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  PART ONE




  Kingdom of Gwynedd, Wales, 1169




  

  CHAPTER ONE




  Tá brón orm. The words of mourning in her Irish tongue hung heavy on Aisling. They’d followed her as she travelled along the fields and through the woodlands on the broken nag with her servant and then across the sea to the kingdom of Gwynedd. It lingered now around the castle hall, mingled with the smoke from the fire and grew stronger, joining the sorrow of the passing of the Gwynedd king.




  ‘Was it the plague that took your mother, our kinswoman?’ Prince Hwyel, one of the dead king’s sons, addressed her in Latin, for she knew little Welsh.




  She could hear the sharp intake of breath from those around her. Some edged away, while others were more overt in their panic, putting hands to their mouths and noses. With a brief flash of anger, she thought of the comments she could make on the ripe odors coming from their elegantly laced gowns and rich tunics.




  She caught her brother Cormac’s fearful glance from where he stood at the far end of the hall. They were some ways away from Hwyel, who sat at a small table with some of his brothers and other relations to discuss the succession. It was his mother who’d provided the connection years before so that her brother Cormac could be fostered here, far away from their home in Leinster. She’d hoped to escape Hwyel’s notice for a little longer, feeling that he would have no interest in a newly arrived sister of his poor and distant kin. But his dark, piggish eyes had missed nothing and she had felt his periodic scrutiny for some time, until after inquiry he’d been told who she was.




  Everyone’s eyes were on her, waiting for her answer. She resisted the urge to smooth her hair, held in place only by a plain band around her head, or tug on the sleeve of her woolen dress, which, though finely woven, was fashioned in the simple, loose style of her home and no match for the women here.




  ‘My Lord…Cousin,’ she said, uncertain what title to give him. ‘It’s true my mother died of a fever, but it was not the plague.’ She responded in Latin, glad for once that her brother had made her learn it, so that she might let everyone know she carried no contagion.




  She felt some of the tension ease as false smiles and nervous chatter erupted when Hwyel, seemingly satisfied, resumed his conversation with his neighbor. Aisling felt some relief that attention had shifted away from her, but she could not push aside her astonishment that Hwyel had not even pretended to observe the custom to offer condolences on her bereavement. She looked over at Cormac to see if he found Hwyel’s words as lacking in sensibility as she did.




  He smiled at her, his face full of determined reassurance, and made his way towards her. He was fair, like she was, though he appeared almost angelic with his honey colored curls and beardless face. She noticed his hands still possessed the slender grace she remembered. Though it had been more than three years since they’d been together, she still found that her heart swelled at the sight of him. Her dearest younger brother. He was all she had left now.




  ‘We’ll go to the chapel later and say prayers for our mother,’ Cormac said when he reached her side.




  She studied her brother a moment, puzzled. ‘Yes, of course.’ Why would Cormac suggest such a thing? She’d only had a few moments with him since she’d arrived. Just enough time to embrace him and pass on the awful news, before she was told she must go to the hall before Hwyel and his brothers. But surely Cormac remembered that her mother wouldn’t have wanted them to pray in a chapel. She’d kept the ancient customs and had paid only lip service to the Christian beliefs to please their father. Perhaps it was the only way he could speak privately to her.




  She stood restlessly, waiting for the princes to leave so that she might speak to her brother alone, share with him all that she and her mother had endured these many months. And there was much to be done. She must not lose sight of that. All that time her mother had made her promise to refrain from writing to Cormac had been precious time wasted.




  Finally, Hwyel and his brothers rose and made their way out of the hall, dogs crowding their feet. Some of the women followed them, while others lingered, forming small, whispering groups. Cormac moved closer and took her hands.




  ‘Come, I’ll take you to the chapel.’




  She nodded and followed him through the hall out across the courtyard to a small building. Aberffraw Castle had astonished her when first she viewed it after the rough sea journey. The large stone keep stood atop an outcropping surrounded by a moat and also included a small stone chapel, kitchen and some wooden outbuildings.




  She entered the chapel and shivered at the cold. The long, dark winter seemed to have lodged in the stones, and neither the many mass candles wedged in the makeshift rack, nor the feeble fire in the small brazier beside the altar alleviated it. The short rows of wooden benches looked uninviting. She watched Cormac approach the altar, kneel and cross himself. She sighed, despite knowing that it was impossible to think that Cormac might have set aside his deep Christian beliefs in the years they’d been apart, but still she had hoped. It had been one source of difference between them and one that she knew had secretly disappointed her mother. She took a seat on one of the benches and waited for Cormac to join her.




  Should she try to pray? Pray for her mother, pray for her father so brutally murdered? Pray for all the land stolen from them, seized by ruthless noblemen warring with the King of Leinster? Whom should she pray to, anyway? The Christian God or the ancient gods of her mother?




  ‘Aisling.’




  She jolted and looked at Cormac, realizing that she’d been caught up once again in the staring absence where no thoughts came to her, where nothing could touch her—no rage, no despair, no sorrow. She took Cormac’s hand.




  ‘Ah, mo chroí, how I’ve longed to see you again.’




  Tears filled his eyes, those lovely sea-blue eyes she remembered. ‘And I’ve missed you so, and now to see you once again only to be told our mother is dead.’




  She nodded and stroked his palm, trying to bring some comfort.




  ‘I will ask Madog if we may have a mass said for her soul.’




  She gave him a curious look. ‘You know she would never have wanted that. She died unshriven.’




  Cormac’s eyes darkened. ‘I’ll pray for her then.’ He squeezed her hand and gave her an intent look. ‘And you will, too.’ She could detect a note of pleading in his tone, so she refrained from adding anything more and merely nodded. She told herself she cared nothing for the prayers that might be said and to whom they were said.




  ‘Thank you,’ he said, his face softening. ‘I know that mother has misled you in her own beliefs, but now we can begin to redress that.’




  Irritation pricked at her despite her efforts. ‘Redress my beliefs? Have you become so much a part of this Bretnais court that you have forgotten who your people are?’




  Alarm flashed across Cormac’s face. ‘No-no, you must not think that I am not proud to be Uí Bairriche of Leinster, son of Eoghan. But you should put aside these old ways, forget that our mother wanted you to be a seer.’ He eyed her carefully a moment. ‘You haven’t had the visions come yet, have you?’




  ‘So you still believe it’s possible, do you? You haven’t entirely given yourself over to the Christian beliefs, then.’




  ‘Yes, I mean, no.’ He flushed heavily. ‘I have taken the Christian faith deep to my heart and set aside all the old beliefs. But I would warn you that you must keep any talk of visions and seers to yourself.’




  She glared at him for a moment, and then relented. Why should she mind about it after all? She’d had no visions; she was not a seer, despite all her mother’s hopes and efforts to make it so.




  ‘Let us not quarrel, a stor,’ said Cormac.




  She smiled at him. ‘You’re right of course. We must make plans instead. There is no time to lose. The rumors are already rife that there will be more fighting in Leinster. Macmurrough thinks to get his kingship back. We can use that opportunity to get back our lands. You’re of an age, you can fight—offer your services.’




  Discomfort filled his face. ‘I know it seems pressing to you that we should return, but it’s not that simple. We can’t just go. We have nothing, you say. It’s all gone. No money, no land, no cattle and no home. Just the few possessions you brought with you. So we’re dependent on the favor of this court and now it’s in turmoil. The king left eleven sons and many of them feel themselves fit for the throne. They gather like crows to carrion, some circling from afar, waiting for their chance, while others try to shove and peck each other out of the way. There’s a battle coming. Alliances are forming.’




  ‘And which side are you on?’




  Cormac gave an uncomfortable smile. ‘I’m on no side. I’m on the side of peace, like Madog.’




  She stared at her brother, trying to reshape the boy she’d known into this young man that stood before her. He was fifteen, come fully into his height and filled with some of the discernment that life spent among the nobly born required, yet here he was proclaiming himself on the side of peace. Was this the full blooming of the boy poet she remembered? She was more in need of a warrior, though, not a fili.




  Before she could say more, the door opened and allowed a gust of wind to sweep through. A dark, slim man stepped across the threshold, his footfall quiet and reverent. He moved forward, and, like Cormac before him, knelt before the altar on one knee and crossed himself.. His movements were deliberate and spoke of a great calm, his closely barbered brown hair catching the full light of the mass candles on his bowed head so that it seemed to halo him.




  He took a seat on a bench at the front, near the altar and bowed his head. With folded hands, he began to mouth a prayer. His lips moved silently, forming words carefully, his knitted brow betraying their intensity. Here was a man who desperately wanted what he prayed for. Aisling found herself smiling at his earnestness. There was something pure and unsullied about him and she liked it.




  Beside her, Cormac folded his hands and took up a posture similar to the man. It was clear he felt he couldn’t speak with this man present, so she turned her attention to the front and observed him further.




  The prayer took longer than she would have thought and its earnest quality never faltered. When he finally did finish, he rose, turned to them and fixed the most transparently blue eyes on her. It was as if he saw through to her innermost self when he looked at her.




  ‘My lord Madog,’ said Cormac. He flushed when Madog shifted his gaze to him. ‘I would be pleased to introduce you to my sister, Aisling.’




  Madog gave a small bow, which she returned. She had no notion of the customs of this land but she’d been surprised to hear Cormac speak his introduction in Irish.




  ‘You speak our language, my lord?’ asked Aisling.




  He gave her a warm smile. ‘A little. Your brother has taught me.’




  Aisling gave him an appraising look, noting his rich but sober-hued garb. This was the Madog whom Cormac had spoken about earlier. The man who would arrange the mass for her mother. The man who spoke of peace.




  ‘Are you a religious of some sort?’




  ‘No, no,’ Cormac said quickly. ‘He is King Owain’s son.’




  ‘One of his many sons.’ Madog gave a wry grin. ‘I could never aspire to the purity of a holy man.’




  ‘Oh but my lord, you’re just as holy as any priest,’ Cormac said.




  ‘No, I would never entertain such blasphemous thoughts.’




  ‘Of course not…I only meant that—’




  ‘I know my dear boy, and I appreciate the kind intention by the remark.’




  Aisling watched this exchange with wonder. She hadn’t remembered this man as one of the identified brothers at the table in the hall, but there was no doubt to his princely bearing. Clearly Cormac had found a mentor he could admire and look up to, but hearing their exchange made her a little uneasy. Was anyone that perfect?




  ‘I’m glad to meet you, my lord, in any case. My brother clearly holds you in great esteem and that alone is sufficient to recommend you.’




  ‘And I’m only too glad to finally make the acquaintance of his treasured sister, though I am sorry it’s the loss of your mother that makes it possible.’




  His eyes were full of compassion and she blinked back the tears that suddenly came. She could bear the rudeness, the oversights; it was the kindness that was difficult. While she had nursed her mother in the corner of a squalid hut on the edge of a farm belonging to distant kin, she could manage to face each slight or difficulty with a semblance of equanimity. Now, in the face of true sympathy, she nearly came undone.




  Brushing the tears aside, she forced a smile. ‘I thank you for your words. It is a sad occasion that causes this reunion with my brother.’




  He nodded and glanced at Cormac. ‘I will add your mother to my prayers.’




  ‘That’s most kind of you,’ said Cormac. ‘And I will pray for peace, as you do.’




  Madog smiled. ‘Pray for peace and the success of our venture.’




  Cormac’s face lit up. ‘Our venture? It’s been agreed?’




  Madog nodded. ‘I may begin outfitting the ship as soon as I would like.’




  Unease stirred in Aisling. ‘What venture is this?’




  Cormac gave her a guilty look. ‘Prince Madog has read of the voyage of the blessed St Brendan. Some time ago, when we were talking about long journeys to strange and exotic places, I told him the tale of St Brendan’s voyage. Well, what I could remember from Father and the bits Bishop Aidan told me on his visits. Madog found them so interesting he wanted to know more, so he wrote to various religious here and abroad and gathered all the details he could. He eventually obtained a copy of Navigatio Sancti Brendani Abbatis. We read it through together.’




  Once again she was reminded how different Cormac’s upbringing was to hers. Regular visits to a priest had given him his education and foundations for life as directed by her father and grandmother, while she had taken an entirely different path guided by her mother.




  She gave a pained smile. ‘I’m glad you both found it to your liking.’




  Cormac showered Madog with an admiring look. ‘Prince Madog has been a very good friend and more. He has guided me well these past few years and shaped my skill with words and sword. And now he’s asked that I help his dream be made real.’ He looked at Aisling, his face shining with purpose and belief. ‘He would have me join him on his voyage.’




  ‘Voyage?’




  ‘To retrace St Brendan’s journey. He wishes to go to the western lands.’




  She was too stunned to say a word at first. ‘The western lands? Why?’




  Madog put a hand on her arm briefly. ‘I know it’s hard for you to appreciate how important this is to your brother and to me. We have studied his text these many months and have caught the wonder of his feat. I have prayed long and hard over this and I have felt God’s desire that I should seek out these lands. Lands that are unmarred by the strife, the greed and grappling for power that riddle this kingdom and those around us.’ His eyes took on a fire that she hadn’t seen before. ‘There we could establish a new life, one filled with harmony.’




  She gave a small nod, uncertain how to respond to something as drastic as he proposed. ‘Will there be many of you on this voyage? And will it be far?’ As she waited for the answer, the story came back to her, a vague impression of a long sea journey encountering fantastical creatures. She glanced at Cormac and saw the eagerness.




  ‘There are at least twenty men who are willing to accompany me, and now I have a ship and the means to outfit it. As for the length of the journey, I’m not sure. It may take months, maybe more, before we get there.’




  Months? That meant many months going and many to return. Something of what he said before came back to her. ‘You mean to return, don’t you?’




  ‘Of course. Once we’ve established ourselves. We’ll come back for anyone who wishes to settle in this place of peace.’




  It could be years before they returned, if they returned. What would happen to her if Cormac accompanied him on this journey? Her mind reeled. This wasn’t what she expected. She’d hoped that once Cormac had heard of their true situation back home in Leinster he would do all he could to get some or all of their land holdings back. She hadn’t realized his years here had loosened his connection to home so much.




  ‘And you say you have been given approval? By your brothers?’




  ‘Hwyel and my brothers who support him—Morgan, Llewellyn, Rhys. I would guess the others would have no quarrel with it either.’ He gave a rueful smile. ‘It is one less brother in the way while the kingship is decided.’




  She understood more of his desire and the urgency of it. But it didn’t detract from her situation, or the hurt she felt that Cormac would wish to part from her once again.




  ‘And in the meantime, while you go off with my brother seeking this land, am I to remain here amid the strife, the greed and grappling for power?’ She fought to keep her voice in control. ‘That’s if your brothers allow it. Take pity on a distant kinswoman who has nowhere else to go, for as I have just told my brother, our lands are lost and must be reclaimed. I cannot do that on my own.’




  Madog put his hand on Cormac’s shoulder. ‘I had no notion that your circumstances have come to such a pass.’




  Cormac stiffened. ‘Of course, I had not thought for a moment, forgive me, Aisling. I didn’t mean to push your welfare aside. I will of course remain behind, with you under my protection, that is, if it’s permitted.’




  Madog squeezed his shoulder. ‘I’m certain Hwyel will allow you to remain with your sister for as long as you like. I’ll speak to him.’




  Aisling heard the exchange and tried to set aside her dismay that Cormac remembered her position only after she reminded him and Madog expressed his sorrow at it. She weighed the options of Cormac staying behind on sufferance and found that she still preferred that to the separation and the danger he might never return.




  ‘Thank you,’ Aisling said. ‘I appreciate your help in this.’ She noted the barely concealed disappointment in Cormac’s face. She sighed, hoping she might find some way to make it up to him. She loved her brother too much not to wish otherwise.




  

  CHAPTER TWO




  Aisling smoothed her gown, trying to remove the wrinkles evident in the strong sunlight of the castle solar that also functioned as sleeping quarters. The dress’s disgraceful state owed in part to its journey across the sea in in the small sack that contained her belongings. The old nag of a horse that had taken her across country had barely been able to carry the two of them, let alone the sack. And now the nag and Tomás were already making their way back to Ireland.




  Thinking of it, a small tear caught in her eye. Perhaps she was better served to wear the salt-stained gown that she’d worn these past few days since her arrival. She cast a glance at the group of women who sat sewing along the benches encircling a blazing fire in the brazier that took the sting out of the cold morning air. The women regarded her mostly with mild curiosity, though she could detect a trace of suspicion among a few.




  ‘Would you like to borrow a gown? I’m sure Glennys would lend you one.’ It was the late king’s daughter, Lady Blodwen, who asked the question, green eyes tightening in an unbecoming manner.. Her thin lips narrowed as she tried to sweeten the barbed question with a smile. ‘Perhaps you might also like a shirt to mend, to pass the time.’




  Aisling refused both offers, imagining what kind of gown the large-framed woman who attended Lady Blodwen might possess. Even if it was suitable, she couldn’t bring herself to don something in the fashion these women wore, so tight across the body, revealing all their curves. How strange they looked, so different from the women at home. It seemed as though they wished to bare all to the men. That was the last thing she desired, to give any hint of her body’s curves so that one might take an unwelcome fancy to her and agree to take on her care.




  The women, so eager to gossip as they plied their needles mending or, in the noblewomen’s cases, fashioning embroidered coverlets, hangings and other luxuries, revealed more than either Cormac or Madog had about the events that pressed in upon them. Hwyel was one of the main contenders for the throne, not that she hadn’t guessed, but the women seemed sure he was in the strongest position with his brother Davydd the only other serious challenger. And Davydd was at this moment gathering his men, preparing to make his way here and challenge his brother for the right to the throne. She’d gathered this much in the Latin mixed with only a sprinkling of Welsh they spoke, in deference to her presence.




  ‘What think you of Madog’s plans to visit these western lands?’ This question came from another of the king’s daughters, Gwendolyn, whose soft brown eyes reflected the gentle nature she possessed.




  ‘He seems to have worked hard to ensure its success,’ Aisling said. It was not the answer the other women hoped for, she knew, but she would never betray the distress it caused her. Though Cormac had resolutely held to his determination to remain behind, over the weeks she’d noticed a slight weakening when Madog spoke with him about the plans, thinking by including him, Cormac wouldn’t feel excluded as much. Madog had also assured her privately that he’d spoken to his brother about the two of them remaining behind and had been surprised when Hwyel had only said he would consider it. Had Hwyel other plans in mind?




  ‘But don’t you find the idea of sailing off in search of these lands terrifying? What if they should sail to the world’s end? Fall into a great abyss?’




  ‘I think it’s exciting,’ Glennys said.




  ‘Don’t be foolish. How could something so dangerous be exciting?’




  Aisling didn’t know the round-cheeked woman who had spoken. The woman’s head covering obscured every trace of hair, chin and neck, but the fine quality of her dress indicated she was as noble as Blodwen.




  ‘I don’t know, it’s just the thought of sailing away, seeing new lands, new people. An adventure.’




  ‘Heavens, child, you’ll be telling us next you want to go along,’ the round cheeked woman said.




  Glennys blushed. ‘Oh no, I would never wish for that. I just would love to hear about it. Think of the tales they will have to tell when they return.’




  ‘If they return,’ said the Lady Blodwen.




  A few of the women cast sideway glances at Aisling.




  ‘The Lord will protect them,’ said Gwendolyn.




  The Lady Blodwen put down her needlework for a moment, her face a semblance of kindness. ‘This must cause you some concern, my dear. The thought that your brother might not return. And what will become of you?’ She reached across and patted her hand. ‘You must not fret, though, my brother is in the process of arranging a match for you with a fine man, Ivor ap Llewellyn, a landholder near here.’




  The other women gave her pitying looks. Aisling flushed, her thoughts in turmoil. ‘I-I’m sure there is some mistake. My brother means to stay here, now, so there is no need for a marriage.’




  ‘I believe that Prince Hwyel saw fit to make other arrangements,’ Lady Blodwen said. ‘Your brother is to go with Prince Madog, as originally planned, and you are to be placed under the care of your new husband.’




  ‘Was Ivor truly the best Hwyel could manage?’ asked Gwendolyn.




  ‘Sister, you know Hwyel has need of all but the most infirm of his supporters on the battlefield. Ivor is a good choice because there is no doubt that he will survive any encounter with Davydd. He is simply too old and infirm to hold a sword. And all those children need a mother.’




  ‘There’s no fear he would lose his looks if he was to go into battle,’ Glennys said in a wry tone.




  The round-cheeked woman frowned at her. ‘There is no need to mock the man’s deformity, may God have pity on him.’




  Aisling absorbed this exchange with growing horror. What other slights would be heaped on her? She suddenly wished that she’d accepted their offer to give her a shirt to mend. She had a great wish to stab something, even if it was a needle into cloth.




  She endured their chatter, making no comment. They seemed content to leave her be, now that they had imparted all the barbed and spiteful news they could muster. She allowed her thoughts to dwell in the misery she felt, her hands clasped firmly, her nails digging into the palms of her hand. Finally she could sit still no longer and excused herself to take some air. She needed time to think alone, away from observing eyes.




  Birds perched in the trees that surrounded her sang spring courtship songs, reminding her it was a time for hope. Though only a short walk away from the castle, the forest was a place to soothe, and it was away from the tension and watchful eyes of the king’s court.




  Aisling located the holy well with ease, its small pool of water reflected the afternoon sun that shone through the small clearing ahead. Approaching the well with a mixture of curiosity and anxiety, she knelt beside it and stared into the clear water to the silty bottom below. There was no danger of a vision here, no chance that without employing any of the rituals she’d been taught, the gift her mother had longed for would now manifest itself. Nevertheless, at this moment she couldn’t help but wish that she might see something of her future. Some kind of sign that all would be well. She peered closer and saw nothing. Angrily she dashed the water with her hand, disrupting the stillness. There was no point in wishing what could never be. What she no longer believed in.




  ‘Sorry I’m late,’ said Cormac. His face was red and he was breathless. ‘I was delayed by one of the men who are assembling supplies for the journey. He thought to ask me some questions about cattle.’




  She rose and refrained from commenting on an action that seemed as absurd to her as it would have been to her father. Cormac had never had an interest in cattle, despite all her father’s efforts. He found playing the harp a much better pursuit.




  ‘And you were helpful?’ she asked. She tried to keep her tone neutral.




  ‘To some degree,’ he said. He gave her a sheepish look. ‘I tried to recall as much as possible what Father spent so much time forcing inside my addled head.’




  She nodded, softening. ‘You had other interests then.’




  He laughed. ‘That’s a kind way of putting it.’ He laid a hand on hers. ‘I have been meaning to speak with you all morning, but have been kept from it by pressing concerns. But you speak first. What was it that caused you to ask me to meet you here in private?’




  Taking a deep breath, she grasped her brother’s hand. She’d thought long and hard how to form the words, plead her case with her brother. ‘I’m not certain if Hwyel has told you, for I’ve only just heard it from his sister this morning, but he has decided to arrange a marriage for me.’




  Cormac flushed. ‘I had thought as much from what Madog said and I meant to tell you myself. It appears that Hwyel thinks it better that you help seal Ivor ap Llewellyn’s allegiance by a marriage. Though you’re distant kin, you are kin nonetheless.’ Cormac sighed. ‘Madog said he would settle a respectable dowry on you as well.’




  ‘And you are to leave me and go with Madog now?’




  Cormac nodded, a hint of sadness in his face. ‘I’m sorry that I must leave you to this fate, but Hwyel insists that I go as well.’




  ‘Wouldn’t he prefer you to remain behind and help fight his cause?’




  ‘My fighting skills are such that I won’t be sorely missed.’ He smiled a moment, a brief flash of humor that allowed her to glimpse the young boy she remembered. He sobered a moment later. ‘No, I think Hwyel may have other plans in mind. Perhaps he wants to stake out claims to our lands once his throne is secure. There are other Welsh lords eager to help the old Leinster king regain his throne. Why shouldn’t he use this opportunity to get our lands back but keep them for himself?’




  She took in all he’d just explained and tried to see the way through it. ‘Take me with you,’ she whispered. The words were out of her mouth before she could stop them. She knew she could never consider anything else, especially not marriage to an old man with seven children.




  Cormac searched her face and bit his lip. ‘You know it’s impossible. I will talk to Madog, if you like, and discover if this man is honest and good and really suitable for you.’




  She sighed. She’d have been surprised had he reacted any other way. But she would rather risk the men, the danger and be with her brother than remain here at a court full of women who disliked her, and men who sought to marry her off to some wretched old man with seven children. Madog was courteous towards her, and his religious and peaceful nature ensured that she would be afforded protection, whatever other dangers she might face. There was no alternative, she must choose the other course of action and leave behind all thoughts of reclaiming what belonged to her family. She would not be separated from her brother again.




  She forced herself to smile. ‘You are right, of course. It was only wishful thought, spoken in haste, but very impractical. Forget I spoke.’




  Aisling pulled her woolen brat tighter around her against the night air, glad that its dark length extended to the edge of her gown. Though spring had come these past weeks, tonight she still felt the lingering bite of winter. She glanced up at the clouds that raced across the night sky, momentarily obscuring the half-moon that shone out brightly. It was wise to make her move now, leave her hiding place and board the ship under the cover of darkness.




  She clutched her small bundle of provisions and made herself creep forward, ducking behind the remaining barrels that lay ready to be loaded on the ship before it began its journey downriver on the early morning tide. Her heart raced as she pushed the small curragh into the water as quietly as possible and took up the oar. With as little splash as possible, she rowed the boat towards the anchored ship, scanning the decks for the man she knew was assigned there as guard. She located him at the far side of the boat and breathed a sigh of relief. At least fate had smiled on her so far.




  When she was close enough, she banked the oars and allowed the curragh’s momentum to carry her the rest of the way. She grabbed the knotted rope that served as a ladder and with her bundle securely in one hand, kicked the boat away towards the bank and climbed up the rope ladder. It was an awkward progress with gown and the linen léine underneath it threatening to entangle her legs, but she eventually managed to reach the top and haul herself over. She landed on the deck with a thud and for a moment she held her breath, certain she’d alerted the man keeping watch. After a while, when no alarm had been raised, she made her way across the deck.




  It took her a while to locate the trap door that led to the storage area. She’d questioned Cormac thoroughly about the ship’s layout, under the pretense she wanted to know as much as possible about the voyage he was to make without her. Now she put this information to full use. Once she found the trap door, she took the iron ring and heaved it open, hoping that such a new ship would mean the door made little sound. There was only a small creak in the end, one that would be lost among the other noises of a ship in water.




  She descended the wooden ladder that led inside and blinked at the darkness that greeted her. She was glad, for it if it meant she wouldn’t know exactly how many rats might be already making their home among the barrels of flour, oats, salted beef, ale and other foodstuffs that would see the men through their journey. She felt her way to these barrels, her hands stretched outward, her feet stepping tentatively. Reaching her goal, she moved along the timber containers until she came to the far side of the ship. There, among cloth sacks and a large pile of rope, she cleared a small hiding place for herself. She sat down and curled her legs up against her chest. With luck she could remain hidden here until they’d sailed far down the coast, unable to send her back in one of the curraghs in disgrace.




  It was the retching that gave her away when they opened the hold on the second day. She had long since lost any desire to keep her presence hidden with the ship’s constant rolling that left her stomach in such a miserable state. Worries over sufficient food and water had vanished after she’d emptied the contents of her stomach a few times, to be reduced to finding a position that provided the most comfort. Even the rats kept their distance, preferring to feast on the dustings of grain that scattered the floor.




  The light that poured in from the open hatchway hurt her eyes. She felt so awful she closed them after a moment and it was only when her arm was grabbed and she heard an angry exclamation that she made herself open them again and saw the silhouette of a man looming over her. He’d spoken in Welsh, but she needed no translator to understand his query.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ she said in Latin.




  After a few more expletives the man hauled her up, dragged her over to the ladder and up the steps. She stumbled along, trying to keep her footing, but it was mostly a lost cause. Out in the light she blinked hard and raised her free arm to shield her eyes. She could just make out her dark-headed captor, his face thunderous. He was only vaguely familiar, one of a number of men she’d seen around Hwyel.




  She needed no introduction to the next face she saw. All kindness and compassion vanished when she stood before him, her feet fighting for purchase amid the rocking ship. The salt air stung her face, exacting a small price for the freshness that filled her lungs. She could only imagine the picture she presented—bedraggled hair, gown full of unmentionable stains and her face grimy. Despite her misery she was afraid.




  ‘How is it you come to be on this ship, madam?’ Madog’s tone was clipped, anger simmering below the surface.




  ‘I’m sorry, my lord, if this causes you great trouble, but I had no other choice.’




  ‘No other choice? This is no choice. You shouldn’t be here. You belong back in Gwynedd, safe with my brother.’




  ‘I wasn’t safe, my lord. That’s the nub of it. That’s why I had to come with you.’




  ‘Safe? Of course it was safe. Why would you think otherwise?’




  She searched her mind for the words she’d practiced before the ship had sailed, but they vanished in the face of her wretched state and the fury that confronted her now. ‘I’m sorry. In truth I couldn’t be separated from my brother once again.’ It was feeble she knew, but it was all she could think of because it was the truth.




  He scanned her face a moment and sighed, all emotion leaked out. Behind him men gathered, sporting expressions ranging from astonishment to anger.




  ‘You must be rid of her, my lord Madog. She can’t remain with us.’




  It was the man who’d dragged her from the hold who had spoken, the scar that creased his brow a vivid red. His rage was apparent.




  ‘It wasn’t something we planned, I know Rhodri, but we must do what is right.’




  ‘You aren’t thinking of allowing her to stay here? A woman has no place aboard this ship.’




  Madog gave him an even look. ‘This is not the time to let your anger overrule what is right. I’ll give some thought to the best possible course.’




  Cormac came into view, his face awash with surprise and embarrassment. ‘Aisling, how did you come to be here?’




  She realized now her presence would cause him difficulties among his shipmates. She could only offer her apologies. ‘I’m sorry, Cormac.’ She lowered her head, suddenly very tired. Crumpling, she fell to the deck.




  

  CHAPTER THREE




  The sun glared strong and hard. She shaded her eyes with her hands, staring out to the horizon. There was nothing. Not even a breath of wind. The wind that once had blown strong, sometimes stormy, tossing their ship like some small leaf on raging river, had disappeared these last few days, giving way to this hot, breathless haze that left the sails limp. Such weather was not in the tales she’d remembered from Brendan’s journey. She counted the days that had passed in her mind, lá amháin, lá a dó, lá a trí. They had mounted, piled high and heavy like a stone cairn on her grave, but still there was no sign of the western lands.




  ‘It won’t be long, Aisling. We’ll sight land soon, I’m sure.’




  Those oft spoke phrases, chanted like holy words from avid apostles, were offered up to her and other doubters who viewed the empty horizons glumly, gazed at the thin gruel and drank from the half-filled cups in despair.




  Aisling turned to face her brother and gave him a wan smile. His hair, usually tied back in a neat band, or braided in sections, hung loose and lank about his face. His skin was sallow, like hers, the dwindling rations taking their toll on everyone. She plucked at his stained tunic that gave off a slight sour smell and hoped his words were true. She didn’t like to see Cormac looking so poorly.




  ‘Have you heard something from one of the men?’




  Cormac gave her a sheepish smile. ‘Madog.’




  Aisling forced herself to return the smile. ‘Of course.’




  ‘He’s a good man.’




  ‘I don’t doubt it, but that doesn’t mean he’s always right.’




  ‘You owe him much.’




  She sighed. It was true. He’d made the decision to allow her to stay, rather than turn back and sail up along the coast once more, or land her somewhere on the Irish coast, far from her home. Some of the others felt she deserved such treatment or worse, especially Rhodri, the man who found her. He’d never stopped muttering whenever she came into view, casting scowls her way. Of late the muttering had grown to audible comments, words that blamed her for the cursed weather, the days drifting aimlessly on a vast ocean.




  ‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘I owe him much.’ She patted her brother’s hand. I am only cross from this heat.’




  He nodded and gave a wan smile. ‘We are all cross from the heat, and the endless days seemingly going nowhere.’ He forced a smile. ‘But it will soon be made right. Once we sight the western lands and go ashore.’




  She refrained from pointing out the loosening teeth, the thinning hair and ravaged gums that were dogging many of the men. It was to no end, and she had opted to be a part of this journey, no matter the outcome. She lifted her braid to cool the back of her neck.




  ‘I hope it will be as you say,’ was all she said.




  There was still no change in the weather a few days later as she sat on the deck mending a torn sail. With so little wind it seemed the best time to perform such a task, though the last storm they’d encountered had nearly made this sail fit only for scrubbing the deck. She would do her best though, and her dubious skill with the needle was better than any of the clumsy attempts Madog or any of the other men might make.




  Here, too, she could avoid Rhodri, whose turn at the watch had recently finished and allowed him to find sleep. In the cramped quarters of the ship, it was hard to avoid anyone for any length of time, but she’d recognized and silently thanked Madog’s efforts to keep Rhodri away from her.




  She plied the needle, gathering up the frayed ends, and wove it into a semblance of unity. It was an interminable task, but somehow she found it soothing, taking her focus away from her grumbling stomach and the endless horizon in front of her.




  ‘We’re fortunate to have your many skills on this voyage.’




  She looked up into the looming figure that blocked the sun, the features cast into shadow, but nonetheless unmistakable.




  ‘My skills are not great, but I’m happy to apply them, my lord Madog.’




  ‘But they are great. You’ve also worked wonders stretching the gruel over so many days.’




  ‘Thank you. I appreciate your words.’




  ‘They are truly meant.’ He fell silent a moment, his face set. ‘You must not mind the others.’




  She nodded. She was grateful for his efforts to assure her that her presence was a help and not a curse, as some of the men believed, but she must convey the truth of their position.




  She gave him a direct look. ‘The situation is serious, my lord. There is little left. We’ve only a few days’ provisions, and maybe a week’s worth of ale. The cow’s death has been a great blow.’




  ‘I know the supplies are low, but you must believe that the land is there. I can feel it in the air. Its stillness. And if you close your eyes and listen hard, you can hear it speak to you in this stillness.’




  She looked up at him, able now to discern the flushed face, the brilliant eyes that held hers. With a sigh she closed her eyes, knowing silence would greet her.




  ‘I hear nothing, my lord.’




  She felt Rhodri’s presence behind her before she saw him. There was something in the air, a tension that made her conscious of his proximity, something that she counted on in her daily negotiations of the ship and her various chores.




  Here now, cooking the gruel in a pot that hung over the small metal box that housed the fire on deck, she could hardly avoid him when it came time for the men to come for the daily victuals, a task she carefully supervised in these days of strict rationing. What better way to ensure that she and Cormac were fed, and avoid Rhodri or any of the other twenty men taking an extra dip of the ladle or a larger chunk of bread that might mean the difference between life and death for Cormac?




  With the back of her hand she wiped her brow, damp from the sun’s heat and the fire that burned quietly underneath the pot. She took up the chipped bowl at her side, ladled a portion of the broth into it and handed it to Rhodri. He clamped a hand over her wrist.




  ‘Give me more. The ladle wasn’t full.’




  She raised her eyes and frowned at him. ‘That is today’s measure. You’re due no more than that.’




  ‘I say you lie. I’m due a full ladle’s worth of broth. I know Cynan had a full ladle’s worth.’




  ‘That was yesterday. Today Cynan will have the same measure as you. As will everyone else.’




  Behind him three of the men shuffled closer.




  ‘Is that true? You’ve given Cynan more than you give us?’ It was Sion, one of the increasingly disgruntled group of men that Rhodri had collected.




  ‘No, Cynan gets no favorable treatment. You all receive the same ration.’




  The other two men exchanged glances. They were not convinced.




  ‘I’m sure Cormac will get a full ladle’s worth,’ said Rhodri.




  ‘Cormac will get the same as everyone else.’ With her free hand she attempted to pry back his fingers from her wrist. He released her wrist, but not before he gave the inside of her arm a fierce pinch.




  ‘It’s your presence that has brought us to this state,’ he said in a low voice. ‘No woman should be aboard this ship.’ He took the bowl from her and made his way below deck.




  She watched his retreat, her eyes narrow. She turned to the other three men and began to serve them. ‘Each and every person receives the same portion of gruel.’




  ‘The weather’s changing.’




  Madog came up beside her where she stood at the prow, staring out into the darkening horizon. Above it, large thunderheads mushroomed, purple and bulbous. Directly overhead the sail cracked to attention, suddenly catching the sharp wind that gusted. It was hard to believe something that felt like such a blessing could be a bad portent, but the darkening sky looked less like a friend than the bright sun had.




  ‘Will there be a storm?’




  ‘I fear so. Very soon.’ He wiped his brow of the sweat that gathered there. Her léine clung to her back under the wool gown and sweat trickled down between her breasts.




  ‘Will it be a bad one?’




  ‘I believe it will be.’




  She nodded. The storms they’d suffered through before had been bad, but she’d never seen clouds of this shape and size beforehand.




  Madog rested a hand on her shoulder. ‘You should get below with your brother.’




  His thin face was filled with concern, and something more. Was it fear? She turned to look at the dark billowing clouds once more and read their threat clearly. This would be no ordinary storm.




  With another nod she made her way below to the row of rope hammocks that lined both sides, fighting to keep her balance as the ship began to rock, until she came to the one at the end, its makeshift curtain from a spare blanket affording her the only privacy on the ship. The ship heaved a bit and she grabbed the rope hammock to save herself from falling. Perhaps it was best if she tried to get a bit of rest before the storm worsened.




  She climbed inside, the increasing sway of the ship making it impossible to do with any ease. Once inside, she saw the folly of her action when her stomach heaved with every pitch and roll of the ship. With great effort she managed to extricate herself, the condition of her stomach providing huge encouragement. She stumbled her way to the deck, seeking the air to restore her senses before she lost every last bit of her stomach contents.




  In the open air, drops of rain slapped her face and the wind tore at her hair and clothes. She gulped the air, trying to settle her stomach and fighting to maintain her balance against the gusts that pushed at her. Around her, men ran across the decks, climbed ropes and fought to gather in the sails, paying little heed to her. She clung to one of the masts and tried to locate her brother through the wet hair that been loosed from its braid and now plastered her face. She saw him and shouted his name, but the wind tore it from her mouth as though she hadn’t uttered a word.




  A moment later large hands pried her fingers from around the mast and pulled her to the side of the ship. Through the driving rain she could see Rhodri, his dark hair whipping his face, his eyes furious. Frightened, she slipped and lost her balance, falling to the deck, but he dragged her upright. She tried to fight him, struggling against him as he hoisted her up to the rail, but his strength was greater than hers. With little time for even a scream, she fell over the side and plunged into the stormy waters.




  She coughed and wheezed, her arms thrashing at the waves that pitched her around and threatened to shove her into the ship. Above her, she could hear shouting, but she hadn’t the strength to call more than once. The thunder and crash of the waves and the storm’s might made all attempts to cry for help futile. She could see the curraghs secured to the ship’s sides swinging against it and straining their ties. A huge wave rolled the ship and threw her down into its trough, blocking her vision, but she could hear the splintering and shrieking of breaking timber. Planks and shattered boards rained down on her as she rose with the roiling sea. A curragh gone, broken from its ties. She was swept down again and shoved along with the pressure of a wave. Two of the planks knocked against each other and then slammed into her. Without thinking she grabbed at them and hauled herself up.




  

  PART II




  The Western Lands




  

  CHAPTER ONE




  Smoke filled her nose; she couldn’t breathe. Her mouth felt dry, her lips parched and her body was on fire, . She coughed and tried to open her eyes but they were sticky and wouldn’t obey.




  Her head was supported and lifted, and she heard words, but couldn’t make out their meaning, though their tone was comforting. Her second effort to open her eyes was more successful and a face came into view, framed and cast into shadow once again by the strong light behind it. Was this the Ancient One, An Seanduine, the goddess her mother had spoken about so often?




  Liquid passed her lips, a broth of some kind. She gulped it eagerly and coughed. Bile, tasting of the sea, filled her mouth and dribbled out. More soothing words and a gentle hand to wipe her chin gave her comfort once again. She eased her head back down.




  Sometime later, she awoke to the sound of a crackling fire. The smell of the wood drifted over to her, a sharper, more fragrant scent than the kind she was used to. She opened her eyes and saw the canopy of stars overhead lighting up the night sky. There were stars here in this place. She traced their shapes and after much searching, identified Arturus, the pole star, in a different place, but keen to remind her of an earthly location.




  She looked over to the fire on the other side and saw, reflected in its light, a man and woman, facing each other, in deep discussion, a discussion formed more with gestures and hand signs than any words.




  They were a strange pair, both with long dark hair, the man’s tied back, but the woman’s hanging loose, shading most of her face. She could make out the man’s high cheek bones and tilted almond-shaped eyes. They were animated at the moment, the man caught up in his discussion, his hands waving through the air as if conjuring something. It was then she noticed the finger, or rather the lack of it; an empty space in at the end of his hand where the smallest finger should have been. His gestures seemed to have more emphasis because of it. She watched him, mesmerized, having no idea of the meaning of the all the gestures, but conscious of the woman’s transfixed posture leaning towards him and nodding occasionally.




  Whether it was her eyes that caught the light or the slight motion of her head, the woman glanced over at Aisling and noticed her stirring. She looked back at the man, motioned and with quick grace, rose and came by Aisling’s side.




  The woman bent over her, scanning her thoroughly, and then rested her hand on Aisling’s forehead.




  Aisling looked at the woman’s face and recoiled. A swirling complex network of dots tattooed her chin down along her neck and the one shoulder that was bared. She’d never seen anything like it before and it unnerved her. Tales of her own ancestors’ use of woad to paint threatening designs on their bodies before war came to her, but still she shuddered.
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