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I am the wind which breathes upon the sea,


I am the wave of the ocean,


I am the murmur of the billows,


I am the ox of the seven combats,


I am the vulture upon the rocks,


I am the beam of the sun,


I am the fairest of plants,


I am the wild boar in valour,


I am a salmon in the water,


I am a lake in the plain,


I am a word of science,


I am the point of the lance of battle,


I am the God who created in the head the fire.


Who is it who throws light into the meeting on the mountain?


Who announces the ages of the moon?


Who teaches the place where couches the sun?


                                      (If not I)





[From: The Mystery. Amergin was a Milesian prince who settled in Ireland hundreds of years before Christ.


The poem, from Leabhar Gabhála, or Book of Invasions, was here translated by Douglas Hyde.]
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CHAPTER 1


One Foot in the Pale
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[image: alt]ou could kill him, you know, said a voice inside James’s head. He pulled his blanket over his ears, trying to block the voice out, but it was no good. Slit his throat! It would be for king and country.


James forced his eyes open. All he could see was the black of the night. He lay, stiff as a board, on his straw mattress. Here, on the upper story of the de Cashel castle, the family and their servants slept. He listened jealously to the regular breathing about him, even the occasional word murmured in sleep. Only Father was absent. James never thought he would miss his father’s rasping snores, but now the head of the family slept in the great hall below, where he tossed and groaned in pain. A musket ball had shattered his knee six years earlier at the dreadful battle of Kinsale.


An alien snore, like a roll of thunder, came from the guest room. James bristled. That’s Hugh O’Neill, the Earl of Tyrone, sleeping like a lord. How dare he. It was he who dragged Father to Kinsale. I could kill him, easily. Take revenge.


But James was too tired to kill anyone. At last he sank into exhausted sleep.




[image: ]





Con O’Neill, the Earl of Tyrone’s seven-year-old son, was lying on his own mattress, scarcely a foot away from James, listening impatiently as the older boy tossed and murmured. Finally Con opened his eyes and looked at the boy. Good, he thought, he’s asleep; time for me to go. A tiny square of pale starlight showed through the slit window in the castle wall. He must be careful. Too early and he might be challenged by the sentry, too late and he’d spend the day stuck in the castle being bored. He was used to sleeping in herdsmen’s shelters, or even in the open under the stars. The night sky in the small window was calling to him like a song, but stronger still was the pull of his new pony.


Now! he decided. He got up with a deft wriggle, letting his blanket fall about his feet. He stood there, as he had slept, ready for the day, barefoot, in saffron-yellow shirt, dark jacket and breeches. All about him, lying on mattresses on the floor, were bodies wrapped in sleep, cocooned in light summer rugs. He stepped over the two boys, James and Fion; they belonged to the castle. He’d only met them the day before when he and his father, the great Hugh O’Neill, had arrived, unannounced as usual. Finally he stepped over the man-servant who slept across the door to prevent intruders. There was just enough space beyond the man for Con to open the door a crack; he slipped through this like a wisp of smoke, and was off, his bare feet making no more than a patter on the stone of the spiral staircase.
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Ten minutes later Con was leading his pony from the stable. He had named him Macha, after Cuchulainn’s favourite horse. He whispered today’s plan into his ears. Never in his seven years had he come as far as this from his native Tyrone; it was a great adventure. But one adventure deserves another, and out there, less than a day’s ride away was the Pale, the part of Ireland that the English ruled. He had heard so much about it. It drew him like a magnet, fascinating and terrifying, all in one. He just had to see it. But one thing was certain: it would be out of bounds to him, and he must be away before the grown-ups knew where he had gone.


As he rode from the gates he sat straight, aware of the eyes of the sentry on his back. His heart was fluttering like a sparrow in a cage. He longed to whack his bare heels into his pony’s sides and gallop off, but he had told the sentry that Macha had a fever and needed to be walked in the morning cool, so he kept both himself and his pony well reined in. He could at least take deep breaths of the night air – free again after weeks of being good, and of attending to Father. A summer mist had settled over the meadow, and rose about him as he rode down into it. A warm milky scent and patches of deeper dark in the mist told him that he was riding through a herd of cattle that had settled on the road to enjoy the warmth stored there from yesterday’s summer sun. He let the pony find his own way through the shadowy forms.


The road was rising now, lifting him out of the mist. He allowed his pony to trot, riding as he’d been taught, loosely and without stirrups, using his feet to urge, and to guide and to balance. At one point he spun Macha about and looked back. There was the castle, remote and secure. But he was free! With a whoop of joy he reared his pony into a half-turn, whacked him with his heels, and galloped off again on the road to the Pale, his pony a grey ghost beneath him in the dim light.


As he rode, he imagined the Pale as a high wall with battlements like a castle, lined with English knights in flashing armour, or perhaps peopled by blackened devils! Either way, he regretted that he hadn’t brought a bow and arrows. His short little dagger with its jewelled hilt wouldn’t impress anyone. He slowed to a trot, then a walk; it would be a long ride. He began to look about him.


Yesterday he had climbed to the uppermost turret of the castle and had quizzed the watchman as much as he’d dared about the Pale – how far it was, and how the land lay.


The watchman, glad to have someone to talk to, had pointed out the road to him. ‘See how it takes a long loop to our left before it disappears into the trees?’ Con nodded. ‘It goes along that way for a couple of miles and then doubles back behind the hill that you see there in front of us.’


Con was surprised. Why go all that way around? Where he came from, people used pack-horses that could easily climb a small hill like that. All the time his father had been away fighting his wars, Con had been fostered to a family of herdsmen who followed their cattle and sheep from pasture to pasture. ‘Why doesn’t the road just go straight over?’ he asked.


‘It’s carts we use here, son, and they need a wide, flat road. Then there’s also getting through the forest.’


‘Well, there’s forest everywhere. That’s easy.’


‘Ah yes, but this is special – it’s plashed. Thick as a thorn hedge it is.’


‘Plashed?’ asked Con, innocently.


‘That’s right,’ the soldier chuckled. ‘You ought to see those trees; we have them woven together like a basket. I tell you a sparrow couldn’t get through that wood … unless it knew the way,’ he added with a wink. ‘We wouldn’t want Mr Chichester creeping up on us unannounced, would we?’


Con nodded wisely, but didn’t ask any more questions in case he aroused suspicion. He ran his eye along the ridge. It was quite featureless except for a clump of Scots pines that stood tall and proud on a height opposite the castle.
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Macha was a working pony and he soon settled into a pace half-way between a walk and a trot that he could keep up for hours at a time. Con looked about him, noting the way he was going, and imagining what he would do if he were suddenly attacked, and then imagining heroic deeds in which he always came out on top. He whistled until his lips felt tired; then he tried a song or two. As the light increased, the grass began to show green instead of grey, and people appeared on the road heading towards him, bound for the castle – early risers carrying provisions and tithes, a pig perhaps, or some chickens hanging from a pole with their legs tied. This was a month of plenty when promises to the lord of the castle were kept and people paid their dues. Con made a cheerful sight in his bright saffron-yellow shirt. He had a greeting for all of them and they went on their way, smiling.
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The sun was well up now, and he noticed that the people he was passing on the road were walking in the same direction as he. From the carefully packed baskets of eggs and the neatly tied bundles of vegetables, he guessed they were going to sell these at some market. There were a few carts and several pack-horses. Then, turning around a bend in the road, he saw a village ahead. It was the usual line of thatched cottages and a tower. Smoke was rising from breakfast fires. He looked left and right, wondering if this was the Pale, but there was nothing more than a ditch topped by a hedge, enough to keep out cattle raiders, no more. There was a town gate where a group of people had gathered while the gatekeepers questioned them and looked in their baskets before letting them through. As he watched, a couple of vagrants were turned away. Among them was a stooped man wearing quite the shaggiest mantle Con had ever seen. His hood was up, so that when he turned to glance over the crowd he looked exactly like a performing bear. The bear-man’s head swung in Con’s direction, and even though the face was shaded, Con felt eyes boring into him. Con’s immediate problem, however, was what to say to the guards if they asked him what business he had in the town. He was busy thinking up some colourful tale when a hand was suddenly placed on Macha’s mane. There he was, the man in the cloak, looking up at Con, his eyes glinting darkly from his hood.


Con’s hand flew to the little dagger that hung at his waist, but the man calmly put his hand on Con’s and said in a low voice: ‘Little lord, I’d hide your pretty dagger before it is taken from you.’


‘Get away from me!’ snapped Con, as he snatched his arm away, looking about for help. People were hurrying through the gate – in a minute he’d be left outside with the beggars and this strange creature.


Con slapped the bear-man’s hand smartly with his reins and urged Macha forward to join the jostling crowd inside the gates.
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‘Make way for Milord Chichester,’ came the shout. The crowd surged about Con, pressing back to make room on the road. The boy and his pony were pinned against the wall of a house. He could hear the beat of a drum and the tramp of marching feet. Then he saw, first a stickle of pikes swaying down the road ahead, then the pike men’s shining helmets, and behind them a solid phalanx of musketeers, and the captain’s match, a smouldering cord, smoking from the butt of his musket ready to fire it or to light the matches of the other musketeers. Then came a dozen or so archers, their bows strung, quivers of arrows swaying on their backs. Finally, with a clatter of shoes on cobbles came ten or so cavalry officers, their plumed hats making a splash of colour. Con sat riveted, looking at them in amazement and delight. They were even better than he’d imagined. And suddenly, not five paces off, was Sir Arthur Chichester! This was the most powerful Englishman in Ireland. The man everyone feared. Only yesterday Father had told Con how that very man was trying to hound him from his own land, grabbing Irish land for English settlers, and forcing the native Irish to become Protestants. Indignation swelled up inside Con’s small chest.


At that moment, as if the great man sensed Con’s fury, he turned and looked directly at the boy; hard eyes flashed grim under his glinting helmet and his voice carried easily across the few yards to where Con sat. ‘Where did that young dandelion blow in from?’


Why me? Con wondered. Then he knew; sitting on his pony in his bright saffron shirt, he stood out like a beacon above the sombre crowd about him.


A lieutenant riding a pace or two behind his captain looked across at Con. ‘A pwetty girl by the look … no … no, it’s a boy, that yellow thing’s a shirt! The savage has dwessed up for you.’ He sniggered. ‘He looks harmless enough.’


But the general’s face was cold. ‘If you had fought these savages you wouldn’t call them harmless!’


Undaunted, the lieutenant called out. ‘Hey you, girlie, what are you doing on this side of the Pale?’


This side of the Pale! In a flash, Con realised what he had done. The Pale – he had crossed it! But where were the wall and the battlements, and the guards in shining armour? That glorified hedge he had seen on the way in, that must be the Pale. He had ridden all this way to see that! How could he have been such a fool? Of course, that was the reason for the gate and the guards. He sat there with his mouth open.


The lieutenant shrugged. ‘It doesn’t even speak English,’ he said in disgust and rode on.






















CHAPTER 2


A Classical Plot
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[image: alt]re ye going to lie there all day?’ James opened his eyes, then hurriedly closed them again as a douse of cold water splashed across his face. Kathleen, Mother’s maid, reached down and stripped the blanket off him. He grabbed at it, but it was gone. Then she stood over him, hands on hips, stirring him with her foot. ‘Everyone’s gone ’cept you, an’ I’ve got the room to fix.’


James sat up, combing through his hair with his fingers. He looked over to the guest room and saw the open door. He nodded towards it. ‘Where is he?’


Kathleen followed his look. ‘Milord O’Neill’s down with Sir Malachy.’


James remembered his night’s torments. I must stop thinking of him as ‘Uncle Hugh’, he told himself. He’s Hugh O’Neill, the Earl of Tyrone, and no blood relation of mine! I am a de Cashel and we are Normans. We belong with the English. The sooner we break with O’Neill and the native Irish the better.


He strode over to the water bucket and found it empty. ‘Where’s my water, Kathleen?’ he demanded.


‘I gave it to you a moment ago!’ she sniggered.


James kicked angrily at the heavy wooden bucket, hurt his toe, and had to limp for the door. Kathleen’s screech of laughter followed him down the stairs. The cheek of her, he thought, as he limped down. Bloody Irish!
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Recently, James had been having secret talks with his tutor, Dr Henry Fenton. Dr Fenton had come to the castle a year ago to act as Father’s secretary and as tutor to the castle’s three children, then eleven-year-olds: James and his twin sister Sinéad, and Fion O’Neill, their foster brother. Every day they would have lessons in the great hall, where Father could hear them reciting their work. Mostly, however, Father would nod and doze, catching up on the sleep that his throbbing wound robbed him of at night.


Sinéad had taken an instant dislike to their new tutor and would re-enact the pompous little speech he had given them the day he arrived. ‘My dear young nobles,’ she would imitate, thrusting her hand into the front of an imaginary gown, ‘like your Father, Sir Malachy,’ here she would give an elaborate bow, ‘I come from the oldest of Norman stock, and am a devout if humble Catholic.’ She would copy her tutor’s squirm, sending James and Fion into hoots of laughter. Then she would wag her finger. ‘It’s not me you must respect, but my gown, my degree in law’, and she would stroke the fur of her imagined gown, explaining that it came from ‘only the highest-born rabbit’.


In fact, Dr Fenton was a good teacher. At Father’s insistence, he taught them through English, joking about ‘knowing the language of the enemy’.


But two months ago, after a visit to Dublin, he had surprised them all by suggesting to Sir Malachy that James, ‘as future head of the family’, should come to his house for private lessons in Latin. Sinéad and Fion teased James over the ‘head of the family’ bit, but secretly wondered how James would manage. ‘He can hardly remember the days of the week, let alone Latin!’ scoffed Sinéad.


His first lessons had indeed been a misery. He could no more master Latin grammar than he could sew a fine seam. Sweat ran off him in rivers as he struggled with ‘mensa, mensa, mensam’. What did it all mean? Why not just call it a table? he groaned. Disgrace was looming – he’d be sent back to Father, a failure.


Then, quite suddenly, everything changed. Dr Fenton pushed his books to one side and said, ‘I hear you are a fine swordsman, James?’


Bemused by the change of direction, James admitted that the Master at Arms had said he was quite good.


Dr Fenton beamed. ‘Aha, I see the modesty of a knight in you!’ James could only blush; he rather liked the reference to knighthood. Fenton went on: ‘Let’s forget the Latin, James. I just needed to know where your talents lie. I have a proposal for you. How would you like me to teach you about the great generals of Roman times: Caesar and Scipio – or Agricola, who brought the Legions to England, or Hannibal, who crossed the Alps with elephants? What d’you think, James?’


James’s jaw had dropped. ‘Oh how wonderful. But what about Father?’


‘As we say in law, we must tell the truth, but we don’t have to tell all the truth. This will be our little conspiracy, eh?’


Dr Fenton knew how to fuel James’s imagination. In one lesson James would imagine himself in Roman armour leading his platoon through the sea-spray to conquer Britain, and in the next would be struggling with Hannibal in the alpine snows. On top of this was the added thrill of secrecy, not just from Father, but also from Fion and Sinéad.


About a month ago there had been a change. One day Dr Fenton moved his chair closer to James’s and lowered his voice. ‘Let’s move on from the Romans, James, because, you see, we Normans are part of history too.’ Over the next weeks his tutor gradually drew James into new and dangerous territory. ‘It was we, James, who brought civilisation from France to England after the battle of Hastings in 1066. As a result, England is civilised now – but what about Ireland?’ He fixed James with his slightly bulbous eyes. ‘When the Leinster chieftain Dermot Mac Murrough invited us to come to his aid here, there were too few of us to civilise the whole of Ireland. We failed, and became more Irish than the Irish. So, you see, what the English are doing in Ireland now is really the work that we Normans left undone five hundred years ago!’


James was stunned. It was the complete opposite to what he had been taught. ‘But – Father – Uncle Hugh – are they wrong to be fighting against England, then?’


‘Yes, my boy. They belong to the old order, but you belong to the new. Think of the great generals I have been telling you about – they didn’t become great by backing losers. You owe it to your father to think for yourself.’ Again he dropped his voice. ‘Do you want to end up like Hugh O’Neill, hunted from pillar to post like an old wolf? Do you want to blunt your sword cutting ferns for your bed? One day he’ll be gone, and whose side will you be on then? With the squabbling Irish, whose only interest is to steal each other’s cows? Or will you come out to support the English and King James, whose one wish is to bring peace and prosperity to Ireland? You won’t be alone. While Sir Arthur Chichester leads the English side, you may trust him with you life.’


Just once the old rebel flared in James. ‘I can’t do this behind Father’s back!’


But Dr Fenton had a reply ready. ‘Of course, tell your father if you wish. You could always tell him in Latin.’ James quickly forgot his scruples.


And now he had murder on his mind, at least when he was half-asleep! When should he confront Father and tell him O’Neill was no longer welcome? That the Earl of Tyrone was a loser? Fenton would know.
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James set out for his tutor’s house, weaving through the small town of thatched buildings that crowded about the castle tower. There were workshops – a forge, an armoury, a shoemaker – barns and stalls, not to mention the cottages and houses for castle staff and labourers on the farm. Closest to the keep were the kitchens, separate from the castle for fear of fire. Dr Fenton’s house was just beyond the kitchens. ‘Close to his dinner!’ Sinéad had commented, eyeing their new tutor’s bulging gown.


Dr Fenton always insisted that James come to his house only at lesson time, but James desperately needed his advice now. He knocked. No reply. Fenton wouldn’t want him hovering outside, so he lifted the latch and stepped inside. The room was dark except for a widening wedge of light at the back. The tutor was opening the back door to someone else’s knock. James could see him in silhouette, and beyond him a face James recognised: the pig-swill man. What on earth could Fenton want with the pig-swill man?


Now he heard the pig-man’s voice. ‘They’re coming, Master!’


‘Good!’ Dr Fenton started to close the door.


‘A shilling, your worship. You promised!’


A shilling! Is Fenton buying a whole herd of pigs? James wondered.


There was a brief argument, then the door closed and Dr Fenton turned into the room, smiling broadly and rubbing his hands. He saw James and started. ‘Good heavens, James! Did you hear – no, it doesn’t matter – you wouldn’t understand. Why this sudden visit?’


‘I’ve come to tell you, I’m going to tell Father that Uncle Hugh is no longer welcome here. It’s time I stood up and–’ He saw Fenton’s face change from irritation to dismay, and stopped.


‘James, dear boy, this is not the moment, truly it isn’t. You see, I’ve just – you could ruin everything. Believe me, this is the very moment when we must make the Earl of Tyrone very welcome indeed. Great things are afoot.’


James, irritated, started to walk up and down. What was going on?


Dr Fenton seized him by the elbow. ‘Calm yourself, James. You are like David looking for Goliath.’ He had an idea. ‘Why don’t you practise on young Fion instead of the Earl? A little rough and tumble won’t harm him. He is the Earl’s nephew, after all. But you must go; I have business to attend to,’ and he almost pushed James out the door.


Damn it, thought James angrily, he’s treating me like a child. But I’ll have it out with Fion. He’s had it coming to him.






















CHAPTER 3


Through the Eye of a Hawk
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[image: alt]inéad had been looking forward to meeting Con, and was disappointed when she learned that he’d gone off without telling anyone. He had been asleep when she had gone up to bed and looked in on where the boys were sleeping. He was just a hump on the family-room floor, a flicker of red hair showing from the top of his blanket. Mother had been worried when he couldn’t be found in the morning, and had made them search the castle for him, but when they told his father that they couldn’t locate him, Uncle Hugh just said: ‘Oh don’t worry, he’ll turn up! He has a new pony and I’ll bet you anything it’s gone too.’ And sure enough, the pony was gone.


Con’s father was ‘Uncle Hugh’ to the family, and a great favourite of Sinéad’s. Usually when Uncle Hugh came, he would make time to chat to her and tell her of his latest adventures, but this morning to her annoyance, after talking to Father he’d locked himself away in the guest room saying he had to write a letter, and was not to be disturbed.


With her plans frustrated, she announced that she was off to the butts to fly her hawk and that the boys should come too as their birds needed a proper free flight. Flying the birds was an escape for her and a chance for her to imagine herself flying with them high above the castle. The boys joined her willingly enough. But when they got down to the butts and had put their birds on their perches, all James did was to needle Fion. Sinéad sighed.
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She remembered the day when they were all just six, and Fion first appeared in their lives. Mother explained that the Earl of Tyrone had brought his nephew, Fion, to be a foster brother to James. It was quite a ceremony. The family gathered and the two boys were introduced. They walked around each other like terriers, with their hackles up, spoiling for a fight. Then, all at once, a strange man with flaming red hair and beard swooped on Sinéad, picked her up, and swung her on to his shoulder, saying in a loud voice: ‘Hear ye – you boys – behold your sister, Sinéad of the Even Hand! Listen to her wise counsel or I’ll come and beat the nonsense out of ye myself.’ Everyone had laughed and the ice between the boys was broken.


That was the first time anyone had called her Sinéad, Irish for Jane, the name she had been christened; she thought it lovely, much nicer than Jane, so she kept it. That was how her friendship with Uncle Hugh began. Later, when Father came back from the battle at Kinsale with a wound that kept him on his couch for much of the time, Uncle Hugh was especially kind to her, telling her how valiant her father had been. He would come to the castle unannounced, night or day, and whether he stayed for an hour or a week, he never failed to ask for her.


‘Where’s my Sinéad?’ he would roar. When she was younger he would take her on his knee, but he always talked to her as if she were grown up. He would tell her of the fine ladies he had met when he was in England, or of a wild-boar hunt on the shores of the lakes in Fermanagh, or of picnics and great feasts laid out on the ferns. She loved the rich Irish that he spoke, which had her dreaming of deep woodlands and wild mountains. He told her how her family, the de Cashels, were Normans who had come to Ireland as conquerors years ago, and how, in time, they had taken Irish princesses to be their wives, and so had learned the Irish language and Irish ways. In exchange, they had brought civilisation to wild men like him, which was the reason he had sent young Fion to live with them, so Fion could have manners put on him.


When Fion had first arrived, she and James had deeply resented the newcomer. The twins had got on fine together up till now and didn’t want another of their own age in the castle. She and James did their best to make the poor boy’s life a misery. But it didn’t last long. In no time their old nurse was complaining that despite his devilment Fion could charm the birds out of the trees, and they were discovering that life in the castle was a lot more fun with Fion joining in. Fion was the one who had the wild ideas, while James was the one to carry them out. It was a good mix. Fion had the red hair and broad shoulders of his uncle; beside him James looked slight, dark, swarthy, and intense, a Norman to his fingertips. Sinéad had given up joining in their arguments, which were usually about boys’ things anyway; she just patched things up afterwards.
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Now she sighed. Bother them! Wasting a good morning like this, arguing. Every day it’s getting harder to get away from Mother and Kathleen, and those boys are just ruining it. I hate cooking, I hate sewing, and if Kathleen talks once more of a handsome husband I’ll kill her. Come on, Saoirse, let’s fly.


For safety, the butts, where people came to practise archery, were outside the palisade that enclosed the castle and the castle village, so they made a perfect space for flying and training hawks. They were falcons really, valuable birds that had been trained to return to their owners and to swoop on their prey, sweeping down from on high to pounce on the lures the children threw for them. The birds knew the children’s voices and would come on a call or whistle. Today, however, they were restless. They were disturbed by the boys’ raised voices, and kept turning their hooded heads, as if longing to see what was going on.


Sinéad talked continuously to them, chirruping softly. Her bird, Saoirse, was a male peregrine, and therefore smaller and lighter on her wrist than the fierce females that the boys hunted with. The three birds stood proudly on their perches, their yellow claws digging into the wood. She talked to the females first; then she went over to Saoirse, and stroked his breast, watching the speckled brown and gold feathers spring up behind her finger. When her strokes had calmed him, she eased the soft leather hood from his head, and slipped her leather gauntlet onto her hand. He eyed her fiercely. Then, holding onto the light leather jesses that hung from his ankles, she encouraged him to hop onto her wrist. At last, with an encouraging whistle, she lifted him high, released his jesses, and tossed him into the air.


Up, up, up he went as she squinted into the sunlight, then up, up, up she went too, taking flight with him in her imagination. The voices of the boys faded. This was her escape from earth-bound things. There was Saoirse soaring above her, waiting for her to catch up with him. Then, with a wild mew, he peeled off, circling the butts, and Sinéad could feel the draft of air that picked them both up as they soared away towards the castle. Nothing mattered to her now but the next stroke of his wings.


The grim walls of the castle – her home but also her prison – slipped away below her. A drift of smoke rose from the chimney above the battlements, where on its topmost tower fluttered the de Cashel flag, a single splash of colour. They soared higher and higher until the castle looked no more than a child’s model below her. The polished armour of the watchman on the tower glinted bright. Beside him hung the Great Horn of the de Cashels – a bull’s horn, too heavy to be carried at the belt, and as cracked as the sound it made. It had belonged to a Gaelic chieftain long before the Normans had set foot in Ireland, and had been taken by her father’s ancestors as a spoil of war. Ever since the castle had been built, the horn had been housed in the tower, ready to be blown in times of emergency.


Sinéad imagined swooping down on the unsuspecting watchman and seeing him raising his cross-bow in alarm as she screeched past. Oh no you don’t! She laughed as Saoirse swept out of range, but she knew he wouldn’t shoot. Falcons were protected from the likes of him by both the English laws and the Irish Brehon laws. Falcons were a privilege of princes. In winter, when the wind hammered on the castle walls, or when Dr Fenton threatened to send them all to sleep, she would imagine herself flying, storm-tossed on some splendid journey, and she would be free!


From up here she could imagine the whole layout of the castle – the castle tower and the cluster of houses and buildings that made up the castle village. Around all was the palisade, a ditch topped with stakes hammered into the ground. This was their first defence against cattle raiders, but also in winter a protection against wolves that would happily run off with a lamb, or a chicken, or even a human baby. Outside the palisade was a circular mound ringed with hawthorn trees, where fairies danced on midsummer nights. Father told such scary stories about the fort that nobody – not even the boys – ever went near it.


Now for one last long sweep as far as the ridge with its clump of Scots pines.
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The boys were still arguing below. Fion was at his wit’s end. What’s the matter with James? He’s been at me since we came to the butts, needling me, sneering at me. I’m fed up with him. I came down here to fly falcons, not to defend Uncle Hugh! James wasn’t usually a needler nor a jeerer, but he was being both just now. One more jibe and I will flip, and Fion could feel his anger rising, small tongues of flame seeking something to catch on to. Where the hell’s Sinéad?


He called her name. No response. He turned, and there she was, standing at Saoirse’s perch, head up, arms out, in a trance, a smile playing on her lips as she followed the sweeping curves of Saoirse’s flight.


‘Why don’t you call her Jane? That’s her proper name,’ taunted James.


‘Because Sinéad’s the name she likes, that’s why. I’d call you Séamus if you wanted – it’s Irish for James.’ It was just tit-for-tat, but it got to James, who was advancing on Fion, fists ready.


‘Look, Fion O’Neill! I’ve had enough of your Irishness being forced down my throat. I’m James, James, James – and nothing else! I’m a Norman. Do you hear?’ His nose was an inch from Fion’s face. ‘I’m finished with you, with your Uncle Hugh, and all your tribe. There’s another way.’


Fion stepped back. ‘All right, James,’ he said, ‘tell me. What’s it this time? Who’s the new Messiah?’ It was a shot in the dark; James’s new enthusiasms came weekly, but this was different. It was as if a portcullis had dropped between the two of them. A change was coming over James’s face. His eyes lost their sparkle and became dark and steady, like water in a bog pool reflecting light but letting nothing in. Fion recognised that look: So there really is something going on! He was looking into the eyes of a fanatic. He shivered. When James spoke, he sounded like someone else.


‘Us – us Normans,’ he said, ‘we’re not Irish, you know, we never were. We came here from England, and that’s where our allegiance must lie.’


Fion wasn’t a proud O’Neill for nothing. Red anger obscured his sense and his vision. Traitor!
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Sinéad was far away in her mind when the first fragments of the boys’ furious exchanges began to get through to her. Then, to her horror, she heard the challenge: ‘Choose your weapons!’


Duelling was taboo, to her an act of folly. She wrenched herself out of her reverie. Later she would think of her return as a giddying plunge from the sky, the wind tearing at her pinions; in fact, it took no longer than it took for her to whip about and face the boys. There they stood, white-faced and rigid, Fion pointing to the hawking gauntlet that he had just thrown down at James’s feet.


‘Pick it up, if you dare.’


Without taking his eyes off Fion’s face, James bent and picked up the gauntlet.


‘Your weapon?’ demanded Fion.


‘Swords, Mr O’Neill. Sharpened, naturally.’


‘No!’ she screamed. ‘You can’t, you won’t …’ She rushed towards them, and then faltered as if she had hit a wall. For the first time ever, she felt truly frightened of them. ‘Oh stop!’ she cried, but she might as well have been shouting at the wind. The boys had moved into a world of their own. She watched them walk away. They were relaxed now, their differences apparently forgotten in the technicalities of a proper duel. This could not be real – but in her heart she knew it was. Neither of them would stop now, not unless she could find some way to stop them! Surely the armourer would never let them take out their real swords. But they were good talkers. They’d spin him some yarn. She shuddered: swords like razors! She must get help, but who could she turn to? Who would they listen to? Father? Yes, but he was too ill to stir from the castle. There was just one other possibility.
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