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As soft and thick as feather down, snow has descended on the forest peaks. Following last night’s snowfall, a deep silence has also fallen over Kilmacdara. The birds that always twitter on the low-hanging branches seem to have withdrawn into holes and sheltering foliage. The only bird I see is a robin scurrying about near my feet. I have been watching him for some time. It moves with quick jumps over the raked garden path and nibbles at the frozen earth every now and then. Maybe I’ll scatter a handful of breadcrumbs for it later.

The garden doors are flung open with a bang, and Sibeal comes running towards me with her shawl flapping. “There you are! A new letter has just arrived!”

I heave a sigh as the robin flutters away, startled by the sound it flies towards the enclosing wall. Icicles glisten in the pale afternoon light, hanging from the arch of the gate that leads to the courtyard.

“Eilis!” Sibeal’s excited voice hits my eardrums; I have to do my best not to cringe. My sister doesn’t like it when I do that. “Are you listening? Goodness, how cold it is!” Rubbing her hands, she approaches me. “What are you doing out here?”

“I’m trying to write a poem,” I tell her, somewhat reluctantly, because I already know how she’ll react. As I had expected, Sibeal rolls her eyes.

“Why can’t you do that inside by the fire?”

I have no desire to explain to Sibeal how the silence of the forest speaks to my soul. How, if I sit very still and keep my ears pricked, I can hear the deep murmur of the trees. The old spruces mutter softly to each other. The oaks around our castle hum a low, slow song. Sibeal does not have the patience to wonder at the stories the forest tells or observe a robin’s comings and goings. My twin sister is like a flame – warm-blooded and always moving about.

“You’re doing it again.”

“Hm?” I look up at her round face. She has applied some powder to her cheeks, reminding me of a blushing rose. 

Sibeal impatiently waves her hand in front of my eyes. “I said, you’re doing it again! It’s like you’ve gone with the fairies.”

“I heard you all right. You said that Lord B-Berach has sent you another l-letter.”

Sibeal grins and pulls out a rolled-up piece of parchment from under her shawl. “You are not allowed to read it unless you leave this grim cold behind.”

“Is the letter not addressed to you?”

“What are you thinking? That he sends minstrelsy to me when he knows very well that Father will read the letter first? Berach is a decent man.” But Sibeal’s grin does not quite disappear, and the blush on her cheeks deepens a little.

I decide to let Sibeal have her fun. Here at Oak Castle, we rarely get exciting news. Our castle is a modest collection of buildings, mostly stables and workshops, with a few patches of land where our cattle graze. Three years ago, Father ordered the construction of a tower. Now it points like a stone finger into the sky, which is starting to get darker. The clouds have taken on the colour of slate. I wonder if it will snow again. Except for the farmlands we don’t have much here – just a few farms in the valley and a monastery full of monks in brown robes. A suitable husband won’t be living anywhere near this place. There is a reason that Father benevolently allowed his daughter to exchange letters with this mysterious Lord Berach.

I close the small, leather-bound book I always carry around and slip it into my pocket, before rising from the stone bench. Now that I get moving, I have to admit Sibeal has a point after all: my muscles are stiff from the cold.

My sister pulls me in by my sleeve. In the grand hall, the daylight is kept out, but the cold creeps in through small crevices. 

“Brrr!” exclaims Sibeal emphatically. I get it: she doesn’t share my love of the open air. I have to make an effort to keep up with her. At last, she pulls me into a room. This is the small family room, where the servants do not usually come. Mother believes that we girls should learn to keep our own room tidy. I pull a face when I almost trip over Sibeal’s scarf, which she has carelessly dropped on the floor. An open book, a ball and some bobbins of embroidery threads lie scattered around the crackling fireplace.

At last, Sibeal turns to me. “Lord Berach is arriving today or tomorrow!”

That surprises me. “Father said he wasn’t expecting him for t...t...two more w...weeks.”

Sibeal holds up the letter right in front of me. “In this letter he states that he will be in Kilmacdara before Midwinter. Listen: To Lord Calum of Kilmacdara, hoping that this letter will reach you in good health... etcetera, etcetera... I hope to be able to stay with you as the seasons turn. I am looking forward to the company of you and your lovely family...” Sibeal falls silent and gives me a meaningful look. Even I understand that Lord Berach does not mean me. “...And to be able to strengthen the ties between Kilmacdara and Silver Lake. He could be here as early as tonight, Eilis!”

“Uh-huh,” I mutter. “Don’t count on that. It’s been snowing heavily and the roads are bound to be d-difficult to ride on.”

“Miserable snow,” sighs Sibeal. “But if he wants to see me as desperately as I want to see him, I am sure he will find a way to get here.”

“You don’t even know the man.”

“Of course I know him.” Again, she holds the piece of parchment right in front of my eyes. Why is she doing that? If she wants me to read it myself, she’ll have to keep it still at least. “We have written such lovely letters to each other. I’m sure he is restraining himself because he knows that Father reads our correspondence. Besides, Father is very pleased with Lord Berach as well.”

“But have you asked Father if he’s handsome, too?”

I see a trace of doubt creep into Sibeal’s gaze. She bites her full, red lower lip. “Father said he didn’t actually speak to Berach during the council meeting. He couldn’t exactly remember how he looks. He said he has dark hair. Oh, I’m sure he’ll suit me very well.” 

I hope so. Not only for Sibeal’s sake, but for my own. Ever since Father announced that a suitable suitor had contacted him, Sibeal has been fantasizing about the young chieftain of Silver Lake. We know that he took over the lands from his ailing father three years ago, and that since then he has done his best to unite the squabbling chieftains in the area. I try to think of other things I know about Lord Berach. He is twenty-one years old; young for a leader, but not too young. Perhaps Sibeal is right to be so enthusiastic about a man she has never seen, heard or touched. Ireland is not exactly teeming with handsome, unmarried noblemen at the moment, and it is only right that she should be the first to marry. Sibeal is older than I am, even though we were born only an hour apart. For a moment I envy her. What kind of man will Father find for me? Kilmacdara is far away from the other estates, and even farther away from the royal court. 

“I shall have to m-m-make do with an ... an o-old man.” 

Sibeal looks at me in amazement. I realise that I was thinking out loud.

“An old man, who wants a second wife,” I add.

“Don’t be silly. Father would never allow it.”

I shrug my shoulders. If I’m perfectly honest, I might be content with that. An old man won’t expect me to accompany him on wild hunting parties or noisy feasts, where I would only embarrass myself with my speech impediment. With any luck I shall have long, silent hours to myself. I could wander the gardens by myself, watch the plants grow, and write poems in my small leather notebook. If this is my fate, I think I could settle for it.

“You never know,” Sibeal says. “If you will allow us, my cousin Cathair will join our company. Berach writes this at the end of his letter. I suppose some civilised company will do him good. Ha, Eilis! You are the best-behaved company a young man could wish for.”

“Who’s Cathair?”

“I have heard something about him.” Sibeal folds the letter. She does it carefully; first one corner, then the other, so that the parchment does not crease. “His nephew is one of the king’s younger sons, but Agnes told me that she heard from Mhaire that her sister works at court, and she told Mhaire that this Cathair was sent away from court. By his own father! He seems to have had a little too much fun with the girls. Both married and unmarried.” Sibeal grins that cheeky grin of hers.

“Why would Berach t-take such a m-man w-with him?” I ask displeased “Why are you grinning?”

“Come on, Eilis! How incurably boring you are! Berach’s nephew isn’t a criminal, he’s just a little wild. Berach obviously hopes we can teach him some manners.” 

“That Cathair sounds like a hornet’s nest of trouble.” 

“The heart wants what the heart wants,” Sibeal chuckles. “Perhaps he can teach you something about romance.”

“Yes, Sibeal,” I snort. “I’m sure the p-p-passion came from his heart. He must have been in love with all those ladies at court.”

“Anyway,” my sister says, not letting me spoil her good mood, “there’s finally something going on at Oak Castle.”

I still have some time before dinner. I walk up the stairs to the bedroom that I share with Sibeal. Here, too, her things are scattered everywhere, half of them on her bed, half of them on the floor. I push them aside and take off my dress, which has a wet spot on my backside. For a moment I imagine how Lord Berach would react if he met his bride-to-be’s sister and saw an awkward wet spot in such an unstrategic location, and I laugh softly. The woollen dress crackles. I feel my hair standing up. When I glance at my reflection in the window, I see that my face is surrounded by a copper-coloured tangle of dull curls. It takes a lot of patience, a sturdy comb and a bowl of water to force my rebellious locks back into a tight braid. By the time I’m done, the daylight outside has been largely dispelled by an icy dusk. I take a seat on the windowsill and lean with my forehead against the shutter.

Our sleeping quarters overlook the courtyard, which is surrounded by a high stone wall. On top of that wall, in the light of dancing torches, I see Father’s guards posted there. Behind the wall, a path slopes downwards. Were you to follow that path, it would lead you to the modest settlement that belongs to Oak Castle, but from here I cannot make out any of the rooftops or the smoke from their hearth fires. From my window I can only see the forest, silently embracing the village and our castle.

Wait, wait. I do see something. Light that is moving in our direction. Not much later, I can hear men’s voices and horses” hooves grinding through the snow. Father’s guards have spotted the riding party too. I hear them call out something. From up here I cannot make out a reply, but a moment later the heavy groaning of the gate echoes through the courtyard. 

Someone says something and I hear a bout of laughter. For a moment, I lean so far forward that it feels as if the wind is trying to grab ahold of me. Quickly I cling to the windowsill and slide safely back inside. 

I have only counted four riders, all dressed in thick fur coats and large hoods. They can’t be the visitors from Silver Lake, can they?

“Eilis! Eilis!” Sibeal rushes into the room. I have rarely seen her look so panicky. “He’s here! Berach is in the courtyard!”

So it is him. Strange. I had expected him to appear with a larger retinue. Even now that he has calmed the border disputes, it is not very safe on the roads, especially now that the dark winter nights hold the hills and forests in their grip. 

I don’t know if Sibeal has already realised that this is strange, but she clearly has something else on her mind. “I don’t know what to wear. Doesn’t this dress make me look pale? I can put on my red one, or the yellow one with the fur. What do you think...?”

“You’re already b-beautiful,” I say softly. Unlike my dull braid, she has her red curls neatly pinned under a light, white veil. The dark green dress she is wearing over a snow-white tunic highlights the blushes on her cheeks. She reminds me of the robin in the garden, or a lovely patch of holly with red berries.
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