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Prologue




Here in the Wildwood, all is green and alive. 

It appears this race of two-legged beings are thinking beings… unlike the instinctive nature of other creatures; they have energy inside them, which works itself out into action. They spend their time shaping this energy in their heads; it's what is called thinking. Some do it well, while others not so well. 

Have you seen the young maiden who runs with the fox through the wood and laughs with the otter on the riverbank? She stands and imitates the heron as it waits for its prey, rolls into a ball with the hedgehog. She talks to them all! She is not the same as the other Two-Legs. Untouched by the shadows, she dances on sunbeams and weaves through the ferny undergrowth. I watched her yesterday while she danced and laughed and sang. Yes, she sings like a skylark. She was near to the grove, and us, my love. She was very close to us.

It will not be long before she comes upon us here, among the oaks and birches. It will not be long before we make ourselves known to her. Is she ready? Will she be able to recognise the Wildwood spirit when she sees it? I feel she knows it already, don’t you? It dances inside her; it sings its song and casts its magic. 

She has the power, but she does not know what it can do yet. We will teach her, my love. Our ways will guide her and lead her out into places she will not be comfortable. She will want to change it, control it, and this will cause heartache. 

She has a purpose; her magic is akin to ours. It’s the magic of the trees and the plants, the creatures she already knows and those she has yet to meet. It’s the magic of sunrise and sunset, the tides of ebb and flow, the whisper of the wind spirits. 

Yes, my lord, both you and I know why she has come to earth at this time. And we must do all we can to make her journey a good one. It won’t be easy! Have you seen her father? Her mother? I have never known such tarnished and tangled knots in the web. It’s a mess. Such darkness cannot sustain, surely. Although it was no fault of her mother, she was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time. To create one as Andred was the perfect combination… there at the Wells, where the elixir of comfort and hospitality was offered freely.

But to be abused and exploited? Hardship will come in many forms – the cruel act of a wretched king. Is it any wonder the land felt the blow? I remember the pain of it… the great thirst came upon us and took every last drop of the water we had. The wellsprings, the brooks and streams, the rivers and lakes. All dried up in one act of violation. They took everything that gives life, and yet they created life at the same time. And those born from such savagery will be the avengers. 

And we are witness to that. We, my love, will watch them grow. They are not all born with the spirit of vengeance in their souls, although the young maiden grows restless. It feeds her desire to journey, to find out for herself what the answers are to the questions she thinks about. And that is part of her magic. But the answers will come. They must, but not without pain. It cannot be stopped, but there will be potential to heal, and that is what our seeker will look for. Through vengeance, through retribution and anger and shame, she will walk the path. And we will bear witness.

For a goddess in the making is a great responsibility, dear one. Are we up to the job?

Green Man speaks:

We are surely up to the job, my lady. Where there is change, there lies the one constant. That is the magic of our nature. That is the nature of all magic, and it is in Andred, although she doesn’t know it yet. 

She will have many teachers: her mother, Palamedes, the wild creatures she befriends, her horse. The land itself is full of wisdom, and she will, in good time, come to know the magic it holds. She will learn to wield her power in the world. She will learn to rise out of the depths, between the chasm of dark and light, full of the Wildwood ways. 

There is no need to worry yourself; the Damsels are the way-showers. Tuned into our ways. She is within our grasp. 

Much depends on how she stands her ground, how she faces up to the task of growing into herself… of becoming who she is meant to be. 

We can only hope it will be enough for one who has great heights to reach—more than you and me, my love. We are only the ground beneath her feet. For when she heeds the call of the grail, she must learn to fly.








  
  

1

 The Deflowering  





The raven-haired rider pulled his horse up sharply to get a better look at the landscape. Green hills and valleys sprawled out before him, a testament to the fertility of the soil. Though his horse was blowing and sweating from the hard ride, he wasn't finished. He was looking for the Wells. He had to find them; to see for himself where all this had come from and if it was true. The land spoke for itself, of that he had no doubt. And if the water of this place was the cause of such fertility, then what else was there? He had heard about the Maidens and their hospitality; how very accommodating they were. He licked his dry lips. 

But the cup, was that true also? What did the magic do? What power would it have? Whatever it was, he wanted it. His hunger for more drove him onwards in ways no one could ever imagine. He spluttered into his hand and wiped the blood into the coarseness of his horse’s mane. The wheezing in his chest had worsened since he had left the Spiral Tower, but he would keep going. He just needed to be sure. He needed to know that it was a journey worth making. And this green land was his answer.

He dug sharply at his horse’s sides and laughed out loud at the sky. He rode until the flat of the land turned to hill and valley, and then he noticed the density of the trees up ahead. The place had a sense of liminality about it, of being at the edge of something. And then he saw it. There were silver birches on top of the mound, crowning the emerald green moss, casting shadows upon the opening where the water gushed from the embedded grey stones.

He was not used to peace; it made him feel uncomfortable. He shifted in the saddle to get a better view of the landscape. The tranquillity of the place unnerved him, and he glanced about to see if there was anyone around. Where were the Maidens of the Wells he had heard so much about? He would make sure that stupid serf paid for his lies when he got back to the Spiral Tower.

Water lilies bobbed their upturned faces to the sun as it streamed through the white bone trunks of the silver birches and onto the water below. Who was singing? He looked around again and caught sight of a young maiden appearing from behind the mound. She was smiling and singing. How odd that a woman should be so happy and carefree. He sneered to himself and felt a stirring as he looked upon the young maiden. She was comely enough and small in stature, no more than a child. The younger, the better. They weren’t as strong and put up less of a fight when they were like that.


      [image: ]Palamedes woke suddenly. He must have drifted off after the refreshments brought by the gentle maiden Isla. Something was wrong; he could sense it. Someone else was there. Before the figure could see him, Palamedes ducked behind a great yellow gorse bush, the density of it as thick as the air around him. He took a breath and tried to be quiet. He had never been so still, but it was easy for him to do this. Many a time when he had gone hunting, he had done the same. A good hunter must learn to be stealthy; it was a skill one must practice.

He could see the dark figure standing just a short distance away from him. A daunting size of a man, with a long black cloak made of the finest cotton and silk with braiding around the edges in symbols he had never seen before. The sun caught the man's thick, dark braid of hair as he tied up his horse to the nearest tree. Palamedes admired the beautiful animal. Horses were nervous creatures, and the animal was fidgeting on all four legs, marking time as the dark rider looked around the wells and the surrounding area.

Palamedes noticed he had a silver sword strapped to his side, with one hand resting on its scabbard. It glinted in the sunlight, and a ruby jewel shone through the gorse as if to tempt him out. He was not so fooled by material things, but he knew this was no ordinary man. He looked like a king.

But what the man did next was to betray his sovereignty way beyond what anyone could ever do. He walked towards the flowing waterfalls and called out before him:

‘Is there anyone here? I am the ruler of the nearest kingdom. I command you to come out now!’

Silence drifted through the trees. Palamedes felt it choke him and held his throat as a cough threatened to escape. Eventually, the young maiden from the Well came out from behind a huge crag stone where water flowed. She didn’t say a word but stood before the king like an offering. Palamedes was overcome with an impending feeling of dread.

‘How many of you are there?’ called out the king in a booming voice.

‘We are the Maidens of the Wells, and we guard the sacred waters.’

The king grunted and appeared to grow angry. She had not answered his question. ‘I said, how many of you Well Maidens are there?’ His voice rang around the stones and echoed back to them. The eerie sound struck fear into Palamedes.

The Maiden didn't appear to be worried and disappeared behind the great crag stone. It was covered in bright green moss, and the water that poured from the stones took on an irridescent glow. Palamedes knew it was not of this world.

After a short while, several young women appeared behind the biggest crag stone in the wall: the Well Maidens. They were similar in height, and all of them wore the white flowing robes edged with blue braiding, and all of them had a quality Palamedes couldn’t quite put his finger on. But it reminded him of Dindrane, a woman who’d given him food and shelter in the woods. It was holy and sacred, and it was as close to Allah as he had experienced. 

But the king was nothing like it. He was more of a foreigner than Palamedes was. He burned with a dark energy that he could feel in the air. It blotted out all the goodness of everything the Maidens stood for. It was suffocating and deadly.

The king shot a wicked gleam at the beautiful young maidens before him. He was not thinking of anything sacred or holy. Palamedes felt an urgent need to protect these vulnerable women standing before a man who bore no respect for any of them.

‘Why do you guard these wells and what is so special about them?’ the king bellowed at them.

They recoiled away from the great hulk of a man as he fumed in front of them, spreading their arms out behind themselves in a protective gesture.

The first Maiden he spoke to stepped forward. ‘These are holy wells, and the water is sacred to the Goddess of the Land. We are protecting the water from being tainted, but we also offer it as sustenance and food, as a cleanser and a healer because this is the way of the Great Mother. She looks after every one of us, and we are doing her work.’

The king laughed. ‘Oh, I like very much what I’m hearing and seeing, dear Maiden! No doubt you are serving your good lady well.’ He laughed again, this time at his own joke. ‘But, I am thirsty, and I have ridden far from my kingdom… I would welcome the hospitality of your services.’

The Maiden bowed and gave him a bright and shining smile. To Palamedes, everything about her was holy, giving her the look of a goddess herself.

‘We are at your service, my lord. We will attend to your needs and take your horse for water and food as well as yourself. You must be weary after your long journey.’

‘How did you guess? I am certainly that,’ he smiled at her. The kind of smile that did not reach his eyes but stopped at the corners of his thin lips, which he licked quickly like a lizard.

‘Let me take your horse to the brook behind the well, and I will be back shortly with some food and drink,’ she said, looking him straight in the eye. It made him uncomfortable. No woman was ever at such ease in his company. He would rectify that soon. But not until he had the cup; she must bring the cup first.

‘That is very kind, dear Maiden. My horse is hungry and thirsty too, as you can see… we have travelled far.'

‘He is a beauty, sir,’ said the Maiden, taking his horse and patting its well-muscled neck dark with sweat.

‘A stallion of the finest breeding, the best…’

He watched her take the horse and smiled to himself. This was going to be easy. So, she had a taste for fine breeding? How very interesting. Perhaps a little further education on the subject would not go amiss. She was clearly eager to learn. The least he could do was to offer his services and enlighten her further.


      [image: ]Palamedes watched in horror as the scene unfolded quickly before him. Within moments, the paradise he’d found less than an hour ago became a hell on earth. The screaming deafened the air while his mare pulled back hard against her reins as they tightened around the hawthorn tree.

‘Steady girl… whoa there…’

With one hand on her neck, he pulled the rein free and held onto her as she strained against him. Peering through the branches, he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Men everywhere. An army of men with horses and weapons, their swords glinting in the sun, but they were not using them. No, it was far worse than any battle scene.

There were Maidens, dressed in white robes like Isla, hair flowing and screaming as the men grabbed them and threw them to the ground. What were they going to do? Palamedes froze and looked on in horror as the men jeered and laughed as they tore off the Maidens' robes and ravaged them right there in front of him. He couldn’t do anything. To wade in and try to help them was suicide for sure; he glanced at the swords on the ground. He would be dead in seconds, and that would help none of them.

Isla! Where was she? He crouched lower behind the bush, all the while talking to the mare and scanning the scene in front of him. Amidst the screaming Maidens he spotted her, but she was not screaming. She was being held down by the tall dark man, the king, his britches to his knees, straddled over her, crushing her with his weight. He held her roughly and cried out, ‘The cup, I shall have the cup!’ This fuelled the others to greater heights, and the screams of the Maidens were masked by the cries of the frenzied army. And their leader must be the man who had Isla. Was he really a king? He had the look of one. His clothes, or what was visible of his clothes, were finely braided, and the gold edging shone from his cloak, cast to the ground beneath him.

Palamedes caught his breath and called silently to Allah. Where was his god now? Suddenly, a black horse came bursting through the hawthorn bush and stopped dead in front of him and the mare, who pulled back sharply. He caught the reins of the loose animal and saw its eyes bulging with fright.

It was far too scared to be in the least bit interested in Palamedes’ mare, but he could see straight away that it was the king's stallion by the gold leaf on the bridle. He had to think quickly, and glancing through the bushes again saw that the king had left Isla sprawled on the bank of the Well. Palamedes tied the two horses to each other. He knew his mare would not leave him, and he must take a chance on the stallion. He shot out from the hawthorn and ran to Isla, grabbing her from the ground and without even drawing breath, ran back to the horses.

Far too caught up with their business of violating the Maidens, the men hadn't seen him. Isla was half-dressed, her robe torn across her torso, and as he fumbled with the dirtied cotton, he saw specks of blood across the robe and on her bare legs. He prayed to Allah again as he tried to cover Isla and make her decent, but it was no good; the robe was only half of what it had been. He pulled off his cloak and wrapped it around her and lifted her onto the mare, who stood quietly regardless of the continuing havoc around them.

As he put the Maiden across the mare, her eyes caught his. The fear of a trapped animal stared back at him.

‘It’s alright, you’re alright, can you ride?’

She stared ahead, shaking her head violently, and being careful to keep the reins of the black stallion in one hand, he leapt behind her onto the mare’s back and, holding onto the limp body, rode for his life.

Great stretches of land passed in a blur until the light dimmed and a greyness draped over the surrounding hills. Palamedes had never ridden so hard in his life; in fact, he was riding for both of their lives. The weight of the Maiden’s body crouched stiffly over the grey withers in front of him, and as he brought the mare back into a walk, he nudged the body for some reaction, any reaction.

The corn-coloured hair hung knotted and darkened with what he thought was sweat, but she was so close to him and it wasn’t sweat. It was blood. He looked more closely and saw the gaping cut on her cheek and the swollen eye. For the first time since they had left, he felt something other than the need to get away. He gripped hard onto the reins with his free hand and grimaced. Cruelty was foreign to him, as foreign as the brute who had dealt it. It was hard to take in. 

He eased both the horses to a halt and took in the surrounding scene. A grey mist shrouded the hills, descending into the valleys, and he looked up at the sky. It would soon be nightfall. Where was Mino? The hawk was his compass, and he needed to get his bearings. There was an eeriness about the place, and he knew he had come further than he needed to be. He thought about Dindrane and her hermitage; it was not this far, but he had not thought about any of that when they left the Wells. He had wanted to get away as quickly as possible. There was no one else here of that he was sure.

Just as he was thinking this, he caught sight of a bird flying overhead. Mino. Her slate-coloured wings were open wide, and she soared above them, screeching that high-pitched sound she made when she wanted him to notice her.

‘Praise Allah… I knew it.’

Palamedes steadied the tired mare, and with one hand on the reins and around Isla, he steadied the stallion. The king's black horse was tied to the mare with a rope passed through the bit rings. The stallion was blowing hard also and had no interest in the mare even though he was at such close quarters. In a normal situation, it would have been different. But this was no normal situation. Palamedes spoke to both animals in the calm voice of the excellent horseman he was, and held out his forearm. The bird swooped down and landed with a flapping of wings, and finally settled, swivelling her head towards him. Her amber eyes flashed at him, and he sensed her anticipation. ‘You’re hungry, aren’t you, girl? It’s time to hunt, but first we must find Dindrane… I think she will help us. Can you find her, Mino?’

He lifted the bird close to his face. ‘The hut at the edge of the woods, remember?’

Mino swivelled her head away from him; she was a good listener.

‘Go! Find it, Mino!’

He raised his arm to the sky, and she was gone, soaring to the heavens. She turned to the north, and Palamedes urged the mare on with his heels, hope filling his heart for the first time. They would find Dindrane before nightfall, he was sure of it.


      [image: ]The Maiden was cold and still. She hadn’t said a word since they'd left, and Palamedes had no food to give her, only some water from a bull-hide horn, which she had drunk thirstily from. They had to keep moving. Palamedes urged the animals forward and continued across the open fields until he reached the edge of a forest.

The dark orange orb rose through the tops of the pines as his mare slowed to a walk, breathing hard after cantering for miles. Palamedes spotted the dark fleck through the trees and rode towards it, by which time they were at the opening of the great forest looking in. It was dense and overgrown, but the darkness of a narrow path revealed a way forward, and he followed it, all the time checking for Mino overhead.

Eventually, they came upon a narrow opening, and he could just about make out the outline of a hut against the trees. Bringing the horses to a halt, he made sure Isla was holding onto the mare’s mane and dismounted. He sighed with relief to see a light seeping beneath the door of the hut, and before he had a chance to knock, the door opened.

‘Palamedes, you don’t waste any time, do you?’

Dindrane was smiling over her candle, and then, looking past him, she narrowed her eyes. ‘What brings you back?’

Palamedes lifted Isla off the mare and carried her in his arms to the door of the hut. ‘Our gods brought me back, Dindrane. A terrible thing has happened. Will you help?’










  
  

2

 Nightmares  





Isla sat staring at the fire, her mind and body far apart. The flames of hell danced in front of her eyes, and she let herself be consumed by them. The heat was some comfort, but she could not get warm. She would never be warm again. 

She looked down at her torn robe and the bloodstains on the insides of her thighs. The last time she had seen blood on herself had been during her moontime, some weeks ago. But this was nothing like it; this was not the blossoming of her maidenhood, as the Well Mother would so often tell them. No, this was not that. What had been given by the Great Mother had been taken away.

The pain shot through her, and she doubled over, nearly falling into the fire. Strong arms lifted her, and she panicked, fighting against the closeness of skin on hers and the nearness of warm breath on her face. She turned away and tried to scream, but nothing came. Choking for breath, she gasped and kicked and pulled back, wanting to give herself to the flames.

‘Hold her fast!’ A woman’s cries filled the hut.

‘I’m trying; she is stronger than a lion!’

Isla knew it was the traveller, the one who had taken her away from the Wells.

‘There is great strength in fear, Palamedes. She’s in shock. The water is almost boiled, and I will clean her up. You can go outside and see to the horses; there’s a small corral where you can put them for the night. And some corn you will find in the barn over to the right, where the goats and the cow are. Now go! Leave us.’

The woman’s voice was stern, but Isla could hear kindness in it, and she relaxed as Palamedes guided her to a small wooden stool and lowered her down. He left the hut and closed the door quietly as he went.

‘Now, let’s get you washed and dry,’ said the woman in a softer tone. ‘I’m told your name is Isla. I am Dindrane, and the man who brought you here is Palamedes. He is a kind man, and we can help you if you let us. I know you have suffered, and I pray the Divine Mother will hold you in her arms and give you some kind of peace. God knows it is what you need. Now, I have clean cloths and a robe for you. Will you let me help?’

Isla nodded slowly, but she did not look at the woman. Instead, she looked at the dirt floor and a beetle crawling across it. She kept her eyes fixed on the beetle as warm, wet cloth brushed against her skin and the smell of her own blood smeared its way onto the cloth and away from her body. She heard the screams of her friends, the cries of men and the scraping of hooves upon the ground. But it wasn’t outside. It wasn’t anywhere else but inside her head and her body, creeping under her skin and in her bones. The screams, the yells, were trapped inside her, and she couldn’t let them out. She mustn’t let them out. If they stayed on the inside, then no one would know. No one would ever know, and she would be safe.

‘Isla, what are you doing?’

The woman’s voice was far away. She felt a warm hand touch hers, and she flinched. The beetle scuttled under some straw and was gone. She looked at the woman’s face for the first time, and she saw concern in the grey eyes. But she had to keep the screams inside, and she pushed her nails deeper into the skin on the inside of her wrist and watched the woman wring out the cloth and hold it against her. All the while she held onto the screams, and they didn’t come out.


      [image: ]As Palamedes was feeding the horses, he admired the stallion. He was a fine specimen; anyone could see that. Thankfully, as tired as both the horses were, they had little interest in each other. But Palamedes knew it wouldn’t be long before the black horse became more aware of the flea-bitten grey mare. She was young and would be a willing participant; he was sure about that.

Palamedes knew about horses. He’d grown up with them back in his homeland and was raised among them. Riding from such an early age had given him skills that had become natural to him. He could tell what they were thinking. His grandfather had told him on many an occasion: To train a horse, Palamedes, you have to learn to think like one… remember that.

He had never forgotten those words. His entire childhood had been spent with his grandfather and the horses. Such beautiful creatures. He loved to watch them and would spend hours out on the barren plains while the herdsmen rounded them up and brought them back in their droves to the homestead where he lived with his grandfather and grandmother.

Herds of horses, in every colour—bright bays, greys and flaxen-maned chestnuts, but he had not seen a black one among them. He looked at the fine specimen in the pen. He was a lot thicker-set than his mare. His head was large, making the mare’s seem tiny in comparison. He had good bones, as his grandfather would say, and was well muscled, with a well-developed topline, the mark of good breeding. And he was entire, which made a lot of difference too. But a king’s horse. What was he going to do with him?

Palamedes watched his grey mare as she dived into the corn with relish. She didn’t mind her new companion at all, so far. Wait until he was rested and with food in his belly… there’d be signs of a different animal for sure. They’d have to be separated unless he could find someone else to take him. Dindrane had no need of a horse, and it was too risky to sell or give him to anyone else. He would find a use for him; it didn’t take too much to think of what. He had a quality Arab mare here, built for speed and endurance; they would make a fine foal.

He ran his hands over the horses’ backs and down their legs while they were feeding. Both of them had clean legs, not a bump or swelling in sight. Good sloping shoulders, wide chests with plenty of heart room, and strong compact hooves. He could see a future ahead if Allah was good enough to grant him the opportunities and the grace and courage to face whatever he must do to embrace them.

The horses startled, and Palamedes swung round to see Dindrane in the pale moonlight on the other side of the pen.

‘She is sleeping.’

‘I’m in your debt, my lady. I have no understanding of these things.’

‘What things?’ Dindrane searched his face as she spoke quietly and deliberately.

Palamedes looked away. ‘The ways of women.’

‘You mean women who have been attacked by men.’ Her words were deliberate, and her voice low. ‘It is clear to see what she has suffered. But where and how?’

Palamedes told her as much as he could about the Wells and the Maidens and how he had managed to do what he'd done.

'My hawk was warning me about something, and so I rode after her… I knew there was something wrong, somewhere. She took me out of the woods to a place I can only describe as paradise. A grove of silver birches upon a huge green mound, with water pouring out of stone into a pool… water lilies, otters… I have never seen such beauty, Dindrane.' He sighed and gestured to the hut.' The Maiden appeared and gave me food and drink and told me she was…'

'One of the Well Maidens?' Dindrane's voice was barely a whisper.

Palamedes nodded. 'You know the place, then. Yes, they are the guardians of the Wells, protectors of the land… but who protects them?' He threw his hands up to the sky. 'I was resting when it happened… and I cannot help but feel guilty for not at least trying to defend the Maidens when they were attacked by this terrible king and his men. Instead, I stayed where I was, hiding from them, while they carried out those unspeakable acts!’

‘And if you had intervened and tried to help, what do you think would have happened?’

Palamedes sighed. ‘I would not be here now; that is a fact, and Isla would not be where she is.’ He turned to Dindrane. ‘I am grateful for your hospitality before all this happened, and especially now...’

She nodded. ‘You would surely have been killed. And of what use would you have been then? None to man or beast.’ She looked past him to the stallion. ‘He's not yours. You were riding the grey when you arrived.’

‘No, but he's mine now. A horse of fine breeding. Royal breeding. And there for the taking, while his master took what he could from Isla. I have no guilt about this, I can assure you.’

‘You must find somewhere to keep him if that’s what you are going to do!’

She was half smiling and half frowning.

Palamedes sighed with great heaviness. ‘I have not even thought about it. I had to get her away from there, and the king’s horse presented itself, but now…’ He turned back to the animal, glinting under the moonlight. ‘I must find somewhere, somewhere safe…and I know we cannot stay here. You have been too kind already.’

‘Stay until the girl is more able to travel, but then, yes, you must leave. I know a piece of land not far from here. Enough for the horses, and to build a dwelling place… somewhere to live.’

Palamedes turned around to face Dindrane. ‘Is it safe around here? Where does this king live?’

‘This is the edge of places…’

‘The edge of what places?’

‘Between what is known and what is not. Why do you think I came here many moons ago?’

‘To find your god? Isn’t that what a person like yourself does? A woman of god.’

Dindrane smiled at him. ‘I came here to be closer to my god, yes. And here, on the edge of the Wildwood, untouched by the spoils of men. They don’t come here at all. It is a place of in-between.’

‘So what you’re saying is, we will be safe if we live somewhere near here? Where the king cannot find us?’

‘If this king is who I think he is, he will not need to come here. Because no one lives here, no one that is known about, anyway.’

She wasn’t making much sense to Palamedes, but he had to believe her.

He asked again, ‘And this king is…?’

She hesitated for a moment, gazing beyond the tall pines in front of them. ‘Amangons. He lives in the next kingdom. I know very little about him. I see almost no one. I’m self-sufficient here and have no need of anyone else.'

‘Of anyone but your god. He must be a good god, for you are a good person, Dindrane.’

She chuckled softly. ‘I am who I am because of his mercy, yes. I strive to be worthy of that every day.’

‘Do you think he will show mercy to Isla? I don’t know who her god is, but I have faith in Allah and know he brought us here.’

She laughed again, this time a little louder. ‘Then Isla is fortunate that she has a collective of deities supporting her! But seriously, Palamedes, she is damaged greatly by her ordeal. She will need much care beyond what I can do for her initially. Stay here until she is ready to move on, but move on you must. And head to the land nearby; it will serve your purposes well.’

‘I will stay with the horses. And Isla will stay inside with you.’

Dindrane smiled one last time and returned to the hut, leaving Palamedes with the horses. He had much to think about… a foreign land. A different god. A purpose. However, it was the people he had come across who were so entirely different from each other and yet portrayed a great connection. The mermaid of the lake, who appeared when his ship had wrecked upon these foreign lands. He had never seen such beauty and otherworldliness… had she been real? He remembered the burning desire of his flesh for her moonlit skin on the water. That was real enough. He could not forget how she had made him feel. 

As he'd ventured further, Dindrane too had welcomed him readily into her small abode in the woods. A woman of a god she called the Father, living alone. And yet, she told him she never felt alone, such was her faith in her god. They had talked for hours about their different faiths, but it had not divided them as it did with some. He felt grateful for that small mercy Allah had granted him.

And then, Isla. The Well Maiden had seemed so self-assured about many things. To have so much faith for one so young was a rarity, he thought. When she told him the Well Maidens were working in harmony with Mother Earth to guard the Wells, he felt sure she was not from the world he had known. Was this land of wise and beautiful women the real world to him now? So far he had only come across these angelic women, with no man crossing his path… until now. Everything had changed.

While pondering these things, he felt his eyes become heavy. Sitting with the horses, breathing in the smell of them, listening to the swishing of tails, the soft coats beneath his hands… was a familiar comfort to him. Taking off his cloak to lie down in a corner of the small paddock, Palamedes slept soundly beneath the stars.










  
  

3

Dreams





Dawn came the next day, and to Isla, the slow realisation of what had happened. The pain in her body was a crude reminder as she remembered the sequence of events: the joyful celebration with her sisters, the sun on their faces, their warm hearts, and then blackness. The contrast shocked her. How could life change so suddenly? She remembered the laughter and singing, their voices carried through the trees by the wind spirits, and it all came flooding back… 

‘We’ve graduated at last!’ cried a tall, willowy girl with corn-coloured curls.

The redhead threw her arms up. ‘I thought it would never happen!’

‘Well, it just did. But did you see the Well Mother’s face as she was giving us our cups? She got out of the wrong side of her shell today, huh?’ The plainest, mousy-haired girl stood with hands on her hips, roaring with laughter.

They clasped each other, lifting their cups in unison. Their eyes sparkled, and they raised each golden cup higher  – singing together:

‘We are the Maidens, the Maidens of the Wells. Looking after travellers with magic water spells!’ 

The flame-haired beauty flashed green eyes at the others. ‘And Beltane too, what a wonderful time to receive these marvels.’ She brought her cup close to her lips, pouted and kissed it lovingly.

The blonde girl frowned. ‘You’re a terrible one, Fidelma, so you are. You can never take anything seriously!’

‘Oh, for the Lady’s sake, Isla, let’s not forget how long and hard we have worked towards this day. A whole three summers is a long time to be anywhere, but here, away from family…’

The mousy-haired girl lowered her cup. ‘But this is our family now. We are family, sisters!’

‘Rue, you’re right,' said Isla. ‘I thank the Lord and Lady we have had each other through this initiation. I know I, for one, couldn’t have done without you both. It’s been a gruelling course at times!’

Fidelma drew back and smiled sheepishly. ‘I don’t know what I would have done either. Can we toast to that?’

They drank eagerly from the golden chalices glinting in the afternoon sun.

‘We made a good job of this mead, don’t you think, girls?’ said Isla, licking her lips and draining her cup.

‘We did indeed. I think we should be proud of ourselves, left to our own devices. It’s a wonder we produced something as fine as this!’

Fidelma laughed. ‘The Well Mother doesn’t know the half of it though, does she? The temptation to add a little magic was just too much for us… still, no harm will come of it, I’m sure.’

‘Not if the drinker is of good heart. Do you think it was presumptuous of us?’ Rue looked at the cloudless expanse of pale blue sky above the wellspring.

The Maidens were quiet for a moment. It was something they hadn’t thought about before making the mead.

Fidelma frowned. ‘Hindsight is a wise teacher, so the Well Mother always says. But fear not, dear ones. How can a drink made only to bring love and comfort to the weary be a bad thing?’

‘But,’ said Isla, deep in thought, ‘what if the Well water is already magical? What if our thoughts only shape it? ’

The other two Maidens were quiet and looked at Isla curiously. No one spoke for a while until Isla began to hum, quietly at first, and when the others joined in, the humming echoed around the crag stone walls. The bubbling of the spring water took on an urgency of its own and gurgled, causing ripples to spread and spill over the stones.

The Maidens laughed and began to sway and chant over the air in ripples, weaving through the trees and plants, caressing the wildlife with each note until it touched the earth and dived deep down through the roots and below. A pure, deep resonance. Singing to the land, they were the protectors of the earth, faery women of the old magic…


Coming and going in ripples and waves
We are the voices of old
From the earth springing and held in her gaze
Ours are the prophecies told
We are the Maidens singing our spells
We are the Voices of the Wells.


Timelessness is a strange thing; the edges between one world soon blur into another. The Maidens, giddy from the chanting, looked at each other when they had finished and laughed.

Fidelma sighed dreamily. ‘Did you feel how powerful that was?’

‘It still is,’ said Isla, her eyes widening. ‘We are the Maidens of the Wells, singing our spells… if that’s not magic then what is?’

‘In what way does it work, though?’ asked Rue.

‘You mean you don’t know?’ Fidelma frowned at her. ‘Can’t you feel it, Rue?’

‘Of course I can feel it. The music takes me somewhere else; it always does. No, what I mean is, how does it affect others? Do they feel it too? Does the Earth Mother feel it?’

‘She does indeed,' said Isla. ‘She feels it and she hears it and she tastes every drop of the words as they fall on her and through her. Music is magic all by itself. And we are the weavers. We are the holders of the threads that run through and over and deep inside the very heart of Her. Think about what you are feeling when you sing, Rue, how it makes you feel. Imagine how the Earth Mother receives that and imagine that again but a thousandfold over. Nothing is ever lost or not felt by every bird and flower, every bee as it buzzes around. Every breath of air and drop of water, every handful of soil.’

‘The Well Mother couldn’t have put it better herself.’

Isla ignored Fidelma, leaning close to hear the willow whispering over the Wells. A traveller, perhaps.

Rue turned to Isla. ‘There you are! Someone has heard your call… looks like this one is for you!’

‘Maybe. I am ever at the service of the Earth Mother, the Well Mother and the traveller, of course. They must have heard my ponderings!’

She ran her golden cup under the running water of the well and washed the mead away. It was delicious while it lasted, but back to work now. Fidelma and Rue hugged their sister and wandered off arm in arm. Isla smoothed her hair back from her face and ran her hands down her dress to iron out the signs of their frivolity. She could hear the Well Mother rippling through her thoughts…

'You must always give a good impression, for you are the Maidens of the Wells, guardians of the Waters and protectors of the Earth.' 

And of course, she was right.


      [image: ]Isla was cold, right through to her blood and bones, and she pulled the blanket around her tightly, willing it to cover every part of her. The soreness of her body tore through her skin, and she pressed against it, burying herself down onto the hard floor to make it go away. When the numbness came, it was a relief. She didn’t want to feel anything. She wanted to become nothing, and then maybe she would feel nothing. Or maybe if she could create more pain, it would blot out the previous pain. 

Pushing herself down harder, she covered her head with both hands and dug her nails into the back of her neck. Deeper and deeper until she could feel the trickle of something warm and wet under her hands. The blood ran into her mouth, a harsh metallic taste warm and wet on her parched lips. 

I will take what’s mine! She could hear him, the hot breath on her neck, the weight of his hard body on hers’. The rough hands pulling at her hair and her robe, the smell of him, the pain. And the shame. What had she done to make him do what he did? What had she said to him to give him a reason for what he did? Was it her face? Her singing? Perhaps he didn’t like singing. Her voice had betrayed her, her face and her body. All that she was, had betrayed her. She would never be the same again. Ever. She would never hear the laughter of her sisters, see the water of the Wells sparkling, watch the otters playing… ever again. It was all gone.

She was gone. She was dead inside. Nothing there but numbness, and she wanted it to stay that way. She wanted to feel nothing forever. But there it was—laughter. She put her hands over her ears and bit the inside of her mouth so hard that blood filled her mouth and she gasped.

A hand on her arm and a soft voice. ‘Isla, dear girl. Get up, come now…’

Warm food in her belly, kind faces smiling at her. Nothing touched her like the sun, and so she would sit outside by the horses and bathe in its heat. It was the only thing that warmed the cold in her body.

One day, as she watched a group of ants marching across the ground in front of her, she heard a noise coming from the corral. The black stallion whickered and pawed at the ground with his hooves while the grey mare walked up and down on the other side of the makeshift pen beside him. The smooth branch separating the two animals was bending beneath the black horse’s weight, and it wasn’t long before the cracking of the branch accompanied his snorting and stamping.

Isla froze as the black stallion crashed through the makeshift barrier and within seconds lunged at the mare, grabbing her by the withers and leapt on her back. The grey mare laid her ears flat back and tried to get away, but the weight of the stallion stopped her. Her tail clamped down hard against her back legs but suddenly moved sideways at a right angle to her body as the stallion grunted and drove himself into her.

Palamedes heard the commotion from outside and put down his drink. ‘What in the name of Allah…’

Leaping from the wooden stool he had been sitting on, he ran outside. The grunting from the black stallion and the cracking of branches he had painstakingly made to separate the two animals rang through the trees. He knew better than to even try to get between them. It was futile.

But Isla was sitting not that far away from the copulating animals, shaking and silent. Her mouth was open, her hands clasped over her ears, and her eyes stared wildly. She was rocking backwards and forwards in a frantic motion and staring at the ground all the while.

Palamedes grabbed the stiff body and pulled her away from the horses. ‘Isla! Come away!’

Dragging her into the hut, Dindrane reached out to the girl and put her arms around her. ‘What has happened? What is it?’

‘The stallion has the mare.’

Dindrane’s eyes widened. ‘You mean..?’

‘See for yourself… but it’s too late to stop them.’

Dindrane looked back at Isla. ‘Sit down here.’ She guided her to the corner of the hut where the girl had been sleeping, and Isla went without resistance. Curled up in a tight ball, she buried her head so close to her chest that it was hard to tell where her head stopped and her body began. She was still shaking, and Dindrane took a heavy cloak and covered her with it.

She knelt beside the girl with one hand on her back and spoke quietly and reassuringly in soft tones. Palamedes thought about his grandmother and how she would do the same for his sister when she was upset about something. She always sat with her until the sobbing stopped, and her sister would eventually fall asleep.

Feeling he was not needed, he went outside to the horses. The stallion had finished and looked totally disinterested in the grey mare, foraging instead for food on the ground and wandering about the paddock. Palamedes inspected the mare from top to bottom for any signs of injury, and when he was satisfied there were none, he climbed onto the fencing and buried his head in his hands.

How foolish he had been. Why, when he knew full well what the implications of keeping a mare and a stallion at such close quarters together, had he not kept them further apart? All he needed to do was build another paddock somewhere downwind where the stallion couldn’t catch her scent. He laughed at the idea of it. How was he going to do that in such a short space of time in a place he was unfamiliar with? It was shortsighted of him, and he must let nothing else happen like it. Poor Isla, hadn’t she suffered enough?

He didn’t hear the soft padding of footsteps behind him. ‘It’s no good berating yourself, Palamedes; what’s done is done. She is sleeping. I have given her some mead.’

‘You make it here?’

‘Yes, I have hives over there.’ She gestured behind the paddock to the clump of trees beyond. ‘It will settle her for the time being.’

‘And then what? Until she wakes and needs some more?’

‘If she requires it, yes. In the meantime, I will pray that the good Lord will help her.’

‘Oh, well, I hope your god is more helpful than mine.’

‘Where is your faith?’

Palamedes frowned at her. ‘My faith? What good has it done me so far? Within days of finding myself shipwrecked in a foreign land, I have a tortured maiden who doesn’t speak, who’s been violated by a king whose horse I am now in possession of, who has now impregnated my mare…’

Dindrane raised a hand. ‘And what of the maiden? What if you had not been there that fateful day? Where would she be now? If it hadn’t been for you and your quick wit, who knows what might have worsened the blow of her fate? Instead, you came here, you found me, and I am doing my best to help.’

‘I know, and I am grateful for your kindness, surely I am. But where is Allah, my own god, in all this? Yours is clearly here with you; what about mine? You talk of faith. I don’t see any reason to have any, not anymore.’

Dindrane breathed out a heavy sigh. ‘But is that not what faith is? Trusting and believing in what you cannot see is the biggest leap of faith required of anyone. And that, Palamedes, is what you must do now. Yes, you have a person who has suffered much and needs great care in order for her to recover, but I can help. And yes, you have a king's horse, but now you have one of his progeny too. It is yours, yes?’

‘I suppose it will be.’

‘Then let me help to make Isla well while you go off and find a place you can make your own. Somewhere with land, as I mentioned before, somewhere you can live and where Isla can live, in safety. She deserves that, and you can give it to her. With the help of the Lord and your god, it can happen.’

‘I hope you are right, Dindrane.’

‘Make it so, Palamedes,' she said with a confidence he envied. 'Trust that all will be well… and it will be.’
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Recovery





Over the next few weeks, Palamedes spent much of his time searching for the land Dindrane had told him about. He went deep into the woods and out again, to see if he would meet another person. He came across deer and foxes and all manner of birds and small creatures, and one day he even saw a wolf slinking off away from him… but no people. He ventured out beyond the wood, but the land was so different and barren, much like being in a foreign land again. Nothing grew like it did in the wood, not even in the meadows, which had patches of brown grass and bald spots. Where there had been streams, there were dry ditches, and the dirt dusted under his feet. There was an eerie stillness about the place, and he realised that there were no birds. He did not see any apart from Mino, who stayed close above him. Even she would not venture far. What had she seen? What did she know that he didn’t? 

He turned around, not wanting to go any further in this wasteland. Not knowing why the land had been wasted as it had. And as he scanned the hills and saw that the woods opened out across them, he saw it… there was the place Dindrane had spoken of.

And when he reached it, he knew he could live there. The land was in a valley nestled between two sloping hills, and the wood stretched out around them. There was enough land for the horses, many horses. And the small dark shape on the landscape, was it a house? His spirits rose as he imagined a home for Isla, somewhere she could be happy. She deserved that, and it was the least he could give her after what had happened to her.

He rode towards the dark shape, and there in front of him, the dwelling place revealed itself. Wattle and daub with a thatched roof, similar to Dindrane’s hut but bigger. It was uninhabited and in a state of disrepair, smelling of damp earth, but it was a home he could make good, he was sure of it.

‘You are Palamedes,’ said the voice of an old man.

He looked around and saw no one. Where was it coming from? He rode the grey mare towards the house, and there in the doorway stood a figure, leaning heavily on a staff. The old man had a shiny bald head, long grey hair and grey bushy eyebrows with a beard parted into two sections by beads of different colours. His thin robe hung over his bony form, revealing more of his body than it covered, the shreds of cloth dirtied by wear and weather.

But it was his eyes that Palamedes noticed more than anything else. The palest blue of a summer sky.

Palamedes dismounted and led his horse closer to the old man. ‘How do you know who I am? Who are you?’

The old man chuckled, which spluttered into a cough. He bent over his staff, coughing and spluttering and laughing until eventually, he spoke, ‘Blaise, is all you need to know.’

He pulled a light brown leather pouch from around his back and lifted the flap, reaching into the bag and throwing a handful of stones upon the ground in front of him. They were stones of varying shapes and sizes and colours, reminding Palamedes of the pieces of a puzzle.

The stones scattered around them, and the old man began to speak. ‘Here you will lay down your hat and work with all your heart for your family. The child who comes is not your own, but you will treat her and love her as your own, and she will know you as her father. This you will keep closer to your chest than any other knowledge, for its revelation will bring hardship and heartbreak. Know and remember this.’

Palamedes looked at the stones and the old man while he was speaking. ‘A child that is not mine, you say? That can only mean one thing.’

‘And the one thing is a truth you have been witness to, yes.’

‘A daughter, the daughter of a king?’

The old man nodded slowly and moved the stones around in the dirt with long bony fingers. ‘She has royal blood and also the blood of the Sidhe, which comes from her mother.’

‘The what?’ Palamedes frowned at the old man. ‘What is the Sidhe?’

The old man turned to him. ‘A magical people, unlike mortals. They look the same but are not the same.’

‘You mean they are not human?’

The old man nodded.

‘Magical people? With powers?’

The old man gathered his stones and put them back in his pouch. ‘You have come to more of a foreign land than you thought. And here, in this place between the Wildwood and beyond the hills, is the end of one and the beginning of another. The gap, if you like!’ He laughed. ‘But you must not fall through it, nor must you let those under your protection. Guard their lives with yours and do not reject your faith, for it will be your salvation.’

There was so much Palamedes wanted to say to the old man, so many questions he wanted to ask him. But the old man was leaving, and so he quickly said, ‘Where do you live, Blaise? Near here?’

The old man laughed, ‘I am near and yet far away enough for any man to ever know. But sometimes you will find me through the small grove of oaks over there.' He pointed to a clump of woodland. ‘There is a stream of fresh water that comes down from the mountains. I collect stones and my water from there; it is pure and heals the sick. That is useful to know.’

‘Thank you.’ Palamedes didn’t know what else to say. They had already said enough. He would think upon it on his return journey to Dindrane and Isla.

A magical people. Was Blaise one of them? And a stream which healed the sick? He would call their new home Running Water Valley.


      [image: ]When Palamedes returned to Dindrane’s hut, he found Isla in much the same state as when he had left. She was still spending all her time curled up in a corner, sleeping. He supposed it was the mead Dindrane gave her that helped to keep her settled because when she was awake, she would sit like some wild animal, with staring eyes, her body and legs twitching. Some days there would be blood on her hands, and when they looked, they would find deep cuts on her arms and wrists. Palamedes searched the corner for anything she might have used but found nothing, and they concluded it must have been her own doing and her own nails she was doing it with. Dindrane cut them as short as possible to eliminate any chance of further harm, but then one day he found her banging her head on the floor with such ferocity that it shocked him to the core.

Dindrane mixed up a concoction of herbs she had collected from the wood, and apart from the look of revulsion on Isla’s face when she drank it, it seemed to settle her. The banging stopped, and eventually, the blood, and the days passed in a slow haze of hushed conversations and chores about the place. Palamedes took subsequent trips back to the valley where he had seen the old man and worked on the small house to make it habitable again. He did what he could to make some fencing for the fields so he could separate the horses when he needed to. Although he wouldn’t need to for a while now, as his grey mare was showing signs of the foal she was carrying. She had grown rounder and was not looking as fit as she had done when they arrived. She had always been lean with plenty of muscle; her nervous disposition had contributed much to that. But now she was much calmer in temperament, not minding so much the presence of the stallion around her. Instead, she would sidle up to him and stand with her head down as if she were sleeping, and they would stand head to tail, swishing the flies away.

As the weeks passed and the sun became warmer, Palamedes felt more at home in this foreign land. The weather reminded him of his own land, and his thoughts moved forward rather than back. Isla smiled at him sometimes, but she never spoke. She made signals with her hands and somehow he understood what she was saying. But he kept speaking to her, hoping it would encourage her to do the same. Maybe one day she would find her voice again if she felt safe enough or was happy enough. He hoped the life he planned to give her would be enough. The valley where they would live was a beautiful place, and he discovered the stream the old man had spoken of but did not see the old man again. Had he dreamed him up?

He pondered over what the old man had said, and his words filled his mind with all kinds of questions, but it was no use worrying about what had not happened yet. He must think about now and about Isla getting better and making a home for them. They couldn’t stay here forever.


      [image: ]‘Isla is with child, you know that?’ Dindrane’s delivery was matter-of-fact, as if she were telling him the sun had just come up. 

He hesitated before drawing in a deep breath and replying, ‘I thought as much. Does she know? She seems to be a little better, but won’t this set her back again?’

He thought about his grey mare and how contented she had become. 

‘She is certainly less agitated than she was. Time is a great healer; it helps us to forget the awful things that can happen to us.’

‘But if she is with child, how will she ever forget? Not so easy to forget with a constant reminder… firstly her body and then, when the child arrives…’

‘You must help her as much as you can, make a home for her as your wife. She needs security and a loving home, and a good husband will give her that.’

She shot him a serious look, and he understood the gravity of the situation. He only hoped he could live up to the responsibility he had brought upon himself. It was one thing to take on a wife as fragile as Isla, but quite another to take on another man’s child and bring it up as his own.

‘How will we become wed? I know of no priest or the like, do you, Dindrane?’

‘I can marry you.' She said it quietly, pulling back the hood on her cloak.

‘But you… is that allowed… for a —’

'Woman? The only one who allows is the Lord my God, and I will hold myself accountable to him and him only. I am sure your god would approve as well, don’t you think?’

Palamedes thought for a moment before replying, ‘I can only think you must be right, given the circumstances.’

‘Given the circumstances, Palamedes, I do not think you have much choice, and I am your best bet for making some kind of amends. Not that you are to blame for what has befallen Isla at all. But it will certainly help her face the future with some hope.’

‘Yes, she deserves that at least,’ said Palamedes.

Dindrane smiled at him. ‘Good. Then let us make haste with the wedding ceremony in the next few days, but first you must ask her. It is the only right and proper way, after all.’








  
  

5

 A New Beginning





They were married by Dindrane and moved to Running Water Valley soon after. On a cold and dark winter’s morning, the baby arrived yelling like a wild thing, heralding great changes for them all. Palamedes and Isla had developed a way of communicating by hand signals and facial expressions since Isla had lost her voice. But when she neared her time, it was obvious to Palamedes that any kind of effort to communicate was unnecessary; he could read Isla as well as he could read his horses. 

In fact, the night before the birth he had checked the grey mare, who was by then well rounded with her own offspring, and hadn’t long to go. She seemed well enough, and although the night was cold, she was warm and dry in the barn Palamedes had built for her and the stallion.

‘Not long to go now, eh, girl?’ He whispered to the mare as she munched on the extra hay he’d given her that evening.

It had been a busy few months since they'd set up home in Running Water Valley, building the barn and making sure the horses were secure. Palamedes had worked hard day and night with the fencing and the barn work while Isla worked in the small house, cleaning and tending to the chores like his grandmother and sister had done at home.







OEBPS/images/a20f66b6-03c1-4772-99bd-3b7b379848b4.jpeg
)/”I”””ﬂ”lllllllﬂwll.ul i m——







