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Chapter 1



Ireland

March 1642

‘Bless you, child, ’tis nothing to be feared of. You’ve had the sign, that’s all. ’Tis your springtime, your growing up.’

Sorcha O’Neill nodded doubtfully at her mother and tried to keep the disbelief from her eyes. That very morning, before daylight had penetrated the cracks in their hut where the rotting door met the splintered frame, she had turned in her bed and felt a strange dampness in the straw beneath her. For a terrible moment she thought: Dear Jesus, I’ve wet meself; then hearing the rain falling with such unrelenting force, she guessed that the cracks in the walls had widened again and water was flooding up and across the floor. The sight of the thin, brown blood on her fingers made her jolt with shock.

Sorcha lay still, her heartbeat whooshing in her head. She should not have washed her hair yesterday. Washing your hair on a Friday was a sin and now she was being punished. She closed her eyes and waited to see what would happen. There was no pain, only a dull ache at the base of her belly. Into the gloom she prayed: Holy Mary, mother of God, please don’t let me die in agony. Don’t let me go to hell. She wondered how long it would take to die.

When her father finally dragged himself from the couch and blundered off to scavenge dead fish and driftwood from the shores of the river, she confessed her terrible secret to her mother.

Dervla O’Neill gave the semblance of a laugh. ‘It means that you’re a woman now. The gods have given you the sign. Tomorrow we’ll light a fire and sprinkle the last of the salt onto it, and drip those few drops of honey into the flames. When the time comes we’ll ask the gods to guide you safe through the dangers of birthing.’ Dervla tilted her head to one side and pushed a dank strand of hair away from her furrowed cheek. Her skin had a dusty, parched quality and was the same colour as the coarse grey apron that covered her tattered skirt.

‘But don’t you be doing nothin’ foolish with the boys.’ She gave her daughter a warning look.

Sorcha shook her head. She dared not ask what sort of thing, guessing it had something to do with the ugly, dangly worm that hung between boys’ legs. At night sometimes, her father would climb over her mother and grunt and push at her. At such times, Sorcha froze in her narrow couch, hoping they would not suspect that she heard them. It was such a shameful ritual, dark and terrible. Then, her mother’s belly would always swell, and after the passing of three seasons, she would undergo the ordeal of birthing. Invariably this was followed by the brief presence of a brother or sister, drawing a few, sad, painful breaths, before being consigned back to the earth gods.

Looking out at the dreary March morning, her mother said: ‘Spring is the rebirth, the season of hope. You must always have faith.’

Sorcha believed in the power of the gods well enough, for hardly a day passed when she did not witness some new proof as to their power to give or to take away. Soon now, the mysteries would be revealed to her. But today, she felt so weary that the idea of hope and rebirth was impossible to sustain.

‘We’ll go to the Mass, too, say a prayer for you. If we can find a coin, we’ll light a candle. Now, go and fetch some water and clean yourself.’

Comforted by the prospect of having so many gods on her side, Sorcha took the pail and set out to fetch water from the ditch that skirted the end of the lane. Yesterday it had been little more than a shallow, smelly trickle. Today it was racing with glistening yellow-brown water.

The alley which ran between the two rows of tumbledown shacks was thick with mud. As she made her way down towards the ditch, slipping and sliding, mud squelched between her toes. She had draped an extra piece of sacking over her shoulders to keep the rain off, but it was too small to cover her head and her brown hair turned black as the long strands plastered across her face. Her thick eyelashes were soon heavy with water, giving her a strange, sparkly look. ‘You’ve eyes of true Celtic blue,’ her father sometimes said, when the drink was upon him.

As she dipped the pail into the tumbling water, Sorcha thought about what was happening inside of her, this sign from the gods that she was now a woman. She felt taut with a sense of expectation, that something momentous was bound to follow … yet when she considered the women about her, they offered little inspiration. All, like her mother, were drained, used up, old before their years. Whatever the secret of womanhood might be, it seemed to have by-passed these women of Dublin. In a moment of rebellion she thought: It’s not going to happen to me.

Back inside the hut she wiped herself clean with a piece of rag, then started to make a soup with some stinking fish her father had brought home the evening before. The scales had a strange, rainbow hue that belied the ugliness of the decaying flesh. Sorcha’s insides contracted with a mixture of nausea and hunger and she knew that however bad the smell, she would still eat the fish.

A moment later Kathy O’Connell from next door barged her way into the hut, a baby bouncing on her hip. ‘Bejasus, Dervla, we’re moving out; all of us. Your man’s on his way back. We’re going to fight the English.’

‘Where? I don’t …’

Kathy O’Connell shook her head impatiently. ‘Don’t be asking me. ‘Tis your man that knows all the answers. He says the English are coming to take the castle at Carrickmain. There’s been a call to arms. Everyone round here is going.’

‘But it’s miles away!’

‘Not so far, I think. Four miles straight.’

Sorcha drew back into the corner, afraid that Kathy might see her and stop. Already her pulse was racing with a mixture of excitement and fear.

Her mother asked: ‘But what are we going to do there?’

Even as she spoke, Ciaran O’Neill pushed his way past the woman in the doorway. He was breathing heavily, his own Celtic blue eyes bright with excitement. He answered for her. ‘Get your scarf, woman, there’s no time to be wasting. King Charlie’s boys are invading our shores. We won’t stop until the very last Englishman is dead.’

To Sorcha, who had never before left the confines of her native city, the journey to Carrickmain seemed long and fraught with danger. She had a heavy load to carry and the roads were rutted deep beneath the puddles. Soon the jagged stones cut into her feet and added to her general sense of unease.

All along the route there were signs to watch out for – a mangy dog with three legs, two crows in an oak. Only her mother could interpret what they meant, but she was saying nothing. Dervla’s mouth was drawn tight, and now and then she rested her hand in the small of her back as if to help herself along. As she glanced round to check that her daughter was following, the swell of her belly protruded against the greasy rag of her skirts. She was near her time.

‘Come along, child. We must get there before night.’

Sorcha’s father walked with the men. As she watched, Ciaran stopped in his tracks, waving his hands about. She knew that he was arguing some point of belief. Short, wiry of build, eyes aflame with zeal, he raised his voice loud so that all could hear. The enemy were coming to take their land and they must fight to the last man to rid Ireland of the cursed English. This was why they must fly to the defence of Carrickmain.

After a few hours they reached their destination. The castle stood guard on the road to Dun Laoghaire. Massive and forbidding, it looked out across the dense hills of Dalkey, Killeny and Ballybrack where patriots hid in the sheltering woods. It reminded Sorcha of an ogre, motionless, terrifying. As they drew near, she instinctively did not want to go inside. This was a bad place where evil spirits waited for the likes of poor families such as her own.

The rest of the party crossed the moat in a continuous stream like Noah’s beasts into the towering Ark. There were some two hundred of them. Left alone, Sorcha had no choice but to follow.

They found themselves in a deserted square yard. Some dilapidated buildings flanked the walls and the earth beneath their feet was pitted with broken stones. High walls surrounded the courtyard and from the battlements a few men greeted their arrival. They looked gaunt, skinny – hardly human – and Sorcha had a powerful feeling that these were demons waiting to feast upon her flesh. It was hard to distinguish their shaggy heads from the thick furs they wore for protection because both were caked with mud. They alone held the fort against the unseen enemy.

When the men came down from the ramparts they spoke in Gaelic and Sorcha realised that they were ordinary mortals like herself. One even winked at her, and a surge of pleasure mingled with disapproval gave her a sudden sense of power.

In one corner of the courtyard stood a tower from which it seemed the whole of Ireland could be seen. In the distance was Dublin Bay and beyond that, Wales.

They made camp on the damp earth, clearing the stones, setting their belongings about them. There was no cover and little food. Sorcha was sent to collect kindling for a fire. At the thought of warmth and having something to do, she jumped to her feet, anxious to obey.

‘Stay within sight,’ her mother warned.

Brashly she ventured back out across the moat to gather sticks from beneath the canopy of oaks. It was strangely silent. All the time she tried to gauge whether she could outrun any attacker back to the safety of the fortress. She did not know which was worse, fear of the foreign soldiers, or of the hungry spirits of the woods. With every second, panic rose until the very hordes of hell seemed to be stalking in her wake. Suddenly she could hold back no longer. With a gasp of terror she began to race, sticks falling from her arms, becoming entangled in her legs, stumbling, fuelling her own nightmare.

Once inside the castle gates, she stopped, panting with relief. It took minutes to get her breath back. She looked up hopefully at the sky. What cloud there was moved fast away to the west. There was too much wind to permit more rain and yet the southwesterly brought its own discomfort.

‘Help me,’ said her mother. They busied themselves building the fire. It took many attempts to light it, for the gusts blew out the infant flame time and again, but finally the courtyard was muffled in smoke billowing and guttering at the whim of the wind.

Sorcha’s father returned with a sheep’s haunch. He and the menfolk had raided the neighbourhood. Her tongue could already taste the smokey meat, feel the texture of the flesh. She had good teeth and could chew the toughest carcase. Her mother stripped, tore and then skewered the meat over the fire. It took forever to cook and she tasted it a thousand times before the juices finally trickled over her tongue.

They slept in the open and from time to time one of the band roused themselves to stoke the blaze, for by night it was bitterly cold. Strange animal noises echoed across the forest, hungry, merciless. Once darkness fell, Sorcha was grateful for the safety of the castle, snuggling into her mother for warmth.

The next day Dervla O’Neill rose with the first, fragile grey of morning light. ‘Come.’ She took her daughter outside the walls.

‘Where are we going?’

She did not reply.

Outside it was silent. The distant trees seemed to be waiting for their approach but Dervla strode ahead with purpose. After crossing the damp chill of the surrounding pasture, they moved into the woodland.

‘Where are we?’

‘Glendruid.’ Her mother’s tension, her stealth made the girl refrain from asking more.

The woods became increasingly dense, darkening. A long way off a dog, or maybe a wolf, howled. Malicious, disembodied eyes spied on them. Sorcha held on tight to her mother’s sleeve on the pretext of helping her along but in reality afraid to be lost.

Of a sudden they came to a clearing. Grass grew short and pale beneath the trees, splashed by dappled sunlight. In the very centre, rising stern and ancient as life itself, was a stone. Dervla put her hand to her lips. From the folds of her shawl she produced the last of the mutton, reverently laid it in offering at the base of the column, then fell to her knees. Her forehead touched the ground. The stone was so black and awesome it might surely strike her dead. So much power poured forth from the grained and gritty surface.

Dervla began to chant, a strange toneless sound older than the Gaelic. She was oblivious to everything. Not knowing what else to do, Sorcha clasped her hands together in an attitude of prayer, willing God, any god to protect her. To these woodland spirits belonged the power of life and death since long before the coming of the Cross.

After an age her mother rose and bowed to the stone then rested her lips against it. She nodded to the girl and reluctantly she followed suit, feeling the gritty coldness against her mouth. Now the stone owned her. Perhaps it would keep her there for ever.

They turned and Sorcha gripped hard to her mother’s arm expecting at any moment to be pulled back by some invisible force. She was almost running in her haste to escape but nothing barred the way. Dervla said not a word and her daughter asked no questions. The magic of the stone was too potent, too frightening to give a name.

They remained at the castle for several days. At one point, foreign soldiers came.

‘There’s nothing to fear,’ said Ciaran O’Neill. ‘They are no more than a raiding party, too few to cause trouble.’ He spoke with such authority that Sorcha felt no fear.

Everyone climbed to the battlements to look down at the men below. Sorcha knew that they were English. It was not just the thick protective buff coats and high leather boots, the deep-brimmed felt hats; there was another, indefinable something to do with height, pallor, the uniform brown of their hair. Encouraged by their scant numbers, the besieged peasants shouted insults. Sorcha rushed down to the courtyard to arm herself with broken masonry then joined in the fun, throwing stones. How they laughed when the soldiers ran away.

The enemy knew that there were too many inside the castle so they set up camp outside and waited. Inside the Irish waited too, aimlessly. Some of their men amused themselves by taking pot shots at the besiegers. An occasional scream told of their success. All the while Sorcha’s mother maintained a calm expectancy as if she awaited some answer to her prayer.

One morning there was something different. Ciaran O’Neill put it into words: ‘The enemy have brought up reinforcements. Today will see it happen.’

Sorcha did not ask what, because she did not want to hear the answer. She wandered instead to a point high on the castle walls where there was a view of the pasture below. It was like a tableau – diminutive men, horses, tents, a pattern of life frozen in activity, framed by a stockade of trees. Occasionally a voice drifted up to her, and she strained her ears to understand. She’d heard the English spoken often enough in the streets of Dublin; in the shops where she sometimes went to stare – though never to venture inside; in the kitchens where her mother had once worked for an English lord who owned the land as far as the eye could see. She understood sufficient to know that these men intended to stay.

In the field below were pinpoints of orange where camp fires flared and smoked, scattered like sparks from an ember. The rain eased and men peered hopefully from beneath buff coats and blankets, shaking off the crystal beads that dripped from their hats and sleeves. They called to each other in the heathen English, laughing, certain. Sorcha was suddenly afraid.

Her eyes focused on a thatched wooden cabin where a group of soldiers gathered. They seemed better dressed than the rest. In the early morning sun some had removed their coats and wore embroidered jerkins. Their shirts were soft and full-sleeved, and their hair and beards were recently washed and trimmed. Sorcha thought of her father’s shaggy head and her confidence ebbed.

In their midst somebody gave orders and she wondered if he was their Commander. Her father said that his name was Sir Simon Harcourt and she tried the alien name on her tongue. Even as the thought came to her, there was a flash and an echoing report from a firepiece. Simultaneously the same man jerked back as if he had been surprised by the noise then, slowly and gracefully, he fell to the ground. Others bent over him. She watched in fascination. Never before had she seen a man die. It looked painless, easy.

Within seconds everything changed. Outside the walls soldiers ran in all directions. One young man hardly past youth took up the call and sprang to the saddle. His buff coat flapped open and his long waving hair, darker than many of his companions’, streamed in the sudden uplifting of a breeze. Round his hat he had an orange sash and in his hand he carried a standard raised high above his head. ‘Revenge!’ he screamed. ‘Give no quarter!’

Like washing roused to wakefulness by a frisky wind, other standards began to ripple across the valley and the whole army surged forward as one.

Inside the walls, men scrambled everywhere to find an advantageous position. Through the narrow slits of the keep, over the castellated walls, musket-shot, cannonballs and arrows raced each other down the valley, knocking the advancing army aside. The discordant noise of men, horses, guns, fear and pain, hurt Sorcha’s ears. Within moments nothing could be seen beyond a blanket of smoke that formed an outer wall between the Irish and the enemy. It was sulphurous, suffocating, and she ran to find somewhere safe to hide. Suddenly she wanted her mother.

‘Here, girl, find anything you can to stuff the cannon with – stones or turf will do.’ She hardly looked at the man but raced to do his bidding. Now that she had a role her panic faded. There was now a breech in the castle wall. Cavalrymen poured through it with speed and ease. As one fell so five more took his place. In a sudden frenzy she gathered up lumps of masonry and ran back to the soldier.

‘More!’

As she turned away there was a report so loud that for a second she could hear nothing more. Looking back, she saw that the cannon was now a black smoking wreck, its nose buried into the bank, the wheels of the carriage blown jaggedly apart. The soldier, what was left of him, lay raggedly on the ground. He had no head.

She ran. She did not stop until she was deep down a passageway, crushed into the narrowest crevice. Slowly the sounds of battle returned but they were different now. Uppermost was the hated heathen tongue, jubilant, crazy. Somewhere in the midst of the castle other sounds froze her blood.

One hope sustained her. Her mother knew magic. She would ask the totem at Glendruid to strike them all dead. But Dervla O’Neill was not here. She was out there, somewhere in the seething inferno of the courtyard.

Suddenly someone was there, dragging her out of her niche, towering above her, holding her fast. In the darkness she could feel the fabric of his buff coat, smell a powerful blend of gunpowder and horses. Sheer terror overwhelmed her. He held her so tight that gasp as she might, she could not draw enough air into her desperate lungs. Dimly she saw his face, long, young, clear-eyed. In his hand he held a sword. He was going to kill her.

Struggling to face the unthinkable, Sorcha sank beneath a blackening wave of fear, and darkness claimed her.


Chapter 2



For two days, Ensign Robert Hammond sheltered with his troops beneath the dripping canopy of leaves outside Carrickmain. Rain dripped relentlessly, splashing onto his hat, soaking his long dark hair and forming a steady cascade past his eyes. From time to time he shook his head to send the spray flying in an arc off the brim. An icy trickle seeped down his neck and his buff coat weighed heavy on his back.

Some of the regiment were more fortunate. The Commander and certain chosen officers had located a thatched cabin and passed the night inside, but many of the foot soldiers were camped in the open forming a miserable, untidy circle around Carrickmain Castle.

Robert struggled to be stoical in the face of such discomfort. This was his first experience of action. He was not sure what to expect but knew that he had to put up a good show, live up to the high hopes of his uncle, Captain Thomas Hammond and his godfather, the Earl of Essex.

Last evening, reinforcements had finally arrived from Dublin. Like all those present, Robert offered up a prayer in the hope of being spared in the battle to come. He could not conceive that he might die. There was still so much to experience, not least the proposed marriage to Mary Hampden. At the thought of this marriage settlement a glimmer of satisfaction warmed him. Within the next two months, he would reach his majority. Soon he would be wed. John Hampden, his future father-in-law, was held in such high esteem – a man who had defied the King and refused to pay ship money for the illegal raising of a navy.

Robert felt a mixture of pride and unease. Whilst revering the King’s person, he had his own misgivings about recent events. Yet he personally would never have the courage to defy King Charles – better to get on with the job in hand and leave affairs of state to others. Anyway, God willing, it would soon be settled.

Cold morning light filtered across the horizon and the word was passed: ‘It’s on.’ Lieutenant Hammond tightened his grip on the butt of the pistol. This was no time to be thinking of home. Using what shelter there was, he picked his way across to where the officers stood.

Over the past two days the enemy had amused themselves by taking pot shots at them. There had been casualties. Now it was time to turn the tables.

As Robert drew near to the cabin, Sir Simon Harcourt, Commander of the King’s forces, stepped out into the damp morning. ‘You all know what you have to do,’ he said. Heads nodded.

As the officers made to disperse, a shot rang out. Robert saw the blurred flash and almost simultaneously, Sir Simon leaped back as if he had been prodded by some heavy, invisible object. He staggered several paces and fell to the muddy ground. Robert jumped from his horse and was the first to reach him. A darkening puddle of blood oozed from a ragged wound in his chest. Dear God, Robert thought.

Sir Simon started to struggle to his feet and Robert took his weight, helping him towards the cabin but the injured man’s legs gave way and he slumped back. ‘Go on!’ He nodded in the direction of Carrickmain. ‘God go with you.’

The young Ensign hesitated a moment then swung back into the saddle, the awful image of the gaping wound still before his eyes. Anger replaced the shock.

‘Revenge! Give no quarter!’ He raised his pennant and spurred his mare forward, charging towards the castle gateway. His action was like touch paper, a moment of stillness and then the angry booming of men as they advanced. Pikemen alternated with musketeers, the one offering cover to the other as they struggled noisily up the slope towards the castle walls.

Answering fire rained down on them but sheer force of numbers bore them on. Meanwhile, their own cannon were concentrating fire on the outer wall. Although in the lead, Robert had difficulty in seeing as the pall of smoke closed around him. His chest began to tighten from the suffocating fumes. The cloud cleared momentarily and he saw that a breach had been made in the wall.

‘This way!’ Taking his chance he cantered forward, other cavalrymen close behind him.

The noise was deafening. Every man present was shouting, whether from fear, excitement or the pain of savage wounds. The thunder of cannon, the firecracker reports of muskets, the terrified whinnying of horses created a hell on earth.

There was no time to think. He aimed his pistol and brought down one of the Irish rebels. The man seemed to fall in slow motion, his half-raised arm continuing its arc and then gently falling away. Although Robert could not distinguish the sound, he watched the man’s mouth open wide, the eyes grow large with surprise and the sudden spasm of pain claim him as he fell. It was the first man that he had killed.

He could not dwell on this sobering moment. Thrusting his pistol into his belt, he drew his sword the better to strike down more rebels who, now that the castle was entered, fought like demons. It all seemed unreal, the ducking, driving forward, meeting fear-crazed eyes.

He became aware of another sound, higher-pitched, hysterical. There were women in large numbers within the castle walls. Even as he registered the fact, he saw a girl pass a loaded musket to a rebel crouched beneath a buttress. At that very instant Robert’s horse gave a scream of surprise. She staggered, nearly unseating him. For an eternity she seemed to be trying to stay on her legs but they finally gave way beneath her. Robert leaped from the saddle to avoid being crushed as she fell. Sadness sent him cold. He was fond of the mare.

On foot he felt defenceless. He raised his sword and drove it hard into the man beneath the buttress. The Irishman spat at him in some heathen tongue. His hair was a startling red and his pale eyes were pinpoints of hatred. It took strength to withdraw the weapon and the man grunted as the blade finally slipped away. It dripped warm and crimson onto the rocky pathway. Robert felt an insane desire to apologise.

A sea of army banners filled the courtyard. The damp ensigns of the night before now fluttered victorious in the breeze. From the east the sun illuminated the carnage. The castle was full of English victors, breathless, exhilarated.

Robert halted, panting, waiting for the order to cease fighting. It did not come. Foot soldiers advanced along corridors and parapets, into the cluster of tents in the courtyard, down into the bowels of the castle dragging wretched human dross into the open.

The noise changed. Excitement echoed in the shouts of the raiders. Terror rent the air as women and children were pulled from huts and crannies. Robert was transfixed with disbelief. There, before public gaze, men tore the tattered clothes from their female victims and entered them unashamed, one, two, maybe up to six of them, immune to their victims’ screams. When a woman was too bloodied to be of use she was despatched by the cutting of her throat, the disembowelling of her swollen belly. The surviving officers looked on.

‘For pity’s sake, call a halt!’ Robert could no longer contain his disgust.

The Captain standing nearest shook his head. ‘Never try to do what you cannot achieve. Their blood is up. Deprive them of this and you’ll have a riot on your hands.’

‘But the women, children …’ Even as he watched, a small child, little more than a babe was carried aloft, skewered on a broadsword, a terrible trophy held high for all to see. ‘For God’s sake!’ Robert cried again.

Another officer shook his head warningly. ‘These are Irish. Vermin. Leave one man alive and you’ve left yourself an enemy for tomorrow. Spare one woman and you’ll have another brat before the year is out. Show mercy to a child and it will stab you in the back when next you meet. You’re too soft, my dear Robin. Your tender heart does you credit but serves you badly.’

Robert turned away and with the flat of his sword began to knock soldiers aside. Quickly he despatched a wretched woman whose breast had already been sliced off in the bloodlust. He gagged on his own disgust.

Pushing blindly down a narrow passageway, intent on getting the stench of blood from his nostrils, he stumbled against an object pressed hard into the wall. At his touch it whimpered. He dragged the creature up to reveal a child. Her shoulders were hunched against assault and her clenched fists hugged her chest to defend herself. The eyes that met Robert’s were large, vivid blue, terrified. Her mouth opened but no sound emerged and for a second she swooned against him. He guessed that she was about twelve or thirteen years of age.

As her eyes flickered open he raised his hand to his lips, cautioning her to silence. Suddenly the path was blocked by three infantrymen. They had the wild, sated look of drunks. As one their eyes homed in on the girl.

‘We’ll see to her,’ one of them said. He licked his lips and reached for her.

‘No, you don’t.’ Robert pushed his protégée behind him and formed a barrier with his body. The plunderers jostled uneasily.

‘You’ve no right. Anything we find is ours. Hilty here hasn’t had a go yet.’

The man referred to as Hilty looked shamefaced but could not resist trying to peer past Robert to get a sight of his proposed reward.

‘The man who touches this child is dead.’

‘Want her for yourself, do you?’

Robert brought the blade of his sword down hard across the man’s chest, sending him crashing back into his companions. Before they could extricate themselves, the point of the blade rested against the neck of the spokesman. ‘Go now or say your prayers.’

Grumbling, they scrambled up and retreated the way they had come. Robert closed his eyes to draw strength. As he turned back the child was staring at him. She was very still, her thick brown hair tumbling across her shoulders, her mouth set, her expression defying him to move. In her hand she held a dagger.

The words of the Captain echoed in his brain. This was an enemy, an Irish peasant brat, a nothing. For a moment he thought: Shall I kill her? Then he saw a single tear hover on the brink of her eye before making its silent way down her cheek. He held his hand out for the knife and as her fist tightened he grabbed it and gave it a single flick. The blade flew from her grasp.

‘Hush now.’ He did not know if she understood but as he held her close he felt the taut fear gradually subside.

‘What the devil have you got there?’ It was his friend, Captain Berry. When Robert did not reply, he said: ‘You can’t take her home, you know, like some stray dog.’

‘I found a puppy once, gave it to my mother. Now it’s dead.’

‘Time to find her another one?’

‘Perhaps.’

The Captain sighed. ‘Remember what I warned.’

‘I heard you but I cannot set her loose in this hell. You know what her fate would be.’

Round and about they were clearing the dead from the castle. The English casualties were buried in graves hastily dug at the bottom of the curtain wall. Where possible they were identified so that their kin should know of their going. The Irish dead were piled outside and upwind. There were no Irish living.

Robert took the child to a hut that had the night before housed the rebels. There he deposited her on the floor and raised her chin to try and make her look at him but she refused to meet his gaze. Her blue eyes were like crystals in her mud-smeared face.

‘Be sensible, child. If you go out there you will die. I will try to protect you. Do you understand?’ By way of reply she kicked him hard on the legs.

‘You she-cat!’ He slapped her hard across the face. ‘Stay there, damn you, but if you are gone when I get back I won’t have the bother of you.’ He limped out, swearing, rubbing his shins.

Outside he paused and watched the systematic searching of the castle. His own dilemma preoccupied him. What should he do with her? Perhaps when they got back to Dublin he could give her away? Even as he thought of it he knew that Dublin was awash with orphans and abandoned brats. Maybe he should simply take her outside and set her free like a caged linnet? That way she had a chance but … He knew that he could not.

His fellow officers began to tease him, making lewd jokes. He was offended by their coarseness and hoped the girl had run away. That would solve the problem.

When he returned to sleep however she was still there, crouched in a corner. In his hand he carried a lump of mutton, just in case. He held it out. For a while she simply stared at him then her hunger got the better of her and she grabbed it, shrinking back once more against the wall. He watched her eat.

‘There’s nothing to fear. I’ll take you to England. You’ll be safe.’ His monologue was greeted with silence. Beneath the grime he could tell that she was pretty.

‘What is your name?’ He spoke slowly. When she did not reply he said: ‘I am Robert Hammond. Do you understand?’

She swallowed the last piece of meat and wiped her mouth on her hand. Her eyes burned with suspicion. ‘What is your name?’ he repeated more gently.

‘Dublin.’

‘Dublin? That’s your name?’

She looked away from him.

‘Is that where you come from?’

She gave a little shrug and her glance darted around the room, whether looking for more food or for escape he wasn’t sure.

‘What shall I call you then?’

‘Dublin.’

Robert shrugged. ‘If that’s what you say then so it shall be. Well, Dublin, you can curl up there like the little mouse you are. Tomorrow we’ll be on the move. When, with God’s blessing, we reach England, I’ll take you to my home.’

For the first time in two days he pulled off his heavy square-toed boots and draped the sopping woollen socks over them to dry. Seeing that he was undressing, the girl moved further back into the corner. Terror showed on her face.

He shook his head and sighed. ‘There is nothing to fear. I intend to sleep. I don’t despoil children.’

‘Dublin,’ she answered.

‘So be it.’ He sank to his knees and began to pray aloud, thanking God for delivering him safely from the battle and assuring his Lord that he acted with good intent. As he opened his eyes, it was to see the child make the sign of the cross.

‘You understand the act of prayer if not the meaning,’ he said. ‘But you’ll have to stop those Popish ways.’

Gratefully he fell onto the straw and pulled his blanket about him. The air was cold, damp. In the corner the child did not have the benefit of a cover and he thought that he could hear her shivering, tiny movements, spasms of cold. With a sigh he sat up again and pulled the blanket off.

‘Here. Take this.’

She did not respond so he took it across to her. In the gloom he could make out her skinny form, sense her fear. Bending down he gently placed the cover over her. At the feel of his hand she whimpered and he patted her reassuringly on the arm. Her helplessness did strange things to his heart.

Lying uncovered on the straw, he said into the dark: ‘Don’t you fear now. As God is my witness, I give you my word that I’ll take care of you.’ Even as he said it, he felt that he had made a pact with the Almighty.


Chapter 3



England

March 1642

Charles Stuart, King of Great Britain and Ireland, awoke with a start from a dream. It was a confusing mixture of images, but the whole was overlaid with a sense of menace. He had imagined himself walking naked through Newmarket. All around people stared and sniggered, laughing at his slight stature, his limp. When he tried to explain, they made mock of his stutter. He felt vulnerable, humiliated. His last memory before waking with a jolt, was of his dear Henrietta with the children around her. As they faded away from view he heard her say that he had nice eyes.

The King’s heart beat faster than was comfortable and he sought for some familiar object in the room to bring him solace. These days he was never in the same place long enough to feel at home. Little by little the pieces fell into place, dozens of them, and the picture that formed left him with an unrelieved sense of gloom.

It was now nearly three months since he had left London, abandoning the traitorous capital for the countryside. In that time he had moved from Hampton Court to Windsor, then Royston and Newmarket, trying to find some way of bringing his rebellious Parliament to heel. In the meantime his dear Henrietta and his nephew Rupert, had set sail for the Low Countries, hoping to raise support and arms. Charles consoled himself. His brave little wife would stand no nonsense. Frail she might be, but she had the heart of a lion. She was even prepared to barter the royal jewels to ensure that Charles kept his crown. He missed her.

Everywhere there seemed to be dissent, and in spite of the King’s certainty that God would defend his right to govern as he saw fit, things did not augur well. In fact, the only area where he and his Parliament were in any agreement at all, was over the need to do something about Ireland.

Reports came almost daily of barbarities carried out against the English settlers. Rapes, murders, drownings, even crucifixion. Charles shuddered at the images. He could not stand unpleasantness and the thought of nails hammered through the palm of the hand kept coming back to haunt him. He tried in vain to push the vision away. The violence had to be stopped.

Even more delicate was the rumour that some of the Irish Catholics were actually fighting in their King’s defence – thus adding fuel to the suspicion that Charles was sympathetic to Catholicism. He sniffed into the silence. Just because his dear wife was a Catholic did not mean that he was other than true to the Protestant faith. In fact, he had always prided himself on his tolerance, but sadly such noble sentiments were lost on some of his court. He had to act quickly, but how? And with what resources?

The thought of the army brought Charles to another crisis in his life. Under John Pym’s influence, Parliament had tried to persuade him to surrender command of his troops. The idea was preposterous, yet when he refused to sign their Militia Bill, they had issued an Ordinance of their own, intending to take the army out of his hands with or without his consent. If he wanted that control back, he would have to fight for it.

As usual it was a question of money. To be realistic, he and Parliament agreed that they needed a million pounds to settle the Irish question, but how to raise it was a different matter. They had hit upon the idea of taking ten million acres of rebel land and offering it as a reward for financing the war, and as a result, some troops had been despatched, although not enough. Now all they could do was to wait and see.

Charles sighed as he remembered the great list of complaints that had been formally laid at his feet. Even good subjects, like Lord Falkland and Edward Hyde, seemed unable to grasp the fact that as King, and one who ruled by Divine Right, he was certainly not going to make concessions to his Parliament. Meanwhile he wondered whatever he should say to keep the various factions at bay.

There was some comfort. His son Charles was travelling with him and they had enjoyed a measure of entertainment, hunting, music, the occasional game of cards. The King allowed himself the luxury of thinking for a moment on more pleasant times. The groom of the bedchamber then came to assist him to dress, preparatory to his devotions, and he made a kingly effort to throw off his worries, but the gloom remained.

Later in the day two messengers arrived from Westminster. Charles was less than pleased. The Earl of Pembroke and the Earl of Holland made no secret of their sympathy for the Parliament. Charles wondered what they had come for this time.

‘Gentlemen.’ He offered his hand to be kissed and went through the formalities, although with a marked coolness in his manner that they could not fail to notice. ‘What news of the war?’

‘Little as yet, Sire.’ Lord Pembroke hesitated. ‘Until we can agree some measure of compromise, it is difficult to pursue it with the vigour it requires.’ Again he paused then took the plunge. ‘If Your Majesty could see his way to agreeing that the Parliament should have a free hand to organise the military, if only for a short while …’

‘By God!’ Charles threw down his gloves in a dramatic gesture. ‘Never will I agree to this! Never! Not for one hour!’ As his pulse-rate slowed to a canter, he made up his mind once and for all. He would raise his own army, independent of the traitors at Westminster. Once he was strong enough, he would take back Ireland, negotiate with all and sundry and put his rebellious Parliament in its place. The noble visitors, sensing that they were wasting their time, bowed low and withdrew.

‘Sire?’ The King’s plottings were interrupted by his gentleman usher who brought him a beaker of cordial.

‘These are distracted times,’ Charles observed, sipping listlessly at the beverage.

‘Sire.’ The man made a show of picking up the royal gauntlets from the floor and removing a few, invisible hairs before placing them upon the table. To break the silence, the usher asked: ‘Is there any news of Ireland?’

‘Ireland.’ The King sighed and gazed into space, trying to visualise what the whole country looked like. In his mind’s eye, he conjured up one hazy image – people, scenery, politics. He had no idea if it was accurate. As the usher went down on one knee, preparatory to taking the goblet from the royal hand, Charles said: ‘Yes, Ireland. I wonder what is going on there?’


Chapter 4



The morning after the raid at Carrickmain, the English made ready to depart.

Inside Sorcha’s head there was a void, numbing, terrible. She dared not let her thoughts loose. Clasped firmly at the wrist by the foreign soldier, she was dragged across the drawbridge of the castle, where broken masonry thrust, raw and jagged as newly snapped bones. Ahead lay weary miles across fields and up tracks towards the coast. And after that? She dreaded to think.

As they stumbled along she recited to herself, drawing comfort from the sound of her words, a haven of Gaelic in the hubbub of English voices: ‘I must not think. Don’t think. I must go home. I must find Mam. I must go back to Dublin. Dublin. Dublin.’

‘Dublin.’ Trudging along the muddy paths, his boots ankledeep in the ooze, the soldier nodded his head as if he understood. His eyes were large and brown and clear, marred only by the smudges of fatigue shadowing his cheekbones. ‘That’s your name, isn’t that right?’

Sorcha stared at him with hatred, her own toes curling in the soupy mire. A cruel wind from the Irish Sea pierced her skimpy gown. The soldier was stupid, abysmally stupid. All the English would be like this. Stupid – and dangerous. She glared at him with fear-darkened eyes.

As she repeated her litany, another soldier wandered up and looked at her as if she were some peepshow. ‘She doesn’t understand,’ he observed. ‘If you’re set on taking her with you, you’d best make her realise that once we board ship, she won’t be seeing Dublin again.’

‘I think it’s her name.’

The soldier shrugged and lost interest. Sorcha thought that she must have misunderstood. Of course she would see Dublin again. She had to get back there. She must!

Along the broad estuary of the Liffey, there was little to bring comfort. The solitary ship tied alongside the jetty had a bedraggled look, with slime and flaking paint disfiguring her once vivid prow. A fifth-rater, intended to house not more than sixty men including the crew, now some ninety wearied soldiers began to clamber aboard her. The long, low prow of the Expectation dipped down as if she would happily submit to her destiny and glide to a watery grave.

Until the very instant when the gangplank was cast back onto the quay, and the thick fibre rope dragged up onto the deck, a fragile flame of hope sustained Sorcha. No matter how many people had perished in the doomed castle, surely her mother had survived? And if she had, then Dervla would come to rescue her, there was no doubt about that.

She sought comfort in her mother’s power. Dervla knew so much. She was favoured of the gods. Always she had survived sickness, birthings, even the perils of imps causing bridges to wash away or roofs to cave in. Her mother was immortal. Besides, Sorcha needed her.

Shivering on the slippery deck, crushed up against her captor, craning to see among the mêlée of people on the quayside, she thought about Dervla’s prayers, the offering left at the pillar in Glendruid. It was inconceivable that it could have failed. If only she had been told her mother’s secrets …

‘Mother!’ Her frantic voice barely touched the wind as the ketch tugged away from its mooring and swung around into the black inferno of waves. Nothing now stood between her and certain death, except the person of Robert Hammond, and she felt only fear for this alien, heathen soldier who had slain her fellow countrymen and carried her away. At that moment she died a death.

Yet some inner sense of preservation remained. It warned her not to enlighten her captor that she understood his ugly language. When the chance came, she would escape. But the ship drifted ever further away from the Irish shores. Soon her homeland disappeared and a vast soup of blue-black waves tossed them this way and that. With terrible certainty, Sorcha knew that there was no escape. Her mother’s gods had failed. Jesus the Saviour had failed. Neither had been able to save them. The English and their gods were insurmountable.

For twenty-four hours they buffeted their way across the Irish Sea during which time Sorcha was achingly, vilely sick. Her stomach felt bruised and even when her guts were empty, the nausea remained. Never had she felt so cold or so wretched, and yet the very misery kept the agony of her loss at bay.

The ghosts of her murdered companions sent witches to raise the wind. Their revenge fell as much upon herself as on the miserable soldiers who crouched on the deck, enveloped by the icy waves that crashed over the vessel, spewing up their insides.

Only Robert Hammond seemed immune from the sickness. Bracing himself between two stanchions, he held her tight against his chest. It was useless to struggle. Even as she pulled away, the boat turned tail and pitched her back against him, taunting her like a rat on a string.

‘Shush, shush.’ He smoothed her head as if she were some favoured dog, rocking her in time with the dipping of the boat. His fingers caressed behind her ear and sent a ripple of treacherous magic through her aching frame. Glancing covertly at him she took in his wide, straight back, his handsome, long, aristocratic face. Such fine features, so well defined. For a moment fear was suspended in contemplation of this beautiful man. Something told her that here indeed was a living god, immune to the worst that the elements could throw at him.

Thus reassured, and prostrated by sickness, she finally allowed herself to be sheltered in his arms, too ill to care whether she lived or died.

‘There, child, it will soon be over.’ He cuddled her to him, tucking her into the shelter of his buff coat. Some long-forgotten babe within her warmed to the gentle strength of his body. She could still smell the gunpowder on him, the rich aroma of horses. Perversely the smells excited her. In some fearful, unnamed way, his maleness stirred a new sense of danger, one that she might bring upon herself. But he was her only hope in this alien world. Her grip around his neck tightened and her knees closed about him. At last she slept.

It was morning when they came ashore.

‘Where are we?’ Sorcha wailed in Gaelic, addressing no one in particular. The fear was back.

Robert Hammond shook his head, not understanding her question, then, as if some inner sense translated it for him, he said: ‘We’re in England now, and this is Chester. We have a long journey before we reach home.’

She gave no sign that she understood.

For a while they simply stood on the quay, waiting for the land to stop behaving like the sea. Gradually the nausea subsided and when nothing bad came to taunt her, Sorcha began to look around. For the moment any danger was forgotten. She had seen nothing like this place before.

The town was shielded from attack by massive stone walls, along the top of which guards patrolled at a leisurely pace. They passed through the town gate, walking along purpose-built roads of blocks and cobbles. Sorcha looked with wonder on the rows of fine stone buildings. Compared to Dublin … She quickly shut out the thought of her native city, acknowledging instead that even in her dreams she had not imagined that such places as this existed.

Robert continued to lead her by the wrist. They found their way to some sort of market where he was soon in negotiation with a stringy-looking fellow with the bandiest legs she had ever seen. She could not help but compare the healthy good looks of her captor to the gaunt, skinny ugliness of the trader. For a moment, she forgot where she was, intrigued by the performance that took place between the two men. Robert appeared to offer a price, the man shaking his head and countering; Robert then threw up his hands in disbelief, making a shocked, scoffing noise in his throat. Once he threatened to walk away but soon the man called him back and after much low-toned discussion, a bargain was struck. Robert handed over some coins. He had purchased a horse.

Sorcha looked with amazement on the mare that had changed hands. It was a fine animal, a bay, with a star beneath her forelock which marked her out as of special value. Compared with the Irish horses Sorcha had seen, this was a queen amongst beasts. Epona. She thought of the goddess of horses and wondered if the deity resided within this beautiful creature. A sense of reverence overcame her.

Glancing up at the soldier, she saw that his eyes were shining with victory. Catching her look, he said: ‘There. I got him down to three pounds. She’s a true bargain.’ He patted the horse on the neck and Sorcha was infected by his excitement.

The hubbub of voices intruded again, suddenly reminding her that not one of those about her was Irish. At the thought of what they might do to her, she moved closer to her captor then almost at the same time she wondered at his intention in stealing her away. Immediately her worst fears were back.

There was no escape. Only he stood between her and the fate she had so narrowly escaped at Carrickmain. As the thought of events at the castle crowded in upon her, she began to cry, huge wracking sobs for her mother and father whose going she had not shared. A wild abandon dragged great groans of misery from her very soul. When her captor shook her arm to stem the tears she screamed at him.

‘Devil’s piss!’

His face darkened between surprise and anger and he shook her harder.

‘Enough, child. You cannot know what you say.’

She spat at him, calling up words used by her father when talking of the English. ‘Son of a whore!’

He struck her then, hard across the shoulders. The first stinging pain let loose the deluge of her anger and she began to beat him back, swearing in English and Gaelic, pummelling him wherever she could reach, until she was swept under by the tide of her anguish. In Gaelic she screamed: ‘I want to go home, to Dublin!’

‘Dublin.’ He pulled her close, constraining her arms to contain her anger, rocking her against him.

The small crowd that had gathered to watch the spectacle lost interest and drifted away.

‘Hush, child.’ For a while he was silent then he said: ‘I had no idea you were such a wild thing. I do not think my mother will appreciate your presence. I shall take you instead to my Aunt Jane.’

They travelled for several days, Sorcha perched on the pillion behind her new master. The horse had a smooth, steady gait and fatigue eventually lulled her into a dreamlike state. As her cheek came to rest against his buff coat, she gave up all thoughts of resistance, again acknowledging that her gods had failed. This man and his religion were the victors. She vowed there and then to learn as much about them as she could.

On the first evening, they stopped at a hostelry where Robert took a private room. The innkeeper raised his eyebrows as he surveyed them. Reading his thoughts, Sorcha blushed and wondered if he would intervene to save her, but his face was florid, indifferent and she knew that there was no point in appealing to him for help.

Robert led the way, trudging up the wooden steps, bending his head to avoid the heavy wooden beams that crossed the low, upper corridor. Stinging wisps of woodsmoke, mingled with the smell of roasting meat, teased Sorcha’s nostrils.

Alone in the room with him, she stood woodenly as he unpacked his kit, struggled out of his coat and boots then tested out the mattress on the bed. In spite of her fear, her curiosity got the better of her. She had never been in such a room before, draught-free, panelled with wood that was rich and varnished. Even the floor was made of smooth wooden planks. Her eyes were drawn to a small square window, set in the thick stone of the wall and covered with diamond-shaped glass. Never had she been in a room with a glazed window before.

A movement from the soldier brought her back to her ordeal. She longed for it to be over. It was no more than she deserved, deserting her family while they lay dead at home. Pressing her fists to her mouth, she looked to him for mercy. But he turned away from her and bending down, dragged a truckle bed from beneath the large couch at the centre of the room.

‘You sleep there.’

She lay down as she was, stiff and fearful, no longer having anyone to pray to. As the man made another movement, she closed her eyes and waited, but he made no attempt to touch her. Peeping beneath one eyelid, she saw him kneel beside the couch. She watched, curious, wondering about his all-powerful God. As his lips moved in prayer, her own followed suit.

As he went to get up she quickly closed her eyes again and tensed herself for his approach. Instead she heard the groan of the couch as he lowered himself onto it.

Late into the night, when she was certain that he slept, she crept out and tried the door. It would not budge. As he grunted and turned over she froze, then fumbled her way back to her little nest. It seemed that Fate meant her to stay here. She slept.

To Sorcha’s dismay, they travelled to another coastline and there boarded a pinnace. ‘No!’ She began to object but Hammond hoisted her up under his arm and carried her aboard.

‘There is nothing to fear. This crossing will not take more than a couple of hours.’

Although the ship was smaller than the one on which they had crossed the Irish Sea, it seemed to glide effortlessly across the strait of water. Gone were the heavings and tossings that had tormented her on that last journey. Seated on a wooden bench, a gentle breeze deflecting the warmth of the sun, Sorcha reasoned that her kin must have forgiven her, for the punishing wind had abated. The vessel drifted swiftly in the direction of the distant coast.

As far as she could see, a backbone of undulating hills swept up from the sea, continued for some miles and then dipped gradually back into the water. As they drew near, it was to a heavily wooded coastline and sweeping bays. She wondered where they were.

‘Where are we going?’ she asked in Gaelic but he did not answer, so she tried again. ‘Where?’

At her hesitant use of the English word, he smiled encouragement. ‘The Isle of Wight. My aunt lives there. I shall ask her to take you into her service.’

As he continued to talk, Sorcha gave up the struggle to understand. There was kindness in his voice and in spite of its foreign sound, the tone was pleasing to her ear. In fact, tired as she was, as she studied him covertly through the blanket of hair that shaded one side of her face, she could not help but admit that he was pleasing altogether. Like herself his hair was dark, but as hers was straight and tangled and reached past her waist, his was combed and waved softly to his shoulders. He stood tall and straight-backed, his body slim but broad at the shoulder. His legs, encased in soft leather boots, were muscular. Some strange excitement made her heart beat faster. Most of all, his eyes, light brown and deepset above his prominent cheekbones, had a compassionate glint that warmed her battered being.

It was getting dark when they landed but he pushed on as if anxious to reach his destination. The roads were in worse condition than on the mainland and the journey was hampered by the inordinate number of gates that had to be opened. Some were manned by small children, running out in the hope of a penny. At other places, the soldier descended himself or, after about the sixth time, he lowered Dublin and bade her let them through. By now she had recovered some of her spirit and stomped sulkily to open each gate, glowering at him as she did so. On one occasion the mare trotted through and threatened to leave her behind. Sudden panic overwhelmed her and she gave out a savage screech, running desperately after him. With a sigh he reined in and hoisted her up again.

‘There’s no fear that I shall lose you, child. I do believe you are some sort of punishment to me. God alone knows what my aunt will say.’

They continued to pass through deserted countryside, past occasional thatched cottages, in front of some tottering wooden huts, through meadows and across streams. Sorcha had no idea how far they had travelled, or in which direction. Clinging on behind her soldier, astride the great mare, she let her cheek rest against his shoulder and tried to pretend that they were crossing Ireland and just ahead they would come to the welcome spread of her Dublin home.

It was dark when they finally came to a halt before the silhouette of a huge stone house, square and solid against the distant line of black hills.

As they jogged across the courtyard, they seemed to be swallowed up by its presence, but there was no time for fear. The latch of the door lifted and a solitary woman stepped out into the night. She held a torch aloft, shading her eyes the better to see.

‘Who’s there? Robert, is it you?’ She descended quickly towards them and held out her hands in greeting. ‘I cannot believe it! We heard that you were in Ireland. Whatever brings you so far from home?’ Her expression changed to alarm but he shook his head to assure her that all was well.

‘You will not believe it. I have indeed just returned from Ireland.’ He slipped from the mare pulling Sorcha with him as he did so. ‘While I was there I acquired more than I bargained for.’

Sorcha looked away from the lady who was studying her with interest. She was short, plump, rounded like a suety pudding and her expression was mild and not unfriendly.

Robert said: ‘I intended to travel direct to Chertsey but – well, you know how my mother feels about the Irish, and this girl – I was wondering if …

He pushed Sorcha forward, and for a terrible moment she thought that he was going to abandon her. She pressed hard back against him and began to scream.

Robert shook his head and raised his shoulders helplessly, looking at his aunt. ‘This, will you believe, is Dublin. Her parents were killed in battle. I came upon her and could not leave her to her fate, so …’ Again he seemed lost for words, finally saying: ‘I realise now I am asking too much. If you will give us shelter for the night, on the morrow I will take her to the Justices and pay for her to be taken in.’

At this, Sorcha gripped harder to his jacket, frozen rigid by the thought that he would leave.

Aunt Jane Dingley shook her head at the endearing foolishness of this, her favourite nephew. ‘You are an ass, Robert. Only you would be so tender.’ Turning to Sorcha, she held out her hands again. ‘Come, little one. Come along inside. I will look after you.’

Sorcha shook her head, defying the woman to come closer with a scowl.

‘Come along, child.’ Robert pushed her encouragingly. She still held him firmly in her grasp.

In the face of his determination, she reluctantly acquiesced, allowing herself to be led inside, still hanging onto his sleeve. If he tried to leave her, then she consoled herself with the knowledge that she could run at least as fast as he could. He would not get away so easily.

Once inside, they passed through a hallway and into a fine, lofty room. When the door was safely closed, Sorcha cautiously released her hold on her saviour and to her relief, he remained close by. Reassured when he sat down, she began to look about her.

The panelled walls glowed hazel-brown from the application of beeswax and elbow power, and the table that dissected the hall gave off the same smooth dark gleam in the flickering incandescence. At the centre a pewter salver radiated a distorted reflection of  many faces that lined the walls, each in a wooden frame. It was like being studied by an army of motionless ghosts and Sorcha hid her eyes with her hands, wondering if these spirits of the dead were the source of Robert’s power …

Mistress Dingley pulled her close and nestled her against her bosom.

‘Poor child. She is sore afraid.’

They talked for a long while and Sorcha peeped out to see if the faces on the wall had moved, but their expressions remained the same. Mistress Dingley smelled of thyme and lavender. Something of the musky scent from her bodice set Sorcha sneezing.

The woman said: ‘Pray God she is not infected with the sweats!’

Robert pulled his burden back to his side. ‘No, Aunt. The child is well enough. Only dirt ails her.’

Sorcha looked down surreptitiously at her stained hands and blackened feet, her muddied skirts. In contrast to the perfumed elegance of Aunt Jane, she felt suddenly as nothing. Scratching her nose on her sleeve, she edged closer to Robert for reassurance. His male, horsey smell was like a balm.

Mistress Dingley rang a bell and before long they were taken to the table and fed. Aunt Jane waited upon her nephew with obvious pleasure.

‘I thank God for sending you hither. Sir John is much away in London, and my sons no longer live at home. Sometimes I find it lonely.’

‘If you need a mission in life, Aunt, you would do well to turn this savage into a Christian.’ Robert drained his cup and nodded to Sorcha that she should eat. She scowled at him, stung by his words, outraged at the implication of what he had said. She knew well enough about being a Christian – the Mass and the candles and the prayers, the exhortations to be good like the Virgin, the punishments meted out to her when she failed. She did not need to be turned into a Christian; she’d already been one!

‘Go along, eat.’

At his second bidding she lunged forward to tear some bread from the loaf on the table and dipped it into the broth in the bowl set before her. She wondered what a ‘savage’ might be.

Her action in cramming the food into her mouth caused nephew and aunt to laugh and her face grew hot with shame. She cared little for what the woman thought, but to her confusion, the man’s opinion was everything.

At last they made ready to leave the table. Just as they got to the door, Mistress Dingley grasped Sorcha firmly by the arm and began to pull her away.

‘Come along, child, it is time we got you out of this filthy rag.’

‘No!’ Realising that she was to be taken away from her rescuer, she struggled to break free. As the woman’s hand tightened on her arm, she began to scream, but immediately a serving woman grasped her other arm and together the two women dragged her across the yard to the wash-house, where they began to strip off her solitary garment.

Her only thought was to get away. She managed to bite the drudge and in return received a hearty cuff across the face. Now they had a firm grip on her and struggle as she would, she could not prevent them from dousing her with water from a large stone ewer, then rubbing her all over with hard yellow soap. The maidservant began to scrub her hair with iron fingers. All the while Sorcha cursed them in Gaelic, calling on Robert to help her.

Finally, jug after jug of water was poured over her until she stung with the cold. Her skin shone red and angry.

They clothed her in a shift, then a gown, more splendid than anything she had ever known. The material of the shift against her skin did not chafe, and the gown was of soft wool, grey, with coloured stitching at the neck and cuffs. ‘It’s old, but it will do,’ Robert’s aunt pronounced. Stunned by the finery of her new clothing, she submitted to their ministrations and meekly followed them back to the house.

Mistress Dingley took her to sleep in her own chamber, pushing home the bolt so that she should not leave without being heard.

The room was square and dark and like the one at the inn, draughtproof, but despite the rich hangings and high panelled ceiling, it felt like a prison. Aunt Jane’s voice was kind though firm and finally, fatigue and wonder at the feather mattress on the little truckle bed, soothed Sorcha into sleep.

She dreamed of being cornered in the dark deep recess of a castle. Gaunt, merciless wraiths came ever closer, their hands reaching out to tear at her clothing. Somewhere nearby her mother screamed.

She awoke to darkness, shouting for her protector. Driven by fear, she flew from the bed and tried to draw back the bolt on the chamber door, but it would not budge. Her very survival depended upon escape and when Aunt Jane touched her shoulder, she began to kick and bite in order to get free.

‘Aunt Jane, are you safe?’

Hearing Robert’s voice, Sorcha called to him to save her. He said: ‘Dublin, be calm.’

It was Jane Dingley who unbolted the door and allowed her to flee into his arms. He swept her up and held her close, smoothing her hair.

‘Hush, child. You are safe here.’

Indeed, in his arms, she felt safe. Rocking her gently he fingered her newly-washed hair and she felt a sudden pride in her cleanliness. She frowned round at Mistress Hammond, defying her to come close, but to her distress, Robert prised himself free and handed her back. ‘Go now.’

‘No!’

He accompanied them into the chamber and stood close as his aunt tucked her back into the bed. Sorcha allowed her to do so, only because she held tight to Robert’s hand. His presence calmed her fears, and when she finally awoke it was with the memory of his lips against her hair. Whether it was real or a dream she did not know.

In the morning, Sorcha was aroused at five of the clock and put immediately to work. Her first duty was to go with Jennet, the skivvy, to draw water from the well. Jennet, garrulous, pleased to have an assistant, kept up a running commentary as she led the way down passages and across yards. In silence, Sorcha followed behind.

Cautiously she stepped outside into this new world, wondering what she would find. The early sun shone kindly on the landscape, warming her skin, giving her an immediate sense of wellbeing. Gaining courage, she looked about her.

Even in the broad light of day, the house still seemed very large. Red and grey, solid as Carrickmain, it nestled snugly in a dip between the gently rolling downs. At the thought of Carrickmain, Sorcha shuddered. She remembered that first feeling of fear when they had come upon the fortress. That instinct had been right. She should have been guided by it, insisted that they did not stay, only no one would have listened to her. This house, however, gave out a warm, confident air. It made her feel safe.

Away to the north was a distant village.

‘That’s Shorrel,’ said Jennet, following her gaze. ‘And this ‘ere’s Wolverton.’ She indicated the house and its sprawling grounds.

Sorcha gave no sign that she understood. Jennet gazed at her unabashed and in her turn, Sorcha studied her new companion whilst pretending not to do so. The girl was about her own age or a little older, plump, grey-eyed, fair-haired. She stared back with a matter-of-fact air, as one who would not be surprised by anything. Sorcha knew that she was a poor girl, and her poverty was reassuring. For the first time she felt that here was someone familiar, someone not unlike herself. She turned her attention again to their surroundings.

All about them the hills were splashed with rambling stands of trees, an occasional hedged enclosure and a multitude of sheep. It was a huge tapestry with something new in every quarter. The background chatter of geese and the gentle moaning of cattle was comforting, familiar.

As she watched, the sunshine turned the remote cliffs pink and the sea was distantly visible to the south, in shades from slate grey to aquamarine.

‘C’mon.’ Jennet poked her and together they drew up the cold, clear water from the well, struggling back across the yard under the weight of the large leather buckets.

Breakfast was at eight and following Jennet’s lead, Sorcha helped to spread the table with mutton, tongue and bread. A pile of about a dozen wooden trenchers and a collection of tankards, some pewter and horn cups, and some leather, were placed ready to hand. Then they fetched ale in heavy stone jugs from the brew-house across the yard. The ground was muddy, but for the first time in her life, Sorcha’s feet were encased in a pair of ancient shoes that had once belonged to Mistress Dingley. They felt strange, constricting, and she would rather have gone barefoot as nature intended, but she endured the discomfort, for only gentle-women wore shoes. The knowledge sent a tremor of pride along her spine.

Before they could eat, there were prayers and a sermon. It seemed to go on for ever but she tried to pay attention, anxious to win the favour of this English God who was clearly so powerful.

By the time they were permitted to take food from the table, she was ravenous, pushing her way through the assembled workers to get her share.

‘Hey, no need for that!’

She ignored the protests, haunted by the too-recent memories of an empty belly.

After breakfast the day began in earnest, with sweeping and scrubbing and polishing. There were rugs upon some floors and reeds on others. Having endured the humiliating scrubbing of the night before, Sorcha was not, for once plagued by flea-bites. Last night, after washing her hair, Mistress Dingley’s maid had ignored her protests and dragged a comb through the undergrowth of knots. At the time it had hurt and she had protested loudly, but now her hair was neatly coiled and pinned beneath a white cap. Again, she felt like a gentlewoman. Suddenly everything seemed possible.

As she worked, plans to run away formed in her head. In her mind’s eye she could see herself boarding a ship, galloping across the English countryside, riding out the waves over the Irish Sea. But then the memories of the outward journey came back. Without Robert Hammond to protect her, such a flight would be a nightmare. In any case, what would she find when she got back?

Everything was in a state of suspension. In one of those rare moments of revelation, it struck her that her old life had ended at Carrickmain and now she was somebody new, a puppet, waiting for these English to pull the strings.

Because of her unwillingness to speak other than Gaelic, it was assumed that she had no understanding and for the moment it suited her purpose to keep it so. She understood well enough, and who knew what a dumb girl might hear?

On a practical level, she easily understood the vocabulary of the house. Jennet, now her special friend, boosted her sense of importance, clearly intrigued by Sorcha’s past.

‘Do you really come from across the sea? You speak some foreign lingo? You got any brothers and sisters?’

At first, Sorcha decided to remain silent with her, as with all the others, but gradually curiosity got the better of her and it dawned on her that if she did not ask, there might be some things that she would never learn.

‘Master Robert?’ She tried his name awkwardly, when they were sent out to find watercress in the stream. His name buzzed for ever in her brain, but it sounded strange spoken out loud.

‘What of him?’ Jennet looked surprised but did not comment on her speech.

When Sorcha did not reply, her friend shrugged then eyed her curiously. ‘You sweet on him?’

She did not know what Jennet meant but her embarrassment at having spoken his name caused her to blush.

‘You ARE!’ The skivvy gave a shriek of laughter. ‘Well, no good you hopin’, Dublin. He’s affianced.’

Sorcha frowned as Jennet added: ‘He’s been betrothed this twelvemonth. To one of the Hampdens.’

Still Sorcha did not understand and by way of explanation her companion circled her finger with an imaginary ring. ‘The Hampdens are important folk. Mr Hampden nearly went to prison because he wouldn’t pay the King his ship money. Then the King tried to have him arrested but he ran away. He’s a hero.’

None of this was of interest except the gloomy realisation that Robert was spoken for by some other woman.

‘Pretty?’ Sorcha asked, meaning the girl.

‘Who? His betrothed?’ Jennet shrugged. ‘Don’t much matter if she is or not. Her father’s rich and powerful. That’s what counts.’ Giving her a quizzical look, Jennet added: ‘Don’t you think along those lines. That can only lead to grief. You be a sensible girl and remember your place. Even if you are an Irisher there’s some feller would have you, you’re that pretty.’

Sorcha stopped listening. If Robert was in the clutches of some other woman, then she had discovered her mission in life. It was to release him.

‘Dublin!’ She jumped. Jennet pushed her, in the act of stuffing waterweed into the cress bucket.

‘Mistress’ll be that mad,’ she warned, then with a secret smile: ‘She’ll not take kindly to you having such thoughts about her nephew either. Best keep quiet.’

Sorcha nodded and kept her thoughts to herself.


Chapter 5



By the time they had been at Wolverton for about a week, Sorcha was beginning to feel quite at home. Now and then, tormenting thoughts about the past tried to threaten her sense of safety but she fought resolutely to drive them away. At other times, equally disturbing fears about the future goaded her but these too, she refused to consider. For the present, today was all that mattered.

One evening she was summoned, along with several other servants, to carry hot water up to the chamber where Robert Hammond slept. The knowledge that she was about to see his private sanctum caused a tightening around her heart, but she tried to suppress it. This was a house where it seemed that women were admired only if they were modest, hardworking, and knew their place. Sorcha tried hard to be demure and industrious, but where Robert was concerned, her feelings were new and raw, and dangerously exciting.

Robert’s chamber faced the back of the house and looked across the broad swathe of fields that ended at the distant sea. Inside, it was much like Aunt Jane’s, dark, panelled, cosy. His bed was tumbled, and clean linen lay across a blanket chest. There was such an intimacy about these objects that she immediately lost the battle for control of her thoughts.

In a vain attempt to avoid them, as she passed the window she gazed out at the view. By screwing up her eyes until the hazy mist looked like distant hills, she could almost imagine that she was back in Ireland. For several moments she was lost in contemplation and when she eventually looked round, the rest of the servants had already left. Hastily she hurried out to catch up with them, fearing that she might receive a clip round the ear.

Being the smallest, by the time she made her second journey, she was the last to reach the chamber and the others had already departed again. A large, shallow tub had been placed on the floor near to the fire and filled with water.

She panted in through the door struggling not to splash the scalding water onto her skirts. Her arms ached with the weight of the heavy pan. Glancing up, the first thing she saw was Robert, now naked, seated in the bath. She jerked to a halt and a few drops of water overflowed onto her bare feet.

Her cry made him look up. ‘Dublin, be careful.’ He beckoned her across and ignoring her stinging toes she scurried over with the kettle, trying not to look at him.

‘Put it there.’ He indicated with his head. She felt suddenly very hot and however she tried, could not keep her eyes away from the whiteness of his skin, the way his long back curved in a gentle arc and the muscles moved along his torso. As he raised his arm, a cluster of brown hair sprang gently, like grass disturbed by a careless foot.

‘Good girl. Here, come and soap my back.’ He held the cake of soap out to her and she took it warily. It was too large to hold comfortably and threatened to slip out of her hands. Her heart pounded and she was captivated yet shamed by the sight of his body. As he nodded encouragement and turned his back towards her, she began timidly to rub the wet soap across his shoulders. She could feel his magic, emanating from his skin and passing through her fingers, along her veins, into her very soul.

The skin became slippery as cautiously her fingers moved over him. Oblivious to everything, he stretched and gave himself up to these ministrations.

She began to work harder, soaping across his shoulders and down his back to the water line, where the white of his buttocks flattened out against the hard bottom of the bath, then down his forearms and finally up along his neck and into his hair. He was relaxed as a child, his head thrown back and eyes closed, clearly enjoying the service, unashamed of his nakedness.

Glancing covertly down, she saw for a second the bobbing cylinder of his manhood and stopped short.

‘Come on then, soap my hair.’

Startled back to the present, she followed his signals, washing the thick brown locks, feeling the shape of his scalp beneath her fingers. Remembering her own rough treatment at the hands of Mistress Dingley’s maid, she was gentle and he gave a little murmur of pleasure. Now, as he leaned back she could see his private parts clearly, the way the hair snaked down across his belly and spread between his legs, the soft pouch of his balls. She felt something approaching fear, but it was spiced with excitement. A moment later she realised that he had opened his eyes and was watching her. He sat forward and said: ‘Enough, now. Get that kettle and rinse me off.’

Blushing at her shameful curiosity, she picked up the pan with shaking hands, mixed the water with cold from the ewer and anointed him in a cascade of suds. When he was rinsed clean, she handed him the cloth that lay near the fire and he stood up, wrapping it about him as he went.

‘You may go now.’

She kept her eyes averted, ashamed of what he must have seen in her expression, but try as she would she could not rid herself of the thrill of seeing his body, its maleness, its healthy innocence.

Laboriously she began to ladle the water from the bath and back into the containers, then descended to the kitchen with the first kettleful. The other servants went back to complete the job.

That night she could not sleep, tossing from side to side, remembering how she had lain beside him in the hut at Carrickmain and in the room at the inn. Suddenly it seemed a long time ago. Then she had been a frightened child, seeking comfort. Now she wanted him to hold her again, to experience his warmth, his closeness, but in a different way. She realised with shock that she wanted to touch his cock and quickly fell to prayer to drive out the thought. The feeling did not go away.

The next morning she arose late, her legs like lead and eyes heavy as shot. Scurrying out into the courtyard, it was to find Robert’s horse saddled and his belongings packed into panniers flung across the back of a second animal. Until then, she had had no inkling that he might leave.

‘What about me?’ Nobody heard. Pain and fear crowded her heart. She knew with a terrible certainty that because of her wickedness the night before, he was leaving her behind.

They all gathered to say goodbye to him, the servants and of course Aunt Jane. She was crying although she fought to restrain her tears.

All the time Sorcha held her breath, waiting for him to say: ‘Come along, Dublin,’ but he did not. By now he had put on his hat and gauntlets. The orange ribbon round the brim of his hat flickered in the breeze and she wondered bitterly if it was a favour given to him by some girl, perhaps his betrothed. He took his horse’s reins from the groom.

Sorcha was about to run and plead with him, when he turned towards her.

‘Here.’

Her face tight with misery, she took one step forward. Still holding the mare’s rein, he bent towards her and ran his gloved finger along her cheek. The movement was tender, as to a favoured bitch. When he spoke, it was slowly and distinctly – one might speak so to someone deaf or witless. ‘I shall be back. You stay here. Be sure now, to obey my aunt. Try your best to be a good, Christian maid. This is where you are safe. You understand?’

She started to shake her head but he placed his finger against her lips to still any entreaties.

‘I will be back one day. Serve my aunt well.’

She reached out to touch him but already he had his foot in the stirrup and within seconds he was mounted and moving across the courtyard.

‘God’s speed, Robin.’ They echoed their farewells.

‘Robert!’ For the first time she called his name aloud and with a smile he nodded towards her. He had not heard. Today was 30 April, her fourteenth birthday. Moments later he was gone.

As soon as Robert left Wolverton, Sorcha knew that she had to follow. The stinging pain of his desertion made no difference. Even if he did not want her, she still had to go. From now on she would follow him to the ends of the earth.

She knew that he was going home to Chertsey, to the mother he had first promised to take her to and then changed his mind. She had no idea where that might be, or how to get there. Neither did she know how long he intended to stay. With a start she thought that perhaps, after his visit, he might return to Ireland. At the prospect, her soul wept with longing for her home.

After a while she put such painful thoughts aside. Her hopes would never come true if she were to stay and mope helplessly, here at Wolverton. Chertsey should not be impossible to find. Anyway, the one thing she knew for certain was that she could not remain without him. Even if he had bewitched her, which she strongly suspected, she did not know how to break the spell.

Soulfully, Sorcha stirred a skillet over the smoking logs. In spite of her assumed confidence, inside she began to quake. There was so much that she did not know about this foreign land.

After the first night at Wolverton she had been consigned to a pallet in the scullery, sleeping beside Jennet. Although far less grand than Aunt Jane’s chamber, it had the advantage of backing onto the kitchen wall, where the great fire warmed the bricks. Being on the ground floor, it now also made escape that much easier.

As usual, they retired to sleep some time after nine. Fortunately Jennet had a habit of dropping off the moment her head touched the straw. She was a heavy sleeper so that Sorcha did not have to wait long before the porcine grunts told her that her neighbour was lost to the world. Carefully she eased herself off the pallet and started to creep away.

Once she had left the safety of the bed, the route across the uneven slabs of the kitchens and through the echoing confines of the hall filled her with panic. At any moment someone would discover her and give chase. The fear of being caught stirred black memories of Carrickmain and she fought desperately to subdue them.

Once outside she started to run, making off across the fields towards the northern, wooded slopes. Instinct told her which way to go. Somehow she had to find a boat and cross back to the mainland of England.

But outside, it was an alien world. As she ran, she repeated: ‘Dear God, protect me.’ Her prayers were now to Robert’s god. Although he was called Jesus, and Robert professed to be a Christian, it seemed that he had nothing but contempt for her own religious belief. Popery, he called it; superstition. She did not understand the difference but, in order to please him, she no longer crossed herself, or made reference to the Blessed Virgin. Of the other gods who lived in the trees and the rivers, some instinct told her to keep quiet. It was all a mystery.

As Sorcha travelled, she whispered to herself to obliterate other sounds, ominous stalking noises that filled the night, praying that Robert’s deity had dominion over the beasts of darkness. If she was spared, by daybreak she would find somewhere to hide, perhaps a barn or a bothy.

The undergrowth was growing denser, more tangled. There was a large moon, but frequently black, threatening clouds hid it from view, leaving her struggling in the morass. She started off wearing Aunt Jane’s shoes but her heels were rubbed raw, and anyway it was easier to feel her way with bare toes.
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