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For my sister









Oh sister, oh sister, lend me your hand,


I’ll make you heir of my house and land.


I’ll neither lend you my hand nor my glove,


Unless you grant me your true-love.


‘The Twa Sisters’, The Child Ballads


There is no agony like bearing an untold story inside you.


Zora Neale Hurston, Dust Tracks on a Road









1


Keyne


Imbolc – a festival celebrating the end of winter


I will tell you a story.


Seven years ago, when I was a child of ten, I became lost in the woods. My sisters and I had been travelling the road that skims the coast like a stone from Dintagel. I loved our summer home – a spume-silvered rock of houses and workshops, its docks piled high with amphorae. But there is a place, many leagues to the east, where the road slows, turning inland. It loses itself amongst the trees, straying into giant country. Branches interlace here; it is easy to slip away into the green space between a giant’s fingers. Easy for a careless child to disappear.


Looking back, I wonder whether it truly was carelessness. Perhaps it was her doing. Given everything which came after, that would make sense.


Between one scout’s holler and the next, I am lost, a prisoner of the wood. I feel no fear, more an irritation that I’ve let the trees trick me. I can hear my father, the king, calling me and the irreverent footfalls of men rending foliage.


I wander so long, it feels as though I’ve crossed some hidden boundary. I’ve left our world for theirs – the nameless land where goddesses sing to the stars, where lost spirits linger in the twilight. Dark quills scratch me; I am surrounded by yews, the terrible grave-trees which grow from death. I shiver, as irritation turns to fear. Deep voices seem to call my name, anthems to lost children. And now I am lost, hopelessly so.


The sky darkens and with the light goes hope. Hunger claws at my stomach; I am old enough to know I cannot survive long without food and water. Tears well. What if I die here and the yew grows stronger, roots curling through my bones?


Despair is a sharp scent and I suppose she smells it upon the air, for suddenly a woman stands before me. She is old, but not so old as Locinna, our nurse. Eyes peer beneath a heavy brow, blue, and piercing as a gull’s. She wears rags, tattered and rent, but after a blink, these become a cloak of moths, their wings a-flit in the evening. Another blink and it’s just an ordinary cloak, albeit a strange one made of patches and ribbons fluttering free.


She extends a hand and I realize I’ve collapsed to the leaf mulch, the seat of my skirt now damp through. My legs wobble as I stand. Her fingers are rough, calloused like a smith’s. I wonder what strange trade might have marked them.


‘Are you a witch?’ The dangerous question is out in the open before I can stop it.


She smiles. ‘Perhaps.’ Looks me up and down. ‘Would you like me to be?’


‘No.’


‘And why not?’


‘Because witches are to be feared.’


She pauses. ‘A good answer, if not entirely true.’


‘I want to go home.’


The witch tilts her head, her gull’s eyes narrowing on my face as if it were a fine fat fish. ‘I wonder if you do.’


‘Of course I do.’ But I glimpse her meaning. I have never felt at ease in my home.


‘You are wet through. Come and get warm.’


They are such inviting words. And I’m freezing, it’s true. But she’s a witch. ‘My father must be worried.’


She steps back and something jingles – her stick-wrists gleam with silver bracelets. My eyes widen; only Mother has silver like this. Where hers is solid and silent, however, the witch’s bracelets sing. I feel a desperate urge to touch them, to capture those chimes between my palms, as if I could draw the melody inside me.


She notices my gaze, smiles again. ‘Would you like one?’


Throat dry with want, I shake my head.


‘Here.’ She slides off a single band, passing it over gnarled brown knuckles. Before I know it, my fingers have closed about its shining curve.


‘I can’t . . .’


‘But you already have.’


My cheeks flush. Shaped like a horseshoe, the band is too big, hanging on my wrist like the crescent moon above us. But it shrinks to a perfect size even as I watch, and I catch my breath at the tingle of magic. When I look up, she’s half turned her back. ‘Wear it when you are ready to find me again.’ And she is gone, returned to the forest that birthed her.


The forest I am no longer within, for I now stand upon a wide road, and voices – human voices – are shouting my name. One laughing, one crying, my sisters rush towards me.


I remember burying that silver bracelet, sweating and fearful. I hadn’t planned to hide it, but inside Dunbriga, our capital, I began to question my gift. It felt nothing like the spells spoken over hearth and home. Not even akin to Father’s ability to spark a flame or ask the skies for rain. It was otherworldly. It had come from the dangerous heart of the forest, warmed by a witch’s skin.


And yet for all that, the bracelet was mine now. My parents would surely take it away if they found it. So in the shadows cast by Dunbriga’s oldest yew, I gouged a hole in the raw earth and dropped the silver in, weeping to see my shining crescent amidst the dirt.


I’ve ventured into the forest many times since then and have never once glimpsed the witch. As the years pass and the magic fades, she seems more and more a figment of a fevered mind. ‘Just a fancy,’ I tell the wheat doll taking shape between my hands. She is nearly finished – a shoulder shy of complete.


‘Keyne!’


I twitch. I should have seen Mother coming, sitting as I am at our hill fort’s highest point. A waft of rosewater precedes her and then she’s towering over me – her shadow blotting out what little sun struggles through the clouds. ‘What are you doing?’ she demands.


My blasphemous fingers are busy weaving a brideog. We make the goddess’s dolls every year for the festival of Imbolc. Gildas, the Christian priest, doesn’t like it, but I find the work soothing; it takes my mind off other things. And from my perch on the steps of the great hall, I can watch the hold tumbling out below me down the hill. Cattle on the lowest level are tiny as a child’s toys.


‘I told you to put this practice aside,’ Mother says sternly, and I hear the priest in her words. Beneath the queen’s skin runs the blood of old Rome, the jewel of the empire that abandoned us to our fate. Father took her for her blood; he thought it might give him strong sons to guard his lands and legacy. Instead he has two daughters . . . and me. Rome’s last laugh, I suppose, before the legions left our shores for good.


‘We are not prepared for Candlemas on the morrow,’ she adds, and the word forces my head up. Bright fox fur frames my mother’s shoulders, her curls tamed into an elegant braid. Her skin is a shade browner than my own, though we share the same dark hair. ‘And do try to sit graciously. This –’ she waves a hand at my trouser-clad legs – ‘open sprawling is improper.’


My hands clench around the wheat woman. ‘We’ve always made brideogs, Mother. I don’t see the harm in it.’


‘Brigid is no longer our concern. We need candles for the ceremony, enough for every woman who—’


‘Why is it only the women who must be “purified” at Candlemas?’ I snap, imagining what my sisters might say. Wild Sinne would scoff at the thought, eyes sparkling with some planned mischief. Riva would probably grit her teeth and bear it while murmuring prayers to the old gods under her breath. I almost smile, but it dies when I think about Rome’s god and the way his priests seem to delight in punishing women. Gildas believes all Britons sinners, despite being a Briton himself. He condemns our festivals, our traditions, even our little wheat dolls. But every tale he spins, of revelation and ruin, pushes his Christ further away from me. Gildas’s Saviour is a stranger who died long ago in a hot land I have never seen.


Mother’s gaze briefly strays from my own: part of her agrees with me. But when she says, ‘Make candles, Keyne,’ it is Queen Enica who speaks.


‘Let Riva do the candles. You know she cannot weave the—’


‘Riva is making them already. And when I find Sinne, she will join you.’


She won’t find Sinne. My younger sister has a talent for making herself scarce whenever there is work to be done. And to Sinne, everything looks like work.


Our home, Dunbriga, is a smudge of smoke on the edge of the world. I know it’s not really – Armorica is just across the water, and ships come from further still, bringing us oil and olives, the taste of sun-drenched lands to the south. I like to imagine cargoes of silks and spices cocooned in ships’ holds, waiting to be abused by our rough hands and palates. But when storms keep the ships away, the walls of Dunbriga close in and the fort seems to shrink. We need travellers to remind us that there’s a world beyond our borders.


I make my way to the workshop, feeling the holdsfolk’s customary stares as I pass. The brideog is coming apart in my hands. I don’t know why I care, except that she’s an antidote to Christ and his earnest suffering. I am tired of being called sinful. Half my father’s hold already thinks me so. I need no help from Gildas and his followers.


At the creak of the door, Riva looks up, her good hand coated in tallow. She’s wearing a bandage around the other, hiding the scarred flesh she cried over every night for years after the fire. No one knows how it started, except Riva herself perhaps, and she claims she doesn’t remember.


‘So,’ Riva says, as I take the stool beside her in the dim room. ‘Mother found you.’ She’s as tidy as Sinne is tangled, her chestnut hair braided neatly, sober dress crease-free. Riva has a stillness in her that soothes me. She listens where my younger sister would speak.


I nod. ‘Now she’s after Sinne.’


‘She won’t catch her.’ We share a fond smile before my sister’s eyes stray to the tattered figure in my arms. ‘. . . Brigid.’


I let her fall. ‘Mother forbade me. I’m to help you with the candles instead.’


Riva scoops the brideog from the rush-strewn floor. The doll is a sorry sight, broken wheat sticking out of her like pins. ‘Finish her, Keyne,’ my sister says. ‘It’s important the goddess feels welcome here. I’ll see to the candles.’


I force myself to protest. ‘There are dozens. And you don’t like fire.’


‘I am coping.’ A tremor in her face. ‘You can help when you’re done.’


‘Thank you.’ The words hiss from my lips and I sound ungrateful. I can’t seem to sound any other way these days. Riva, however, just nods and returns to her shaping and dipping.


I know she’s watching as my fingers flash in and out of the brideog, perhaps mocking the dexterity she no longer has. But I don’t move, because it’s warm beside the stinking tallow and the fire that keeps it soft. And that stillness I love in my older sister is here in the room between us. I can feel my earlier anger slowly seeping away.


An hour passes in companionable silence. I stare at Brigid’s blank face. She could be anyone. She doesn’t even resemble a woman, just a figure with arms and legs, trunk and head: human. That’s something we all share. That’s what really matters.


Isn’t it?


Raised voices pull me from my thoughts. Riva and I exchange a glance before we creep to the workshop door. We don’t want to be seen. People clam up around us, the king’s children, as if we’re his spies. I grimace to myself. It might look that way, but Father doesn’t listen to us as he used to do. These days only Mother, his lords – and Gildas – are welcome to speak.


‘Hush, Siaun. If someone hears and tells the priest—’


‘Then we’ll know who’s a traitor.’


I put my eye to a crack. Three men lurk outside, one checking the yard is empty. I guess they’d never dream of finding the royal children with their hands in a tallow vat.


‘Do you want to be caught? The king will lock you up . . . or worse.’


Siaun snorts. He’s a slight but rangy man in a farmer’s overall and his cheeks are lean with hunger. Last summer’s harvest was the poorest in years and the winter has been hard. ‘Lock me up for speaking truth?’ he demands.


The other man shakes his head. ‘For speaking against the priest.’


‘Whose side are you on?’


‘It’s not about sides, Siaun,’ the third man hisses from where he’s keeping watch. ‘Plenty of folk are beginning to listen to the priest. The king listens, so they do too.’


‘The king is wrong,’ Siaun says, and I hear Riva draw a startled breath beside me. Her eyes are wide in the dim space.


Siaun’s friend clamps a hand over his mouth. ‘Holy Brigid, Siaun. Say that any louder and you’d be lucky to escape with a whipping.’


I swallow tightly. Siaun’s expression doesn’t change, but his fists are clenched and trembling.


‘Will you die for this, Siaun?’


The farmer turns so I can’t see his face. ‘Our women don’t need purifying for the festival of Imbolc, so why is this Candlemas different? Would you let the priest shame them?’


‘Of course not, but what can we do when ’tis the queen’s will for us to follow new ways? Besides, Gildas is not all bad. I hear he’s building proper houses for Brys and his family. Times have hit them hard. And not just them.’


Riva mutters something under her breath and I think, Candlemas is only the beginning.


Once Siaun’s friends have bundled him away, I meet my sister’s eyes. ‘Is it true what they said? That there are already people who follow the priest?’


Bandaged hand held close to her chest, Riva says, ‘Gildas doesn’t care a wit for them, so why build them houses? It must be part of his plan to convert us all.’ Her face firms. ‘We should talk to Father. Not to tell tales,’ she adds hastily when I open my mouth to protest. ‘About Gildas. Father allows Mother to honour the priest’s festivals, but perhaps he doesn’t know how far it’s gone. That people are prepared to give up the old ways altogether, that Gildas is essentially bribing them to do so . . .’


‘What if Father does know?’ The stink of candles clogs my nose. And what if he doesn’t care?
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Riva


My numb fingers feel as if they’ve shaped a thousand candles before Mother allows me to return to the women’s quarters. When I open the door, a swell of heat and small talk escapes into the afternoon. I exchange a few nods, impatient. Keyne, Sinne and I share quarters with the other unmarried women from noble families and a few of the higher maidservants. It’s a big hall but feels cramped on winter days when the herb and flower gardens are too cold for women to gather there. Heart already skipping with nerves, I duck behind my wooden screen, pull it across for privacy. It’s painted with willow trees and the healing herbs I favour most.


My hand shakes as I unwrap the bandage, which hides the old scars of the fire that changed my life. Beneath the reek of tallow, I can smell the honey and myrtle packed into the poultice. The words of the song come back to me, the healing song I whispered to Brigid for fear of being overheard by Gildas. ‘It will work this time,’ I murmur under my breath, willing it so. Imbolc is Brigid’s festival, when the goddess is at her most powerful. Goddess of fertility, of spring, of rebirth.


Then why is my hand shaking? It will work, I tell myself again. My healing always works. The last coil of cloth slips free.


Feverishly, I scrape away the paste to see familiar red, the fused lump that used to be a hand, individual fingers. A sob wells, chokes me, and I fling the dirty bandage at the screen. I’ve done everything right, more than right. Although they’d never tell Father to his face, the people of Dunbriga can attest to my skills; over the last year, I’ve probably treated every family at least once. It is an open secret that I can break a fever, set a bone so that it heals in days, not weeks. That I can sew a gash and whisper a word to guard it from infection. That I can stop women in childbirth from bleeding out and ease the suffering of the old so that they pass in peace.


But why can’t I heal myself? Why, though I’ve tried a dozen times or more, can’t I heal the marks of the fire? Disappointment drags my skipping heart to a crawl. I’d thought the festival would make a difference. Perhaps I shouldn’t have whispered the song, but thrown it to the heavens. Perhaps seven years is too long and my wound is now too old for magic. I have to blink to keep the tears from spilling.


‘What is that smell?’


Hastily, I wipe the rest of the paste onto a fold of my skirt and look up in time to see Sinne, barrelling into the women’s quarters. She weaves past the screens that divide the welcoming room, its walls hung with detailed loom-work. The central fire pit smokes with a fragrance of sweet cedar. I watch as it curls up into the rafters, where wind from the tiny windows catches and carries it away.


Before she can spot the bandage in the corner, I clamp a blunt knife between my knees and scrape at the tallow that’s set on my good hand after my work with the candles. Sinne wrinkles her nose.


‘You could have helped,’ I say.


‘I’m glad I didn’t. You stink of dead animal.’


I ignore that. Sinne scampers about the room, watched idly by Mother’s ladies. My heart lifts a bit to see her pulling cloth out of chests in her wild way, tutting impatiently. After a few moments, she appears before me, holding up a white dress. I roll my eyes when I see that it’s little more than a nightgown. ‘Do you think this will do for tonight?’ she asks. Before I can tell her she probably won’t be allowed to take part, she bursts into one of the traditional songs.




‘Bright mother, dark father


Goddess of hearth


Sing, winter-born king


Hanged One, untamed.’





She has a skylark’s voice, sweet and high and sad, one I can’t hope to match. But still I find myself singing with her, sisters together:




‘Stag and fox


Forest beast


Sailor of the last sea


Brother and lover


Seed sower, grain giver


Come, Horned One


Drink of the land its blood.’





‘I’ve always thought that a silly last line,’ Sinne concludes and I realize my eyes are closed. ‘The land doesn’t have any blood.’


‘How do you know?’ I ask with a smile, opening them. The tune has calmed me, its cadence warm in my throat. All the old songs have power.


‘Because it’s ridiculous.’ Sinne’s cheeks are flushed. She barely looks her fifteen years as she fiddles with a lock of her fair hair.


‘What about the battles fought here?’ I say, reaching over to tug the lock free before she starts chewing on it. ‘The great warrior Aurelianus slew thrice a thousand men. What happened to their blood?’


‘It dried up in the sun.’


‘Some of it. But if you stick a man, he bleeds half a dozen pailfuls. Think how much blood you could get from three thousand men. Where do you think it all went?’


‘What do you know about “sticking men”? Nothing.’ She gives me an impish grin and scoops up the lock again, twisting it around her finger.


I poke her in the ribs. ‘I know more than you, little sister,’ I say and swiftly turn the poke into a tickle.


‘Riva.’ Sinne’s squeal has covered the sound of the door opening. ‘If you must talk, recite the Lord’s Prayer.’ Mother stares down at me. ‘I will be ashamed if you misspeak it at Imbo— Candlemas.’


‘Our gods have served us well enough so far.’ Except for withholding their powers of healing from you, Riva. I shake off the snide, silent voice and look up at her as defiantly as I dare. ‘I don’t see why we should forsake them for another. Especially Gildas’s Roman one. The Romans left.’


‘He is everyone’s God, Gildas says.’ Mother’s lips thin. ‘And the priest is our honoured guest.’


‘I thought guests left too,’ Sinne mutters. ‘The old coot’s been here for months.’


That earns her a slap. Sinne claps a hand to her reddening cheek, her eyes filling. They are big blue eyes, like our father’s, and I’ve been jealous of them since childhood. Sinne’s tears usually buy her instant forgiveness.


But not today. ‘Get you on, both of you.’ Mother stabs a finger at a pile of cloth. ‘There’s stitching to be done before night.’


As soon as she leaves, in a rustle of linen, Sinne throws herself down to lie on the skins that warm the floorboards. ‘I wish we still lived at Isca.’


‘You don’t remember Isca,’ I say, retrieving my needle and thread. I’ve become quite adept at stitching one-handed. ‘You were a baby when Father abandoned it. Besides, Isca’s the Roman name. It’s Caer Uisc.’


‘You don’t remember it either. You were five.’


‘Five years is old enough for memories. Thread this for me, please.’


Sinne huffs, but does as I ask. In truth, I remember little of the civitas except stone and an impression of size. When the Romans left, they took their secrets with them. We’re a proud people and Father didn’t like the idea of living in Rome’s shadow – except for the slim dark one cast by my mother. He didn’t like the idea of picking through the ruins of all their clever broken contraptions. So fifteen years ago, he moved the heart of Dumnonia to this chill cliff instead.


Thinking of the scene we’d overheard with Siaun, I wonder whether Father would have made that same decision now.


The door opens a second time. I finish a stitch and glance up as Keyne comes around my screen. She’s in her usual attire: a boy’s tunic and trousers, her lower legs wrapped snugly with leather. Sinne rolls her eyes. ‘I hope you don’t intend to wear that at Candlemas.’ She gives Keyne her impish smile. ‘Gildas won’t like it.’


Keyne’s hands clench. The priest doesn’t care for any of us royal children, but he reserves a special vitriol for my sister. I think she angers him, striding around in male garb, her face as distant as the stars. And I think she unnerves him too, much as she unnerves the rest of us when she looks a certain way. Her eyes, dark and flecked blackbird-beak’s yellow, seem to see more than she lets on. Occasionally I glimpse someone else peering out of them, curious, bitter and knowing. Even with those eyes, Keyne had once smiled freely. Now, at seventeen, grimness clings to her like winter mist that rarely cedes to sunshine.


‘I don’t think Gildas likes anything,’ I say, trying to thaw the ice in Keyne’s face. ‘Except Jesus.’


‘And he’s dead,’ puts in Sinne helpfully.


Keyne shrugs, as if she doesn’t care. I know she does.


It’s hard to deny the effect Gildas has on our household. He is like one of the dark beeswax candles reserved for my parents: tall, slim and burning with zeal. No one knows how old he is, but he sweeps about Dunbriga as if he were king, his quiet steps easy to miss until he’s upon you.


‘Why does Father put up with him?’ I ask in a voice pitched just for the two of them. ‘It can’t only be because Mother invited him here.’


Keyne grimaces. ‘Gildas has powerful friends, or so he claims. Perhaps Father is worried we may need to call on them against the Saxons.’


‘What friends?’ Sinne says loudly and winces. ‘Other kings?’ she adds in a lower voice, dashing a glance over her shoulder at the women by the fire.


‘God?’ Keyne softens the word with a raised brow. ‘But probably other kings. Lots are embracing Christianity.’


‘And Gildas is an educated man,’ I remind them. ‘Fluent in Latin, Greek and history. Perhaps Father thinks the priest’s learning will rub off on him. Like charcoal.’


‘Even so,’ Keyne says darkly, ‘I don’t see what harm our traditions do. Which reminds me –’ she nods at my blankets – ‘give me the clothes for Imbolc. I’ll go and hang them outside. We remember the old ways.’


I reach under the bolster for the tunics hidden there. All over the hold, other women will be doing the same, furtively so the priest doesn’t see. I smile at my sisters and they smile back. Gildas hates anything to do with magic and our traditions, but he can’t stop us all. ‘We’ll make sure Brigid feels welcome here,’ I whisper, stroking my thumb over the cloth.


Sinne’s smile fades and she collapses back on her heels. ‘I know it’s tradition, but I’m not sure why you bother with this part.’ I don’t miss the disparaging glance she gives the tunics. ‘We do it every year and every year is the same. No special blessings.’ She mutters the next bit under her breath. ‘No wishes coming true.’


‘You don’t think our continued prosperity a blessing?’ I ask, a bit nettled. ‘While the rest of Britain falls to the Saxons, our culture lost, our men slain—’


‘Our men?’ Sinne scoffs. ‘You don’t have a man, Riva.’


My skin prickles, a hot flush of embarrassment. ‘This isn’t about me. The point is—’


‘We should be grateful for what we have,’ Keyne finishes, but she doesn’t sound as if she means it. And, after hearing Siaun’s rebellious words, I find I’m not in the mood for doomsaying either.


‘I’ll take these myself.’ I grab the bundle of tunics, and rise unsteadily. Pain spikes in my damaged foot, as soon as I put weight on it. My hand isn’t the only part of me the fire touched. I grit my teeth.


‘Don’t forget to leave your own clothes out for Brigid,’ Sinne calls after me. ‘She might make you less of a sourpuss.’


She doesn’t mean it, but even a small jibe stings. Keyne motions as if to comfort me. I push past her, Brigid’s tunics clutched tight to my breast.


Sinne’s teasing words stay with me as I search for a place to hang the clothes. I can’t put them by the entrance – Gildas or Mother will see and I’ll be ordered to take them down again. I clench my good hand around the cloth, angry at them for disdaining the old ways, irritated at Sinne’s needling when we three only have each other as friends, as confidantes.


Maybe I can hang the tunics from the eaves behind the women’s quarters, hidden in the shadows. The wooden building that houses us isn’t tall, but neither am I and, no matter how I stretch, I can’t reach. Curses. I look about for a crate or barrel to stand upon. Nothing. Annoyed, I jump and my foot gives way with a spiteful flare, sending me sprawling, burned hand twisted beneath me.


I cradle it, grazed from the rough landing, and hot tears threaten; Brigid’s tunics have landed in a puddle. I gaze at my boot, as if I can see through the leather to the foot it encases. I stare and I wish that I’d never argued with my sister the day of the fire, that I’d never gone to the old smokehouse. I can almost hear my own screams again, echoing between the walls as the fire ate at my skin. A child sobs in the background: Sinne? Her face is one of the only things I remember before darkness took me.


‘Riva, stop.’


The voice filters down from a distance and I realize I’ve been crying, trying to tear the tunics, my throat raw with the awful memory. Someone catches my arm and holds it still. When I squirm to get free, the grip tightens, and I suddenly know to whom it belongs. ‘Let go, Arlyn.’


When the smith’s apprentice ignores my command, affront knocks the memory away. I am the king’s daughter. ‘Let me go, I said.’


Arlyn looks at me with serious eyes. ‘Are you sure you won’t start up again?’


‘I’m sure,’ I grate. ‘Now let go.’


As if I am a bucking horse in need of calming, Arlyn slowly releases his hold. I snatch my arm back, and bury my grazed hand in the folds of my dress.


‘What were you doing?’ he asks, helping me to my feet.


I know Arlyn won’t run to tell Gildas. ‘Trying to hang up Brigid’s tunics.’


He clicks his tongue. ‘You know what I mean. Why were you sitting here, crying?’


I don’t answer. It’s none of his business, after all.


‘Riva.’ His wide, placid eyes are on my face and I cannot meet them. ‘Why?’


‘I hate feeling so helpless,’ I hear myself whisper, looking at my hand. ‘None of the healing I try on myself works.’


Arlyn doesn’t reply. Instead he takes the clothes, brushes the mud off, and – stretching – just manages to hook them over a protruding spar of wood. We watch them billow for a few moments, the wind filling out the bellies of the tunics.


‘We ought to clean that,’ he nods at my hand. ‘Wash the dirt off.’


The wind or his words have hollowed me out. I suddenly feel weary. ‘All right,’ I say and let him steer me through the hold.


At the forge, I have to stop myself shying from the open flames like the nervous mare he thinks me. I choose a stool furthest from the furnace and the banked fire in the corner. Although it’s taken years of effort, I can usually hold myself together around fire. But the memories crowd close today.


Swords hang suspended from hooks; weapon-racks of spears and daggers line the walls. A few pieces of leather armour are scattered here and there, and the iron framework of an unfinished helm waits on a workbench. Pots and cauldrons take up the other side of the room, eating knives and the like: the tools required by a busy household.


‘Farrar keeps you working hard.’ My voice shakes a little.


‘Aye, he does.’ Arlyn pokes the fire awake and hooks a pail over the flames. Though I long for warmth, I cannot bear to pull my stool closer. While the water heats, I watch as he sweeps the packed earth floor, retrieves stray tools and replaces them in their holders. Farrar is famous for punishing sloppiness. Arlyn’s arms, I notice, are tanned, corded with muscle from working the forge.


My eyes return to the swords. ‘More weapons than usual,’ I note, studying their hilts.


‘King Cador’s request.’ He shoots me a sidelong look. ‘There are rumours that Saxon scouts have been seen as far west as Durnovaria.’


I remember what I said to Sinne. The hold needs Brigid’s protection more than ever. She’s like as not been keeping the Saxons from us, not Gildas . . . or his Christ. I draw a breath – does Arlyn share Siaun’s concern? ‘What do you make of the priest?’ I ask him. ‘You can speak freely,’ I add when he hesitates.


‘I don’t much care for him, if truth be told.’


‘Why?’


The smith turns, big arms folded. ‘I think I live a good life. Might not be saintly, but whose is? I charge fair prices for our work, help others who need it.’ He half smiles at me. ‘But Gildas caught me folding a blessing to Brigid into the metal and called me heathen and wicked and everything in between. I’ve never given cause for complaint before. Everyone knows that, without Brigid’s blessing, swords are just lumps of iron.’


Maybe it’s only the extra wood he’s tossed on the fire, but Arlyn’s words warm me. Still, I’m beginning to worry that the hold doesn’t care whether our gods are forgotten. ‘Mother forbade Keyne to make her brideog earlier. And Gildas is why I was hanging tunics in the eaves instead of by the door.’


Arlyn’s scowl deepens. ‘Then he’s not going to like what the women have planned for this evening.’


‘So they’re going ahead,’ I say, my pleasure dampened only by the fact I can’t take part. Although Keyne hasn’t attended for years, Sinne and I always process at Imbolc. We wear white like the other maidens, our hair loose, carrying a huge brideog from house to house and speaking the ancient words. Perhaps some wishes are small: a girl child for a house of boys, a healthy marriage, strong calves in spring, but – despite what Sinne thinks – they’ve always been granted. The thought of missing out raises the hairs on my arms and, all of a sudden, foreboding wraps me like a damp cloak. I shiver.


‘Here,’ Arlyn says, clearly mistaking it for a chill. He lifts the pail from the fire, dips a rag into the water and kneels before me. When he reaches for my hand, I pull away.


‘I’ll do it.’ Before he can argue, I swipe the rag and glare at him until he moves off. I only start dabbing at my grazed skin once his back is turned. But I can feel his eyes on me from time to time. Probably trying to hide his disgust.


‘Riva . . .’ He lets it hang.


I rinse the rag in the water, say nothing.


‘Promise me I won’t find you like that again.’


A knot tightens in my chest as the face of Gildas swims before me, his mouth twisted in contempt at my bag of herbs. I remember the last woman who came to me for healing, stealthily in case he saw. I remember the smell of my own failed poultice. Angry again, I drop the rag and lurch to my feet. ‘I am the King of Dumnonia’s firstborn. I won’t promise you anything.’


Grinding my teeth, I leave him with his tainted concern. In his grey eyes, I’d seen no anger at my retort – only pity. And pity was the last thing I wanted. From him, or anyone.
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Sinne


Boring. I love Riva – she’s looked out for me more than Mother has – but I hate it when she moans about Gildas and his religion. Who cares which gods we worship? They’re all the same: follow their rules or there’s a beating. I only obey to make people happy. But I’m smothered by rules: Father’s rules, Mother’s rules, the rules of my older sisters. I don’t need a priest’s rules too.


I lick my lips, imagining milk – the best thing about Imbolc. It’s been so long since I tasted it. Otherwise it’s a quiet festival, nothing like Ēostre or Beltane when we have singing and dancing, colourful dresses, breads and crumbling cheeses.


I hear distant chanting and scramble to one of the tiny windows in our quarters, hooking the covering aside. It’s twilight; I can barely see, but the dusk is bright with torches. As part of the royal residence, the women’s hall rises above the rest of the hold and from this height I spot the maidens, their hair unbound, going from house to house. They’re hoisting a much bigger brideog than Keyne’s, straw and bits of fraying reed on their clothes. I’m too far away to hear properly, but I know what they’re saying as they knock thrice at each door. I mouth the words to myself.




‘Brigid, Brigid, come to my home tonight.


Open the door, let Brigid come in.


Her bed is ready, her supper prepared.’





Brigid receives a gift from each family, until she sparkles with tiny trinkets that flash in the torchlight. I look at my white nightdress, remembering Mother’s harsh refusal when we asked to join in. I’ve always loved the processing part, the wind’s brisk fingers in my hair. A tugging in my belly tells me her decision is wrong. I’m unmarried, all of us are. We should be down there. Even Keyne, though I can’t imagine her wearing white and swirling her skirts through the streets.


The chanting makes me restless and I want to dance. Want to wear my best dress and fling myself into the music that follows later. Or should follow . . . The planting tune is one of my favourites, and this time I want to dance with someone other than Bradan – though I know he worships me. But no one ever visits our hold except traders, and they’re gone again in days.


Brigid is supposed to grant wishes. ‘I want the magic to come back,’ I whisper to her. ‘Real magic like Father used to do.’


I want something to happen.


Perhaps Brigid finally hears my wish.


I wake suddenly at dawn, skin prickling. It’s Imbolc morning and Gildas is ringing his cursed bell again. I turn over, desperate to slip back into the warmth of a world where everything is tinged with golden light. In my dream a man, more beautiful than any I’ve seen, lifts my chin with careful fingers. My heart races. I can still feel his hand on my waist. In a way, I feel we’ve met before, or we will meet . . . somehow.


But the noise of the hold is starting to intrude – normal sounds, stupid sounds, sounds I’ve heard all my life. Who am I fooling? Father will pick out a husband for me. I’m a piece on his game board, the best he has. Riva might be beautiful, with her high cheekbones and heavy chestnut hair, but people whisper about her scars. And Keyne . . . well, she’s far too strange. Yes, I will become a wife and be just as dissatisfied as Mother.


What if I were his wife? I imagine it, seeing him again with his glittering gaze and slender hands. Being his wife would be different . . . We’d leave this place and visit the hot countries where sweet fruits grow, living each day as it came. And the nights we’d have—


‘Lady Sinne! Are you up?’


I growl into my pillow.


‘You lazy child,’ Locinna exclaims when she pulls the screen aside, sees me abed. ‘It’s well past cock’s crow.’


Smiling, I stretch languidly in answer. Locinna tuts and starts laying out clothes suitable for a festival day: a creamy underdress, an overdress of blue that will go well with my hair. Not that there’s anyone I want to impress. Well, maybe Bradan, the fisher boy, upon whom I like to practise my glamour.


‘I’ll wear my knotted belt,’ I say, remembering how his eyes are always drawn to it. Locinna frowns briefly, but she can’t very well ignore a request from the king’s daughter. I smile again, a secret smile just for me. Maybe today won’t be all bad.


There’s an odd atmosphere outside, though. Nearly all the women are dressed in sober colours, even the unmarried ones. I think of last night; the gleam of bright white garments, the chanting, the unbound hair. Now most heads are covered with modest scarves. My own exposed and plaited locks are attracting a fair number of raised eyebrows.


‘. . . cannot believe it. The gall of the man.’


‘What did he do?’


I edge closer. Ganieda, one of my mother’s seamstresses, is talking quietly to another whose name I’ve forgotten. Mother does have a lot of seamstresses.


‘. . . stood before the royal door and denied them entry.’


‘What? But he has no rights over the king’s household.’


‘That’s what my girl says too. He was all in black, showed them the cross. Told them they shamed “Saint Brigid” by carrying around a “heathen effigy”.’


‘Saint Brigid?’


‘Aye, that’s what he called her. Says she weren’t never a goddess, but some holy woman from Éire who gave all her things to the poor.’


The other woman sucks in a breath. ‘Bad will come of this.’


‘You haven’t heard the worst. Cador’s lady queen comes out and stands beside the priest. Tells us to burn our brideog and go home. Wouldn’t let her daughters take part either.’


My mouth falls open. Mother said to burn Brigid?


‘It will bring nothing but bad,’ the other woman murmurs and then she spots me. ‘Lady Sinne.’


I ignore her, pushing through the crowd to Riva. I squeeze her arm in greeting. ‘Did you hear what happened last night at Father’s door?’


Riva nods. She’s dressed sombrely in a colour I think of as forest black. She makes the drab shade elegant, though; it brings out the green in her hazel eyes. A glove, I notice, hides her burned hand. For a moment I feel garish in my blue, a child’s colour. But the feeling passes when I spot Bradan, staring open-mouthed at me from across the way. I smile, straighten, turn back to Riva. ‘They tried to give Brigid’s blessing to Father, but Mother and Gildas stopped them.’


She frowns. ‘Nothing good will come of mocking the old ways.’


‘You sound like those old women.’ I study the crowd. ‘Where’s Keyne?’


‘Not here,’ Riva says tightly. ‘Locinna claims she saw her early this morning, but then she disappeared.’


I wince at the thought of Keyne being punished. If she misses the Candlemas service, she’ll be in for a whipping. Mother’s always talking about our duty to set an example.


Riva is silent, clearly worried too. ‘You’re quiet this morning,’ I tell her and it’s true – my oldest sister is usually much livelier. I’d have thought to find her loudly reminding people that Candlemas is Gildas’s religion, not ours.


‘I didn’t sleep well.’


‘Bad night?’ I ask, thinking of my own, which had been far from bad.


Riva’s expression darkens because Gildas has appeared and Mother is stuck to his side. ‘Something like that.’


We can’t talk further. Mother gestures for us to fall in behind her as she and the priest lead the way towards the wooden church, the crowd parting like the sea before Moses. That’s one Bible story I like. Forget all the business with healing the blind and washing the feet of the poor. Imagine having the power to command the ocean. It makes my fingers itch to possess it.


The church feels oppressive. It wasn’t always a church, just a big storehouse Gildas blessed and called a church. Passing into its shadow, I realize all our old festivals take place out of doors. When we look up from our dancing or feasting, it’s to see the sun or stars above us. Now when I look up, all I see is the suffering, benevolent face of Christ hanging over us like a thunderhead.


Before we sit, we take a beeswax candle from a small basket set aside for us alone, and hold its wick to a brazier. All the candles are supposed to be beeswax, but wax is expensive and hard to come by. Gildas wasn’t happy when Mother told him the majority of the congregation had to have tallow candles. I wrinkle my nose at the bigger basket where they lie like knobbly fingers – poor Riva stank of them when she came in yesterday.


We sit on long benches, clutching our sputtering candles. There are a few faces absent, besides Keyne’s – stubborn holds-women who believe the priest is nothing more than a storm to be weathered until a calmer season comes. I wonder if Mother’s noticed. Then, with a chopping motion, Gildas orders the doors shut.


I jump when they boom together, killing the daylight. I’m struck by a feeling that I’ve lost something, like a ribbon torn free in a gust. Even Mother looks pale. Maybe she’s regretting giving Gildas free rein.


‘“Et postquam impleti sunt dies purgationis eius secundum legem Mosi tulerunt illum in Hierusalem ut sisterent eum Domino . . .’”


My Latin is terrible, but I gather it’s something about purification according to Christ’s law – whatever that means. Gildas is clearly enjoying himself, rattling off his incomprehensible streams. Judging from the blank faces around me, I’m not the only one who doesn’t understand it all. Or at all. Keyne’s the best at languages. I let the words wash over me, envying Keyne her absence.


My thoughts return to the dream. Dream . . . the word doesn’t fit. Dreams are messy things, like churned-up surf. This one’s still as clear as the best kind of sky and I find myself wondering about the man’s name. Something handsome, something daring. And of course he would have a horse, a majestic beast as black as midnight. Such a fine mount needs a name too. Like Hanternos or Kastell, the magnificent steeds of legendary warriors.


Maybe I’m a seer. I’ve heard tell of them: rare people granted visions of the future. I’ve always had vivid dreams. Perhaps I can do more than spin silly glamours to enchant fisher boys. My heart begins to thump. He could be real. He could be out there, waiting for me.


Suddenly, I hear shouting beneath the Latin drone and Gildas trails off mid-phrase. The shouts are louder now he’s silent. Then light floods over us as the church doors are flung wide. A dozen men block the entrance, common folk. I recognize most of them: Bradan’s father; Deroch, son of our chief huntsman; several of the older farmers – all men my Father has listened to in the past. It’s hard to make out expressions against the glare, but their leader’s eyes are narrowed in anger.


‘It’s Siaun,’ Riva whispers beside me and I frown. Isn’t he the one she and Keyne overheard yesterday?


‘What is the meaning of this intrusion?’ Gildas’s voice echoes oddly, as though there are more priests lurking amongst the crucifixes.


Siaun points. ‘We want our women back.’


Silence. Riva and I share a tense glance. ‘They will rejoin you in due course,’ Gildas says. ‘Once they have been cleansed.’


‘Cleansed?’ one of the other men asks. It’s Arlyn, the smith’s apprentice, and I can’t help being impressed at his daring. ‘Cleansed of what?’


‘Their sins,’ the priest says coldly.


‘What have they done?’ Arlyn demands, his eyes flicking in our direction. I swear he’s looking at Riva.


‘My lady,’ Gildas entreats Mother. ‘I insist this intrusion ceases. These men disgrace themselves and dishonour a house of God.’


Mother rises gracefully, every inch a queen – but she’s still as pale as earlier. ‘Do as he commands. You will leave this place or the king will hear of it.’


Yet something gives him courage, for Siaun steps beneath the church’s heavy lintel. Don’t be foolish, I think at him, but he opens his mouth regardless. ‘With respect, my lady queen, this is wrong. It dishonours our gods, our people. The old magic is weaker every day since the priest came.’


In the shocked hush, I hear Mother’s sharply indrawn breath. When she speaks again, her tone is hard, as wintry as Gildas’s. ‘Aedan, Rinus.’ The queen’s bondsmen; I hadn’t noticed them in the shadows. Neither had Gildas, I guess. He frowns slightly as they come forward. ‘Take this man and place him under guard. The king will decide what to do with him.’


‘Siaun!’ A woman near the back of the church is all elbows and knees, trying to reach him. But the other women hold her back. And though their hands are firm, their expressions are flinty as they stare at the bondsmen dragging Siaun away.


‘Our women have done nothing wrong,’ Siaun cries hoarsely, struggling with his guards. ‘No one here sins but him.’ He tears a hand free and jabs a finger at Gildas.


‘The king’s justice awaits the rest of you – unless you leave at once,’ Mother snaps at the remaining men, raising her voice over Siaun’s protests. ‘This is a holy place.’


The other men seem to reach an agreement. Their faces are as hard as the women’s, but they leave. The doors crash shut, plunging us into gloom once more. And with it comes a terrible silence. Again I feel that sense of loss, as the world is shut out. Riva’s good hand is curled into a fist on her lap and I take it in mine, squeezing solace. My sister’s lips are white with fury as she looks at our mother.


The queen’s nod to Gildas is stiff and short. Another might think her angry, but I know her better. It isn’t anger Mother is feeling. It’s guilt.


‘Let me be clear,’ Gildas says. He’s pacing slowly, up and down, in front of the wooden crucifix. ‘You have been led to worship lies. False deities that glorify man’s baser urges.’ His voice softens. ‘This is not your fault. Last night’s activities –’ in his mouth, it’s a dirty word – ‘shamed those maidens that took part, at a time when they should be preparing themselves for the sanctity of marriage. But Our Lord will still look kindly on those who come to Him, to renounce their barbaric practices.’ He glances briefly at Mother. ‘He will take them to His bosom and, for them, there will be no more suffering.’


I realize my heart is thumping a warning against my ribs. His threat is as clear as the sentry bell. What will he do to those who don’t obey? I look at the blur of women’s faces. Some are angry, more are uncertain. The seamstress’s words echo in my head. Bad will come of this.


I have no doubt she is right. But how bad will it become?
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Keyne


On Imbolc morning, I wake, sweating, before dawn. In the early darkness I can’t see the room. I could be anywhere, could still be dreaming. But I know I’m not because I can smell wool, baking bread and a hint of the dried flowers Riva sewed inside my pillow. I breathe out, clinging to wakefulness; I don’t want to slip under again. Only a nightmare, I tell myself, but it lingers behind each eye-blink: a world of black skies and sunless seas. And a rumble in the east.


My outflung hand finds Brigid and I clutch the wheat doll to me like a talisman. Maybe she really does protect us; maybe she woke me before I felt the worst of it, before the dark nothing consumed us all. It’s like a scene from Gildas’s Bible: the punishment that awaits a sinner. I know what Gildas would say too. He’d tell me the dream is a warning, that if I don’t change my ways, I will feed that waiting maw.


Slowly, I calm. The high window begins to let in light. The smells of the fort are joined by sounds: the shouts of servants, the errant whinny of a horse, the ruckus that heralds a new day. Imbolc. Or Candlemas, as Gildas insists we call it now.


When Locinna appears, I am already up and warming my hands over the central fire pit. ‘Ah, Lady Keyne.’ She sounds pleased. ‘You always rise earliest.’ She moves behind my screen, opening chests, rustling cloth. ‘I’ve laid out your clothes,’ she says, her voice faltering at my silence. ‘I must go to your sisters. Excuse me.’ I nod, but she is gone, disappearing into the ember-lit gloom of our shared quarters.


On my blanket is a dress, brown with pale stiches. It swims in my vision. All at once the dream returns and my nose fills with the stench of carrion. My legs wobble, but I force them still. It’s just a dream. It’s just a dress.


I can’t do it.


My stomach heaves at the thought of going to church, candle in one hand, bunched skirts in the other. It’s a betrayal of everything I am. I reach for the pail, but nothing comes up; we’re not allowed to break our fasts this morning. My skin is clammy and I want desperately to shed it, like snakes do. I want to run free. I want out of this dim room with its dresses and prospects and Gildas’s censure. I want to be me.


My heart is racing again, gooseflesh creeping along my arms. I could say I’m ill, but Locinna has already seen me up. And anyway, illness won’t stop Mother dragging me to church today. When people look at me, they see the king’s daughter – no matter what I say or do – and I well know that Gildas wants to cleanse me alongside my sisters.


But I can’t do it. I won’t do it.


It’s early. Mother might still be dressing. Riva rises later than I and Sinne will have to be poked out of bed with a spear. My mouth twitches briefly, despite my sombre thoughts. If I’m quick and quiet . . .


I seize the linen I use to bind my chest flat, wrapping it round and pulling it tight. I cough out a breath and hope I won’t have to run. Shirt next, fumbling the laces, then green tunic over it, followed by trousers and shoon. I don’t bother with the leather wraps that secure them to my feet; time is short. Still struggling to take a full breath, I peep around the edge of my wooden screen. There’s no one visible beyond, though I can hear the sounds of dressing. A guttering torch throws my shadow across the floor. With my hair tied back, it’s a man’s shadow, anonymous.


Once outside, I spot only royal servants and townsfolk as I weave through the upper terraces, slipping between buildings, flipping up the hood of my cloak as I go. No one recognizes me. The cold finds its way between the layers of my clothes and I wish I’d brought mittens. There’s a scent on the wind, sharp and green as the wilderness outside the walls.


The church squats on the second terrace, lower than our great hall. And not as large or imposing as Gildas would like, I wager. I don’t want to look at it, or imagine my sisters inside it. Somehow it ruins the pattern, as if Dunbriga is a tapestry and the church a rogue tear.


When I reach the lowest terrace, I see guards lining the wall – ever watchful for Saxon scouts. But I don’t intend to go that way. There’s a hidden place, a landslip on the eastern side. Here dirt has fallen from the high earthen banks that guard the hold, leaving a gorse-filled hole just large enough for a person to crawl through. Muddy and cold, it’s the only unguarded way out of Dunbriga.


The gorse pricks me as I push it aside and I wonder whether Father ought to know about this breach in his defences. It’s a question I’ve asked myself ever since I discovered the landslip – is my freedom worth risking our safety? Were an enemy to find this place, my selfishness would endanger more lives than just my own. Still I say nothing. This taste of freedom is the sole reason I survive – living in a world that does not see me for who I am.


The morning is thick with mist, a poor herald of spring. It’s fit for my purpose, though. Keeping low to the ground, I scurry fieldmouse-fleet through the long grass and into the shadows of a copse known as Cēd Hen. It encloses one of the nemetons, those old sacred spaces where our people can talk to the gods. My feet weave between brittle branches, trying to remember the way. But the path to the glade is lost now – lost, or closed to me.


I used to go there with my family at least six times a year, to dance and sing, worshipping the gods as our ancestors had done. We made offerings to Andraste of the Moon, to Epona and to Cernunnos, the horned god: blood, gold and our hunters’ best pelts. I remember my father in his true crown; it could only be seen during rituals, or when he called up magic in defence of our home. It was woven from light, the symbol of the bond between leader and land. My sisters and I laid offerings on the altar, then linked hands so our family formed a circle around it. And even though I stood between Riva and Sinne, I could feel my father through them, as if some invisible cord joined us all together. It was as if the king’s blood flowed into the land we stood upon, and his power infused us in turn. That was, until Mother put a stop to it.


‘No, Cador,’ she said one midwinter day, before we set out for the nemeton. ‘I have shamed my ancestors enough with these barbarous rituals. The priests that pass through here say they are wicked and base.’


‘Christian priests, who know nothing of our gods or our way of life. These ceremonies are our heritage,’ Father replied, frowning. ‘The Dumnonii people have always drawn power from the earth and we guard it in turn. What are we without the very land beneath our feet?’


‘Stronger,’ Mother snapped back. ‘While you waste time in dance, we could be receiving emissaries, striking trade deals, drawing up plans to deal with the Saxons, should they decide to push west. We are already vulnerable here. What allies we have will abandon us if we continue to worship heathen gods. The world is changing and it is leaving us behind.’


I think that was the day the doubt began to eat at Father, and the old ways suffered for it. We still went to the glade, but the gold we brought with us was tarnished, the pelts rougher. Bandits killed on the fringes of our land were food for the crows, their skulls abandoned – instead of being added to the eerie ghost fence that kept our boundaries strong. We would linger at the altar for minutes rather than hours. And then the visits ceased altogether. I haven’t seen the king in his true crown for years. Now he wears an ordinary metal band, just like the Christian kings of other tribes.


Maybe the poor harvests are simple bad luck. Or maybe the gods have grown tired of us.


I come to a stop in front of Dunbriga’s oldest yew, and I shudder. The great tree stands alone in one of Cēd Hen’s clearings; a silent sentinel. It seems larger every time I see it, with its split trunk and mass of dark branches. My breathing is harsh in the quiet, the last note of the dawn chorus long since faded. I stare at the tree, catching my breath. Then I reach out and place a hand on its trunk.


Silver around my wrist. In the dirt. The earth is cold beneath my knees. I blink. What am I doing here, kneeling amongst the tree’s roots? I feel the urge to dig, but my hands are no match for the frozen ground. Before I know it, I’ve seized a stick and begun gouging the dirt. My gift was only a fancy, wasn’t it? The fevered imagining of a lonely child, lost and terrified – that’s all. But still I stab at the earth. Clouds stifle the sun. They must be looking for me, my mother cursing my name. I will be punished, probably whipped, but I cannot go back. Not yet.


Time passes. The ceremony will have begun. I imagine my sisters in church, one dark head, one light, my mother severe beside them, and Gildas looming over all three. Something about the image makes me work faster and the earth finally begins to loosen.


I drop the stick and plunge my hands into the hole I’ve made. Dark soil collects beneath my nails. I hit a rock and cut myself, a little blood mixing with the dirt. Muttering a prayer to Cernunnos, I keep going. This is madness, a part of me says. You won’t find anything. I ignore it. I can’t help wondering what really lies beneath the world. A land of stone and silence guarded by towers of unhewn jewels? Or Gildas’s Hell, where the flesh of sinners blackens in the flames?


This hole is surely deeper than the one I made with my child’s fingers. But finally I see something. I scrape away the dirt, my heart throwing itself against my ribs. Tarnished by seasons, the silver bracelet is still the same. I lift it with trembling fingers, hardly daring to believe it’s real. But my child’s fancy now glimmers in the daylight . . . and I can almost feel the rough pads of her palms on my cheeks, as she holds my face and says she’ll see me again. Ruefully, I see it’s sized for a thin-wristed child, but I slip it over my fingers anyway.


The bracelet passes my thumb, my knuckles, expanding to circle my wrist as it once did in a long-ago forest. I stop breathing. It fits perfectly. What’s more, it’s hot. When I look up, I gasp. The trees seem wreathed in a web of silver, threads that intersect, branching off into root and leaf. My left wrist tingles where the silver touches it and I have a sudden urge to press my hand into the earth, to follow the weaving with my mind as it reaches out across the land. The temptation to lose myself is overwhelming. I feel it in my bones, my pounding heart.


A hoarse cry rips through the trees, and the silver threads vanish. I spin to stand, dizzy, gooseflesh spreading across my skin. The space between my shoulder blades prickles and I search the copse for movement, feeling watched.


A gull takes flight in a ruffle of wings.
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Riva


His name is Myrdhin and he is a magic man.


Drewydh, they call him, when he calms storm-stricken horses with a word; when he commands the wind to blow coastal raiders off course; when his stories come to life and fill our hall with selkies or elves, or the long-perished heroes of Éire.


He’s only ever spoken to me twice: once at three when he told me not to fear, and once at thirteen when he told me not to die. Mother had struggled at Keyne’s birth. My sister arrived feet first, as if eager to stand on the skin of the world, but then she’d come no further and the midwives’ faces were grave. Myrdhin happened to be passing – at least that’s what he claimed. But he saved both their lives that night.


Afterwards, Father took him into his counsel. Now whenever Myrdhin visits, he eats the choicest food, sleeps in the best quarters. He has his pick of new-forged tools and weapons, though he carries only a knife. Another man might take advantage of such hospitality. But Myrdhin trespasses just a sennight at a time, sometimes healing, sometimes advising, or dispensing stories like honey cakes around the hearth. And after seven days, he is gone again, and our world is the dimmer for it.


Of course Father sent out riders for him when I had my accident. My burns were terrible, had thrust me into a sleep of shadow and hurt. Sometimes I remember snatches of those fever-days, when I walked the border of life and death. I’d glimpsed fading silver threads and Sinne’s little white face. I’d dreamed of Roman cellars, filled with broken stone. None of the images made sense. And none of my family’s words reached me – the fever took them all. But Myrdhin’s words were stronger than the fever. His voice found me in the hinterlands. He told me to live and I lived.


We haven’t seen as much of him in recent years. We’re obviously not the only people he visits. His skin is weathered and brown as walnut wood, as if he travels to lands where the sun scorches instead of warms.


It isn’t the first time I’ve thought of him, as I wash after church, seeing my scars unclothed. I’ve tried tonics and unguents, cantrips and prayers; nothing works. But Myrdhin brought me back from the brink of death; surely he has the power to restore my hand and foot. I will never marry otherwise.


Do I even want to?


If Gildas has his way, I will become a nun, retiring to a Christian convent to drown my days safely in scripture. That will keep me far from his hold, far from being able to practise my small powers on his newfound flock. In older times, I could have been a priestess, a true healer. But I’m coming to realize that Father fears Gildas and his foreign religion, spreading like a plague across this country. He fears the return of Rome and maybe this keeps him in check. Years have passed since he last went to the nemeton, bearing offerings for Woden, Lugh and our other gods – resplendent in his crown of sunlight.


I throw down the cleaning rag with more force than is necessary, calling for Locinna to come empty the bath. Drying myself on rough linen, I pull on my underdress before she glimpses my scars. They say Roman Isca had communal baths, where everyone washed together. I shudder. Keyne would hate it, too. She never lets anyone see even a scrap of her – not us, not Locinna. That won’t go down well when she marries and I feel a pang of sorrow for my sister. Somehow I can’t see Keyne as a wife, not even in my head. I can’t see her tucked away in a convent either. And Sinne behaves as if she expects to be whisked away by a foreign princeling. I smile to myself. We might be rogue daughters, but I’m proud of my sisters all the same.


Our post-winter rations can hardly be called a feast, but Mother postpones it until Keyne is found, and I am ravenous by sunset. The worry twisting my gut makes it worse. Father has sent men to the woods, armed with bows against the possibility that she’s been snatched by bandits, though no one has seen her leave the hold. Mother paces the women’s quarters, clenching and unclenching her hands, as if she can’t decide whether to throttle or embrace Keyne if she returns.


When she returns. I miss her, but I know my sister. She often seeks her own company, and I suspect she hates the idea of Candlemas even more than I do. Like as not, she’s hidden in a haystack, quietly sneezed the day away and is now too scared to emerge.


‘Where do you think she is?’ Sinne asks from the open door of the women’s quarters. It’s started to rain, big fat drops that soak a person in seconds.


‘You could scry for her,’ I say out of Mother’s earshot, nodding to a pail of fresh water.


‘In a bucket?’ Sinne shakes her head. ‘That sounds silly.’


I try on one of her impish grins. ‘A bucket wouldn’t matter to a great seer such as yourself.’


‘Now I wish I’d never told you.’


‘Too late,’ I say, enjoying being the sister doing the teasing as opposed to the one being teased.


Sinne does a good job of looking affronted before her lips start twitching. ‘Oh pass it here,’ she says finally and holds out her hand for the bucket.


Before I can fetch it, raised voices reach us. Two guards are escorting a struggling man up the steps to our hall. I frown – no, not a man, but Keyne. My sister strains against their grip, twisting like a wild thing in a snare. I hear Sinne snatch a surprised breath.


Mother pushes past us. Before I can think to stop her, she draws back her arm and slaps Keyne hard across the face.


A sound escapes me, half gasp, half cry. There is blood on Keyne’s mouth; both she and Mother seem shocked by it. Mother’s furious expression wavers, but then a shadow falls over her, made longer by the sinking sun.


Gildas’s steps are slow, unhurried, his dark eyes fixed on Keyne. My sister pales. There is something terrible in the priest’s gaunt face, like the chill of deep winter. They lock gazes.


‘Lady Keyne.’ His words are soft, but they carry. ‘You were not at church.’


Keyne says nothing.


‘Where were you?’


Her eyes flash to her left wrist and back again so fast I almost miss it. I follow her gaze and think I spot a bright gleam. Gildas waits, but she still doesn’t answer.


‘Do you perhaps consider yourself above the law of God?’ ‘Gildas,’ Mother says, a hesitant reprimand. The priest ignores her, his eyes never leaving my sister. My gut twists further. I don’t like his look. Beside me, Sinne is trembling with some pent-up emotion. I find her hand and hold it tight.


Keyne licks the blood from her lip. ‘He is not my god,’ she says.


For a moment, I think Gildas will strike her too, but his anger is a cold thing. Slow to come, slow to leave. Instead he smiles and I like it even less. Suddenly I fear for Keyne, held immobile before the priest.


Gildas circles her, his hands clasped piously. ‘This clothing does not become a woman, particularly a woman of royal blood.’ He addresses his next words to my mother, ‘Why do you let it continue?’


My mouth is dry. So, it seems, is Mother’s. ‘I . . .’ she starts.


‘Do you not think Lady Keyne should wear garments befitting her station?’ He purses his lips. ‘She appears as a peasant.’


It isn’t true. Keyne might wear a man’s garb, but it’s finely made – by her own hands, no less. My father wears similar, as do half the wealthier men in the hold.


Mother finds her voice. ‘Surely it hurts no one.’


‘On the contrary,’ Gildas says. ‘It hurts Lady Keyne herself. It hurts her reputation. It hurts the reputation of this hold and of its lord.’


The words are carefully chosen, a whisker shy of offensive. Mother’s eyes stray to the men holding Keyne, trying their best to look as if they can’t hear. Then a mask comes down over her face. ‘Locinna,’ she calls and our old nurse steps out of the shadows. ‘Take Keyne to our quarters. Strip these clothes and burn them.’


‘No,’ Keyne gasps. ‘Mother, please . . .’


‘Ask others to help you, if need be.’ My mother has to raise her voice over Keyne’s outraged shouts as the men drag her towards the women’s quarters. Sinne and I jump hastily aside and I wish I could help my sister, somehow. My silence feels like a betrayal. ‘And find her something sensible to wear,’ Mother adds to Locinna.


‘No!’ Tears stain Keyne’s cheeks now. The men holding her turn their faces away. ‘Mother, you can’t.’


‘Do not presume to tell me what I can and cannot do, daughter.’


Keyne’s shouts change in pitch as she is hauled into the depths of our quarters and the women take charge of her. Before I shut the door behind me, to at least hide the horrible scene from the curious, I see Mother sink onto the step outside. Her head is in her hands.


‘You acted piously,’ Gildas tells her. ‘Do not regret your decision.’


‘Leave me,’ Mother says. Though iron coarsens her voice, I hear tears too. With a respectful nod, Gildas turns and walks into the darkness. I think of the morning: remembering Siaun’s plea, his wife’s cries as he was hauled away. I think of the anger in the church and of Mother’s guilt-pale face as she ordered the men to leave.


Hatred for the priest blossoms in my chest.


Keyne wouldn’t want me to watch, so I stay behind my screen, eyes wet, as five women strip the clothes from her back. She never stops fighting them. But when it is done and they finally leave her, I wait for the lamps to go out and then I creep across to her pallet. Sinne is already there. We do not speak. We only lie silently on either side of her stiff, curled body, together through the long night.
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Sinne


I’ve never heard it so quiet, as if someone has died. Mother’s women sit with their sewing, hardly saying a word, while the younger handmaidens exchange gossip behind cupped hands. I’d like to hear what’s being said, but they clam up whenever they spot me. Hardly fair – I’m not Keyne, after all. Perhaps they think I’d report back to her.
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