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  Winter was coming. Faolan saw its touch on the land as he travelled southwards out of the province of Ulaid towards a place called Cloud Hill. In

  the mornings the grass was crisp with frost and a shroud of mist hung low over the hills, wrapping itself around barn and stable, cottage and byre. The fields held only stubble, amongst which crows

  made leisurely paths, exchanging occasional sharp comments. The skies were uniformly grey. So long absent from his homeland, he had forgotten the rain; how it came every day without fail, gently

  insistent, penetrating cloak and hat and boots so a wayfarer could never be entirely dry.




  He reached Cloud Hill in a fine, drenching drizzle. The tiny settlement huddled under the sudden rise of the hill, low stone huts clustered in a scattering of leafless rowans, geese gathered in

  the shelter of an outhouse with only half a roof, a larger hall standing square, with smoke struggling up from the thatch and a skinny grey dog skulking in the doorway. The rain became a downpour;

  Faolan decided it was time to put aside secrecy and made for the entry. The dog rumbled a warning as he approached, and a man twitched aside the rough sacking that served as a door, peering out

  into the rain. The growl became a snarl; the man aimed a kick at the creature and it cringed back into the shadows.




  ‘What’s your business?’ The tone was both surly and defensive.




  ‘Shelter from the rain, no more.’




  ‘Not from these parts, are you?’ the man muttered as Faolan came in. ‘Hardly a day for travelling.’




  There was a small crowd within, gathered around a smoky hearth, ale cups in hand. The wet was an excuse, maybe, for a brief respite from the work of smithy or field. A circle of suspicious eyes

  greeted Faolan as he made his way towards the fire, his cloak dripping on the earthen floor. He could not tell if this was home or drinking hall; the atmosphere was hardly convivial.




  ‘Where are you headed?’ asked the man who had let him in.




  ‘That depends.’ Faolan sat down on a bench. ‘What’s the name of this place?’




  ‘What place are you looking for?’




  He’d need to take this carefully. Deord’s kin might be amongst these wary-looking folk, and he would not come right out with his bad news in public. ‘I’m seeking a man

  named Deord,’ he said. ‘Big fellow, broad shoulders; from over the water in Caitt territory. I’m told he has kin in a region known as Cloud Hill.’




  Muttering and whispers. A cup of ale was slid across the table in Faolan’s direction; he took it gratefully. It had been a long day’s walking.




  ‘What’s Deord to such as you?’ asked a tall thin man with callused hands.




  ‘Such as I?’ Faolan kept his tone light. ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘You’ve a look of someone,’ the first man said. ‘Can’t quite put my finger on it.’




  ‘I’ve been away. Years. Deord and I share a past; we were guests in a certain place of incarceration. You’ll know where I mean, perhaps. There’s a name associated with

  it, a name folk in these parts will be familiar with.’




  Another silence then, but with a new feeling to it. The cup of ale was joined by a hunk of bread and a bowl of watery soup brought in by a woman from another chamber behind. She stopped to watch

  him drink it.




  ‘You and Deord, hmm?’ the first man said. ‘He’s not here, hasn’t been these seven years or more. Not that there aren’t folk nearby would be wanting news of

  the man. By the Dagda’s bollocks, that fellow was a fighter and a half. Built like a prize boar, and light as a dancer on his feet. When did you last see him, then? What did you say your name

  was?’




  Faolan thought of lying and decided it would make things too difficult later. ‘Faolan. Yours?’




  They introduced themselves. The spokesman, Brennan. The tall man, Conor. The woman, Oonagh, wife of Brennan. And others: Donal, Ultan, Aidan. Someone threw another log on the fire, and the ale

  jug went around again.




  ‘I saw Deord last summer,’ Faolan said. ‘We met in Priteni lands.’ He was hacked apart and died in my arms. He honoured a vow and was slain for it. ‘A good

  man. If he has kin in these parts, I’d welcome the chance to speak with them.’




  Brennan glanced at his wife. Conor exchanged looks with Ultan. The gathering was suddenly full of something unspoken.




  Aidan, a lad of sixteen or so, cleared his throat. ‘Were you really in Breakstone?’ he asked in a whisper. ‘And you got out, just like him?’




  ‘Hush, lad,’ said Brennan. ‘If you’d your wits about you, you’d know men don’t like to speak of such things.’ He addressed Faolan again. ‘You know

  Deord came back? Lasted from ploughing to harvest; couldn’t cope with it any longer. The time in there scars a man. Only the strongest make it out, and only the strongest of those pick up the

  pieces of what they had before. He came home and he left again. Where did he go? What’s he doing?’




  Sleeping a sleep of no dreams, and the forest creeping over to hide him. ‘I’d best pass my news to the family first, that’s if there is one,’ Faolan said.

  ‘He mentioned a sister.’




  ‘You got the Breakstone mark?’ someone asked in a rush. ‘Show us.’




  It was, Faolan supposed, necessary to prove he was not lying. He obliged by turning his head and lifting his hair to show the little star-shaped tattoo behind his right ear.




  ‘Just like Deord’s,’ said the man called Ultan. ‘And yet there’s a look about you that suggests captors rather than captives. You mentioned a name that goes with

  talk of Breakstone. Your face puts me in mind of that name, an influential one.’




  ‘It’s like a basket of eggs or a creel of shellfish,’ Faolan said smoothly. ‘There’s good ones and bad ones. Every family has both. I was – I am a good friend

  of Deord’s. The men who escape Breakstone Hollow are bonded for life. So, his sister? She married a local man, I understand?’ He drained his cup. ‘This is uncommonly fine ale,

  Brennan.’




  Brennan favoured him with a cautious smile. ‘My own brew. Deord’s sister is Anda. They live around the hill in a hut on its own. We don’t see much of them. Her man, Dalach, is

  a farrier; follows the horse fairs. He might be away. You should find someone there. It’s wet out; why don’t you leave it till the morning? We can find you a pallet in a

  corner.’




  ‘Thank you,’ Faolan said, taken aback that the mention of Deord and Breakstone had turned deep suspicion so quickly into welcome. ‘I’d best be getting on.’




  ‘The offer stands,’ said Brennan, glancing at his wife. ‘If you find you need a bed, there’s one here. It’s a fair walk over there. Aidan will go with you as far as

  the stile and point out the way.’




  Aidan grimaced, but went for a piece of sacking to put over head and shoulders.




  ‘You got a knife on you?’ Donal asked, offhand, as Faolan was heading out the door.




  ‘Why do you ask?’ Faolan turned a level stare on Donal, and Donal gazed at his own hands.




  ‘What he means is, can you defend yourself?’ Brennan’s tone was diffident.




  ‘I think I should be able to manage,’ said Faolan, who had been not only translator and spy to two kings of Fortriu, but assassin as well. ‘Difficult, is he, this

  farrier?’ It was not quite a shot in the dark; he was expert at reading faces and voices, at hearing the words not spoken.




  ‘You’d want to be on your guard,’ Brennan said.




  The rain continued. They reached the stile and the boy pointed out the way, a muddy track barely visible in fading light and persistent downpour. His job done, Aidan fled for home. Faolan

  climbed over the stile and headed on, boots squelching. He had an odd sense that someone was following him. The dark forms of cattle could be discerned here and there in the gloom, but nothing

  could be heard save the rain and his own footsteps. Nonetheless, he looked back and looked back again. Nothing; he was being foolish, taking those men’s warnings too much to heart. No

  self-respecting vagrant would choose such a day to lurk by the road for easy pickings. No sensible traveller would be out in such a deluge. He should have taken up the offer and stayed in the

  settlement overnight. All the same, the news he bore was bad, and he owed it to Deord to make sure it was his family who heard it first. He just hoped they were home; it would be a long, wet walk

  back.




  The hut was a poor thing, a low construction of mud and wattles, with the water streaming off the thatch to pool around the base of the walls. Here and there the fabric of the place was

  crumbling; farrier this Dalach might be, but he was evidently not handy around the house. Someone had made an attempt at a vegetable plot; a low stone wall surrounded a dug patch in which a few

  cabbages grew, and a row of stakes stood ready for peas or beans. In a corner Faolan thought he saw lavender, its grey-green spikes bowing under the rain.




  As he came up to the doorway, he had the eerie sense again of an unseen presence behind him. Not being a man much given to superstitious fears, he turned calmly, reaching for his knife as the

  grey form of the emaciated dog came into view, slinking low, ears laid back in anticipation of a blow, coat bedraggled. It had followed him all the way.




  ‘If I had a crust on me, I’d give it to you,’ Faolan murmured, slipping the knife back in his belt. ‘But I’m all out of provisions. It wasn’t worth your

  while.’ He drew a deep breath. There was a dim light inside the small dwelling; someone was home. And he had the worst kind of news to give them, news that would be hard both in the telling

  and the hearing. Ah, well; best get it over with.




  He lifted a hand to knock on the door frame; only a strip of stained felt covered the entry. An instant later, the tines of a pitchfork were a handspan from his eyes.




  ‘Get out or I’ll push this through your head!’ snarled someone, and the thing jerked forward.




  Faolan’s knife was in his hand again. He calculated the position of the speaker’s arms and shoulders as he replied. ‘I’m a friend. I mean no harm.’




  ‘Friend, huh! I know that trick. Now get out or I’ll set the dogs on you!’




  Faolan did not look behind him. The cur that had tailed him from the settlement was silent; if there were indeed dogs within, they did not seem to be causing it concern. ‘Are you

  Anda?’ he ventured. ‘I’m seeking a woman of that name. I’m a friend of her brother’s. I’ve come a long way to speak with her.’




  There was a silence. The dog came up to the door, stationing itself beside Faolan, ready for admittance. The pitchfork wavered.




  ‘It is the truth. I mean no harm to anyone here. My name is Faolan.’




  ‘Never heard of you. He never said anything about you.’ The felt curtain moved a fraction away from the door frame, and Faolan found himself looking down into a face that was angry,

  scared and much younger than he expected. Green eyes blazed defiance against grubby pale skin. He revised his guess. This was not much more than a child.




  ‘Is your mother home?’




  ‘Huh!’




  ‘A reasonable question under the circumstances. It’s very wet out here. We’re getting soaked. Do you think you could put that thing away?’




  ‘We’re getting soaked? You and who else?’ The pitchfork was back in his face. For such a small boy – girl? – the wielder was exceptionally strong.




  ‘Me and the dog. I’d introduce you, but I don’t know his name.’




  The curtain twitched further. The green eyes looked down and the dog looked up, mangy tail wagging. The curtain came aside at the base, aided by a foot, and the dog slipped into the house.

  Faolan made to follow, and the girl – he had seen the long, unkempt hair tied back with string – spoke again. ‘Not you. You’re a liar. Deord went away. He never came back.

  Why would he send you?’




  Because he was dying, and could not say goodbye. ‘What I have to tell is for his close kin,’ Faolan said levelly. ‘When will Anda be home?’




  ‘Soon. Any time now.’




  ‘Then might I come in and wait?’




  ‘No. Take one step and I’ll whistle for my big brothers. They’ll make you wish you’d never been born. Go home. Go back where you came from.’




  ‘I do have news. She’ll want to hear it.’




  ‘Go away and take your poxy news with you. If he’s not coming back, he needn’t think sending his friends here with messages is going to make up for it.’




  Faolan was thinking hard, but he could not place this girl anywhere in what he knew of Deord. The sister’s child? She did not speak as a serving girl would. There was something there that

  curbed his tongue; he saw the longing in her eyes, for all the furious words.




  ‘I won’t hurt you,’ he said. ‘I give you my word.’ ‘You’d be better to give me your weapons,’ the girl snapped.




  ‘That’s before or after you set the dogs and the brothers on me?’ he queried, and instantly regretted it. Her small features tightened; there was a look on her face that sat

  ill in one so young, the look of a person who is accustomed to betrayal. He could not quite judge her age, but she was surely no more than thirteen or fourteen. An image of Áine came to him

  and he willed it away.




  ‘Don’t you dare mock me!’ the girl hissed. ‘I know how to use this and I’ll do it. You’d better believe that. Now go. I’ll tell her you came. When she

  gets back. Aunt Anda, I mean.’ Then, seeing some change in his face, ‘What?’




  Let this not be. Let me not have to tell her now, alone, at night. ‘Forgive me,’ Faolan said, ‘but does that mean you are Deord’s daughter?’ And, before she

  could reply, he saw that it must indeed be so; it was in the square stance, the hard grip on the too-large weapon, the way she held her head, proudly for all the filth and the fear. Deord had never

  spoken of a wife, of children. Only the sister. Gods, this girl must have been the merest infant when her father went into Breakstone. She would have been five or six, perhaps, when he came home

  and lasted only a season. ‘Is your mother still living?’




  ‘None of your business, but yes, that poxy wretch is my father, and no, she’s not. He broke her heart. She strung herself up from one of those oaks out there. When you go back to

  wherever he is, you can tell him that.’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ Faolan said inadequately. ‘Is there nobody home but you?’




  ‘If you think I’m going to answer that, you’re even stupider than you look. Go back to the settlement. I’m not letting you in.’ And, as he turned away, ‘What

  is this news anyway? Tell me.’ He heard it again in her voice, a trembling eagerness she was fighting hard to hide. His heart clenched tight. He had viewed this as the easiest of his three

  missions. At this moment he would have given much not to have to reply. ‘Go on, tell me,’ she said. ‘Just say it. He’s not coming home, is he?’




  Go back to Brennan’s, Faolan told himself. Wait for morning. See the sister alone and tell her first, not this quivering bundle of defiance and need. You can’t tell her,

  not here, not now.




  ‘Tell me the truth!’ she commanded, and in that moment he saw Deord’s face, dying, and the strength in the lone warrior’s eyes.




  ‘It’s not something I’m willing to say out here,’ he told her. ‘You need to be inside, sitting down. Here, take my knife. Hold on to that if you must have a weapon.

  Just put away the pitchfork. If it helps, you might notice the dog seems to trust me. Dogs are astute judges of character. Is he yours?’




  She had paled at this speech; the girl wasn’t stupid. Now she leaned the fork against the wall and backed into the house, holding Faolan’s knife in front of her, point aimed

  accurately at his heart. ‘Sit there and don’t move. Now tell me.’




  ‘You should sit down. What is your name?’




  ‘Eile. I’ll stand. Just say it, will you? What? He’s not coming? Could have guessed that. He’s hurt? Not much I can do about that, since he never bothered to let me know

  where he was . . .’ She faltered to a halt, eyes on Faolan’s face. ‘Just tell me. Please.’ She sat down abruptly and the dog came to stand by her. It was hard to say which

  was the more pathetic specimen; both were dishevelled and looked half-starved. The fire in the rudimentary hearth was barely alight, the wood basket near empty. Faolan could see no sign of food or

  drink in the place, just empty crocks on a shelf and a bucket of water.




  He cleared his throat. ‘It’s bad news, I’m afraid. I had hoped to tell your aunt first.’




  She waited, utterly still.




  ‘Deord – your father – I’m afraid he’s dead, Eile.’ Not a flicker on the neat features, not a twitch of the thin lips. ‘He was killed in early autumn,

  up in the north of Priteni lands. There was . . . a battle. I got there too late to save him and he died of his wounds. I buried him in the forest. Eile, he was a good man. A brave man.’ No

  words could capture Deord’s transcendent valour or his deep serenity.




  Eile bowed her head a little. One hand went out to touch the dog, moving against its neck. Her fingernails were bitten to the quick, the hands raw and chapped. She said nothing.




  ‘He asked me, when he was dying, to come here and break the news. It was a heroic end, Eile. He gave his life so that I and two friends could escape from certain death. If I say I am

  sorry, I don’t expect you to believe it. You don’t know me, and you can’t know how it happened. But I am sorry; sorry at the waste of such a fine man. He loved you. I am certain

  of it.’ That part was a lie.




  ‘That’s not true.’ Eile spoke in a whisper. ‘If he’d loved us, he would have stayed. He wouldn’t have just . . . gone.’




  ‘I don’t know how much you were told about his past. Perhaps there were reasons for what he did.’




  Abruptly, the anger returned to the girl’s eyes. ‘If he was going to leave, he never should have come back,’ she said. ‘It’s cruel to let people think

  everything’s going to be all right again, and then take that away. Then Mother went too. Never mind. That’s of no possible interest to you. You’ve told your news, you can go

  now.’




  Outside the rain was hammering down. Faolan observed three different places where drips were coming through the roof.




  Seeing him looking, Eile laid the knife on the table, got up and moved automatically to set vessels beneath them. ‘I never did learn to mend thatch,’ she said shakily.




  ‘Doesn’t your uncle do that kind of thing?’




  She gave a snort. ‘Uncle? Oh, you mean Dalach?’ She spoke this name with chill distaste. ‘He’s got other interests. Didn’t you hear me? I said you can

  go.’




  ‘If that’s what you want. I would like to speak with your aunt; tell her what I know. Perhaps in the morning.’ Faolan rose to his feet. ‘You shouldn’t be alone in

  the house overnight.’




  ‘Why not?’ Her expression was bleak, resigned. ‘They go away all the time. I’m used to it. I prefer it. Except when strangers come knocking, and I can deal with

  them.’




  ‘Yes, I’m sure you can.’ Faolan thought of the pitchfork. ‘I don’t think Deord would be happy if he knew your circumstances here. I’m sure some arrangement

  can be made . . .’ He had not thought this would be necessary. He had assumed Deord’s sister would be comfortably settled, and that he’d need only to tell his tale and move on.

  But this was pitiful. Something was wrong here, surely – something more than poverty. Brennan and the other villagers had seemed good enough souls. Why had this girl been allowed to dwindle

  to skin and bone, a frail creature who seemed held together only by her desperate anger? The circumstances of Deord’s death had meant any savings the man had were inaccessible. Faolan,

  however, had wealth of his own, accumulated through years of working at kings’ courts. There had been little to spend his silver on. He had neither wife nor children; his parents and sisters

  he had never expected to see again.




  ‘What?’ Eile was staring at him. ‘What is it?’




  ‘Nothing. Eile, I’m certain Deord would want some provision made for your welfare. I can discuss it with your aunt –’




  ‘Huh! Discuss all you like, it’ll never change a thing for us.’




  It was like holding a conversation with a stone wall. ‘A small amount of silver could pay a thatcher, or even someone to rebuild the whole hut,’ Faolan said, calculating whether he

  had carried sufficient funds with him. ‘It could provide warm clothing and fuel. It could ensure you are adequately fed.’




  ‘We do all right. Not starving, am I? I know how to provide. We don’t need anyone.’ The look in her eyes was the bleakest he had ever seen. Her hand went down to fondle the

  dog’s ears. For all the aggressive thrust of the chin, the defiant words, he wondered if she was waiting for him to go so she could weep alone.




  ‘I’m sorry I brought such ill tidings,’ he said simply. ‘I can help you, if you’ll let me. Deord and I both spent time as prisoners in Breakstone Hollow. Men who

  escape that place of captivity are bound for life to help one another. There aren’t many of us. Deord took that bond to an extreme. In view of that I consider myself bound to aid his

  family.’




  ‘We’re past aiding,’ Eile said flatly. ‘Silver won’t mend us. You’d best leave me to deal with this myself. You’d be wasting your money. That’s

  the truth.’




  ‘How old are you, Eile?’




  ‘How old are you?’ she snapped back.




  ‘Old. I’ve lost count.’




  ‘I bet you haven’t. Let me guess. Five and thirty?’




  Gods, his sojourn in the lands of the Caitt must have taken a heavy toll. ‘Not quite so old as that. I’m not yet thirty. You?’




  ‘What are you asking? Am I still a child? The answer’s no. I’ve been old since I was twelve. That’s four years now. Don’t take that as an invitation. Not unless you

  want a knife in your belly.’




  Faolan was seldom shocked, but her speech startled him, and he was lost for a response.




  ‘If you’d asked them, down at Brennan’s, that’s what they would have said. The girl’s up there on her own, and she’s no better than she should be, filthy

  little slut. The word’s been put about so often they all believe it now, not that they come up here and try anything; when he’s home they give us a wide berth, and when he

  isn’t, I know how to see folk off.’




  ‘Believe me,’ Faolan said wearily, ‘there is no need to fear such attentions from me. That’s the last thing on my mind. I’ve two more missions to undertake after

  this and they crowd all other concerns from my thoughts. Besides . . .’ He pictured Ana by a mountain lake, wading in the shallows as the sunlight touched her hair to shining gold. Ana

  looking up, dazzled, not at Faolan but at the tall, bright-eyed figure of Drustan.




  ‘Besides what?’ asked Eile, crouching to put the last log on the fire.




  ‘It could be said I’ve been unlucky in love.’ He did not want to tell that story.




  ‘Love?’ Her brows went up. ‘I don’t think that’s what Brennan and the others had in mind.’




  He smiled. ‘I’ve put aside the other thing, too. It makes life a great deal less complicated.’




  ‘Yes, well, you’re a man.’ Her voice was muffled as she reached to poke the struggling fire. ‘When things get difficult you can put a bundle on your back and just go.

  That’s what he did. My father. A woman can’t do that. Not even with silver. Someone’d take it off her before she got as far as the next settlement. Someone’d go after her

  and make her come back . . .’ Her voice trailed away. Faolan saw her take a deep, unsteady breath and square her shoulders. ‘I really want you to go now,’ she said. ‘I know

  it’s wet, but I want to be by myself. Oh, drat!’ The iron poker had toppled with a clang from where she had leaned it against the wall. An instant later, a small voice came from another

  chamber behind.




  ‘Eile?’




  ‘Curse it, now I’ve woken her up!’ Eile’s voice was a fierce whisper. ‘Go, will you?’




  ‘Are you sure? Who is that?’




  ‘Go. How hard is that to understand?’ And, as a small figure appeared from the inner chamber, rubbing its eyes, ‘Now, Faolan. Before she has a chance to get scared. Hush,

  Saraid, it’s all right. Did you have a dream?’




  He went. This time the dog did not follow. One image stayed in his head all through the decidedly uncomfortable walk back to the settlement: the child, whose age he could not guess, not being

  familiar with children, clad in a much-mended nightrobe, long brown hair ruffled from sleep but healthy and clean, eyes big and dark from her sudden waking. Little, certainly, and skinny like the

  other one, but surely well loved; he’d heard the change in Eile’s voice, as if she became another girl entirely in this small one’s presence. How old was Bridei’s son,

  Derelei? Somewhere between one and two. This child was bigger, perhaps a year or so older. For her aunt and uncle to leave Eile alone in that isolated, near-derelict hut was bad enough. To leave

  their own small child there as well was quite unacceptable. He hadn’t seen a scrap of food in the place.




  Faolan sighed, pulling his wet cloak more tightly around his shoulders. He was making too much of this. It was poverty. It existed, and folk did what they could to survive. His own upbringing

  had been one of privilege by comparison: food on the table, a loving family, a household where smiles were common currency and the talk flowed freely. Until that day when he destroyed the very

  fabric of it. There had been poor people at Fiddler’s Crossing; there were poor people in the settlement near Bridei’s fortress at White Hill. But folk helped each other. Food was

  shared; a man chopped a neighbour’s wood in exchange for a share of nuts harvested or shellfish gathered. His mother had taken remedies to the sick. Faolan himself had played for village

  festivals, long ago before his hands turned themselves to the occupation of killing. His music had been free; rich and poor alike had shared it.




  So, it was simple poverty. But Eile was Deord’s daughter. Faolan was bound to help her. She’d scoffed at his silver, and he did not understand that, for it was plain she needed

  money. It was all he had to offer anyway. He’d go back in the morning and give a sum to the aunt, who’d likely be less hostile. He’d request that part of it be spent on the

  girl’s welfare: perhaps she could be taught some skill whereby she might achieve a position beyond those crumbling walls, sewing maybe. Faolan grimaced, remembering the expert grip of her

  small hands on the pitchfork. She’d learned that somewhere. Maybe, in his brief sojourn home, that peerless warrior Deord had begun to teach his daughter how to protect herself.




  Well, tomorrow was a new day. He’d get this thing done and be on his way. Faolan had embarked from the shore of Dalriada with three missions to fulfil. In the epic poetry of his homeland,

  much of which he’d memorised during his bardic training long ago, things had a tendency to come in threes: three blessings, three curses, three wise sayings. The first mission, for the King

  of Fortriu, was to locate a certain influential cleric known as Colmcille, find out what he was up to and carry a report back to Bridei. The second he had just attempted: to break the news of

  Deord’s death to his kinsfolk. The third . . .




  The third mission would carry him home, home to Fiddler’s Crossing to face the unthinkable. It was years now since he had walked away from his birthplace with his harp under his arm and a

  bundle on his back, never to return. He had left with his brother’s blood on his hands, the beloved brother he had killed in order to save the lives of his parents, his grandparents and his

  three sisters. Three . . . Dáire, a widow at twenty, aged beyond her years; Líobhan, fourteen years old and full of defiant pride; Áine, the youngest, Áine whom his act

  of murder had not saved after all. He could still see her eyes, dark and terrified, as Echen Uí Néill’s henchmen dragged her away. His sisters would be older now, of course,

  Líobhan a grown woman. He had never been able to imagine them beyond that night. Now every part of him shrank from going home. As a young man he had acted to save his family. He had not

  known until it was too late that, although they had lived, he had destroyed them anyway.




  It would have been better to come in summer, but Bridei was astute. He had known Faolan could not secure safe passage back to Fortriu now before next spring, and still he had let him go. That

  meant a whole winter to be spent in Erin. A winter for three missions; that had seemed ample time. See Deord’s family in Cloud Hill; investigate Colmcille in the north; confront his own past.

  The first had proven awkward thus far, but a few incentives should smooth the way for Eile. The second would require skills of a kind Faolan possessed in abundance, having worked as a spy and

  translator for two kings of Fortriu and done it expertly. The third was another matter. A lifetime would not be sufficient for him to summon the courage for it: to find out what had happened to his

  family since he walked away. To look in their eyes as they saw him and recognised him. He would perform that mission last. If it should chance that he ran out of time before spring opened the sea

  path to Fortriu once more, so be it. And if he had promised Ana, what of it? She was marrying another man, the altogether too perfect Drustan. Her way and Faolan’s had parted forever. That

  was just as well, for she had peeled back the protective layers he had set around his heart and when it was exposed, raw and tender, she had broken it. That was entirely his own fault; Ana was a

  woman of honour and goodness, and all she had wanted to do was help him. When he got back to Fortriu, she would likely be gone. Who would know whether he had confronted his demons or failed to find

  the courage?




  Up until now he’d been cautious, sleeping in barns and hedges and avoiding attention. The nearer he came to his home settlement, the more likely it was folk would know, if not his

  identity, at least his ties of kinship. He’d never asked to be born an Uí Néill. It was more curse than blessing. In Fortriu he had worked hard at being unobtrusive, the kind of

  man folk’s eyes passed over. Here on his home shore his features were distinctive. It was unfortunate that the mission laid on him by Deord had happened to bring him so close to

  Fiddler’s Crossing; more than odd that Deord, a man of Priteni blood, had kin amongst the Gaels here in Laigin. He’d only expected the sister; she was the only one the dying man had

  mentioned. Deord hadn’t even given her name, just the district and the fact that she’d wed a Gael. Nothing about a daughter or a wife. He shivered, seeing again that girl’s

  desperate eyes. The mission had proved to be a little more difficult than anticipated. Never mind that; he had silver on him, and he’d use it to make things more comfortable for Eile. Then

  he’d move on. North. Almost certainly north.




  (From Brother Suibne’s Account)




  I begin this account in the house of prayer in Kerrykeel, where we are housed until Brother Colm chooses to move on. When he goes, I go, for he is a man great in faith and in

  goodness, a man strong of mind and radiant with the love of God, and I cannot but follow him.




  It seems to me that great matters are afoot, and there is a strong will in me to set them down in writing. It is a time of change; a time that will influence not simply the small men and

  women who play their parts in the story of Brother Colm’s journey, but generation on generation of folk who follow. Thus my account. It is for my own record; I do not intend that others

  should read it. As a scribe, I am better suited to the copying of manuscripts in a fair hand, for that is a safer occupation than the composition of scholarly or didactic pieces. Too often my mind

  finds conformity a challenge.




  This is a difficult time for Brother Colm. He is a son of the Uí Néill, the warlike family that wields such influence in the north of our land. Colm was never warrior or secular

  leader, but the Uí Néill blood runs true in him and he cannot escape it. No matter that he put aside worldly ambition long ago to serve the Holy Cross in true humility. I see his

  breeding in his proud stance, his keen eye and his commanding voice. I see it also in his impatience with fools, for all his efforts to moderate that.




  There is a tale associated with this good priest, a dark tale that explains his urgent quest to quit our home shore. Some say all that drives him is the fire in his belly to spread the faith

  in the lands of the Priteni. The tale suggests otherwise.




  There was a great battle in the north of our homeland. Cúl Drebene, the place was called. North fought south; that is to say, northern Uí Néill fought southern, for are

  not all the most warlike chieftains and petty kings in that part of Erin descended from the same stock? The high king himself is one of them. Their common blood does not hold them back from warring

  amongst themselves, and Cúl Drebene was just one blood-soaked example of their territorial struggles.




  It was fought on a plain in early autumn. At the time I was far away, over the sea in the kingdom of Circinn. I had not yet encountered this man of God who would so profoundly influence the

  course of my life. A missionary monk I was, not an exile but a standard-bearer. The folk of that land were but newly come to knowledge of God’s word, and my task was to strengthen that

  knowledge, to nurture the small flame of belief in their hearts. I met two kings in the lands of the Priteni, and one was to the other as a great eagle is to the least of finches, but that is a

  different tale. I met a king with faith in his gaze and strength in his heart, and that king was no Christian. Bridei of Fortriu presented a puzzle, an enigma. It exercises me still.




  To Colm, then, and the field of Cúl Drebene on a drizzling, clammy autumn morning. The armies were ranged, ready to march forward into combat. No less a man than the high king led the

  forces of the south. The northern army was led by Colm’s close kinsmen. No sooner had the leaders called their warriors to advance than a thick mist descended on the field, so that no man

  could see beyond the end of his own arm.




  Horses whinnied in confusion; men cursed; the chieftains muttered accusations. It was the southerners who had done this, their druids being known for a capacity to call up freakish weather in

  times of difficulty. No, it was the Christian northerners who had done it, through the power of prayer. Warriors clashed on the field and did not know if it was the enemy or their own comrades they

  smote. Their leaders called: Retreat! Fall back!, but the curtain of vapour muffled their cries. The battle descended into screaming, bloody chaos.




  Fionn of Tirconnell sent a messenger to his cousin Colm, who was then lodged in a house of prayer but a stone’s throw from that field of battle. In response, the holy brethren saw the

  devout monk fall to his knees in prayer, remaining thus a goodly while. By the time Fionn’s messenger came back to Cúl Drebene on a panting, foam-flecked horse, the mist had lifted,

  its blinding blanket shifting in the way best calculated to give the northerners the advantage. They moved, closing in on the flanks and squeezing the southern forces tight. Many men fell. The high

  king was among the wounded. War is no respecter of birth or blood.




  Now, whether the holy man Colm caused the defeat of the High King of Erin and the rout of his forces, or whether the whole thing was no more than a fortunate coincidence, is not for a lowly

  cleric to express in words, let alone set down in writing. Suffice it to say there were those who believed Colm responsible. In time he was called before a synod, to which he offered a most fluent

  and powerful defence. It was not sufficient. The bishops made it clear to him that he was no longer welcome on his home shore. It was not quite excommunication, but it was plain that, if he were to

  remain in Erin, Colm could neither preach the word of God nor live his life in the example of Our Lord. The taint of his kinsmen’s disputes and the stain of the blood apparently shed through

  his own request for divine intervention must always hang over him. The field of Cúl Drebene would always lie between him and his yearning for a life lived wholly in godliness.




  It was during that time of uncertainty that I met the man and found my life transformed. I saw in him a power beyond the earthly, a faith beyond the saintly, a voice and a presence that spoke

  to the place deepest in every man’s spirit. I had believed myself devout. He awoke in me a joy in God’s word I had never before dreamed of. My time at the court of Circinn was over, and

  I expected a long and peaceful stay in my homeland, exercising my wits on scribing and scholarship and avoiding the other activities that had become part and parcel of my existence in such a place

  of plotters and schemers. I wished to stay with Colm, to join the small band of brethren who shared his vision for the future.




  He had by then formed a profound desire to quit the shores of our homeland and not to look back. From the Dalriadan king, Gabhran, he had obtained a promise of a haven: an island known as

  Ioua, off the western shores of the Gaelic part of Fortriu, on which he might settle with his loyal followers and found a monastic centre. It would be a new land: a new beginning, where a life of

  simplicity and obedience might be lived free from the dark cloak of the past. Before them lay a realm in which the light of Our Lord had barely begun to shine: Fortriu, heartland of the

  Priteni.




  As it fell out, I found myself called away from home once again, this time to serve as translator and spiritual adviser at King Gabhran’s court. Colm approved the venture, saying it

  could only benefit our cause for me to have the king’s ear and keep him mindful of his promise. So I travelled to the Gaelic territory of Dalriada, in the west of Priteni lands. No sooner had

  I arrived than the tide turned. Fortriu moved on Dalriada. Bridei’s tactics were brilliant; even a man of limited military knowledge, such as I am, could see his flair. The advance took place

  far earlier than anyone expected. It was on a grand scale, with a multitude of separate forces converging by land and sea on our countrymen and almost annihilating Gabhran’s army. Nobody had

  believed Bridei of Fortriu could do it without the support of Circinn, the southern counterpart of his own country; but he did. To me it was less surprising. From the first I saw something

  exceptional in Bridei. Whether that quality can be exercised for pursuits other than war is still to be proven, but I believe it can. Whether that passionate faith will ever veer from the ancient

  gods of the Priteni, those in whose laws Bridei has been steadfastly nurtured from infancy by his mentor, Broichan, remains to be seen. That is a higher mountain to climb.




  So, Dalriada is lost to the Gaels, for now at least, though our presence remains; folk do not inhabit a land for three generations to be entirely cast out, not when the conqueror is as just

  and wise a man as this young king of the Priteni. Gabhran is a prisoner within his own fortress at Dunadd, and his territories now fall under Priteni chieftains, all answerable to King Bridei. But

  those communities, those outposts and villages are full of a new folk, bred of both Gaelic and Priteni blood. And, for all Bridei banned the practice of the Christian faith in Dalriada, it still

  goes on in lonely cave or on windswept island, in smithy or barn or on the deck of a small boat plying the choppy waters of the west in search of codfish. As they spin and weave, women sing of

  Mary, Mother of God. The Lord’s flame flickers; the coming of this man we call Colmcille will fan it to a great blaze.




  We have not yet sailed. Gabhran promised a sanctuary, but it is no longer his to give. Bridei told me once that I am everywhere. Not possible, of course; but the skills God has granted me

  have certainly led to extensive travel. I was there when Bridei became King of Fortriu. I was present when Gabhran ceded the kingship of Dalriada and Bridei pronounced sentence of banishment, a

  sentence commuted to a period of incarceration in recognition of the Dalriadan king’s poor health. On that field of war, with the Gaelic dead lying in their blood, I spoke of Colm and of his

  mission. I spoke of the place called Ioua, Yew Tree Isle, and of the making of a promise. Bridei heard me and understood. I believe his messenger will seek us out.




  We wait, meanwhile; winter is coming, but in spring God will send us a fair wind and a fortunate tide. Colm will not give up the promise of a haven in that realm, even though the one who gave

  it no longer has the power to grant us our island. We will sail for the Priteni shores regardless of that; if need be, Colm will petition Bridei to grant us the land. In doing so he will be

  swimming against a mighty current, for the taking of Dalriada has shown Bridei of Fortriu to be a leader of immense power, and I know he is devout in his adherence to the old faith of his people. I

  believe the meeting of these two men will be extraordinary.




  Suibne, monk of Derry




  At White Hill, it was raining. The days had grown short, dusk settling early over the high walls and orderly stone buildings of King Bridei’s hilltop fortress. The

  gardens were drenched. Water gurgled busily into drains and, below the walls, the stream coursed brimful down the pine-clad slopes of the hill.




  Derelei had spent the afternoon with Broichan, making boats from twigs and leaves and sailing them on the pond. Observing from a distance, Tuala had noted the capacity of each of them, infant

  and druid, to maintain a dry area around himself no matter how heavy the downpour. She’d seen also how the small craft moved, pursuing one another, making a steady course without need of wind

  or oar, in a game of manoeuvring that owed far more to the art of magic than to luck or physical skill. She hoped Broichan would remember how young her son was and that, for all his exceptional

  talents, Derelei tired easily. As for the druid himself, his health was much improved since his sojourn amongst the healers of Banmerren, but Tuala knew he was not infallible. He, too, needed to

  husband his strength.




  Derelei was indoors now, eating his supper in company with his nursemaid. Today his small vocabulary had been augmented by a new word, boat.




  It was time, Tuala had decided, to broach a particularly delicate subject with the king’s druid. She had avoided it up till now, lacking the courage to confront the man she had feared

  since childhood, when he had bent all his considerable will on ensuring she and his foster son did not form too strong a bond. As a child of the Good Folk, Tuala was an unlikely wife for a king of

  Fortriu. If Broichan had had his way, Bridei would have wed a far more suitable girl, someone like Ana of the Light Isles, for instance. Tuala and Bridei, between them, had won that battle and in

  time Broichan had become almost a friend to her. He had saved Derelei’s life when fever nearly took him. Tuala had helped Broichan battle his own long illness. She had agreed to let him tutor

  her gifted son. Now, with a second child expected and Bridei away seeing to a matter at Abertornie, it was time to confront Broichan with an event in his past. She did not expect him to welcome

  it.




  For a long time Tuala had struggled with the mystery of her identity in silence. She might never have acted on what little she had discovered if she had not observed her son’s talent

  developing in all its confident precocity. She had seen Broichan watching Derelei; seen the watchful love in the druid’s eyes. If what she believed was true, the two of them should know it

  – Broichan now, her son when he grew older. There were some painful truths, Tuala thought, whose importance was such that they must be exposed to the light.




  She willed herself calm as she made her way to the druid’s private chamber. Even now her heart thumped and her palms grew clammy at the prospect of raising such a matter with her old

  adversary. What if she were wrong? This was conjecture, after all, based on her own interpretation of a vision in the scrying bowl. One of her very first lessons at Banmerren, the school for wise

  women, had been how deceptive such images could be and how easy to misinterpret. The gods used them to tease and to test, and the seer walked a narrow path between giving good counsel or ill.




  Tuala used her skill rarely; there were those who would seize any opportunity to point out the strangeness of her origins, seeking thus to weaken the foundations of her husband’s kingship.

  For a while she had not used her craft at all. She had come to it again after a vision of hers helped save Bridei’s life at the time of the great battle for Dalriada. She had known then that

  the risk was worth it. Today she planned to scry again.




  She knocked. Broichan opened the door, showing no sign of surprise when he saw who it was.




  ‘I need to speak to you in private,’ Tuala said. ‘If you will.’




  ‘Of course, Tuala. Come in.’




  She thought perhaps she had interrupted him in prayer, for two candles burned on a shelf and before them a thin mat was laid on the stone floor, a small concession to his illness. The chamber

  was orderly. Shelves were neatly packed with the accoutrements of his calling; an oak table held a jug of water and a single cup. From the rafters hung plaits of garlic and bundles of healing

  herbs. His scrying mirror was nowhere to be seen.




  ‘Please sit. You wish to discuss Derelei’s progress? His welfare?’




  ‘Not today. I see that he is doing well, though he does get very tired. I have a difficult matter to set before you, Broichan. You may have some idea what it is; I’ve heard Fola

  refer to it once or twice, obliquely.’




  Broichan waited, a tall figure, dark-robed. His hair was more grey than black now and fell in a multitude of small plaits across his shoulders. In the candlelight the moon-disc, a circle of pale

  bone he wore on a cord around his neck in tribute to the Shining One, gleamed softly. His deep-set eyes gave nothing away.




  ‘It would be easier for me to show you this in the water of a scrying vessel,’ Tuala told him. ‘I feel a certain reluctance to put it straight into words. I’m afraid it

  will offend you.’




  ‘If you wish.’ His voice was at its most constrained. Tuala suspected he knew what was coming. ‘You are confident you can summon what you need and reveal it in one form to the

  two of us? That’s a prodigiously difficult task, Tuala.’




  Not for me. ‘If the Shining One wishes us to see this, we will see it. Have you a bowl we can use?’




  He fetched a vessel without further comment, uncovered it and poured water from a ewer. ‘You prefer this to the mirror,’ he said. It was not a question.




  Tuala nodded, not speaking. Already the water called her, too powerful to resist. She stood and Broichan, opposite, reached over to take her hands. They faced one another across the bowl. Tuala

  felt his hands, strong and bony, relax in hers as he looked down. He was expert in the seer’s art, as in all branches of magic. He knew without the need for telling that, in order to grant

  Tuala control over the vision, he must submit his formidable will to hers. And indeed, for all his long years of training and discipline, it was she, the child of the Good Folk, who had the greater

  facility in this branch of the craft. Perhaps it was not so surprising that some folk distrusted her.




  The water rippled, shimmered and was still. The vision came: the same Tuala had seen once before. That first time neither Broichan nor the wise woman, Fola, both of whom had been in attendance,

  had discerned it. Now she felt Broichan start. His hands gripped tightly for a moment, then relaxed again as he forced his body to obey his will.




  In the water a younger Broichan, clad in a white robe, walked a forest path in springtime. Another figure shadowed him, a slight, lovely woman whose fey eyes and milk-pale skin marked her out as

  one of the Good Folk, that diverse band of Otherworld people who inhabited the woodlands of the Great Glen and beyond. This person was one of Tuala’s own kind, akin to the two beings who had

  shown themselves to her in her childhood, interfering in her life and Bridei’s, tempting her with promises to reveal her true identity and always holding that knowledge back. She knew only

  that she’d been a foundling, an abandoned infant. If she had parents, they had never come forward to claim her, not in all the nineteen years since they had left her on Broichan’s

  doorstep.




  In the water, the white-clad druid looked around; he had sensed he was not alone. A voice seemed to speak, though in the candlelit chamber where Broichan and Tuala stood all was silent. Come,

  my son. Come and honour me. And, when the younger Broichan hesitated, suddenly very still on the sunlit path amid the dappled greens and golds of the springtime forest, Come, faithful one. I

  require this of you.




  Tuala did not doubt that the goddess spoke. The fey woman was only a messenger. Perhaps, for this one day, she was an avatar: the earthly embodiment of the Shining One, whose own presence was

  ever veiled in the daylight. The white-clad druid saw the woman. His face paled and his jaw tightened. Obedient he might be, but this was plainly difficult for him. The woman smiled. She was

  beguiling, her lips full and rosy, her slender figure shapely and enticing beneath the sheer fabric of her floating gown. She reached out a hand towards the druid.




  Go, my son. The voice again, not that of this charming creature but a deep, strong one that made every tree in the wildwood shiver. I call you to my service. Do you hesitate?




  The druid took the proffered hand in his. Tuala could feel his reluctance and, along with it, the coursing pull of physical desire in his body. It was customary for his kind to perform a

  solitary three-day vigil to mark the festival of Balance, when day and night were equal and spring stirred even in the north. If the Shining One required of a believer, at such a time, a devotion

  expressed with the body rather than the mind, how could a faithful man hold back? If such an act felt wanton, abhorrent, lacking in self-control, he must still perform it, for at the heart of

  spiritual practice was the love of god and goddess, Flamekeeper and Shining One, and perfect obedience to their will. Indeed, he must exercise mind and body to perform it in a spirit of good faith,

  for to practise a rite reluctantly was to cause the goddess most bitter offence.




  The woman stepped closer. Her free hand slipped down to touch the front of the white robe, between the druid’s legs; if he was shy, she most certainly was not. Caught as she was in the

  vision, Tuala found herself sufficiently aware of the here and now to hope profoundly that the goddess would draw a veil over what was to come. She had called this up to illustrate her theory to

  Broichan, not to embarrass and shame him.




  The water swirled; the image broke up into brief glimpses, snatches of sight: here a white hand on the plane of thigh or back or chest; here a sensuous mouth, lips parted, tongue moving to lap

  and lick, to taste and tease; here muscular buttocks clenching and unclenching; here long fingers stroking, playing, clearly not fettered by lack of experience. They were in a grove. They lay on

  the druid’s white robe, which was spread in a grassy hollow. The woman’s gown hung from a willow branch, its gauzy fabric as insubstantial as cobweb. Their bodies moved, at first

  slowly, with sensuous delight in every moment of their concourse, then more quickly as urgency overtook them, until their hearts surely shared the same desperate drumbeat. It was the oldest dance

  of all, beautiful, powerful, over all too quickly, leaving forest woman and druid lying together on the grass-stained linen, bodies sheened with sweat, chests rising and falling fast as the

  pounding heartbeat slowed and the fierce breath calmed. A cloud darkened the sun; a shadow passed over the little grove. The vision dissipated and was gone.




  Broichan drew his hands away from Tuala’s. There was a silence as each returned slowly to the shadowy chamber. A practised seer allowed such a vision to release its hold gradually. To

  hasten the process led to dizziness, nausea and distress. Tuala blinked, moving her fingers, stretching her arms. Broichan reached for the dark cloth that had lain on a shelf beside the scrying

  bowl and draped it over to conceal the water. When he spoke his voice was tight with constraint and decidedly chilly.




  ‘I cannot imagine why you would wish to view such images in my company,’ he said. ‘This was unseemly. Distasteful. I had thought us almost friends, Tuala. I had come to believe

  we trusted each other; to think my first assessment of you, long ago, was incorrect. I believed you dangerous: to me, to Bridei, to all you touched. This makes me suspect I was right.’




  Tuala felt his words like a blow. For a moment she could not speak. Then she reminded herself that she was Queen of Fortriu and that, as Derelei’s mother and Bridei’s wife, she had

  power over the king’s druid whether he liked it or not. It didn’t help much; she was amazed at how her heart shrank before his repudiation.




  ‘Please go now,’ Broichan said, walking to the door and holding it open.




  ‘If that is your preference, of course. I’ll ask you a question first.’




  He waited, eyes cold and remote.




  ‘I don’t imagine such events occur often. Very likely, a man experiences them only once in his life, and therefore may have an excellent recall of when they happened. I must tell you

  that when I saw this before, the vision was far briefer; I did not expect such . . . I did not call this up to shame you, Broichan. The goddess showed far more than I anticipated.’




  ‘Please leave now, Tuala.’




  ‘It was springtime, wasn’t it, at the feast of Balance? Was that the spring of the year I came to Pitnochie? Was the winter after those events the one when unknown hands delivered me

  to your doorstep as a newborn babe?’




  ‘I will not discuss this.’ His voice was hard as iron. ‘I will answer no questions.’




  ‘There’s no need to answer them,’ said Tuala, walking past him and out into the passageway. ‘All I request is that you give them consideration. The idea must have

  occurred to you. Or is the possibility that I might be your daughter so painful to contemplate that you have closed your mind to it and thrown away the key?’




  He shut the door in her face. Tuala stood outside, working on her breathing, willing back tears, slowing the painful thudding of her heart. She had known Broichan a long time. Part of her had

  anticipated this rejection, this refusal to acknowledge any error. And yet the wave of sorrow that swept through her was so profound that for long moments it paralysed her there on his doorstep.

  Her father. Her own father. How wonderful it would have been if he had offered a little, a wary trust, a tentative recognition of that bond. She realised that, in her heart, she had hoped for more:

  an embrace, words of affection, perhaps a guarded apology. That had been foolish. Even if he had been prepared to acknowledge the possibility of blood kinship, the closest Broichan ever came to an

  expression of feelings was a wintry smile or an approving nod of the head. Only with Bridei, his foster son, had he ever come close to revealing what was in his heart. And with Derelei because,

  after all, Derelei was Bridei’s son.




  She had wanted to ask, Does it mean nothing to you that this would make you Derelei’s blood kin? That the infant mage whose rare talents you nurture with all your skill might be your

  own grandson? Do you not long to acknowledge him? How could she say those things when she herself stood in the way? The thought of her as a daughter was abhorrent to him. That had been in his

  affronted eyes; it had been in the tight distaste of his tone. He would never tell the truth about this. He would never accept it. Apart from his deep distrust of her, which had existed since the

  moment he had first set eyes on her as a tiny babe, to acknowledge her as his daughter was to admit shutting his own kin out for all the years of her growing up. He had provided her with food and

  shelter. At the same time he had made no secret of his hostility towards her. To admit the truth was to recognise the greatest error of his life: an unforgivable insult to the Shining One. And is

  not a druid’s whole existence bent to the goddess’s service? Dashing the tears from her cheeks, Tuala forced herself to walk away. Maybe her own father did not want her, but she was

  still Queen of Fortriu, and there were things to do.




  





  CHAPTER TWO
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  Soon after dawn Eile heard them coming and the familiar feeling gripped her, cold and tight in her chest. Saraid was awake, sitting up on the

  pallet with her shapeless cloth doll in her arms, whispering to it. Fear gave speed to Eile’s limbs, though it was bitterly cold in the tiny lean-to where they slept. She was fully dressed

  already, that being the only way to stay at all warm at night, but she always made Saraid put on her nightrobe, giving her the second blanket to compensate. She encouraged Saraid to wash her face

  every day and sit up nicely to eat as well. If Saraid didn’t learn to be a lady she’d be doomed to a life like Eile’s own, an existence of squalor and slavery. Someone had to make

  sure Saraid escaped before she got too old. There was only Eile to do it now.




  ‘Get dressed, Saraid. Can you manage by yourself? They’re home and I need to tend to the fire.’




  Saraid nodded, solemn and silent, as Eile put the little gown, the shawl, the apron, the stockings and boots on the bed next to the child, then scraped her own hair back and tied it with a

  length of string. She pushed her feet into her worn boots, an old pair of Aunt Anda’s, and stumbled through to the main room. Fire; light; hot water. Quick. Never mind that it was cold enough

  to freeze a pig’s tail off and that she had spent more of the night crying than sleeping. If things weren’t ready, Dalach would be angry.




  Her hands were numb with cold. There was no wood left beyond a few sticks of kindling. The dog had crept out of the bedchamber after her and now stood by the ashes, staring up at her. He only

  stayed when Dalach and Anda were away. Those nights were better. The hound made a warm and undemanding third in the bed.




  The wood pile; everything would be soaked after last night’s downpour. A pox on it. There was no way to avoid a beating. She could hear them coming into the yard now, Dalach’s voice

  already raised, Anda’s barely audible.




  Eile pushed the door hanging aside. ‘Go,’ she said, and the dog obeyed. It was more biddable than that man, Faolan, had been. Chances were he wouldn’t come back today. Men were

  like that: full of empty promises. Like Father.




  Eile closed her eyes a moment, feeling the banked-up tears behind the lids and knowing she must let no more fall, not now, not when Dalach could see. She had longed so for the day when Father

  would come home again, big and quiet and strong, and take her in his arms as he had the last time, after that place, Breakstone. She had dreamed she would whisper the truth to him, and he would

  take her away, her and Saraid, to somewhere safe where he could protect the two of them and the child could grow up happy and well fed and unafraid. Where she herself would not have to endure the

  constant clutch of dread, nor the terror that, one day, she would no longer be able to keep Saraid safe. Father, oh Father, why couldn’t you have come home?




  Eile took a step outside the door and saw that someone had brought a small load of logs up from the saturated woodpile and placed them in a neat stack beside the doorway, where the overhanging

  thatch sheltered a dryish patch. The wood was still damp, but perhaps she could coax it to burn. A kindness; she wondered what Faolan had been after in return. She wondered if he had heard her

  crying, after she thought he was gone. She loaded the basket, heaved it inside and was crouching to stir up last night’s embers when Dalach strode in, Anda a meek shadow in his wake.




  ‘What, no fire? Get moving, you scrawny sluggard, I’ve come a long way and I’m frozen to the marrow. Where’s my breakfast?’




  He expected, perhaps, that she would conjure it from nothing.




  ‘You didn’t leave us much, and it’s all gone, all but a handful of oats.’ And please, please let Saraid have that, she needs it. Eile was shivering; it was a walk

  on eggshells whenever he was home, a constant guessing game. She felt anger but could not let it show, for the child’s sake. If not for Saraid, she’d have done the man serious harm long

  ago and taken the consequences.




  ‘You should have managed better.’ Anda put down her bundle and stood with her hands on the small of her back. She looked worn out, but Eile could not find a shred of sympathy. It

  seemed to her a person who stood by and let evil things happen was as guilty as the person who performed them. ‘You should have made it last.’




  Eile thought of the times she had not eaten so that Saraid could be adequately fed. She said nothing.




  ‘You’re a slut and a wastrel,’ Dalach said, walking over. He was a big man, tall and broad. Strong as an ox; Eile knew just how strong. She felt his fingers in her hair, then a

  fierce pain as he jerked her upright. She put her teeth through her lip so as not to cry out. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. ‘Just as well there’s one thing you’re

  good for,’ Dalach went on, ‘or you’d be out on your ear, and no two ways about it.’ As abruptly as he had seized her, he let go, and she collapsed back beside the hearth.

  ‘That supposed to be a fire? Get on with it, wretch. I’m wet through.’ He turned towards his wife. ‘You’ll have to go down to the settlement. See what you can

  scrounge. Here.’ He took a handful of coppers from his pouch and gave them to Anda. ‘Don’t rush home.’




  His eyes were back on Eile; she felt his gaze on her as she fanned the embers and fed on the last sticks of kindling. Burn, please burn. ‘I can go, if you want,’ she said,

  heart thudding. ‘I can take Saraid. The rain’s stopped. You’ve already had a long walk, Aunt Anda.’




  ‘Who asked you for your opinion?’ snarled Dalach. ‘Go on, Anda, I’m hungry.’




  ‘There was a man here yesterday.’ Eile had not planned to tell them until later, but the words came out in a rush. She so much didn’t want to be left with Dalach, especially

  not when Saraid was awake. The child was in the inner doorway now, a little shadow, staring. ‘He brought news of Father.’




  Instantly she had their attention.




  ‘A man?’ asked Dalach, glowering. ‘What man?’




  ‘What news?’ Anda’s voice was hesitant.




  Eile chanced a bigger branch on the fire; it hissed as the flames licked it. ‘Bad news. He’s not coming back. He was killed not long ago in some place over the water. A heroic death,

  that’s what the man said.’




  Anda sank down on a bench. She said not a word.




  ‘So he’s not coming back for you,’ Dalach said heavily, subsiding on the bench, eyes fixed on Eile. ‘He’s leaving it to us to provide for you. Typical. He always

  was a fellow who walked out on his responsibilities. He’s left us with you and the brat both.’ The eyes flicked across to the silent Saraid, and the child shrank back behind the door

  frame, thumb in mouth.




  ‘The brat, as you call her, is your own kin.’ It was unwise to challenge him, but Eile could not keep the words in.




  ‘She’s another mouth to feed. A man can’t afford kin if they can’t earn their keep.’




  ‘She’s three years old,’ Eile said as the fire began to crackle, defying the odds.




  ‘Three years old and growing.’ Dalach’s lips stretched in a humourless smile. ‘She’ll have her uses before long.’




  In that moment Eile knew it was time to act. Father was dead; there was no point in hoping and dreaming and wishing, not any more. It was up to her now. She had run away before, in the days

  before Saraid, and Dalach had come after her and dragged her back every time. This time she was going to make sure he couldn’t follow.




  ‘Where is this man now?’ asked Anda wanly. ‘Did he bring anything for us?’




  ‘Don’t be any more of a fool than you are already,’ snapped Dalach. ‘When did Deord ever show generosity to us? As a provider he was worse than useless. He’d have

  died without a copper to his name. Got into a brawl at a drinking hall, is my guess, and fell foul of a bigger man than himself.’




  ‘The man – his name was Faolan – said he was coming back to see you today. He did mention silver. And it wasn’t a drunken brawl. My father died in battle. He sacrificed

  himself so others could live. And he was a provider.’ Eile swallowed her tears. ‘Back before, we had a good house and food on the table. Maybe you think I can’t remember,

  but I can. We were happy then –’




  Dalach’s fist came out and struck her on the jaw. Her teeth rattled; a spear of pain went through her neck. She fell silent. It was true; a hundred blows wouldn’t alter that. Maybe

  she’d been only little, Saraid’s age, but she did remember. The house on the hill; the garden with vegetables and flowers, lavender, rosemary, some kind of tall lilies by the

  wall. A cat; she remembered the cat, a stripy one that brought in mice and laid them at Mother’s feet as if they were priceless gifts. Mother laughing; Mother spinning and singing. Father not

  always there, for he used to go on voyages, but he always came home, and when he did the whole house lit up with his presence. Father telling her stories at bedtime, stories about the strange

  places he’d sailed to and the exotic folk who lived there. Father with that look in his eyes, the look that made her feel safe. Back then they had not lived with Anda and Dalach. Back then

  she had believed her life would be full of good things.




  ‘What’s this, tears?’ Dalach scowled at her, and she scrubbed her cheeks, not knowing if she wept from the blow or because the past was gone and could never be remade. While

  she had knelt there dreaming, Anda had slipped out of the hut, and now she was alone with the person she hated most in the world.




  ‘Get that fire built up, then wash yourself,’ Dalach said. ‘You stink like a midden. I don’t want that all over me. When you’ve cleaned yourself up, get in the

  back.’




  ‘Saraid’s there.’




  ‘The brat can watch. Not too soon for her to learn a few tips. Hurry up, Eile, I’ve been ten days on the road and I’m itching for it. You don’t think that dried-up stick

  I’m wed to is able to satisfy me, do you? It’s like rutting with a scarecrow.’




  It was only possible to make washing last so long before he would grow impatient and snatch the scrap of cloth from her, or kick over the bucket of bracingly cold water. Dalach didn’t

  wash. It was immaterial to him whether Eile cared for his smell, a rank, sweaty odour deepened by his days and nights on the road, coming home from the last horse trading of the season. The winters

  were the worst time. With nothing to set his hand to, he divided his days between drinking away his meagre savings and tormenting the rest of them.




  She wiped her face and hands, then hitched up her skirt and sluiced between her legs. Beside her, Saraid stood silent. She had dipped her own cloth in the bucket first and washed her face,

  dabbing behind her ears and around her neck. She had washed her hands and dried them on her apron. I’m not having her in there with us. I’ll never, ever do that. ‘Saraid?

  Take my shawl, here, and go out the front. Sit on the step until I come out for you. Don’t go off anywhere. Aunt Anda will be home soon with something for breakfast. You can look out for her.

  I know it’s cold.’




  The child nodded and slipped away, as obedient as the dog. Eile wasn’t sure how much Saraid understood. She suspected it was more than such a little girl should, and she hardened her will

  against what she must do next. Just once, just one last time he’d do it to her, and she’d have to let him, and then . . .




  While he was grunting and thrusting inside her, off in some trance of his own, Eile had become accustomed to shutting off her mind. She would think of how it had been before: before Saraid,

  before Dalach’s house, before she found Mother hanging from a tree. Before the eve of her twelfth birthday, when her aunt’s husband had come in the dark, pinned her down and robbed her

  of her innocence. Now, as he satisfied himself in her with an urgency born of the days away, she thought of the time when her father had come back, after Breakstone Hollow. Eile had been eight

  years old. Perhaps she’d been too young to realise how much Deord had been changed by his imprisonment. He’d been quiet; but he’d always been quiet. There had been no bedtime

  stories. When she’d asked, he’d said he only knew sad ones now. So Eile had told him tales instead, the ones she could remember from before and some she made up. Sometimes her stories

  made him weep, and she would climb on his knee, put her arms around his neck and press her warm cheek against his wet one. Yes, he had been different that time. But he’d still been Father.

  When he’d gone away again, she had seen the hope gradually leach out of her mother. Every day, every single day Eile had prayed that he would come home. After her mother died, after Dalach,

  the prayers had become no more than desperate, unformed longings. Now, even those were pointless. All she had was this moment, the straining, red-faced Dalach with his ever-ready manhood deep

  inside her, and the knife Faolan had left behind clutched in her hand, under a fold of blanket. Her grip tightened; she drew a deep breath.




  Voices came from outside: her aunt’s and, replying, a man’s. Faolan. He had come after all. He must have met Anda on the way, making it necessary for her to accompany him back

  empty-handed. Eile pushed the knife under the old sack that served as a pillow, and Dalach, unwilling to relinquish the opportunity his wife’s brief absence had provided, thrust hard and fast

  and spent himself inside her with a muffled groan before rolling off the pallet and hastily pulling up his trousers.




  ‘Make yourself decent, slut,’ he hissed, and went out.




  Eile did not go out straightaway. Surely her father’s friend would smell Dalach on her. Surely he would hear her hammering heart, for she had been so close, a hair’s-breadth from

  thrusting the weapon he had so conveniently left her deep inside her tormentor, giving Dalach a taste of his own medicine. The first time he’d done it to her, it had hurt a lot. It had never

  stopped hurting; she’d just become used to it, and learned that it was more bearable if she breathed slowly and let him get on with it. If she fought, it made him rougher and got her a

  beating later. Dalach needed little excuse to use his fists; she and Anda both bore their share of bruises. Not Saraid – not yet. Saraid was so silent, so obedient. She had learned to make

  herself invisible.




  Eile straightened her clothing and spread the thin blanket neatly across the pallet, making sure the knife was quite hidden. She waited until her breathing was under better control. In the outer

  chamber they were talking.




  ‘I’ve brought a few supplies.’ That was Faolan. ‘I hope you don’t mind. I’m heading across country as soon as I leave here, and I haven’t had breakfast.

  Some fresh bread, a little cheese, and there’s a handful of dried plums here, the child might like those. I’m happy to share.’




  ‘Eile!’ It was his voice, shouting as if she were a servant; he who had just taken her with casual indifference. To him, she barely existed save as a receptacle for his lust.

  ‘Get out here and serve our guest! We need clean platters, and the fire’s smoking.’




  She did as she was told. There would be another time, another opportunity. Nothing was more certain than that. As long as Faolan did not ask for his knife back. Tomorrow, the next day, she would

  do it. Even servants got wages. She would take hers in blood.




  Faolan divided the bread. He cut the cheese, not with his own knife but with a blunt one Eile passed him. Under his penetrating look she was aware of her chilblained hands, her gnawed nails, her

  unwashed hair and ill-mended gown. Saraid had come in to stand by Eile’s skirts, big eyes on the food. Faolan could not know that this was a feast such as none of them had seen in many

  turnings of the moon.




  ‘Can I give her some?’ Eile asked Faolan direct.




  He said nothing, simply cut a slice of cheese, placed it on a portion of bread and offered it to the child. Saraid had been taught to sit up; to eat slowly. Eile had tried her best. Now,

  overwhelmed by such bounty, the child snatched the bread and cheese from Faolan’s hand and bolted for the inner chamber, clutching the food to her chest.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ Eile said. ‘She’s hungry.’




  ‘Your aunt tells me you’ve broken the news,’ Faolan said. He watched as she served Dalach, putting a generous portion on his platter; as she then served the guest himself. The

  bread smelled like all the best things of summertime put together. Her mouth was watering. Eile cut cheese for Anda, then a sliver for herself. The crust was red as crabapples, the cheese itself as

  golden as the sun. She divided the last of the small loaf between her aunt and herself, glancing sidelong at Dalach. If Faolan hadn’t been there, she knew Dalach would have denied her so

  generous a portion. Now he simply tightened his lips. Eile took one blissful mouthful of bread; one salty, wonderful bite of cheese. Then, when nobody was looking, she slipped the remainder into

  the pocket of her apron. Saraid was little. She didn’t eat much. There were two good meals in this.




  ‘Not eating?’ Faolan asked her.




  ‘I’m not very hungry. But thank you for bringing it.’




  ‘Forget the pleasantries,’ Dalach said, wiping his mouth. ‘What about Deord? What provision did he make for his daughter here? You know we’ve been supporting her out of

  the goodness of our hearts these seven or eight years? We can’t keep the girl forever. Duty only carries a man so far. Times are hard. You’ll know. Or maybe you won’t.’ He

  looked Faolan up and down. ‘What’s your trade?’




  ‘Dalach –’ hissed Anda, but it was a half-hearted effort; she lived in fear of her husband’s sharp tongue and punishing hand, and seldom remonstrated with him.




  ‘I have several,’ Faolan said, frowning. ‘I see your circumstances here and they concern me. Is work hard to find?’




  ‘You making some kind of comment? What, you think I can’t provide for my family?’ Dalach glowered, clenching his big fists. There was good reason why folk did not come up to

  the hut very often.




  ‘I don’t know you,’ Faolan said levelly. ‘I did know Deord. Whatever may have happened at this end, I know he would want Eile to be given the chance of a good life, one

  in which she’s well provided for and able to make something of herself.’




  ‘If he wanted that, why didn’t he stay and look after her and her mother himself?’ Anda’s voice was shaking. ‘There was need for him here.’




  ‘You must understand,’ Faolan said, ‘that what Deord went through in Breakstone Hollow was an extreme kind of punishment. That place destroys the strongest of men. Few come

  out. None at all come out unchanged by it.’




  ‘How would you know?’ challenged Dalach. ‘Man like you, soft-spoken as a bard, in your good clothes – never had a day’s hardship in your life, I’ll

  wager.’




  It occurred to Eile that he’d be better to feign politeness, to convince Faolan that he’d like nothing better than to keep on supporting her and Saraid forever. If he wanted

  Deord’s friend to demonstrate generosity beyond the provision of a single breakfast, the way to do it wasn’t to antagonise the man.




  ‘I know because I was an inmate of Breakstone myself,’ Faolan said. ‘Not with Deord – earlier. A man comes out of that place unfit for the company of wife or child,

  incapable of living as other men do. He loses his bearings; he loses his faith in gods and in humankind. If his wife speaks to him unexpectedly, when his mind’s on something else, he’s

  as likely to grab her by the neck and squeeze hard as to give a civil response. If his child jumps onto his bed in the morning, he may strike a lethal blow before he comes back to the here and now.

  It’s no wonder Deord didn’t stay. The pity of it is, such a man still longs for the old life, to be as he was before. It just isn’t possible.’




  ‘You seem normal enough,’ Eile said. In fact, he was utterly ordinary: the kind of man you wouldn’t be able to describe later, because he had so little about him that was

  remarkable. Middle height, spare, athletic build; dark hair of medium length, slight beard, plain good clothes. Thin lips, well-governed expression. If she had to pick out something, it would be

  the eyes. Guarded as they were, she had caught them once or twice with a complicated expression in them: when he looked at Saraid, and when he’d spoken to her last night about trying to help

  her. There were things in there he didn’t want anyone to see. Maybe they were what he’d spoken of, from Breakstone: the things that made a man turn his back on his kin.




  ‘I manage,’ Faolan said. ‘My stay in that place was far briefer than your father’s. It may interest you to know that after Deord left here for the last time he spent

  seven years guarding a prisoner at a place called Briar Wood, in the lands of the Caitt. That is to the north of the kingdom of Fortriu, across the water. The captive was a man of exceptional

  qualities who had been wrongfully incarcerated. As a warder, Deord showed humanity, patience and kindness as well as extraordinary strength of both body and mind. In the end he was instrumental in

  assisting his prisoner to escape. I never found him anything but utterly strong, dependable and good. I am sorry about your mother, Eile. I’m sorry your father could not come home. He did die

  well. It was a shining example of selfless courage.’




  ‘Selfless courage never put bread on the table,’ said Dalach. ‘Didn’t the man leave anything?’




  Faolan seemed unperturbed by his rudeness. ‘The circumstances were such that I had no access to what he may have put aside,’ he said. ‘As his friend, I wish to assist Eile.

  I’ll leave some silver with you.’ He made it clear it was Anda he was speaking to. ‘You must use it as you think best, for whatever is the greatest need. You should give Eile

  herself a say in the matter. There’s sufficient to allow some improvements to this cottage and to see you through the winter. My advice would be to put aside half of this sum for Eile’s

  future. There’s a community of Christian women not far west of here, at least there was in times past. They might perhaps take her in and teach her some useful skills.’




  If only that were possible, Eile thought. She’d be prepared to believe in any god they liked, just so long as she could escape from here. But not without Saraid. She couldn’t leave

  Saraid behind. Besides, Dalach would have the money off Anda almost before the giver’s back was turned, and it would all be drunk or wagered away before there was a chance so much as to think

  of other possibilities. There was no point in trying to tell Faolan this. He’d just leave and take his silver with him, and she’d get the worst beating of her life for robbing Dalach of

  his windfall. Dalach didn’t care about any of them. All his mind could span was the next drink, the next brawl, the next time he’d bed her. Anger and resentment had eaten away any finer

  feelings he might once have had. She’d never understood why Anda stayed loyal to him.




  Anda sucked in her breath, feeling the weight of the little bag Faolan put in her hand.




  ‘This is generous of you,’ Dalach said. ‘Most generous.’ His hand twitched; Eile saw him force himself not to snatch the prize. ‘We’ll put it to wise use, you

  can be sure of that.’




  Faolan gave him a penetrating look. ‘See that you do,’ he said. ‘The situation here disquiets me. I’d be happier to see Eile with the nuns. Indeed, if you wished it, I

  could escort her there myself. I’ve business to the west as well as in the north; the order in which I attend to it is immaterial.’




  ‘No!’ Eile said quickly. ‘Not now. Don’t think I’m not grateful. But I can’t go.’




  ‘The girl’s an extra pair of hands,’ Dalach said smoothly. ‘We need her here. She has her particular duties. Besides, it wouldn’t be seemly for a young girl to

  travel alone with a man, and a stranger at that.’ If this was somewhat inconsistent with his earlier talk, he did not seem to notice.




  ‘Well,’ Anda said after a little, ‘you’ll be on your way then. West, did you say? Where are you headed?’




  ‘You wouldn’t know the place.’




  ‘You’d want to take care if you’re going over by Three Oaks,’ put in Dalach. ‘We’ve just come back that way; there’s a bridge down. All this rain.

  It’s passable as far as the crossroads.’




  ‘Ah, well,’ said Faolan easily, ‘I expect I’ll manage. They’re Uí Néill lands beyond the river, aren’t they?’




  ‘You’d know.’




  ‘I’ve been away for some time.’




  ‘Beyond the river is Ruaridh Uí Néill’s,’ Dalach offered, glaring in distrust. ‘You’ve such a look of that family yourself, I’m surprised you

  need telling. Ruaridh’s got far more interests up in Tirconnell. It’s the woman looks after the territory here. He’s prepared to let her hold it for her son.’




  ‘Woman? What woman? I thought those were Echen Uí Néill’s lands.’ Eile heard an odd change in Faolan’s tone. She could not quite work it out.




  ‘Where’ve you been? Echen’s been dead these four years. His widow controls it all. She’s a hard thing; rules as tightly as any man. Still, sooner her than that wretch.

  She’s even-handed. Not that it’s a job for a woman. She’s held on longer than anyone expected. Her brother-in-law left her to it.’




  Faolan breathed out. Eile saw him relax his shoulders, a conscious attempt at self-control. ‘So Echen’s dead.’ That was all he said.




  ‘Good riddance,’ muttered Anda. ‘There were tales about that man would curdle your blood.’




  ‘I’ll be getting on,’ Faolan said, rising to his feet. ‘When I reach the crossroads I’ll make my choice of ways. Eile, think about what I suggested. Whatever your

  own beliefs, I think the nuns would treat you well, especially if your aunt made a gift to their establishment. Their life is not luxurious, but it is orderly and serene.’




  Eile nodded; she could not find the right words. To be so close, to have escape at her fingertips and not to be able to go . . . It was too cruel. Take me with you. The words hovered on

  her lips. She clamped her mouth shut.




  ‘Got everything?’ Dalach was affable now it was clear their guest was off and leaving his bag of silver behind.




  ‘I think so. Oh, there was a small knife . . . I can’t quite remember where I left it . . .’ He did not look at Eile direct, only let his glance travel over her, brows lifted.

  She said nothing.




  ‘Ah, well,’ said Faolan, ‘maybe it’s in my pack somewhere, or back at Brennan’s. I may pass here again on my way home to see how Eile is getting on and whether

  she’s changed her mind. For now, I’ll bid you farewell. I wish I’d brought better news. Deord was a fine man.’




  ‘So you keep saying.’ Dalach’s mouth twisted. ‘Never saw it myself.’




  ‘Some see only what they choose to see. Farewell, Eile. He would be proud of you.’




  Tears spilled. She dashed them away with a furious hand. Deord, proud of his slut of a daughter with her filthy hair and her ragged clothes and the disgusting things she had to do to survive?

  Hardly. ‘Farewell,’ she mumbled, looking at the floor. Take me with you, anywhere, just away from here. Take me away so I don’t have to do it.




  Saraid had slipped back in. Her small hand clutched a fold of Eile’s apron. Her eyes were on the man who had brought a feast. ‘Say goodbye, Squirrel,’ Eile whispered. But the

  child buried her face against the coarse homespun and said nothing at all.




  Bridei was at Abertornie to attend to the welfare of Ged’s family. A flamboyant chieftain who had been one of the young king’s most stalwart supporters, Ged had

  fallen in the last great battle of the autumn, dying even as Dalriada was won back for the Priteni. He left a young widow, a ten-year-old son and three tiny daughters. Bridei spoke to all of them,

  making sure they understood their husband and father had died a hero; carrying them certain last messages.




  While the king was thus occupied, his chief councillor, Aniel, who had accompanied him, performed a discreet investigation as to the state of fields and buildings, and together they put in place

  some arrangements to ensure Loura could look after the holding while young Aled grew to manhood. Bridei invited the boy to spend time at court next summer; the lad thanked him soberly and said he

  would if he could, but he thought he might be rather busy.




  Then Bridei and Aniel rode to the coastal fortress of Caer Pridne, for a council had been called, not an open meeting of the kind convened at White Hill, but a small, particular, private

  one.




  It was almost too late in the season to travel so far. Gateway was past; the first snows had fallen. The king and his councillor rode with an escort of five, one of whom was Bridei’s

  personal guard, Garth, and another Aniel’s man, Eldrist. Faolan’s lengthy absence had put a heavy load on Garth, who was now the only one of Bridei’s experienced bodyguards left.

  The training required was lengthy and rigorous. Back at White Hill, Garth had a new man in place, Dovran, who was proving his worth. Bridei believed Faolan would not be back before next summer.




  ‘You need at least three men,’ Garth had protested. ‘Four would be better. What about Cinioch?’




  ‘Faolan will return. He can’t resist the poor pay and the sleepless nights,’ Bridei had told him. ‘Cinioch belongs back at Pitnochie. I want him and Uven to go home and

  forget battles for a while.’ It had been a season of blood and death, of the loss of many good comrades, the loyal Breth amongst them. It had been a victory, a great triumph. The Gaels were

  driven back, the lands of the west reclaimed for the Priteni. Now Bridei’s heart held a powerful wish for peace. His people needed that. They needed time to till their land and sow their

  crops, to raise their children and to celebrate their love of the gods. No more war; the borders must simply be held, and within them the fabric of community made whole. Spear must become scythe,

  staff turn to oar, dagger to adze or awl. The men who had risked all for their king, their land, their faith, must have time to weave anew the threads of their lives.




  The massive promontory fortress of Caer Pridne, on the northeast coast, had once been the seat of Fortriu’s kings. This stronghold now formed the headquarters of Bridei’s fighting

  forces, led by Carnach of Thorn Bend. Caer Pridne was quiet tonight. It was winter. The massive army that had been assembled for the many-pronged attack on Dalriada was disbanded, its men departed

  for their home territories while the roads were still passable. A force remained, made up of the most expert warriors, those who had no other trade. They were quartered here year-round, ready for

  whatever might come. Families lived within the high walls; the stronghold housed a whole community. Caer Pridne provided the guards for White Hill, a force rotated every season to keep the men

  sharp.




  Bridei’s most trusted warrior chieftains, Carnach and Talorgen, were newly arrived back from Dalriada. Both leaders had remained there at the war’s end to oversee the departure of

  the Gaelic leaders over the sea to their homeland. The Dalriadan king, Gabhran, had fallen gravely ill not long after the last great battle, and had been allowed to remain in his fortress of

  Dunadd, along with his immediate household. A force of Priteni warriors was quartered there to guard the place and its occupants.




  Bridei had already had his chieftains’ news, for they had visited White Hill on their way back, to great acclaim. But not all news can be shared openly. Tonight, in the small private

  chamber Bridei had chosen for his council, red-haired Carnach and the older Talorgen sat at the long oaken table with Bridei and Aniel, in company with a small white-haired woman in a grey robe:

  the senior priestess of Fortriu, Fola, whose establishment of Banmerren lay just along the bay. Save for Garth, the personal guards remained outside the bolted door. Niches set in the stone walls

  held oil lamps. All was orderly and quiet.




  ‘Thank you for being here, my friends,’ Bridei said. ‘I regret the need for such secrecy. I’ve news on which I require your counsel. Once you have given it, we will

  decide together how much further this news can go, and when.’




  ‘Bridei,’ interrupted Fola, her sharp dark eyes on the king, ‘why is Broichan not present? Was he too unwell to travel? I had thought his health greatly improved when last I

  saw him.’ She was an old friend and did not stand on ceremony.




  ‘I could not be at Caer Pridne for Gateway this year,’ Bridei said, choosing his words with care; this would be difficult to explain. ‘I did not conduct my usual ritual at the

  well. Tonight, when we are done here, I will keep vigil until dawn. Had Broichan accompanied me, he would have insisted on performing the rite with me. The ride from White Hill, he might just about

  manage. The vigil would tax his strength beyond endurance.’




  There was a brief silence.




  ‘There’s more to this, isn’t there?’ asked Fola, raising her brows.




  ‘Broichan is not yet party to this news,’ Bridei said, and saw a look of surprise pass over the wise woman’s serene countenance. ‘He will hear it as soon as I return to

  White Hill. I want your opinion first. Your good advice, all of you.’




  ‘The business of this council is secret until the king chooses to have it spread more widely,’ said Aniel, steepling his fingers before him on the table.




  ‘That’s understood already,’ said Talorgen of Raven’s Well, a handsome, open-faced man of middle years. ‘What is this news?’




  ‘The King of Circinn is dead,’ Bridei said quietly, and a gasp of shock went around the table. This was momentous; Circinn, the southern kingdom of the Priteni, had become Christian

  under Drust the Boar while Fortriu had remained staunchly true to the old gods. An election must now be held to determine which man of the royal line would become king. ‘We did not have this

  from a messenger; one of our spies brought the news just before Aniel and I left White Hill. With winter setting in hard, it’s our belief Circinn will not call the election until

  season’s end; they’ll have remembered how difficult it was last time. On the other hand, they may try to do it by stealth; just put their man in as king and present it to us as a final

  decision in springtime.’




  ‘Exactly,’ said Aniel. ‘They may conveniently overlook the fact that the chieftains of Fortriu are entitled to a vote. You know Bargoit and his fellow councillors.

  They’ll be all too ready to bypass correct procedures if it happens to suit them.’




  Carnach whistled under his breath. ‘Drust the Boar dead, eh? I wonder which of his weaselly advisers slipped a little something in his stew.’




  ‘We should say prayers for his passing,’ said Fola with a reproving glance at the red-haired chieftain. ‘We may not have had a high opinion of the man, but that should not

  prevent us from doing what is right.’




  ‘It’s Christian prayers he’d be wanting,’ put in Aniel with a twist of the lip. ‘Are you able to turn your hand to those, Fola?’




  ‘Drust may have been baptised in the Christian faith,’ the wise woman retorted, ‘but I’ve no doubt the deity he called on at the last extreme was Bone Mother.

  There’s no wrong in wishing a man a safe journey. I don’t suppose Drust was bad, just weak. Too weak to be a king.’ As an epitaph, it had a sorry ring to it.




  ‘A quandary,’ said Aniel. ‘Who would the chieftains of Circinn see as the strongest contender? What candidates do they have to offer?’




  ‘None, surely, who could hold a candle to Bridei, fresh from his stunning defeat of the Gaels,’ said Carnach bluntly. ‘We need to ensure they hold the election fairly, as we

  did ours on the death of Drust the Bull. If Bridei could be elected King of Fortriu on the vote of representatives from all the Priteni realms, then the same process should apply now the kingship

  of Circinn is in question. It’s the opportunity we’ve been waiting for: Broichan’s dream. Within a season, we could see Fortriu and Circinn united under a single leader. You must

  stand, Bridei. You can do it.’ Carnach’s features were flushed with zeal, his eyes bright. He was a generous man. He himself had been eligible for the kingship of Fortriu, nearly six

  years ago, but had stepped down to lend his support to Bridei’s claim.




  ‘Broichan will be of the same mind, I know,’ Bridei said. ‘But this is not so simple. There’s the question of faith; the will of the folk of Circinn and the chieftains

  who represent them. It may lie just across our border, but whether it pleases us or no, Circinn is a Christian kingdom now.’




  ‘Besides,’ said Talorgen, frowning, ‘there’s the west to consider. Dalriada may be won, but a newly conquered territory needs careful handling. I have no doubt at all the

  Gaels will be back, in three years, five, ten, however long it takes them to regroup. We will have continuing dissent in the region, for there will be those who want the old rule returned.

  We’ve done our best to weed out the likely troublemakers, but a strong Gaelic presence remains. You don’t just ride in and occupy a place, then expect the conquered residents to get on

  with their lives as if nothing has happened. I hate to say it, but this may not be the best time for Bridei to take on the leadership of Circinn alongside that of Fortriu. He’d be pulled two

  ways. We all would.’




  ‘How often does an election come along?’ asked Carnach. ‘What if a young man gets up, one even younger than Bridei? This could be the only opportunity we get in a lifetime,

  Talorgen. It would be madness to let it pass by!’




  ‘Fola,’ said Bridei quietly, ‘what is your opinion?’




  ‘You consult me, when you have not yet passed the news to Broichan, your lifelong mentor?’




  Bridei had expected this from the wise woman. To shut Broichan out of such an important decision was unprecedented; even now, he wondered if he had acted correctly. ‘You know him. You know

  why. It is his passion to see Fortriu and Circinn reunited in the old faith. Do not doubt, any of you, that I share that dream. If you had asked me, in the first days of my kingship, whether I

  would seek to add Circinn to my realm at the first opportunity, I imagine I would have said yes with not a shred of doubt in my mind. Ask me today and I will tell you that what I want for Fortriu

  now is a time of peace. A time of rebuilding. A time for reflection.’




  ‘There is much at risk here,’ Fola said. ‘I’m aware that you’ve sent Faolan back to the heartland of the Uí Néill leaders. I know part of his mission

  is to ferret out information about these Christian clerics who seek a foothold in our western isles. I must interpret that as an indication that you are not fixed on giving them an outright

  refusal. Not yet, anyway – not until your spy returns, and that cannot be before spring. I know your attention is still upon the west. A resounding victory on the field does not necessarily

  mean continuing peace. The Uí Néill will always be a threat, and you do right to remain aware of that threat. Circinn also knows where your priority must lie. My feeling is that by

  springtime the southern kingdom will have chosen its own king without troubling to include Fortriu in the process. We all remember Bargoit. Officially that man is only a councillor, but he’s

  been directing the affairs of Circinn for years. He’ll be looking for another weakling contender to manipulate. Drust had brothers, didn’t he?’




  ‘Two,’ said Aniel with a little frown. ‘Garnet and Keltran. Both very much in Drust’s mould, though a few years his junior. Bargoit won’t have much difficulty

  twisting them to his will. I cannot tell you if either has received Christian baptism. I do know there are Christian clerics still in attendance at the court of Circinn, although Bridei tells me

  our old friend Brother Suibne is in the west now.’




  ‘Sailed home before the season turned, in company with Gabhran’s chieftains,’ said Talorgen. ‘I saw them off personally. For such an inoffensive-looking man, that priest

  has a lot to say.’




  Bridei smiled, remembering with a certain fondness the Christian cleric who had taken such delight in debating matters of faith with him long ago. Suibne was a man who seemed to pop up

  everywhere. ‘It was his words that sent Faolan to search out this man Colm, the priest in need of a new lodging beyond the shores of his homeland,’ he said. ‘I may not share

  Suibne’s religious convictions, but I recognise he’s astute and clever. I took his speech as a kind of warning. How I act on that depends on what Faolan brings back. Fola, you

  haven’t answered my question.’




  ‘I cannot answer it.’ The wise woman looked grim. ‘I can only counsel you to seek the wisdom of the gods. I plan to do so myself once we are done here. If I receive any

  insights you’ll be the first to hear them. I’ve seen the ruinous aftermath of war, Bridei. I do understand your reluctance to put on this extra mantle with those wounds still so fresh

  in our country. But there will be some who cannot see your reasoning,’ she glanced at Carnach, ‘for it does seem that on the heels of this great victory you stand your best chance of

  garnering a winning vote. All the same, Talorgen speaks wisely. Dalriada will need your attention. I don’t understand this mission of Faolan’s and I never have. Even to consider letting

  Christian clerics get a new foothold in the isles is to risk Fortriu being squeezed, in time, between two strong bulwarks of the new faith. Broichan would be appalled.’




  ‘The way Suibne told it,’ Bridei said, ‘this man Colm is a fugitive from his homeland, having fallen foul of powerful leaders over his interference in a matter of armed

  conflict. What he wants is a sanctuary where he and his brethren can be left in peace. I remember how Drust the Boar drove the druids and wise women out of their houses of prayer all across

  Circinn. If I show the same lack of respect for those who only seek to love their gods in peace – whatever gods those may be – then I am no better than he was.’




  ‘Hmm,’ said Fola, dark eyes regarding him sceptically.




  ‘Besides, Suibne himself pointed out that there are Christian hermits in the Light Isles, not only tolerated but welcomed by my vassal king there, despite the adherence of the local folk

  to the ancient gods. Suibne noted the inconsistency. If I refuse Colm his refuge I should by rights request the removal of the Christian presence in the northern isles as well.’




  ‘I don’t undervalue the spiritual arguments.’ Redheaded Carnach had his fists clenched on the table. It was unusual for him to show any kind of agitation, for he was a cool and

  seasoned leader of fighting men. ‘But surely, surely you cannot let such an opportunity pass you by, my lord king. The crown of Circinn . . . By the Flamekeeper’s manhood, I’d

  almost stand as a candidate myself rather than see some weakling kinsman of Drust’s assume power in the south, with Bargoit whispering in his ear. I can’t understand how you can support

  this, Talorgen. I can’t understand how any of you can even consider it. What sort of council is this? By all the gods, if we had Ged here, and all those fine men who fell in Fortriu’s

  service in the autumn, I know what they’d be saying. You are our king, Bridei, our leader and our inspiration. This is your time. It is the time to make the two kingdoms one again. You have

  strong chieftains, wise advisers, people who would gladly lay down their lives for you. You can hold Dalriada and rule Circinn as well as Fortriu. You can do it, Bridei. Have faith. Seize this

  chance! That it has come about now, so soon after our war was won, must surely mean the Flamekeeper intends you to take it.’




  Bridei regarded his kinsman, whose fair-skinned features were flushed with a mixture of ardour and frustration. Carnach had been one of his truest and most loyal chieftains, a source of immense

  strength in war and astute advice in peacetime. He was influential; a great deal hung on retaining his loyalty, not to speak of his friendship. Not for the first time, the king felt a pang of

  regret at Faolan’s absence; who else would give him truly honest advice on such a difficult issue?




  ‘Your faith in me and in the future warms me, Carnach,’ he said. ‘Believe me, I do not underestimate the ability of Fortriu’s leaders, nor her people, to meet a

  challenge. I have not yet made a decision on this matter. I will take Fola’s advice and seek the wisdom of the gods. I know what my warrior chieftains would say. For the main part they would

  agree with you. Press the advantage, they would tell me. I know what Broichan will want.’




  ‘I cannot believe you chose not to give him this news,’ said Fola. It was not quite a reproof; even she, who had known him since he was a child, did not forget that he was king.




  ‘Think harder,’ Bridei told her, ‘and you will understand why I did not. If I choose to stand back from this election he must see it as a betrayal, both strategic and personal.

  I called this council to ascertain if I would have your support, should I decide not to pursue the kingship of Circinn this time around. I want to be sure of that support before I pass the news of

  Drust’s death to anyone, Broichan included.’




  There was a silence. The significance of Broichan’s absence was profound. As foster father to Bridei and as druid to the old king and the new, he had been instrumental in moulding his

  foster son into the perfect king for Fortriu: a king who possessed a deep and lifelong allegiance to the ancient gods of the north, a king dedicated to the reunification of Priteni lands under the

  traditions of those deities, the Flamekeeper, the Shining One, Bone Mother and the fair All-Flowers. And another god, whom Bridei would honour tonight in his vigil. Broichan loomed large in their

  minds, a figure of power, who had over the years convened his own secret council to which three of those present had belonged in the days of Bridei’s youth. In all their memories, the

  king’s druid had only once shown faulty judgement.




  ‘You have my support whichever way you go, Bridei,’ said Talorgen. ‘I don’t relish the thought of finding myself in conflict with Broichan, but I trust you to make the

  right decision. Both choices have their advantages and disadvantages. Carnach’s arguments are compelling, and we’ll doubtless hear them stated and restated once the news of

  Drust’s death gets around. Your warrior chieftains are likely to support Carnach.’




  ‘My support, I have already pledged,’ Aniel said. ‘If it sets me at odds with my fellow councillors and the king’s druid, so be it. It won’t be the first time. In

  the aftermath of war, perhaps the blood runs more hotly in some men, urging them to impulsive choices and ill-considered action. For me, a matter of such vital import must be carefully weighed. I

  have done so. This is Bridei’s choice.’




  Bridei glanced at Fola.




  ‘Don’t look at me,’ the wise woman said. ‘You must know I don’t make hasty decisions. I will consult the gods; you will do likewise. Let us meet again in the

  morning and see if there is a clear way forward. We must not become enemies, any of us. Carnach, I understand what drives you. I feel it myself, in the bones. I know that Broichan will be the same.

  I hope we do not break his heart.’




  ‘Broichan has a heart?’ Aniel lifted his brows. ‘Intellect, ambition, faith, all those he possesses in generous measure. But I remind you of the one time he nearly failed us.

  Was not the matter of Tuala one in which heartlessness was nearly his downfall, and that of our long-nurtured plans?’




  ‘Let us not discuss that now,’ Bridei said. ‘Carnach, will you think on this tonight and be ready to speak further tomorrow?’




  ‘I’m not going to change my mind. Forgive me, but to follow the course you’re considering would be a monumental error of judgement. I’m waiting to wake up and find this

  was all a bad dream, Bridei. I can’t believe it’s happening.’




  ‘You are my kinsman and my chief war leader,’ Bridei told him quietly. ‘I may not follow your advice in all things but, believe me, I will always consider it. I don’t

  want this matter to come between us, Carnach. I’m well aware that, in large part, I owe the kingship of Fortriu to you. Our country cannot afford divisions between its own leaders.’




  Carnach did not reply but stood up, making ready to leave. His expression was forbidding.




  ‘Very well,’ Bridei said. ‘I will go now to commence my vigil. I’ll see you all in the morning. A decision must be made swiftly. Circinn will act over the winter, one way

  or another. To contest the election I’d need to despatch a messenger to the southern court almost immediately. Let us trust the gods will furnish us with answers.’




  When the others had gone, the king lingered in the council chamber with Fola, while Garth maintained his stance by the door.




  ‘I’ve a question,’ the wise woman said. Her gaze was shrewdly assessing. ‘How much of your reluctance to involve Broichan has to do with the precarious state of his

  health? Are you trying to avoid upsetting him and sending him into a terminal decline?’




  Bridei sighed. ‘That is in my mind, of course. He returned from his stay with you much improved, but he’s still frail and subject to bouts of pain. Of course, being the man he is, he

  won’t admit to any weakness.’




  ‘The news of this death must be made public soon. Then Broichan will ask what you intend to do, and you must tell him.’




  ‘We’ll announce Drust the Boar’s death as soon as we return to White Hill. I’ll speak to Broichan, Fola. If we disagree, we disagree. Of course he’ll be angry if I

  decide to let the southern kingship go.’




  ‘Angry is an understatement, I think.’




  ‘Believe me, even the King of Fortriu fears such a confrontation. I intend to appeal to his sense of logic. He was always better at accepting unwelcome news if it was presented coherently

  and backed up by sound arguments. I will outlast whoever Circinn elects. I know it in my heart.’




  ‘That is an argument of faith, not of logic.’




  ‘I intend to employ both.’




  ‘You’ve another tool you can use, if she agrees,’ Fola said. ‘You know your wife’s facility with scrying. Ask Tuala to look into your future. Ask her to investigate

  the future of your kingdom. Find out if what she sees in ten, twenty, fifty years is a Christian Fortriu. That is the vision Broichan most dreads. By leaving Circinn to its own devices and at the

  same time giving these Gaelic clerics an invitation to settle on our western islands, you may be opening the door to our worst fears, Bridei. Are you prepared to take responsibility for

  that?’




  ‘I am the king. Whatever unfolds, the responsibility is mine. My heart tells me we need peace above all things.’




  Fola nodded and got up. She was a tiny woman, her head level with Bridei’s chest. Her long hair gleamed silver in the candlelight. ‘Very well, Bridei. I will go to my prayers and you

  to yours. I see a dark time coming; a difficult time. It’s regrettable Faolan cannot be back with news for us before spring.’




  ‘He may be far later than that. He has business of his own to attend to as well as my mission.’




  ‘Oh?’




  ‘Family business. He won’t talk about it.’




  ‘That man has a family? You amaze me, Bridei. I’d always thought he came to life in a dark corner somewhere, fully grown and fully armed.’




  Bridei smiled. ‘He works hard to give that impression. Underneath, he’s human. I’m becoming more and more aware of that. Goodnight, Fola. I thank you for your balanced

  judgement.’




  ‘Thank me tomorrow, when we’ve worked out where we stand. Goodnight, Bridei.’




  Cold breaths of air whispered around the Well of Shades. A torch burned higher up the path, at the head of the precipitous steps down to this underground place, beneath the

  hill of Caer Pridne. Garth kept his own vigil above, his job to ensure Bridei was undisturbed. Halfway down the steps crouched the white dog, Ban, the king’s loyal companion since a long-ago

  winter at Pitnochie, when the small creature had emerged from a vision and become reality. Ban did not come right down to the well. This was a dark place, inhabited by unquiet memories and wounded

  spirits. It was a shrine of the Nameless God, a deity particular to men, and had been over the years the scene of a cruel test of their loyalty. The old ritual, in which once a year a young

  priestess had died, had not been observed in the six years since Bridei took the throne of Fortriu. He had forbidden its practice and, because they knew him to be deeply steadfast in his devotion

  to the ancient gods, his court and his people had supported the decision, though not without some expressions of disquiet. In place of the sacrifice, the king and his druid performed a long vigil

  of obedience on Gateway night.




  This season, Bridei had missed that ritual, and tonight’s observance was in its place. He knelt alone by the square of inky water, his arms outstretched in pose of meditation. He was well

  practised in druidic observance; he had been sent to Broichan for his education at the age of four and was as fully trained in lore and ritual as any man might be who was not a druid. He calmed his

  breathing, slowed his heartbeat, made his body ignore the piercing cold of the subterranean chamber. Clearing the memories from his mind was more difficult. He could not visit this place without

  the awareness of his first Gateway sacrifice. Bridei had been the only kinsman of the old king to step up and help when illness had rendered Drust the Bull too weak to perform his part in the

  ritual. That night, Bridei had helped drown a girl.




  He had used every argument he could to try to justify it to himself, every scrap of lore and history. He knew the dark god had required it; he understood that, by acting thus, he had won the

  respect of every man there present and, as a result, their support when he stood for kingship later. But no argument had ever convinced him that what he’d done was right. It was a dilemma;

  those thoughts made him disloyal to the gods, and he had been trained since childhood to believe such loyalty the foundation of a man’s existence. He feared the Nameless God above all. He

  feared retribution would strike out of the blue and he thought he knew how it would be. To punish him, the god would strike not at Bridei himself, but at Tuala, at Derelei, at the infant yet

  unborn, perhaps robbing it of life before it saw its first sunrise. Every day that he managed to keep them safe, Bridei sent a prayer of gratitude to those gods he knew were more favourably

  disposed towards him: the Flamekeeper, guardian of the brave and honourable; and the Shining One, who had long given her blessing to him and to Tuala.




  He hoped they were all listening tonight. He hoped they would guide his decision. He knew what was right. He knew also that to a great many of his people his choice would seem weak, out of

  keeping with his reputation as the fearless leader who had so miraculously won back the lost lands of Dalriada not quite six years into his reign. Without his druid’s support, without the

  backing of influential chieftains such as Carnach, it would be difficult to convince his people that he must let this opportunity pass him by. He would, perhaps, seem recklessly disobedient to the

  will of the gods.




  Tonight he would not consider that. The Well of Shades was a place of abject obedience; a place where powerful men bowed low before the god who represented the darkest part in each of them, a

  locked and bolted corner of the spirit that housed a base will for destructive power. The noblest and fairest of men felt that darkness stir within them when they knelt by the well. It was a test

  to crush the most dauntless of hearts.




  Bridei closed his eyes and began the ritual words.




  I breathe into the dark . . .




  In the forest above the druid’s house at Pitnochie, Ana, princess of the Light Isles, was sitting quietly on a fallen tree, waiting for her betrothed to come back. She

  was not alone: on a branch nearby a hooded crow perched, watchful, and a scarlet crossbill was investigating the leaf litter at her feet. A very large grey dog stood alert on the other side of the

  clearing, her formidable size and piercing gaze sufficient to deter the boldest of attackers. Concerned for Ana’s safety, Drustan had acquired Cloud from a farmer further down the Glen, and

  the dog had soon fallen victim to her new owner’s seductive charm; she was as much his willing slave now as the birds were. No, thought Ana, slave was the wrong word. Drustan’s

  creatures were so close to him they seemed to be extensions of his own self; they knew instinctively what he wanted from them and what he could give them. It was a little the same for her. There

  was an inevitability about her love for him; her whole being had been tied up with his from the moment they had first set eyes on each other.




  Drustan was still unwilling to display his unusual abilities before others, even now he and Ana had been staying at Broichan’s house for some time and knew the druid’s loyal

  retainers were entirely trustworthy. Hence the dog rather than a man-at-arms. Drustan was new to freedom. His last seven years had been spent under lock and key, the occasional times of release a

  gift from his selfless keeper, Deord. Now he could go out at will and exercise his special skills without fear of punishment, but he was still reluctant to share what he could do with anyone but

  Ana. In the autumn he had borne a message south to King Bridei in the heat of battle. That meant the household at Pitnochie already knew the truth about him, for two men who served as guards here

  had been present on the battlefield when Drustan had intervened to save the king’s life. Fortunately, Broichan’s folk understood discretion and simply got on with their business. Long

  years in a druid’s household had made them adaptable.




  Ana sighed, and the little sound brought the crossbill up to her hand, its weight almost nothing. The bird fussed over its plumage, preening busily. The hoodie hopped along its branch, turning

  its head to one side. Cloud whined. ‘He’ll be back soon,’ Ana murmured. ‘I suppose it is a little tedious for you waiting here with me. He doesn’t like me to be

  completely alone in the forest.’ She smiled at herself; probably none of them understood a thing she was saying. It was Drustan whose mind they knew, Drustan who could see through their eyes

  and give them instructions that they carried out flawlessly. She’d observed it all through the difficult journey she’d undertaken last summer, when the birds had watched over her and

  helped to find the way.




  Her thoughts went to Faolan, companion and friend of that journey, Faolan who was gone on a new mission now. She had broken his heart when she fell in love with Drustan. And she hadn’t

  even seen it, not until she’d forced him into an explanation during that desperate flight across the wild lands of the Caitt. Oh, Faolan; she missed him so much, and she knew Drustan did too.

  His place in their lives was unique. There was no word to describe it.




  Her mind shied away from if only. She loved Drustan, and they were happy. She had some news for Drustan that would make him even happier. But Faolan was a constant regret. Walking out of

  White Hill, he had looked wretched, desperate, as if he might do anything at all. She prayed that his return home to his birthplace would help him find a path forwards, but her heart was full of

  doubts. She knew the dark story of his past; she knew what might be waiting for him there.




  ‘The thing is,’ she murmured to the birds, ‘I was the one who made him go. If it turns out badly, I’ll carry some of the responsibility. I hope he’s all right. I

  can’t bear him to be so unhappy.’




  If crossbill or hoodie thought anything of this, their attention did not stay on it long, for with a rustle of feathers and a disturbance of air a larger bird now swept into the clearing, coming

  down to land on a tree stump with a neat folding of its tawny wings. Ana caught her breath. She’d never get used to the wonder of this, not in all her living days. She sat quietly, waiting

  for the moment of changing, and between one blink and the next the hawk became a tall, bright-eyed man with curling hair the same shade as the bird’s glossy feathers. He staggered across and

  sat down beside her, long legs stretched out before him. Cloud crept closer, head lowered and tail cautiously wagging, her devotion not quite outweighing her uncertainty. Ana reached for

  Drustan’s hand. He was trembling violently; she could feel it. She said nothing, only waited, and after a while the shaking slowed and stopped. He leaned over to kiss her cheek, then got up

  and began to stretch his limbs, working to overcome the weariness and confusion that generally attended his return to human form. Colour came gradually back to his face.
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