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CHAPTER 1

My fingers numb with cold, I fastened a length of gold-embroidered ribbon around the hawthorn and murmured a prayer to whatever spirits might be listening. ‘When it’s time for the baby to be born, please don’t let my mother die.’ Another ribbon, higher up in branches burgeoning with spring’s fresh green. ‘And please let the child be healthy.’ A third, slipped between twigs that scratched my skin, drawing bright blood. ‘And if you can, make it be a boy. Mother wants a son more than anything in the world.’

I thrust my hands back into my sheepskin mittens and closed my eyes a moment to gather my thoughts. The lone hawthorn, which stood in a clearing within the great forest of Sevenwaters, was hung about with many offerings: ribbons, laces, scraps of wool and strings of wooden beads. Such solitary thorns were known to be gathering places for spirits. Until my mother had grown so heavy with child that she could no longer walk here safely, she had come every day with a token to place on the tree and a prayer that she might at long last be granted a healthy son. Now I carried out the ritual in her place.

It was time to head for home again. My sister was getting married in the morning and I had a lot to do. Deirdre and I were twins. She was slightly my elder, but I was the one who had inherited the household responsibilities Mother was too tired to deal with any longer. It made sense. Deirdre was going. Tomorrow afternoon she and her new husband, Illann, would be riding back to his home in the south and she would have her own household to manage. I was staying. For the foreseeable future my life would be taken up with supervising serving people, ordering and checking supplies, solving domestic disputes and keeping an eye on my two youngest sisters, Sibeal and Eilis. I hadn’t expected this, but then, nobody had expected Mother to conceive another child so late in life. Now we were all on edge. Mother called this a gift from the gods. The rest of us tiptoed around the subject, fearful of speaking the unpalatable truth. Women of her age did not deliver healthy babes. Like as not, within two turnings of the moon she and the child would both be dead.

‘Thank you,’ I said over my shoulder as I walked away from the hawthorn and into the shade of the forest. It was best to keep on the good side of the Fair Folk, whatever one’s opinion of them. The forest of Sevenwaters was as much their home as it was ours. Long ago, our family had been entrusted with the task of keeping the place safe for them. This was one of the last refuges of the ancient races anywhere in Erin, for the great forests were being felled for grazing and the Christian religion had spread widely, displacing druids and wise women. The old faith was practised only in the most protected and secret pockets of the land. Sevenwaters was one of these.

The path home wound its way through dense oak woods before descending to the lake shore. On another day I’d have enjoyed going slowly, drinking in the myriad shades of green, the delicate music of birdsong, the dappled light on the forest floor. Today I must make haste, for by nightfall our house would be full of guests and a long list of tasks lay before me. I owed it to my parents to ensure the domestic arrangements went as smoothly as if Mother herself were supervising them. I knew Father would have preferred Deirdre’s wedding to be later, perhaps in the autumn, and not just because Mother was so frail right now. But once Illann had set eyes on my twin he’d wanted to marry her without delay, and Father had judged the alliance to be too valuable to be put at risk by insisting they wait. Illann was a chieftain of the southern Uí Néill and a close kinsman of the High King. It was the kind of match people called brilliant. Fortunately, Deirdre seemed to like Illann almost as much as he liked her. She’d been bubbling with excitement since the day she first met him.

The oaks towered over me, their mossy boles glowing in the filtered sunlight. My feet were quiet on the soft earth of the forest path. Between the trees, on the very edge of sight, moved evanescent beings, gossamer fine, shadow swift. In the rich litter of debris that lay around the roots of the great oaks tiny creatures stirred, scuttling, creaking, whispering. The forest of Sevenwaters was home to many. Badger, deer and hare, beetle, warbler and dragonfly lived side by side with the more otherworldly inhabitants of the wood. It would be strange for Deirdre to leave all this. Her new husband’s holding, Dun na Ri, shared a border with the southwestern part of Father’s land, but I knew nowhere could be like Sevenwaters.

As soon as I got back to the house I would make sure my younger sisters had their gowns ready for tonight’s feast. I’d find an opportunity to speak with Father alone so I could see how he was; I knew Mother’s tiredness was troubling him. I hoped I could reassure him. And I’d ease Mother’s mind by letting her know that everything was under control. I should speak to my two druid uncles as soon as they arrived. Conor needed to be asked if the plans for tomorrow’s spring ritual and hand-fasting suited him. Ciarán would want a place to retreat to. He came to our home quite often to work with Sibeal on druidic lore, for she would almost certainly join that community herself in a few years’ time. Tutoring his young student in the garden or in the peace and quiet of an isolated chamber was one thing; facing a house full of visitors was quite another. Ciarán was acutely uncomfortable with crowds. Besides, he sometimes brought his raven with him. Folk found the bird unsettling.

The path narrowed, snaking between groves of closely growing elders whose narrow trunks formed graceful, bending shapes like those of leaning dryads. The foliage stirred in the breeze and I felt suddenly cold. Someone was watching me; I sensed it. I glanced around but could see nobody. ‘Who’s there?’ I called. There was no reply, only the whisper of the leaves and the cry of a bird passing overhead. My flesh rose in goose-bumps. Our home was extremely well guarded; Father’s men-at-arms were expert. Besides, the forest protected its own. Nobody came in by stealth. If a member of our household was out there, why hadn’t anyone answered when I called?

Something moved under a stand of massive oaks about a hundred paces from the track. I froze, eyes narrowed. Now nothing was stirring. I took three more steps along the path and halted again, my skin prickling with unease. Something was there. Not a deer or a wild pig; something else.

I kept very still, peering into the shadowy depths under the trees, but I could see only patterns of light and shadow. Under the broad branches of the oaks vast distances seemed to open up, as if there existed doorways to a realm far wider than the expanses of the forest might allow. It was said, of course, that within the woods of Sevenwaters were portals of a very special kind: openings to the Otherworld. Travelling through such a doorway would be both wondrous and perilous, for time passed differently in that place. A man or woman might spend one night there and come back to find a hundred years had flown by in the human world. Or one might tarry for half a lifetime among the Fair Folk and return to one’s own world with less than a season gone. It was wisest not to stray into such corners of the forest unless one placed the desire for adventure above all else.

Something caught my eye, not a movement, more of a … presence. Was that a man standing against the trunk of a great tree, a man wrapped in a hooded cape of shadow grey?

‘Who’s there?’ I called. ‘Come out and account for yourself!’

Even as I spoke it occurred to me that if anyone obeyed I was ill equipped to deal with the situation. I had no skills in combat and not so much as a vegetable knife on my person. I picked up my skirts and ran.

For some time the only sound was the thud of my footsteps on the soft path. Or were there two sets of footsteps? I ran faster, and whoever was following me sped up to match. My breath was coming in gasps now, and behind me someone else was breathing too, in and out as he maintained steady pursuit. My heart jumped about in my chest; my skin was clammy with fear. The trees seemed to jerk and spin, and the spaces between them to widen as if inviting me to leave the path and stray at random. ‘I won’t have this,’ I muttered to myself. ‘I just won’t.’ It didn’t seem to help.

A voice spoke right inside my mind. Clodagh! Clodagh, where are you? I tripped over a rock and sprawled full-length on the path, my head swimming with panic. A moment later I realised this had not been the taunt of a pursuer, but the familiar voice of my twin sister. I sat up, brushing the hair out of my eyes, and knew immediately that if someone – otherworldly presence or human miscreant – had been following me before, that person was now gone. The forest around me was peaceful. Birds sang. Leaves rustled in the slight breeze. The path led straight onward. Above the canopy of tall oaks the sun shone on a perfect spring day.

I took several deep breaths before I answered. My skirt was badly torn and my right knee had a bloody graze. I screwed my eyes shut for a moment, willing what had just happened into a closed corner of my mind. It was a complication I could not deal with right now. I was simply too busy.

Deirdre? I answered my sister’s call, using the skill possessed by the twins of our family, a link that allowed us to communicate silently, mind to mind. My father had this ability. His twin sister, Aunt Liadan, lived over the sea in Britain. The two of them had been able to share their thoughts and their news since childhood. What’s wrong? I asked my sister, making myself get up and limp toward home.

My hair! I put chamomile in the water, and now it’s dried out looking like a furze bush! I can’t get married like this! Where are you, Clodagh? I need you!

I reminded myself that my twin was leaving Sevenwaters tomorrow to embark on a completely new life in an unfamiliar home. It’ll be fine, Deirdre, I told her. I’m on my way back from the hawthorn. Don’t panic, we’ll think of something.

I picked up my pace again. Soon the high roof of the stone keep where we lived could be seen in the distance above a soft shawl of trees. Our home was a stronghold built to keep out invaders. The uncanny forest that surrounded it and the broad lake that lapped at its feet were in themselves deterrents to armed assault. My father had established fortified settlements in strategic areas of the forest, each headed by a freeman with his own complement of men-at-arms. This was necessary, since Sevenwaters was situated right between the two warring factions of the Uí Néill clan.

My mind went back to the figure I had half seen under the trees. Could a spy have succeeded in coming right into the forest unchecked? What could such a person hope to gain by that? I shivered, imagining myself abducted and held as a hostage, the price of my safe release Father’s agreement to relinquish control of his lands, or something even worse. Perhaps it was not a good idea to go for long walks on my own. People did get kidnapped. I could remember a terrible story about a girl who had been taken in that way. By the time her family had decided to comply with the captors’ demands, she had been killed. The tale went that her severed head had been thrown back over the wall of her father’s house.

My mind on this, I walked out from under the trees and straight into a big man in a grey cloak. A pair of strong hands gripped my shoulders hard. I screamed.

The man let go abruptly. I stepped back, ready to bolt past him for the safety of home.

‘Ouch,’ said someone in a lazy drawl, and I saw that there was a second man standing behind the first with his fingers in his ears. ‘That was loud. You’ve evidently lost your touch with the ladies, Aidan.’

Aidan. I drew a shuddering breath and looked up, realising that the man who had seized me had been the very one whose arrival at Sevenwaters I had been keenly awaiting since my cousin Johnny had sent word that he would be here for the wedding. I could think of better circumstances under which I might have met him.

‘Aidan!’ I said, smiling awkwardly. ‘Welcome back! I was thinking about something else and you scared me. So Johnny’s arrived?’ I’d been really foolish. All of Johnny’s men wore grey cloaks, the better to blend in with the hues of the forest. Both Aidan, whom I knew, and the other warrior, who was a stranger to me, wore them. Both had the facial markings, tattoos around the eye and nose suggestive of particular creatures – Aidan’s a lark, the other man’s a fox – that were worn as both mark of individuality and badge of brotherhood by every member of Johnny’s war band.

‘We got here not long ago,’ Aidan said. He was regarding me quizzically, and I wondered if he had actually forgotten me since last spring, when he had come to Sevenwaters as part of my cousin’s escort and had seemed to take a particular interest in me. ‘I didn’t mean to startle you. Is everything all right?’

He was just as good-looking as I’d remembered: tall and broad-shouldered, with a strong-boned face, well-kept brown hair and friendly eyes. He was by far the most handsome of all Johnny’s men, I thought; at least, all of them whom I’d met. My cousin was a leader of elite warriors. He ran an establishment that offered training in all aspects of combat, and his personal guards were the best of the best. As my father’s heir, Johnny spent part of every year with us at Sevenwaters and always brought a complement of five or six guards with him. The other man was staring at me. I must answer Aidan’s question. I opened my mouth to do so, but the dark man spoke first.

‘This has to be one of Johnny’s multiplicity of female cousins – the blinding red of that hair confirms it. Now, which one is it? Not the baby; not the seer; not the eldest, whom we already know. And the crippled one’s at Harrowfield. This can’t possibly be the young lady getting married tomorrow. I deduce it’s the one you’ve mentioned more times than is altogether appropriate, Aidan. What did you say she had a talent for? Oh, that’s right, housewifely skills, washing and cooking, that kind of thing.’ He gave an ostentatious yawn. ‘Forgive me, but I can’t imagine anything more boring.’

He might as well have smacked me in the face. I struggled for a response.

‘Cathal!’ Aidan had flushed scarlet. ‘Please ignore my friend,’ he added, turning toward me. ‘I keep trying to train him in the social niceties but thus far he’s failed to grasp them.’

‘We’re warriors, not courtiers.’ Cathal spoke with studied weariness. ‘One doesn’t need social niceties on the battlefield.’

‘You’re not on the battlefield, you’re a guest in the home of a respected chieftain,’ I snapped, unable to control my annoyance. ‘We do maintain a basic level of good manners here. Perhaps my cousin was so busy giving you a run-down of our personal characteristics that he neglected to mention that.’

Cathal looked through me.

‘Clodagh, I’m mortified by my friend’s rudeness,’ Aidan said, offering me his arm. ‘His name is Cathal and, like me, he’s from Whiteshore. Johnny left him back on the island last year, and perhaps that’s where he should have stayed. We’re so sorry if we’ve upset you.’

‘Speak for yourself,’ said Cathal.

I wasn’t sure I wanted to introduce myself to such a disagreeable individual, but I was the daughter of the house, and if this was Aidan’s friend, unlikely as that seemed, I had better at least go through the motions. ‘I’m Clodagh, third daughter of Lord Sean and Lady Aisling,’ I said tightly. ‘Welcome to Sevenwaters. I’m surprised to see you down here.’ The lake shore was at some distance from the keep, at the foot of a sloping sward with the forest to either side. If they’d only just arrived, they should surely have been unpacking gear and settling in.

‘Cathal wanted to walk by the water,’ Aidan said. ‘You’re still looking upset, Clodagh. I assure you, Johnny speaks nothing but good of you and your sisters, and we’re fully conversant with the rules of Lord Sean’s household. I apologise on Cathal’s behalf for his ill-considered words. It’s all sound and no substance with him.’

‘Such a comment seems somehow inappropriate from a bard,’ Cathal said, gazing out across the lake as if he were not even marginally interested in the conversation.

Last spring and summer Aidan had once or twice been persuaded by his fellow warriors to play the harp for us after supper. He was a talented musician, which had struck me as surprising. Johnny’s men were fighters by profession. The essence of a bard’s art was creation, a warrior’s destruction. It seemed to me that doing both might leave a man’s mind full of conflicting questions.

‘I hope you’ll play for us again while you’re here,’ I said.

Aidan smiled, revealing the dimple at the corner of his mouth. ‘Only if you play too,’ he said, brown eyes dancing.

‘I might,’ I said, thinking of all the reasons why I had so looked forward to his return and deciding that his presence at Sevenwaters would, on balance, outweigh that of the obnoxious Cathal. ‘My sister’s betrothed, Illann, has arranged for musicians to come from his own household for the celebrations. But I imagine you’re here for a while; there should be plenty of opportunity.’

‘If you look at Aidan like that, he’ll certainly perform for you,’ Cathal said. ‘He’s all too ready to woo likely women with a well-crafted love song or two. Just don’t take him seriously, that’s my advice.’

‘In the unlikely event that I think your advice may be useful, I’ll ask you for it,’ I said in what I hoped was a quelling tone. ‘And you can keep your personal remarks about my sisters to yourself. If I hear such comments from you again I’ll …’

‘You’ll what?’ His brows arched. ‘Tell your father? Slap me on the cheek? Run off and cry?’

‘Stop it, Cathal!’ Aidan looked mortified. ‘He doesn’t mean a word of it, Clodagh. Now, may we escort you back to the house?’

‘In a moment,’ I said, then turned back toward Cathal. ‘I’ll ask Johnny to send you away immediately,’ I told him, though I knew I could not actually expect my cousin to accommodate such a request. There were always strategic reasons for the deployment of his men. That applied even if they were accompanying him to a family wedding. ‘I know what high standards he sets for his personal retainers. It’s not just skill in weapons or tracking or observation. It’s the way you live your whole life. If you’re as rude as this to everyone, I can’t imagine why he’s kept you. You must have some quality that’s completely invisible to an outsider such as myself.’

I expected a barbed retort, but Cathal simply shrugged. As we walked back to the keep and Aidan engaged me in a conversation about music, his friend fell into a deep silence.

Deirdre was in the chamber the two of us had shared since we were little girls. Although our house was a keep, its interior was comfortably fitted out, with many private rooms. Sibeal and Eilis shared the bedchamber next door. After tomorrow I’d have this one all to myself.

My twin was sitting on her bed, her head in her hands, crying. She’d been absolutely right about her hair. She and I had inherited our mother’s flaming curls, which could be striking if tended with care, but had a tendency to go wild at the least provocation. I could see that the chamomile had not been a good idea.

Deirdre sobbed out something about Illann thinking she was ugly and deciding he didn’t want to marry her after all, which I took to be her worst fear about tomorrow.

‘Nonsense,’ I said, sitting down beside her and putting my arm around her shoulders. ‘We have almost a whole day before the hand-fasting. There’s plenty of time to fix your hair.’ The long list of other things I had to do flashed through my mind, but for the moment I ignored it. ‘A sprinkle of lavender water, some careful plaiting, that’s all it needs.’

‘We don’t have a whole day,’ Deirdre pointed out. ‘There’s the feast tonight, and the dancing. And now Johnny’s here …’

Perhaps the tears were not all related to her appearance. Deirdre did tend to make everything into a drama, but she was genuinely upset.

‘Deirdre,’ I said firmly, ‘come and sit by the mirror. The sooner I start working on your hair, the likelier it is you can be your beautiful self for tonight’s festivities.’

‘I can’t possibly make an appearance for the feast,’ Deirdre muttered as she settled before the mirror. She pinched her cheeks in an attempt to redden them. ‘I look completely washed out. I should never have chosen green for the wedding gown. I wonder if it’s too late to –’

‘Morrigan’s curse!’ I exclaimed in horror, catching sight of myself in the bronze mirror over my sister’s shoulder. Cathal’s comment about my obviously not being a bride made complete sense now. My hair was even frizzier than Deirdre’s and had leaves and twigs in it. After my headlong sprint in the cold, my cheeks wore the flush my sister was aiming for. My eyes were red too, and so was the tip of my nose. The rent in my gown showed not only my grazed knee but also a considerable length of leg. It was no wonder Aidan had given me a funny look as I came out of the forest.

‘What?’ demanded Deirdre, diverted from her woes. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing,’ I growled as I used the comb to separate my sister’s hair into sections. It would take a great deal of work to get her mop under control, but then I’d had plenty of practice. ‘Unless you count the fact that I just bumped into Aidan looking like this.’ He and Cathal were probably laughing about it together right now.

‘Oh, so Johnny did bring him again? That’s wonderful news, Clodagh. I know how much you like him. I bet Aidan asked if he could come. He seemed quite keen on you last year. And he’s so suitable. I mean, Aidan doesn’t quite have the pedigree that Illann does, but he is a chieftain’s son, and I know Father would like an alliance in the west. Just think, Clodagh, we could both be married in the same year!’

‘Aidan may be suitable husband material,’ I said grimly as I pinned up a strand of Deirdre’s hair, ‘but I won’t be marrying him any time soon. Or anyone, for that matter.’ For a moment I had basked in my memories of last year, when Aidan had walked in the garden with me and played the harp with me and generally gone out of his way to talk to me. That had been before Mother conceived her child. Now everything was different, and it didn’t matter whether I liked Aidan or he liked me, because I knew I would not be free to marry for a long time, if ever. ‘I’ll have to stay here, Deirdre, you know that. Even if everything goes well for Mother, she’ll be weak and tired for a while. She’ll need me. And if things go wrong …’ There was no need to spell it out. ‘Never mind,’ I said with forced cheerfulness. ‘I’ve certainly wrecked my chances of making a good impression on Aidan today, anyway. He had the most awful friend with him. The rudest man I’ve ever had the misfortune to clap eyes on. I can’t imagine where Johnny got him from. He must be losing his touch.’

Something had changed in Deirdre’s expression. I met her eyes in the mirror. ‘You can’t have been crying just about your hair,’ I said. ‘What’s really wrong? Is this about Johnny?’ This was a topic on which even I had to tread warily

‘Why would it be?’ Deirdre’s response was a little too quick.

‘You know why, Deirdre. For years and years there’s only been one man you liked, and it wasn’t Illann. The fact that first cousins can’t marry doesn’t even come into it. It wouldn’t be fair to Illann if you took him as second best.’

‘That was ages ago. I was a child. You don’t imagine I’ve been harbouring a secret passion for Johnny all these years, do you?’

I knew that was exactly what she had been doing, but I would not upset her further by saying so. I pinned up the last section of her hair before starting to comb and plait. ‘Are you feeling nervous then? About … well, about the wedding night and all that?’

‘A bit,’ Deirdre said. ‘Ouch, that hurts, Clodagh! But not nervous enough to cry over it. It’s not as if Illann and I haven’t … That is to say, there have been certain things … I’m pretty sure I’ll like it, once I get used to it.’

‘You’re lucky,’ I said, combing steadily. ‘The most advantageous marriage Father could ever have dreamed of for one of his daughters, and you actually like Illann enough to want to share his bed.’

‘Your time will come.’

‘I expect Father will choose some ghastly old man for me, someone who happens to be useful as an ally.’ As an attempt at humour, it sounded unconvincing even to me.

‘He wouldn’t do that, Clodagh,’ Deirdre said seriously. ‘You know he wouldn’t have insisted on my match with Illann if I didn’t like him. And given what Illann’s connections can do for Father, that was remarkably good of him.’

‘True.’ I didn’t think Father would be needing to deal with prospective suitors for me. Whatever happened when Mother gave birth, she would not be able to resume her duties around the house for a while. If the worst occurred, I must be prepared to take on the domestic management of Sevenwaters for my father’s lifetime. Although I was one of six daughters, there was no doubt that this particular job would fall to me.

My eldest sister Muirrin was married and lived at Inis Eala, headquarters of Johnny’s warrior band. Deirdre would be hand-fasted and gone tomorrow. Our next sister, Maeve, had suffered severe injuries in a fire four years ago and now lived in my aunt’s house in Britain. Aunt Liadan, Johnny’s mother, was a healer of unparalleled skills. If anyone could help Maeve regain movement in her poor twisted hands and come to acceptance of her scarred face, Liadan could. Cathal had been right: my sister was a cripple. But none of our family ever used that ugly word.

As for my two youngest sisters, Sibeal was a scholar and a seer, destined for higher things, and Eilis was only nine. Mother had been training Deirdre and me for years in the expectation that each of us would marry and need to perform these duties capably in our husbands’ households.

‘What’s the matter, Clodagh?’ Deirdre’s gaze sharpened as she watched me in the mirror. ‘You look sad suddenly.’

‘I’m going to miss you so much,’ I said. ‘Thank goodness we’ll still be able to talk to each other when you’re gone. I don’t know how I’d manage without that. I mean, you’ve always been here. It’s like part of myself going away.’

Deirdre said nothing.

‘You’ll want to know what happens when Mother has the baby,’ I went on. ‘I’ll be able to tell you straightaway.’ That wouldn’t be easy if Mother and the child both died. My mental link with my twin meant news was delivered rather baldly, without the possibility of asking a third person to be present, or getting the recipient seated, or ensuring privacy before coming right out with it.

‘She’s going to die, isn’t she?’ Deirdre’s voice was oddly flat now. ‘After tomorrow, I’ll never see her again.’

My own eyes stung in sympathy. We hadn’t talked about this, not properly. We’d skated over the surface of it rather than admit to ourselves, or to each other, what we knew was most likely to happen. ‘She might get through it,’ I said. ‘The baby might survive too. Mother certainly believes that.’

Deirdre had bowed her head. Her hands were tightly clasped in her lap. She did not speak.

‘Maybe Illann could bring you back to visit before the baby’s due,’ I said, putting down the comb. How terrible for my twin if what she had said came true, and she never got the chance to say goodbye.

‘I don’t even want to think about it!’ Deirdre snapped. My twin had always been volatile, her emotions as tumultuous as an autumn storm. I was the calm one; in general, I simply got on with what needed doing. ‘I hate the idea of being here when it happens,’ my sister went on. ‘Just imagine seeing her die right in front of us and not being able to do anything about it. If she has a boy and it lives and she doesn’t, I’m going to hate that child more than anything in the world.’ She was crying again, her face crumpling with miserable fury.

I hugged her, blinking hard. ‘That’s nonsense,’ I told her, though I had felt something dark and cold pass over me as she spoke. ‘People never hate babies, they only have to look at them to love them. And Mother may not die. Perhaps she’s right about this child being a son and a special gift from the gods. Perhaps all those offerings have worked for her at last.’

‘You don’t really believe that, Clodagh.’ Deirdre glanced up and I met her eyes in the mirror. I was shocked at the look in them; it was almost hostile. ‘I meant what I said. If Mother dies, I never want to come back here. I’m going to put Sevenwaters behind me and concentrate on being the best wife to Illann that I can possibly be.’

I had thought I knew Deirdre better than anyone, but she had shocked me. The thought of her turning her back on Sevenwaters and her family hurt me. I could think of nothing to say, but I had the curious sensation that I had suddenly grown much older. I picked up the comb and set to work again. Neither of us could afford to appear before the rest of the household looking as if we’d been crying. Deirdre must shine at tonight’s feast and I must put on a convincing pretence of happiness, for my father’s sake in particular.

As chieftain of Sevenwaters, Father was juggling a far more testing set of challenges than I was: not just Mother’s uncertain future and that of her unborn child, but the fact that Deirdre’s marriage was likely to create resentment amongst certain powerful leaders of the northern Uí Néill. They would at the very least be suspicious of this new tie between Sevenwaters and the southern branch of their feuding clan. On top of those things, disquieting rumours had been heard in the district. People had begun to blame the Fair Folk for stock losses, for accidental fires, for crop failures and storms, as if that wise and noble race had almost overnight become mischievous and meddling. Talk of that sort troubled Father, since our land had long provided a haven for the Tuatha De. It was no wonder he was looking so tired. Deirdre and I must smile and hold our heads high tonight. We must celebrate tomorrow’s hand-fasting with every appearance of joy and hope.

‘Clodagh,’ Deirdre said, ‘there’s something I have to tell you. You won’t like it.’

‘Oh?’

‘I’m really, really sorry about this, Clodagh. I know it’s going to make you unhappy, but I have to do it.’

I put the comb down, completely mystified. ‘Come on, out with it then,’ I said. ‘Whatever it is, it can’t be as bad as all that.’

She dropped her gaze. ‘Clodagh, we can’t do it any more. When I’m gone, when I’m at Illann’s. It won’t be appropriate.’

‘Can’t do what?’ I had no idea what she meant.

‘Talk, the way we do. I’m so sorry, I’ll miss you terribly, but … Once I’m married, it would be – it wouldn’t feel right, Clodagh. Don’t look like that, it’s not the end of the world. Be practical about it. What if Illann and I were lying together and suddenly you were there between us? Not actually there, of course, but it would be the same. We just can’t do it any more.’

Something cold and hard lodged itself in my chest. ‘You can’t mean that,’ I whispered, knowing that she must or she would not have said it.

‘I’ll have a new home and a new family.’ Deirdre’s voice wobbled, and she set her jaw. ‘I have to concentrate on that. I’m sorry to hurt you, Clodagh. But I do mean it. I’m not going to let you in any more; I just can’t. And please don’t argue about it. I’ve made up my mind. It’s not only because of Illann and me. I need to learn to stand on my own feet and face my own problems. I’ve become too used to asking you for help and expecting you to fix things, and now I’ll be a married woman with my own household, and … Here, give me the comb.’ She was battling not to shed more tears. ‘You should change your gown, it’s all ripped,’ my sister said shakily. ‘What were you doing out there, climbing trees?’

I usually spent time with my father every evening in his small council room, talking over the day’s events. I would bring him up to date on the domestic affairs of the household and he would tell me about his discussions with neighbouring chieftains, his decisions in relation to our outlying settlements and their free tenants, his purchases of cattle or his plans to travel to councils and gatherings. Sometimes we’d talk about the conflicts that beset our region, usually involving the warring branches of the Uí Néill clan. We’d been doing this since long before Mother’s pregnancy. In the past she had often made a third in our conversations. Now that she was so unwell she had neither energy nor inclination for such talk, so it was just the two of us. Deirdre had never been interested in such matters.

Father often told me I had a good head for strategy. It was not especially common for chieftains to consult their daughters on weighty issues, I knew, but then Father was no ordinary chieftain. It seemed to me that even if I had had brothers, Father would still have trusted me and valued my opinions, as he did Mother’s. Perhaps it came from his having grown up with a twin sister who had been unafraid to make bold decisions in her own right. Perhaps it was partly because he had become chieftain at the age of sixteen, and had relied heavily on my mother’s support – she had been his childhood sweetheart and they had married young.

Knowing there would be no opportunity for our usual talk tonight, with the celebration supper to be followed by music and dancing, I seized a chance to speak to him in midafternoon, waiting until the two southern chieftains he’d been talking to left the council chamber, before slipping in.

Father was sitting with chin on hand, a document before him on the table. He was staring into space, his eyes distant. There were grey threads in his dark hair now, and lines on his face that had not been there before Mother conceived her child. Father was known as a strong, wise leader, a decisive man who knew how to be tough but was always fair. Right now he looked exhausted and despondent. His two wolfhounds provided silent companionship, one with her muzzle resting on his knee, the other lying across his feet. They lifted their heads as I came in, then lowered them again.

‘Father,’ I said, closing the door behind me and shutting out the sound of chattering voices from the hall, ‘I wanted to see if there was anything else you needed done. All the arrangements are in place for tonight’s feast and for tomorrow’s ritual. Most folk have arrived now. Muirrin and her small escort will be here in the morning, Johnny says – apparently she was called to attend to a sick child in our northern settlement as they passed through, so Johnny left three men with her and came on with the rest. All the guests are accommodated. The horses have been seen to and Doran has found space for the grooms and attendants. But there’s no sign yet of the two northern chieftains you invited, Naithi of Davagh and his cousin, Colman.’

‘Mm,’ murmured Father, and his lips tightened.

‘You think they’re not coming? Not even sending representatives? That would be extremely discourteous.’

‘I hoped they would come, Clodagh. I extended the invitation to those two because, of all the leaders of the northern Uí Néill, they seem the most open-minded and fair. And with their influential neighbour, Eoin of Lough Gall, away from home, I thought that Naithi and Colman might be prepared to sit at table with Illann just for the two days of the festivities. It seems I was wrong. They’re unhappy about the marriage. Angry, most likely.’

I could see he was deeply troubled, and decided I would not mention shadowy presences following me in the forest, or indeed rude young men insulting me; not while he had that look on his face. ‘Father, this is very serious, isn’t it, this difficulty with the northern chieftains?’

He motioned to the bench beside him and I sat down, realising that I had been on my feet all day and was tired.

‘I’ll deal with it after the wedding,’ he said. ‘Yes, it’s serious, but Johnny’s here now and we’ll devise a strategy. You look a little tired, Clodagh. This is a busy time for you. And you must have mixed feelings, with Deirdre going away.’

‘I’m fine, Father.’ I managed a smile. ‘I’m getting used to all this. It’s one less worry for Mother if I make sure everything is the way she would want it to be.’

There was a short silence. The unspoken thought hung between us: that Mother might never again take up the reins of the household; that she might not be with us for very much longer.

‘I wish the wedding could have been later,’ I said, remembering how pale and weary Mother had looked when I went up to see her earlier. ‘She gets tired so easily. I suggested she might leave the supper early.’

‘I’ll be glad when Muirrin gets here and can give us her expert opinion on your mother’s condition,’ Father said, rubbing his eyes. ‘I have to say, Clodagh, that although this is a wonderful marriage for Deirdre, I, too, wish the timing could have been different. It’s too much for Aisling right now, even with you handling the arrangements so efficiently. She seems …’ He broke off, unwilling to put his thought into words.

I laid a hand on his shoulder; he covered it with his.

‘I know, Father,’ I said quietly. ‘But the festivities will be over by tomorrow afternoon. And Muirrin should be staying until after the baby is born.’ My eldest sister was a healer; this was the job she and her husband carried out at Johnny’s establishment on Inis Eala, where combat injuries were frequent. We were lucky she had been able to come to Sevenwaters.

‘I’m sad that Maeve cannot be here,’ Father said. ‘I know she shies away from such gatherings, but she’d want to see her sister married. I miss her, Clodagh. You girls are all precious to me in your different ways. I hope you know that.’

‘I do, Father.’ I heard what he was not saying: that Mother’s fervent desire for a son – she was unshakeable in her belief that she was carrying a boy – could all too easily be taken to mean that she cared less than she should about her six daughters. I had heard my youngest sister, Eilis, say that Mother did not love her as much as the child who was coming. Sibeal had hushed her, telling her that mothers love all their children equally, always. I did not really think this was true. ‘And we love you. You’re the best of fathers. It will feel odd, won’t it, when Deirdre is gone? Once Muirrin leaves again you’ll only have three of your girls left. And Coll, of course.’

Father smiled. ‘You asked me if there was anything else I needed done. I suppose I should ask if I can be sure my nephew will be on his best manners before our distinguished guests tonight.’

‘What Coll may not be prepared to do for me,’ I said, ‘he’ll do for Johnny. He worships his big brother. I think we’ll have perfect behaviour for a little while at least.’

‘Perfect? From that child? I doubt it.’ Father’s tone was affectionate. Coll was not a wayward boy, simply adventurous. He and Eilis got in and out of trouble together regularly. It made the household livelier, which I thought a good thing.

Someone tapped on the door. When I opened it a chink, there was a chieftain waiting to speak to Father. At least I could snatch a few moments’ rest in my chamber, I thought. For Father, the day’s business had begun at dawn and would not be finished until the feast was over and all the guests safely abed.

Nobody would have known, at suppertime, that Lord Sean of Sevenwaters bore such a weight of anxiety. My father’s strong features were calm, his smile convincing as he presided over the festive meal. To accommodate our many guests we had four tables laid, one for family on a dais at the side of the hall, the others set crossways in the main part of this chamber, the biggest and grandest in the keep. Embroidered hangings decorated the walls; lamps cast a warm light over their bright colours. A fire crackled on the hearth, for the spring evenings could be chill here.

When Johnny was with us he generally sat at Father’s left hand, with Mother on the right. This was in recognition that he was Father’s heir and would one day be chieftain of Sevenwaters. Tonight he had ceded his place to Illann, the new son-in-law, and was sitting beside Deirdre, opposite me. It was easy to like Johnny. He was a sturdily built young man with close-cropped brown hair, steady grey eyes and a swirl of facial tattooing that was subtly suggestive of a raven’s plumage. He had always been kind to us girls, though we were slightly in awe of him. Johnny was older, of course; a year or two the senior of our eldest sister, Muirrin. He was a seasoned battle leader and greatly respected among fighting men.

The chieftains of the region did not view Johnny with quite such universal admiration. As the closest male kin – eldest son of my father’s twin sister – he was the rightful heir to Sevenwaters. But his father, Bran of Harrowfield, had once been a fearsome outlaw, and the local leaders had long memories. Aunt Liadan had been abducted by Bran’s warriors when she was about my age, so she could tend to their injured comrade. From that unlikely beginning had come Johnny, and a love that still shone as bright as the stars in the eyes of Liadan and her grim-looking husband. In fact, a prophecy had foretold that my cousin would one day be chieftain of Sevenwaters. That was common knowledge. It was plain to me that Johnny would do the job extremely well, and I knew Father shared my opinion. Of course, should my mother have a healthy son, things might change.

My gaze moved from Johnny to Deirdre, who was seated beside Mother. My twin looked lovely. There was no trace of her earlier tears. I had persuaded her to let me put her hair into a braided, upswept style, and it made her look at least three years older and quite elegant. Illann couldn’t take his eyes off her, and the glances she gave him from under half-lowered lashes showed how much she liked his admiration.

Mother was pretending to eat, but she didn’t fool me. Father kept glancing at her, no doubt seeing what I did: the shadows under her eyes, the waxen pallor of her skin, the strained smile as she tried to concentrate on something Illann was telling her. Aware that Illann’s sister, seated on my other side, was looking at me oddly, I plunged into conversation. ‘Your household musicians are very good,’ I said. ‘The fellow on the whistle, especially.’

‘Illann only hires the best.’ His sister cast an assessing look around the hall and paused as her eyes fell on Aidan, who was seated with several other men clad in the blue and grey of Johnny’s personal retainers. Her expression warmed; I could see she found his looks as pleasing as I did. ‘My brother understands that most households in these parts haven’t the resources to keep a permanent band. I suppose Lord Sean needs to fall back on the wandering bards. It’s a matter of luck whether you get a good one or some fellow with no talent at all.’

‘Of course,’ I said, swallowing my irritation, ‘we do have two druids in the family. They’re handy for a little storytelling after supper.’ I saw a smile pass across Conor’s face. My father’s uncle was chief of the brotherhood and spiritual leader of our community. He maintained a keen interest in strategic matters and came to Sevenwaters regularly to advise Father. Ciarán, his half-brother, had excused himself from tonight’s festivities as I’d expected. I had housed him in the little chamber next to the stillroom and I knew he would be there alone, absorbed in meditation or study.

‘As for wandering bards, my cousin has a talented musician amongst his men,’ I went on, glancing at Johnny, who had his close friend Gareth, an amiable, sandy-haired man, standing on guard behind him. He had one warrior stationed by each door as well. Even in this place that was his second home, Johnny took no chances. What he did made him desirable as a friend to the wealthy and powerful. It also made him a target.

‘Oh?’ queried Illann’s sister.

‘We might prevail upon Aidan to sing and play later,’ Johnny said. ‘Our bride-to-be loves the harp. She plays well herself.’

This was a slight exaggeration, since my twin had never worked hard enough on the exercises required to build up her technical skill. Johnny’s compliment had brought a blush to her cheeks. She did look lovely. Since we were almost exactly alike, I’d been careful to dress plainly tonight so Deirdre could be the one to shine. My gown was a smoky blue with a grey overdress embroidered in white. My hair was braided into a single tight plait, its only adornment a blue ribbon.

‘Thank you, Johnny.’ Deirdre’s smile was a touch tremulous. Whether our cousin had ever quite understood the depth of her long devotion to him, I did not know.

I coaxed Mother from the hall and shepherded her up to bed as early as I could. Her maid, Eithne, went off to brew a herbal drink, and I sent another serving woman to fetch warm water.

‘I’ll stay until they get back,’ I told Mother as she sat down heavily on her bed and shook off her shoes.

‘Thank you, Clodagh. In fact I’m happy to have a little peace. This one’s restless tonight.’ She took my hand and laid it on her belly. The infant kicked me hard, and a thrill went through me at the wonder of it. But I was afraid. This child was so strong already. For a moment I saw it as an adversary, a ruthless being that would take my mother’s life without hesitation in order to secure its own.

‘He’s eager to get out and join the celebrations,’ I said. I had become practised at hiding my fear in front of Mother, a skill I had, ironically, learned from her. I had watched her dealing calmly with one household crisis after another over the years and I had picked up her knack of covering up any unease she felt with a look of cheerful competence. ‘Mother, you didn’t eat anything at supper. I’ll have some bread and fruit sent up from the kitchen for you.’

‘There’s no need to fuss, Clodagh.’ There was a trace of her old briskness in her tone. ‘The gods want this boy born safely; I’ve known it from the first. Why else would they give me another chance now after all these years?’

‘You should rest, all the same. Would you like me to keep you company until you sleep? It’s not as if this is the first time I’ve ever heard a band, after all. And it’s Deirdre’s night, not mine.’

Something must have shadowed my face or darkened my tone.

‘Do you wish it was yours, Clodagh? Are you unhappy about being left behind?’ She settled obediently against her pillows, but her eyes were shrewd as they examined my face.

I sat on the edge of the bed, looking down at my hands. ‘The fact that Deirdre and I are twins doesn’t mean we want the same things in our lives, Mother. I am happy to stay at home for now. There’s plenty of time.’

‘You’re close to the same age I was when I wed your father,’ Mother said with a faint smile. ‘But, of course, Sean and I had known each other since we were children. There was a time when I thought we would never be together, and my heart almost broke, Clodagh. Some folk say that kind of love burns itself out, that it can’t endure the trials and tests of ordinary life. But that isn’t true.’

There was a faraway look in her eyes now. I knew what she was not saying aloud: that her longing to give my father a son had cast a shadow over their life together, and that now, at last, she believed it was about to be lifted. ‘I hope Deirdre and Illann will find the same kind of happiness in time,’ Mother went on. ‘They do seem very fond of each other already. Now here’s Eithne back, so off you go, Clodagh. I see that charming Aidan is in Johnny’s party again this year. He wasn’t the only young man who had his eye on you during supper, and that despite the fact you’ve dressed so plainly. You’re very considerate of Deirdre. I hope she appreciates what a good sister she has in you.’

I returned to the hall just as the meal was being cleared away. I slipped in the back, scanning the crowd to see where my sisters had got to. Deirdre had risen, her hand in Illann’s, ready to lead the dancing. She looked every inch a lady with her piled-up hair and dark russet gown. Father was in a corner talking with a group of men. Johnny, Gareth and Conor were all there, along with two of the invited chieftains, and they didn’t look as if they were discussing weddings. As I glanced at them I met the dark eyes of the unpleasant Cathal, who was standing on the fringe of the group, looking out over the hall. His gaze passed over me as if I were of no more interest than a piece of furniture, and a mightily boring one at that. I was mortified to feel my face flush, and turned away to look for my younger sisters.

It seemed one of Illann’s musicians was also a juggler. As the hall was prepared for dancing, this man kept the crowd entertained by tossing his five coloured balls in the air while performing an increasingly challenging range of acrobatic tricks. Coll and Eilis were at the front of the group watching him. My youngest sister was looking uncharacteristically tidy in a gown I had sewn for her, pine green with an edging of rabbit fur around the sleeves. Her face was fierce with concentration. I knew Eilis well enough to recognise that she intended to master the art of juggling as quickly as possible, and in particular to be better at it than Coll.

Sibeal stood further back, her midnight blue gown helping her fade into the shadows. It was not so much that Sibeal was shy. With the right person, Ciarán for instance, she conversed fluently on any number of erudite matters. Like me, Sibeal loved stories and music. But she had always been different. Her abilities as a seer made her ill at ease in the company of folk like Illann’s family and the visiting chieftains, who would expect her to have the interests and opinions of an ordinary girl of twelve. Conor wanted her to wait until she was at least fifteen before she committed herself to the druidic life. I was happy that Sibeal would not go away for a few years yet. She was mature beyond her years, at times quite startlingly so, and made a good confidante. With my twin gone, I would be glad of her presence.

Under instructions from Deirdre, folk were moving the furniture to make room for dancing. Gods, I was tired. No wonder I had fallen victim to my own imaginings out in the forest earlier; I’d probably been walking along half-asleep. There was a little door not far away leading to a set of stone steps that went up to the roof. In summertime that was a good retreat, with a broad view over the forest of Sevenwaters and only passing birds for company. I slipped through and shut the door behind me. All I needed was a few moments’ respite, and then I’d go back and smile for the guests.

It was not quite dark. A lamp had been placed on the bottom step and the sound of music floated down from above, a slow air I had played myself, though not so well as this. I followed the sound up to the first turn of the stair, where I found Aidan seated with harp on knee and a little frown on his brow. He was dressed up for the festivities in a tunic of dark blue wool with a snowy shirt beneath it, plain good trousers and well-polished boots. His hair was neatly tied with a ribbon at the nape. He looked, if anything, still more handsome than he had earlier. I recalled the way I had hurtled out of the forest like a screaming banshee, and felt quite awkward. It was a long time since Johnny’s last visit here, and I wondered if I had misremembered the degree of interest Aidan had shown in me then. When he saw me he put a hand across the strings and the tune came to an abrupt halt.

‘Please don’t stop on my behalf,’ I said. ‘It was lovely.’

Aidan made to stand, tucking the harp under an arm.

‘Don’t get up, please. I’ll go if you want to be alone.’ Gods, I sounded like a flustered thirteen year old.

Aidan’s cheeks reddened. ‘I’m just practising. Johnny expects me to play later. I want to get it right.’

‘It sounded fine.’ I settled myself three steps below him, tucking my skirt around my legs. ‘That’s the tune I taught you last year,’ I could not help observing.

Aidan grinned. ‘Ah, you remembered! Would you listen while I run through it again? Perhaps you’d rather get back to the dancing.’

‘The dancing can wait,’ I said, fully aware that it was improper for me to stay here alone with him, but suddenly not caring a bit.

His fingers moved over the strings, and as the tune rang out again I had an odd sensation, as if I were the harp and felt the touch of those hands on my body, gentle but sure. My thoughts shocked me. I must put such foolish notions out of my head and concentrate on the music. As soon as he was finished I must go straight back.

‘Excellent,’ I said as he reached the end and looked at me with a question in his eyes. ‘You’ve improved a lot since last year.’ I hoped my blush was not visible.

‘Really?’ There was a sweet hesitancy in Aidan’s smile.

‘Really,’ I told him, smiling in my turn. ‘I’ve got my own set of embellishments for the second verse – you could use those for contrast. Shall I show you?’

He passed his harp to me without a word and I demonstrated what I meant, biting my lip in concentration. I was not nearly as able a musician as he was, and it was awkward playing on the steps. But Aidan listened intently, then took the instrument back to try out what I’d suggested.

‘If you fetched your own harp, we could perform together,’ he suggested.

‘Maybe another time.’ This was Deirdre’s night to shine. It would be unfair to her if I made a show of myself. ‘I’m expected to go out there and dance. I think I’d better do so before people notice I’m missing.’

‘Will you dance with me, Clodagh?’

‘Oh.’ Ready words vanished again. ‘I wasn’t hinting – I didn’t mean –’

‘I know that. Actually I’m not much of a dancer. You didn’t get the opportunity to find out when I was here last time, but I would certainly tread on your toes.’

His honesty was disarming. ‘I’ll wager you dance as well as you play,’ I told him. ‘I did visit Inis Eala once, you know. Everyone dances there.’ Johnny’s island community was inhabited by grim warriors and energetic women. The folk of the island worked hard and they put the same vigour into enjoying themselves.

‘True, but most do it with more enthusiasm than grace,’ Aidan said wryly, descending to my level and offering his free hand to help me down the steps. ‘If you’re willing, I’ll give it my best try.’

Back in the hall the juggler still held the younger ones spellbound, but the music had begun again and folk were already dancing. Deirdre had her head high and her hand in Illann’s as they stepped forward and back, circled and passed under the joined hands of other couples. Aidan set his harp in an alcove and we attached ourselves to the end of the line. I caught Deirdre’s eye. She, at least, had not missed the fact that I had come back into the hall from a secluded area in company with a young man. Well, let her think what she wanted. As Aidan offered a rueful apology for stepping on my toes, I let my troubles go and was happy.

I stayed with Aidan for a second dance. We didn’t talk much – he needed to think about the steps. The third was a jig, requiring such concentration that we didn’t exchange a word. The hall was getting noisy. A long chain of folk was forming around the perimeter of the dancing area and spilling out into the courtyard where a bonfire had been lit at a safe distance from the house. We were wary of fire at Sevenwaters, for it was only four years since the hideous accident that had scarred Maeve for life. But we had learned to deal with this, since fire formed an essential part of major celebrations such as weddings and seasonal rituals.

The chain of dancers snaked past us. Coll and Eilis were in it.

‘Clodagh!’ my youngest sister shouted. ‘Come on!’

Then Aidan and I were in it too, whether we liked it or not. With one hand in my sister’s and the other in Aidan’s, I found myself dancing out the door into the courtyard, where wild shadows were thrown high on the walls by the changeable light from the great fire. Our forms were transmuted into immense prancing deer and owls and hares, or mysterious creatures that were half human, half something quite other. Aidan was laughing. His hand in mine was warm and strong. My heart beat faster. The drummer from Illann’s band came out after us to stand by the main steps, picking up the pace as we moved away from the house. The line went right around the fire now, down as far as the stables and back again, and people were starting to sing.

‘All right?’ I saw rather than heard Aidan ask me. I nodded, answering his smile with one of my own. Proper conversation was impossible. The singing was robust, the dancing undisciplined. The line lurched along and we had to grip hard to avoid being pulled right over. Eilis was laughing hysterically. I hoped she could not understand the words of the song, which were getting progressively bawdier with each verse. Perhaps it was time for me to take her indoors. But I was enjoying myself, and so was Aidan – he squeezed my hand, grinning madly. The drum hammered away. Now the whistle player had come out too, adding a high, true version of the melody to the erratic one the singers were bellowing.

Down by the stables Eilis tripped, pulling me hard. I stumbled, letting go of her hand and Aidan’s. Before I could so much as blink, someone pulled me out of the line and into the darkness by the steps to the harness room. He had my arms in a powerful grip; he knew exactly how to hold a person so she couldn’t fight back.

‘Let me go!’ I shouted. It was as ineffectual as my efforts to free myself. The singing drowned out everything. If someone wanted to abduct me, this was the perfect time.

‘Stop struggling, then.’ An unmistakable voice spoke right in my ear; I could feel the warmth of his breath. Cathal. ‘Believe me, I have no desire at all to molest you. I just want to offer a friendly warning.’

‘Friendly! I’d hate to see how you treat your enemies. Let me go, Cathal! You’re hurting me.’ And you’re frightening me. I would not give him the satisfaction of hearing me say that.

His grip slackened marginally. I made to pull away and he tightened it again. He’d chosen his spot well – the corner of the stable was between us and the riotous company. I couldn’t see any of them, and nobody in the courtyard would be able to see us.

‘What in the name of the gods is this?’ I hissed. ‘How dare you manhandle me?’ As soon as he let me go I’d bolt back inside and tell Johnny just what kind of mistake he’d made in hiring this uncouth bully.

‘Planning to rush in and tell on me?’ Cathal murmured. ‘You won’t do that. You wouldn’t want to spoil your sister’s wedding party, would you? Now listen. A good girl like you doesn’t dance all night with the same man unless there’s some kind of promise between them. I don’t believe there’s any such undertaking between you and Aidan. Take my advice. Leave my friend alone. Appearances can be deceptive, Clodagh. He’s not for you.’

This was the reason he had seen fit to assault me in public? It defied belief. ‘Finished?’ I asked, squashing the urge to ask him what he meant or to make the obvious retort that it was none of his business whom I danced with.

‘Clodagh!’ Aidan’s voice came from not far away, its tone concerned. ‘Clodagh, where are you?’

‘He’s smitten,’ Cathal said, removing his hands abruptly from my arms. At that moment something stirred behind him, a shadow, a figure perhaps twenty paces away, hardly more than a slight disturbance in the many shades of grey between here and the gates. I blinked and it was gone. ‘Make sure you’re not,’ Cathal went on. ‘There’s nothing but harm in it. Now you’d best go before my friend gets entirely the wrong idea. Ah, Aidan, there you are. We thought we saw something, a little stray dog maybe, but it’s gone.’

‘A dog.’ Aidan’s tone conveyed complete disbelief. His sunny smile had vanished. His eyes judged first Cathal, then me.

‘Excuse me,’ I said, and passed between them with my chin up and my heart thumping. I headed straight for the house, collecting Eilis on the way. I did not report to Johnny or to my father. Cathal was right: I would not spoil Deirdre’s party by making accusations against one of my cousin’s trusted warriors. I would simply stay out of both men’s way. Cathal was devious. Everything about him set me on edge. I had liked Aidan when he came to Sevenwaters last spring, and I liked him even more now. But I had not liked that look of jealousy and doubt in his eyes. Let the two of them sort this out between them, whatever it was. For now, I had had quite enough of men.





CHAPTER 2

On the day of Deirdre’s wedding, the household at Sevenwaters also observed Meán Earraigh, the ritual for spring’s balance point. Ciarán had taken no part in the previous evening’s festivities, but he emerged to help Conor conduct the rite. This druid uncle of my father’s was tall and pale, with hair of a deep fiery red and intense mulberry-coloured eyes. Ciarán was a man who seemed solitary even when in company. Although he was Conor’s half-brother, he was much younger; of an age with my father.

Meán Earraigh was one of my favourite feasts. Down on the grass by the lake shore we marked out a circle with leaves and flower petals. There the ritual was celebrated, with family and guests joining the chanting and the sharing of mead and herbs. We bade farewell to winter and greeted the new season’s warmth and promise. Sibeal played the part of the maiden, wearing a circlet of blossom as she danced in the circle. She was exactly the right age this season, just barely come to her monthly bleeding. She danced without awareness of self, her dark hair rippling down her back, her eyes distant, her features gravely composed. For as long as her part in the ritual lasted she was not a reserved girl of twelve, but the embodiment of the goddess in her youthful, budding form.

Alongside my sister danced the young son of one of Father’s freemen, representing the sun in its nascent power. The whistle and drum, the reed pipe and harp set my feet tapping, though the pace of this measure was contemplative. Conor made an imposing figure in his white robe and golden torc, with his snowy hair bound into many small braids. He watched the young dancers with pride, but there was a shadow over Ciarán’s features, as if the pair’s very freshness and innocence touched a secret sorrow in him. The dance drew to a close. The boy put a sheaf of spring flowers in Sibeal’s hands, representing the burgeoning growth of the season, and she dipped a little curtsy.

Unlike some of his Uí Néill kinsmen, who had turned to the Christian religion, Illann was steadfast in the old faith. This had strengthened his suitability as a husband for Deirdre, and it meant the hand-fasting that followed the spring ritual could be conducted with a full druidic ceremony. I had never thought Deirdre especially beautiful; to do so would have felt a little like admiring myself – vain and wrong. But my twin looked lovely today, her happiness shining from her face, the green gown perfectly setting off her bright eyes, her hair tumbling over her shoulders from the ribbons that caught it high at the back. She was a perfect young bride, and admiration lit Illann’s eyes as the two of them joined hands before Conor, promising to love, trust and be truthful to each other until death sundered them forever. Deirdre’s happiness made me happy. But I could not stop thinking of going to bed tonight all by myself in our chamber, without my twin to say goodnight to. My mind was full of the long months stretching ahead with not a word from the sister who had been closer to me than anyone else in the world.

All too quickly the hand-fasting was over, the celebratory mead and cakes were consumed, and we were bidding Deirdre and her party farewell, for they were to ride to Illann’s home at Dun na Ri straightaway. Most of our guests were also leaving. The way through Sevenwaters forest was not easy, especially for folk who were unfamiliar with it, and Father had arranged for the visitors to travel out together with an escort of his men-at-arms. In view of Mother’s delicate state of health he was keen to return the household quickly to its former peace, though he had not said so publicly. So I hugged Deirdre and said goodbye, and neither of us shed tears, but as the riders headed down the path and under the trees I felt a little part of me being torn away.

‘You know, Sean,’ said Conor, who was standing close to me, ‘I’d enjoy sitting awhile over some of that very fine mead, the stuff you didn’t get out while our guests were here. Johnny, perhaps your young bardic fellow might be prevailed upon to play for us, something soothing, and we can reflect a little on the passing of time and the changes that lie ahead for us all. Ciarán, will you stay?’

‘Thank you, but I will not.’ Ciarán had his cape on and his staff in his hand, ready to depart. His awkwardness in family gatherings was easy to understand, for he was the son of Lord Colum of Sevenwaters by his second wife, a sorceress descended from a twisted branch of the Fair Folk. Until a few years ago my sisters and I had not known he existed. Then suddenly he had been there among the druids, a member of the family we’d never been told about. It seemed he had overcome his dark legacy, for he was now expected to be chief druid after Conor.

Ciarán inclined his head courteously to my father. ‘Farewell, Sean. We have shared some momentous times, both painful and joyous. I hope your daughter will be happy with her new husband. Farewell, Aisling; the gods walk with you and your child.’ With that, he was gone.

‘Uncle Conor’s right, Father,’ said my eldest sister, Muirrin, who had reached Sevenwaters just in time for the ritual. ‘What better occasion could there be for that special mead?’

‘I haven’t seen Eilis for a while,’ Mother observed. She was leaning on Father’s arm; coming outside for the ritual had tired her. ‘And where’s Coll?’

‘I’ll find them,’ I said. I’d seen the children disappearing in the direction of the stables as soon as the ceremony was over, and I feared for their best clothing.

Eilis and Coll were not in the stables. They were not in the yard outside.

‘Down yonder, my lady,’ said one of the grooms, gesturing toward the lake, which could be glimpsed through the open gates. ‘They’ll be safe; they had one of Johnny’s men with them.’

A fresh breeze had got up and I was cold in the light wool gown I had worn for the wedding. I hesitated, wondering whether to run inside for a shawl. Best not; Eilis and Coll couldn’t have gone far, and the sooner I brought them back the less opportunity there would be for Mother to start worrying.

I headed along the lakeside path, expecting to spot the children at any moment. It was only when I reached a place where the track split into two, with one branch heading uphill into the forest, that I began to feel uneasy. This was surely too far. I couldn’t see any trace of them along the shore ahead. Could they have gone up under the trees? The two of them knew quite well that they were expected to be in the hall for the rest of the afternoon. Something was wrong. Something didn’t add up.

I stood at the fork in the track, unwelcome memories of yesterday’s strange experience crowding my mind. If someone could get close enough to the house to follow me between the hawthorn and home, what was to stop that same someone from abducting my sister and cousin from right under the noses of the family? What about the shadowy figure I’d half glimpsed last night when Cathal had pulled me out of the dance? I shivered. What now? Run back home and fetch a guard? Or go on in the hope that I was not too far behind the children to catch up? If I wasted precious time getting help we might lose them altogether. Besides, what if they were just around the next corner and nothing untoward had happened? I’d be worrying my parents for no good reason. With a sigh, I set off up the track into the forest.

I climbed for some time, long enough to get quite warm. As I went I called out, ‘Eilis! Where are you? Coll!’ but my voice lost itself under the encroaching trees. The only answer was the shrill cry of a bird high above. I hauled myself up a steep rise. My best shoes were coated with mud and the hem of my embroidered gown was seriously the worse for wear. My heart was thumping, partly from effort, partly from a growing fear. My little sister was only nine. She trusted people.

Footsteps behind me, down at the foot of the rise. ‘Clodagh?’ The voice was Aidan’s.

Relief washed through me. ‘Up here,’ I called back. ‘I’m looking for Coll and Eilis – I think they went this way.’

‘Wait for me, then.’

He was up in a flash and beside me, and I was blurting out a half-explanation of my fears. ‘… and the groom said one of Johnny’s men was with them, but I don’t know which –’

‘Cathal, I think. One of the maidservants saw him heading off with the children. Johnny suggested I come after you and make myself useful. It may not be very safe for you to be out here on your own.’

‘We do it all the time,’ I said, for that was true, though I was beginning to think Aidan’s caution might be justified. ‘This is our home, after all. And the forest has … well, it has uncanny methods of keeping out enemies. Outsiders simply lose their way, even if they think they’ve memorised the paths. Come on, we’d best keep walking.’ Cathal, I thought. What was that man up to? There was definitely something wrong about him. If I found Eilis and Coll – when I found them – I would make it clear they must have nothing at all to do with Cathal from now on. How could Eilis have been so foolish as to go off into the forest with him?

‘Eilis!’ I shouted again as we came out into a small clearing, and this time there was a reply.

‘Over here!’ My sister’s voice was shaky.

She was in a grove of massive oaks. From the foot of each mossy bole a tangle of heavy roots clawed out. The network of thickly leaved boughs high above cast a mysterious dimness over the place. Beneath one forest giant sat Eilis, blowing her nose on a linen handkerchief. Her eyes were red and she had scratches on her hands and face.

‘What happened?’ I asked, keeping my tone calm as I put my arms around her. ‘Has someone hurt you, Eilis? Where’s Coll?’

‘I climbed down by myself,’ Eilis announced, the assurance of her words undermined by a noisy sniff. ‘All the way. But Coll’s still up there.’ She glanced upward; above her, the trunk of the oak towered into the sky. ‘He’s stuck. When I was safely down, Cathal went back up to get him.’

I followed Eilis’s gaze. If my cousin was in this monstrous tree, he was beyond the place where the canopy blocked my view. My heart bunched up tight; my palms went clammy. The thought that my little sister had been up there made me want to be sick.

‘Misguided fool!’ Aidan was frowning as he came up beside me. ‘How dare he cause you such distress? Still, there’s no cause for alarm. Cathal is an excellent climber. He will bring the boy down safely.’

‘But it’s so high!’ I made myself take a deep breath. ‘Eilis, you and Coll must have known this was too dangerous. How on earth did you get up the first bit? That bough is a grown man’s height from the ground. You may be a good climber, but I know you can’t reach so high.’

‘Cathal helped me.’

There was a brief, intense silence, punctuated by the sound of something moving about in the tree high above us.

‘Cathal helped you,’ I said flatly. ‘So whose idea was this?’

‘We wanted to climb trees. Cathal said he’d take us. He said he knew a good place. He was being nice, Clodagh. Don’t look so angry.’

‘I’m not angry,’ I said through gritted teeth. High above me I could see two human forms now, each no larger than a joint of my little finger. Cathal came first, long legs moving with the confidence of a spider’s from one branch to the next. Just above him was Coll, and I could see how Cathal was showing him where to put his feet, where to grip.

‘Cathal found these big trees,’ Eilis said. ‘He’s a really good climber. We couldn’t have got up without him helping. Coll said if we went right to the top we’d be able to see the whole forest of Sevenwaters, and maybe even the sea. But I didn’t get to the top. Cathal said we’d gone high enough, and he made me climb down.’

A shower of twigs and other debris rained on us; up there, someone had slipped. Now I could make out Coll’s face, jaw set grimly, skin pasty white, and I could hear Cathal’s voice, low and steady, but not the words.

‘Then he did one sensible thing, at least,’ I told my sister. ‘But you made a big mistake. It’s much too high for you. If you’d fallen, you would have –’ You would have been killed. ‘You would have broken your arm or your leg. As it is, you’re all over scratches. What will Mother say when she sees you?’

There was a cracking, sliding sound overhead and I winced, grabbing Eilis and pulling her aside. A smallish branch crashed to the ground where she had been standing, cutting off her protest half spoken. The three of us looked up. Coll and Cathal were both standing on the same bough, perhaps thirty feet above us.

‘Of course,’ Cathal was saying, ‘the oaks where I come from are far taller than these – we cut our teeth on them as children. I could climb this in my sleep. But the top’s too high for Eilis. She is a girl, after all, and younger than you, or so I hear. You’re not to do this on your own, understand?’

The fact that Coll did not answer proved how frightened he was. I watched the two of them make a cautious descent toward the lowest branch. For all my anger, I was forced to admit to myself that Cathal was handling things well. At every stage he positioned his own body to provide the greatest support and safety for the younger climber, and his tone was calculated to calm the frightened boy. They reached the lowest branch. As I pondered what I would say to each of them, Cathal spoke briefly to Coll, then suddenly launched himself off the bough as if entirely heedless of the distance to the ground. My heart had time to lurch in fright before he landed with a flourish right beside me, then turned and reached up his arms.

‘I’ll catch you,’ he called with complete confidence. ‘Come on, you can do it!’

Whey-faced and visibly shaking, Coll jumped. Cathal and Aidan caught him, cushioning the worst of the impact.

‘No harm done,’ said Cathal lightly.

‘Are you hurt, Coll?’ I enquired, ignoring Cathal completely. ‘Show me your hands.’

They were badly abraded on the palms and would need salving. His trousers and shirt were both torn.

‘We won’t mention this to Mother,’ I said to the two children. ‘No point in worrying her now you’re safely down. The two of you are to come straight back with me and get into clean clothing, and no arguments about it. You know perfectly well that we’re all supposed to gather in the hall this afternoon.’ I glanced at Aidan. ‘Johnny did say something about your playing for us. This episode put that right out of my mind.’ I could feel Cathal’s gaze on me. ‘As for you,’ I said, not looking at him, ‘your role in this escapade has been less than responsible. Don’t try anything like this again.’ I held back further words, furious, undisciplined words.

Aidan spoke before his friend could respond. ‘We’ll be on our best behaviour, Clodagh, you can be sure of that. I hope you’ll help me with the music.’

‘I might,’ I said with a diffidence that was mostly feigned.

Cathal spoke up at last. ‘Gods preserve us,’ he said, ‘two harps!’

‘Back to the house, Eilis,’ I snapped. ‘Right now. You too, Coll. Everyone’s waiting for us.’

‘Race you,’ Cathal said, and was off like a hare. After a moment’s startled pause the two children set off in hot pursuit.

‘I see no need for us to run,’ Aidan said. ‘If we go more slowly, we can discuss what to play. Do you know Mac Dara’s Lament?’

‘What’s wrong with that man?’ I muttered as the others vanished into the trees on the other side of the clearing.

‘Mac Dara?’ Aidan’s brows went up.

‘Not him. Cathal. I know he’s your friend, but there’s something about him that’s … peculiar.’ I could hardly tell him what Cathal had said to me last night, since it had amounted to a warning about Aidan himself. I was not sure if Aidan was supposed to be too good for me or whether it was the other way around. That was irrelevant, anyway, since I planned to take no notice of Cathal’s warnings. I doubted very much that Aidan would appreciate his friend’s efforts to select which girls he might or might not dance with.

‘Did he say something to upset you last night?’ Aidan asked, suddenly serious.

‘No,’ I said hastily. ‘A minor misunderstanding, that was all.’

‘Cathal doesn’t want to be here,’ Aidan said. ‘He’s ill at ease in chieftains’ halls. Edgy. He means no harm by it.’

I found that hard to believe. Eilis’s explanation for the treeclimbing episode had been plausible from her point of view. But surely no responsible young man would have taken the two children out into the forest alone, when they were clearly meant to be somewhere else, and encouraged them to do something so risky. What if Coll had been meant to fall, and my arrival with Aidan had spoiled the plan? What if someone else, an accomplice, a grey-cloaked stranger, had been waiting to spirit my little sister away?

‘We should walk as quickly as we can,’ I said, glancing from side to side under the trees and picking up my pace. I shouldn’t have let the children run after Cathal. I should have insisted on keeping them in sight all the way back.

‘The children will be quite safe, Clodagh.’ Aidan’s expression was quizzical. ‘There’s no need to worry.’

‘How is it the two of you are friends?’ I asked him. ‘You’re so different.’

‘We were raised together. We’ve become used to each other.’

‘You are foster brothers?’ I could not recall Aidan making any mention of Cathal during his last visit here.

‘Not exactly. He grew up in my father’s household; we were born within days of each other. His mother was a local woman of humble origins. Father took Cathal in. We became friends and shared an education. When I decided to try my luck at Inis Eala Cathal came with me, thus ensuring I would not shine in feats of arms. On the island he’s considered second only to Johnny. He was supposed to come to Sevenwaters with us last year, but somehow he argued his way out of it.’

‘Well, he can certainly climb,’ I conceded.

‘He can do many things, including beat me in a fight, but that doesn’t trouble me. I’m happy enough that I earned a place as one of Johnny’s personal guards. I won’t stay at Inis Eala permanently. I plan to return home in a couple of years, settle down, make a different sort of life for myself. My older brother will inherit Whiteshore. But it’s a big holding; there’s a place there for me.’

He wouldn’t have bothered to tell me all this, surely, if he were not seriously interested in me. ‘Is Whiteshore right on the coast?’ I asked, feeling both pleased and awkward.

‘It’s on a hilltop looking out over the western ocean. It can be bleak in the wintertime; the wind is like a whiplash. You’d enjoy the summers, Clodagh. Walking on the sand, collecting shells, exploring the rock pools. Seals come in to lie on the shore there, and it’s a resting place for many birds. I wish you could see it. Of course, your home has its own kind of beauty.’

‘Yours sounds lovely. So I suppose you know lots of sea songs?’

He smiled. ‘A few. Most of them are too colourful for Lord Sean’s family gathering. What about some reels to follow our lament? Which ones do you know?’

By the time we emerged from the forest I was in a far better frame of mind. We found Eilis and Coll balancing along the top of the dry-stone wall, led by Cathal. Eilis had her skirt tucked up into her belt. I shepherded the children up to the house, leaving the two men to their own devices.

I sent Coll off to tidy himself up and took Eilis to her chamber so I could make sure she looked presentable before Mother saw her. Sibeal was there changing her shoes, and I left her in charge while I went to my own chamber next door. The embroidered gown I had worn for the hand-fasting was no longer fit for company, so I found myself a plainer one of a colour somewhere between blue and grey, with discreet flower motifs on the undersleeves. I brushed out my hair and replaited it. I put on clean slippers. Then I fetched my harp and went downstairs.

After the bustle of recent days, the hall seemed quiet this afternoon. Low sunlight slanted in through the narrow glazed windows, bringing out notes of vivid colour on the wall hangings. These tapestries held much of our family history. There was one Mother had made in the early days of her marriage, showing the tower on a green ground that was her own family symbol, and beside it the blue torcs of Sevenwaters on white. Deirdre and I had spent a whole winter making a piece of our own, which now took pride of place opposite the hearth. We had fashioned the image of a girl walking beside a lake, with six swans in the distance. My grandfather had been especially fond of this one, since the girl pictured had been his much-loved wife. My own favourite was a little tapestry made by my father’s older sister, who had died before I was born. This was filled from corner to corner with exuberant images of birds and butterflies, and I could not look at it without my spirits lifting. When she was young, Aunt Niamh must have been a happy person.

Now that our guests had departed, the hall was a place of family once more. Mother was sitting with Muirrin, the two of them busy catching up on their news. After letting Mother know the children were back and would be down soon, I went to join the men, who were deep in discussion before the hearth. Father was still in the black and silver he had worn for the ritual. He looked quite imposing; every bit a chieftain. With him were Conor, Johnny and Gareth, while others stood close by – my cousin’s men counted as family insiders while they were at Sevenwaters. I recognised lanky, fair-haired Mikka and a man called Sigurd, both of them from far northern lands. Johnny’s band included all sorts, as had indeed the more unusual company his father had led, the mercenary troop that had originally inspired the venture at Inis Eala.

Johnny and Gareth made room for me between them. ‘We were discussing the non-appearance of the northern chieftains for the hand-fasting, Clodagh,’ Johnny said. ‘And what to do about Eoin of Lough Gall.’

So much for quiet reflection over a cup of mead. I knew Eoin was the most influential of the northern Uí Néill and the most likely to interpret Deirdre’s marriage to a southerner as an insult to his own faction. Father had long remained neutral in the Uí Néill disputes, a wise position since Sevenwaters was situated right in the middle of their territories.

‘It’s unfortunate,’ Father said, ‘that I was unable to send a personal emissary to break the news to Eoin. Ideally he’d have been told of the marriage well in advance, in private, with appropriate reassurances of amity between us and the northern Uí Néill. Eoin’s a touchy man at the best of times. He’ll be mightily displeased to find this news waiting for him on his return from his lengthy journey. And in his absence, it seems the usually more amenable Naithi and Colman have made a statement for him by staying away.’

‘You sent word to Eoin’s wife, I take it?’ Conor asked.

‘A brief message, yes. It’s awkward; it would have been best to let Eoin know before any of the other northern chieftains, since he’s central to their alliance, but he’s been gone some months now on his trading venture, and things developed rather more rapidly than anyone expected. I sent the same message to all of them.’

‘When is Eoin due back?’ asked Gareth.

‘Within a month or two, I’ve heard,’ Father said.

Gareth and Johnny exchanged a glance. ‘We need a man up there,’ Johnny said, ‘ready to get word to us as soon as Eoin’s boat makes landfall. The last time another chieftain slighted Eoin, he was on the doorstep soon after with several of his kinsmen and fifty men-at-arms, demanding an apology. Such a dispute can soon flare into war, and we all know the northern Uí Néill don’t go out of their way to avoid conflict. Whatever position Eoin takes on this, the others are sure to follow his lead.’

‘You should be ready to call a council, Sean,’ said Conor. ‘Sooner rather than later, I believe. Get all parties together, spell out your position, make it clear Sevenwaters wants only peace and cooperation with both branches of the Uí Néill. Ideally you’d put an invitation in Eoin’s hand as he steps ashore, so to speak. Johnny’s quite right; this could become serious.’

There was a silence, in which the issue of the impending birth of Mother’s baby loomed large.

‘You’re both right, of course,’ said Father. ‘In fact I already have an informant at Lough Gall, ready to send me immediate word of Eoin’s return. But I’m not prepared to hold a council until Midsummer at the earliest.’ He did not need to elaborate. The wedding had been too much for Mother; a major council at Sevenwaters, with another influx of guests, was unthinkable until well after her confinement. And Father would not travel away from home with her health so fragile.

‘We should set aside such weighty matters for another time,’ Conor said as my younger sisters came into the hall with Coll close behind. ‘Clodagh, I see you’ve brought your harp – will you give us a tune or two?’

‘By all means let’s have some music,’ Johnny said. ‘If Aidan plays too, perhaps we’ll succeed in coaxing the Fair Folk out for a visit.’ Both Aidan and Cathal had entered the hall while we were talking, but neither had joined the discussion.

‘The Fair Folk wouldn’t come out just to hear someone play the harp, Johnny,’ said Eilis. ‘Their music is so beautiful it makes people forget everything about their human lives and wander away into the forest. It’s lovely enough to charm birds down from the trees and make rainbows appear in the sky. Folk like that would hardly come out of the forest to hear Clodagh play.’ She rolled her eyes at me and got a penetrating look from Mother.

‘Just as well,’ I said, thinking Eilis had a cheek to make jokes about me after her recent escapade. I found a low seat, set the harp on my knee and began to check the tuning. ‘The current audience is quite big enough for me. I’m out of practice.’

Aidan had fetched his harp and now settled beside me. ‘Let’s start with something slow and work up gradually,’ he suggested.

‘All right. As long as I don’t have to sing and play at the same time.’

I soon became so involved in the music that I stopped thinking about the audience. The two harps together made a rich sound, filling the hall with a bright embroidery of ringing notes. Aidan nodded encouragement as his fingers flew over the strings. We got better and better at picking up each other’s cues, and it was only when we stopped for a rest after an exhilarating set of reels that I realised how much I was enjoying myself.

‘Fine entertainment,’ said Father, who had come over to sit beside Mother and was looking more relaxed than he had for some time. ‘Your skills are less rusty than you imagine, Clodagh. As for Aidan here, I’m surprised he finds time to keep his hand in. I know how hard you work your men, Johnny.’

‘What about a song?’ suggested Muirrin. ‘You boys know a few; I’ve heard them at first-hand.’ Her smile was mischievous.

‘That repertory’s hardly suitable for a fine hall such as this,’ said Gareth. ‘And the execution’s – well, rough is a flattering way to put it.’

‘Go on,’ Muirrin said. ‘Our two musicians need some rest and refreshment. You must have one or two ditties that are suitable for family performance.’

The young men formed a line; Aidan got up to join them. With glances at one another, they began to stamp a steady beat and clap a complex rhythm over it. Once this was vibrating around the hall, Mikka began to sing, his light tenor carrying each line of verse, the lower, less polished voices of the others roaring out a refrain. It was a rambling and silly tale of a man who lost a prize ram and got into progressively stickier situations trying to get it back. I imagined there was a more scurrilous version, but in this company the young warriors kept it clean. They could all hold a tune, some more skilfully than others. Even Johnny, whose singing voice was not his most outstanding talent, was contributing to the chorus. But not Cathal. He remained detached from the group and completely silent. None of them had suggested he join in.

I got up to pour myself some mead from the jug on the table. Cathal was leaning against the wall not far away, regarding the singers with his customary expression of boredom. Wretched man! It was obvious he cared nothing at all about the peril he’d put Eilis and Coll in earlier. I would speak to him about it right now.

‘I want you to account for your behaviour out in the forest,’ I said under the masking sound of the young men’s voices. ‘You put my sister’s life at risk. And Coll’s. That was very stupid, Cathal.’

He did not look at me, and for a moment I thought he was going to ignore me completely. Then he said, ‘Would the children have learned a better lesson if they’d been forbidden to climb? They had a fright, yes. But they’re here, safe and well. Coll, at least, is not likely to attempt such a feat on his own in future. I’m not sure I can say the same for your sister, but with luck she has learned a little caution. As I said at the time, no harm done.’

I began an angry response, then checked myself. I was forced to acknowledge that there was some sense in what Cathal said. Should I ever have children of my own, I would want them to have adventures, to test themselves, to experience what freedoms they could, within reasonable limits. Reasonable limits: that was the key. ‘It was too high,’ I said. ‘They could so easily have fallen.’

Cathal looked at me. ‘You sound as if you suspect me of something, Clodagh.’

‘After last night’s episode, the very least I suspect you of is persistently trying to scare me,’ I said.

‘You seem easily scared,’ said Cathal, his dark eyes unreadable. ‘I suppose your upbringing has not equipped you to cope with challenges. You might take a leaf from your little sister’s book. She appears to be entirely fearless.’

I had tried to be courteous. Under the circumstances, I thought I’d done quite well. But this was too much. My hand itched to slap his supercilious cheek, but I suspected he would only laugh at me if I did. I took a deep breath. ‘If you imagine my upbringing has been a pampered one with a bevy of servants rushing to fulfil my every whim, you’re wrong,’ I said.

‘Oh, don’t bother justifying yourself to me, please.’ The tone was one of unutterable weariness. ‘Your little display before, with Aidan, illustrated quite clearly that you’re deaf to any good counsel I try to give you. As for your life history, I couldn’t be less interested. I’m certain it’s as much of a bore as your harp playing.’

‘I may not be an expert musician,’ I said in a furious whisper, for the song had reached its end and the applause that had greeted it was dying down, ‘but other people seemed to enjoy listening.’

‘Hardly the most critical audience,’ observed Cathal. The men were beginning another song, this one with actions suggesting a range of animals: bear, deer, fish, hare. ‘Half of them are your family.’

I felt my cheeks flush with annoyance. ‘And half of them aren’t,’ I retorted.

‘Ah, yes, but that half consists of virile young men, Clodagh.’ Cathal had not lowered his voice, and I was glad the rousing chorus from the warriors masked his speech from everyone else. ‘They don’t give a toss whether you play well or abominably. They’re simply enjoying looking at you in your nice grey gown and imagining taking the pins out of your hair, one by one, and then starting on those laces –’

‘That’s enough!’ Cathal’s eyes had travelled to the front fastening of my gown, and my cheeks were burning. ‘I never heard such complete rubbish!’ I turned my back on him, intending to walk away, but Muirrin was watching us, so I stayed where I was, trembling with fury. ‘And anyway,’ I said without turning, ‘what did you mean last night with those dire warnings about Aidan?’

‘You’re actually prepared to listen to an explanation?’

I wasn’t sure how the conversation had got here. I’d intended never to discuss the topic with him again, since I knew I would not take any advice such a dubious character might have to offer. ‘An explanation is long overdue,’ I said, trying for a chilly tone. ‘I’ve got bruises from where you grabbed me. It was a strange way to try to make a point.’

‘I don’t think you’ll want to hear it,’ Cathal said, surprising me.

‘Then you shouldn’t have tried so hard to tell me. Go on, say it, whatever it is. They’ll be finished singing soon.’

‘Since you ask so nicely, I will. My advice to you is to stay out of Aidan’s way. Tell your father not to put him on your list of eligible suitors.’

‘There is no list. Why would you say this? Isn’t Aidan your childhood friend?’

‘Oh, he’s been telling you stories, has he? I bet he didn’t mention that he’s betrothed to a girl back home. Two years at Inis Eala, then it’s back to Whiteshore, a nice wedding to the daughter of the neighbouring chieftain, and a life of domesticity. Let him pursue his obvious interest in you and you’ll be breaking that young woman’s heart. Or your own.’

I stared at him, dumbfounded. Aidan with his honest eyes and open smile; Aidan, who had not so long ago told me all about his future plans in a manner that suggested he would like me to become part of them, betrothed to someone else? He’d never spoken a word about any girl back home, either last year or this year. But then, he hadn’t mentioned Cathal either. ‘You’re lying,’ I said, but there was a lack of conviction in my tone.

‘Ask him if you want,’ said Cathal, offhand. ‘They’re just about finished. Go on, ask him now. I dare you.’

The singing drew to a riotous close. I applauded along with everyone else, just to give myself a moment. I watched as the young men bowed, smiling. I should have been pouring cups of mead and handing them around. Aidan looked about, spotted me next to Cathal and headed in our direction.

‘Not my finest performance ever,’ he said as he came up. Was I imagining things or was his smile somewhat strained? ‘We should play again, Clodagh. I might be able to compensate for my limited vocal talents. What were the two of you talking about?’

I’d been right. There was a note in his voice that reminded me of the way he’d looked last night: jealous. ‘Cathal was telling me about Whiteshore,’ I said. ‘I understand you have a young lady waiting for you back home. Your betrothed.’ I saw him flinch, and made myself go on. ‘It makes sense of your wish to stay with Johnny only a year or two – I wondered about that, since most men who win a place amongst his chosen few would not trade it for anything in the world. If they marry, their wives are expected to go to Inis Eala and join the community there, as Muirrin did when she wed Evan. You must be very fond of this girl.’ I worked hard to keep my tone light.

Aidan’s cheeks flushed. He looked straight at Cathal, and now the expression in his nice brown eyes was one of undisguised fury.

‘Don’t look at me,’ said Cathal. ‘I was just making conversation.’

‘What’s her name?’ I asked, unable to stop myself.

‘Rathnait,’ said Aidan tightly. ‘And the situation is not quite as Cathal has painted it to you. If you would allow me to explain –’

‘There’s no need for that,’ I said, wishing profoundly that I was somewhere else. ‘Your home situation is none of my business.’

‘But I must –’

‘Didn’t you hear the lady?’ As Cathal spoke, Aidan clenched his fists.

‘Cathal! Aidan!’ The voice was Johnny’s; the tone made this a command. ‘Gareth has suggested we counteract the effects of mead, good food and a day’s inactivity with a display of single combat. Knockout bouts, the six of us, with weapons of choice. Since you didn’t favour us with your singing, Cathal, I’ll expect a particularly fine effort from you.’

Cathal straightened from his leaning posture. ‘Of course,’ he said, then added in an undertone that only Aidan and I could hear, ‘What very fortunate timing. This gives my friend here time to work out what possible excuse he can offer, while you, Clodagh, are spared having to listen to it in a hall full of people. Meanwhile, both of you can hope I suffer an unfortunate accident on the field of combat. Come on, Aidan, he did say all six of us.’

Aidan turned his back and walked away. His shoulders were set tight.

‘Coming out to watch?’ Cathal enquired, brows raised. His narrow features were not without a certain charm when he allowed himself to relax.

‘Maybe I should be there just to make sure he doesn’t kill you,’ I said. ‘It’s hard to believe the two of you are childhood friends.’

‘Ah, well,’ said Cathal, ‘there are some things only a friend will do.’

‘Like making someone tell the truth when he doesn’t want to, you mean?’ Aidan’s embarrassment and shame had been written all over him. There had been no formal promise made between Aidan and me; no official mention of a marriage or an alliance. Still, there had been an unspoken understanding, and I was hurt. I had thought Aidan liked me. It seemed I had misjudged the man. It galled me to realise that Cathal had done me a favour.

‘Better go,’ he said. ‘Wish me luck.’ With that, he was off.

Mother and Muirrin stayed inside, but the rest of us trooped out to the yard. Coll and Eilis stationed themselves at the front of the crowd – cooks, grooms, men-at-arms and maidservants had all come out to watch. Johnny had a habit of springing sudden displays of this kind on his men when they were at Sevenwaters, to keep their skills sharp.

In the first round they used bare fists. Each warrior had his own style. Mikka was nimble, but no match for Johnny, who had superb technical skill. Gareth and Aidan were more evenly matched, though Aidan’s concentration seemed erratic. I expected Gareth’s dogged strength to overwhelm him, but it was Aidan who won, a well-timed blow catching his opponent off guard and sending him sprawling. Aidan helped him up, looking at Cathal as he did so. The message in his eyes was quite plain: You next.

Sigurd was unfortunate in his adversary. It was quickly plain to me that Cathal had something none of the rest did – an ability to anticipate moves, almost as if he knew what was in his opponent’s head, combined with a knack for springing surprises and the physical skills to use that knack to devastating effect. He fought like quicksilver, impossible to pin down, never where his adversary expected, evasive and fluid, yet strong when it mattered. I began to understand why Johnny had kept him. The bout was soon over, with Sigurd laughing as he offered congratulations.

‘Another round,’ Johnny said. ‘I fight Gareth, Sigurd fights Mikka, Aidan takes on Cathal. If anyone has two wins, a third round determines the overall victor. Gareth, what’s your weapon of choice?’

Bouts between these two were always entertaining to watch. They had been inseparable friends for as long as I could remember. We treated Gareth almost as one of the family. On the field of combat they moved with a perfect understanding, almost like a single entity in two parts. The fight came to a close with a dazzling display in which staves flew through the air to be caught, whirled and tossed again, with both combatants executing a somersault or two in between. Finally Johnny swung his staff low and caught Gareth across the calves, sending him toppling to the ground, from where the taller man sprang to his feet to clap his opponent on the shoulder and declare him the victor. Both warriors were grinning.

Mikka and Sigurd fought with swords. Neither managed to fell the other or to relieve him of his weapon, and eventually Johnny declared the bout a draw and congratulated the combatants, then pointed out a couple of things each could have done to gain the advantage. Next, he told Cathal and Aidan to step up. ‘Weapon of choice?’ he asked.

‘Knives,’ said Cathal, quick as a heartbeat.

‘All right with you?’ Johnny looked at Aidan.

‘Fine.’ Aidan wasn’t looking at anyone in particular. He took the knife Gareth offered, examining the blade minutely. I went cold for a moment, then told myself not to be silly. This was a disagreement between friends, that was all. People didn’t kill each other over such trifles.

This fight was not like the last two. From the start it was intense and brutal, the pair moving from one tight lock to another, their knives a hair’s breadth from wrist or groin or neck. Nobody shouted instructions. The crowd watched in a tense hush as Aidan backed Cathal all the way across the circle, up to the stone wall of the house, only to have Cathal slip sideways almost faster than eye could follow to pop up behind the other man and place a knife across his neck. I held my breath longer than was quite comfortable; I realised my teeth were clenched. Aidan struck backwards with his elbow, expertly, and when a winded Cathal let his weapon slide away from his opponent’s throat, Aidan hooked a leg around Cathal’s and attempted to unbalance him. They staggered, locked together, each seeking an opportunity to wield his knife effectively. I could hardly bear to watch, for there seemed to me to be a violent purpose in both men that put this on a different plane from the other bouts we had seen today. Surely Johnny should call a halt before one of the combatants plunged his weapon into the other’s heart.

I glanced in my cousin’s direction, but he was watching with every appearance of calm. The look in his grey eyes suggested he was assessing the two fighters’ technique, nothing more. He made a quiet comment to Gareth, who stood behind him, and Gareth smiled as he murmured a reply. Mikka and Sigurd, across the circle, looked engrossed but not troubled. Perhaps I was over-reacting. Perhaps this was not as bad as it seemed.

Cathal slipped and fell to one knee. The crowd sucked in its breath. Aidan grabbed Cathal’s arms, twisted them behind his back and applied a fearsome grip to his opponent’s right wrist, trying to force his knife hand open. Cathal said something under his breath, and Aidan’s features were suddenly suffused with rage. For a moment he looked like a different person. He hissed a response, jerking at Cathal’s arms, but Cathal writhed like an eel and was out of Aidan’s grasp and on his feet again, his knife still in his grip, his expression showing nothing but detached amusement. This time I heard his comment.

‘You’ll have to do better than that, papa’s boy!’

Aidan launched himself at Cathal like a battering ram, heedless of his own safety or that of the circle of onlookers. Cathal dodged out of the way, lightning swift, and Aidan came close to crashing headfirst into a pair of white-faced serving women. He managed to stop in time, spinning to face his opponent, knife at the ready.

‘At least I know who my father is,’ he said in a voice that had gone ominously quiet.

For a moment Cathal froze. Then, in a whirl of movement, the two men met again, and an instant later Aidan was on the ground on his back, with his adversary on top of him and both wrists pinned over his head. I looked for Cathal’s knife and saw, to my astonishment, that at some point he had slipped it back in his belt. Cathal’s grip tightened. Aidan’s right hand opened and his weapon fell to the ground.

‘Enough,’ said Johnny calmly, stepping forward. ‘Technically very good, Cathal, but you came close to letting your guard down. You must learn to block out your opponent’s taunts. Aidan, get up.’ He reached out a hand to help Aidan to his feet. ‘If you have not already learned that anger is a hindrance when you fight, now is the time to do so. We are professionals, whether in an exercise such as this or on the field of war. A cool head, impeccable technique and perfect focus are the keys to success. The two of you will settle your differences before nightfall, and there will be no more dispute between you.’

Cathal and Aidan looked at each other. Cathal put out a hand, but his expression was stony. After a long moment, Aidan grasped his friend’s hand briefly, then turned his back.

‘Very well,’ Johnny said. ‘Last bout, Cathal. What’s it to be? After that fright, I think our audience might prefer that we avoid anything sharp.’

Aidan was watching me. He had gone to stand with Sigurd and Mikka, but I could feel his gaze and it troubled me. What was it between him and Cathal? Had this really been all about Aidan leaving out one critical detail in his account of his personal circumstances? That might matter to me, but it seemed unlikely that it would have ignited such a dispute between the two friends. Not only had this revealed a darker side to the placid musician I had been so drawn to, but even the impenetrable Cathal had seemed disturbed by it. Not by the fight itself; he’d handled that as coolly as Johnny would have done. It was that comment about fathers that had rattled him. The two of them knew exactly how to upset each other.

Aidan still had his eyes on me, even though Cathal and Johnny, having settled on wrestling, were squaring off in the combat area. I decided I had had enough. I had nothing to say to Aidan, and it was a foregone conclusion that Johnny would win this bout. He always won. Cathal would be good, but not good enough. I would go back indoors and forget about men, the ones who lied by omission and the ones who had no idea how to deal with women. I would busy myself with overseeing preparations for the evening meal. And if Aidan wanted to entertain the household with music afterwards, he’d be doing it with no help from me.

I couldn’t sleep. It was too quiet. I lay on my back in the darkness, missing the gentle sound of my sister’s breathing. If only Deirdre hadn’t severed the link between us. I could have told her about Aidan, about how he’d concealed the existence of that girl back home even as he set out his credentials as a suitor. I could have discussed the peculiar behaviour of both Aidan and Cathal; how they were supposed to be best friends and yet had fought as if they hated each other. I could have asked her what she thought of someone who could be gentle and smiling one moment and full of explosive rage the next. Or of someone with appalling manners and a woeful lack of judgement who demonstrated perfect control when under attack. It wouldn’t have mattered that Deirdre knew as little about men as I did. I just wanted to talk to her. We’d always talked about everything.

I didn’t like being alone at night. Here in the dark, on my own, I could not keep unwelcome thoughts at bay with constant activity. Here there were no meals to plan, no provisions to order, no supplies to check. There was no pickling or preserving, no washing or mending or record-keeping with which to ward off my troubles. Instead there was the thought of Mother, weary today despite her happiness at seeing Deirdre settled so well; there was the looming nightmare of the birth. There was the strange sensation I’d had yesterday in the forest, of being watched as I walked; there was the shadowy figure I thought I’d seen last night in the courtyard, when Cathal had bundled me around a corner and made his ill-advised attempt to be helpful. There was the troubled look on Father’s face as he spoke of Eoin of Lough Gall.

I worried about Johnny, too. How did he feel about the impending birth, and the fact that if Mother had a healthy boy, that child might supplant him as heir to Sevenwaters? While any male of the blood could make a claim to the chieftaincy, a son of direct descent would likely be favoured over a cousin, especially a cousin of the female line. Johnny’s outstanding qualities as a leader did not outweigh the fact that his father was Bran of Harrowfield.

I stared into the darkness and tried to distract myself by humming a ballad about a woman who fell in love with a toad. It didn’t help; I kept seeing Aidan playing the tune on his harp, brown eyes full of smiles. I tried lying on my right side and then on my left. I turned my pillow over, gave it a hard thump and willed my mind to stop churning around. It did not comply. Eventually I got up, put on a cloak over my nightrobe and went down to the hall.

Lamps still burned there, and the fire glowed on the big hearth, though the house was hushed; it must be close to midnight. Before the flames sat Father and Muirrin, he in his big chair with the dogs drowsing at his feet, she on a stool close by. In the flickering light the similarity between them was striking – like Sibeal, Muirrin had inherited Father’s dark hair and pale skin, along with his air of grave self-containment. They were looking even more solemn than usual, and I could guess what had kept them up so late. I went over to sit on the rug beside my sister.

‘Can’t sleep?’ Muirrin asked.

‘It feels strange without Deirdre.’

‘It’s a time of many changes.’ There was a note in Father’s voice that I had never heard before. ‘Clodagh, Muirrin and I have been talking about your mother.’

I wanted to ask and I didn’t want to. I made myself speak. ‘She seems so tired all the time. Muirrin, what do you think will happen?’

My sister hesitated.

‘Be honest, please,’ I said, clutching my hands together under the concealment of the cloak. ‘I know there’s grave risk involved.’ I glanced at Father.

‘Muirrin,’ he said, ‘tell Clodagh what you just told me. She needs to know.’ His brave attempt at a smile made me want to cry.

‘If you’re sure,’ Muirrin said, and I heard how she was making her voice calm, using the same manner she would if she had to tell a peerless warrior that he would never be able to fight again, or a young wife that her new husband had died from his wounds. Healers carried a terrible burden. ‘Clodagh, you already know how dangerous it is for a woman of Mother’s age to bear a child. She’s done remarkably well to carry the infant to this stage. But … I’ve told Father I believe there’s a high chance we may lose both her and the baby. The rigours of labour and birth take a toll even on a young, strong woman. Then there’s the risk of childbed fever. And if Mother survives but loses the child, Father and I both fear very much for her state of mind. She is so full of faith that all will be well.’

After a silence, I said, ‘Thank you for being honest. I knew already, really. But I suppose I hoped you might know something we didn’t, something that would make this less frightening. Eilis has no idea what may be about to happen. I don’t know what to tell her.’ Despite my best efforts, my voice shook.

‘It is possible,’ Father said quietly, ‘that your mother is right. Perhaps the gods do intend this child to be born safely. Your mother cares nothing for herself. That is hard for me to accept.’

I got up and put my arm around him, but the gesture of comfort was as much for myself as for my father. It terrified me to hear him sounding less than confident; less than the capable, calm person the world saw day by day, a leader fully in control of himself and his domain. Tonight he sounded like a wounded boy.

‘Maybe all will be well,’ I said, not believing it for an instant. ‘Perhaps we should trust Mother’s instincts.’

‘I’ve told Father I’ll stay until the child is born, Clodagh,’ Muirrin said. ‘It’s a pity Aunt Liadan can’t be here, since her skills in midwifery far exceed mine, but I will be able to oversee the labour and birth, and perhaps stay on a little after that, depending on what happens. I do need to be back at Inis Eala as soon as I can. It’s too much for Evan to handle all the work there on his own.’

‘I’m grateful, Daughter,’ Father said. ‘We must all be strong. Your mother needs hopeful faces around her, not gloomy ones. I’ve spoken to Sibeal about this and she seems to understand, but Eilis … it would be too much of a burden for her.’

The look on his face troubled me deeply. I wondered if he had looked like this long ago, when the newborn twin boys had breathed their last. If so, I had been too young, too wrapped up in my own grief to understand it.

‘We must pray, I suppose,’ Father sighed, and I heard in his voice a hope as fragile as a single thread.
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