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The druid stood in the doorway, as still as a figure 

carven in dark stone, watching the riders come up 

the hill. Dusk had fallen. Beyond the screening oaks, 

Serpent Lake was a dim shining, and rooks winged to 

their roosts in the last light, calling in their secret, harsh 

language. It was autumn: past the feast of Measure. The 

air was full of a crisp, blue cold that halted the breath in 

the chest.


The men-at-arms rode up to the level ground before 

the doorway, dismounting each in turn. At first it seemed 

they had not brought the boy. The druid swallowed disappointment, 

frustration, anger. Then Cinioch, riding in 

last, said, ‘Come, lad, stir yourself,’ and Broichan saw the 

small figure seated before the warrior, well wrapped in 

swathing woollen garments, a figure the others moved 

quickly to lift down from the horse and usher forward for 

the druid’s inspection.


So small. Was this boy really in his fifth year, as 

Anfreda had said in the letter advising him of her choice? 

Surely he was too small to be sent here to Fortriu, so far 

away from home. Surely he was too small to learn. The 

druid felt anger rise again and paced his breathing.


‘I am Broichan,’ he said, looking down. ‘Welcome to 

Pitnochie.’


The child looked up, his gaze moving over Broichan’s

face, his dark robe, the oaken staff with its intricate markings, 

the black hair in its many small plaits tied with 

coloured threads. The boy’s lids were drooping; he was 

half asleep on his feet. It was a long journey from 

Gwynedd, two turnings of the moon on the road.


The druid watched in silence as the child squared his 

shoulders, lifted his chin, took a deep breath and 

frowned in concentration. The boy spoke, his voice quavering 

but clear. ‘I am Bridei, son of Maelchon.’ Another 

breath; he was working hard to get this right. ‘May 

the – the Shining One light your pathway.’ The eyes 

gazed up at Broichan, blue as celandines; there was fear 

in them, that was plain, but this scrap of an infant would 

not let it hinder him. And, thank the gods, Anfreda had 

taught her son the language of the Priteni. That would 

ease Broichan’s task greatly. Perhaps, after all, four was 

not too young.


‘May the Flamekeeper warm your hearth,’ Broichan 

said, this being the appropriate formal response. He scrutinised 

the small features more closely. The firm jaw was 

Maelchon’s; so was the upright stance, the iron will that 

kept those eyes open despite the pull of sleep and summoned 

the memorised words amid the strangeness of 

this sudden waking to a different world. The sweet blue 

eyes, the curling brown hair, the little frown, those were 

Anfreda’s. The blood of the Priteni ran strong and true in 

this child. The mother had chosen well. The druid was 

satisfied.


‘Come,’ Broichan said. ‘I’ll show you where you’ll be 

sleeping. Cinioch, Elpin, Urguist, well done. There’s 

supper awaiting you indoors.’


Inside the house, the boy followed silently as Broichan 

led the way past the frankly curious eyes of his serving 

people and into the hall, occupied by the two old men, 

Erip and Wid, and a tangle of large hounds before the

fire. The dogs raised their heads, growling a warning. 

The boy flinched but made no sound.


The old men had a game board and bone playing 

pieces on the table between them. Bridei’s eyes were 

caught by the carven priestesses, warriors and druids, 

each no bigger than a man’s little finger. He hesitated a 

moment beside them.


‘Welcome, lad,’ Erip said with a gap-toothed grin. 

‘You like games?’


A nod.


‘You’ve come to the right place then,’ said Wid, 

stroking his white beard. ‘We’re the foremost players in 

all Fortriu. Crow-corners, breach-the-wall, advance and 

retreat, we’re expert in the lot of them. You’ve a look of 

your mother, lad.’


The blue eyes regarded the old man, a question in 

them.


‘Enough,’ Broichan said. ‘Come, this way.’ He must 

remind Wid and Erip that the child’s rearing was to be in 

his own exclusive control. Bridei’s new life began from 

this moment; the child must tread the path unburdened 

by the knowledge of just who he was and what he must 

become. Time enough for that when he was grown. They 

had ten years, fifteen if the gods smiled on them. In that 

time Broichan must mould this infant into a young man 

fitted in every way for the great part he was destined to 

play in the future of Fortriu. Bridei’s education must be 

flawless. Indeed, it was as well he had come so early. 

Fifteen years would scarcely be long enough.


‘This chamber is yours,’ Broichan said, placing his 

candle on a shelf. Bridei looked around the little room 

with its narrow bed, its storage chest, its small square 

window looking out on rustling birches and a patch of 

dark sky. ‘You seem weary. Sleep now, if you are ready 

for it. In the morning we will begin your education.’





People at Pitnochie were always busy. Bridei became 

expert at avoiding the grim-faced housekeeper, Mara, 

and the ill-tempered cook, Ferat, as they barked orders at 

their hapless assistants or set their considerable energies 

to beating dust from wall hangings or turning a side of 

mutton on the spit. Even the two old men were always 

doing something. Often they were arguing, though they 

were never angry. They just seemed to like to disagree 

about things.


Bridei, too, was busy. Broichan’s lessons were challenging, 

commencing with the lore of plants, trees and 

creatures, and moving swiftly to include the practice of 

personal disciplines of silence and concentration. Bridei 

was a few years younger than the boys who went off to 

the nemetons for druidic training, Broichan said, but not 

too young to make a start on such work.


For a while Bridei fought back tears each night as he 

lay in his chamber waiting for sleep. But soon enough his 

mother and father and his big brothers began to fade 

from his memory. Little things stayed with him: his 

father’s belt, broad, dark leather with a silver buckle in 

the shape of a horse. A sweet scent he associated with his 

mother, violets or some other hedgerow flower. When 

even these were becoming distant in his mind, he 

remembered his father’s parting words: Obey your foster 

father in all things. Obey, learn and do not weep.


The seasons passed and Bridei followed this instruction 

precisely. He was pleased that, in a small way, he 

was meeting his father’s expectations. Erip and Wid, 

who played their part in his education, had explained to 

him about fostering: how it helped families form 

alliances and made young men stronger and more useful 

when they went back home. He did wonder why his 

family had chosen him to be sent away and not his 

brothers, and he asked Broichan this.


‘Because you were the most apt,’ the druid said.


‘When will I go home?’


Broichan turned his dark, impassive eyes on the child. 

‘That is a question only the gods can answer, Bridei,’ he 

said. ‘Are you dissatisfied here at Pitnochie?’


‘No, my lord.’ And he was not, for he liked his lessons. 

He just wondered, sometimes, why he was here.


‘Then do not ask such a question again.’





Bald-headed Erip and hawk-nosed Wid soon became 

Bridei’s friends. The old men knew lots of tricks. Over the 

first winter Bridei learned the game with the little carven 

figures. Wid showed him how to make a corbie and a 

deer and a long-eared hare with the shadow of his fingers 

on the wall, while a candle burned behind. They 

were laughing over this when Broichan, poker-faced, 

made an image on the wall that could not have been 

formed by hands before a flame – what man with a mere 

ten fingers at his disposal can conjure a fire-breathing 

dragon, wings flapping, pursuing a whole host of terrified 

warriors?


In springtime, close to the feast of Balance, Broichan 

went away into the forest for solitary prayer and meditation. 

He was gone for three days, and in his absence the 

old men taught his foster son to swallow a whole beaker 

of ale in one gulp. The first time he tried this, Bridei 

spewed copiously on the flagstones and the dogs had to 

lick up the spillage. The druid returned with a strange 

look in his eyes and a pallor about his face. He said nothing 

of his time away. But he discovered quickly what had 

occurred in his absence. The next night, when Bridei 

came to the hall for supper, the old men were gone.


Bridei was not aware that he was lonely. His father’s 

parting words meant that he must accept what came; 

must deal with it and move on. He had once had a family, 

and they had sent him away. Erip and Wid had been kind

to him, and now they were gone. There was a lesson to 

be learned in this. Broichan said there was learning in 

everything.


Broichan’s lessons were generally about patterns: the 

ones that could be seen, such as the way the leaves on the 

birches went from cautious swelling to fresh green 

unfurling, from verdant midsummer strength to the 

crisp, dry brown of the frost time; the way they shrivelled 

and clung, then fell to transform into fragile skeletons 

and to lose themselves in the rich litter of the forest floor, 

nourishing the parent tree. The way the new leaves 

waited, hidden, through the dark time, like a dream in 

the back of your mind that could not quite be put into 

words. There were other patterns that lay behind, chains 

and links so big and so intricate that Bridei thought he 

might be an old man himself before he truly understood 

them. But he grasped at them, and listened hard, and 

watched his foster father as closely as a young animal 

watches its elders, learning the great lessons: hunt or 

starve, hide or be taken, fly or fall.


Over the course of that first year the child stood by the 

tall, stern druid through every one of the rituals that 

marked the turning of the seasons. First was Gateway, 

most secret of all, the entry to the dark time, the resting 

time, when Bone Mother cast a long shadow over the 

earth, frosting the grass, icing the ponds, lengthening the 

nights until all longed for the sun. At the ritual of 

Gateway a creature shed its blood and gave its life right 

there before them on a slab of ancient stone. Broichan did 

not ask his foster son to wield the knife; that he did himself. 

But he did require Bridei to watch unflinching. The 

rooster’s blood sprayed everywhere. Bridei did not like 

the sound it made as it died, even though the druid performed 

the act quickly and cleanly. It was necessary; 

Bone Mother required it. All over the land of Fortriu, she 

expected it. Afterwards Broichan invited the spirits of the

ancestors to the feast. Places were laid for them at table. 

If he half closed his eyes, Bridei thought he could see 

them, pale wispy shadows of grim warriors and slender 

women, and here or there a little silent child.


Next was Midwinter, a feast of the Shining One. At 

this ceremony Bone Mother’s presence was still strong, 

but from now on her grip would relax day by day as the 

rising sun crept eastward. Sprigs of goldenwood were 

hung around the house, with glossy holly leaves and 

blood-red berries; there would be new life soon, and 

these were its first promises. It was a portent of a particularly 

good year to come, Broichan told his pupil, when 

the Shining One was at her perfect fullness on the night 

of the solstice. If that occurred, it was a sure sign of this 

bright goddess’s blessing on the household and its 

labours. There would be lush crops and fat lambs; the 

trees would bow down under the weight of their fruit, 

and new babes would thrive. It occurred to Bridei that, 

although Pitnochie did indeed have oats and sheep and 

pear trees, there were no babes at all here, nor any children 

save himself. But for the housekeeper, Mara, 

Broichan’s was a household of men.


After the solstice came other festivals: Maiden Dance, 

sacred to All-Flowers, goddess of growing things; 

Balance, the feast of the equinox; Rising, of which 

Broichan did not divulge a great deal, save to say that in 

other places, amongst other folk, there was somewhat 

more to it, and that Bridei would learn the details when 

he was older. At Rising the days were warm, the scent of 

blossoms hung richly in the air, bees buzzed, birds sang, 

and Broichan allowed the men-at-arms to visit the settlement 

south of Pitnochie, a privilege granted but rarely. 

Bridei had never seen the settlement. Broichan said there 

was no reason for him to go beyond house and garden. 

There followed Midsummer, when the Flamekeeper was 

at his strongest; the harvest festival of Gathering; and

Measure, when dark and light fell once more into perfect 

balance before the year hastened on to its ending, and 

another Gateway.


Bridei watched and learned, going over the rituals in 

the quiet of his little chamber every night before he slept, 

practising the steady pacing moves Broichan employed, 

trying out the casting of the circle, the solemn greetings 

and farewells. At first he worked hard because of his 

father’s parting words, because he knew it was expected. 

Before long he was learning because there was a thirst in 

him for it, a fascination for the mysterious and powerful 

things that Broichan could reveal to him. The more he 

discovered, the more he wanted to know. The rituals 

were a good example. It was not just a case of going 

through the motions. Broichan had made that clear from 

the beginning. One must know the gods, as far as gods 

could ever be known; one must love and respect them, 

and understand the true meaning of the festivals so well 

that the learning lay deep in the bone, and flowed in the 

blood, and existed in every breath one took. Such learning 

was a lifelong process; one never ceased striving for 

a purer bond between flesh and spirit, man and god, 

world and Otherworld. It was a mystery both wondrous 

and terrible, Broichan said, and they would indeed grow 

old before they touched its true heart.


In the spring of Bridei’s sixth year, Donal came. Donal 

was a warrior with a fierce pattern in blue all across his 

cheeks and chin and a fine design of interlocking rings 

around the bulging muscles of his upper arm. He had 

close-set eyes and an intimidating jaw, and a grin that 

made Bridei smile back without even thinking. They 

rode out together, Bridei on Pearl, the sweet-tempered 

pony Donal had brought for him, and the warrior on a 

bony horse of strangely mottled hue, whose name was 

Lucky. It was an unusual choice for a warhorse, but then 

again, Donal said, maybe not so odd; hadn’t Lucky 

carried his rider through three battles with the Gaels, 

misbegotten carrot-haired wretches that they were, and 

neither man nor beast with a mark to show for it? Well, 

there was a broken tooth or two – Donal’s – and a wee 

nick in the ear – Lucky’s – but here they were, safe and 

sound and living a fine life riding around in the woods 

with a druid’s son. If that wasn’t lucky, what was it?


‘Foster son,’ Bridei corrected.


‘What’s that?’


‘Broichan is not my father. He’s teaching me. When 

I’m bigger I will go home.’ Bridei was not sure this was 

so, but he could not think what else his foster father 

might have in store for him.


‘Oh, aye?’ That was what Donal always said. It meant 

maybe yes, maybe no: a safe response. It was the sort of 

response that would ensure Donal stayed in the druid’s 

household longer than the old men had.


‘I want to gallop,’ Bridei said, touching his heels to 

Pearl’s flanks, and the two of them were off under the 

oaks, along the hillside above the lake. It was hard for 

Donal, tall on a big horse, to match the pony’s pace in 

such terrain, and Bridei led him all the way to a place 

where the hillside dropped away steeply in a tangle of 

briars and brambles. The oaks grew on the lip of this 

sharp cleft, but within its shadowy confines were only 

smaller trees, their kind hard to discern, for all grew 

awry, in shapes wizened and strange. Amist hung above 

the rift even on this clearest of days; there was an eldritch 

stillness in the air that breathed fear.


‘What’s this place?’ asked Donal, coming up beside 

Bridei and dismounting with a well-practised roll from 

saddle to ground. ‘Got a bad feel to it, I reckon. We’d best 

not linger here.’


‘There’s a path,’ said Bridei. ‘Look.’


The way was not easy to see, for clutching fern tendrils 

and twiggy fingers of low bushes reached across to

conceal it. The mist hung less than a man’s height above 

the winding track, which was narrow and formed of 

hard-packed earth: not a natural gap, but a made one.


Donal was hesitant. ‘You been this way before, lad?’ 

he queried.


Bridei shook his head.


‘Don’t like the look of it, myself,’ the warrior muttered, 

making a little sign with his fingers. ‘We’d likely 

go down there and find ourselves in some wee clearing 

all surrounded by Good Folk making merry, and wake 

up in the morning in a strange realm we’d never come 

home from.’


‘Just a quick look?’ Bridei asked, for this seemed an 

adventure. The pony shivered, twitching her ears.


‘There’s no quick looks in such a spot,’ said Donal 

tightly, mounting his horse again. ‘That’s one of those 

doorways they speak of, I can see it clear; look at the 

stones there by the top of the path. A ward, they are, set 

there by folks like you and me to keep those others from 

coming where they’re not wanted. Or a warning to our 

kind not to go down there. Come on, lad.’


Bridei was not a wilful child; to disobey did not occur 

to him. Besides, it was clear Pearl was as eager to go 

home as Donal was. As they rode back to the house, the 

hidden valley teased at Bridei’s mind, a puzzle demanding 

to be solved.





There was a right and a wrong way to ask the druid questions. 

One did not raise them casually over supper. To do 

so was to receive the response of a raised brow, an enigmatic 

smile and silence. Some questions Bridei was 

learning not to ask at all: enquiries about his mother, for 

instance, or about why he could not go down to the settlement 

where, the men had mentioned, there were other 

boys of about his own size. There would be no good

answers to these. The place for questions was in the context 

of a lesson, and they must be presented as relevant 

to the day’s topic.


Fortunately, at that point in Bridei’s education 

Broichan was dealing with charms and wards of a 

domestic kind. Bridei had already learned that there 

were three types of magic. Deep magic, which was of the 

earth and the sky, the stream and the flame, the slow 

dream at the heart of things, that was the magic longest 

learned, hardest known. High magic was used by sorcerers 

of the most powerful kind, and sometimes by druids. 

High magic was perilous; it could change the course of 

wars and bring down kings. These days it was rarely 

seen. Lastly, there was hearth magic, and that was what 

they had been studying. Hearth magic could be 

employed by anyone, as long as people were careful. 

Small errors could make it go wrong; a man might end 

up with things upside down, so to speak, if he did not 

apply the charm in exactly the right way. Ordinary folk 

such as the cottagers up and down the lake made use of 

it to placate or fend off the mischievous presences that 

came out of the woods at full moon, or clung to fishing 

boats on the lake on misty days.


Take babies, for instance. Everyone knew a newborn 

was not safe until a key had been tucked into its cradle: 

that small charm ensured the Good Folk would not steal 

the infant out of the house and leave a wee figure woven 

of sticks and grasses in its place. The key secured the 

child to its home. Or there were doors, which had to be 

protected against the possible entry of meddlesome spirits. 

There were lots of different ways to do that, burying 

salt or particular herbs, for instance, or hammering iron 

nails into the wood.


Broichan and the boy had been working on this kind 

of thing for several days, and Bridei knew now why 

juniper bushes grew by the entrances to cottages in the 

Glen and the reason for the chalk circles on front doors. 

These were the most basic of charms, easy to set yet powerful 

in their effect. The forest harboured many forms of 

life. Wolves stalked the lone traveller; a wild boar could 

turn on a hunter, gouging and raking with tusks and trotters. 

Common sense and skill could take care of those 

threats. Foxes came to steal from the henhouse and eagles 

to carry off early lambs. Vigilance and good husbandry 

could fend off such dangers, for the most part. A farmer 

would always carry some losses; that was the way of 

nature, so both man and the animals might survive. 

Creatures were one thing, not to be underestimated, certainly, 

but within the capacity of ordinary people to deal 

with. The Good Folk were another matter entirely. Good 

Folk. The name was misleading. People used it, Broichan 

told his pupil, so as not to give offence.


‘There are other names for them, you understand, 

Bridei,’ he said gravely as they sat on a stone bench 

before the ashes of last night’s fire. Early light was beginning 

to seep in, chill and pure, through the coloured 

panes of the round window in the druid’s hall. It made a 

pattern on the flagstones, red, violet, midnight blue. 

Bridei edged his cloak up around his neck, burying his 

hands in its folds. He would not let the druid see him 

shiver, though every part of him was cold. ‘Names I 

would not speak aloud out of doors, for to anger these 

folk is to invite their mischief. Their true names are such 

as . . .’ Broichan’s tone shrank to a whisper, ‘the Urisk that 

dwells in the spray behind the waterfall and follows men 

at night crying his loneliness; or the Tarans, spirits of 

little children that died in the cradle; or the Host of the 

Dead. There are many such, all different, all perilous in 

their own way. Many are fair-seeming. And we give them 

a fair name. That in itself is a ward against harm.’


Bridei nodded, hoping the druid could not hear his 

teeth chattering.


‘They are to be respected at all times,’ Broichan told 

him gravely. ‘Respected and feared; I cannot add trusted 

to the list, for such folk do not understand the word as 

we do. Our concepts of loyalty and trust are incomprehensible 

to them. Nonetheless, a wise man knows the 

importance of such beings in the scheme of things. We 

are all interdependent, plant and creature, stone and star, 

Good Folk and humankind alike. Now,’ Broichan rose to 

his feet, ‘stand up, shut your eyes, and list for me what 

charms you have seen in place to protect my house 

against unwanted entry.’


Bridei stood. There had been no study for this, no tour 

of inspection, no preparation: simply the ever-present 

expectation that he would watch and learn, every 

moment of every day. Eyes firmly closed, he saw in his 

mind the long, low house of grey stone, the thatch darkened 

with rain and frost, the roof-weights hanging on 

their heavy ropes. He pictured the margins of the house, 

the plants that grew there, the pattern of the encircling 

paths. Then the doors, the openings, each chamber, each 

corner. He listed them for the druid as fully as he could: 

juniper, ferns and rosemary, a path of white pebbles in a 

circle, a box of holed stones under the front steps. Three 

nails in the back door, a triangle. Wreaths of leaves and 

thorns over doors, a plait of garlic.


‘And?’ Broichan asked.


For a moment Bridei’s memory wavered; he took a 

deep breath and went on. ‘The window, the special 

one – it’s round like the full moon. That’s the Shining 

One’s blessing on all of us. The coloured glass is so 

the – the Good Folk can’t see where the entry is.’


‘And?’


‘And . . . ordinary things, not magic. Mara leaves out 

bowls of milk. Ferat puts a loaf under the rowan trees. 

Then the Good Folk won’t hurt the cows or the horses.’


‘Anything more?’


There was a pause.


‘A man never finishes learning,’ Bridei said. This was 

a favourite statement of his foster father’s. ‘But that’s all 

I can think of now. And I have a question, my lord.’


‘You can open your eyes, son,’ the druid said. Bridei 

blinked, and saw to his relief that his foster father was 

setting wood on the hearth. Broichan was good at lighting 

fires; all he needed to get the flames going was a 

muttered word or two and a click of his long fingers. The 

pine logs flared, caught, and began to burn brightly. 

Warmth spread out into the chamber, touching Bridei’s 

numb fingers, his freezing nose, his aching ears.


‘Sit down, lad. Ask your question.’


‘What does it mean when there’s a little pile of white 

stones set by a pathway? Does it mean pass or don’t 

pass?’


His hands were thawing nicely now. Broichan 

snapped his fingers and one of the kitchen men brought 

oaten porridge, milk and a jug of mead on a tray.


‘Eat your breakfast, Bridei,’ said the druid with a faraway 

look in his eyes and a little frown creasing his brow. 

‘Tell me, has Donal been leading you on pathways you 

should not have been treading?’


A spoonful of porridge halfway to his lips, Bridei 

flushed.


‘No, my lord. I led him. We did not go down that pathway, 

the one with the stones. Donal said it was better not. 

The horses were frightened. Donal said I should ask you 

about it.’


‘Before you go back to explore further, you mean?’ 

Broichan did not sound angry.


‘Not if you say no, my lord. Do you know that place?’


Broichan poured mead for himself, ignoring the porridge. 

He took a mouthful, considered, set the beaker 

down. ‘I have another question for you first,’ he said.


Evidently the lesson was not yet over. Bridei put the 

porridge bowl back on the tray and sat still, waiting.


‘You’re not unobservant. You’ve an eye for what protects 

the house against intruders. I want you to consider 

your response again, and this time don’t answer the 

question like a child reciting something learned, answer 

like a druid, with your wits.’


Bridei thought fast and hard. He was not sure what 

response Broichan wanted. Perhaps the clue was in the 

question itself.


‘It’s not just the Good Folk,’ he said, considering the 

possibilities. ‘There’s other kinds of danger. Kinds you 

can’t use spells for.’


‘Go on,’ said Broichan.


‘Donal teaches me riding,’ Bridei was thinking aloud 

now, ‘but he’s a kind of guard too. There are lots of armed 

men here. I know you call up mists and set charms on the 

trees so they move around. Not many people come here. 

And you always carry a knife hidden in your robe. I think 

there’s danger. You don’t go away much, even though 

you’re the king’s druid. Erip said you’re the most 

inf– infer– influential man in all of Fortriu.’


‘What does that mean? Influential?’


‘You can make people do what you want,’ Bridei ventured.


‘Hah!’ The sound Broichan made was almost like 

laughing, but there wasn’t anything glad about it. Bridei 

fell silent, concerned that his answer had displeased the 

druid.


‘Would that it were true,’ Broichan added, picking up 

a spoon and prodding with evident distaste at the cooling 

porridge, on whose surface a grey skin was forming. 

‘Would that wisdom might prevail in this confused and 

benighted land, Bridei. One druid, however influential 

he may be, cannot summon sufficient power to heal 

Fortriu’s ills.’


Bridei considered this, his breakfast forgotten. ‘But 

you can make fire, and change the weather, and you 

know lots of things, spells and charms, plants and animals,’ 

he said. ‘Aren’t you more powerful than anyone? 

Even kings?’


Broichan looked at him, dark eyes watchful as a 

hawk’s. ‘Your porridge is going cold,’ he said. ‘Best finish 

it. Even the boldest warrior does not choose to ride into 

battle on an empty stomach. That’s what Donal would 

tell you.’


Bridei was becoming used to Broichan’s manner of 

speech by now. He swallowed the congealing mess and 

kept his thoughts to himself. He suspected it was not the 

Good Folk, with their trickery and strangeness, that were 

most to be feared. The danger came from elsewhere: from 

the world of men.


Bridei finished his breakfast and left the hall with his 

question still unanswered. When he went to the stables 

at the appointed time, the druid’s black mare, Sibel, was 

waiting, saddled, beside neat, small Pearl and long-legged 

Lucky. Broichan and Donal were deep in 

conversation, but both fell silent as Bridei approached.


‘Take us to the place you spoke of, boy,’ said the druid. 

‘Show us the stones, the mist, the way in. Approach it 

with due caution. Apply your learning. We don’t blunder 

about in the woods; you may be letting your pony do 

the work, but you must help her tread as you would go 

on your own feet, never losing the heartbeat of the earth 

beneath you, nor the awareness of what is above and 

about you. Always travel through the forest as a part of 

it, Bridei, not as an intruder. That way, you require no 

charms of protection. Shall we ride?’


It was a fair morning. The air held the crisp cold of 

autumn; the first frosts were not far off. The ways were 

thick with fallen leaves, brown, gold, russet, ochre, 

heaped here and there in great piles like a dragon’s

hoarded treasure. Still they fell as the breeze stirred the 

branches, here a whisper of yellow, here a fragile 

teardrop red as blood. The horses’ feet made a soft 

crunching sound as they passed. Bridei could see the 

cloud of Pearl’s breath and the smaller one of his own. 

He was glad he had worn his sheepskin hat.


Mindful of the druid’s instructions, Bridei rode with 

care, looking around him. There were odd things in this 

forest, he knew that already from his walks; things you 

thought you saw out of the corner of your eye, and then 

couldn’t see any more when you tried to look straight at 

them. Flashes of red that weren’t leaves; sudden ripples 

of movement that weren’t passing birds. Bushes growing 

where there had been nothing the day before but moss-covered 

rocks; sounds like laughter or singing in places 

far from the nearest dwelling of men. Bridei shivered. 

Good Folk was a friendly name, a cosy name. What 

Broichan had told of them was a different matter.


The riders passed beneath great oaks and halted on 

the rim of the sudden cleft in the hillside. Bridei dismounted. 

The little pile of stones was still there. On the 

other side of the path, now, stood an identical miniature 

cairn. Between them the steep track, veiled in its 

vaporous shawl, plunged into the depths of the hidden 

vale.


The others had got down from their mounts. Donal 

held both bridles. Broichan, eyes hooded, features impassive, 

was watching Bridei.


‘The choice is yours, lad,’ said the druid. ‘Interpret the 

signs and tell us what to do.’


‘We go on,’ Bridei answered straightaway, his heart 

thumping with a mixture of excitement and trepidation. 

‘Pearl was scared to go this way last time. She’s not afraid 

today, see?’


‘All the same,’ Broichan said, ‘we will leave the horses 

here with Donal for safekeeping. The kinds of trouble he

can protect us from will not pursue us into such an 

eldritch place. On the other hand, there are certain forces 

in these woods with a particularly keen eye for fine 

horseflesh, and this shrouded glen seems just the kind of 

place that would be to their taste. Your little Pearl will be 

a great deal safer up here with an iron-wielding warrior 

of Fortriu by her side than down there, however willing 

she may be to follow you.’


Donal appeared more than happy to be left out of the 

expedition. He tethered the horses and pony loosely, then 

settled himself against the massive bole of an oak, long 

limbs splayed amongst the roots, apparently resting. It 

was a deceptive pose; the look in the half-shut eyes, the 

strategic position of knife and dagger within one quick 

snatch of the hands, were familiar to Bridei. Donal had 

already given him some lessons that were not to do with 

horses.


Walking down the steep track in the druid’s wake, 

Bridei had an uncanny sense that the creeping plants, the 

clutching bushes, the thorns and spines and prickles 

were drawing back upon themselves; that the smothering, 

tangled blanket of growth had made a choice to let 

intruders through on this particular day. He wondered if 

this was the result of a spell cast by Broichan, for he knew 

the druid had considerable mastery over forces of nature. 

There was no sign of magic now. Broichan was simply 

walking down the hill, booted feet cautious on the precipitous 

slope, his staff in one hand while the other held 

the hem of his long robe clear of the ground. If he were 

casting a spell, it was not by means of the hands, nor by 

any words of incantation. The magic, Bridei thought, was 

here already.


He was not sure what he had expected to see: small 

people hiding under toadstools, perhaps, or grimacing, 

long-toothed faces protruding from the undergrowth, or 

the Urisk rising from the mist and shadow, all sad eyes

and piteous, reaching hands. As it was, there was only 

the grey-blue shawl of vapour and the path leading 

deeper and deeper into its blinding thickness.


At last the ground levelled and, as if it were indeed at 

the mercy of a druid’s enchantment, the curtain of mist 

retreated, and they found themselves right on the brink 

of a dark, deep pool. One more step and its waters would 

have swallowed man and boy alike. Bridei teetered a 

moment, then found his balance. Broichan had become 

suddenly very still. As the shreds of mist parted, other 

landmarks began to reveal themselves: squat, lichen-crusted 

stones set about the tarn like animals crouched to 

drink from the inky water; a creeper winding and binding 

all around, its spearhead leaves coloured dark as 

jewels, its flowers tiny spots of purest white. Other than 

that the earth was bare; no ferns or bushes grew here, no 

bracken softened the pool’s margins or fringed the rocks, 

save for that one luxuriant growth that wandered in profusion, 

following its own wayward path. The stillness 

was complete. Not a bird sang anywhere; not a creature 

stirred in the undergrowth by the track; not a fly disturbed 

the mirrored surface of the dark pool. It was like 

another world, a realm untouched by human hand, 

untrodden by human foot. It was so quiet that Bridei 

thought he could hear his own heart beating.


‘This hollow is called the Vale of the Fallen.’ 

Broichan’s voice was a whisper. In this still place the 

thread of sound was as intrusive as a shout. ‘I will tell 

you its story on the way home. Look into the water, 

Bridei. Come, stand here.’


Bridei felt the druid’s hands on his shoulders. 

Broichan’s presence at his back, solid and strong, made 

him feel a great deal better. He gazed down into the dark 

waters of the pool and into his own eyes, staring back. 

He could see Broichan, too, black-cloaked, white-faced, 

grim and tall. And behind Broichan – Bridei squeezed his

eyes shut, opened them again. Had he really seen that? 

An axe, whistling through the air, glinting, deadly, and 

the druid’s hand going up to catch it by the blade, slicing, 

bloody, and –


‘Careful, boy,’ Broichan said, gripping Bridei’s shoulder 

hard. ‘Do not lose sight of what is vision and what is 

reality. Breathe as I taught you, slowly and steadily. There 

is much to be seen here, and not every eye discerns the 

same images. Indeed, there are many who see only water 

and light and a fish or two. What was it that alarmed you 

thus?’


Bridei did not answer. His gaze was on the water’s surface, 

for now it was dancing with images. The pool flashed 

scarlet and silver and showed him a battle, not the 

whole of it, but the small and terrible parts that made 

the whole: men crying out, men afraid, men dauntless in 

courage, fighting on with smashed jaws and broken 

limbs and faces running red. Men with their wounded on 

their backs, with their dead over their shoulders, struggling 

to bear them to safety even as the enemy came on 

and on in relentless, vengeful pursuit. A little dog settled 

in faithful guard against the curled body of its dead 

master, its white coat stained with the fellow’s lifeblood, 

its eyes desolate. A severed hand, a head without a body, 

young, fierce, somebody’s son, somebody’s brother. The 

enemy rolled forward like a great wave, shrieking their 

triumph, taking all that stood in their path. They passed, 

and Bridei saw the vale cleared of its human wreckage, 

empty of all save a sorrow so deep that none could well 

walk there again. It was a realm of mist and shadow, a 

habitation of unquiet spirits.


The images faded to grey, to black, and were gone. 

There was only the water. Bridei drew a deep breath; he 

wondered if he had been breathing at all while he looked 

into the pool.


‘The Dark Mirror,’ Broichan said, releasing his foster

son and squatting down by one of the weathered stones. 

Now that Bridei thought of it, they did look a little like 

ancient sages keeping vigil by this mist-guarded tarn. 

There were seven of them: the seven druids. ‘You will see 

me make use of such a tool from time to time, but not 

here; my practice is with my own artefact of bronze and 

obsidian, and I do not venture beyond the walls of my 

house to use it. As you saw, this place admits whom it 

chooses, and it chooses but rarely. You were meant to see 

something, and so you were summoned here. Can you 

tell me what you were shown?’


Bridei looked at him in surprise. ‘Didn’t you see it 

too?’


‘I saw what I saw,’ said Broichan. ‘Weren’t you listening? 

Maybe it was the same and maybe it wasn’t. Now 

tell me.’


‘A battle,’ said Bridei, shivering. Suddenly he didn’t 

want to talk about it at all. He wanted to be out riding 

with Donal, and the sun to be shining, and the thought 

of bread and cheese for dinner the most important thing 

on his mind. ‘It was horrible. Cutting, screaming, dying 

for nothing. Blood everywhere.’


‘It was a long time ago,’ Broichan said as they made 

their way back up the track. ‘The grandsons of those warriors 

are dead and in the grave; their granddaughters are 

old women. Their suffering was over long since.’


‘It was wrong,’ said Bridei.


‘Wrong, that valour is rewarded by death? Maybe, but 

that is ever the nature of war. How do you know that 

those who were slain were our own kind, Bridei? Maybe 

those who were victorious were ours, and the courageous 

losers our enemies. What do you say to that?’


Bridei did not answer for a while. He had never seen 

anything as horrible, as sickening, as those images of carnage 

and loss, and he hoped he never would again. ‘It 

shouldn’t happen like that,’ he said at last. ‘It was wrong.

The leader should have saved them. Got them out in 

time.’


‘That is how you would have done it?’


‘I would have made a good plan. I would have saved 

them.’


‘A battle isn’t about saving your men. It’s about winning. 

A leader expects losses. Warriors expect to die 

when their time comes. It is the nature of man to war with 

himself. But you are right, son. It can be done better, a 

great deal better. And planning is indeed the key. Ah, 

we’ve reached the top at last. The walk has made me 

quite hungry; I wonder if Donal has any rations.’


Donal, a seasoned campaigner, did not disappoint 

them. His saddlebag was packed with dark bread, salty 

cheese and little apples, and they stopped to eat these on 

a rise overlooking Serpent Lake, where the horses could 

crop sweet grasses. Broichan ate sparingly for all his talk 

of hunger; in all things, he showed restraint.


‘The Vale of the Fallen,’ he said at last, looking out 

over the silvery waters below them towards the dark 

hills on the other side, ‘was once a place of such ill-doing 

that folk have regarded it with both reverence and revulsion 

ever since. There was a battle; this you have learned 

already.’


‘And a lot of men were killed,’ Bridei said, abruptly 

losing his appetite for the crisp, tart apple he was eating.


‘A whole community,’ Broichan said, ‘fathers, 

brothers, husbands, sons, the men of many settlements 

up and down the Great Glen. They had fought long and 

hard; this was the ending only, the last flickering of a conflict 

that had lasted from seeding to harvest. Our forces 

were already defeated; the enemy had taken the western 

isles and the land all along that coast, and was moving 

eastwards like a plague. They seemed fit to rampage 

across the very heartland of Fortriu, not content until 

every one of our warriors was slain. You saw the result.

Our men fell there, the last of them. When the enemy was 

gone another army crept out, the widows, the fatherless, 

the old folk, and gathered the broken remnants of their 

kin. They bore them away for burial. Then a watch was 

set on that place. Just who keeps it, nobody is quite sure. 

Folk speak of a dog that howls there at night.’


‘A sorry place,’ commented Donal.


‘The Vale of the Fallen is not solely a scene of death 

and defeat,’ said Broichan. ‘It holds the essence of the 

men of Fortriu who fell there. Each of these doomed warriors 

held in his heart the love of his country, his kin, his 

faith. We must never forget that, for all our sorrow at 

their loss.’


‘My lord,’ queried Bridei, ‘what enemy was that? 

Their eyes were strange. They frightened me.’


This time it was Donal who answered, his tone bitter. 

‘The Gaels, curse them, that godforsaken breed from over 

the water. That invasion was under an old king. His 

grandson rules them now, Gabhran’s his name. King of 

Dalriada. Huh!’ He spat by the path. ‘Jumped-up 

incomer, that’s all he is, meddling where he’s not wanted. 

There’s one king too many in these parts already; we 

don’t need one of those bog-dwellers moving in and 

helping himself.’


Broichan glanced at the warrior and Donal fell silent.


‘Let us not speak of kings,’ the druid said smoothly. 

‘There is time for Bridei to study these matters, and 

expert advisers to help him learn. But that’s for the 

future. He has barely begun to scratch the surface of what 

he must know.’


Bridei considered this as they completed their meal 

and made their way home through the forest. There was 

a question he wanted to ask Broichan, one that was often 

in his thoughts. His foster father talked about later, about 

the future, about all the things Bridei needed to learn. But 

Broichan never said what it was for, what was to become

of Bridei when the learning was over. Would he go back 

to Gwynedd, home to the family he was starting to 

forget? Would he become a druid like Broichan, grim and 

tall, his mind all on learning? Or was it something else 

Broichan meant? Perhaps he was to be a warrior, like 

those men in the Dark Mirror. He shivered, remembering. 

It did not seem to be a question he could ask, not 

straight out.


‘Tell me, Bridei,’ Broichan said, breaking into his 

thoughts, ‘can you swim?’


This was entirely unexpected. On the other hand, 

Broichan’s method of conversation was ever full of surprises.


‘No, my lord. I would like to learn.’


‘Good. We’ll need to retain Donal’s services over the 

winter then, so he can teach you when the weather’s 

warm enough. Rowing, too. It’s just as well you didn’t 

tumble into that pond. It’s rather cold and extremely 

deep.’


‘Yes, my lord.’ There was nothing else to say. If you fell 

into the Dark Mirror, Bridei thought, drowning might be 

the least of your worries.


‘Meanwhile,’ the druid said, preparing to mount his 

horse once more, ‘winter allows the study of numbers 

and codes, of games and music, and I think Donal can 

use the hall to start some rather specialised training that 

will equip you to be a little more self-sufficient. I may be 

away for a time. I will appoint other tutors as required.’


‘Yes, my lord.’ One thing was certain, thought Bridei. 

There’d be no time to get bored.





Looking back on this period years later, Bridei wondered 

if Broichan had forgotten that his foster son was still 

some time short of his sixth birthday. He was inclined to 

think not. The druid had simply assessed him to discover

how quickly he could absorb information, what was his 

capacity for endurance, what was his inclination to obey, 

then instituted a program of learning that would ensure 

Bridei squeezed in as much as he possibly could. The 

days were full. He rode out with Donal. He spent time 

learning to fight with two knives or with one, or with his 

fists. He practised rolling on and off his pony’s back 

swiftly and easily, as he had seen the warrior doing. In 

the afternoons Broichan drilled him on druidic lore, starting 

with the sun, moon and stars, their patterns and 

meanings, the alignment of the kin stones and the older 

markers that were dotted all across Fortriu. They delved 

deeper into the study of deities and spirits, ritual and ceremony. 

As Broichan had said, so far they had barely 

scratched the surface. Bridei fell asleep at night with the 

lore tangling and twisting through his head and his body 

aching with weariness. He ate like a horse and grew 

apace.


Some time before Midwinter, Broichan went away to 

attend a king’s council. The territories of the Priteni were 

divided into four parts: Fortriu, where Pitnochie was 

located, the southern realm of Circinn, and the more distant 

territories of the Caitt and the Light Isles. When 

Bridei asked where his father’s kingdom of Gwynedd 

fitted into this, Broichan smiled.


‘Gwynedd is another land, Bridei,’ he said. ‘Your 

father’s people are not of the Priteni. Cannot you remember 

how long it took you to ride here?’


Already the memory was fading. Bridei said nothing.


‘There will be representatives of two kings at the council,’ 

Broichan told him. ‘Our lands are divided; it was a 

black day when Drust son of Girom became a Christian, 

and his realm of Circinn split from Fortriu. Here in the 

north we are blessed with a king loyal to the ancient 

gods. Drust son of Wdrost, known as Drust the Bull, 

holds power over all the territories of the Great Glen.

When they call me king’s druid, it is Drust the Bull they 

mean. He is a good man.’


Bridei wished that Broichan would not go. His foster 

father did not smile much; he did not joke and play 

games as the old men had done. But Broichan knew so 

many interesting things, and was always ready to share 

them. He listened properly when Bridei wanted to 

explain something, not like Mara who was always too 

busy, or Ferat who often didn’t seem to hear. Broichan 

always had time for Bridei, and although the druid rarely 

offered words of praise, Bridei had learned to recognise 

a certain expression in his foster father’s dark eyes, the 

look that showed he was pleased. He wished Broichan 

would stay at home.


The day came. Sibel was saddled and ready in the 

yard; four men-at-arms were to ride with the druid as an 

escort. Donal would stay at Pitnochie.


‘I will work very hard, my lord,’ Bridei said as 

Broichan stood waiting to mount his horse.


‘Did I express any doubts as to that?’ Broichan was 

almost smiling. ‘You will do well, son, I know it. Don’t 

neglect the more intellectual pursuits in your desire to 

develop your skills in combat. Now I must go. Farewell, 

Bridei.’


‘Safe journey, my lord,’ Donal said from where he held 

Sibel’s bridle. ‘I’ll watch over the boy.’


‘Farewell,’ whispered Bridei, suddenly feeling quite 

odd. He would not cry; he had promised his father. 

He watched in silence as Broichan, surrounded by his 

guards, rode away under the leafless oaks and down the 

track to the lake’s edge. They had a long journey northeast 

to Caer Pridne, great fortress of Drust the Bull.


‘Right,’ said Donal cheerfully. ‘How about swords 

today? I’ve a little one somewhere that you might just 

about be able to lift up, at a pinch. What do you say?’


The lesson in swordsmanship kept Bridei occupied for

some time, and while it lasted there was no place in his 

mind for anything beyond strength, balance, concentration. 

It was only in the afternoon, when the sky grew 

dark and rain began to fall in drizzling grey curtains, 

and his arms had begun to ache fiercely in belated protest 

at the morning’s hard work, that Bridei felt sadness 

creep over him. Donal was out doing something with the 

men-at-arms. Mara was fussing over linen and the 

impossibility of getting it dry. Ferat was in a foul temper 

that had something to do with wet firewood. There was 

nobody in the house to talk to.


Bridei’s small chamber was next to the place where 

Donal lodged with the other men-at-arms, although in 

practice Donal usually slept in the hallway outside 

Bridei’s door. He said the others snored and it kept him 

awake. Through Bridei’s tiny window, hardly big 

enough to admit a squirrel, could be seen a silvery 

glimpse of the lake between the branches of a birch. 

Sometimes Bridei could see the moon from his window, 

and then he would leave an offering on the sill, a white 

stone, a feather or a charm woven from grasses. Broichan 

had taught him the importance of the moon, how she 

governed the tides, not just in the oceans but in the 

bodies of man, woman and creature, linking her ebb and 

flow with the cycles of nature. The Shining One was 

powerful; she must be honoured.


Today there was no moon to be seen, just the clouds 

and the rain, like endless, sorry tears. Bridei lay on his 

bed and stared up at the window, a small, dim square in 

the stone wall, grey on grey. He knew what Broichan 

would say: Self-pity is a waste of time, and time is precious. 

Use this for learning. Then the druid would talk about the 

rain, and where it fitted into the pattern of the seasons, 

and how the element of water was like the moon in its 

fluctuations. There was a lesson to be learned from every 

single thing that happened. Even when people went

away and left you. But right now Bridei didn’t feel like 

learning. Without his foster father, nothing seemed right 

at Pitnochie.


He sat cross-legged on the bed and recited the lore to 

himself until his lids were drooping over his eyes. Then 

he made himself stand up, and practised balancing on 

one leg with one arm behind his back and one eye closed, 

which was what druids did for meditation. Then he 

folded his blankets perfectly, so that the edges were a precise 

match, and he took everything out of his storage 

chest and replaced it in a different, more orderly arrangement. 

He polished his boots. He sharpened his knife. It 

still wasn’t time for supper.


Bridei stood by the window and looked out into the 

rain. He thought about the day, and about the expression 

in Broichan’s eyes as he said farewell. He thought about 

the Vale of the Fallen, and all those men killed before 

their time, and their families with a whole life of sadness 

before them. He wondered which was the more difficult: 

having to go away, or being left behind.





Donal was extending the scope of Bridei’s combat training. 

It involved grips and holds and tricks, balance and 

strength and speed, and also the proper care and maintenance 

of weapons. Bridei learned to use a bow and to 

hit the centre of the target nine times in ten. Donal began 

to move the target further away and to add degrees of 

difficulty, such as a distraction at the moment of releasing 

the string or a sudden command to close his eyes. The 

lessons were never boring. With the careful instructions 

on cleaning and oiling his blades, on retrieving and 

refletching his arrows, on maintaining the bow in perfect 

condition, Bridei came to realise that long-limbed, wry 

Donal was, in his way, as self-disciplined a man as the 

tight-lipped druid.


In the afternoons, when he would once have spent 

time with Broichan in the recitation of lore or the study 

of the mysteries, he was now left to his own devices. 

They had been studying the elements. He did his best to 

remember everything Broichan had taught him, not just 

the words of the lore, which he sometimes only half 

understood, but the meanings behind them. The waxing 

and waning moon governed water, and was like the tides 

in the spirit, both strong and pliant. Water was storm, 

flood, rain for crops; the hot saltiness of tears. Water 

could roar in a great torrent, a mighty fall from precipice 

to gorge, or lie still and silent, waiting, as in the Dark 

Mirror. Then there was fire, powerful and consuming. 

The warmth of the hearth fire could keep a man alive; the 

unchecked raging of wildfire could kill him. The 

Flamekeeper’s special gift to men was the fire in the 

heart: a courage that could burn on even in the face of 

death. Air was chill with the promise of snow, carrying 

the scent of pines. Air supported the eagle’s flight, high 

above the dark folds of the Great Glen. Bridei could feel 

how it was for the eagle as he looked down over the land 

of Fortriu in all its grandeur. His land. His place. Earth 

was the deep heartbeat under his feet, the living, knowing 

body from whence all sprang – deer, eagle, squirrel, 

shining salmon and bright-eyed corbie, man and woman 

and child, and the other ones, the Good Folk. Earth held 

him up; earth was ready to take him back when his time 

was done. Earth could make a house or form a track; 

earth could blanket a warrior’s long slumber. There was 

a whole world of meaning in the smallest things: a 

charred twig, a white pebble, a feather, a drop of rain.


There were certain rules that must be followed when 

Bridei went out alone. He could climb Eagle Scar, as long 

as he was careful. He could traverse the woods as far as 

the second stream to the south. He was not permitted to 

approach the settlement or to venture on foot to the

wilder reaches of the forest, where he had stumbled on 

the Vale of the Fallen. When he asked Donal why not, the 

warrior simply said, ‘It’s not safe.’ Because Donal invariably 

showed both common sense and kindness, Bridei 

accepted this rule. He suspected it had something to do 

with the Good Folk. Besides, there were his father’s parting 

words, never to be forgotten: Obey, learn. He 

wandered the tracks, climbed rocks and trees, found a 

badger’s lair and an eagle’s abandoned nest and a frozen 

waterfall of fragile, knife-edged filigree. He met not a 

living soul.


That changed abruptly one afternoon as he was 

making his way home from a hunting expedition. Well, 

perhaps not really hunting; he had his bow over his 

shoulder and his little knife at his belt, but he did not 

intend to use either. He’d killed a rabbit not so many days 

ago, but Donal had been with him then. Much to Bridei’s 

relief, his shot had taken the quarry cleanly; there had 

been no need for the knife. Bridei, a child who had a great 

deal of time for thinking, knew it could have been different.


Today he had brought his weapons because it made 

sense to have them, that was all. Didn’t Donal and the 

others always carry a wee knife in the boot? All Bridei 

had wanted to do was go up as far as the birch woods 

and sit on the stones by the big waterfall, the one they 

called the Lady’s Veil, and watch for the eagles. The 

mountains wore caps of early snow, and the waters of the 

lake reflected the pale slate of the winter sky. The calls of 

birds were mournful, echoing across the distant reaches 

of the forest in lamenting question and answer. Perhaps 

it was the cold that made them cry so; how would they 

find food in winter, with the berries shrivelled on the 

brown-leaved bushes and the sweet grasses carpeted in 

snow? Perhaps they simply cried to make a music fit for 

this grand, empty place. Winter must come, after all; the

wild creatures knew that as Bridei did. Winter was sleeping 

time for the earth, dreaming time, a preparation for 

what was to follow. That had been one of Broichan’s earliest 

lessons. At such a time a boy should be open to his 

imaginings, to voices that might be stifled by the clamour 

of busier seasons. There was learning to be gained 

from all things: especially from dreams.


The Lady’s Veil was not frozen; its fall was too heavy, 

its face too open to allow the ice a grip. Pools at the base 

were fringed with tiny crystals and the ferns were 

frosted. Bridei scrambled up the rocks to the top. He 

stood awhile watching the sky, but the eagles did not 

pass over. He practised his one-legged stance, wondering 

which of his eyes saw truer than the other. After a 

while his feet began to go numb and his ears to ache 

despite the sheepskin hat, and he gathered his bow and 

quiver and set off for home. Ferat could be relied upon 

to have hot oatcakes available on such a day, and Bridei 

was hungry.


Beside and below the waterfall a granite outcrop 

marked the hillside; around it clustered holly bushes, 

glossy-leaved and dark. Bridei was perhaps two paces 

along the track at the base of the rocks when he heard it: 

a snapping, small, insignificant. He froze. Something was 

there, not far off under the trees, something that had gone 

quiet as he had. Something following him; stalking him. 

A boar? A wildcat? Bridei’s heart began to thud a warning. 

His feet wanted to run. He was a fast runner for his 

size; it wouldn’t take him long to get down to the stone 

dyke that bordered Broichan’s outer field, where there 

was a guard. His whole body felt ready for flight. His 

mind said no. What if it was the Urisk? The Urisk didn’t 

need to run. Once it saw you, once it wanted you, it 

stayed with you like a shadow, however quick you were. 

The only way to escape was to trick it: to stand so still it 

couldn’t see you. Bridei was good at standing still.


Then the cracking twig became a footfall, not furtive 

at all now, and he turned his head to see a man clad all 

in brown and grey, a man not so easy to spot in the winter 

forest. The man had a hood with eyeholes over his face 

and a bow in his hands. As Bridei stared, frozen, he set 

an arrow to the string and made ready to draw the bow.


No time to run; no place to hide. He would not scream. 

He would not beg for mercy, for he was Bridei son of 

Maelchon, and his father was a king. The assailant took 

a step forward, sighted and drew. Bridei backed against 

the rock wall, his chest tight, his heart thumping. The 

stone was rough behind him, full of chinks and crevices 

lined with soft, damp patches of moss. Part of the earth; 

part of the heartbeat . . . As the man’s finger tightened on 

the string, Bridei slipped backward between the folds of 

stone and into the dim security of a tiny, narrow cave. He 

squeezed his body against the back, trying to get out of 

sight, out of reach.


Outside, the man cursed explosively and at length. 

Bridei waited, trying to remember to breathe. A sword 

came, angled through the narrow gap, slashing up and 

down, reaching, probing, seeking. Bridei pressed back, 

making himself small. The sword hacked, stabbed: 

it seemed the owner could not manoeuvre it into the 

position he needed, for the gap itself was too slight. 

Bridei wondered, now, how he had ever managed to get 

through.


‘Godforsaken druid’s get!’ a voice muttered. ‘Smoke, 

that’s what we need . . .’


Then there were other sounds, and Bridei knew the 

man was gathering twigs, leaves, bracken, things that 

would burn. Most of it would be damp; still, Bridei had 

seen Broichan’s fires, started with no more than a snap of 

the fingers, and he moved cautiously in the narrow space 

so he could get a sliver of view. The man was indeed 

heaping material at the base of the rocks, his movements

quick and purposeful. There was no point in calling for 

help. If this warrior were canny with a flint, thick smoke 

would have filled this tiny chamber well before any 

guard could run up the hill from the fields. If he didn’t 

want to die in this hole or walk out to certain slaughter, 

Bridei would just have to save himself.


In the tight confinement of the little chink in the rocks, 

he struggled to set an arrow to the string. His hands were 

shaking and there wasn’t room to draw the bow fully. 

The man was kneeling now, perhaps already making fire. 

As a target, he was too low. The knife: Bridei could use 

that as he had seen Donal and the others do for sport, 

tossing it in a spinning arc. He’d never actually tried it, 

but that wasn’t to say he couldn’t. Bridei set the bow 

aside, reached for the knife’s hilt. There would be one 

chance, one good shot at it, when the man had lit his wee 

fire and stepped back to admire it. One shot. Then he 

supposed he would have to leap out somehow, flames 

and all. Perhaps the leaves would not burn. Perhaps he 

would miss the target. No; he was a king’s son.


A thread of smoke began to rise at the cave’s entry and 

a pungent smell wafted into the dim interior, making him 

want to cough. The thread became a ribbon, a plume, a 

small cloud, and all at once there was a crackling. The 

grey-clad assassin rose to his feet and turned, exposing 

his back for a long moment. Bridei sighted, balanced the 

weapon and threw even as the sound of running feet 

came to his ears, and a shout in a familiar voice. As the 

knife spun, satisfactorily, through the thickening pall of 

smoke, a form came hurtling across Bridei’s vision, a furious, 

long-limbed form that crashed into the grey-clad 

man, removing them both from sight. The knife had disappeared. 

Bridei shrank back. Flames crackled before the 

gap, men shouted, metal clashed. There was a strange 

gurgling sound that ended in a rasping sigh. The flames 

began to die down; someone was stamping out the fire.

Someone was saying, ‘You’ve killed him.’ The little cave 

was full of smoke; Bridei’s eyes stung, his nose itched, his 

chest was heaving with the effort not to cough. He 

squeezed his eyes shut and pressed his lips tight. Wrong; 

he had got it wrong. Someone was dead. His knife had 

killed someone. Probably Donal. Donal had come to 

rescue him, and instead of waiting as he should have 

done, Bridei had thrown the knife without looking properly, 

without assessing the risks as Donal had taught him 

to do. He had done something truly bad and now he was 

shaking and crying like a baby; he could not seem to stop 

himself.


Voices, outside. ‘He’s done for, all right. Snapped his 

neck. Worthless scum.’


‘Better to have kept him stewing; could’ve got the 

truth out of him, who sent him, who’s paying him. 

Why’d you –? Donal?’


Then a shuffling sound, like someone trying to get up 

and not making much of a job of it. It was getting harder 

and harder not to cough. Bridei needed to sniff; his nose 

was running like a stream in spate.


‘What’s this, man? You’re bleeding like a stuck pig! 

Did the fellow wing you?’


‘It’s nothing. A scratch. Go after the others and be 

quick about it!’


Feet on the path, many of them now, and jingling 

metal, and then silence. Or almost silence; Bridei could 

hear breathing, his own, snuffling with tears, and 

another’s, somewhat laboured. Donal was alive.


‘Bridei?’ It was little more than a whisper. ‘Are you 

somewhere near, lad? Answer me, curse it!’


Donal sounded strange. Perhaps he was angry. A warrior 

would not have hidden like a coward, and hit the 

wrong target, and then shed tears over it. Bridei found 

himself unable to move, unable to speak.


‘Bridei!’ Donal was attempting a shout. Bridei could

see a little bit of him now, his shoulder in the familiar old 

leather jerkin, and the other hand clasped over it, and 

blood oozing between the fingers. ‘Bridei, you foolish 

wee boy, if you’ve gone and got yourself killed I’ll – I’ll 

–’ The warrior’s voice faded; Bridei had never heard him 

speak like that before, as if the life were draining out of 

him quicker than sand through a glass.


Bridei edged forward, slipping out between the rocks, 

stepping over the smouldering heap of leaves and twigs 

to stand, small and still, by Donal’s side. He tried not to 

see the form of that other man lying not far off with his 

head on a strange angle. Donal was sitting on the ground; 

his eyes were closed and his face was the colour of last 

week’s porridge. There was quite a lot of blood on his 

shoulder and upper arm, and he had Bridei’s small knife 

held loosely in his right hand.


‘I’m sorry,’ Bridei said solemnly, and gave a monumental 

sniff. ‘It was the other man I meant to hit, the one 

who was trying to shoot me.’


Donal’s eyes flew open. His mouth stretched in a grin 

and he half rose to his feet, then subsided again with a 

groan. ‘Blessed All-Flowers be praised! Where were you, 

you wee – in there? How can that be? Yon crack’s not 

wide enough to admit a half-grown pup, let alone a great 

lad like you! I can’t credit it!’


It was true. The opening looked hardly big enough for 

him to fit one shoulder through, let alone the rest of him. 

No wonder that man had failed to reach him with the 

sword . . . The thought of that slashing, rending blade 

made Bridei feel suddenly odd, and he sat down 

abruptly by Donal’s side.


‘Tell me.’ Donal’s voice had changed again; now he 

really was angry, but Bridei sensed it was not for him. 

‘Tell me what happened here, lad. All of it, every detail, 

everything you saw.’


‘You’re bleeding,’ Bridei said. ‘I know how to tie a

bandage, Broichan showed me. I’ll do that now, and then 

I’ll tell you while we go home. You should have a poultice 

of wormwood and rue, and drink mead, and go to 

bed early. That’s what my foster father would say.’


Donal regarded him in silence.


‘I’m sorry I hurt you,’ Bridei said once more, and felt 

his lower lip tremble ominously.


‘Oh, aye,’ said Donal, his voice oddly constrained 

again. ‘I think the usual thing is to rip up a shirt or two. 

It’ll have to be yours; I can’t get mine off over this shoulder. 

But make sure you put your jacket back on 

straightaway, it’s cold up here. And get on with it, will 

you? That mead’s beginning to sound very good.’




 





CHAPTER TWO
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It had been a mistake, Donal said. It was Broichan 

whom the fellow and his companions were trying to 

harm, not Bridei. Bridei knew this was wrong. He had 

seen the expression in that man’s narrowed eyes, had 

watched as his finger tightened on the bowstring. 

Broichan did have enemies. A man who is everybody’s 

friend has no need of guards or doors with bolts. Perhaps 

those attackers were the druid’s foes, but the one they 

wanted to kill was himself. Why, he could not tell. His 

father was a king, certainly, but Gwynedd was a distant 

place with its own councils, its own wars, far removed 

from the realms of the Priteni. Besides, his father had 

sent him away. If he’d been of any special importance, 

surely his family would have kept him. The attack just 

didn’t make sense.


The man Donal had killed was buried in a corner of 

the sheep yard. Others, sighted from Broichan’s guard 

posts, had escaped into the forest despite energetic pursuit 

by the druid’s men-at-arms. They remained 

unaccounted for, their mission and origins a mystery. 

Donal cursed that the fellow had obliged him to kill or 

be killed; he’d rather have bruised the other a little, 

trussed him up and got the truth out of him one way or 

another. Too late now; the grey-clad man could only tell 

his story to the worms.


Bridei was no longer permitted to wander on his own, 

but must go accompanied by at least two of the guards, 

and only when there was a real need for it. The daily 

rides were curtailed, for Donal was much occupied. 

Tense exchanges in lowered voices were frequent, and all 

the men had a guarded, edgy look about them. Mara 

muttered over the wash tub. Ferat cursed as he plucked 

geese, and Bridei learned new words, which he did not 

repeat. He spent a lot of time in the stables grooming 

Pearl and talking to her, for her warm body and sweet, 

accepting eyes made her a good companion, as horses 

went. In the afternoons he studied. He tried not to notice 

how empty the house seemed, how quiet. He tried not to 

think of how small he was, how little he really knew of 

how to be strong, how to fight back. He tried not to worry 

about Broichan and what a long time it was taking him 

to come back home.


Without the druid, the household had not observed 

the ritual of Gateway, marking entry to the dark time, 

although Fidich did kill a sheep that morning, since some 

form of sacrifice was necessary. Mara said that further 

along Serpent Lake there would be a big heap of logs, 

pine, ash, oak, set by the shore ready for burning. Bridei 

would have liked to go down and watch folk leap 

through the flames, as Mara had told him they did. But 

there had been no point in bothering Donal; why ask 

when you knew already the answer would be no? So all 

Bridei had done was set out a little bowl of mead and a 

platter of oatcakes on the step outside the kitchen. This 

was a sign of respect; thus, he invited the dead to share 

the household’s gifts, to be welcome there on this night 

when barriers opened and the worlds merged. In the 

morning, mead and cakes were gone; there was nothing 

left but a scattering of pale crumbs.


Gateway night was well past now, and it would soon 

be Midwinter. The king’s council must be long over, but there had been no word from Broichan. The nights 

stretched out. Lamps burned in kitchen and hall throughout 

the day, illuminating an interior that was always 

smoky, for the fire was constantly burning save when all 

slept. Mara muttered about the soot and hoarded supplies 

of oil. In his small chamber Bridei huddled in a 

blanket, candlelight flickering on the stone walls, and 

tried to concentrate on the lore. It felt as if his foster father 

had been gone forever. When was Broichan coming 

home?


Three days short of Midwinter it snowed. The air had 

been hinting at it since early morning: there was no mistaking 

that stillness, that odd, deceptive sensation of 

warmth, as if the soft cloud blanket were easing winter’s 

grip even as it blotted out the sun. Bridei was outside 

helping the men move sheep from one field to another. 

The guards kept their long watch on the upper margins 

of Broichan’s land; their stalwart forms and their blue-patterned 

features were clearly visible up under the bare 

oaks on the forest’s edge. They worked shorter shifts in 

winter; at any time there would be men coming in for 

roast meat and ale with spices, and other men putting on 

layers of clothing, skin cloaks, leather helms, heavy 

boots, ready for another battle with the chill. Ferat was 

so busy he’d no time to grumble. There were two fellows 

to help him, both too terrified of the cook’s temper to do 

anything but work at top speed and pray that they made 

no errors.


The snow began to fall as the last of the ewes were 

going through, herded by the overexcited dogs. Bridei’s 

job was to sit on the dry-stone dyke by the gap and make 

sure they separated out the right ones. The farming side 

of Broichan’s affairs was handled by a man called Fidich. 

It was clear Fidich had once been a warrior of some note, 

for the patterns he wore on his face were almost as elaborate 

as Donal’s, and he had markings on his hands too, twists and spirals from wrist to fingertips. Fidich had 

strong shoulders and a grim expression, and a right leg 

that ended just below the knee. He walked with a crutch 

of ash wood and could cover the difficult terrain of the 

farm with astonishing speed. He lived in a hut on the far 

side of the walled fields all by himself. Never a sheep 

dropped an early lamb, nor a pig ventured out into a forbidden 

plot of land, but Fidich knew of it. The leg did 

make some things difficult. That was why a boy for gate 

work was useful.


‘Right, lad, that’s the last!’ Fidich called over the 

voices of three large hounds clamouring in chorus, and 

Bridei hauled the gate shut and fastened the bolt. The 

sheep on the other side, the ones relegated to a winter of 

sheltering under scrubby bushes and gleaning a living 

from what little feed could be spared, showed momentary 

confusion, then wandered off as if nothing untoward 

had happened.


The snow made its presence felt first in isolated flakes, 

descending in a slow, graceful dance. As men, boy and 

dogs headed downhill to the house, the flakes became 

soft flurries and swirling eddies, settling patchily on the 

frost-hardened mud of the track. Over the lake the tree-clad 

hillside was disappearing behind a blanket of low 

cloud. The wind stirred, and the pines moaned in 

response. By the time Bridei and his companions reached 

the house, the dogs bore a wintry coating on their shaggy 

grey hair and the wind was howling in earnest. Looking 

back up the hill, Bridei could not see the field where they 

had been working, nor the sheep, nor the guards pacing 

beyond. There was only the white.


‘Settling in for a good blow,’ Fidich commented. ‘I’ll 

not stay; need to get home while I can still find the way. 

Hard night for the lads up on watch.’


‘Aye,’ said another man. ‘Be a foolish fellow would try 

to get in here in such a blizzard; he’d be wandering in circles, lying down for a rest and never getting up again, 

I reckon. Sure you won’t stop in for a bite to eat?’


‘Ah, no, I’ve my own fire to get lit and my own porridge 

oats,’ Fidich said, as he always did.


It was cold even in the hall before the fire. Bridei was 

in no rush to go off to bed, for he knew how icy his little 

chamber would be on such a night. Everyone was quiet. 

Mara was mending by lamplight; Ferat sat on a bench 

staring morosely into his ale cup. Most of the men had 

already gone off to their quarters. Donal was at the table 

working on some arrows. A variety of small knives and 

other implements, feathers and twines and lengths of 

wood was set out before him. He was whistling under his 

breath. Bridei sat beside him, too tired tonight to do more 

than watch.


The kitchen door crashed open, making them all start. 

A chill draught swirled through into the hall, setting the 

fire sparking. Donal grabbed his biggest knife and 

sprang to his feet, and the other men-at-arms leaped to 

block the doorway between kitchen and hall. Mara stationed 

her ample form in front of Bridei, effectively 

stopping him from seeing a thing.


‘What the –?’ was all Ferat had time to say before the 

door was heard slamming shut again, and the men-at-arms 

stepped back to let two figures through, one 

supporting the other. One was Cinioch, who had been on 

guard up in the snow by the dyke, and the other, ashen-faced, 

blue-lipped and covered with the scratches and 

bruises of a headlong flight across country in the dark, 

was Uven, one of the men-at-arms who had travelled 

with Broichan to the king’s council.


There was work to do for Bridei then. He fetched 

one of the cloaks from the pegs by the kitchen hearth, 

brought a cup of ale, put it into Uven’s trembling hands. 

Mara kicked the tangle of dogs away from the hall fire. 

Donal set the bench closer while the other men helped the half-frozen traveller to seat himself there. Uven was 

unable to speak for a while; spasms of shivering ran 

through his body and the cup shook so violently in his 

hands that the ale spilled down his tunic. Eventually he 

managed to drink, and a little later to start on the porridge 

Ferat had produced, piping hot and generously 

ladled.


‘Good,’ Uven muttered, his blanched features colouring 

a touch. He looked up at Donal. ‘Message,’ he said. 

‘Urgent. Private.’


‘Bridei,’ said Donal, ‘time for bed now; good lad, off 

you go.’


‘What’s happened?’ Bridei could hear how small his 

own voice sounded, high and uneven. A good child did 

not disobey an order, and he was always good. But he 

had to know the truth. ‘Is it Broichan?’


They all looked at him in silence, and then Uven muttered, 

‘Time’s short, Donal.’


‘Bridei,’ Donal said, squatting down and looking 

Bridei straight in the eye, ‘this is men’s business, and you 

are not yet a man, although you’ll make a fine one some 

day. You can help Broichan best by doing as I ask. Take 

your candle, go to your chamber now. When I’ve heard 

Uven’s news, I’ll come and tell you about it. I promise.’





He lay on his bed waiting. Blankets could ease the cold 

of the little chamber. They could not help the chill inside 

him, harsher than winter, deeper than a well. Broichan 

was dead. What other explanation could there be for 

such urgency, such secrecy? Donal thought to protect 

him, to break the ill news gently. Well, Donal wouldn’t 

need to break any news. This was just the next part of the 

same old pattern. You had something, you let yourself 

care about it, and then suddenly it was gone. Perhaps it 

was better not to care at all. Bridei wondered if the druid had looked into the eyes of his killer, had observed 

the finger tightening on the bowstring. Broichan would 

have faced death calmly, he thought. There is learning in 

everything, he would have said. The candle flickered 

in the draught; shadows crept across the walls, not deer 

and eagles and hares now but phantoms, visions, memories 

of the Otherworld. Perhaps even now the druid 

journeyed amongst them. Bridei would not weep. 

They would send him away now, he supposed. Send 

him home to Gwynedd. Try as he might, he could not 

picture it.


After a while Donal tapped on the door and came in 

quietly to sit by Bridei on the narrow shelf-bed. In the 

candlelight the patterns on his face took on a strange life 

of their own, shifting and changing like still more manifestations 

of the spirit world. Bridei waited for the words 

he knew would come.


‘Your foster father’s in a bit of trouble,’ Donal said. 

‘Sick and far from home.’


‘Sick?’ Bridei felt hope awaken inside him somewhere, 

a tiny flame doing its best not to go out again.


‘Deathly sick, Bridei; I won’t lie to you. It seems someone 

tried to harm him with a particular combination of 

herbs that Broichan took unawares in a dish of food or 

drink. He’s recovering as well as he can; a druid is his 

own best physician. But he can’t stay where he is; we 

need to fetch him home.’


‘We?’


Donal’s grim expression softened. He gave Bridei a 

direct sort of look. ‘Myself, and a few of the lads. It’s a 

long way, Bridei; all the way up to the coast, near the 

king’s court at Caer Pridne, and back again. We’ll need 

to set out before this place gets snowed in.’


‘I could help,’ Bridei said, squaring his shoulders in an 

effort to appear taller.


‘I know that, lad. I also know that if I take you one step outside the borders of Pitnochie, Broichan’ll send me 

packing the moment he gets word of it. Of course, if 

you’re so keen to be rid of me . . .’


‘I just wish you weren’t going away,’ Bridei said in a 

whisper.


‘As a matter of fact,’ said Donal, ‘I’ve something I need 

you to do here. I can’t take Lucky, and he misses me when 

I’m away. I need you to give him a bit of a brushing, tell 

him a joke or two, just to keep him happy. You’ll be doing 

me a favour if you stay here and attend to that. I know 

it’s hard.’


Bridei nodded. There was a certain solace in what the 

warrior had said. ‘What if you don’t come back?’ he 

could not help asking.


‘Don’t come back?’ Donal’s brows shot up in astonishment. 

‘Me, Donal, hero of more battles than you’ve got 

fingers and toes to count them on? Of course I’ll come 

back! What are you telling me, that you think I’m not up 

to this?’ There was the sound of a smile there somewhere, 

for all the challenge of the words.


Bridei looked up at the warrior and shook his head. 

A moment later he put his hand out and Donal grasped 

it firmly.


‘We’ll bring him home safe, Bridei, I give you my 

solemn word.’


‘Donal?’


‘Yes, lad?’


‘It would be hard to poison a druid.’ They had practised 

identifying herbs by smell, he and Broichan, 

wearing thick blindfolds. His foster father never erred.


Donal nodded grimly. ‘Don’t think I haven’t thought 

about that.’


‘Who could do it?’


‘That’s what I intend to find out,’ Donal said. ‘But first 

things first. Broichan will mend better here in his own 

place, with you by his side and the rest of us to keep watch. I’m leaving the house in your hands, Bridei. You 

should pray for your foster father. Will you do that?’


‘Yes,’ Bridei whispered. He managed not to cry as 

Donal took his leave, managed to watch dry-eyed and 

solemn as his friend set out on foot, at first light, with a 

party of four men all warmly clad and heavily armed. As 

for whether he wept when Donal was gone, and he was 

back in his chamber alone, that was between himself and 

the shadows.





Winter solstice: the lake ink-dark, the fells blue-white 

under a lowering sky, pine branches drooping heavily 

under their burdens until the weight became too great, 

the snow falling to the ground in powdery avalanche 

and the needled boughs springing back up, resilient and 

strong. Sheep keeping close, pressed together for 

warmth. Smoke from the hearth fire rising sluggishly to 

hang in a pall above the house; dogs, for once, reluctant 

to stir themselves in the morning. The water trough hard-frozen, 

and Fidich breaking the ice with a staff so his 

stock could drink.


Bridei had helped to feed the ewes that were housed 

in the barn. He’d paid a visit to the pigs in their adjoining 

quarters. He’d spent some time in the stables 

grooming Pearl and telling jokes to Lucky. They were not 

very good jokes, but Lucky had seemed satisfied with 

them. Pearl was restless today: maybe she sensed it was 

a time of change. Tonight the year would turn to light 

once more, hard though this was to believe on such a day.


For all their anxiety about Broichan and the men who 

had gone to fetch him home, the folk of the household 

understood the importance of this night. The men had 

brought in a weighty oak log, which now stood ready by 

the hearth. Bridei, accompanied by two guards, had 

fetched a good supply of holly branches, ivy twists, sprigs of pine and even a length or two of goldenwood 

resplendent with both berries and flowers, for this was a 

herb of as much mysterious oddity as any druid. With 

Mara’s help he had made garlands, and now each doorway 

wore a crown of greenery. Ferat had splashed the 

great log with mead and sprinkled it with flour, and 

Bridei had festooned it with trails of glossy-leaved ivy.


In the evening they doused the fire, set the ceremonial 

log on the hearth and gathered before it in the cold. They 

put out the lamps; save for a single candle, all was dark. 

Frowning with concentration, Bridei did his best with the 

ritual, although he could not remember all of the words. 

He told the Midwinter story of how the goddess rocked 

a wounded ancient in her arms all night until he was 

changed into a little golden-haired child who flew up 

into the sky, the sun rekindled out of darkness, hope 

reborn from death. The candle was smothered. Then 

Fidich struck a spark, blew on a handful of tinder, set one 

taper burning. From this they kindled a little piece of 

charred wood, sole remnant of last year’s Midwinter log. 

This brand soon had the fire blazing brightly, the old 

giving life to the new, and warmth spread through the 

hall. Bridei walked the circle widdershins, making an 

end to the ritual, and it was time to relax and enjoy the 

rest of the night.


Ferat was smiling as he brought out the festive fare, 

the ale and mead, the spice cakes and carefully stored 

cheeses. Mara was packing a basket for the unlucky fellows 

out on watch. Uven, now fully recovered from his 

ordeal, was already on his third beaker of ale. The sound 

of chatter, the smell of Ferat’s fine cooking, the grins and 

jokes brought the house to new life in perfect reflection 

of the ritual they had just enacted. But Bridei was suddenly 

tired; he sipped the watered mead they had given 

him, nibbled at his cake then fed it, surreptitiously, to the 

nearest dog.


‘Good night,’ he said to nobody in particular, but one 

of the men was telling a story and everyone was laughing 

and they did not hear him. Nor did any of them 

notice as he crept away to his chamber, rolled himself in 

the blankets and, to a background of hearty revelry from 

the hall, fell fast asleep.


That seemed a fitting conclusion to a long and testing 

day. But Bone Mother had not quite finished her season’s 

work. Before she loosened her grip on the land she had 

one last change in store for Bridei, a change both wondrous 

and difficult. On this night of winter solstice his 

life was to be transformed more profoundly than anyone 

could have imagined.





Bridei awoke with a start, his heart thumping. He could 

not remember his dreams, only that it had seemed urgent 

to escape them. The house was still. Through the small 

square of the window the full moon looked in, her blue-white 

glow transforming his ordinary little chamber into 

a place of wonder, a realm of deceptive surfaces and 

secret shadows. Quiet, so quiet; even a mouse’s steps 

would be heard in so profound a stillness. And yet something 

called him, tugging at his mind, urgent, vital.


Shivering, Bridei set aside the blankets, threw his 

short cloak on over his nightrobe and, opening the door 

as quietly as he could, tiptoed barefoot down the passageway 

to the hall.


In the hearth the fire still burned cheerfully; the 

Midwinter log would last for seven days. Mara slept 

peacefully in a chair, mouth slightly open, shawl tucked 

neatly around her shoulders. Two of the men-at-arms, 

Elpin and Uven, were sprawled on benches near the fire, 

the dogs on the floor between them. The dogs lifted their 

heads as Bridei crept past, then went back to sleep.


The kitchen was empty: Ferat had retired to bed after setting his domain to rights, ready for the morning. The 

fire’s glow followed Bridei into this chamber, outlining 

his small shadow on the stone floor in front of him. As he 

approached the outer door, the shadow went up the wall, 

bending into an improbable shape, tall and crooked. The 

heavy iron bolt had been fastened, a task Mara usually 

attended to after the late shift had gone on watch. During 

the day, the door stayed unbolted, for the nature of 

Broichan’s household meant comings and goings were 

frequent.


A chill draught was whispering in; Bridei’s toes could 

feel it. He shivered again. That something, whatever it 

was, the something that had woken him and brought him 

here into the dark of a winter night, was telling him now 

that he must step outside. With careful fingers, slowly for 

quiet, Bridei slid the great bolt across. He opened the 

heavy oaken door on the blanketing snow, the midwinter 

hush, the blue moonlight. The landscape was 

indeed wondrous under that shining. All was touched by 

it, touched to magic. The dark oak trunks were sage old 

druids, stoic and strong in the cold; the slender, graceful 

birches were forest spirits, dreaming of the fine cloaks of 

silver-green the springtime would give them to clothe 

their nakedness. In the distance the pond gleamed like a 

mirror of polished silver, showing the moon an image of 

her own lovely face, remote and wise.


It was freezing cold. His toes were starting to go 

numb. They were probably turning blue. Bridei glanced 

down to check them.


And there it was: what he had been called here to find. 

On the step, right by his bare feet, was a small basket 

somewhat like the one Mara used for storing hanks of 

wool. But this was no sturdy affair of willow wattles. 

This was made of all sorts of things: feathers, grasses, 

fragile skeleton leaves, a little twiggy branch with red 

berries on it, bark and creepers and flowers that had no business being here in the middle of winter. The basket 

was lined with swan’s-down and had a pair of handles 

of plaited reeds, with holed stones threaded on them in 

threes and fives and sevens. The basket was not a thing 

of human make. The person who lay tucked up in it 

was . . . very small. Extremely small, and probably very 

cold. Bridei knelt down on the step, scarcely breathing as 

the moon gleamed on this gift as if to show him exactly 

what she had brought for him. The very small person 

seemed to be asleep. It wore a kind of bonnet with white 

fur all around and had a wee blanket striped in many 

colours pulled up to its chin. Its face was pearly white, 

moon white, as pale as the pelt of a winter hare. Weren’t 

little babies supposed to be red-faced and ugly? This one 

had delicate dark lashes and a mouth that was pink and 

solemn-looking. Bridei stared, entranced. A brother. A 

little brother. He wouldn’t be by himself any more. Heart 

pounding, he rose to his feet, looking up at that great 

silver orb in the dark sky. His hands moved in the sign 

of acknowledgement and reverence; it was clear to him 

that he would be in her debt for ever.


‘Thank you,’ he whispered, bowing in the way his 

foster father had taught him. ‘I’ll look after him, I promise. 

I swear it on my life.’


He reached down to pick up the basket, and halted. 

The small person was awake. Its eyes, gazing up at him 

gravely, were moon-bright, star-clear, of no colour and 

every colour. They were eyes like a dream, like a deep 

well, like a magical tale with no ending. Perhaps they 

were blue, but it was not like any other blue in the world. 

The small person stirred, and a hand no larger than an 

acorn came out from the striped blanket, reaching for 

something invisible.


‘There,’ Bridei said, bending to tuck the little creature’s 

arm back in, for if he was shivering from cold, what 

must such a mite be feeling? The tiny hand fastened on his finger, holding tight. Bridei’s heart was acting 

strangely, as if it were tumbling about in his breast. 

‘You’ll be safe here, I promise.’


It was only after he had carried the basket and its occupant 

inside and bolted the door behind him that Bridei 

realised he would have to think fast. This was a place of 

order and discipline, a place where all moved to the tune 

of Broichan’s life and Broichan’s path. None of the people 

who lived here, Mara, Ferat, Donal and the others, ever 

spoke of families. Even Fidich, who lived in his own 

small dwelling, had no wife, no sons to learn the patterns 

of farming. Broichan’s house was no place for children. 

This newborn would not be received with open arms. 

Indeed, it would be doubly unwelcome, for there was no 

doubt at all it was a gift from them, from the Good Folk. 

The moon had guided them to Bridei’s door. And while 

an ordinary foundling would be kept warm, fed milk, 

and probably passed on to a childless couple in one of the 

settlements for rearing, a child of the forest would not be 

treated so kindly. Bridei had heard folk talking; such a 

gift was considered more curse than blessing.


It was useful, at such times, to have begun a druidic 

education. The basket stood on the kitchen floor, a dark 

oval. The face of the infant was a circle of white, translucent 

as if it bore some of the moonlight within. The eyes 

remained open, following Bridei calmly as he moved 

about, searching. A key, he needed a key. That charm was 

supposed to keep an infant safe; to keep it at home. If it 

stopped folk from stealing a baby away, wouldn’t it also 

make those inside want to keep the child? He prayed that 

it was so. There had to be a key somewhere. He must be 

quick; if the baby began to cry and someone woke up, 

they’d set the basket straight outside again and his little 

brother would freeze to death the way Uven nearly had. 

Quickly then, he must stop rummaging around and use 

his wits, as Broichan would have bid him do . . . Bridei stood still and concentrated. A key, he’d seen one, a tiny 

key with a curly bit on top . . . Yes, the spice box, Ferat’s 

prized coffer of yew, that had such a key, and he knew 

where the cook hid it – it was right up there behind the 

oil jar. Bridei slipped it off its hook and, moving silently 

on his bare feet, put his hand down the side of the little 

basket, between the blanket and the soft, feathery lining. 

The key settled at the bottom, hidden, secret. Now 

nobody could send the baby away.


What Bridei really wanted to do was go back to his 

own chamber, where nobody could see, and keep his 

remarkable gift safe for as long as possible. He could not 

stop looking at those tiny, perfect features, the strange 

eyes that were both innocent and knowing, the little fingers 

like delicate petals. But it was cold in his room. 

Besides, Bridei understood that newborn creatures, such 

as early lambs, needed a lot of looking after. There’d have 

to be warm milk. How would they manage that in the 

middle of winter? There’d probably be all sorts of other 

things he knew nothing about. He carried the basket 

through into the hall and settled on the stone floor near 

the sleeping hounds. One of the dogs growled soft and 

low, and Bridei hushed it.


He reached into the basket, hands careful as if gathering 

eggs, and lifted the infant out. It felt warm and 

relaxed and weighed no more than a rabbit. It was clad 

in a kind of cloak, fur-lined, and a gown underneath so 

fine-woven, so lacy, the thread might have been spun 

from cobweb or thistledown. The child’s lower parts 

were swathed in a bulky and practical piece of woollen 

cloth. Though this was undeniably damp, Bridei didn’t 

think he could do much about it, having no handy substitute. 

So he held the baby in his arms, rocking it a little, 

and the clear, strange eyes gazed up at him as if working 

out just what to make of him. A lock of hair had escaped the confines of the bonnet and curled, black as soot, over 

the pale brow.


‘It’s all right,’ Bridei said in an undertone, just for the 

two of them. ‘I won’t leave you on your own. I’ll tell you 

a story every night, and play with you every day, and 

keep you safe from the Urisk. I promise.’





Perhaps the Good Folk had made sure the infant’s belly 

was full of milk before they left the child for the moon to 

dispose of. At any rate, it was not until the late winter 

sunrise began to send its low light through the chinks 

and crannies around the door that the child became suddenly 

hungry and began a shrill squalling that brought 

the whole household instantly awake. The dogs began to 

bark, the men groaned and stretched cramped limbs, and 

Mara, one hand to her head, got slowly to her feet and 

took two steps towards the spot where Bridei, startled 

from sleep, sat by the hearth with the bawling infant in 

his arms. Mara’s shrewd eyes took in the strange small 

basket, the swan’s-down lining, the tiny robe edged in 

white fur; they moved to the child itself, now looking 

more like any other hungry newborn, yet still notable for 

the pale, clear eyes, the delicate hands, the curl of coal-black 

hair. Then Mara looked straight at Bridei. He held 

the child to him tightly and stared back. They’d better not 

try to take his baby brother.


Mara moved her fingers in an age-old gesture, the sign 

to ward off evil. Behind her, the men were doing the 

same. ‘Black Crow save us,’ she said, squatting down, 

‘what have you been up to, Bridei? Here, give it to me.’


Bridei held on grimly.


‘Come on, lad. Use your head. Can’t you see what that 

is? Just think what your foster father would say. Give it 

to me, quick now. The longer it stays within these four 

walls the more ill it’s likely to bring down on all of us. And with Broichan close to death and far from home, 

that’s just what we don’t need here.’


Elpin reached down as if to take the child. The expression 

on his face was that of a person forced to touch 

something he found repulsive or dangerous, such as an 

adder.


Bridei edged away. ‘He just wants milk,’ he said over 

the racket. Who would have thought such a scrap of a 

thing could make so much din? He could feel the cries 

vibrating right through the child’s fragile body. ‘Shh,shh, 

you’ll be all right,’ he whispered.


‘Milk, is it?’ enquired Mara. ‘And where do you think 

we’ll find that in the middle of winter, with the cows and 

sheep all dry as a bone?’ She stood with hands on hips, 

stolid as a big guard dog set on seeing an intruder off the 

premises.


‘Best put it back out quick,’ Elpin said. ‘They say if you 

do that, the – the Others, they’ll come and take such a 

child away again. If you don’t leave it too long, that is.’


‘Pretty cold out there,’ observed Uven doubtfully. ‘The 

babe’s very small.’


‘What’s all this?’ Ferat had been roused from his bed 

by the noise, and now wandered in with tousled hair and 

the look of a man whose head aches mightily. ‘Where did 

that come from, lad? Here, give us a hold – that’s it –’ 

And with a deft dip and lift, the cook scooped the infant 

from Bridei’s arms and moved nearer to the hall fire so 

he could examine it more closely. He seemed to know 

what he was doing; after a scrutiny of the red, crumpled 

features he put the child against his shoulder, began a 

rhythmic patting of its back and, miraculously, the 

screaming died down to a thin, plaintive sobbing.


‘It’s hungry, all right,’ Ferat said. ‘And stinking like a 

midden – Mara, go and fetch some clean cloths, will you? 

Lad, stir up the kitchen fire for me, we need warm water.’


The others stood mute, staring at him. This morning 

he was definitely not himself.


‘Go on, get a move on,’ Ferat snapped in something 

closer to his usual tone. ‘Wee creature’s starving! What 

would Broichan say if he heard that fancies and superstitions 

made us treat a newborn babe worse than we 

would an orphan lamb? Shame on you!’


‘That’s all very well,’ said Mara, ‘but how are we to 

feed it? Besides, it’s not what Broichan would want. It’s 

not the right thing, and I can’t believe you’d ever consider 

it . . .’


Bridei cleared his throat. ‘I was the one who brought 

him in. If my foster father is angry, he can be angry with 

me. But you can’t put the baby out in the snow. He’d die.’


‘Looks more like a lassie than a wee lad to me,’ Ferat 

said, still patting. ‘And fey as they come, Mara’s right 

about that part. See how pale she is now she’s given up 

the shrieking for a bit? Long lashes like a fine heifer’s, 

and a little rosebud mouth. She’s like a thing from a tale; 

a fine gift is how I see it. Mara’ll tell you if it’s a girl when 

she changes these wrappings.’


‘Me?’ retorted Mara crossly, but she put the babe on 

the table and stripped off the dirty swaddling, and Ferat 

was right, it was a girl. Bridei was not at all sure how he 

felt about this.


Duly washed and rewrapped in the cloth Mara had 

fetched, the baby stayed in the housekeeper’s arms while 

Ferat did what he could with warm water and honey, and 

in a little while the tiny girl was being coaxed to suck the 

mixture from a rolled-up rag they dipped into the bowl, 

and was growing quieter. Uven and Elpin stood by 

watching; neither of them seemed in a hurry to be away. 

Ferat, in the kitchen, had summoned his assistants and 

was busy cooking breakfast and talking the while.


‘That won’t keep her happy long,’ he called over the 

clanking of pots and pans. ‘Didn’t Cinioch say he’d a cousin that just lost a babe? You know the girl, went up 

to Black Isle to wed, but her man was killed while the 

child was still in her belly. She’s in the settlement down 

the lake, came back to her sister’s for the birthing. The 

infant didn’t thrive; they buried him a day or two since. 

Can’t recall the girl’s name.’


‘Brenna,’ said Uven. ‘Shy little thing. Sad tale, that.’


‘Aye,’ said Mara, ‘sad indeed. But useful. That’s if 

we’re keeping this one.’ She frowned at the infant now 

cradled in Bridei’s arms once more as Mara squeezed a 

few more drops of the honeyed water into the small, neat 

mouth. The eyes gazed up at her, pale and clear.


‘Uven!’ yelled Ferat. ‘Where’s Cinioch this morning?’


‘On night watch.’


‘Right. Get some breakfast into you then, and get up 

there as quick as you can. Tell him to come and talk to me 

before he does anything else. We need a wet-nurse; the 

longer we leave it, the more urgent it gets. Sounds like 

this Brenna might be just what we want.’


‘She’d have to be crazy,’ muttered Mara. ‘Who’d offer 

to nurse one of them?’ But it seemed to Bridei her words 

were only half meant, otherwise why would she be 

trying so hard to get the baby to suck, and nodding 

encouragement at each successful swallow? The little 

basket stood empty by the hearth, the key well hidden in 

its network of tangled foliage. It was true what Broichan 

had told him. Sometimes simple hearth magic is the 

strongest of all.


The day seemed very long. Cinioch snatched a quick 

breakfast and headed off down the lake. The baby was 

quiet at first, but later she cried and cried until she had 

no strength left for it. She would not take the honey 

water. Bridei took his turn at holding her and patting 

her. She seemed to get heavier as the day went on. Her 

little hiccuping wails made him want to cry too, but he 

did not.


In the early evening Cinioch came home with a pale-faced 

young woman who was heavily shawled against 

the chill outside. Her features were pinched with cold, 

her nose and eyes were red and she was shivering under 

her layers of clothing. Nonetheless, as soon as she spotted 

the infant in Ferat’s arms, it was off with cloak and 

shawl, and three steps across the floor to gather the child 

to her breast.


‘Ah, poor mite, poor bairn,’ Brenna crooned, and the 

babe hiccuped weakly in response. ‘I’ll take her off to a 

quiet corner, if you’ll show me where,’ the young woman 

added. ‘Wee thing’s starving, but we’ll soon put that to 

rights.’ And she did; while Bridei was bid to stay in the 

kitchen when the women went through by the hall fire, 

he could hear the baby’s voice subside through thin wails 

to a gasping, snuffling, desperate sort of sound to blissful 

silence. He let out his breath in a great sigh; Ferat, 

stirring up the soup, was nodding to himself in a satisfied 

way.


‘We’d best get a joint of mutton on the spit,’ the cook 

said. ‘When a woman’s in milk she eats like a horse. Your 

wee one’ll do just fine now, lad, see if she doesn’t.’





In the winter woods outside Broichan’s house, two presences 

hovered as the short day drew to its close.


‘It’s done,’ said the first. ‘He’s taken her in, and 

nobody’s put her back out again. And the crying’s over. 

She’s got a big voice for such a scrap of a thing.’


‘I won the wager,’ said the other. ‘I told you they’d 

keep her.’


‘Bridei’s doing, no doubt. For one of the human kind, 

that child’s canny beyond his years. A wee charm the 

druid taught him, no doubt . . . They’d never have held 

on to her otherwise. One look at her must have told them 

she’s ours.’


The other glanced across. ‘In a way she is. In a way she 

isn’t. Now we’ve discharged our duty to the Shining 

One, and that’s an end of it.’


The first being gave a peal of tinkling laughter. 

‘Hardly! This is just the beginning. The two of them have 

a long road ahead of them, long and hard. And we’ll be 

there every step of the way. We all want the same ending 

for this, even the druid. Of course, the manner of it may 

come as a surprise to him.’


‘Come, let’s for home. That was a long night. I tire of 

these human folk. They can be so foolish, so slow to comprehend.’


‘The longest night,’ the first being said gravely. ‘Night 

of the full moon, night of change, the start of a great journey.’


‘Bridei’s journey.’


‘His, and hers, and all of ours. We walk forward to a 

new age, no less. The feet that make the pathway are 

small. Let us hope they do not falter. Let us hope they do 

not fail.’





The magic seemed to be holding. Brenna settled into the 

household as if she belonged there. She was very quiet 

and always had a sad look in her eyes, not surprising for 

a widow only nineteen years of age who had just lost her 

firstborn. Mara refused to share her own sleeping quarters, 

declaring that she’d no mind to be up half the night 

when the child woke for feeding. So Ferat had his assistants 

clear out a little storeroom, and here Brenna 

unpacked her pitifully few possessions and settled with 

apparent gratitude. At night the babe slept by her side, 

not in her original strange bed woven from forest magic, 

but in a fine cradle of oak wood with sprays of leaves 

and acorns carved at head and foot. The farmer, Fidich, 

had surprised them all one morning by appearing with it and offering it rather shyly as his contribution to the 

small one’s upkeep. When the new cradle came, Mara 

had muttered something about burning the old one to get 

the last of its influence out of the household before 

Broichan returned home. Bridei ensured the basket disappeared 

while Mara was busy elsewhere. Now it lay in 

his own chamber, safe within his storage chest, hidden 

key and all.


Ferat was not well pleased the day he needed spices 

and could not open his little coffer. He blamed the 

kitchen lads at first for the key’s loss, cursing the two of 

them as he forced the box open with a knife, scratching 

the wood. The sight of the contents, arrayed in their neat 

packets and quite undisturbed, calmed his temper miraculously. 

As a cook, he considered the small collection of 

nutmeg, cinnamon, cardamom and fine peppercorns 

infinitely more precious than the polished box that held 

it. Grudgingly he acknowledged that maybe the key’s 

disappearance had been an accident of some kind; who 

would bother to steal it then leave the prize untouched? 

By the time he’d made his apple pie, he was humming 

again. Since the babe’s arrival he seemed a new man.





‘She needs a name,’ Bridei had said on the second day, 

as they ate supper in the warmth of the hall. Brenna 

was managing to work through a generous serving of 

Ferat’s special seethed mutton with dumplings while 

cradling the infant in one arm. The baby herself was 

awake, her small features calm, her clear eyes watchful 

under her generous thatch of soot-black curls. Even now 

that she was well fed there was not a trace of rose in her 

cheeks; her complexion was milk pale. Since her arrival 

yesterday she had cried very little; not so surprising, 

since her main need was for feeding, and Brenna had that 

well under control. In fact, now that Bridei’s little sister was getting all the milk she wanted, she hardly seemed 

to need him any more. Bridei knew that he must not be 

jealous. He sat beside Brenna on the bench; from time to 

time he looked down at the baby and she gazed up at 

him, and he knew she recognised him and understood 

the promise he had made by moonlight. Perhaps she did 

not really need him now, but when she did, he would be 

there.


‘We should give her a name,’ he said again, and as he 

spoke there was a name in the back of his mind, one that 

suited the baby’s pallor, her coal-black hair, her look of 

being very much herself.


‘Huh,’ said Mara, ‘names, is it now? I know one thing. 

That’s not the kind of child you name after your mother 

or your grandmother.’


‘Why not?’ asked Bridei.


‘Because she’s not one of us,’ Mara said. ‘Probably 

she’s not ours to name. Got one already, I expect, something 

outlandish like the folk that put her here. Black 

Crow protect us,’ she added hastily, making the sign of 

ward with her fingers.


Brenna spoke seldom, and mostly to say please and 

thank you. Her voice was soft, almost apologetic. ‘What 

name would you give her, Bridei?’ she asked him.


Bridei put a finger to the baby’s white cheek; she 

waved her small hands and her mouth curved in what 

might possibly have been a smile.


‘Tuala,’ he said firmly. ‘That’s an old name, from a 

story. It means princess of the people. Broichan would 

like that.’


‘He won’t like squalling infants in the house and him 

some kind of invalid,’ Mara said drily. ‘Princess, is it? 

Poor little thing, she won’t be much of a princess if she 

stays here with us. Princess of the pigsties is about all.’


‘It’s a pretty name,’ Brenna whispered.


‘Aye,’ put in Uven. ‘It suits her. Leave off, Mara. You 

know you’re as besotted with the mite as the rest of us.’


So the foundling got her name, and Broichan’s household 

expanded its number by two, and Bridei, reminded 

that his foster father had been near death, applied himself 

in earnest to his studies once again in an effort to 

ensure Broichan would not be disappointed in his 

progress, even if he were displeased with the new 

arrivals. It was hard to practise combat skills without 

Donal; instead, he helped Fidich around the farm. In the 

afternoons he perfected his storytelling. This was a time 

when the infant tended to be awake, and Brenna, who 

still tired easily after her recent confinement and the 

death of her own babe, was generally content to leave 

Tuala with Bridei while she retreated to her tiny chamber 

for a rest.


He knew quite a lot of tales already, for tales are the 

foundation of a druid’s wisdom, containing as they do 

layer upon layer of understanding, symbol within 

symbol, code within code. Every time he told one it 

seemed to mean something different. For Tuala, Bridei 

did not choose tales full of battles and gore, nor tales of 

monsters and wraiths, losses and ancient griefs. He told 

her funny tales, silly tales, leavened with stories of heroic 

deeds and dreams come true. When he could remember 

no more, he made them up. Tuala was an excellent listener. 

She grew better and better at keeping quiet and 

watching with rapt attention as he spoke. Her bright eyes 

followed the movement of his hands as he illustrated 

a dramatic event; her small voice contributed here a 

gurgle, there a squeak. True, there were some tales that 

sent her to sleep. When that happened, Bridei simply 

turned his story into a song, which he sang quietly 

as he rocked the cradle. He was not sure where the song 

came from, only that it was not a thing Broichan had 

taught him.





Hee-o, wee-o 


Spinner come and spinner go 


Weave a cobweb fine and thin 


Fit to wrap my princess in





Hee-o, wee-o 


Feather from the blackest crow 


Plume of swan all snowy white 


Fit to clothe my baby bright





Hee-o, wee-o 


Frond of elder, birch and yew 


Garland woven fresh and fair 


Fit to crown my lassie’s hair.





And as she slept, she seemed to smile.





They brought the druid home on a day when the air was 

clear and a cold wind whipped down the Glen from the 

northeast, harrying birds before it. It was at the travellers’ 

backs as they came along the path that skirted the dark 

lake and wound up through the deceptive pattern of the 

oaks to Broichan’s house. Bridei’s stomach was churning 

with nervousness. He had longed for this day; had, 

indeed, counted each night with a mark scratched into 

the stone of his chamber wall, until Broichan and Donal 

should at last come home. But his anticipation was mixed 

with fear now. What if his foster father took one look at 

the baby and decreed she had to go? Nobody in the 

household ever disobeyed Broichan. They were not 

afraid, exactly. It was just that the druid was powerful 

and wise. It was just that he was always right.


Broichan was not looking so powerful today. He was 

leaning heavily on his staff as he made his way up the 

track with Donal on one side and a fellow called Enfret on the other. The druid seemed to have shrunk in on himself; 

he looked neither so tall nor so broad as Bridei had 

remembered him. And he was pale, almost as pale as 

Tuala, whose skin carried the gleam of moonbeams. One 

thing had not changed: Broichan’s dark eyes still blazed 

with ferocious intelligence.


‘Welcome home, my lord,’ Mara said as the travellers 

came up to the open door. She was smiling, a rare occurrence.


‘Welcome, my lord,’ echoed Ferat, behind her. ‘It’s 

good to see you on your feet. Donal, Enfret.’ He nodded 

at the two of them. Down the track, the other men-atarms 

were walking by a packhorse laden with bundles. 

‘You’ll all be glad of a cup of mulled ale and a bite to eat, 

no doubt,’ the cook added. ‘A chill day.’


If there was a touch of nervousness in Ferat’s tone, it 

was nothing to the mouth-drying, paralysing anxiety 

that was gripping Bridei where he stood by Mara’s side. 

At this moment, the baby was in Brenna’s chamber being 

fed. He prayed that Tuala would not make a noise, not 

yet; not while his foster father looked so grim and weary. 

Not until Bridei had managed to collect himself and 

think of the right things to say.


‘Bridei!’ A huge grin split Donal’s face, and he strode 

forward to clap his young friend heartily on the shoulder. 

Bridei grinned back, his woes receding; he could 

count on one firm ally here, at least. ‘You’ve grown apace, 

lad. See how big and strong he looks, my lord!’


Broichan looked down, dark eyes, white face, long 

plaited hair. His features bore more lines than before and 

were as ever governed by such discipline that there was 

no telling what was on his mind.


‘Bridei,’ he said gravely. ‘I am glad to see you well. You 

have paid good attention to your studies, I am certain.’


‘Yes, my lord.’ Since Tuala had come, Bridei had got 

used to being one of the grown-ups, part of a household focused on the needs and demands of someone smaller. 

Now, abruptly, he was a child again. ‘I’ve done my best.’


‘I expected no less. Now I will retire to my own quarters 

awhile. Donal, assist me, will you? No, I don’t need 

anything –’ waving away both Ferat and Mara with a 

touch of irritation that was quite out of character. ‘Water, 

perhaps. I’m sure the men will welcome your offers of 

sustenance; it’s been a long journey. Is there still an adequate 

guard around the perimeters? How many men do 

you have up by the northern dyke?’


They were inside now, Broichan still questioning as he 

limped towards his private quarters, unable to conceal 

his need to lean on Donal’s arm.


‘I’ll check all that, my lord,’ Donal said quietly. ‘Come, 

you’re home now, and you must rest. Leave these matters 

to us.’


‘Rest, rest,’ the druid muttered bitterly, ‘I’ve been 

doing nothing but rest these two moons past. I can’t 

afford the time. The days are over before there’s a chance 

to put two thoughts together. Long enough, that’s all I 

ask, just long enough . . . a pox on meddlers.’





As babies do, Tuala made her presence known in her own 

time. There was a brief outburst in the shrill infant voice, 

a protest soon stilled by Brenna’s soft voice. Not long 

after, Broichan walked out to the hall, purple shadows 

like bruises under his eyes, knuckles white where he 

gripped the staff, and stood there before them all, not 

saying a thing. From beyond, in the small room where 

babe and wet-nurse lay, there was now no sound. At the 

table, Donal and the men who had accompanied him 

wore their own masks of astonishment. Bridei had been 

working up to telling them the news, and both Ferat and 

Mara had been waiting for him to do it, seeing it as his 

job entirely.


It seemed Broichan was not going to ask the question, 

so Donal did it for him.


‘Tell me that wasn’t an infant I just heard,’ he managed. 

‘Got a little secret you haven’t told us about, Mara?’ 

As a joke, it was pretty weak. Nobody so much as half 

smiled.


Mara was looking at Bridei, and so was Ferat. There 

was a silence. A moment later Brenna, the child in her 

arms, her hair in wisps around her flushed face, for she, 

too, had been sleeping, appeared from the passageway 

and stopped dead, her eyes widening at the sight of the 

druid standing tall and grim opposite.


Bridei rose to his feet. ‘My lord,’ he said with what 

confidence he could summon, ‘this is Brenna. And Tuala. 

I was going to tell you . . .’


‘Bring the child here.’


Such was Broichan’s tone that Brenna, the charming 

rose suddenly gone from her cheeks, walked forward 

without question and proffered the small bundle for his 

examination. The druid’s dark eyes narrowed. From the 

woollen shawl Tuala waved a flower-like hand in a kind 

of salute and gave a gurgle whose meaning could have 

been anything. Broichan’s mouth tightened. He scrutinised 

the infant closely, without touching.


‘Very well, Bridei,’ he said eventually, his tone level. 

‘I’ll hear this explanation of yours in private. Come.’ He 

turned without further ado and limped off. Bridei hastened 

after him. Behind them, nobody was saying a 

word.


Broichan’s chamber was not the comfortably 

appointed domain of a wealthy landholder, although he 

was in fact a man of extensive resources. This room was 

in keeping with what he truly was: a scholar, a mystic, a 

philosopher. His discipline, his clarity of mind, his 

passion for learning, all could be seen in the orderly, 

uncluttered space that was his private sanctum. The only person who came in here when Broichan was away 

was Mara. The stone shelves held rows of jars, bottles, 

crucibles and flasks, each in its place, each gleaming 

dully in the light of candles and the flicker of the fire on 

the small hearth – a concession to his illness, this, for it 

had ever been Broichan’s habit to endure the cold. He 

constantly tested the mind’s control of the body. The 

pallet was made up with fine woollen blankets and fresh 

linen, but it was narrow and hard: what meagre comforts 

existed in this quiet space owed more to Mara than to 

Broichan himself, Bridei knew. There was an oak table 

and two benches. Scrolls were stored in a frame on the 

wall, and writing materials, goose quills, ink pots, were 

set out on their own shelf. A plait of garlic hung by the 

slit-like window. Dried herbs in bundles dangled here 

and there, lending a sweet fragrance to the air, and wizened 

berries in a brass bowl were evidence that Broichan 

had attempted, already, to begin some work. Mara might 

eventually succeed in bullying him into resting, but it 

wouldn’t be easy. The druid’s cloak hung neatly on a peg; 

his boots were set by the hearth, side by side. The chamber 

was spotless; not a speck of dust could be seen on 

anything.

OEBPS/html/docimages/chapimage.jpg





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/imgx.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/imgxiii.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/imgxi.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/imgxv.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/imgxiiib.jpg





