a line ending with her horse as the lead.

“Ride slow with him.” Bearach carried Bram to Kaireen’s horse and placed him on the travois.

She nodded and then mounted her horse.

“A little rest and sewing is all he needs.” Bearach turned back to the other travois they had crafted to carry their injured. The dead were draped on their horses; it would be a slow journey back for the O’Neills.


Chapter Five

Dusk colored the sky in purples and reds when Kaireen returned to her father’s keep. With another glance back at Bram, she sighed.

He had not stirred since he collapsed earlier. It worried her more than facing her father.

Smoke from the chimney drew ringlets against sky.

Kaireen smelled the roasting pig. Her empty stomach rumbled. With a tug of the reins, the horse sauntered to a stop. She dismounted and then checked on Bram. His blond hair was matted to his head with sweat.

To her touch, his skin burned her fingers. Her father’s guards gathered around her. “Take him to his quarters.”

Two guards bent to obey her command. Another guard untied the travois, and then led her horse to the stable. Kaireen gathered her skirts and chased after the guards carrying Bram.

Past the bailey she spotted Elva. “Come with me.” She dragged Elva with her. “Hurry, he is hurt badly.” She thought she heard her handmaid chuckle, but the footfalls down the corridor muffled the sound. Noises from the banquet hall filtered through the walls.

They reached Bram’s room and the guards eased Bram onto the bed.

His chest rose and fell with shallow breaths. Kaireen thankful for the movement, though his face was pale and dark circles lined his eyes.

Elva shooed the guards and they halted outside the doorway.

“Close the door behind them,” Elva directed her.

She raised an eyebrow at the audacity of her handmaid ordering her, but she complied. The wooden door clicked closed.

“Let them guard the door if they must.” Elva untied a leather purse from underneath her outer tunic.

Kaireen rushed forward and stood next to the bed. The dark room smelled of burnt hazel and honeyed mead.

“Light all the candles you can find,” Elva ordered her.

Kaireen’s heart raced with panic. Bram’s condition must be serious for her handmaid to instruct her as if she were a commoner.

Kaireen used the flint stone and lit five candles. She gasped when she saw Elva with her dagger in her hand. Why did she have Kaireen’s dagger with her?

Her handmaid cut away his blood-crusted tunic. “Bring the candles closer so I can see the damage.”

Kaireen rushed to do so. Her face flushed at seeing his naked chest. No, she was not in love with him. Lust, though was another matter entirely. She would never give in to lust or allow herself to be ruled by it, ever.

After dragging a wooden stool next to the bed, she set the candle down. She gathered the other candles and then placed them on the stool as well.

On his side were two jagged gashes.

“Will he d—” She choked. If he died, she knew her father would blame her.

Elva glanced at her. An eternity past until her servant spoke. “No, he will live.” She smiled at her mistress’s relief. “I have not forgotten the old ways.” Elva opened the leather purse, revealing pockets of separated dried herbs. “Bring me the water basin.”

Without thought Kaireen obeyed. Elva pinched fragments of brown and yellow herbs into the basin. She swirled the herbs around and whispered words Kaireen did not understand.

A fragrant mixture of hyssop, myrrh, and pine emerged. Still she added more.

Then she lifted her underskirt, revealing a secret holding bag, and removed three vials the size of her palm.

She poured the first two into the bowl, then stirred the ingredients, complaining about consistency.

The third vial she opened with caution. An acrid stench arose.

“Take your dagger and cut strips from his bed linens not covered in blood.”

Her dagger fell on the bed next to Bram’s right leg.

Kaireen grasped the blade. She wrinkled her nose. But she could not find a spot next to him without blood. She swept to the other side of the bed.

Holding the dagger she cut four strips from the bed linens. Her hands shook. Finished, she brought the strips to Elva.

“Careful.” Elva handed her the third vial.

And Kaireen jumped at her handmaid’s snap. But she steadied the vial in one hand and the strips and dagger in the other. Holding the vial this close made her eyes water from the pungent smell.

“Douse the wound with this liquid on the cloth. Clean the wound until no blood comes.” Elva threaded a needle. “On with it, child.”

Kaireen squatted beside Bram. After this Elva would require a thrashing for her behavior. As though unconcerned, Elva threaded a needle.

She poured the liquid onto one of the strips and then wiped his wound. The first two strips were quickly soaked with blood.

If Elva did not heal him, she would have her head. She let her shoulders relax, relieved that blood did not cover the fourth cloth. She sheathed her dagger attaching it to her belt.

“’Tis clean.” She turned back to Elva.

Elva nodded, bringing the threaded needle.

“What do you need it for? His wound does not bleed anymore.”

“Any movement and his wound will reopen. The liquid is for cleaning, to stop the fever and infection. Also it works well to staunch the bleeding.”

Kaireen watched as Elva sewed Bram’s wound closed. She cringed each time the needle passed through his flesh. She wondered if it would leave a scar like the others that randomly lined his chest and shoulders in fading lines.

Elva finished. She tied a knot to secure her mending, then bit the extra thread with her teeth.

Elva tested the solution she had made in the water basin. Then she smeared the foul smelling remedy across his stitched wound.

“Cut long strips from his bed linens. Long enough to wrap around his chest.”

Kaireen followed her instructions.

Then Elva emptied the water basin into the chamber pot. Yellowish-brown paste covered Bram’s wound. Then her handmaid used a little of the salve on Kaireen’s cheek where the willow tree had slashed her. The cut burned and she reached her hand up to scratch it when Elva slapped her hand away.

“Leave it be. Call the two guards in,” Elva ordered her as she cleaned her hands using the water from a pitcher.

Kaireen almost curtsied, but caught herself and frowned. She stalked to the door and then flung it open. “Come inside,” she barked.

They stumbled in.

On her grey livery, Elva dried her hands, the vials of liquids and pouches of herbs hidden. “Lift him so I can bind his wound.”

They gaped at Kaireen and she nodded.

Elva wrapped the cloths around Bram and then fastened them closed with a knot.

Kaireen thanked the guards and they left. She waited for hours and no change in Bram’s fever or consciousness. Elva disappeared leaving her alone with him. On her handmaid’s orders, she smoothed droplets of water on his lips every so often. He did not gain consciousness, but would swallow when she drizzled the water into his mouth.

“Drink.” Elva returned and handed her a goblet filled with honey-mead. “You need to rest. It would not do to lose either of you to battle nor blight.”

Kaireen wondered where Elva had gotten mead; it was probably Bram’s. But her throat was parched and her stomach rumbled. She was in need of peaceful rest, not wanting the demons of the battle to trouble her dreams.

She downed the liquor, but a bitter taste lingered on her tongue as she set the goblet back in Elva’s outstretched hand.

Bram moaned.

Concerned, her fingers touched his cheek. Relief—his skin was clammy, but not burning as before. She brushed back his golden hair and flushed, recalling his kiss. The kiss she wanted to slash him for.

But she must not fall in love with this man. He was a Lochlann.

She paced around the room while Elva tidied it up. Once he was healed, she would insist he leave and never return. Her handmaid drew the shutters closed and latched them in place.

Flickering candles provided light in the darkened chambers. Kaireen stared at the flames. They danced with orange and yellow costumes. Dizzy, she swayed on her feet as Elva tossed blankets over Bram.

Then her handmaid stood at her arm pulling her toward the door. “Away with you now.” She said. “He needs rest. And you need to eat.” Kaireen opened her mouth to protest, but her handmaid interrupted. “I will get soup in him, do not worry. Go to the kitchens and eat the leftover lamb. Cook has some heated. Then you will go straight to bed yourself. You can deal with your parents and husband on the morrow.”

Kaireen shook her head, the room spinning. “He is not my husband.” Her voice sounded soft to her ears.

“Of course, dear.” Elva pushed her out.

Kaireen shuffled into the kitchens, but could not recall her steps there. The cook, a wide woman with spindle legs, carved slices of a leg of lamb, explained Kaireen’s good timing as she now had time to re-heat tonight’s meal for her supper.

After swallowing a few bites of lamb and stewed carrots, Kaireen staggered to her room.

She kicked the door closed behind her, stumbled and fell across her bed. She strained to keep her eyes open, but sleep won. “I will not fall in love with him.” Surely he will be glad to be on his way when he recovers for he must value his life more than a hard-hearted woman.


Chapter Six

Kaireen woke with her auburn hair tickling her nose. Sunlight filtered through the half closed shutters. She groaned. Running a hand through her hair, her fingers caught on tangles. She was dressed in her green tunic with tattered gashes from her ride last night.

Her tongue tasted bitter as she clambered out from bed. Where was Elva?

She glared at the closed shutters. Yanking one side open she squinted from the sunlight, shading her eyes with a hand and gaped. The sun burned high in the sky. It must be past noon.

She snatched a clean shift and gown. She left her room, and stamped down the hallway to the bathing chamber. As she grumbled, her green riding skirts flared around her legs.

On the way she spotted a servant girl. “Ready a bath for me.”

The girl curtsied.

“Make the water warm enough. I do not want gooseflesh.”

The girl giggled, staring at Kaireen’s disheveled hair.

Inside, Kaireen set her clothing on the bench. Muttering she must look a mess, she grabbed a silver comb left for guests and raked it through her hair.

“With your hair tangled, you look a worse sight then me.” A male voice sounded to her right.

She whirled around recognizing Bram’s voice.

Leaning on a wooden staff, he grinned. His side was bound with fresh linens round his chest. Ends of his golden hair lay damp and brushed against his collarbone. He shifted and then grimaced, as if standing was painful.

She forced her body to stay still. She would not rush into his arms like some milksop girl wanting to kiss his face for living. Instead, she tugged the comb through her tangled mane.

“Careful.” He winked. “Else you will have no hair left on your beautiful head.”

She winced, jerking out a handful of hair. Did he know about Rebecca, then? She frowned at his smile.

Against the wall he slouched, watching her.

“Are you going to stand there all day?” she asked.

“Until I have strength to make the journey back to my room.”

Was he so weak he had to rest?

Where was Elva? Oh, she would skin the woman alive if he fell to sickness from strain after all she went through to save his Lochlann hide.

“Perhaps after you bathed and dressed . . . ” He flashed a smile making warmth spread through her body. “Then my strength may return . . . for I am enjoying the view.”

She gasped and then threw the comb at him.

With a laugh, and a groan he dodged her throw. He hobbled away. His wooden support thudded against the stone floor and then faded into the distance.

Kaireen flushed from the roots of her hair to her chest. She felt moisture between her legs. What was wrong with her? How could she hate someone so and then feel this way against her will. And she wanted her own bath, not leftover water that caressed him and still carried his scent of sea, mead, and musk.

The servant girl wobbled in, carrying a bucket of steaming water in each hand. At this rate it would be dark before the barrel was full enough for her to bathe.

Kaireen shook her head. Curse her for a fool. She would not love him. She would not.

Then Elva strode in carrying another two full buckets.

“Where have you been?” she screeched. “That heathen bathed before me again. And he had the impudence to suggest watching me as I bathed.”

Elva ordered the servant girl to wait. Instead of apologizing, she folded her hands and then glanced back at her mistress. Nonchalant, as though to bait Kaireen’s anger. “Last night you were intent on him living. Do you now wish me to have him die?”

“No.” Kaireen flinched. “But he should stay in bed. Not wait around to catch glimpses of women trying to bathe.”

“I had to clean and then rebind his wound with fresh linens.”

“Why?” Kaireen flipped her hair back. “He could wash, and the linens be reused.”

Six servants rushed forward, each carrying two buckets of steaming water. Then they emptied them into the empty bathing barrel. The steam played across the water like wispy fog.

“Silly girl.” Elva ignored Kaireen’s heated stare. “Clean linens will keep the fever away. Or as I asked afore, do you wish him ill now?”

It was easier to bide his presence when he was asleep. He looked more like a harmless boy than a Lochlann sea raider when he was unable to speak or hunt her down for kissing. Kaireen stuttered, but glanced away to compose her words. “No. But have a servant sent to my chambers if you are unable to meet your duties to me.”

“Your water is ready. Did I forsake my duties?”

“I do not approve of your tardiness.”

“Tardy or no,” Elva sniffed. “I have your bath ready before this weed of a girl warmed two buckets.” She nodded her head toward the servant girl. “Or does speed entice you so you wish to wash from a mere pail?”

“You take too many freedoms. See this does not happen again.” She took the hazel twig the handmaiden offered, grateful that the flavor covered the tart hint from the drink Elva gave her last night.

After undressing, she climbed the wooden ladder into the bathing barrel. Along the edge lay a wool washcloth and a jar of soap. She scrubbed clean and washed her hair. Leaves, twigs, and dirt from her journey floated along the surface of the water.

Lately, Elva was too forthright. She would set her handmaid straight. Ensure Elva knew her place as servant, and she the mistress.

Kaireen scrambled from the bath with her mind set. Her body dripped water across the stone floor. She dried and then yanked on her leine. The material clung to her and her wet hair drenched her back.

She squeezed the excess water from her hair. Then she donned her gown. Panels of red left in the dye longer alternated with lighter shades.

Crossing the bathing area, Kaireen found the young servant girl in the corridor. She leaned against a wooden beam picking her nails.

Kaireen recalled not this servant’s name; Marian or Leah?

When the girl saw Kaireen leaving, she snapped her hands to her side and fumbled into a curtsy.

“Have Elva waiting for me in my room.” Kaireen waved her ahead.

“My lady, she already waits you there.”

“How do you know this?” She frowned.

“She told me to stay here and wait until you bid me to fetch her.” The girl reddened.

“Then make better use of yourself.” Kaireen picked up her skirts. “Clean the baths.”

Kaireen ignored her stomach rumbles and ran to her chamber. Her servant should do as her mistress bid her and not as she pleased.

As she pushed open her door, she ready to reprimand her handmaid, Elva interrupted her.

“Let me fix your hair.” Inside waited Elva, ivory comb in hand and smile on her face. “You must speak with your lord father and mother about last night.”

Kaireen faltered a step. Absently she smoothed her hand on the front of her dress. Her stomach flopped against her palm as she thought about what punishment they would give her.

“Aye.” She swallowed. “Braid my hair, for I know not what they will require of me.”

Elva beamed, guiding Kaireen like a child to her stool. The Laird O’Neill’s sword leaned against her bedpost. No blood remained on the blade, so she guessed Elva had cleaned it.

Numb, she sat on the wooden stool. Not feeling the tangles eased at Elva’s strokes.

Kaireen noticed Elva also had changed her bedcovers. Near the bed a fire fed on logs inside the hearth. The scent of pine filled the room.

All of the shutters along the outer wall were open. Sunlight and a cool breeze played across her damp hair, drying the strands.

Elva twisted her auburn locks into a braid. Then she secured the plait with a white ribbon. The end of the braid curled upward, brushing against Kaireen’s waist.

“You are ready for them now,” Elva said.

The fire popped and Kaireen jumped. Her stomach churned. Even though her father gave her anything she wished, his temper frightened everyone when it was unleashed. She had never experienced his displeasure for herself, but she had seen him cause a bishop to weep.

She scooted off the stool and then crept to the door. As her fingers grazed the handle, the door swung open. Kaireen shrieked.

Her mother’s handmaid, Rhiannon, glared at her from the other side of the door. “Your lord father and mother request your presence immediately.” Rhiannon’s grey hair was yanked tight and forced into a bun at the top of her head. Her head covering allowed for no stray hairs to escape. At the sight of something, her eyes widened. Perhaps the view of the O’Neill sword made her pause. Her height was the same as Kaireen. But she had a way of staring down her pointed nose as though Kaireen was a spoiled child to be switched. “Follow me.” She turned on her heel. Her heavy steps echoed through the corridor. Kaireen rushed forward. Once when she was seven, she had dawdled behind Rhiannon and was sent to bed without dinner for a week for her slowness. With each step her slippers hit the edge of Rhiannon’s shadow. She rounded a corner as Rhiannon led her to the great hall. Servants scattered around to finish clearing the morning meal.

Her parents sat behind the high table, elevated by a wooden platform. Wooden trenchers were piled inside the kitchens' entrance. Her father leaned forward. Around the edges of his face, brown and grey hair curled. His green eyes, similar to Kaireen’s, narrowed when he saw her.

A navy silk head-covering hid her mother’s red-gold hair. She leaned back against her carved chair.

Rhiannon dipped into a bow, a smirk beneath her pointed nose. “My lord and lady, as you bid, here is your daughter, Kaireen.”

“I know damn well she is my daughter,” her father grunted.

Kaireen’s mother shot a warning look at her husband. “Thank you, Rhiannon.” She wiped a lace handkerchief across her brow. “Return to the dye-making quarters until I send for you again.”

Kaireen heard Rhiannon inhale. But she curtsied and then left.

Bones, gristle, and squashed rushes littered the stone floor. In the corner a hound slept next to the hearth with his paw on his muzzle.

Kaireen smelled lamb stew and gooseberry pie. Despite her hunger, her stomach was tied in knots. The servants bustled around the kitchen, but kept their heads low.

Metal scraped against the cast iron pot, splashing water mingled with indistinguishable clangs and clatter from the kitchens.

Kaireen clasped her hands behind her. Her skirts concealed her shaky legs.

“Yestereve you were not present for the evening meal.” Her father fingered his moustache, examining her. “Nor did you return from your land until well after nightfall.”

She opened her mouth to answer, but his glare silenced her.

“Further, you arrived in tattered clothes, upon a stranger’s horse and with no concern of our worries about what happened; you locked yourself in Bram’s bedchamber for half the night.”

“The door was unlocked, my lord. And two guards were outside the . . . .” She stopped at her father’s ruddy face shift to purple.

“Until you are married, you are not to entertain him alone.” His glare silenced her protest. “You have placed me and our family in a blood debt with the O’Neill’s. You coaxed them into a dangerous battle. And gave my word, as if you were my bailiff instructed to act per my request.” He slammed his fist against the table. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you the spy who has cost us a hoard of gold and men lately.”

The hound jerked awake and looked towards them, then shifted into another position to sleep.

“My lord father.” Her voice cracked for a moment as she struggled to steady her words. “Lochlanns attacked our lands. If I had not received help from the O’Neill’s, then Bram and all of our own guards would have died. The Lochlanns would have raided deeper, perhaps reaching our hold here before they were discovered.” She rushed on as her father shook his head. “Since the O’Neills fought with us, Bram and two of our guards lived. Given the chance, would we not welcome them as a choice for allies?”

Her father harrumphed. “Who we ally with is my concern, not yours.”

Kaireen lifted her chin.

“I am the master and lord here. You disobeyed your future lord husband. Brought reproach upon my name.”

His voice rose an octave and Kaireen doubted her knocking knees drowned out the sound. She remembered her father’s treatment of enemies captured, or created.

Rivals were thrown into the pit. If they managed to dodge the sharp spikes, they were left to rot with rats and stone walls as their company.

Unless mercy and gold paid their passage to freedom, but often, her father demanded double the fee for the trouble of rescuing the prisoner from that pit.

She blinked, forcing away from the image of rats chewing the meat from her bones.

“I will have you trained as a good wife at least.”

She had no wish to be a wife, but arguing the point with her father right now might grant her a night in the pit.

Sweat glistened on his forehead. He wiped the droplets away with his fingers. “Your mother and I have agreed on your punishment.” He nodded to his wife.

Her mother smiled back at her husband and patted his arm. “First, you will go to the kitchens. The cook will give you bread, water, and whatever meat is available.” Kaireen’s mouth faded into a frown. “She has received instructions not to give you anything different. Nor set your tasks above anyone else. You will labor for her until after dinner is served and cleaned.” Her mouth twitched on the sides. “You will assist the cook, and do everything she asks.”

An annoyed gasp broke from Kaireen before she blinked. Her mother raised an eyebrow and Kaireen dipped into a quick curtsy.

“Work the kitchens until this same time two days hence. Then with Rhiannon on the dyes for three days.”

Kaireen felt her skin pale.

“After which you will do penitence with Friar Connell for your sins. If he feels you have learned humility, then we will welcome you with open arms, and prepare you for your wedding feast.”

At her punishment Kaireen’s stomach flip-flopped, relieved for she would not see Bram while at the monastery. Friar Connell thought repentance mingled with strictness and labor did better than sorrowful words.

She squared her shoulders. So much the better, perhaps time and distance would rid Bram of this ridiculous notion that she would marry him. Perhaps he would fall for someone else more willing and suitable while she was gone. Or perhaps he would be discovered as the alleged spy.

In acquiesce, she stretched her skirts wide and curtsied. As she rose her father spoke.

“Break any of these rules, and your sentence triples.”

As though seeing a devious glint in Kaireen’s emerald eyes, her father chuckled. “No ideas now. You will marry Bram on the day agreed upon, regardless if you are covered in soot and grease.” He laughed, as if the thought of her marrying looking like she lived in a pigsty was too vivid for him. He pulled his wife’s hand to his lips and kissed her knuckle. “Now off with you, my patience leaves me.”

Kaireen scuttled into the kitchens.

The cook was a plump lady whose jowls shook when she laughed. Her round face resembled dough with coals pressed in for eyes.

Her dark eyes did not flitter when Kaireen stood in front of her. She grunted, bending to remove a quarter of a loaf of bread from the ovens using her floured grey skirts.

She slapped the loaf on the wooden counter and then handed Kaireen a slab of pork.

“The meat is cold, and the old bread hard enough to break teeth.” She poured Kaireen a goblet full of wine. “Get to eating with you; don’t like slackers in my kitchens.”

Kaireen thanked her for the food and bit a piece of the tough pork. The salted meat puckered her mouth, but she forced each bite. She gulped the wine and ate most of the bread and then threw the rest to the dogs.

This was not the quality of meal she was used to, but it was better than starving. After she drank another goblet of wine, she curtsied to the cook. “I am ready now.”

The cook waddled to a mound of wooden trenchers.

“Scrub and rinse all of these. I do not want any stains or food left on them.” Her coal eyes narrowed, examining Kaireen. “Not a mouthful for an ant.”

Kaireen nodded, glaring at the stack.

The cook slapped her on the shoulder. “Wait ’til tonight. Me and the others already cleaned the rest of the dishes from the morning meal afore you stepped foot in the great hall.” She toddled away on her spindle legs and shook her head. “When you finish, wash and peel the potatoes.” She pointed to a sack in the corner. The mound looked huge to Kaireen.

“All of them?” she asked. The potatoes look as though they would feed half of Ireland.

“Should be enough for supper tonight. Now hurry girl. Still hands are lazy hands.” Her laughter radiated through the kitchens.

After further instructions from the cook, Kaireen drew a fresh bucket of well water.

She scrubbed each trencher with lye soap until her eyes watered and her fingers burned, but she persisted. This was punishment enough. She worried that the lye would burn so far into her skin that her flesh would melt from her hands.

After eight buckets the trenchers were clean. Then she dipped them in buckets of fresh water. She rinsed her hands many times, but they continued to sting from the lye. Discarding the lye water into the dirt, she poured the potatoes in the buckets. After carrying them to the river and washing them, she hauled back the clean potatoes to the kitchens.

Back inside she snatched up a potato. She sat on a stool and then used a paring knife to cut away the skins. She wished she could cut away this arranged marriage and discard it like the ugly skins on the potatoes.

Her mind drifted to Bram. Did his wound heal properly? Would he have a scar? A blush crept up her neck thinking of his kiss again. His lips had been soft on hers, melting her resistance and penetrating her thoughts.

She griped about being a fool and raked the blade across the potato skin as if she might do the same with her traitorous heart.


Chapter Seven

A bustle of servants entered the kitchens surrounding the cook as she barked orders.

When she saw the mound of potatoes waiting for peeling, she shouted obscenities. Then she thrust the remaining heaps to two servants. “My lady’s never done a lick of labor in her life. I should have known better than to think her to handle this.”

The two servants bowed and then hurried to obey. They whispered and shot glares to Kaireen as slivers of potato skins flew around them.

The evening grew into mass chaos for Kaireen. Constantly she tripped and knocked things over.

When she turned the loaves of baking bread, three fell into the fire. An older servant sneered as smoke from the blackened bread choked the air.

The cook clamped her lips shut until the edges were whiter than the flour caked on strands of her dark hair. She smacked her palm with a wooden spoon then shoved the spoon at Kaireen. “See if you can manage to stir stew without burning it.” She paraded to the doorway and then glanced at the guests who arrived in the great hall. “Good. Looks like thirty. Scrape the sides. Otherwise be a coat of burnt muck, hard to scrub off later.”

Within minutes Kaireen’s arm ached from stirring the stew. When her muscles seized, she switched arms. How could a servant’s work be so draining when she had gone into battle against men, Lochlanns at that? Would her husband expect her to do all of this menial and exhausting work every time she displeased him?

The cook yelled orders and servants scurried to do her bidding. Some servants gave Kaireen a slight smile of pity. Others smirked as if she deserved her punishment or more.

After linen tablecloths were pressed, they were placed on the banquet tables. Knifes and cloth napkins positioned for each guest. A line of servants returned to the kitchens waiting instructions.

The cook inspected Kaireen’s stew. “’Tis ready, thank the heavens.” A trail of juice dripped down her double chin. “But you stirred the pot not like I told you.” She laughed. “After tonight you will not make that mistake again.” She turned back to the line of servants. “Everything’s ready. No thanks to her.” She waved an arm at Kaireen, who fumed silently. “Grab two trenchers each, fill them and take them to our guests.”

The servants bowed their heads and then moved in rhythm.

Kaireen lifted the spoon and filled each trencher as the servants went by. Splashes of stew hit the stone floor. Globs of the liquid landed on the panels of her gown. At least the color matched.

After a while she did manage to fit a trencher with a spoonful, but it splashed onto the servant’s livery. After the incident, the other servants held their trenchers at arm’s length.

Bread, sausage, and ham completed the trenchers and carried to the guests. At last all of the trenchers rested on the tables and away from Kaireen. She doubted she would ever not appreciate another meal again.

With a frown, she plopped on the stone floor. Pieces of her hair loosened from her braid and brushed against her cheeks. She glanced at her hands. They looked like someone else’s; cracked, swollen, and older. Her muscles ached for a massage.

The cook waddled to her on her stilt like legs. Kaireen smiled.

The cook did not smile back, but tapped her foot. “What do think you are doing?”

Kaireen glanced around puzzled. She had cleaned the trenchers, peeled a mound of potatoes, stirred this monstrous pot, and filled every trencher with the stew.

Cook did not wait for an answer. “Guests eat. Many will want more helpings.”

Kaireen stared open-mouthed.

The cook pounded her other hand with her fist, making Kaireen cringe. “Get off your arse and keep stirring the stew. Fill the trenchers when they come back. Do not stop stirring until I tell you to.” She glared at Kaireen until she did as told. The cook shuffled away, investigating another servant’s progress.

Kaireen’s arms were lead.

Soon the kitchens blurred with servants again. They rushed to refill pitchers of mead, wine, and trenchers with second and third helpings.

Kaireen gave her best glares to the cook's back. She could not afford to take any extra punishment for making faces at the woman. She focused on stirring the stew. But she imagined dumping the entire gooey mess on the cook’s head.

A servant cleared her throat. Then Kaireen noticed the string of servants waiting with empty trenchers. “No time for dreaming,” the servant simpered. “Fill or I tell your lord father and mother you sat on your arse all evening.”

Kaireen smiled until her cheeks hurt. Inside she seethed. Let us see how she likes cleaning the stables for a month. At least, as soon as she was not punished anymore, Kaireen would find a way to pay this servant back.

Kaireen plopped a spoonful of the stew onto the trencher. Her smile froze in place in what she hoped was a mocking manner as the stew splattered across the girl’s livery.

The servant screamed, but the cook dragged her away.

Her reward was that the cook waggled a finger at Kaireen, promising the distraught servant she would ensure Kaireen’s added punishment for the mess.

She mumbled and continued serving. Soon she heard gasps from the other women, but she refused to look at them. She would not give these servants the satisfaction. She did not glance up when she placed another helping on the empty trencher before her.

“Our bairns will worry not about starving with your cooking.” Bram’s voice, filled with amusement, echoed through the kitchens.

From the shock she stepped backward, but he caught her arm, steadying her. She recovered and then wrenched her arm free. “I will poison your supper before we have any bairns,” she promised.

“You wish to enjoy your time alone with me when we first wed?” He nodded at the other servant’s crowding around. His fingers clasped her chin, guiding her to look at him. “If my loving is too much for you, and you want to enjoy me without bairns awhile, you only need say. No need for poison, my jealous wife.”

In front of everyone he brushed his lips across hers, silencing her protest. He winked and then strolled away.

Kaireen threw the stew spoon at his head, but was too late. The spoon hit the stone arch and then clattered on the floor.

Her fist clenched as she strode to retrieve her weapon.

The cook’s coal eyes glared from underneath heavy lids. “For your behavior this evening, you will clean the kitchens tonight—every trencher, knife, and pan . . . everything.”

Kaireen tightened her grip on the spoon. The stew bubbled as she marched back to the kettle.

“Stir.”

As she raked at the muck glued onto the cast iron sides, Kaireen willed the grime into everyone’s stomach. With each pass of the spoon against the kettle set Kaireen’s teeth on edge.

The cook nodded her approval.

Every muscle in her body cramped. She knuckled her back with her free hand to ease the tension. She waited for this day to end when she would be asleep in her bed.

The cook mumbled final orders.

“Pardon?”

“Feed the stew to the swine; it’s been reused five times now.” The cook waved her arm and her rolls of fat jiggled. “Then clean the pan until it sparkles in sunlight.”

Kaireen nodded, and hoped she hid her glower. More days in the kitchens like this would have her begging for the pit.

She waited for the cook to leave, and then she dragged the kettle across the stone floor. The metal scraped an eerie sound as she struggled with the weight.

At the threshold, she anchored the back legs as she tugged the front forward. She tried to lift the kettle, but her arms did not reach around. The weight strained her until she thought her arms would fall off.

The kettle gave way and tumbled passed the doorway. Stew sloshed and she nearly screamed, seeing she would need to mop again.

Outside she huffed, pushing against the dirt and grass. For her trouble she stepped in a hole and lost her balance. She cursed and then snatched the kettle, smearing mud on her dress. The crescent moon hung high overhead. “I should have been asleep long ago,” she complained.

An elderly manservant rushed to her aid. He helped her tip the kettle into the pigs’ trough. His bald head glowed in the moonlight as he dragged the kettle with her back to the kitchens.

The leftover stew emptied, Kaireen bid him thanks. She dusted her hands, grimacing at the caked food and mud across her gown. She doubted soaking the burnt stew with lye would work to clean the kettle.

The servant bid her goodnight, and then huffed back outside.

Spying a metal spoon hung on the side of the hearth by a hook, she rolled her shoulders and then grabbed it. Glaring at the kettle as if it purposely caused her pain, she flopped down. With the spoon she raked the burnt stew from the kettle edges.

While she worked, she grew angrier that Bram had no punishment for yestereve.

Yet she was punished for saving him.


Chapter Eight

As he strolled down the hallway, Bram whistled. He hoped to lighten his mood with a song his father taught him on their sea journeys. The oak staff Elva gave him held well under his weight. His wound healed faster with her care then he would have believed.

He smiled at the thought of his future wife cooking and cleaning. He doubted she knew a carrot from a turnip. Aye, they would have strong warrior sons with her fiery temper.

Turning into the great hall, he saw a servant woman curled into a ball in the corner. Hearing her sobs bounce off the stone walls, he hobbled to her. “Are you unwell?”

She did not respond.

When he touched her shoulder, she shrieked. Her arms flew to cover her head.

Her brown eyes glanced at him and widened. She scrambled to her feet. And then brushed at imaginary dust on her livery for he saw nothing on the material. “Sorry, sir. I-I did not see you there.”

He noticed the left side of her face was swollen and her lip cut. Blood dribbled from the wound.

“Who did this?” His anger boiled inside.

“N-none, sir.” Tears welled in her eyes. “My clumsy feet flew from under me carrying the linens on stairs.”

“Who did this?” He kept his voice low for fear the rage would seep in his tone and frighten her.

She whimpered, wringing her hands.

He waited for her reply. His eyes warned he would not leave her alone until he had his answer.

Before she opened her mouth, he knew the answer. “My lord husband.” She seized his arm as he turned away. “But he means it not. Always he is sorry come morning.”

“The one with dark hair and moustache? With ale glistening in his eyes?” He thought for a moment remembering the man’s name. “Owen?”

Her silence answered him.

He nodded, but continued forward. Instinctively he knew which servant this was. Many men who beat their wives had the same temperament in front of others.

Smooth talkers, better at joke telling than others, and a sneaky evil crept through their eyes when they thought no one watched.

• • •

Half a side of blackened stew was removed when Kaireen needed to sneeze. She scooted back so her head would not bang against the side, like she did the first three times. Her sneeze sounded pitiful to her ears. Kaireen rubbed her nose with her forearm.

This was all Bram’s fault. If he had not wanted to see the lands so soon. If he had ridden back with her to warn her father instead of insisting to stay and fight.

Climbing back inside the kettle she scoured the encrusted blackened stew.


Chapter Nine

Bram found a servant boy scuttling after a toad. “Where is Owen?” He knew the man’s name and what he looked like by the battered woman telling him.

The boy stared at him dumbfounded, but then pointed to a man laughing with another in the hall.

“Tell him to come to my quarters now.” Reaching in his coin purse, he placed a silver coin in the boy’s hand.

The boy grinned, showing a broken front tooth. Coin tight in his fist, the boy raced down the hallway.

With the staff for support, Bram shuffled to his quarters.

Inside, he removed his belt and sword. He laid both across the stool, for he did not want the temptation now of his weapon.

Candles flickered, lighting the room. He was surprised Elva was not there waiting for him. She came every evening to apply fresh salve and linens, though he told her the old linens be fine. She ignored him, slapping his hands away, and did her work.

His room was narrow, but long. The hearth was small and he let the fire smolder on a log, but he liked the coolness of the nights. It reminded him of home in western Scandia. He wondered if Kaireen would like to visit his homeland sometime. No one would think it strange, like here, for him to practice sword fighting with Kaireen. Here Christian propriety got in the way of adventure.

He recalled when he first saw Kaireen. It was weeks before she knew he was there. Damn the vow he made to her mother, perhaps if he had not made it, things would be better between him and Kaireen.
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