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THE PEOPLE



Kingdom of Strathclyde

House of Morken

Ariane: Wisdom Keeper

Brant: warrior, Morken’s nephew, older brother to Brodyn

Brodyn: warrior, Morken’s nephew, younger brother to Brant

Cathan: head Wisdom Keeper of Strathclyde, counsellor to Morken

Crowan: nursemaid to Lailoken and Languoreth

Desdemona: servant

Herrick: servant

Languoreth: daughter of Morken, twin sister to Lailoken

Lailoken: son of Morken, twin brother to Languoreth

Macon: groom

Morken: petty king/high chieftain of Goddeu, halls in Cadzow and Partick

House of Tutgual

Angharad: daughter of Languoreth

Cyan: son of Languoreth

Elufed: queen of Strathclyde, a Pict

Gladys: daughter of Languoreth

Gwenfron: daughter of Tutgual

Morcant: son of Tutgual

Rhydderch: son of Tutgual

Rhian: wife of Morcant

Rhys: eldest son of Languoreth

Tutgual: king of Strathclyde

The Borderlands

Ceidio: former king of Ebrauc, Gwenddolau’s father

Emrys: the Pendragon, leader of the Angle resistance

Gwenddolau: Emrys’s second-in-command, “Uther” Pendragon

Maelgwn: warrior, general of Pendragon’s army

Kingdom of Ebrauc

Eliffer: brother to Ceidio, king of Ebrauc

Gwrgi: king of Southern Ebrauc, brother to Peredur, son of Eliffer

Peredur: king of Northern Ebrauc, son of Eliffer

Kingdom of Gododdin

Pascent: son of Vortigern

Vortigern: king of Bryneich, Southern Gododdin

The Christians

Anguen: monk in Mungo’s order

Fergus: monk in Telleyr’s order

Garthwys/Mungo/Kentigern: Christian monk, bishop of Strathclyde

Telleyr: Christian monk

The Scots of Dalriada and Manau

Aedan mac Gabhran: nephew of Conall, king of Manau

Conall mac Comgall: king of Scots of Dalriada



PHONETIC PRONUNCIATIONS



House of Morken

Ariane: “AH-ree-AH-nee”

Brodyn: “BRO-din”

Cathan: “CATH-an”

Crowan: “CROW-an”

Kingdom of Goddeu: “Goth-thew”

Lailoken: “LIE-lo-kin” (Nickname “LIE-el”)

Languoreth: “Lang-GOR-eth”

Morken: “MOR-kin”

House of Tutgual

Angharad: “An-HA-rad”

Cyan: “KY-ann”

Elufed: “El-LEAF-ed”

Gladys: “GLA-diss”

Rhian: “REE-AH-n”

Rhydderch: “RU-therk”

Rhys: “REEse”

Tutgual: “TOOT-gee-al”

The Borderlands

Ceidio: “KAY-dee-OH”

Emrys: “EM-riss”

Gwenddolau: “GWEN-tho-lye”

Maelgwn: “MILE-gwinn”

Kingdom of Ebrauc

Eliffer: “El-LEAF-er”

Gwrgi: “Ga-WHERE-gi”

Peredur: “PEAR-REE-dur”

The Christians

Brother Telleyr: “TELL-er”

Brother Anguen: “AN-gew-en”


In the 1830s, a group of quarrymen discovered a body buried on a hilltop two miles east of Dunipace, Scotland. The skeleton had been laid to rest in an ancient coffin of unhewn stone. No weapons, jewelry, mirrors, or combs were found in the grave. The only accompanying artifact was a large earthenware vase, and inside it the decayed remains of parchment. A report was published in The New Statistical Account of Scotland, and the skeleton was removed so quarrying could continue.

The body, the coffin, and the earthenware vase have all since been lost.

Along with the parchment and whatever was written upon it.




I.

I have been a drop in the air.

I have been a shining star.

I have been a word in a book.

—“Cad Goddeu” (“The Battle of the Trees”), translated by Robert Graves, The White Goddess





CHAPTER 1



Cadzow Fortress, Strathclyde

Land of the Britons

Late Winter, AD 550

I was dreaming of the forest. This time no rustle of wind, no birdcall, no sliver of light penetrated the thick canopy of trees. Silence thundered in my ears like a band of warhorses. And then, through the gloom, I heard my mother call my name, her voice soft and hollow-throated as a dove’s.

Languoreth.

I woke with a start as my brother tugged back the covers and a rush of cold air met my feet. Lailoken’s sandy hair was unkempt. He watched impatiently as I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and reached for my dress, but as I tugged the wool over my head, my mind quickened and the memory came rushing back.

Mother was dead.

Nine days had passed since the sickness took her. Sleep—when it came—brought some relief, but each morning when I woke, my wound tore open anew.

“I dreamt of her.” I looked at my brother. “Mother was calling my name, I’m certain. If only I could have seen her . . .”

I waited a moment, hoping for a response, but Lailoken only frowned and handed me my cloak. The purple rings beneath his eyes told me he’d been up through the night again, seeking her spirit in the Summerlands. For a moment, Lail looked envious I’d dreamt of her. But if my brother did not sleep, how could he dream?

“Tonight you must rest,” I said. “There is sickness yet beyond Cadzow’s walls.”

Lail’s face only darkened.

“Lailoken.” I caught his sleeve. “Sooner or later you will have to speak.”

He ignored me, reaching instead for the door’s iron latch.

“You cannot force her to come to you,” I said. “After all, the Wisdom Keepers say—”

Lail turned on his heel, his narrowed eyes unmistakable.

Don’t be stupid—you’re going to wake Crowan.

I bit my tongue. I didn’t want to wake our nursemaid any more than he; Crowan would never allow us to go down to the river this time of morning. And though neither Lailoken nor I could explain it, we knew the beast waiting in the shallows waited for us alone. As though it were ours alone to see.

I followed Lailoken down the dark corridor, softening my footfalls as we crept past the entryway to the great room with its sleeping warriors and softly dying embers.

Yes, Mother was dead. Now our rambling timber hall felt like a husk without her.

I swallowed the stinging that rose in my throat and followed Lailoken out the heavy oaken door and into the milky morning light.

In the courtyard, mist swathed the late winter grasses. Past the fallow kitchen garden, Brant stood watch on the platform of the inner rampart, breath clouding beneath his hood. At the sound of our footsteps, his grip tightened on his spear before he caught sight of us and smiled.

“Ho, there, little cousins. And where do you suppose you’re off to?”

“We’re only going down to the river,” I said.

Brant looked at Lailoken. “Still no good morning from you, eh, Lailoken?”

“He isn’t speaking to anyone.” I shifted my weight, and Brant’s brown eyes softened.

“Right, then. Down to the river.” He gestured us through. “But you two had better mind each other. The cliff trail is slick as a snake’s belly.”

“We’ll be careful,” I swore, but as we hurried through the gate, I made certain Lailoken felt my eyes on the back of his head. It was hurtful and foolish, his vigil of silence.

“Do you imagine you miss her more than I do?” I said. “You are not the only one who lost her, Lailoken. Mother’s gone and we cannot bring her back.”

My brother stiffened as he ducked beneath a low-hanging bough, but at the sound of hurt in my voice he glanced back, reaching for my hand.

An offering, an apology.

I joined my fingers with his and we wound our way along the forest path to the place where the towering outer rampart ended. At the cliff’s edge, a deer trail stretched down hundreds of feet to the gorge below. A thick sponge of moss lined the narrow trail where the first tender shoots of fern budded from their peaty winter beds. We edged down the steep path toward the river, mud caking the leather lacing of our boots, and I breathed in the earthy smell that always brought relief. My mother had spent endless days in the forest with us, plucking mushrooms from fallen tree trunks, gathering blackberries and marshmallow and nettle, using the knife she kept at her belt to strip the bark from hazel and birch. Mother was the wife of a king. But she had also been a Wisdom Keeper, trained in the art of healing. It was the lady Idell our tenants visited for a tonic to ease their child’s cough, a salve to slather on their horse’s foot, or a remedy to ease the aches of old age. And it was by her side, in the woods, under our great roof of trees, that I felt most at home.

The river Avon glinted like liquid glass as we emerged at the cliff bottom. Stooping low, we moved softly through the underbrush until we neared the bank of the river and Lailoken squeezed my hand. We crouched at the water’s edge, just out of sight, as I struggled to quiet my breathing.

The red stag was magnificent—nine points on each of his antlers. We watched the river course round his black hooves as he drank in the shallows, the graceful muscle working in his throat. It was strange to spot deer this late in winter, and stranger still to find one so close to our fort; most had been hunted into the deepest glades beyond Cadzow by now. Surely such a beast was wise to the ways of men. And yet, each morning since our mother’s death, we had descended the steep banks of the gorge to find him standing in the current as if he, too, were keeping vigil.

Now the only sound was the soft gurgle of water over rock. Fog pillowed over the dark sheen of river and I opened my ears to the sounds of the stream, longing to hear the sweet strains of the melody my mother so often hummed while walking the woods.

Then, a movement flickered in the corner of my vision. I turned instinctually, looking upriver. At first I could make no sense of the shadowy form that appeared where nothing had stood a moment before. I blinked to clear my eyes. But there, in the water, rising out of the mist, stood a figure, her dark hair flowing over her simple green dress. If my fingers hadn’t been stinging with cold, I would have been certain I was still dreaming.

Mother.

Her skin was no longer flushed by fever or marred by the blisters that had come. Her face was smooth and her lips wore a smile, but her gaze was unsettling; her eyes were wild and dark in the river’s dim. I opened my mouth to cry out her name, but the stag bolted upright, nostrils flaring. I glanced back upriver, and my heart sank. My mother had vanished as quickly as she had come.

Or had she been there at all?

I balled my fists until my nails bit into the flesh of my palms. How could my eyes play such cruel tricks? There was nothing now but the soft wash of water. Only the great stag stood regarding us, his tawny pelt shimmering in the growing light of morning.

Of course I hadn’t seen her. We had scattered her ashes high in the hills. But next to me Lailoken let out a puff of breath.

“It was her, wasn’t it?” I turned to him. “You saw her, Lail, tell me! She was just there . . .”

Lailoken gave a tight nod. Because he was my twin, I could feel his tears before they began. I sank down onto the pebbled bank. My brother sank down beside me. And together we poured our grief into the slowly waking world.

We sat at the river’s edge until our bodies grew stiff from cold and our sobs gave way to the sound of birds in the forest behind us. All the while the stag moved softly in the shallows. Perhaps tomorrow the beast would come no more—after all, it had been nine days. Cathan the Wisdom Keeper said nine was the most magical of numbers.

I was wiping my face with the corner of my cloak when Lail stiffened.

“What is it?” I asked.

He lifted a finger and gestured to the edge of the nearby thicket, where a brown hare was hunched beyond the brambles, its head tilted as if it were listening. Lail watched as it shivered its whiskers and scampered into the forest, his gaze following its trail. Then he turned to me, eyes rimmed red, and spoke the first words he’d uttered in days.

“A rider is coming. He brings news from the east.”

A “Knowing,” or so the Wisdom Keepers called them. At night, and even in waking, Lail told me, he dreamt of such things: salmon circling the bottom of a forest pool, or the speckled eggs of a faraway falcon’s nest. It had been Lail who had woken from sleep that first morning after Mother died and heeded the call to the river. There he’d found the red stag standing in the shallows as if it were waiting. My brother had a gift for reading such signs from the Gods. We were only ten winters—Lailoken was young to have such skill. Yet Lail could not make sense of why the great deer had come. Even so, I could sense now that my brother’s gift was growing. Messengers came often to Cadzow with news for our father, but never before had Lailoken foreseen one.

I shifted on the stones, straining to hear the sound of hoofbeats I knew were not yet approaching. A rider was coming—it was only a matter of when—and soon our nursemaid Crowan would wake to find our beds empty. I knew we should hurry, yet I could not take my eyes from the water.

“Was that truly Mother we saw?” I asked. “Is that what it’s like when you see someone from Spirit?”

“Don’t know.” Lailoken squinted. “I’ve never seen a spirit before.”

“She looked just as real as anyone. Do you think if we stayed . . . we might see her again?”

Lail’s blue eyes trailed to the water almost hopefully. But then he shook his head and wiped his nose on the back of his hand. I felt the small stab as he shut me out again and looked to the cliff top, where a yolky sun was filtering through the forest. The spell of dawn had broken. In the current, the stag shifted and meandered toward the opposite bank. I wanted to rest my head on his smooth flanks, make my mother reappear so she could chase away the emptiness. But we moved instead to climb the trail, turning our backs on the water.

As we reached the little gully where our mother had so often sat by our side, I heard the echo of her voice rising up from the depths of my longing. She had called out my name in the darkness of my dream. But her voice had not been tender or full of love.

Her voice had been full of warning.



CHAPTER 2



We’d lingered too long by the river, and our nursemaid Crowan had worked herself into a state over the sight of our empty beds.

“Just where have you been? And in your cloaks, I see! On such a cold morning as this, with marauding men about? Haven’t you a care for old Crowan’s heart? In with you now, lest your father catch sight of you.”

She ushered us into the warmth of the hall and toward our chambers, all the while mumbling, “Keep ’em safe, Crowan, and let no harm come to ’em. Hmph. Not so easy with these two rascals roaming the wilds.”

Lail regarded her mutely. Even in the depths of his grief I knew Crowan’s ceaseless ministrations rankled him no end. But what was Crowan to do? She’d tended us since we were babes, and our father before us. I looked at her as she planted her small feet, arms crossed over her bony chest.

“And well? Will you tell me where you’ve been, or don’t I deserve an answer at all?” Her tidy gray hair had escaped in wiry strands from her plait, and her little hazel eyes were clouded with worry.

“Don’t be cross,” I said. “We were only down at the river, Crowan. Nine mornings in a row we’ve spotted him—a great stag—and he doesn’t flee at all!”

Lail shot me a look for betraying our secret.

“Nine mornings you’ve been down to the river, sneaking from bed without me waking?” Crowan threw up her hands, but the rebuke faded from her tongue.

“I suppose your mother loved them woods, didn’t she?” She softened and gathered us close. I inhaled the smell of peat smoke and pine that always clung to her rough woolen smock.

“Gods know, the beauty left this house when she took her last breath,” she said. “But you must be careful. There’s talk of evil men roaming this land. Things aren’t what they once was. Swear to me you’ll not sneak away again. I couldn’a bear it if something ill were to happen to you. Swear it, now.”

Lailoken leaned into her but did not reply.

“We swear it, Crowan,” I said. Better me than Lailoken. If my brother didn’t speak it, it couldn’t hold him, and who knew where his wanderings might lead?

Lail gave me a nod of thanks as Crowan hurried us down the corridor to ready us for breakfast.

In my chamber before the bronze mirror, I watched as Crowan worked to comb and re-plait my long, wavy hair. Father swore she would outlive us all, but her wrinkled face looked worn now, her skin as thin as parchment.

“Crowan.” I stilled her hands.

“Yes, dove?”

“Do you believe that when we die, we truly go to the Summerlands?”

Her eyes searched mine in the reflection. “Aye. Don’t you believe it?”

I glanced away. There was a time when our warriors boasted of the bottomless horns of ale they’d drink in the land of the Gods, the fair women they’d bed, the riches they’d have. Once we were a people who held no fear of death. But that was before the Romans came. Before our warriors were cut down and our fields watered with blood.

Cathan—Father’s counsellor—had taught us the histories. How the Romans had slain entire villages, entire tribes, men, women, and children alike falling to the sword. They outlawed our Wisdom Keepers and put them to slaughter. Those who survived were sent to work in the mines. They set fire to our fields and then sowed them with salt.

They created a wasteland and called it peace, Cathan had said.

Now our warriors watched warily from our high hills and fortresses.

Did I believe in Summerlands when such things could happen? Did I dare believe a world of spirits and Gods could be real at all?

“I want to believe,” I said at last.

“Well. I’ll tell you what I know.” Crowan smiled. “The Ancestors keep their vigil at the edge of the worlds, waitin’ to bring their children home. It was them that taught us the plants that heal, the fire that burns, how to work our metal, and how to keep our stories. It was them that could shift their shapes to any animal of the forest in the blink of an eye.” She sighed and pressed her face beside mine in the mirror.

“Such times are hard on all of us, and on none harder than the young. But you’re the lady of this hall now. Gods be true, you’ll make your mother proud.” Crowan straightened, and her hands resumed their work.

“I’ll tell you what else I know. Your mother lived well on this land. She was kind and generous, always tending to the people. The Ancestors wouldn’a miss guiding her home. The lady Idell suffers no more. I can promise you that.”

I nodded, but I couldn’t keep my eyes from welling at the mention of my mother.

Nor at the memory of her standing knee-deep in the half-frozen river, pale and silent, like a stranger.

Like a ghost.

•  •  •

Father’s chair sat empty at breakfast. The servants had set out plates with salt pork and cheese, warm bread and fresh-churned butter. Lail and I ate dutifully before pushing back our chairs to find Cathan beyond the courtyard. The Wisdom Keeper’s hut sat just inside the inner rampart, beside a thorn tree and a small stand of crab apple. When Cathan and my father weren’t traveling to collect the food rents or summoned to the capital by the high king, Tutgual, we visited Cathan daily for instruction. Smoke emanated from the thatching of the little hut, telling me he’d just thrown a fresh block of peat on the hearth. I pushed open the door to find the coverlet pulled neatly over his bed, the usual clutter of fossils and parchment cleared from the table in anticipation of our visit. Cathan was seated on the floor in silence, his white sleeves pushed up past his elbows and hands clasped in his lap.

I’d been frightened of Cathan as a babe, difficult as it might be to remember now. He was a sturdy man, tall, and must have seemed towering as a standing stone in his billowy white robe and stormy wilderness of hair. His blue eyes were clear as a forest pool and as chilly, too, until some fair humor struck him—for as stern as he might appear, Cathan the Wisdom Keeper was quick to laugh.

The floor creaked beneath our feet and Cathan opened his eyes. Standing slowly on stiff legs, he assessed us.

“No sleep, I see. At least, not for you,” he said, gesturing at Lail. Lail shrugged as we took our seats on the little bench beside the hearth.

“And you, Languoreth? How do you fare?”

The tenderness in his voice summoned the swift sting of tears, and I bit my lip against the wave that threatened to drown me.

“Eh, now?” Cathan bent, clasping his weathered hand in mine. “There, there. No sense in battling tears. We all weep. Sometimes it’s best to let them fall.”

I blinked their hotness onto my cheeks, and Cathan sighed and straightened, looking at the two of us.

“It is good we are here.” He bowed his head. “The lady Idell would not want you to miss any more instruction.” The Wisdom Keeper’s eyes trailed out the unshuttered window, where our shaggy white cattle were roaming the bleak winter pastures of Cadzow, the fields sprawling hay-colored against a smoky morning sky.

“Death is no easy thing,” Cathan said. “There is always the missing. But the dead never leave us. Lady Idell watches over us all. Someday you shall understand the truth of what I mean.”

I wanted to tell Cathan what we’d seen, to ask him why Mother had looked as she did and what she might have to do with the great stag; but Lailoken was watching, and he fixed me with a hard look. Why didn’t Lail wish me to speak of it? It was Cathan who was teaching Lailoken all he knew of augury. Signs and omens in nature, messages that came from the spirits of the woods.

Besides, no good ever came from keeping secrets from Cathan.

Cathan, unnoticing, only flexed his fingers, clearing his throat.

“So. Today we shall learn about the laws that govern our people. Why must we have laws?”

I fought to still my racing mind as his instruction began.

“Why must we have laws?” he echoed. “It is a rhetorical question. To attempt any organized society without them would be an exercise in futility. Laws do not simply dictate right from wrong. They provide measures of balance. In this way, laws are not only laws, they are Spirit. Laws become our guardians. They help men and women keep the course between right and wrong when they cannot do so themselves. A law broken results in a punishment, most often payment—the aim of which is to encourage correct action in the future.”

“But what about raiding?” Lailoken asked. “If raiding cattle is stealing from others, why are no fines paid by warriors or kings?” My brother thrived on instruction, and it cheered me a little to hear him sounding more like himself.

“Because when raiding’s done right, it’s all in good sport. Proper kings don’t go to war over stolen cattle!” Cathan grinned. “They learn instead to guard them better the next time. It is when the laws built to protect men and women are broken that raiding turns to war. Lords and chieftains take their revenge. Blood feuds begin. Always a messy business.” He waved his hand dismissively.

“But how can laws be Spirit, you may wonder?” he continued. “Well. Our laws were divined by the Wisdom Keepers from the earliest of days. In keeping to the law, we are obeying instructions on how people should walk the earth, sent from the highest authority—that of the All Knowing, the forces we call Gods. Laws prevent bloodshed. They provide care for the sick. They bind a warrior to his king. And they keep a king close to his gods.”

A gust of frosty air blew in through the open window, meant to keep us alert, but I leaned closer to the hearth as it crackled and spit, warming my back. Cathan’s deep voice soothed as he went on about the fines owed—for land disputes, failure to contribute goods for rents, mistreatment of a tenant farmer or a wife, and, worst of all, murder. Perhaps Cathan was right. Even in the pit of our sadness, there was room for instruction. Some thought it tedious, but Lailoken and I had a mind for it. After all, our father was a petty king, one of the thirteen kings in the north. As his children, we were expected to commit such laws to memory.

The overseeing of our laws fell to our council of jurists: Wisdom Keepers, the most respected of whom were chosen to uphold them. Cathan, in our kingdom, was such a man, though he was an expert, too, in philosophy, augury, star knowledge, and the wonders of the earth. It was Cathan who’d noticed the pair of sparrows beating their wings outside my mother’s window in the days before our birth. It was he who foretold the twins that shared her womb.

“The Gods are watching,” he’d said. “There will be two, and there is magic in them.”

Magic . . .

There were tales of Wisdom Keepers from long ago who could call forth a tempest from the bluest of skies, or lay a curse upon a man with a murmur of breath. But this was the stuff of Midwinter tales. If there was any magic in us, it dwelled in my brother. This was why he’d been chosen by Cathan to train as a Keeper. When I dreamt, I dreamt only of the forest. It was the place I loved best, so why should I question it? I could not shift the weather or foresee events. I was no message taker between our land and the land of our gods, and I was thankful for it.

Until now. There was a gnawing in my chest I’d never felt before. First the dream, and then the shock of seeing my mother, no longer living and yet so real I could almost touch the strands of her dark, silky hair. If I had rushed into the wintry freeze of the river, could I have wrapped my arms around her and tethered her to the earth?

Over and over I heard her voice, and her warning.

Suddenly a rap on the door sounded, and Cathan looked up, smoothing his robes in annoyance. “Why is it they insist on interrupting?”

My cheeks flushed as I realized I hadn’t been listening for quite some time.

“Enter,” Cathan sighed.

“Your pardon, Master Cathan”—my father’s man bowed—“but a rider has come.”

Lailoken’s eyes caught mine.

“Yes, yes. We all heard the horn, didn’t we?” Cathan said. Truth be told, Cathan became so enraptured in lessons that he would scarcely have noticed if the building caught flame. But he nodded to our guard nonetheless, motioning for us to follow.

“Come on, then. I suppose we shall have to continue our lesson later.” He bent to collect his leather satchel, grumbling somewhat mockingly, “A rider has come.”

Lailoken ducked through the door, but not before Cathan fixed him with a shrewd gaze, giving his head a playful swat.

“Couldn’t have warned me, eh, Lailoken?”

•  •  •

Father stood in the courtyard in the same woolen tunic he’d been wearing for days, his beard sprouting down his neck and his wavy auburn hair hanging about his shoulders. My father was a warrior first and a king second, but my mother had always minded he dress in the robes befitting a lord. Now he was beginning to look as wild as a Pict. Still, his brown eyes brightened at the sight of us. The weak afternoon sun did little to warm the air, and I leaned into the bulk of him as he drew me close, hungry for his warmth. The Song Keepers sang that my father’s clan was descended from giants. He stood a full three heads taller than most men, and broader, too, which had only made my mother—slight and small-boned—appear more like a bird. Would that I were half as graceful as she was. Instead, my limbs had grown lanky alongside my brother’s. I had taken to slouching so I might not appear so tall. Now as the sound of hoofbeats came closer, I stood straight—for her—as the guards shouted something I could not hear.

Father scanned the courtyard and realized someone was missing.

“Gwenddolau!” he called.

A moment passed and my foster brother appeared in the courtyard, out of breath and running with sweat, his beloved falcon still tethered to his arm. Our cousin Brodyn, Brant’s younger brother, jogged easily by Gwenddolau’s side.

“She nearly caught an otter,” Gwenddolau said, stroking his bird, but where there might have been joy his voice fell flat. He pushed his golden hair from his face. “Apologies, Father. We came as soon as we heard the horn.”

“And just in time,” Father said, but not unkindly.

Gwenddolau and Brodyn had been falconing again. It seemed all Gwenddolau did these days was hunt with his falcon or swing his sword, as if he could beat back Mother’s death with the quarries of his bird or the hacking of his blade.

I’d heard Mother tell Gwenddolau that he, too, was her own. Fostering might be a tradition meant to strengthen alliances between families, but Gwenddolau was as much a brother to me as Lailoken was. He taught me to catch and carry his bird; he taught Lail to grip his first sword. He pointed out wolf tracks in the forest and the best fishing holes for trout. Even though he was fourteen winters, he still took time to play with us. Gwenddolau’s falcon shifted her wings, smoothing her brown feathers, and he came to stand at my side, his eyes fixed anxiously on the tall courtyard gate. I hadn’t even thought of it. What if this rider bore ill news of Gwenddolau’s father? After all, Ceidio was at war. Ceidio had been rightful king in the eastern lands of Ebruac before he was betrayed by his brother and forced into exile.

Now Gwenddolau’s uncle ruled, and Father said his name as if it had a bitter taste.

Eliffer.

The timber gate groaned on its hinges and issued a rider into the courtyard, his cloak caked in dirt and the flanks of his horse frothing with sweat. He swung easily from the saddle, passing his horse off to our groom, and a fragment of light caught the brooch pinned at his chest. A noble stag gleamed from a thicket of silver interlace. Brant and Brodyn wore the same: a mark of fealty sworn to my father, a talisman that gave proof of King Morken’s protection.

Father strode forward to clasp the messenger’s arm.

“Oren, you are most welcome. Come. Dust yourself off and come into the warm.”

“Morken, King,” Oren gripped his arm in return. “I was sorry to hear news of our lady Idell.”

“I thank you,” Father said, glancing away. “Please. Come inside.”

Oren bowed to Cathan and unfastened his muddy cloak to follow us through the courtyard.

Even if Oren bore no ill news of Gwenddolau’s father on this day, it would be only a matter of time before Gwenddolau left us. He’d been sent to my father to be raised up out of harm’s way, and next summer he would turn fifteen—when a boy became a man. Though Gwenddolau loved us, he was the rightful heir to a fiefdom and his father had been wronged. When the time came, Gwenddolau would ride off to make war. He had many reasons, it seemed, to hack with his sword.

Inside Cadzow Fortress the oil lamps had been lit and the high beams and dark timber walls flickered with light. Lailoken and I took our seats at the end of the sprawling table, where we were meant to watch but not speak, as Father raised his hand, signaling for ale to be brought. Oren drank deeply, but there was an air of impatience about him that left my stomach twisting beneath my ribs. Cathan drummed the pads of his fingers on the table, his blue eyes dark.

“What news, then?” Father asked. “You arrived in much haste.”

“Yes, my king. I rode out as soon as I heard. There has been an uprising. Ida the Angle has taken Vortigern’s kingdom.”

Father slammed his fist on his chair, and I jumped. “Vortigern, the fool! To invite them behind his ramparts, give them silver to protect his kingdom. To bed that bastard Ida’s daughter. Brutish men. Landless,” he shouted. “Happy to settle on even the most unfit plot of soil and so gain a foothold in our country.”

“And so it would seem they have gained much more than a foothold now,” Cathan stood. “Had we not foretold this? Consumed by greed, controlled by fear. It was a deafened ear Vortigern turned to our warning.”

“I fear no amount of prophecy will aid us now,” Father said. “The old ways are lost to him. He cares only for women, riches, and his own sallow hide.” He turned to the messenger. “Tell me, Oren. What is the state of things?”

“Vortigern has left Bryneich and retreated to his fortification on the Liddel Water that lies heavily guarded. His people were left to fend for themselves. Angle warriors swarmed the land, burning houses and watchtowers, rendering villages to ash. Vortigern’s lords have fled from their lands—some go to Gaul, others seek shelter in Partick, or King Tutgual’s fortress at Clyde Rock. In their wake these Angles leave nothing but fire. Pooled blood and body parts. Women and young children are cut down by the sword. Babies, even, are dashed against rocks.”

I shrank in my seat and Father stiffened, inclining his head toward us.

“Apologies”—Oren dipped his head—“but I mean to say they do not spare a single innocent. People flee. Some, being taken in the mountains, are murdered in great numbers. Those seeking shelter at Vortigern’s fortress are turned away. Without warmth or livestock, they are left to freeze. To starve.”

“Vortigern hides behind his walls whilst his countrymen are slaughtered,” Father said. His gaze flicked to Gwenddolau and back. “Tell me. What path have the Angles sought?”

“From Vortigern’s fortress at Bryneich straight through the Borderlands, ’til they wet their boots in the western sea,” Oren said.

A shadow fell across Gwenddolau’s face. His father, Ceidio, had taken refuge in the Borders.

“Our countryside is yet filled with fierce men who are ready to fight.” Father cast Gwenddolau a steadying look. “My friend Ceidio is such a one.”

“It seems that is so,” Oren said, his voice taking on a new tone, one of excitement, perhaps even belief. “Even now, I hear tales of such brave men who have gathered in the wild places. They wait in the glades, caves, and by the coast, eating no more than sea kelp and shivering in the damp. They wait for a worthier man to lead them.”

My heart skittered in my chest to hear it. Lailoken stood.

“Can we not ride out to challenge them, Father?”

“Do not be in such a rush to claim your glory, Lailoken.” Father turned to him, tapped a finger upon the thick white scar that marked him from temple to chin. “Such scars of war may come. But for now a king of the north cowers in hiding. His son and lords have fled. The Angles raid the countryside in much greater numbers than our own. This is not yet our war. You will have many battles yet to fight without luring the enemy to our door.”

Lail sank back in his chair with a frown.

“And what of King Ceidio?” Father asked. “Is there any news of our friend?”

Oren looked to my foster brother. “I am sorry. I have heard nothing of your father’s whereabouts.”

“We will have news; give it time.” Father gripped Gwenddolau’s shoulder. “Ceidio is a sound warrior with good men yet by his side.”

“Tutgual will call a Gathering. We must prepare our belongings,” Cathan said, then turned to Oren. “You say there are yet men who lie in wait for a leader. Is there talk of such a man?”

“There is talk of a man called Emrys,” Oren said. “They say he is a shrewd man, and battle hard. His people are Sarmatian; they came with the Romans. For five generations since, his family has guarded the Wall. Warriors all.”

“A Dragon Warrior,” Cathan observed. “If any can hope to press back the Angles, it is he.”

Dragon Warrior. I mouthed the words at Lailoken, my eyes wide. Cathan had told us of the Sarmatians. They fought in scaled armor and hailed from the far East, the frostbitten lands of grass. Their standard was that of a great dragon that made furious shrieking sounds when it met with the wind, causing their enemies to pee in their britches. They, too, had once fought the Romans. When they, too, were defeated, they were shipped over the broad sea to guard the Wall built by the wicked emperor Hadrian. The Sarmatians were paid handsomely to keep us wild Britons, Picts, and Westmen at bay.

“His forefathers may be Sarmatian,” Oren said, “But he is a Briton, a man of the Wall through and through. They call him Pen Dragon.”

“Head Dragon, indeed.” Cathan looked pleased.

“But he is lowborn.” Father turned to his counsellor. “You know as well as I the lords and high chieftains will never follow him.”

Cathan smoothed his white sleeves and strode to the hearth, his gaze settling on the crackling flames.

“We shall see, Morken, my old friend. In times such as these, when the people need a hero, so are such heroes made.”



CHAPTER 3



I woke to the nicker of horses in the courtyard, Father’s voice coming muffled through the thick timber walls.

“Aye, Herrick. Load it on the cart.”

I heard the unmistakable scrape and thunk of Father’s heavy wooden trunk and bolted upright. Yanking my boots over bare feet, I wrapped my cloak over my shift and rushed out into the dull gray morning. A gloomy gust of wind assailed me as I rubbed my eyes to take in the flurry of activity. Beside the naked branches of the apple tree, Father’s chestnut stallion stood sleepily next to Cathan’s mottled gray. Macon, our groom, was leading Gwenddolau’s mount along the narrow dirt path that led from the stables.

“My lady.” Our servant Herrick gave me a nod, the corded muscles of his back straining as he worked to angle my father’s trunk past two others in the cart and secure them with rope.

At the sight of me Father straightened, dropping his hands from the girth buckle. “Languoreth.”

He’d trimmed the wiry cinnamon hairs of his beard and was clad in his fur-lined traveling cloak. His thick golden torque gleamed heavy at the hollow of his throat.

“Where are you going?” I asked, my boots clomping as I crossed the wet grass.

“Tutgual King has called for a Gathering of the kings and lords of Strathclyde. It is as we thought. I must leave this very morning for Partick,” he said.

Days ago I’d lost my mother. Now my father was being called away?

Father shook his head. “You look at me as if I were going to leave without saying farewell! Come now. It’ll be a fortnight, maybe less.”

I stared at him, gutless, and he bent, leveling his brown eyes on mine.

“Daughter. What would you have me do? Ignore the summons of our high king in the capital? You know I must go.”

I looked frantically round the courtyard. “Then you must leave Cathan with us, or Gwenddolau!”

“Cathan is not only my counsellor and your tutor, Languoreth. He is also head Wisdom Keeper of Strathclyde and lord of the White Isle. He can no more ignore such a summons than I. And Gwenddolau is nearly a man. He will soon need to make his own way among these courts. You will be in trusted care. Brant and Brodyn will stay.”

“No. I want to go with you,” I said. “Take me to Partick.”

“Languoreth. You are far too young, and the roads now are far too dangerous.”

I didn’t believe him: there could be nothing so dangerous between here and such a place. Partick was shining and ripe, a capital full of sweet orchards where all the nobles kept residences. Gwenddolau had told me of shops there laden with pottery from Gaul, the vendors selling herbed olives and exotic spices, their carts full to bursting with creamy cheeses, perfumes, and incense that had journeyed all the way across the ocean, up the glittering expanse of the river Clyde. I longed for Partick and yet I did not know which I wanted: to travel with Father or to keep him from leaving.

Foundering, I searched until I found it, the thing I knew would stay him.

“But Mother is dead. It has only been days! Would you so soon forget her?”

As soon as I said the words, I wanted to swallow them.

“Still your mouth, child.” Father’s dark eyes pinned me, his hands curled involuntarily into fists. He had never struck me, but if he did now, I might have earned it.

“With every fiber of my body I grieve for your mother,” he said. “But I am a king, chief of Goddeu. Even now, Picts and Westmen creep their boats up our stretch of river in search of weakness. They lurk round my borders eyeing my cattle and grain, the very wealth we depend on. Even now, the Angles march, burning and slaying as they make their way back toward Bryneich. The blood of my father and all four of my brothers has soaked this land. I will not forsake them. You think I am the only man to lose a wife? Death is no excuse for any man. Least of all a king.”

I flushed. A long moment passed before Father straightened and sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose.

“Languoreth, I assure you. You will have plenty of time in Partick once you’re fully grown.”

Father moved to take my hand but I yanked it from reach, narrowing my eyes instead. “Gods know where you got your temper.” He glowered as he bent to yank his horse’s girth.

“Likely the same place she got her fiery hair.” Cathan appeared from the kitchens clasping a hunk of bread stuffed with strips of beef that he used to gesture vaguely in Father’s direction. A send-off from our cook, Agnes, no doubt. She was forever stuffing Cathan with food.

Father shot him a grim look and smoothed a hand over his head, where thick strands of auburn yet battled the gray.

“You must be easy on her,” Cathan said, striding across the courtyard. “It takes practice to get used to farewells, but with leadership comes obligation.” He turned to me. “Languoreth knows this. Do you not?”

My nod was reluctant.

Father bent to me once more, his eyes searching mine. “I will return, you have nothing to fear. I’ve got ten men-at-arms accompanying me to Partick. I swear to you, all will be well.”

He pulled his cloak more closely about his shoulders and extended his heavy silver brooch to me. “Here. Be a kind daughter and help your father fasten his cloak.”

I took the metal halfheartedly, pushing the thick pin through the fabric to secure it at his breast, and he smiled. “I nearly forgot. I’ve got something for you. A gift.”

Reaching into the folds of his cloak he pulled out a leather packet with a flourish like a traveling magician. It was heavy and wrapped in buttery calfskin. A weapon, I was sure of it. Too small to be a sword. And yet the weight of it felt substantial in my hands. I touched the cord that bound it.

“Go ahead. Open it.”

Slowly, I tugged the cord, and the folded leather fell open to reveal the thick golden handle of a knife. I drew the weapon from its intricately tooled leather sheath to examine it more fully. How could something so beautiful be functional? The handle was decorated with delicate threads of interlacing. Amber, amethysts, and rubies were fashioned into the glittering scales of a fierce and magnificent serpent. His tail curled around the handle’s tip and the strong iron blade emerged from his gaping mouth, a cold and slicing sort of fire.

The sight of it left me speechless.

“I have seen you watching your brother and Gwenddolau train at their weapons,” Father said. “There is no reason you shouldn’t learn the skill of it. You are, after all, the daughter of a warrior.”

Cathan leaned in to admire the knife. “A strong and beautiful weapon,” he said. “Fit for a queen.”

A weapon of my own. Despite my sadness, my heart became a feathered thing, testing its wings in the cage of my chest. I had been wanting this—oh, how I’d been wanting this. It had been decades—no, centuries—since women were privileged to train in weapons. Now, at last, I had my chance. I traced my fingers over the glittering scales in disbelief.

“This is mine?”

“Yes.”

“And I may learn how to wield it?”

“Well, that was my hope. It’s otherwise a rather dangerous gift to give a child, wouldn’t you agree?” Father’s smiled broadened. “Your brother’s gone off with Brant and Brodyn to do their weapon work. If you hurry, you might begin right now.”

“Truly?”

“Truly.”

I folded the knife into the pocket of my cloak and reached to place my hands on either side of his bearded face. “Thank you, Father.”

The corners of his eyes crinkled in the way they did when he was truly happy. “Wield it well, little one. I’ll soon be home to see your use of it. May the Gods keep you.”

“May the Gods keep you,” I echoed, praying it might be true.

He hoisted me up and kissed me, then handed me to Cathan. “Cathan. Say good-bye to our warrior princess.”

Cathan groaned at the weight of me. I breathed in the deep scent of incense as he held me against his cloak. “Tell your brother to mind what you say, eh? We all know who’s the wiser.”

Voices sounded from the direction of the stables, and as Cathan set me down, I looked up to see Gwenddolau coming through the courtyard, my father’s men close behind. His heavy green cloak made him look like a forest spirit, but his eyes were shadows. No news yet of his father.

I reached for him and he ducked beneath the haggard fingers of the apple tree to embrace me.

“Hey now, little one. Don’t be so sad. We’ll be home before you know it.” He gave a small smile and swung onto his horse. “I’m leaving my bird in your care. Take good care of her, will you?”

I looked up at him, so handsome and noble upon his mare. “I want to go with you,” I said, my voice small.

Gwenddolau rested his callused hand on my head.

“Your place is here at Cadzow just now. Do not be in such a hurry to grow up, Languoreth. Before you know it, you’ll be fifteen, and these times will be like a gust of wind. One moment through the trees, and the next, forever gone.”

His light eyes were sad. I wasn’t sure how to answer, or if I was even meant to. I climbed the rain-slick ladder of the guard tower instead and watched as they rode out, until the far gate was bolted behind them. In the quiet that descended I let out a breath. But the sinking feeling was buoyed by the weight of the new gift in my pocket. Scrambling back down the ladder, I found Crowan waiting in the courtyard, a heavy shawl wrapped tight round her little frame.

“I’ll not be the one to say it, not me, but it don’t seem fitting, giving a young lady a knife.”

I gripped the cold metal protectively, the way a sillier girl might hold a doll.

“Oh, go ahead, then,” she said. “Go and find your brother. But mind you don’t run with that evil blade unsheathed! And, for the sake of the Gods, put some clothes on you first! Is that a shift I spy under that cloak?”

“I’ll dress,” I promised, and ran from the courtyard before she could change her mind.

I found the men by the stables. Brodyn was leaning against the barn with an easy grace, his long brown hair tied back and legs clad in training leathers, watching his older brother, Brant, parry the swift clash of Lail’s sword. Brant was short and slightly stocky, whereas Brodyn was lean. But what my cousin Brant lacked in height, he’d gained in brawn and in his sense of command. Brant was serious, while Brodyn was forever jesting. Both brothers—with their dark hair and acorn-colored eyes—were as gifted with weaponry as they were in their looks, as the young maids of Cadzow would readily agree.

I watched Lailoken’s feet move in their rhythm of attack like the steps of a dance, his sandy brows knit in concentration. My brother moved with such ease now. I’d tugged on a tunic and a pair of Lailoken’s trousers, the ones I always borrowed for tromping the woods and mucking round by the river—the ones I wore when I most wished I belonged in the world of men.

I observed them sparring until Brant sensed me standing behind him and lifted his hands in surrender. “Peace, Lailoken, peace. Your sister has arrived.”

Lail lowered his blade and turned to me. “Father’s given you the knife!”

Brant smiled. “I thought he might.”

“It was I who thought he might.” Brodyn unfolded his arms and pushed his tall frame from the barn wall. “I told you it would be this morning.”

Brant swung at his brother as Lail jogged to greet me. “You must be happy, sister. May I see it?”

My face burned with pride as I extended the knife and Lail drew it from the sheath.

“It belonged to a Westman king.” Brant leaned in to admire it. “He made a run last summer at Clyde Rock. Do you remember, Languoreth? He met with Morken’s sword. Bad luck, really, raiding during a feast.”

“Bad luck raiding when we were there, I say,” Brodyn scoffed. “Eight boats of hairy Westmen against the likes of us? We made such quick work of them; old Tutgual’s soldiers had scarcely made it down to the water by the time we were through.”

Brant looked wearily at his brother. “There’s a braggart, and there’s you. Did our father teach you nothing about humility?”

“Did our father teach you nothing about pride in one’s accomplishments?” Brodyn countered. “We’ve still got it around here somewhere if you want to see it. The Westman’s head, I mean.” Brodyn grinned. “Cedar oil. It’s an age-old trick. Does a beautiful job preserving.”

“No, thank you,” I said too quickly.

“Ah, no matter.” Brodyn clapped me on the shoulder. “We’ll build a warrior’s stomach in you yet.”

“Come on then,” Brant said, a smile playing at his lips. “Our little cousin is wanting to wield her weapon, no doubt.”

“Right. Our wee Languoreth. Let’s see what you can do.” Brodyn yanked Lail down beside him in the dead winter grass. I took a breath and tucked my thick braid into the collar of Lail’s tunic.

“Firstly,” Brant said, “do not stand front-wise to me. Turn your body like this.”

He angled his torso and staggered his legs. “You leave your enemy too many opportunities. That’s better. And keep your weapon out of my reach.” Before I could blink, Brant’s ironlike grip had locked on my wrist and squeezed, causing me to cry out in pain and drop my knife.

Shocked, I rubbed my wrist and waited for an apology that did not come. Instead he tucked his toe under the fallen blade and, with a flick of his foot, lofted it, catching it swiftly in hand.

“If you think a Westman or a Pict would be any kinder, you are mistaken. Now try again,” he said, returning the knife.

The next time Brant made a grab for my wrist, I shrank away just in time. He nearly stumbled forward in surprise.

“And never let your guard down with a girl of ten winters, eh, brother?” Brodyn called out.

“I’ll thank you to shut your trap whilst we’re training,” Brant said, fixing his eyes on me. “Now attack.”

My cousins had fashioned a thick wax covering for the tip of my blade so I’d be able to parry and thrust with no risk of injury. I think they’d intended I not cut myself, but after a few close encounters with the hollow of his neck, Brant’s dark eyes lit, surprised.

“How about that: she knows to go for the neck! Brodyn?” he called.

“Yes, brother?”

“I’m glad you cast the wax so thickly.”

I beamed in the warmth of their praise. This is what I was built for, I thought, as I reveled in the chill of the winter air on my face and the stretch and spring of my limbs as they moved in the foreign rhythms of defense and attack.

After some time had passed, Brodyn stood, stretching. “Come, brother, give way. She’s clearly got talent. Let the girl benefit from a more experienced instructor.”

Brant shook his head but sank down beside Lail in the grass while Brodyn showed me how to jab, how to slice, and the places on the body most impacted by a wound from a smaller blade: the neck, the thigh, the stomach. All the while Lail watched, a distinctly proud look on his face.

I could have stayed practicing all day had the rain not begun to come down, soaking us to the bone in a matter of moments, the wet causing the knife to go slick in my hand.

“That’s enough now,” Brant said as he shielded his eyes from the onslaught of water. “Come, Languoreth. It’s time for midday.” The shivering overtook me and I let them draw me away.

Brodyn draped his arm over my shoulder as we made our way back to the hall. “It seems, Lailoken, that you are not the only one gifted with the warrior’s way.”

But my brother did not return his smile. “I would be proud to have my sister battle at my side. I think, someday, she shall, in whatever way she can.”

•  •  •

The brothers shook rain from their heads and leaned their weapons against the wall in the great room, oblivious to the weight of Crowan’s disapproving glare as she nudged Lail and me onto the wooden bench and tucked a thick wool blanket round each of us. The fire blazed hot as the summer sun, and I breathed in the bright smell of rosemary rising in wisps of steam from the heaping bowl of mutton before me. The four of us fell upon our midday meal as if we hadn’t eaten in weeks.

I had just devoured my second helping of stew and was sopping the extra gravy with a hunk of bread when shouting erupted over the steady pounding of the rain.

Brodyn shot up, nearly knocking over our bench. “Someone’s at the gate.”

“Go,” Brant said. “I’ll stay with the children.”

“Children?” Lail scoffed.

“You are children,” Brant said. “And you’ll mind what I say.”

In one swift motion, Brodyn lifted his spear from the wall and took off running into the rain. I watched a shift come over Brant. I’d seen it before, when Father gathered his men in the courtyard before riding off to raid. The sparkle in Brant’s dark eyes drained away and his body tensed, as if something inside him had coiled like a snake. He positioned himself between us and the door, hand on the hilt of his sword, ready to strike.

“It might be the Angles,” Lail said without a trace of fear in his voice.

My mouth went dry. It was winter. My father could raise an army of two hundred, but the bulk of them were tenant farmers, home now with their families. Of the small retinue we kept on through winter, ten had traveled with my father to Partick. That left ten guarding the storehouses down by the river and only ten who remained here.

If the Angles had come, there would be no saving any of us.

As if reading my thoughts, Lail stood and yanked his sword from its baldric. “I can fight.”

“Stay back, Lailoken,” Brant said, his voice low.

“I can fight,” he insisted.

“You will not.”

“Sweet Gods, Lail, do as he says!” I shouted.

“Let them come,” Lail said. “I will protect you.”

Brant’s jaw clenched, but he let my brother stay.

I gripped the handle of my new knife, struggling to calm myself. Moments stretched. The tension in the room pulled taut as an archer’s string. I strained my ears, listening until I could hear my own blood racing. And then a series of shouts sounded from the courtyard. The heavy slap of footsteps came thundering down the corridor. Brant lifted his sword, his eyes set on the door; but when it thrust open, only Brodyn appeared, his dark hair wet as an otter’s pelt.

“Sweet Gods, brother, I nearly took off your head!” Brant cursed.

Brodyn made no apology, rushing forward to murmur something low in his brother’s ear.

“What?” Lail demanded. “Who is it?”

Whatever Brodyn had said, it made Brant’s face fall. He blinked a moment, then nodded to his brother. “Let them in.”

Brodyn retreated quickly into the damp and I heard his deep voice call for the gates to open.

Our cousin swept his dark eyes over us, deciding something.

“Come, Lailoken, Languoreth,” Brant said. “We will need your help. You must come right away.”



CHAPTER 4



At first it seemed as though the rain must have turned to waves and we were now lost in an ocean. How else could I explain the swarm of bodies that washed through our gates, tumbling into the courtyard like piles of rotting fish? Rotting, for that was the smell that assaulted our noses, causing Brant, Brodyn, and the rest of my father’s men to clamp their wet wool to their faces even as they ran to help the wounded through the yawning timber doors. Men, women, children, victims of the Angles. How far they had traveled, I could not say, but they looked half-starved, their travel-worn clothing stuck like paste to rain-drenched limbs.

They rushed toward the hall with hollow eyes and jerking movements, like corpses brought back from the dead. They rushed toward the hall until the courtyard became a waking nightmare, with wounds that glistened dark and slick like eels in the pelting storm.

I heard someone cry out, “Merciful Gods!”

And then Crowan and our man Herrick ran from the kitchens, blinking against the streams of rain coming from the sky. “Quickly! Get them into the stables; get them into the warm!” Crowan shouted.

Brant nodded at Lail. Did he want to take command? Lailoken reached out a hand as if to steady himself before gesturing to Herrick.

“Herrick. Help Macon bed clean straw in the barn. We’ll treat the wounded there. Any remaining will take refuge in the hall.”

How could my twin be so clearheaded when my vision was coming in flashes?

The weeping split of a stomach wound. The pearly white gleam of leg bone bursting through skin. Hair glossy, clumped with blood, staining faces crimson in the rain. Everywhere the putrid smell of wound rot and the stink of wet bandages.

I felt my eyes water from the stench and my stomach spasm in revolt. I don’t know how long I would have stood there, paralyzed by the horror before me, if I hadn’t felt the sharp sting of fingernails rake my arm. My gaze fell to the ground, where a boy my age had stumbled, his hand outstretched.

“Please,” he said. “Please . . .”

Wintry mud seeped into my trousers as I dropped down beside him.

“Where . . . where are you hurt?”

My eyes found the wound on his chest before he could answer. His face was white with pain. Biting my lip, I reached a trembling hand to tease back the soggy fabric of his bandage and gasped.

The boy’s eyes widened as he watched me, and he shifted with fear. “It’s soured, hasn’t it?”

I had seen infection before, but never like this. It stank of death.

“My sister told me it wasn’t so bad,” the boy said. “But it hurts—it hurts so much.” Drained of what little strength he had, he sank back onto the puddled earth.

“Where is your sister now?” I asked.

“They took her.” His voice was a whisper in the rain.

What would Angle men want with a girl my age? I swallowed. The question sickened me. The boy lifted his head and I noticed his eyes were blue like my brother’s. They held mine as if I were an anchor.

“Come. We must get you to the barn.” I tried to lift him, but my feet slipped helplessly in the mud. Sweet Gods, his body was a boulder. I braced my hands under the pits of his arms and tried again to raise him, but he screamed in pain.

“Stop, please, stop! I can’t. It hurts.”

“It’s all right”—my voice came in a rush—“it’s going to be all right.” I looked frantically round the courtyard. “Please, somebody . . .”

“My lady.” Herrick caught sight of me across the yard and raced to scoop the boy into his arms. “I’ll take ’im.”

The boy cried out over Herrick’s shoulder, his chest heaving now, his eyes wild, hysterical.

“You’ll be all right,” I called after him, but my voice was thick with panic. “I promise, you’ll be all right.”

My head was spinning and I blinked, commanding myself to think. Mother’s healing hut. There would be bandages, salves, and ointments. There was no time to waste.

I dodged through the chaos of the courtyard as fast as I could, past the stables and the rampart and into the woods. Lail’s soggy woolen trousers clung to my legs. My lungs burned. I forced my feet to pound faster, down the narrow forest trail that skirted the pasture. Here the towering trees sheltered the path from rain, and my feet could gain purchase on the soggy ground. At last I came to the thatched hut that stood abandoned in the forest of gnarled oaks. Chest heaving, I yanked the wooden latch. The door swung open.

There was no welcoming fire in the hearth. No shaft of light to illuminate the dim and forgotten room. Everything was just as my mother had left it. Poplar twigs hung from the ceiling alongside thick bundles of hyssop, sage, and lavender that filled the air with a moldy, verdant smell. Ceramic pots filled with bloodroot, velvet dock, elderberry, and crushed meadowsweet blossom lined the sturdy set of wooden shelves beside the glass vials that held Mother’s herbal elixirs. Her mortar and pestle sat on the table, a cluster of sunny, half-ground pods resting in its hollow.

The rain on the roof whispered, hush, hush. I balled my hands into fists and forced myself over the threshold. Moving past the sturdy oak table, I searched blindly in the twilight room for the basket that held clean strips of linen. When the wicker met my fingers, I let out a sigh of relief. Snatching the basket, I moved to the shelves. That was where I foundered. Here was the elder, but that was for coughs and winter sickness. I knew the blue jar contained nettle, but the brown one . . .

Frustration swelled, and I battled the urge to scream.

Think, think. The scores of bottles and jars stood silent, taunting me. My mother had known each herb and root by heart. I was no healer.

Curses! Why had I not paid better attention? The boy was going to die and it was my stupid fault.

Oh, Mother, please help me. I squeezed my eyes shut, praying with every ounce of my will. Let her appear once more. I would even give her back, let her return, if only this once she could appear and help me, help me treat these people, save this boy.

For a heartbeat, I waited. The only sounds were the wash of rain and the rattle of wind through leafless trees. Biting back tears, I clutched the basket to my chest. Never had I felt so alone.

And then a soft creak came from the doorway. I spun, nearly startled from my skin, to see a hooded figure in a blue cloak standing on the threshold.

A woman. My breath caught in my throat.

She looked as though she’d been standing there for some time, watching me.

She must have heard my gasp, because she reached a slender hand to shift the hood from her face. Her hair was dark, wet from rain. But she was far younger than my mother had been. Hers was the face of a stranger.

My disappointment turned brittle. “You frightened me.”

“Apologies,” she said. Her voice was as low and smooth as water. “I was told I would find medicine here.”

She was willowy, her hair the color of nighttime and her skin so translucent, it reminded me of moonlight. There was something about her, some flashing curiosity behind her eyes, that struck me as strange, almost otherworldly. Sensing my scrutiny, she ducked her head and entered the room.

“It appears to be well stocked,” she said. Her eyes were a luminous sort of blue, like a pot of cerulean ink. She brushed past me and her fingers traced the ceramic pots as if they were telling her their secrets.

“My mother built her collection over a number of years,” I said.

“A number of years?” She turned in alarm. “Then I should hope their properties will not be diminished.”

The look on her face ignited my anger.

“My mother knew the property of every plant this side of the sea. She stitched our warriors after battle. She birthed babies. She treated the frail. She tended our village children. She was a Wisdom Keeper and a healer of great renown. You will not find these herbs depleted.”

“Good,” the woman said. “Then grab as many as you can carry. And hurry. We must get to work.”

Who was this woman to barge into my mother’s healing hut and command me as if I were a common tenant? I stood still, my eyes a challenge.

She looked at me, unfazed. “You’ve lost your mother. I’m sorry for you. If you continue to stand here and do nothing, other children shall lose their mothers, too.”

Suddenly I hated her. “How dare you speak of my mother?” I demanded.

The woman sighed with impatience and snatched the basket from my arms. I watched as she began pulling bottles and jars from the shelves, stacking them hastily on top of the linens. “You’re a child at play in a healer’s workshop. Let me help you. We have no time to waste. Even now, people die in your courtyard! We’ll need another basket. Can you fetch one?”

My cheeks flushed. She was right. I snatched the basket near the hearth, the tinder clattering onto the floor as I upended it. In a few moments we were racing back along the forest trail, our arms laden with tinctures, salves, and remedies, an uncomfortable silence between us. The rain had ceased, leaving behind rivulets of water that coursed their way over the path and down toward the river. I studied the strange woman out of the corner of my eye until my curiosity got the better of me and I broke my stubborn silence.

“Will you not tell me your name?” I asked.

“My name is Ariane. I am a Wisdom Keeper. Healing is my trade. And you are Languoreth,” she said, before I could speak, “daughter of Morken. And a twin.”

I was accustomed to meeting strangers who knew of my family. But this woman seemed different. I glanced at her, wary. “If you are a Wisdom Keeper, then where are your robes?”

“I have no robes.”

“All Wisdom Keepers wear robes,” I insisted. “How else do you travel as a woman without being accosted? How else do the nobles know you are exempt from paying taxes?”

She seemed to think this was funny. “I do not worry about danger. Nor about taxes.”

I narrowed my eyes. “You have a funny way of speaking.”

“Perhaps it is you who has the funny way of speaking.”

I frowned. Cathan praised me for my impeccable diction. I spoke Latin and perfect Brythonic. Whoever she was, this Ariane was certainly not a Briton.

“Where is it you hail from?”

“You ask a lot of questions.” She hefted her basket to keep it from slipping. “I treated many on the road best I could, but I have no more supplies. Hurry now.” She gestured with her chin. “We are nearly there. Tell your man to let us in.”

The rampart gate had been secured, but only a single warrior manned it: Arwel, our messenger’s brother. As he ushered us in, clanging the heavy bolt behind us, I saw his hands were slick with blood. The courtyard was empty now save for Father’s hounds, who had somehow gotten loose from their kennel. Their noses were bent to the earth, eager snouts darkened from lapping pools of rainwater and gore.

“Go on! Shoo!” I cried. They lifted their heads and slunk off toward the Hall. We reached the stable to find the double doors thrust open, a deafening muddle of voices echoing from within. Inside, rows of the wounded were bedded on piles of fresh straw, and our horses were gathered in the corner, quartered off by thick bales of hay. Steam rose from piping hot buckets scattered round the room, where my father’s warriors were tending the injured as best they could, cleaning wounds with flasks of liquor and tying fresh tourniquets around arms and legs.

A plump woman propped on one elbow caught sight of us and her eyes sharpened in need. “Look! They’ve brought medicines!” she shouted. I turned my gaze from the weeping wound on her pale, doughy stomach. “Help me, little girl! Please, I beg you . . .”

In an instant the whine of voices rose to a clamor, men and women clutching at Ariane, shouting at her to tend them first. I shrank back, the feeling of fingernails still fresh on my skin. Crowan hurried forward and touched my cheek before snatching away a stack of clean linens. I searched the rows of the injured until I caught sight of the boy. He was lying as if thrown on a mound of straw not far from the horses, his breath coming fast and shallow as a bird’s.

“Ariane, please. That boy.”

She assessed the room in a practiced sweep.

“Yes. We’ll tend to him first.” She rushed to kneel beside him, her fingers gently probing his chest. “Languoreth. Fetch me a clean linen soaked in hot water.”

I clenched my jaw against the heat as I plunged the linen into a bucket and passed it to her. Drawing a small knife from her belt Ariane cut away the soiled bandage to reveal the wound. Infection. Her eyes betrayed the damage. And now I saw the gash to the boy’s sternum had exposed the white of his breastbone.

“An axe.” Anger flashed before Ariane blinked again and her face became a mask. “Hold him down,” she said. “The shoulders. Pin the shoulders.”

“But he isn’t moving,” I protested, not wanting to hurt him.

“He will be.”

Bird bones. The boy’s shoulders were hollow beneath my hands. I took a breath and forced myself to watch as Ariane doused the steaming cloth with liquor and pressed it to the wound. The boy thrashed with a scream.

“Hold him down!” Ariane commanded. Tears sprang to my eyes. I forced the weight of my body down upon his shoulders, pinning him to the straw.

“You’re all right,” I said again and again. “Lie still, lie still.”

The boy let out a strangled sob. Ariane was moving quickly now, her slender fingers packing the wound with a pulpy mixture of ointment and herbs, and I turned away, my breath coming in short puffs. My face was close to his ear. With the stench of the wound gone, I could smell the earthy scent of his scalp. It smelled of birch bark and winter leaves.

“I’m going to stitch him now.” Ariane unrolled a leather kit with varying sizes of bone needles tucked beside neat spools of horsehair thread. But then her eyes flickered to his face and she turned to me. “Languoreth. I need you to fetch more hot water.”

The boy clutched at my tunic. “No. No! Don’t leave me,” he begged, but his voice sounded thick now, muted and unnatural.

“Languoreth,” Ariane said, “I need more water before I begin. Go now. Quickly!”

I scrambled from my knees and dashed across the courtyard into the kitchens. I was gone for a heartbeat—just long enough for Agnes to fill the wooden bucket from the vast iron cauldron over the fire and for me to race back to the barn, the bucket sloshing against the sides, scalding my legs through my already sodden trousers.

But Ariane was no longer beside the boy.

She was bent now at the side of a graying old man, dressing a wound to his head. Her blue eyes met mine. I looked to the place where the boy’s body lay. She had covered him with a flour sack. His twiggy legs stuck out from beneath it like a broken puppet’s, his shoes still caked in mud from the rain.

There was a thudding between my ears that drowned out the din. For a moment everything stood still. I leaned my face against the splintered wood of the barn and closed my eyes. I might have stayed there had I not felt a warm whoosh of breath and the velvety wet nudge of a nose against my neck.

“Fallah.” I turned to bury my face in my horse’s soft white neck and she leaned into me. “Oh, Fallah.” My voice broke, and I let her thick winter fur soak up my tears.

“He was my friend,” I heard a small voice say.

I blinked and turned from my horse to find a brown-haired girl sitting against the stable wall, her knees drawn to her chest. Her upturned nose was streaked with dirt. She smelled rancid, as if she hadn’t bathed in days.

She fiddled with a loose thread on her dress, and I noticed a soiled cloth doll in her lap. “His name was Drustan.”

“Drustan,” I echoed. Her dark eyes were hollow. I took a step closer. “Which town have you come from?”

“Bryneich. Our village lies just beyond its gates.”

“But Bryneich is where the Angles began their assault,” I said. “How ever did you escape?”

The girl just stared at me, her chin thrust in a defiant way that made me sorry I’d asked.

“You’ve come an awfully long way,” I said. “Was there no other refuge you happened upon before ours?”

“None far enough.” Her small eyes studied me. “Are you the lady of this hall?”

I thought a moment. “Yes.”

“You look terrible young to be the lady.”

“My mother has died.”

“Oh.” She screwed up her face. “I’m sorry.”

“Thank you.” My face felt suddenly hot with guilt, accepting condolences from a girl whose parents were obviously dead. “I’m called Languoreth.”

“Languoreth.” She echoed my name almost with a sense of wonder.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Desdemona,” she said.

My gaze traveled to her feet, where welted sores puffed over the heels of her rough leather shoes. “Are . . . are you hurt?”

She shook her head.

“You must be hungry. There’ll be food in the great room, and a warm fire there. You must get something to eat. And perhaps get some rest.” I offered. “My brother is there. He’ll welcome you.”

“No.” Desdemona shook her head. “I’m waitin’ for my mum. She fell behind in the wood. She’d an injured leg is all,” she said. “She made me swear to keep goin’. She did swear she’d find me here.” Her dark eyes were wide, hopeful.

“The Caledonian Wood?” I bit my lip. I’d never seen it, but I knew of the vast forest that bordered the Wall. They said the trees grew so thick that noon was dark as night. There were packs of wolves the size of bears, wild boars with tusks like spears. People said the wood had been cast under a dark enchantment long ago, and if you strayed from the path, the trees themselves could twist round your body and swallow you whole.

Desdemona looked at me impatiently, widening her eyes as if to make me understand. Her mother was coming. Couldn’t I see? I fumbled for the right thing to say.

“Of course. Please. Head inside to the warm. If your mother arrives, I’ll send her straight to you. When your mother arrives,” I amended.

This seemed to satisfy Desdemona, and she nodded. I let out a shaky sigh as she stood with slumped shoulders and headed out into the chill.

She had no sooner departed than Ariane called to me. “Languoreth, come. I need your help.”

She’d finished with the snowy-haired man and was scrubbing her hands with a bar of lard soap. She gestured. “Rinse, please.”

I tilted clean water onto her pale, soapy skin. “You didn’t save him,” I said. “You knew the boy was going to die and you sent me away.”

She bowed her head as if she hadn’t heard. “You must clean your hands often when caring for the injured. It prevents wounds from going sour. Surely your mother taught you that.”

Of course my mother had taught me that. But it hadn’t saved her, either. I stared at Ariane, unmoving, and she let out an exasperated sigh.

“Everyone dies, Languoreth. Mothers. Fathers. Lovers. Even little boys.” Her blue eyes were piercing. “Did you wish to watch that little boy die?”

My face went hot with tears, but Ariane only straightened, wiping her hands on her dress.

“I can tend to the others. Wounds that need stitching or sealing with fire, some broken bones. Mostly they need nourishment—more than they’ve gotten. Have the old woman in the kitchen make a heartier batch of stew. We need more wine and ale also, or we’ll be in danger of draining your well. Most have sour stomachs. It gives them a terrible thirst.”

“Agnes. Our lady in the kitchens is Agnes,” I said.

“Have Agnes make a heartier batch of stew,” she said patiently.

“Would you have anything else, or would you dismiss me now?” I could not keep the edge from my voice.

“Yes, wait.” She lifted a slender finger. “There is something we must discuss. Compensation.”

I looked at her in astonishment. “You wish to talk of payment?” There were men and women yet bleeding before us.

“My father is not at home,” I said coldly, “and I am but a child. I do not deal in such matters.”

“It appears your family has need of my skills,” she said. “I have heard of your father, Morken, and of course Cathan the White. I have no need for jewels or cattle or other such trifles given to Keepers who take up employ. I ask only food, lodging, and whatever clothing I like for as long as I should stay. Most important, I shall need the freedom to come and go as I please, without question. Do you accept my terms?” She folded her slim arms over her chest. “I believe they are more than fair.”

Keepers were lavished with feasts and gifts wherever they traveled. After all, they carried the Gods’ good favor, and it was ill luck to turn away someone who could bend the ear of the Gods. She might not wear robes, but her training as a healer was evident. Still, Father would be angry if I accepted Ariane into the household without consulting him first.

“I . . . I cannot make such decisions,” I said. “I must consult my father.”

“Your father is not here. And are you not, at present, the lady of the house?”

“I am.”

“Well, then. I shall pledge my services to you. Surely your father would find no harm in that.”

Pledge her services to me? I frowned. I didn’t even like her. In fact, until only moments ago, I was certain I despised her. But the buckets of water surrounding me had gone cool, and Ariane was right. I was a child at play in a healer’s workshop. We had a responsibility to the people. Isn’t that what Father always said? Surely he would not begrudge us a healer when one was so greatly needed.

Ariane waited, her blue eyes unwavering.

“All right. Yes.”

“Yes, you shall have me?”

“Yes.”

“Well, then. I have found a new home. Now, if you please. Go and see about the stew. And spirits. We’ll all have need of drink, I imagine, by the time this day is through.”

I made my way across the stable yard and through the courtyard into the kitchens, all the while wondering just who was now serving whom.



CHAPTER 5



Brant’s deep voice broke the silence. “They carry with them the darkness of war.”

We were gathered in the small chamber immediately beyond the Hall’s entryway, Lail, Brant, Brodyn, the hounds and I, having settled the great room for the newcomers. In the corner Crowan dozed in a fleece-lined chair, her little gray head wedged uncomfortably against the wall. Lail eyed her in the flickering lamplight.

“Shouldn’t we help her to bed?”

“I shouldn’t wake her if I were you,” I said.

Beyond our door the oil lamps had been snuffed out, and in the great room the firelight cast slanting shadows that wavered like specters in the dark. If we were quiet enough, we could hear the sounds of muttering and sleep talk, of chests rising and falling in a soft chorus of sighs.

“Aye, the darkness of war,” Brodyn agreed. He moved his spear-hardened fingers listlessly over one of the gaming pieces on the board that rested between him and my brother. Neither had any heart for playing. The rain had moved off toward the coast, and a deep black night crushed in around us. Two cauldrons of stew had been emptied, and we had gone through no fewer than three barrels of mead.

“How many are dead?” I asked.

My cousins exchanged a look.

“Tell her,” Lail said. “My sister is not an infant.”

“Of the thirty-five who discovered us, so far more than twenty have perished.” Brant’s voice betrayed little emotion.

“When do you think Father will return?” Lail wondered.

“Not for some time yet.” Brodyn grimaced, rubbing his neck. “We sent word, of course. But he’s needed now in the capital. And besides, all is well here now. No one is in danger.”

All did not seem well. I closed my eyes, wishing I could find the peace in it my cousins had. I knew that death was a part of life. Even in the cycle of the seasons, death reminded us of her presence. In the dark half of the year, when the crops shrank and withered to the ground and the sun rose late and sank too early, when the great oaks in the forest bowed their branches and dropped their burning leaves, casting a chill in our bones not easily warmed by fire. We were raised celebrating the coming of the light at the winter festival Imbolc. And at autumn’s end, on Samhain, we gathered to usher in the coming darkness at the end of the harvest. Our Wisdom Keepers taught of everlasting life, while my father’s warriors rode off to battle only to return draped over their horses’ backs, their lifeless bodies wrapped in blood-soaked cloaks.

When my mother died, I thought, So this is how it happens.

You burn young and bright. Death comes to steal your breath, your eyes go sightless, and you are snuffed out, a candle burned to its wick. They tell those who loved you, This is the way of the Gods.

I thought of Desdemona, and what dangers might have befallen her mother in the thick of the Caledonian Wood.

“Will more survivors come?” I wondered.

“No, little cousin. I fear no more will come if they’ve not made it by now.” Brant’s voice trailed off and I followed his gaze. Ariane had appeared. She didn’t look at any of us, just unfastened her blue cloak, tossing it on the iron hook by the door.

Brodyn looked up from his gaming, his eyes sweeping over her. “Hey-ho. You’re the healer.”

She looked at him, her blue eyes expressionless over her angular cheeks.

“You did fine work today,” he went on.

Ariane did not answer, only lifted the slender amphora of wine that sat on the cracked wooden table and poured herself a brimming cup. We watched as she tilted her head back and drained it, filling another before sitting and leaning her head against the wall. Her lashes fluttered against her cheeks as she closed her eyes.

“Her name is Ariane,” I said.

Brodyn looked at her approvingly. “I like how she drinks.”

Brant shot his younger brother a look, and a soft snore rattled from Crowan in the corner. Lailoken set down his gaming piece, clearing his throat.

“We are fortunate you arrived today, Ariane. Thank you for aiding us.”

At the sound of my brother’s voice, Ariane opened one eye to regard him. “Then you’ll feel fortunate I’ve decided to stay, Lailoken.”

“So you’ll answer the boy, is that it?” Brodyn asked.

“Him, I like,” Ariane said.

Brant smiled, but leaned back in his chair beside the oil lamp, considering her. “You are most welcome to Cadzow, Ariane. But you must understand that, you being a stranger, we are curious to know what’s brought you here. They say the Angles have blazed a trail of fire from the east. How is it that you alone seem to have escaped any injury?”

I could tell by the way Brant watched her that he thought her quite pretty, but he wouldn’t be lured from his wits by a pretty face.

“I do not come from the east; I come from the north,” Ariane said, her eyes yet closed. “I happened upon these people on the road.”

“Traveling alone, were you?” Brant asked, but beneath his friendly tone I heard the warrior’s edge.

“She is a Wisdom Keeper.” I surprised myself by defending her. I didn’t even like her. Did I?

Brodyn spoke up. “If she is a Wisdom Keeper, then where are her robes?”

Ariane opened her eyes to regard him frankly. “I wear no robes.”

“How unusual.” Brodyn leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees. “No robes. And you must know the penalty among the Britons for impersonating a Keeper?”

I stiffened in my chair, looking between the two of them. Death. The penalty was death.

Ariane stretched and stood, reaching to refill her cup. “Are you prepared, then, to question me, warrior? For only a Keeper may question a Keeper. Are you a Keeper, then? Do you know the words we must say?” She turned, her eyes lit with humor. “I am certain you know the penalty for impersonating a Keeper.”

Brodyn laughed. “I like her more and more! So we shall wait until Cathan returns, eh? We shall see what he has to say.”

“Leave her.” Brant stood and pushed back his chair. “The woman has had a long day. As have we all.”

The hounds roused, too, shaking the sleep from their shaggy gray fur to follow the man they liked best after my father. I wondered if Ariane noticed Brant’s muscled chest beneath his tunic as he stretched, straightening his shoulders. The village girls certainly did. Ariane looked away. From his seat at the gaming table, Brodyn rolled his eyes at his brother’s display.

“Ariane can bed this night in Languoreth’s chamber,” Brant said. “We’ll lay out our bedrolls on Lailoken’s floor.”

My chamber? I concentrated on the pool of burning lamp oil, refusing to let Ariane see my frown. I did not want to see her harmed. But to share my bed with her?

I had not imagined this day could have gotten any worse.

•  •  •

The next morning we resumed our duties, but Ariane insisted we work from Mother’s healing hut.

“I will not be carting supplies to and fro like some sort of mule,” she said. “We’ll tend to those in the hall who cannot rise, but the others must seek us here. It will do them good to move, to walk.”

I had worried she would crowd me in my bed, but Ariane slept with her hands knit beneath her breast as if she had been laid to rest and was awaiting the pyre. She didn’t stir until morning, when she went to check upon the injured in the great room.

Over the next several days, Ariane and I fell into a strangely easy rhythm as we moved about the little hut where I’d spent so much time with my mother. We spent early mornings walking the forest, collecting what early springtime medicines we could, sometimes talking but mostly in silence, Ariane breaking the spell only to pull a wild root here or a budding plant there. She tested me on the contents of the jars and glass bottles. Soon she tasked me with bringing her the plants and roots she called out for.

In stolen moments, I studied this strange young woman who’d so suddenly appeared among us. Her skin was as translucent as the underbelly of a leaf. I supposed there could be a place where Keepers did not wear robes, though the thought was puzzling. I watched her mix poultices and salves to soothe torn feet. I stood behind her as she pounded roots I’d never seen my mother use into a fine powder, which she steeped in boiling water to make a pungent, bitter tea to help treat dysentery.

Ariane spoke little, but when she did, it was with that strange accent I could not place. Though I probed her with questions, she would tell me nothing of her home, nor anything at all about her training. Nonetheless, she treated the ill with great care, and her knowledge was vast for so young a Keeper, for she couldn’t be older than twenty winters.

Before I realized, a fortnight had passed and I had grown accustomed to her presence. Soon I realized I’d even begun to welcome it.

It was the first mild day we’d had since the snows of winter had ceased, and outside the oaks were feathering, green-tipped, in the meadow. Rare shafts of sunlight poured in, turning my mother’s glass tincture jars into glittering green jewels as we took stock of our remedies. The shutters of the little window were cast wide and Ariane had propped the door open with a bucket.

“More woundwort,” I said, my fingers scraping the last flakes of dried plant from its vessel into the cup of my hand.

“Mmm.”

Ariane reached to take the empty jar and I moved to the next. Elderberry. The sweet, earthy scent only deepened as it dried. A swift wind swept in through the unfettered window, and I drew it deep into my lungs. It carried the first viridescent smell of spring, and played with the wisps of hair at my neck that had escaped my thick plait. Ariane’s hands stopped their work and she closed her eyes as if listening.

“Your father is coming,” she said.

I looked about, confused. “My father? Now? However do you know?”

“Listen to the wind, let it whistle through the valley . . .” She looked at me in surprise. “Have you not heard those words before?”

“No.”

“It is an old kenning. Your mother was a Keeper, was she not? And she did not teach you the kennings? The old wisdom hidden within the lines of our stories?”

“I have learnt such kennings as Cathan has taught me,” I informed her. “I know that wound-wasp means arrow. A forest-walker is a bear. Wind’s brother is fire.”

“Any child knows such things,” Ariane said. “I am speaking of the teachings that lie beneath. The kennings that are kept safe by the Keepers. Listen to the wind, let it whistle through the valley. This kenning is a reminder that, in its travels, the wind touches all places. It carries with it sights, sounds, and remembrances. The wind is always speaking. But if you cannot allow it to whistle within, you will never be able to hear. Did your mother not speak of such things?”

“She would have,” I lied, even as I blinked at the memory. I had begged for such knowledge in the woods with my mother that day. She had been speaking of mayweed and Aaron’s rod, wood ear and dock.

I want to be a Keeper, Mama . . .

It was the way my mother’s eyes had been shining before the light was so suddenly snuffed out. When she spoke, it was with the hardness of remembering what she had bargained for in bearing the children of a king.

You cannot become a Keeper. Your father is king, and you our only girl. You must marry someone of rank and keep safe our family. Daughters of kings are married to kings.

The words had fallen like ashes between us. In that moment I understood I would never belong to myself.

I studied the fine lines that whorled over my knuckles.

“Well, I will teach you the kennings,” Ariane said simply. “And you must remember them. Someday you will teach them to your daughter.”

I looked up. “But such kennings are only for Keepers.”

“Not where I come from.” She pursed her lips. “Where I come from, kennings are meant for those bound to carry them. And you are such a one.”

I studied her a moment. “Ariane?”

“Mmm.” She jotted a note in the ledger.

“How does the wind speak?”

She looked up as if she’d never considered this before. “It catches my attention, I suppose. Though it went first to you”—she gestured—“blowing about your neck. And then I saw it. An image of a man with hair like your own. He was sitting astride a dun-colored horse, approaching the gate.” She reached a delicate finger to tap her own heart. “I saw this, and I knew that this man was your father.”

“Are you a Seer, then? Can you see everything?”

“No,” she laughed. “I am no Seer. I hear only what the wind chooses to tell me. Now, go and greet your father. He has missed you, I am certain.”

A hollow blow of the horn sounded from the guardhouse, announcing the return of our king. I set down my jar and took off running.

In the courtyard our hounds lifted their black noses to the breeze, their tails thumping expectantly. Our man Arwel called out and the gates were thrust wide as Lailoken and the others came to join me. My heart took flight at the sight of Father, Gwenddolau, and Cathan trotting in astride their mounts. They were home. Safe. I felt as though I would nearly burst. Father dismounted on stiff legs and I raced to wrap my arms round his waist, breathing in the leather of his padded vest and the mud from the road.

“Languoreth.” He pressed me to him as the hounds circled round, barking. “I should have been here, eh? I came as soon as I was able.” His horse shifted its weight beside him, eager to find bed and grain in the barn. He ruffled Lailoken’s hair.

“Come, let us go inside and wash the road from our faces,” he said. “Then there will be time enough to tell our tales.”

•  •  •

Later that evening, Father addressed the people of Bryneich from his chair in the great room. “It is with a solemn heart I greet you and welcome you to Cadzow. Many of you have suffered the loss of loved ones and a harrowing journey to find sanctuary among us. We have sheltered you this past fortnight. Now any who wish to bide under my protection may present themselves. Any who wish to return and rebuild their homes may share in our feast on this night, and tomorrow we shall bid you farewell.”

At the long pine table the warriors’ conversation resumed in a respectful hum to allow the newcomers to seek my father’s audience in private. Father smoothed the thick purple tunic that set off the burned copper threads of his hair, and the first woman in line approached, head bowed, and began to speak.

“I’m a weaver,” she said in her east-country lilt. “I made wall hangings for warmth and rugs for the king himself. I can help with the shearing and dyeing—spinning, too. Vortigern’s queen always praised my work.”

Ariane stood next to me, waiting her turn. She wore the same blue cloak she wore each day, regardless of weather, her black hair coiled neatly at the nape of her neck. She would come forth last, as Cathan must question her, and at present he was needed to bear witness to the oaths sworn by those who wished to come under Father’s care. One by one the people of Bryneich approached, some proud, some with tremors in their voices. In the end, oaths were taken by the weaver, two new grooms—brothers—a blacksmith’s apprentice, and a cowherd.

I searched the room until my eyes fell upon the girl named Desdemona, who was not so much standing beside the wall as being held up by it. She’d combed her brown hair and washed her face. Her knuckles pearled white where they gripped her soiled doll. She looked to be my age, old enough to know that you should not bring your doll when you speak with a king. But as I looked at the stitched mouth of the doll with its straggles of yarn hair, it occurred to me it must have been made by her mother. A mother who would never come. Father would not turn her away, but when her time came, I spoke for her. We agreed to make a place for her with Agnes in the kitchens.

At last Ariane stepped forward, and the room fell silent. She nodded to Father, but it was to Cathan she spoke.

“Question me. I am a Keeper.”

These were the old words spoken by any Wisdom Keepers seeking entry into a faraway court. Just as a smithy must dazzle with a sampling of his work, or a Song Keeper must impress with his or her knowledge of the epics, Wisdom Keepers must submit themselves to questioning and so prove their station. Cathan had turned away musicians who faltered at their strings. He had turned away inexperienced smiths who professed to be masters at their craft. But if Ariane could not prove her claim, she would not receive the mercy of being turned away. She would lose her life. Cathan looked Ariane over now with curiosity.

“You come forth to pledge your oath to Morken?” he asked.

“No. I come forth to pledge my oath to the king’s daughter, Languoreth.”

Cathan and my father exchanged a glance.

“Languoreth? The lady Languoreth has many protectors, of which I am only one,” Cathan said. “What benefit do you propose to bring to her service?”

“I will act as her counsel,” Ariane answered. “And I will act as healer for the people of Morken until another can be sought.”

“Languoreth is but a child, and I am her tutor. She has no need of counsel.” Cathan frowned. “Surely you must see the unconvention in this.”

Ariane drew herself up, her willowy frame growing regal. “You may believe this to be unconventional. But I am a Keeper. Am I not free to pledge my services to whomever I please?”

“You say you are a Keeper, yet you wear no robes.” Cathan’s voice held a note of warning. “You do not speak as if you hail from our lands. Here among the Britons, to pretend the title of Keeper is a crime punishable by death.”

I broke my silence. “She wears no robes, but Ariane is as skilled a healer as Mother ever was. She knows the kennings and—”

“Languoreth.” Father held up his hand to silence me. “If she is indeed proven to be a Keeper, would you accept this Ariane’s service?”

Ariane looked at me without expectation, as if the fact she might stay or go was of little consequence. I envied her the freedom I would never have. I had already learned much from her in only a fortnight’s time. And she had promised to teach me the kennings.

“Yes,” I said. “I would accept her service, Father.”

Cathan’s face was grim. “Very well. Then we will see. Ariane, you will follow me.”

They were absent for what seemed like hours. At last, when they returned, Ariane gave me a reassuring look as Cathan strode to speak with my father, murmuring something low in his ear.

“My counsellor Cathan has questioned this Keeper and found her claim to be true,” Father said. “I would no more begrudge my people a healer than I would begrudge my daughter an advocate all her own. I trust you and my daughter have settled the terms?”

Ariane looked to me.

“Yes,” I said.

“Then it is settled. Whatever the terms may be, I will pay them. Welcome, Ariane, Wisdom Keeper. To my household and my chiefdom.”

Father stood and reached to clasp Ariane’s arm as he would do a man’s.

Ariane came to sit beside me. “It is done, then,” she said. “I am to be your counsellor.”

“Are you to be like Cathan, then?” I asked.

“No, not like Cathan.” She frowned. “I am always myself.”

“I mean,” I said, “what will we do together? What will you teach me?”

She studied me. “I will be your companion. I will talk, and you will listen. And it will go on like this until I decide that you are ready, that you need my service no longer.”

“But when will that be?”

“I cannot say.” Ariane gave a little smile as she looked to the shuttered window. “Perhaps we must ask the wind.”



CHAPTER 6



Spring came in earnest, and with it lambing season.

It was late afternoon, coming on evening, and the sweet char of roasted meat drifted from the kitchens high above the cliffs as Gwenddolau, Lailoken, and I squatted at the river’s edge below, cleaning our catch from the day.

“Languoreth caught the biggest brown. Well done, little sister.” Gwenddolau grinned at me. “Where’s your knife? Shall we see how it fares when put to a task?”
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