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A Cast of Characters
(in order of appearance in the novel)


The Irish


Diarmait MacMurchada – King of Leinster


Enna – Diarmait’s son, Aoife’s half-brother


Domnall – Diarmait’s son, Aoife’s half-brother


Ainne – Aoife’s nurse


Aoife – Diarmait’s daughter


Maurice Regan – Diarmait’s bard and interpreter


Môr – Diarmait’s wife, Aoife’s mother


Connor – Diarmait’s son, Aoife’s full brother


Lorcan, Archbishop of Dublin – Môr’s brother and Aoife’s uncle


Bronagh – a woman of Môr’s chamber


Lugh – Diarmait’s messenger


Ruari ua Connor – High King of Ireland


Deirdre – Aoife’s serving maid


Tiernan ua Ruari – provincial king of Bréifne and Diarmait’s deadly enemy. Does not appear in the novel but has a strong off-stage impact


The Normans


Richard de Clare – Earl of Striguil (and formerly of Pembroke)


Basilia de Clare – Richard’s sister


Isabelle de Clare née Beaumont – Richard’s mother


Alard – a groom/messenger


Hervey de Montmorency – Richard’s maternal uncle


Rohese – Richard’s mistress (existed but name unknown to history)


Matilda de Clare – Richard and Rohese’s daughter


Simon – Richard’s squire


Aline de Clare – Richard and Rohese’s daughter


Robert FitzHarding – a wealthy Bristol merchant with his fingers in many pies


Raymond FitzWilliam (le Gros) of Carew – one of Richard’s household knights and son of William FitzGerald lord of Carew, Constable of Pembroke


Henry, Abbot of Tintern Abbey – a former soldier and now a monk


Robert FitzStephen – a Cambro-Norman knight and adventurer, related to Raymond of Carew and the lord Rhys ap Gruffydd


Richard de la Roche – an adventuring knight of Flemish extraction living near Haverford, South Wales


Maurice of Prendergast – knight adventurer


Maurice FitzGerald – a Flemish Knight


Robert de Quency – Richard de Clare’s standard bearer, later married to Richard’s daughter Matilda


William Ferrand – a leper knight


Alice of Abergavenny – possibly did not exist, but detailed in one chronicle as a soldier’s woman


Gervase – Hervey’s squire


Nicolas – Richard’s scribe and chaplain


Miles Cogan – knight adventurer


Philip of Prendergast – Maurice’s son


Father Nicholas – a common soldiers’ chaplain


Meilyr FitzHenry – knight adventurer and grandson of Henry I down an illegitimate line


Isabelle de Clare – Richard and Aoife’s daughter


Hugh de Lacy – Richard’s ally and rival (but not enemy) in terms of influence over Irish territory


William FitzMaurice – husband to Richard’s daughter Aline


Gilbert de Clare – Richard and Aoife’s son


Osbert de Horlotera, Master de Genermes, Master de Bendignes and Master le Poer – King Henry’s investigative officers


The Welsh


The lord Rhys ap Gruffydd – ruler of Deheubarth, South Wales


Owen – the lord Rhys’s son (existed but name unknown to history)


The Angevin Court


Henry II – King of England, Duke of Normandy, Count of Anjou and Aquitaine (in right of his wife Alienor of Aquitaine)


Empress Matilda – Henry II’s mother


Rosamund de Clifford – Henry II’s mistress


Princess Matilda – King Henry’s daughter


Alienor of Aquitaine – Queen of England and Duchess of Aquitaine


Henry the Young King – Henry II’s heir, crowned to secure the succession during his father’s lifetime


John FitzJohn and William Marshal – knights and servants of the Angevin court


The Hiberno-Norse


Ragnall – leader and warrior


Asculev – leader and warrior




A Quick Word on Pronunciation


The pronunciation of Irish names and places can be problematical for readers not versed in the beautiful Irish language, so I have taken the decision, after much pondering, to render most of the names in a way that will flow smoothly for readers unfamiliar with Irish. Thus Conchobar, for example, is rendered as Connor, and Debforghaill as Derval. Aoife I have left as it is – her name should be pronounced ‘Eefa’. Diarmait is pronounced ‘Dear-mid’. His queen Môr is as the name suggests with the ‘o’ as in ‘mob’. Tiernan ua Ruari should be pronounced ‘Tear-nan O’Roo-ri’. Places mostly have their modern spellings and names, although modern-day Chepstow is referred to as Striguil, the name it was known as in the twelfth century when Richard was Earl of Striguil. It is pronounced with a ‘g’ as in ‘garden’ – ‘Strig-eel’.




Prologue
Palace of Fearns, Leinster, Ireland, spring 1152
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At dawn the women came to tell Diarmait his new wife had borne a daughter.


He grunted at the news for he had been hoping for another son to grow tall and strong and join the spears in his warband – although sons, like spears, could be dangerous. He knew how to handle both, but he was always watchful, never off his guard.


The youths were eyeing him now as they sat round the fire, drinking bowls of foamy fresh milk. He sensed their relief at the birth of a girl. Môr, their stepmother, was united in lawful Christian wedlock with him, but their mothers had been hand-fasted in the old way, and their own legitimacy was tenuous.


Diarmait studied them with knowing amusement and wiped milk from his beard. His two bear cubs. Enna and Domnall. Sturdy, strong lads of fourteen and eleven who, God willing, would make fine warriors and cleave to each other as he and his own brother had not. Love your kin to their very bones, but never trust them.


He turned to the women. ‘Bring me the child, I would see her.’


They curtseyed and hurried away.


‘Well now.’ Diarmait fixed his sons with a piercing stare, his voice harsh from a lifetime of bellowing commands and forcing others to his will. ‘You have a new sister to protect. See that you do for it is your duty, even as it is your duty to bind yourself to each other and to me.’


‘It shall be so, father, I swear it.’ Enna met Diarmait’s gaze squarely with his clear, light eyes, and Domnall swiftly followed his brother’s lead.


‘You shall so promise in church before all when she is baptised.’


‘What will you name her?’ Enna asked.


‘I will know when I see her.’ Môr had been chattering of names for weeks now, but most of it had swept clean through his ears because she changed her mind more often than he drank horns of wine at a feast.


The women returned, Môr’s own former nurse Ainne cradling a bundle of blue blanket. The sounds emerging from the folds reminded Diarmait of a little crow. Babies were women’s business. He had no interest except as proof of his virility, but still, the rituals must be observed and the child acknowledged. Although she had seen her mother’s eyes first, he would be her imprint, and she would belong to him for life.


He received the baby from Ainne and parted the blanket with his callused forefinger to look at her and make sure she was whole and perfect. Ten fingers, ten toes. A fluffy crown of dark hair. So tiny a scrap to hold a beating heart. She continued to snuffle and squeak as he rose and carried her from the smoky hall and stood on the threshold to examine her in the light of the rising sun.


Falling suddenly silent, she gazed into his eyes and his breathing snagged, for he saw in her a fathomless wisdom that knew everything he had forgotten. She was so small and delicate, so intricate and fine. Knowing he could crush her skull with one squeeze of his fist made him feel raw and vulnerable. He found himself smiling foolishly into her solemn little face, while a glow of protective love expanded his chest.


‘Well then, daughter,’ he rumbled softly, ‘what shall we name you?’


He watched the sun broach the horizon and hem the sky with gold. He was forty-two years old, battle-scarred, cynical, ruthless, but in this moment, holding his newborn daughter, he felt half that age – as though through her, he had drunk from a chalice of hope and renewal. His eyes prickled with the power of his emotions; and now he knew her name. Tenderly folding the blanket around her, he kissed her forehead. ‘Aoife,’ he said. ‘I name you Aoife.’ For it meant both radiance and beauty, and he could think of nothing more fitting.
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Pembroke Castle, South Wales, November 1154
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The messenger arrived at noon when everyone was eating in the great hall. Already the light was fading as low rain clouds swept in from the Irish Sea, veiling the castle in a dull grey mizzle.


Richard de Clare, Earl of Pembroke and Striguil, listened with dull resignation to his mother and his sister Basilia discussing the cost of the candles, how many were left in the stores and what they could afford to order. Most of their funds were spent on maintaining the fabric and defences of their castles. What remained had to be husbanded against an uncertain future. There had been peace for a year now, but it was fragile.


In Richard’s childhood before the war, money had mattered less, but now it dominated his thoughts. He was twenty-four years old. His father had died when he was eighteen and the entire burden of an embattled earldom had landed on his shoulders, catapulting him from a youth under tutelage straight into manhood. It was like being hurled against a wall. He had picked himself up, stunned, disbelieving, but knowing there was no one else, and had set out to honour his father’s memory and to survive.


He knew and trusted every man sitting at this table eating his bread, drinking his wine and keeping warm at his hearth. Their clothes, their weapons, their wages. It was his responsibility to provide and provide well. To fail would be shameful, but it was often a struggle.


He dipped his spoon into the mutton pottage – a basic staple of the season, although the cooks had added pepper and cumin to make it more appetising. His hand was halfway to his mouth when he saw his usher escorting a mud-spattered messenger towards the dais – Alard, a groom from Striguil, who often carried news.


Alard stumbled as he reached the dais and folded to his knees, white with exhaustion. ‘Sire, King Stephen is dead – at Faversham of a belly gripe four days ago.’


The words stayed on the surface of Richard’s mind; if he let them sink in they would have to be true and their recent stability would be torn asunder again. He did not ask Alard to repeat the news. Once was enough. Once was too much. And four days ago meant everything had changed while he dwelt here unaware, enclosed in the sea-mist at Pembroke.


He dismissed the exhausted messenger, telling him to eat and find a bed for the night, and pushed his bowl aside, his appetite destroyed.


‘Dead,’ his mother said with a sniff. ‘He made a folly of his rule and now he cannot even end his life successfully.’ She too had stopped eating, but her jaw moved from side to side, chewing on what they had just heard. ‘What will this mean for us?’ She turned a gimlet stare on Richard, clearly expecting him to have an answer.


He didn’t have one. He hadn’t bargained on this. After fifteen years of battling over the English throne with his cousin Matilda, King Stephen had made peace last year with her upstart son, Henry. It had been agreed that the crown would pass to Henry on Stephen’s death. For those who had fought staunchly to uphold Stephen’s rule and been rewarded for it – in his father’s case with an earldom – the future was suddenly precarious. Richard suspected Henry would not be open-handed.


‘I do not know, mother, save that we should prepare ourselves and husband our resources. Henry FitzEmpress has a bold reputation, but who knows what he will decide to do?’ He recovered his bowl and forced himself to begin eating again to restore a semblance of normality. Henry would be king, and all they could do was stand firm and face whatever came at them.


He had met Henry FitzEmpress during the peace negotiations last year, but it had not been cordial. Henry saw him as someone to be put in his place, preferably with a foot over his neck. They were of a similar age, but Richard was slightly older and a full handspan taller; Henry had disliked having to look up at him.


‘The new King is in Normandy. He will have to cross the Narrow Sea first and then come to Westminster.’ Richard grimaced. He had been intending to spend Christmas at Pembroke, but this changed everything.


‘You must make sure our castles are fully provisioned and garrisoned,’ his mother said. ‘Recruit men if you must.’


He answered her with silence. She had little idea of the harsh truths beyond their domain. She wanted to believe they were more powerful than they were and commanded their own destiny. She would belabour Richard with tales of what a great man his father had been and how Richard must live up to his reputation, but it was easier said than accomplished and his father’s death had polished a reputation not always as bright in life. What also lay in the silence between them was that kings could give, and kings could take away. She was afraid, and so was he.


‘We will come through this,’ his uncle Hervey intervened in his rich, soothing voice, ever the peacemaker. ‘We can do nothing until we know more. It is fruitful to plan, but wasteful to worry.’ He picked up his spoon and deliberately attended to his mutton pottage.


Richard gave his uncle a grateful if slightly wry look. Hervey frequently peddled such wisdoms. He meant them sincerely even if they were sometimes trite or obvious, and Richard appreciated his calming influence in the household, especially where his mother was concerned. ‘Yes, uncle,’ he said. ‘A timely reminder for us all.’


* * *


Later Richard climbed to the battlements, but the sea-mist was as thick as wool and he could barely see a handspan beyond his face. It seemed like a reflection of his future. If he put his hand into the fog, it would disappear, and if he followed it, he might disappear too.


‘Richard?’


He turned at a gentle touch on his arm and faced his mistress. Two years ago, he had given Rohese refuge when her husband, a minor knight owing him service, had died in a skirmish with the Welsh. Matters had developed from there and they had become lovers. Five months ago, she had borne him a daughter, Matilda.


‘You are troubled, my love.’ Her breath was fine vapour twirling into the fog.


‘I cannot see my way forward,’ he said bleakly.


‘Will it make such a big difference, having Henry FitzEmpress as king?’


‘I fear so. I was hoping Stephen would live a while longer, but you should never put your trust in kings.’ He leaned against the hard, grey stone and sighed. ‘When I was a boy, I saw some enemy soldiers trapped in a castle ditch and slaughtered because there was no escape. Even though they meant me harm, I pitied them and I knew from that moment I never wanted to be the one in the ditch. And now I find myself scrabbling up the sides, trapped.’


She slipped her arm around his waist inside his cloak. ‘Come within and I will give you hot wine and rub your feet. It is pointless standing out in the cold, and there is nothing to see until this fog has cleared.’


Making an effort, he turned to her and seeing the anxiety in her soft hazel eyes managed a smile for her sake. ‘Where would I be without your wisdom and common sense?’


‘Lost in the mist?’ She kissed him, and he tasted the cold of her lips and the warmth of her mouth.


‘You do not know how close to the truth you are,’ he said and followed her down the steps through the biting grains of frozen cloud to his private chamber in the room above the hall. The central hearth sent out welcome streamers of charcoal heat and his face and hands began to tingle. A cradle stood near the fur-piled box bed, and he went to gaze at his daughter. She was awake, but content, cooing and gurgling to herself. He leaned over to chuck her under the chin and thanked God for such gifts in trying times.
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Castle of Striguil, Welsh Marches, July 1155
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Eight months later, waking in his bed at Striguil, Richard folded his hands behind his head and looked at the early sunlight spilling through the open shutters. He had ridden in from Worcester yesterday evening with bats flitting in the twilight and a sickle moon rising over the Wye. He had been exhausted, but grim determination had pushed him on. Whether he had done sufficient through the summer to win the new King’s approval he did not know. Henry had seen fit once the crown was on his head to remove the earldom of Pembroke from him and the castle.


At the court gathering in Westminster, Henry had sat in his great chair, one hand cupping his chin, his gaze watchful, and unpitying as a list was read out detailing the castles and lands that were either to be razed or returned to the crown without appeal. Richard was one of many barons thus deprived, including men close to Henry, but it had not lessened the humiliation. At least he knew where he stood. Skewered on the point of a pin and made to dance at the new King’s behest. He might still be lord of Striguil, Usk and Goodrich, but Pembroke, his father’s pride, was lost, and Richard could not help but feel he had let him down.


His gaze landed on Rohese who was combing her hair in the embrasure, creating silky ripples through the brown waves. She looked up as he spoke her name and her face lit with a smile. Leaving her grooming, she brought him a cup of watered wine. ‘You have slept a long time,’ she said, joining him on the bed.


He sat up and drank slowly. ‘We pushed the horses,’ he said. ‘We did not set out from Worcester until noon yesterday – after Mortimer surrendered. All the time we were besieging Wigmore and Bridgnorth I was thinking it could have been me had I refused to yield Pembroke. Instead I ran with the pack and brought Hugh Mortimer to bay.’ His expression contorted with disgust. ‘It was like drinking rich wine to have everyone’s friendship and to know I was obeying the King’s will, hoping he might restore my earldom, but realising in cold daylight that nothing had changed. Henry FitzEmpress is perhaps the most focused and ruthless man I have ever met.’


‘Apart from yourself,’ she said with a teasing smile.


He looked at her in astonishment. ‘You think that of me?’


She clasped her hands at her knees. ‘You focus on your desire like the centre of a target. Perhaps that is why the King wants to keep you in order. He strikes me as a man who dislikes being overshadowed.’


Richard snorted. ‘How would I overshadow him? If I rebelled, he would crush me as he has crushed Mortimer. The wounds of the long war are barely scabbed over. It would take little for my enemies to turn on me and tear me to pieces.’


‘Then perhaps he sees you as a personal threat. Perhaps he fears your ambition and what you would do if you still had Pembroke – what you might become. Even if you encounter setbacks, you always go forward.’


He sipped the wine and thought about her words. He often felt despair, but he never let it show in his dealings with others. A stoical façade was a means of survival, a refusal to be beaten that he gripped like a man clutching a piece of broken ship and hoping to find a safe shore before he drowned.


‘When you want something, you bend all your will to obtaining it.’ Changing the mood, she slanted him a provocative look and touched his thigh.


He set his empty cup aside. ‘Is that so?’ Turning, he cupped her breast through her chemise, feeling the firm, delicious weight under the cloth. ‘Perhaps you are right. I am bending all my intention now, and I shall let nothing hinder my way.’ He reached to the hem of her garment and pulled it up.


‘I am always right,’ she responded, laughing. ‘You should know that by now.’


In the aftermath of their lovemaking Richard lazed for a while. He knew he should rise and be about his work, but he wanted to savour these moments. Rohese donned her chemise again and left the bed, returning with their thirteen-month-old daughter. Matilda gripped her mother’s hand tightly and tottered along, precariously putting one foot in front of the other.


‘Walking!’ Richard exclaimed with delight. ‘And she has grown!’ He swung her into his arms and kissed her fluffy curls.


‘And talking,’ Rohese said proudly. ‘She already says “Mama” and “horse” and “bread”.’


He cuddled his daughter, enjoying the feel of her small body in his arms. He could be the pragmatic warlord, the impassive courtier and the able administrator, but when he sloughed off his armour, and his cares, the small things mattered the most, and those small things were here, in this chamber. Family, warmth, belonging. ‘We are told pride is a sin,’ he said, ‘but I cannot see it as that when my heart is bursting and my pride is also joy.’


‘What would you say if I told you I was with child again?’


He looked at her over the top of their daughter’s head.


A blush tinted her cheeks. ‘It was the night before you left to campaign with the King.’


A little over three months ago, then. He studied her with fresh appraisal and smiled. ‘That is even more good news to fill my heart.’ His daughter in one arm, he embraced her with the other. ‘When I feel I have nothing, you come to me and give me everything.’


* * *


Five months later, Richard leaned on his elbow and looked down at Rohese lying beside him on the bed. They were fully clothed. She was great with child and they had not made love, but it was enough to have her beside him.


‘It will not be long now the midwives say.’ She pressed the tip of his nose with her forefinger and smiled. ‘Wait until you have a healthy son to dandle in your arms.’


‘I am looking forward to it.’ He stroked her belly. She wanted so much to bear a son. He wanted it too, although God would dispose as He desired.


‘I wish . . .’ she said wistfully, and shook her head.


‘What do you wish?’


‘I will keep it to myself.’ She wove her fingers through his. ‘I know it cannot come true, but I can dream, and in my dream, I can have my wish.’


He suspected what that dream was, and that it could never be reality.


Beyond the door, Richard’s squire Simon cleared his throat loudly. ‘Sire, you are sought, your lady mother is here.’


Richard suppressed a groan. ‘Tell her I shall be with her soon.’ He kissed Rohese’s palm. ‘I have to go, we will talk later.’


He smiled at her over his shoulder as he opened the door and she blew a kiss to him on her fingers.


‘It is time you found a proper wife,’ his mother said as they sat by the fire. ‘It is all very well having a mistress to sate your appetite, but you cannot raise a dynasty with her.’


Richard eyed his mother. Her features were angular and austere but held a trace of the golden beauty that had captivated King Henry’s grandsire whose mistress she had been for a short time, albeit reluctantly in order to win favour for her brothers. His relationship with her was not close. In childhood his sustenance, love and affection had come from his nurse. But his mother always spoke her mind without falsehood or subterfuge and he respected her for it. She was immensely proud and living up to her expectations and often unrealistic standards was a burden.


‘I would take Rohese to wife if I could.’


‘That is impossible!’ She shot him a censorious look. ‘She is not of your rank. You have a duty to find a wife of your own status who will bring an illustrious name and fine lands to a marriage.’


‘Where will I find such a woman?’ he demanded irritably. ‘The King blocks me at every turn, and the men with daughters of the rank you crave for me have no desire to pursue an alliance with a man who does not have royal favour.’


‘That can be changed. I shall write to my brother at court. The King will listen to him. You must petition others to speak on your behalf. What would your father think to hear you now? He would not allow the King to treat him thus.’


She was like a dog with a bone. Abruptly Richard rose and went to the window. His father. Always his father. Always having to live up to his achievements and reputation. ‘Since he died before Henry came to the throne, we will never know,’ he said in a flat tone that gave no indication of the volatile emotions boiling inside him. ‘I do my best, and if it is not good enough, then it is not.’


She made no reply but he could sense her displeasure.


‘I take your advice and I shall put the matter in hand,’ he said with controlled courtesy, ‘but do not push me. I am not my father. I am my own man and I shall make my own way.’


His mother left three days later, returning to her dower lands in Essex, and Richard sighed with relief. He owed her his filial duty, and somewhere deep within a small boy craved her love and approval, but he kept that part locked away; it was better to leave the scab upon the wound than pick at it.


He was eating in the hall just before noon when Basilia came to tell him that Rohese had begun her labour and all was well.


‘Tell her I send my love and hope to rejoice with her soon,’ he said.


‘Of course.’


His sister’s practical disposition was like their mother’s. She dwelt with Richard as his chatelaine, running his domestic affairs with smooth efficiency. Familiarity meant he tended to take her for granted, treating her almost as an extension of himself – an extra pair of hands and a quick brain – rather than seeing her in her own light. Given their current standing in the King’s eyes, Basilia was unlikely to make a marriage and thus her position was permanent.


Having dined, Richard went to check on the chestnut colt foal belonging to his favourite brood mare. He was two months old with a fuzzy infant coat and long legs out of all proportion with his body. Richard had named him Ajax after the Greek hero and intended to train him as his next warhorse should he prove to have the mettle. Stroking the mare and rubbing the foal’s inquisitive nose, he pondered the matter of bloodlines. Mares and stallions, men and women. He was content with Rohese; she made him happy and he loved her. Even if he did eventually marry to further his dynasty, which he doubted given the state of his relations with the King, it would only be lip service.


Pretending to be startled the foal took off, bucking and kicking around the paddock, galloping flat out on his spindly legs. Amused, Richard watched him for a while before returning to his chamber where he sat down to play chess with his uncle Hervey and bide his time until the child was born.


His hand was poised over a knight when the door opened and he looked up to see the midwife, her apron drenched in blood, her expression taut and grim. She did not speak, but wordlessly shook her head.


He jerked to his feet, ice flowing down his spine, and pushed Hervey away as the latter sought to grab his arm. ‘Let me see her.’ He headed to the door. ‘I must see her.’


‘Sire, you should not . . .’


Unheeding, he pushed the woman aside and ran up the stairs. The ladies cried out in alarm as he burst into the chamber but he was oblivious as he strode to the bedside. Rohese lay under a blanket but her arms were outside the covers, folded on her breast. Her eyes were closed and her lips slightly parted, as though she slept, but her flesh was the bloodless colour of death. ‘Ah no,’ he gasped. ‘No!’ Leaning over her body, he put his lips on hers. They were still warm, still soft. She could not be dead, yet the rise and fall of breath was absent, and her face a slack mask.


Hearing a snuffling sound, he turned his head towards the crib by the fire. Basilia stood beside it, her gaze fixed on him, glassy with unshed tears. ‘You have a daughter.’ She stooped to pick up a swaddled baby. ‘We could not help her. The afterbirth came away too quickly; the midwives could not stop the bleeding. Do not blame them.’


He shook his head, too numb to think of blame, except perhaps on himself for begetting the child on her.


‘There is a wet nurse in the village; I have sent for her.’


Richard nodded wordless acknowledgement, grateful for Basilia’s practicality. Rohese had been so certain it was a boy. She had wanted to give him a son, and now she was dead. He took his daughter from Basilia and gazed into her puckered little face before gently kissing her brow and placing her upon her mother’s silent heart. Unfolding Rohese’s arms, he put them around the baby. ‘A child should know the touch of its mother,’ he said. ‘A child should know that it is loved.’


The women sniffled and sobbed but his own eyes were dry. His emotion was bright and intense like hard sunlight. It was his responsibility to do the right thing in this moment. He turned to the women. ‘I thank you for all you have done, but I would ask you to leave and give me a few moments alone with my lady.’


Basilia hesitated but then nodded, ushered everyone out and closed the door.


Richard lay down beside Rohese as he had always done when they talked of daily things. Taking her hand, he rubbed his thumb over her ring. ‘I loved you like a wife,’ he said. ‘And I honour you like a wife. I will treasure our daughters and do my best for them.’ He paused, his voice threatening to crack. ‘I will go on alone but I will miss you and cherish your memory. I will teach our girls about you so they will know through me all that you were.’ He raised her hand and kissed it. ‘Farewell, my love. God keep you.’


Taking the baby, he left the bed and opened the door. ‘Let everything be done for her to the highest standard,’ he said to the waiting women. ‘She was my lady and you will honour her as such.’


Basilia touched his arm. ‘I am sorry. I was fond of her and I know what she was to you.’


Richard thought she did not know at all. No one did. ‘I have two daughters to raise now.’ He swallowed a surge of grief. ‘They are her essence, and I must do my best in her stead.’


A nurse offered to take the baby from him but he shook his head, not ready to relinquish her yet; she was the living spark out of death, and while he held her, he could still feel Rohese beside him.
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Diarmait laughed and swung Aoife in his arms, making her squeal. ‘Ah but you are a beauty!’ he growled. She wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him as tightly as she could. ‘Sure, and you cling like a little ape! Hah, shall I sell you now to this fine English merchant?’


A green silk ribbon shone in Aoife’s peat-dark hair, a gift from Bristol trader Robert FitzHarding with whom Diarmait had bartered timber, marten skins and cow hides in exchange for Gascon wine and chests of weapons that would go a long way to keeping his warband content and eager for the fray.


FitzHarding’s ship had been the first to arrive out of Bristol after several weeks of furious storms that had crashed in white thunder along Leinster’s coastline, making any sort of landing impossible.


‘How much do you want for her?’ FitzHarding’s shrewd eyes twinkled. His good nature was part of his success, as were his unparalleled bargaining skills. He knew exactly what his customers wanted before they realised it themselves. And those customers were the high nobility of the land. He served earls and bishops and kings. He arranged funds, he brokered loans. No common merchant this. His winter robe was of heavy scarlet cloth trimmed with sable.


‘Ah, it would be a price beyond riches,’ Diarmait replied. ‘For she is my most precious jewel.’ He kissed Aoife’s cheek and set her down, his heart warm with emotion. He loved his sons but in a different way. Their destiny was to follow him as men and warriors – a visceral thing of the gut and the loins, whereas Aoife had pierced the hidden soft places inside him.


‘I can see that is so,’ FitzHarding said. ‘Every man should be so blessed.’


Diarmait seated the merchant before the hearth with a cup of wine and summoned his interpreter and bard Maurice. Diarmait recognised the advantage of speaking other tongues and had employed Maurice, fluent in the Norman language, to teach him and to interpret when necessary.


Diarmait refreshed the cups. ‘And how is that new king of yours faring?’


‘Well indeed,’ FitzHarding said. ‘We had the news his queen had borne him a third son as I was making ready to leave.’


‘A man of mettle then.’ Diarmait slanted him a grin.


Aoife leaned against his leg. Gently stroking her dark hair, he made a note that Henry had three sons who would one day marry, and why not to an Irish princess? ‘I hope he will remember those who helped him when he had need.’


FitzHarding smiled blandly. ‘Indeed, and I have greetings from him to you.’ He handed Diarmait a letter, the attached seal hanging from a plaited red cord.


Diarmait took the parchment and with a swift slash of his knife removed both cord and seal and handed them to Aoife.


‘Here, daughter,’ he said, ‘hold tight now, for it is proof of the King’s word.’


She nodded to show she understood and smiled coyly at FitzHarding, who chuckled and winked at her.


Diarmait passed the parchment to Maurice Regan. ‘Read it to me.’


The letter consisted of felicitations and greetings but was all words and no substance. ‘The new King of England could benefit greatly if we were to cooperate together,’ Diarmait said, running his tongue over his teeth.


‘I am sure he desires to foster good relations,’ FitzHarding replied smoothly.


A predator himself, Diarmait recognised other men’s ambitions. Henry was also Duke of Normandy, Count of Anjou and Maine, and consort Duke of Aquitaine. Such a man had it within him to swallow the world, never mind Ireland. He thoroughly intended to question FitzHarding further after he had mellowed him with food and several horns of wine.


‘How is the lady Derval these days?’ FitzHarding asked with a sharp smile.


Diarmait twisted the long end of his beard around his forefinger. FitzHarding’s last personal visit had taken place shortly after Diarmait had raided the lands of his enemy and rival Tiernan ua Ruari and carried off his wife, Derval, with all her goods. It had been at Derval’s request because she had quarrelled with Tiernan, and Diarmait had been unable to resist the opportunity to rub his rival’s pride in the dirt. ‘She is well,’ he said cautiously, ‘although I have not seen her in a while.’


‘We heard rumours you were going to make her your queen.’


Diarmait’s eyes widened in feigned astonishment. ‘Now why would I be doing that when I have a lovely young wife with a fertile womb?’ He cast his eyes towards Môr who was sitting at her embroidery with the women. ‘You should not listen to rumours, Master FitzHarding. Men always embellish stories.’ The gossip did not displease him for it added a certain cachet to the incident, and what was a man if his life did not contain such tales? ‘I did the honourable thing and escorted her back to her father’s hall as she desired.’


‘And the husband?’


‘I believe they came to an arrangement.’ Diarmait studied his fingernails. ‘The lady returned to him, but on her own terms.’ He omitted to say that a furious and humiliated Tiernan had savaged his Kildare lands while Diarmait was otherwise occupied and had stolen valuable cattle and plunder. Diarmait preferred to recount his victories not his setbacks. He still considered that abducting Derval had been worth the risk. Tiernan was forever marked as a dishonoured cuckold, to the delight of Diarmait’s heart, and it bothered him not one whit that he had made an enemy for life, for one day he intended to be High King of all Ireland.


Aoife knew if she was discovered that she would be grabbed and carried off to join the women and children sitting apart from the men gathered around her father. It always happened, but it had not stopped her; some things were worth the risk and she loved to hear the strong masculine voices as they discussed matters far beyond the hall’s threshold.


As the men continued to talk, she had hidden under her father’s seat, curled up like a kitten, concealed by the folds of his heavy cloak draped over the back of the chair. She could see his shoes and his dark green trews and she could hear the deep rumble of his voice and the creak as he moved on the seat. There were other shoes and other legs too. Her brother Enna, whose boots were wearing out at the toe where a scuff was almost a hole. Next to her father sat his translator and bard Maurice Regan, one foot tapping the floor as though he was listening to a tune no one else could hear.


On her father’s other side sat their visitor Robert FitzHarding from Bristol, whom her father had been plying with food and wine as the autumn afternoon darkened into evening. His hose fascinated her for they were as red as blood. His shoes were red also, embellished with gold braid and matching laces at the instep. Aoife wished she had shoes like that; she would ask her father for a pair. He could do anything he wanted and she was learning all the different ways to make him focus on her instead of on her little brother Connor. He might be a boy, but he was barely out of babyhood and a nuisance, whereas she was a big girl of five years old.


She watched the feet and listened to the talk, loving the lilt and play of words. She had her father’s aptitude for language and beyond her native Irish she regularly imbibed scraps of Latin and the tongue of the Normans from Maurice Regan and from the merchants who visited their court to trade.


‘So,’ her father said, and she heard the bear-growl of anger in his voice, ‘your king would come to Ireland and devour it for himself, claiming it is for the sake of reforming our Church and correcting our heathen ways? Ah, but he would eat the world. Does he not have enough ado governing his own lands without stealing the territory of others?’


Aoife wondered what the world tasted like that someone would want to eat it.


‘The Pope has given him a sealed brief to enforce Church reform in Ireland,’ FitzHarding replied, ‘and has sent him an emerald ring in token of that will.’


‘Hah, and since when has the King of England taken such an interest?’ her father demanded. ‘He is devout because he wants what is here in Ireland, and that is not the religion.’ He gave a harsh grunt. ‘Well then, when are we to expect him?’


‘He has deferred the intention for now,’ FitzHarding said. ‘As you say, he has other lands to administer, but I give you fair warning he will not put it from his mind.’


Her father’s chair squeaked as he shifted his weight. ‘I have founded abbeys at Baltinglas, and Cashiel, and I shall build here at Fearns. If the Church requires reform, we can do it ourselves. An English king has no right to meddle.’ Aoife heard mutters of assent and nodded her own head too, because her father was always right.


‘But what you do not need and what happens are often different things,’ said FitzHarding. ‘Besides, you are a man who knows how to take advantage of whatever comes his way.’


‘And what advantage would that be?’


‘You do not need me to tell you that should King Henry come to Ireland, he will be generous to his allies. Their lands would come under his protection while remaining in their owners’ possession, and together, campaigns might be undertaken to the great advantage of both.’


‘You also do not need to tell me he would take power for himself,’ her father scoffed.


‘But with so many other dominions to watch over, that power would be in the hands of another. You are already beholden, even as King of Leinster to the overall High King of all Ireland. You would only be exchanging one for the other and you would be left to your own devices to rule as you chose once Henry departed to his other territories. There would also be the matter of King Henry bringing Dublin into his sphere.’


Aoife heard her father catch his breath. FitzHarding’s foot had been swinging to and fro, but that stopped too.


‘Well now, that is interesting,’ her father said. ‘You weave your spell like a bard, and I would hear more of your tales by and by. For now, it costs you nothing to tell me your king has chosen to defer his interest in Ireland. But you warn me it may yet come to pass.’


‘Indeed,’ FitzHarding said. ‘We have interests in common and I thought you should know – friends are always given the first consideration.’


Aoife heard her father laugh the way he did when challenging someone but not yet ready to draw his sword. ‘We have no snakes here, but truly, many snakes that walk on two legs greatly desire to make it their home.’


‘I agree,’ FitzHarding said equably, ‘but it is how you deal with the matter that determines whether you survive or not. If you would rather your enemies were bitten by serpents than yourself . . .’


Aoife watched his leg begin to swing again. She disliked the talk of serpents and being bitten and she wrapped the folds of the cloak more closely around her.


‘You must always be careful when keeping the company of serpents, even if they swear they will not bite you,’ her father said. ‘He has sons I hear, and I have a daughter. I will think on your advice.’


Aoife wondered what he meant, but her eyes were heavy and the cloak was warm. The conversation continued in a stream flowing over her head in a constant babble. Her father’s rumble, FitzHarding’s answers. Occasional exchanges from her brothers. Laughter, and the swinging of the red shoe, forward and back, forward and back . . .


She did not hear the serving maid asking her father where she was, nor was she aware of the increasingly frantic hunt as the search expanded from the hall and people sought in chambers and chests, and then in kennels and midden heaps and down the well.


She was woken by her father trying to tug his cloak off his chair and exclaiming at the weight rolled up in it. Down on his hands and knees, he peered beneath and she met his bright gaze. ‘By Saint Bridget, child, what are you doing under there?’


She knuckled her eyes, bewildered and disorientated. He lifted the chair away and picked her up, plucking pieces of floor straw out of her hair. ‘Your mother has been worried to death!’ He gave her a small, rough shake to emphasise his words. Aoife hid her face against the scratchy softness of his tunic.


‘You’ve found her,’ said FitzHarding. ‘Thank Christ.’


‘Asleep under my chair if you please.’ Diarmait chuckled and tilted up her chin. ‘Well then, my little spy, what did you learn?’


Aoife ducked her head again. His skin was warmly damp and smelled of smoke. ‘I don’t want a serpent to bite me,’ she said, her voice quavering.


Her father’s chest vibrated against her body as he laughed. ‘Ah well, we’ll see what we can do, my little princess. I don’t want a serpent to bite you either! Come, away to your mother now.’


Aoife clung to him for an instant more, but in truth she was eager to return to the women and the safety of her bed and made no protest as she was taken from his arms and fussed over and scolded.


‘Let her be,’ Diarmait said, his voice gruff, but gentle. ‘She was not in danger. Put her to bed and let her sleep.’


While the women were busy with Aoife, he took the opportunity to look at his small son who was sleeping in his crib, his thumb in his mouth.


Aoife drank milk from her own cow-horn cup and squirmed with jealousy as she watched her father touch Connor’s head in a tender benediction.


‘Did FitzHarding say anything of interest?’ Môr enquired.


Diarmait raised his head and shrugged. ‘Only that the King of England has an eye to Ireland but lacks the time for now to do more than look at us the way a man looks at a woman’s backside as she passes beyond him.’ He left the crib and came to put his arm around her and kiss the back of her neck under her braid. ‘But that there is scope for matchmaking and courtship in the future.’


‘Is that so?’


‘Indeed it is. I shall come back later and tell you all.’


Hearing the intimate note in her father’s voice, seeing the way he pinched her mother’s waist, high up at the side of her breast, Aoife loudly pretended to choke on her milk. Her nurse, Ainne, was immediately at her side, scolding her and patting her back. When she looked up again, her father was eyeing her with knowing amusement. ‘Goodnight, my brave and precious girl,’ he said, and gave her cheek a whiskery kiss. ‘You be good now.’


Aoife watched him leave, and then curled up under the clean linen sheet, fists clutched under her chin.


Her mother sighed and came to stroke her hair. ‘Ah my daughter,’ she said, drawing the marten fur cover over Aoife’s shoulder, ‘what shall the world have in store for you?’


Already sinking into slumber, Aoife murmured, ‘Red shoes.’


Her mother sat beside her and softly sang a lullaby, about wild seas and how no Norsemen would come while there were storms. On the final edge of consciousness, Aoife heard Ainne muttering she hoped red shoes did not mean the child would walk in blood, and her mother’s sharp remonstration.
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Concentrating, careful not to spill a drop, Aoife presented the silver chalice of wine to her uncle Lorcan who was visiting their household. Her father had stolen the cup while raiding the Abbey of Kildare in his youth. Everyone knew the tale but no one ever told it in front of her uncle who was Abbot of Glendalough.


Lorcan’s dark hair crinkled around his tonsure and his eyes were twinkly blue, surrounded by laughter lines. He was not so much God fearing as God loving, although he could be sombre and serious when the occasion demanded. He took the cup from her gravely just before the wine slopped over the rim, and although he eyed the chalice wryly, he made no comment.


‘You are becoming a fine young lady, niece,’ he said instead with a smile. ‘How old are you now?’


Aoife lifted her chin. ‘Nearly eight years old.’ Always admit to more, never to less.


‘It is a long time since I was that age.’ He turned to Môr. ‘What of you, sister? Do you remember?’


‘I remember you put a mouse in my dinner once.’ She widened her eyes at Aoife. ‘Can you imagine your uncle doing that? And now he is an abbot?’


Aoife giggled, relieved to laugh and ease the tension that had been growing ever since her father had ridden out with his warband. She had watched the supplies of spears and weapons pile up and the men striding about, their faces taut with purpose and bravado. She did not fully understand what was happening but knew something momentous was afoot. Her mother’s smile had developed a fixed quality and she had prayed a lot more than usual.


To keep her uncle’s attention, Aoife fetched her willow-wood harp to play to him.


‘She has talent beyond her years and an exceptional voice,’ Môr said proudly.


Aoife tuned the harp and sang a hymn in praise of the Virgin Mary, each note as pure and clear as glass, while her fingers wove through the strings like a breeze through grass.


‘Angelic,’ her uncle remarked, wiping his eyes.


‘If nothing else, her voice indeed has the quality of angels,’ her mother said ruefully.


Lorcan raised his brows. ‘She is Diarmait’s daughter. No obstacle is too great. She will set her mind to anything – sometimes it is a good thing, but not always. She will break before her determination does.’


A horn sounded outside. Her mother’s hound Orca raised his head, a growl vibrating against his collar. The horn sounded again, clearer, stronger, announcing an arrival. But it was sunset, and visitors who warranted the horn would be more than just a couple of weary travellers.


‘It’s Daidí!’ Aoife’s heart leaped like a salmon up a waterfall. Abandoning her harp, she sped to the door, reaching it just as a watchman opened it from the other side.


‘The King is home!’ he announced at the top of his voice. ‘Victorious! The King is home!’


Aoife snaked around him and raced into the courtyard. The sky was charcoal, except for a blood-red strip on the horizon, and mounted men were streaming through the gates, spears glittering in the last of the light. Aoife saw her father on his big brown stallion, his hair blowing in the wind. Tied to the horse’s breast band by hair and by beard were the heads of enemy warriors. One stared at her balefully. Another had a missing ear and shreds of flesh hanging down from his torn cheekbone. The stallion’s shoulders were darkly streaked with blood.


Aoife stared, transfixed and horrified, but fascinated too because her father was up on that horse above all the gore and smiling with his teeth bared. Enna and Domnall too bore trophies on their harnesses.


A horse swung towards her and their heads bobbed together, rubbing foreheads, mingling hair. The pungent stench of decaying flesh filled her lungs as she inhaled. And then her uncle Lorcan arrived, blocking the sight, sweeping her round to hide her face in his robe. ‘This is no place for you,’ he said grimly, and pulled her back towards the hall. She wriggled in his grip, but he held her tightly. ‘Quiet, child. Your father is home and victorious. Go and make ready to receive him, like a good woman of the household.’


At the door, he handed Aoife to Ainne with a warning look. The nurse grabbed her firmly by the arm and marched her away to the women’s quarters. At first Aoife struggled to escape but Ainne’s grasp was strong, and although Aoife fought for form’s sake, she was glad to be away from the courtyard and what she had seen even though she would still have run to her father with an open heart, braving her fear.


The chamber ladies fussed around her mother, helping her don her best gown of violet wool and threading her hair with gold ribbons.


‘Why did Papa have all those heads on his harness?’ Aoife asked.


‘Because he has won a huge victory against his enemies,’ her mother replied. ‘That is what you do to your enemies. Your father is a great man, second only to the High King, and you are a princess.’


Aoife absorbed the words and wondered what would happen if her father’s enemies came to find her. Would they cut off her head and hang it from a saddle? ‘What will happen to the heads?’


Her mother swept her cloak around her shoulders. ‘It is for your father to decide and none of our business. Come, put on your best dress to welcome him home – quickly now.’


By the time Aoife entered the hall, food had been provided for the warriors, although it was mostly stew, it being too late to prepare a feast. The casks of Rouen wine had been broached though as well as the mead. Men toasted each other with brimming horns. Her father had exchanged his armour for a scarlet tunic and a gold circlet at his brow and presided over the gathering in his great chair.


‘Ah, here’s my best girl, my princess!’ Diarmait seized her from Ainne and, setting her on his knee, gave her a drink from his ivory horn. She took too big a gulp and spluttered, making him roar with laughter. The drink tasted of spices, so she knew it was a special occasion. Her father’s tunic smelled of herbs from the clothing chest mingled with the harsh aroma of male sweat. His arms were hard and his eyes still bright from battle.


‘What do you think?’ he said. ‘Your papa is a mighty king and we have won a great battle!’ He thumped the table. ‘No one shall stand against us!’


Aoife looked round the hall, beyond the cheering men, and saw the heads thrust on spears around the edge. She pressed her face into her father’s tunic.


‘You don’t like our visitors at the feast?’


She shook her head and felt his chest rumble with amusement.


‘Ah well, they will soon be gone; they are here to bear witness. Your uncle says it is ungodly and we must abide by what the Church tells us.’ He flicked his gaze to Lorcan. ‘I have promised I will build an abbey here in recompense and your uncle may bury the dead as he desires.’ He lifted her from his knee and returned her to Ainne. ‘Go now, child, and remember they cannot harm you while I am here to protect you.’


* * *


That night Aoife dreamed of the heads staring at her in bed, jaws wagging as they spoke. But how could that be when they had been cut off from their voices? She woke gasping with terror, but stifled the sound lest they heard her, for they still had their ears. She rolled over, burying her face in the mattress. Her bladder was full and she considered wetting the bed rather than leaving it, but knew after the initial hot rush her chemise would be cold and sodden and she would be punished.


Trembling, she left the warm security of her blankets and made her way to the pot where everyone pissed at night. The door was open a crack and as she squatted she stared at it, imagining what might appear round the edge from the other world. She shut her eyes tightly and gripped her hair in her fists, pulling until the pain became greater than her terror.


From her mother’s chamber, she heard a fast, rhythmic grunting and soft whimpers in counterpoint. She knew her father was in there mating with her mother like the bull in the field with the cows. Sometimes he did it with the slave women too with no more thought and in less time than gulping his wine and wiping his mouth.


Leaving the pot, Aoife tip-toed into the hall, a resolute little ghost in her pale chemise. The only way to defeat her fears was to face them and to have a greater courage than their ability to scare her.


Snoring men strewed the hall, curled in their cloaks upon rough straw mattresses. Her father’s chair was empty, although his horn stood on its ebony stand, glinting in the lights still burning so that men could find their way to piss.


In the deep shadows edging the hall the heads stood sentinel on their spears and she almost lost her bravery and ran back to bed. But hadn’t her father cut off their heads to destroy his enemies? They could not harm her. They were only like the heads of the slaughtered pigs and cows she saw in the kitchens every day.


She approached the one closest to the light and made herself look at it. The eyes were dull glints, the skin grey, the neck edged with a ragged purple hem. A dirty blond moustache concealed the lips, and as a fly crawled near the mouth, she heard words in her head.


A sound made her whirl round with a stifled scream, but then she realised it was only one of her uncle Lorcan’s servants crossing the hall towards the store room, a linen bundle tucked under his arm. Curious, eager to escape the gruesome stares of the dead, she followed him, barefoot and light as a doe.


The store-room barrels and supplies had been moved to make room for several straw mattresses occupied by wounded warriors. Her uncle Lorcan was kneeling beside one man, and as she arrived, he gently closed the spearman’s eyes and anointed his forehead with the sign of the cross. Glancing up, he met her stare and immediately rose to his feet, his pale robe matted with red-brown stains.


‘Child, what are you doing here?’


‘I woke up,’ Aoife said. ‘The heads were talking to me.’


The shadows in the doorway darkened as her father arrived. He wore a loose shirt, a sheepskin cloak thrown over it, and his legs were bare. ‘What did they say?’ he demanded, picking her up. Lorcan made a sound and Diarmait quelled him with a look. ‘What did they say, my precious girl?’


He smelled of wine and sweat, of bedclothes and her mother. ‘That they were going to eat me.’


‘Well, and how would they do that without stomachs?’ he asked, chuckling.


‘But they have teeth, and tongues. They said they will wait for you, and all you have will burn.’


‘Hah,’ he said harshly. ‘Then they will wait for eternity.’


Despite his bold words she felt him shudder. He turned with her in his arms to face the room. ‘These are my brave warriors, wounded in battle. They could not come to the feast but they shall be toasted at my board when they are recovered and I shall honour them and bury with grief those who die. There is always a price to pay, daughter, remember that, but if you are willing to pay, then it is worth the sacrifice and never to be regretted.’


Aoife wondered if consequences were the same as paying a price, and what one might receive in return.
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From across the room, Richard watched his daughters at their needlework and was tenderly proud of their diligence even while a pang tugged his heart. He wished Rohese could be with him and share this moment.


He still visited the mound of her grave at St Mary’s in the town grown over with grass, and he spoke of her often to their daughters.


He joined them, feeling that in lieu of their mother he should offer them praise, even if it was not a man’s place to do so and he was not qualified to pass comment on stitches. Basilia cared for them but she was not a parent, nor especially maternal, even though she was kind to her nieces.


Aline had sewn a tiny fox into the corner of her work with accomplished skill.


‘I was hearing that the fox had got into the hen coop again,’ he said. ‘Perhaps if you trap him in your canvas it will be a charm to make him go away before we have no hens left.’


Aline wrinkled her nose at him. ‘You have hair like a fox, Papa,’ she said. ‘I thought of you when I was sewing.’


‘And white teeth,’ Matilda added, not to be outdone.


Richard bared them at her. ‘And shall I eat you both like a pair of chickens?’


‘If you are a fox, then we are foxes too,’ Matilda replied with inarguable logic.


Richard chuckled. ‘There you have me.’


Watching them sew, his wistful longing for Rohese dissolved into something gentler and time-faded. In the years since her loss he had continued to serve the King with stoical diligence but with little to show in terms of reward. Henry still kept him at arm’s length – indifferent in general but with undertones of suspicion. He refused to entrust him with a senior command in the constant struggle against the Welsh and although he had relatives in high position at court, Richard was never summoned to witness charters. He courted patience and told himself he was biding his time, but often thought he was wasting it. He was not part of the golden clique and he was never going to infiltrate that area around the King. He had castles and lands. He had the duties of a lord, but it was like eating bread without salt.


Simon, his squire, poked his head around the chamber door. ‘Sire, Raymond FitzWilliam of Carew has arrived.’


Richard acknowledged the message and rose to his feet.


Basilia looked up from her own sewing. ‘His father’s the King’s constable at Pembroke, isn’t he?’


‘Yes,’ Richard said, ‘but I have no quarrel with William of Carew. His son will be a useful addition to the household. I was impressed by his potential when I saw him on campaign last year and that is why I offered to take him on. New blood keeps us fresh.’


Raymond FitzWilliam of Carew had earned the sobriquet Raymond le Gros because of his stoutness, but his bulk owed more to solid muscle than to fat. Richard, tall and wiry, looked as lithe as a squire against the young knight’s massive frame. Raymond’s size was further emphasised by his heavy mail shirt, worn not because he was taking precautions against attack, but to display the excellent state of his equipment to advantage. The squire, two men at arms and three bowmen who had accompanied him were spruced up too. The tack was clean, the horses and remounts glossy and well shod. A tan hound of middling size with a curly tail and a large white badge of hair across his chest sat attentively at his side.


‘Welcome.’ Richard clasped his hand. ‘I have been expecting you. You come well presented.’


‘Knowing your reputation, it would be an insult to show myself otherwise, sire,’ Raymond replied. His curly hair was so fair as to be almost flaxen; his short beard a slightly darker shade of wiry gold. He had a high, straight nose, thin as a blade, and granite-grey eyes.


Richard smiled. ‘A man’s reputation is as important as the armour upon his back and the sword at his hip.’


‘Indeed, sire.’


‘You can stow your weapons in the armoury. They will be safe there. My grooms will see to your horses.’


Richard took his new knight to the armoury, the dog trotting beside them, and pushed the door wide on a room stacked with bundles of spears, helms, hauberks and shields. There were casks of iron bars for horseshoes. Bow staves of ash and yew. Barrels of arrows and bolts. The component parts of siege engines, marked for quick assembly. ‘Much has been here since the war between King Stephen and the Empress,’ Richard said, wandering between the stacks. Their finances had gone into keeping their castles in good repair, ready for siege and sortie. Before leaving Pembroke, he had swept the armoury bare. Every last sheaf of arrows, every bowstring and horseshoe nail had come to Striguil. He still had a stockpile but had sold plenty to Robert FitzHarding. The latter had taken the weapons gladly and offered to buy more. ‘There is a lucrative market for such goods in Ireland.’


Raymond said, ‘Unless a man is at war, he can only use so many spears and arrows. A stockpile is prudent but a surplus must bring profits.’


Richard nodded his approval. Here was someone who could think inside what he saw rather than just observing the surface. ‘We receive regular commissions from FitzHarding in Bristol to supply Ireland. Spears mostly, and axes. Their princes and petty kings are constantly warring with each other and battling for the high ground.’ He halted before two hooks in the wall supporting a magnificent bow of Spanish yew.


‘Sire, is that . . . ?’


Richard smiled. ‘My father’s bow?’ He lifted the weapon down. An elongated carved stag ran along the top curve and the notches resembled dogs with open mouths. Richard took a waxed string from a shelf and bracing the bow against his leg, strung it and tested the tension. Grabbing a fistful of arrows from a barrel and tucking them in his belt, he went outside to a grassy area in front of the great hall where a wooden pole had been set in the ground with a compact ball of straw shaped like a head. ‘My father could use this bow tirelessly,’ he said. ‘He trained every day and he would strike the head every time. He said it kept him anchored in the world when our lives were spinning in the wind.’


‘And you, sire?’ Raymond asked.


Richard flashed him a savage grin. ‘You think I need anchoring to the world?’


Raymond flushed. ‘I wondered how much you practised, I meant no insult.’


Sometimes the ambiguous questions were the pertinent ones, Richard thought. ‘My feet are firmly anchored, messire, but it does not mean I lack ambition.’ He ran his hand along the bow stave until he came to the mid-arch of the deer’s spine. ‘The bow must be used often to keep its shape. So that it remembers my hand and who I am, and thus I remember also.’ Facing the target, positioning his feet, he nocked an arrow, drew his arm back in a straight line and loosed in a fluid, relaxed motion. The arrow punched the centre of the ‘head’ between the eyes. With barely a hesitation he planted the second and third arrows beside the first.


His squire hurried to retrieve the shafts and had to tug with all his might to draw them free. Richard presented the bow to Raymond. ‘See what you can do.’


Raymond wiped his hands on his tunic and pulled the bowstring back to his ear. A look of surprise crossed his face as he encountered the resistance, and Richard’s lips curved in a knowing smile.


The lad handed an arrow to Raymond. The young knight positioned his arm and made a credible effort to keep it straight and his aim true. The first shot bounced off the pole, as did the second. The third lodged in the top of the head in the area of the temple.


‘A good effort.’ Richard clapped Raymond’s shoulder. ‘The skill lies in the strength of the hand and the stance. All must be smooth and relaxed, and your eye must focus on the point and guide it to the heart of your target.’


Raymond’s eyes brightened at the words, absorbing wisdom, acknowledging the challenge. ‘Indeed, sire. I hope to learn and prove worthy.’


Richard shot again several times, his aim unerring. Raymond shot too with increased success and although unable to match Richard’s precision, he was determined rather than daunted.


Leaving the armoury, Richard took him to the hall and the young man gazed round, assessing everything with a soldier’s eye, looking for weak spots, estimating booty.


Basilia entered, talking to the steward, indicating where extra trestles were to be set out for the midday meal.


‘Sister.’ Richard beckoned her over. ‘This is Raymond FitzWilliam of Carew who will be joining our household. Messire, this is my honoured sister and chatelaine, the lady Basilia.’


Basilia inclined her head. ‘You are welcome, messire,’ she said with impersonal courtesy. Her glance swept over him and down to the dog at his heels and she raised an eyebrow.


‘Thank you, my lady.’ Raymond bowed. ‘This is Badge.’


Hearing his name, the dog wagged his tail and looked up at his master.


‘He is welcome too,’ she responded. ‘Providing he knows his place and his manners.’


‘I can assure you we both do.’


‘Then all is well.’


Their eyes met in brief, mutual assessment before Basilia excused herself and returned to her business.


‘My sister cares for my domestic chamber and has duties elsewhere in the household,’ Richard said. ‘She consults with me and orders our provisions and supplies.’ He gave Raymond a pointed look. ‘I will elaborate on what she said to you. I expect you to extend civility to every woman under this roof. All receive my protection whether family or servants. Let your men know this. There are ladies who will launder their clothes and provide other services at their discretion – my guards will tell you who they are.’


‘I will make sure it is known, sire.’


‘Good, then we know where we stand. Simon will show you to your sleeping quarters and we shall talk more later.’


The following day Robert FitzHarding arrived from Bristol with supplies for the castle and loaded up for the return journey with fleeces from the recent sheep-shearing.


Richard sat with the merchant in the shade of the wall overlooking the moorings at the foot of the rock watching the last of the barrels being winched up the cliff side. FitzHarding was perspiring freely in the airless heat and had removed his hat to wipe his glistening forehead. Richard had known him since childhood and the merchant had barely changed in thirty years, save that his once thick brown hair was now white and sparse. He was well past sixty with competent sons, but still kept a keen eye on business, and occasionally travelled with the cargo in person to talk to his customers. He was affable, hard and shrewd.


‘How is the trade with Ireland these days?’ Richard enquired.


FitzHarding shrugged. ‘Relatively calm, but it will not remain thus. The Irish lords are forever quarrelling. So many small kings and each one wants more than he has and they are all interrelated or else tied by foster kinship. They make alliances and swear on them for ever – and “for ever” lasts as long as it takes to draw an axe from a belt or hurl a spear. Speaking of which, I will take as many spears as you can make and whatever else you have. Diarmait of Leinster has asked me.’


‘I have heard the Irish do not use bits on their bridles and ride without stirrups?’ Richard said curiously.


FitzHarding leaned back and folded his arms. ‘Aye, and it is a sight to behold for they can turn their horses on a penny and be in and out in a flash.’


‘But could they withstand a Norman charge in full mail with lances?’


FitzHarding shook his head. ‘Many of their warriors come to the fray in nothing but leather jerkins and bare-legged, but do not underestimate them. They are swift and fierce and even if they do break and run, they will return and fight another day, or they will come upon you at night. They will spill your brains with an axe or wind your entrails round a spear before cutting off your head. The tales they tell around the fire of their heroes are but exaggerations of the truth. No, they could not withstand such a charge, but never think for a moment that you have won, for in that moment you are dead.’


The nape of Richard’s neck tingled for FitzHarding’s expression was sombre. ‘Does the King still plan to go to Ireland?’


The elderly merchant rubbed his chin. ‘You have to imagine he has a shelf for his plans and there are numerous rolls of them stacked to the ceiling. He never throws any away and he never forgets. Even if some gather dust, he still knows where they are; he is merely biding his time.’
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Aoife sat upright on a stool while her mother stood behind her with a comb. ‘They say if you wash your hair in the water of a certain well in Armagh, it never turns grey,’ Môr said as she worked on her daughter’s tresses, ‘but no one ever seems to find it. That is a pity since I have grey in mine now, but yours is like dark water under the stars.’


Aoife preened, proud of her hair – thick and glossy, and almost long enough to sit upon.


Môr expertly created six plaits, twining them with red silk ribbons and weighting them with crystal beads. ‘You are swiftly becoming a woman. Soon enough you will marry and have sons and daughters of your own.’


Aoife’s first bleed had happened six months before at winter’s end. Her breasts had started to bud and her hips to curve. The women often talked to her of marriage but she had no wish to leave her family, especially her father, and she had seen no man she wanted, even the handsomest and bravest in his warband. Her blood might stir with feelings that made her hot and unsettled, but she would recall the rutting she had observed in dark corners and remember the heavy grunts from her parents’ great bed, and it made her want to run away. She knew she must wed as her father dictated, but she would deal with it when the time came, and that time was not now.


‘Daidí needs that well too,’ she said to distract her mother, ‘because all of his hair is grey.’


‘And no surprise,’ Môr said, and compressed her lips.


Hearing the worry in her mother’s voice, Aoife shivered. Her father was away on campaign, defending their territory. MacGloghlan the High King of Ireland had died during a recent skirmish and his rival Ruari ua Connor was making a bid to claim the position for himself. To that end he was busy either annexing or destroying all of MacGloghlan’s supporters, including her father who fell into the latter category. Diarmait had appealed to the families sworn to defend him, but few had answered his summons for help. No one had come to him at Fearns and he had ridden out to gather support in person.


Aoife could taste the fear in the air. ‘He will be all right,’ she said fiercely, almost angrily, to her mother. At the back of her mind lurked the image of the heads on spears standing around their hall. She still dreamed of them, and sometimes they belonged to her own family. Once she had seen her own head spiked there and had woken with blood between her thighs and a cold full moon streaming through the open shutters onto her bed.


The braiding finished, Aoife fetched her harp and sat to play while the other women took up their sewing and weaving. Her twelve-year-old brother Connor was rolling about with his adolescent hound pup, tickling the dog’s pale tummy, laughing at his ungainly antics. Supposedly he was the heir because he was the only son born in lawful wedlock, but it remained to be seen how much influence the Church truly had when the time came to decide. Aoife loved him, but she was resentful, for she was the firstborn of that lawful marriage and but for her gender would have been her father’s heir.


Joining her voice to the resonance of the harp she sang of heroes – warriors with jewelled armour and shields bossed in silver, and one named Rochad with auburn hair and a white-toothed smile who led a great force of invincible spearmen.


Pausing between songs, she heard the hoofbeats. Her mother raised her head, her needle poised between stitches. Orca started to bark. Aoife left her harp and flew to open the door in time to see her father arrive at a gallop. Even before his sweating stallion had slewed to a stop, he had dismounted, stumbling as he landed. Behind him the rest of the warband milled into the courtyard and Aoife saw the riderless horses, the gaps in the ranks, and the bloody wounds, although Domnall and Enna were at her father’s side, whole but grim.


Others ran out behind her; Bronagh, a woman from her mother’s chamber, saw her son’s mount on a leading rein and began to scream and tear her hair. Diarmait took a single stride forward and felled her with a resounding blow. ‘Silence, woman! There is no time for your bawling. Too many have fallen in battle and Ruari ua Connor is upon us. We must leave!’


He yelled orders and the troops dismounted and scattered to do his bidding. Bronagh lay where she had fallen. Sick with fear, Aoife made no effort to help her because it would show weakness and disobedience to her father. Instead, she hurried into the hall, to the high table, filled his horn to the brim with wine and brought it out to him.


He snatched it from her and downed the contents in a few swift gulps and wiped his mouth and dripping beard.‘You’re a good girl, Aoife.’


His praise steadied her. ‘What do you want me to do?’


‘Go to your mother. Gather together everything of value and bring it to the courtyard. Hurry, we have no time.’


He turned from her as Domnall arrived with a spade and a crowbar and they entered the hall and began breaking up the hard-packed earth around one of the supporting pillars. Enna and Maurice Regan were doing the same at the fire, prising up the hearth stones. Seeing them wildly digging, seeing everyone packing and in frantic motion, Aoife realised that this was real and they were in dire trouble.


Bronagh had risen to her knees, blood dripping from her split lip onto her gown. Aoife dragged her to her feet and pulled her into the hall, intent on her father’s bidding. ‘Quickly,’ she said. ‘You can mourn later.’


At the hearth, she met Enna’s stunned blue gaze. A narrow cut striped his cheek and blood caked his fingernails. ‘We were caught and slaughtered like rats,’ he said roughly. ‘Abandoned by our so-called allies – they will not stand against Ruari ua Connor and Tiernan ua Ruari. And now they are coming to Fearns.’


She swallowed. ‘Where will we go?’


‘The abbey, to the protection of the Church.’


Aoife tugged Bronagh to Môr’s chamber and handed her to Ainne. On the surface she was determined and pragmatic. Her father had given her a task and she would perform it to the best of her ability. But inside she was terrified; inside she was just like Bronagh.


Her mother was sorting through a chest but paused to give Aoife a hard embrace. ‘Oh, my daughter,’ she said. Hearing the fear in her voice, Aoife pushed herself out of Môr’s arms. ‘Daidí says we have to gather all the valuables together and bring them to the courtyard.’ Practicality was her anchor. Being active meant not being helpless. It meant not having to think that her father had failed and could not protect them.


She used the cover from her bed to bundle up her clothes, calling upon the other women to do the same. Looking dazed, her mother turned back to the chest and stuffed its contents into a sheet. Aoife grabbed the box containing her jewels and combs. She emptied the textile cupboards of the precious cloths and linens, forcing herself to be swift but not frantic.


Back and forth to the baggage animals she ran, packing the bigger items in panniers but keeping her jewel box in her own satchel because she trusted no one. She saddled her dun pony, her fingers nimble, a frown of concentration on her face. Amid the stomach-churning fear and the effort to remain calm, she was aware of a dark thread of exhilaration, a stirring response to a battle where her back was to the wall but she was facing her enemies with a dagger in her hand to cut out their hearts.


Connor arrived to saddle his mount. He was white-faced and swallowing. ‘What if they take us away and turn us into slaves?’


Aoife tossed her head. ‘They won’t do that, Daidí won’t allow them to.’


‘But what if he can’t stop them? What if they kill him?’


Terror burned up inside Aoife again and she swallowed sour bile. Her father often related the story of how the Norse had murdered his own father when he was just five years old and had buried him with a dog to show their contempt. ‘They won’t,’ she said defiantly. ‘We shall survive. Don’t be a baby.’


Connor flashed her a furious look, hating her to belittle him. ‘You know nothing,’ he scoffed. ‘You’re just a girl.’


Before she could answer, he had leaped across his pony’s back and smacked its rump, sending it skittering out of the stable. Aoife shouted an insult in his wake and turned to put her harp behind the saddle in its leather bag.


Returning to the hall, she found her father piling straw, powdered wood and flammable fungus shreds against the pillars where he had dug out their treasure. His face was streaked with blood and soil and his hands were filthy. He looked like an old madman.


‘Daidí?’ She dared to touch his arm.


Wild-eyed, he shook her off. His other hand gripped a torch soaked in pine pitch and he leaned to the fire pit and kindled a flame. ‘I may have to bow my head to Ruari ua Connor, but I will burn this hall to the ground before I let him set foot inside it,’ he said hoarsely. ‘If I cannot sit in my great chair and pass judgement on men and feast my warriors, no man shall. I give Fearns to the ashes.’ He squeezed his eyes tightly shut for an instant and when he opened them again, his lashes were wet. ‘Go, my precious girl, this is no place for you, but I swear on this hearth I now destroy that I will rebuild anew, watered by the blood of my foes. I shall trample them all and they shall pay. I swear this by God’s holy mother and the crone of the Morrighan.’


Aoife clenched her fists and remained rooted to the spot although he had told her to leave. He thrust the torch into the kindling, and as the smoke swirled and the flames licked, he drew his sleeve across his eyes. ‘A blessing on this house, and a curse on anyone who stands on this ground lest they be of my own flesh and blood,’ he swore. He took the precious ceramic oil lamps Robert FitzHarding had brought from Bristol and smashed them on the floor. Aoife watched the flames lick lasciviously up a timber support and embrace the carved, coiled snake at the apex with tongues of fire, giving the serpent a semblance of life even as it was devoured. Her eyes stung and she started to cough. Her own father was destroying her home; her security, her existence for fourteen years. She felt shock and terror; she felt anger on the edge of rage, and still that awful sense of exhilaration flickered through her veins.
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