Authors Note
CELTICDEITIES

Thisbook contains many references to gods, goddesses, and heroes from Irish mythology. The reader
may appreciate abrief introduction to them and alittle hel p with the pronunciation of the Irish Gadlige,
remembering that there may be severd versons of the spelling and pronunciation of acertain name, all
quitevdid.

Tuatha De Danann too-a-ha day dann-an
(The Fair Folk)

The people of the goddess Dana or Danu, they were the last race of Otherworld beingsto inhabit
Ireland. They defeated two ancient races, the Fir Bolg and the Fomhoire at the two battles of Moytirra,
but were themselves rel egated to hidden parts of the landscape, such as caves and barrows, with the
coming of thefirst Gaels,

Fomhairefo-vo-reh
(The Old Ones)

An ancient race that emerged from the seato inhabit Ireland. Inaccurately described in later written
accounts as misshapen and ugly. They were eventudly defeated by the Tuatha De Danann and sent into
exile

Brighid bree-yid

A youthful spring goddess associated with fertility and nurture. In later Chrigtian writings she became
inextricably identified with Saint Brigid, foundress of aconvent in Kildare.

Dana (Danu) dan-a. dan-u

Mother goddess of the Tuatha De Danann and associated with the earth.

Morrigan morri-gan

A goddess of war and death. One of her favorite formswasthat of acrow or raven.
Lughloo

Cdltic sun god. Lugh bore the blood of both Tuatha De and Fomhoire. A multitalented hero.
Dagda dog-da

A respected leader and chief of the Tuatha De.

Diancecht dee-an kyecht

God of hedling, and chief physician of the Tuatha De. He congtructed asilver hand for the smitten hero
Nuada.

Manannan mac Lir man-un-aun mac lear

A seagod, mariner, and warrior, who aso possessed powers of healing.



CELTICFESTIVALS

Cdltic deities are often associated with the mgjor festivalsthat mark the turning points of the druidic year.
These days not only have aritua significance but are closdly linked to the cycle of planting, growing,
harvesting, and storing crops, and are paraleled in the life cycles of man and beest.

Samhain (1 November) Sowan

Marksthe beginning of the Cdtic New Y ear. The dark months begin; seed waitsfor new lifeto
germinate. It isatimeto take stock and reflect; atimeto honor the dead, when margins may be crossed
more eadlly, alowing communication between human world and spirit world.

Imbolc (1 February) Imulk, Imbulk

Fedtivd of the lactating ewes, sacred to the goddess Brighid. A day of new beginnings, when the first
plowing was often undertaken.

Bdtane (1 May) Bydtena

Onthisday the bright haf of the year begins. A deeply significant day, reated to both fertility and degth.
The day on which the Tuatha De Danann first set foot in Ireland. Many customs and practices grew up
around Beltaine, including maypole and spiral dances, the setting out of gifts, such asmilk, eggs, and
cider for otherworld folk, and, as at Imbolc, the dousing and relighting of household fires.

Lugnasad (1 August) Loonasa

A harvest festival sacred to the god Lugh, it developed from the funeral games he held in honor of his
foster mother Tailtiu. The mother goddess Danais aso recognized at Lugnasad. Many practices are
observed in order to ensure agood and safe harvest. These often include theritual cutting of the last
sheaf of grain. Games and competitions are aso popular.

In addition to the four fire festivals outlined above, the solstices and equinoxes mark significant turning
pointsin theyear, and each hasits own ritual celebration. These are:

Mean Geimhridh (21 December) Mean Earraigh (21 March) Mean Samhraidh (21 June) Mean Fomhair
(21 September)

winter solstice spring equinox summer solstice autumn equinox
SOME OTHER NAMES AND TERMSUSED

AengusOg

Caer Ibormeith

Cu Chulainn

Scathach

Aiding

Ciaran

Fionn Ui Neill eyn-gus ohg kyre ee-vor-may Koo khu-linn skaw-thuck ash-ling kee-ur-aun fyunn ee
nay-ill



Liadan Niamh Sidhe Dubh |lee-a-dan nee-av shee dove bogle
A goblinlike creature
Bran mac Feabhail bran mak fev-il

An eighth-century text describes this hero's voyage to distant and fantastic lands. On hisreturn to Ireland,
Bran discovered hundreds of years had passed in the earthly realm.

brithem

In old Irish, brehon law, amaker of judgments.
clurichaun kloo-ri-khaun

A amall, mischievous spirit, something like aleprechaun.
deosi| jeshil

Sunwise; clockwise.

fiannafeen-ya

Band of young hunter-warriors. One particular group of fiannawas said to be led by the legendary hero
Fionn mac Cumhaill. The term was used for roaming bands of fighterswho lived in the wilds and
operated under their own rules.

filidhfil-lee

Ecdatic visonary poets and seerswithin the druid tradition.
grimaire

Sorcerer's book of spells.

nemeton

Sacred grove of the druids.

Ogham

Secret dphabet of the druids, with twenty-five | etters, each of which also indicates aparticular plant, tree,
or element. Ogham signs might be carved on atree trunk or scraiched on astone, or indicated by
gestures—the druids had no other written language.

riastradh ree-a-strath
Battlefrenzy.
Hkie

Thisterm can be used for ased or for one of arace of sedl folk who can shed their skins and become
human for atime. If the kin is stolen or log, the salkie cannot return to the ocean.

Tir Nan'Og tear nanohg



Land of Y outh. An otherworldly reallm beyond the western sea.
tuath

A tribal community in early Chrigtian Ireland, ruled by aking or lord.
Chapter One

My mother knew every talethat was ever told by the firesdes of Erin, and more besides. Folks stood
hushed around the hearth to hear her tell them after along day's work, and marveled at the bright
tapestries she wove with her words. She related the many adventures of Cu Chulainn the hero, and she
told of Fionn mac Cumhaill, who was a great warrior and cunning with it. In some households, such tales
were reserved for men done. But not in ours, for my mother made amagic with her words that drew al
under its gpdll. Shetold tales that had the household in stitches with laughter, and tales that made strong
men grow quiet. But there was one tale she would never tell, and that was her own. My mother was the
girl who had saved her brothers from a sorceresss curse, and nearly lost her own life doing it. Shewas
the girl whose six brothers had spent three long years as creatures of the wild, and had been brought
back only by her own silence and suffering. There was no need for telling and retelling of thisstory, for it
had found aplace in folks minds. Besides, in every village there would be one or two who had seen the
brother who returned, briefly, with the shining wing of aswan in place of hisleft arm. Even without this
evidence, al knew thetaefor truth; and they watched my mother pass, adight figure with her basket of
salves and potions, and nodded with deep respect in their eyes.

If | asked my father to tell atde, hewould laugh and shrug and say he had no skill with words, and
besides he knew but one tale, or maybe two, and he had told them both aready. Then he would glance
at my mother, and she a him, in that way they had that was like talking without words, and then my
father would distract me with something else. He taught me to carve with alittle knife, and he taught me
how to plant trees, and he taught meto fight. My uncle thought that more than alittle odd. All right for my
brother, Sean, but when would Niamh and | need skillswith our fists and our feet, with astaff or asmall
dagger- Why waste time on this when there were so many other thingsfor usto learn?

"No daughter of minewill go beyond these woods unprotected,” my father had said to my Uncle Liam.
"Men cannot be trusted. | would not make warriors of my girls, but | will at least give them the meansto
defend themselves. | am surprised that you need ask why. Is your memory so short?”

| did not ask him what he meant. We had al discovered, early on, that it was unwise to get between him
and Liam at such times.

| learned fast. | followed my mother around the villages, and was taught how to stitch awound and
fashion asplint and doctor the croup or nettle rash. | watched my father, and discovered how to make an
owl and adeer and a hedgehog out of apiece of fine oak. | practiced the arts of combat with Sean,
when he could be cgjoled into it, and perfected avariety of tricks that worked even when your opponent
was bigger and stronger. It often seemed asif everyone at Sevenwaters was bigger than me. My father
made me adaff that wasjust theright size, and he gave me hislittle dagger for my own. Sean was quite
put out for aday or so. But he never harbored grudges. Besides, he was a boy, and had hisown
weapons. Asfor my sster, Niamh, you never could tell what she was thinking.

"Remember, little one" my father told me gravely, "this dagger cankill. I hope you need never employ it
for such apurpose; but if you must, useit cleanly and boldly. Here at Sevenwaters you have seen little of
evil, and | hope you will never have to strike aman in your own defense. But one day you may have need
of this, and you must keep it sharp and bright, and practice your skills againgt such aday.”

It seemed to me a shadow came over hisface, and his eyeswent distant as they did sometimes. | nodded



dlently and dipped the smdll, deadly weapon away in its sheath.

Thesethings| learned from my father, whom folk called lubdan, though hisrea name was different. If
you knew the old tales, you recognized this name as ajoke, which he accepted with good humor. For the
lubdan of the taleswas atiny wee man, who got into strife when hefdl into abowl of porridge, though

he got his own back later. My father was very tal and strongly built, and had hair the color of autumn
leavesin afternoon sun.

Hewas a Briton, but people forgot that. When he got his new name he became part of Sevenwaters, and
those who didn't use his name caled him the Big Man.

I'd have liked abit more height mysdlf, but | waslittle, skinny, dark haired, the sort of girl aman wouldn't
look twice at. Not that | cared. | had plenty to occupy me without thinking that far ahead. It was Niamh
they followed with their eyes, for shewastall and broad shouldered, made in our father'simage, and she
had along fdl of bright hair and abody that curved generoudy in dl the right places. Without even
knowing it, she walked in away that drew men's eyes.

"That one'strouble," our kitchen woman Janis would mutter over her pots and pans. Asfor Niamh
hersdlf, shewasever criticd.

"lan't it bad enough being haf Briton,” she said crosdy, "without having to look the part aswell? See
this?' Shetugged at her thick plait, and the red-gold strands unraveled in ashining curtain. "Who would
take mefor adaughter of Sevenwaters? | could be a Saxon with thishead of hair! Why couldn't | betiny
and graceful like Mother?!

| studied her for amoment or two as she began to wield the hairbrush with fierce strokes. For one so
displeased with her appearance, she did spend rather alot of timetrying out new hairstyles and changing
her gown and ribbons.

"Are you ashamed to be the daughter of aBriton?' | asked her.

Sheglared a me. "That's o like you, Liadan. Always come straight out with it, don't you? It'sdl very
well for you; you're asmall copy of Mother yourself, her little right hand. No wonder Father adoresyou.
For youitssmple”

| let her words wash over me. She could be like this at times, asif there were too many fedingsinsde her
and they had to burst out somewhere. The words themsalves meant nothing. | waited.

Niamh used her hairbrush like an instrument of punishment. "Sean, too,” she said, glaring a hersdf inthe
mirror of polished bronze. "Did you hear what Father caled him? He said, he's the son Liam never had.
What do you think of that? Sean fitsin; he knows exactly where hes going. Heir to Sevenwaters,

bel oved son with not one but two fathers—he even looks the part. Hell do all theright things—wed
Aiding, which will make everyone happy be aleader of men, maybe even the one who winsthe Idands
back for us. His children will follow in hisfootsteps, and so on, and so on. Brighid save me, it'sso
tedioud! It's so predictable.”

"You cant haveit bothways," | said. "Either you want to fit in, or you don't. Besides, we are the
daughters of Sevenwaters, likeit or not. I'm sure Eamonn will wed you gladly when it'stime, golden hair
or no. I've heard no objectionsfrom him."

"Eamonn? Huh!" She moved to the center of the room, where a shaft of light struck gold againgt the oak
boards of the floor, and in this spot she began dowly to turn, so that her white gown and her brilliant
shining hair moved around her like acloud. "Don't you long for something different to happen, something



S0 exciting and new it carriesyou dong with it like agreat tide, something thet lets your life blaze and
burn so the whole world can seeit? Something that touches you with joy or with terror, that lifts you out
of your safe, little path and onto a great, wild road whose ending nobody knows? Don't you ever long for
that, Liadan?' She turned and turned, and she wrapped her arms around hersdf asif thiswere the only
way she could contain what she felt.

| sat on the edge of the bed, watching her quietly. After awhilel said, "Y ou should take care. Such
words might tempt the Fair Folk to take ahand in your life. It happens. Y ou know Mother's story. She
was given such achance, and shetook it; and it was only through her courage, and Father's, that she did
not die. To survive their games you must be very strong. For her and for Father the ending was good.
But that tale had losers aswell. What about her six brothers? Of them, but two remain, or maybe three.
What happened damaged them all. And there were otherswho perished. Y ou would be better to take
your life one day at atime. For me, thereis enough excitement in helping to deliver anew lamb, or seeing
small oaks grow strong in spring rains. In shooting an arrow straight to the mark, or curing achild of the
croup. Why ask for more when what we have is so good?"

Niamh unwrapped her arms and ran a hand through her hair, undoing the work of the brush in an instant.
She sighed. "Y ou sound so like Father you make me sick sometimes,” she said, but the tone was
affectionate enough. | knew my sister well. | did not let her upset me often.

"I've never understood how he could doit,” she went on. "Give up everything, just like that: hislands, his
power, hisposition, hisfamily. Just giveit away. Hell never be master of Sevenwaters, that's Liam's
place. His son will inherit, no doubt; but lubdan, dl hell beisthe Big Man', quietly growing histreesand
tending hisflocks, and letting the world pass him by. How could areal man chooseto let life go like that?
He never even went back to Harrowfield.”

| smiled to myself. Was she blind that she did not see the way it was between them, Sorcha and [ubdan?
How could shelive here day by day, and see them look at one another, and not understand why he had
done what he had done? Besides, without his good husbandry, Sevenwaters would be nothing more than
awell-guarded fortress. Under his guidance our lands had prospered. Everyone knew we bred the best
cattle and grew the finest barley in dl of Ulster. It was my father'swork that enabled my Uncle Liam to
build hisdliances and conduct his campaigns. | didn't think there was much point explaining thisto my
sger. If shedidn't know it by now, she never would.

"Helovesher," | said. "It'sassmple asthat. And yet, it's more. She doesn't talk about it, but the Fair
Folk had ahand init al dong. And they will again.”

Finaly Niamh was paying attention to me. Her beautiful blue eyes narrowed as she faced me. "Now you
sound like her," she said accusingly. "About to tell meagtory, alearning tale.”

"I'mnot,” | said. "You aren't in themood for it. | wasjust going to say, we are different, you and me and
Sean. Because of what the Fair Folk did, our parents met and wed. Because of what happened, the
three of us came into being. Perhaps the next part of thetaleisours.”

Niamh shivered as she sat down beside me, smoothing her skirts over her knees.

"Because we are neither of Britain nor of Erin, but a the same time both,” she said dowly. "Y ou think
one of usisthe child of the prophecy? The one who will restore the Idands to our people?’

"I'veheard it said.” It was said alot, in fact, now that Sean was almost a man, and shaping into as good a
fighter and aleader ashis Uncle Liam. Besides, the people were ready for some action. The feud over
the Idands had smmered since well before my mother'sday, for it was|ong years since the Britons had
seized this most secret of places from our people. Folk's bitterness was dl the more intense now, since



we had come so close to regaining what was rightfully ours. For when Sean and | were children, not Six
yearsold, our Uncle Liam and two of his brothers, aided by Seamus Red-beard, had thrown their forces
into abold campaign that went right to the heart of the disputed territory. They had come close, achingly
close. They had touched the soil of Little Idand and made their secret camp there. They had watched the
great birds soar and wheel above the Needle, that stark pinnacle lashed by icy winds and ocean Spray.
They had launched onefierce sea attack on the British encampment on Grester Idand, and at the last
they had been driven back. In this battle perished two of my mother's brothers. Cormack wasfelled by a
sword stroke clean to the heart and died in Liam'sarms. And Diarmid, seeking to avenge his brother's
loss, fought asif possessed and at length was captured by the Britons. Liam's men found his body later,
floating in the shalows as they launched their smdl craft and fled, outnumbered, exhausted, and heartsick.
He had died from drowning, but only after the enemy had had their sport with him. They would not let my
mother see his body when they brought him home.

These Britons were my father's people. But lubdan had had no part in thiswar. He had sworn, once, that
he would not take arms againgt his own kind, and he was aman of hisword. With Sean it was different.
My Uncle Liam had never married, and my mother said he never would. There had been agirl once that
he had loved. But the enchantment fell on him and his brothers. Three yearsisalong time when you are
only sixteen. When at last he came back to the shape of aman, his sweetheart was married and aready
the mother of a son. She had obeyed her father's wishes, believing Liam dead. So he would not take a
wife. And he needed no son of hisown, for he loved his nephew asfiercely as any father could and
brought him up, without knowing it, in hisown image. Sean and | were the children of asingle birth, he
just dightly my elder. But a sixteen he was more than a head tdler, close to being aman, strong of
shoulder, hisbody lean and hard. Liam had ensured he was expert in the arts of war. Aswell, Sean
learned how to plan acampaign, how to ddliver afar judgment, how to understand the thinking of aly
and enemy dike. Liam commented sometimes on his nephew's youthful impeatience. But Sean wasa
leader in the making; nobody doubted that.

Asfor our father, he smiled and let them get on with it. He recognized the weight of the inheritance Sean
must one day carry. But he had not relinquished his son. There wastime, aswell, for thetwo of them to
walk or ride around the fields and byres and barns of the home farms, for lubdan to teach his son to care
for his people and hisland as well asto protect them. They spoke long and often, and held each other's
respect. Only | would catch Mother sometimes, looking a Niamh and looking at Sean and looking at
me, and | knew what was troubling her. Sooner or later, the Fair Folk would decide it wastime: time to
meddlein our lives again, timeto pick up the half-finished tapestry and weave afew more twisted
patternsinto it. Which would they choose? Was one of usthe child of the prophecy, who would at last
make peace between our people and the Britons of Northwoods and win back the idands of mystic
caves and sacred trees? Mysdlf, | rather thought not. If you knew the Fair Folk at al, you knew they
were devious and subtle. Their games were complex; their choices never obvious. Besides, what about
the other part of the prophecy, which people seemed to have conveniently overlooked? Didn't it say
something about bearing the mark of the raven? Nobody knew quite what that meant, but it didn't seem
tofit any of us. Besides, there must have been more than afew misalliances between wandering Britons
and Irish women. We could hardly be the only children who bore the blood of both races. This| told
mysdlf; and then | would see my mother's eyes on us, green, fey, watchful, and a shiver of foreboding
would run through me. | sensed it wastime, timefor thingsto change again.

That spring we had visitors. Here in the heart of the greet foret, the old ways were strong despite the
communities of men and women that now spread over our land, their Christian crosses stark symbols of
anew faith. From timeto time, travelerswould bring across the seataes of greet ills done to folk who
dared keep the old traditions. There were crud penalties, even death, for those who left an offering,
maybe, for the harvest gods or thought to weave asmple spdl for good fortune or use a potion to bring
back afaithless sweetheart. The druidswere dl dain or banished over there. The power of the new faith



was great. Backed up with a generous purse and with letha force, how could it fail?

But here at Sevenwaters, here in this corner of Erin, we were adifferent breed. The holy fathers, when
they came, were mostly quiet, scholarly men who debated an issue with open minds and listened as much
asthey spoke. Among them, aboy could learnto read in Latin and in Irish, and to write aclear hand,
and to mix colors and make intricate patterns on parchment or fine vellum. Amongst the sgters, agirl
might learn the healing arts or how to chant like an angd. In their houses of contemplation therewasa
placefor the poor and dispossessed. They were, at heart, good people. But none from our household
was destined to join their number. When my grandfather went away and Liam became lord of
Sevenwaters, with al the respongbilities that entailed, many strands were drawn together to strengthen
our household'sfabric. Liam ralied the families nearby, built astrong fighting force, became the leader
our people had needed so badly. My father made our farms prosperous and our fields plentiful as never
before. He planted oaks where once had been barren soil. Aswell, he put new heart into folk who had
drawn very closeto despair. My mother was a symbol of what could be won by faith and strength, a
living reminder of that other world below the surface. Through her they breathed in daily the truth about
who they were and where they came from, the healing message of the spirit realm.

And then there was her brother Conor. Asthetaetells, there were six brothers. Liam | havetold of, and
the two who were next to him in age, who died in the first battle for the Idands. The youngest, Padriac,
was avoyager, returning but seldom. Conor was the fourth brother, and he was adruid. Even astheold
faith faded and grew dim elsewhere, we witnessed its light glowing ever stronger in our forest. It was asif
each feast day, each marking of the passing season with song and ritua, put back alittle more of the unity
our people had dmost lost. Each time, we drew one step closer to being ready—ready again to reclaim
what had been stolen from us by the Britons long generations since. The Idands were the heart of our
mystery, the cradle of our belief. Prophecy or no prophecy, the people began to believe that Liam would
win them back; or if not him, then Sean, who would be lord of Sevenwaters after him. The day drew
closer, and folk were never more aware of it than when the wise ones came out of the forest to mark the
turning of the season. So it was at Imbolc, the year Sean and | were Sixteen, ayear burned deep in my
memory. Conor came, and with him aband of men and women, somein white, and someintheplain
homespun robes of those ill in their training, and they made the ceremony to honor Brighid's festival
deep in the woods of Sevenwaters.

They camein the afternoon, quietly asusua. Two very old men and one old woman, walking in plain
sandd's up the path from the forest. Their hair was knotted into many small braids, woven about with
colored thread. There were young folk wearing the homespun, both boys and girls; and there were men
of middle years, of whom my Uncle Conor was one. Come late to the learning of the great mysteries, he
was now their leader, a pae, grave man of middlie height, hislong chestnut hair streaked with gray, his
eyes deep and serene. He greeted us al with quiet courtesy: my mother, lubdan, Liam, then the three of
us, and our guests, for severa households had gathered here for the fedtivities. Seamus Redbeard, a
vigorous old man whose snowy hair belied his name. His new wife, asweet girl not so much older than
myself. Niamh had been shocked to see this match.

"How can she?" shed whispered to me behind her hand. "How can shelie with him? He's old, so old.
And fat. And hé'sgot ared nose. Look, shessmiling at him! 1'd rather die!”

| glanced at her alittle sourly. "Y ou'd best take Eamonn then, and be glad of the offer, if what you want is
abeautiful young man,” | whispered back. "Y ou're unlikely to do better. Besides, he'swedthy.”

"Eamonn? Huh!"

This seemed to be the response whenever | made this suggestion. | wondered, not for the first time, what
Niamh redlly did want. There was no way to seeinsde that girl's head. Not like Sean and me. Perhapsit



was our being twins, or maybe it was something e se, but the two of us never had any problem talking
without words. It became necessary, even, to set aguard on your own mind at times so that the other
could not read it. It was both auseful skill and an inconvenient one.

| looked at Eamonn, where he stood now with hissister, Aiding, greeting Conor and the rest of the
robed procession. | could not really see what Niamh's problem was. Eamonn was the right age, just a
year or two older than my sister. He was comely enough; alittle serious maybe, but that could be
remedied. Hewaswel| built, with glossy, brown hair and fine, dark eyes. He had good teeth. To liewith
him would be—wdll, | had little knowledge of such things, but | imagined it would not be repulsive. And
it would be amatch well regarded by both families. Eamonn had come very young to hisinheritance, a
vast domain surrounded by treacherous marshlands to the east of Seamus Redbeard's land and curving
around close by the passto the north. Eamonn'sfather, who bore the same name, had been killed in
rather mysterious circumstances some years back. My Uncle Liam and my father did not ways agree,
but they were united in their refusal to discuss this particular topic. Eamonn's mother had died when
Aiding was born. So Eamonn had grown up with immense wealth and power and an overabundance of
influentia advisers. Seamus, who was his grandfather; Liam, who had once been betrothed to his mother;
my father, who was somehow tied up in the whole thing. It was perhaps surprising that Eamonn had
become very much his own man and despite his youth kept his own control over his estates and his not
inconsderable private army. That explained, maybe, why he was such a solemn young man. | found that |
had been scrutinizing him closely as he finished speaking with one of the younger druids and glanced my
way. He gave me ahdf smile, asif in defiance of my assessment, and | looked away, feding ablushrise
to my cheeks. Niamh was slly, | thought. She was unlikely to do any better; and at seventeen, she
needed to make up her mind quickly before somebody esedid it for her. It would be avery strong
partnership and made stronger il by thetie of kinship with Seamus, who owned the lands between. He
who controlled dl of that could deal aheavy blow to the Britons when the time came.

The druids made their way to the end of theling, finishing their greetings. The sunwaslow inthe sky. In
the field behind our home barn, in neat rows, the plows and forks and other implements of our new
season'swork lay ready. We made our way down paths still dippery from spring rains to take up our
placesin agreat circle around the field, our shadowslong in the late afternoon light. | saw Aiding dip
away from her brother and regppear dightly later at Sean'sside, asif by chance. If she thought her move
unnoticed, she thought wrong, for her cloud of auburn hair drew the eye however she might try to tame
its exuberance with ribbons. As she reached my brother's side, the rising breeze whisked one long, bright
curl across her small face, and Sean reached out to tuck it gently behind her ear. | did not need to watch
them further to fed her hand dip into hisand my brother's fingerstighten around it possessively. Well, |
thought, here's someone who knows how to make up his mind. Perhapsit didn't matter, after al, what
Niamh decided, for it seemed the aliance would be made one way or another.

The druids formed a semicircle around the rows of tools, and in the gap stood Conor, whose white robe
bore an edging of gold. He had thrown back his hood, revealing the golden torc he wore around his
neck, asign of hisleadership within this mystic brotherhood. He was young yet by their standards, but his
face was an ancient face; his serene gaze held more than one lifetime's knowledge in its depths. He had
made along journey these eighteen yearsin the forest.

Now Liam stepped forward, as head of the household, and passed to his brother asilver chalice of our
best mead, made from the finest honey, and brewed with water from one particular spring whose exact
location was a very well-guarded secret. Conor nodded gravely. Then he began adow progress
between the plows and sickles, the hay forks and heavy spades, the shears and shovels, and he sprinkled
afew drops of the potent brew on each as he passed.

"A finecdf inthe belly of the breeding cow. A river of sweet milk from her teats. A warm coat on the



backs of the sheep. A bountiful harvest from spring rains.”

Conor walked evenly, hiswhite robe shifting and changing around him asif with itsown life. He bore the
dlver chdicein one hand, his staff of birch in the other. There was ahush over dl of us. Eventhe birds
seemed to cease their chatter in the trees around. Behind me, a couple of horses leaned over the fence,
their solemn, liquid eyesfixed on the man with the quiet voice.

"Brighid's blessing be on our fields this season. Brighid's hand stretch out over our new growth. May she
bring forth life; may our seed flourish. Heart of the earth; life of the heart; dl isone.”

So he went on, and over each of the homely implements of toil he reached his hand and dropped alittle
of the precious mead. The light grew golden as the sun sank below the tops of the oaks. Last of dl was
the eght-ox plow, which the men had made under lubdan'singtruction long years ago. With this, the
stoniest of fields had been made soft and fertile. We had wreathed it in garlands of yellow tansy and
fragrant heather, and Conor paused beforeit, raising his staff.

"Let noill fal onour labors," he said. "L et no blight touch our crops, no maady our flocks. Let the work
of thisplow, and of our hands, make agood harvest and a prosperous season. We give thanks for the
earth that is our mother, for the rain that brings forth her life. We honor the wind that shakes the seed
from the great oaks, we reverence the sun that warms the new growth. In al things, we honor you,
Brighid, who kindlesthefires of spring.”

Thecircle of druids echoed hislast sentence, their voi ces degp and resonant. Then Conor walked back
to hisbrother and put the cup into his hands, and Liam made a comment about maybe sharing what was
left in the flask after supper. The ceremony was amost over.

Conor turned and stepped forward, one, two, three steps. He stretched out his right hand. A tall, young
initiate with ahead of curlsthe deegpest red you ever saw came quickly forward and took his master's
daff. He stood to one side, watching Conor with astare whose intensity sent ashiver down my spine.
Conor raised his hands.

"New lifel New light! New firel" he said, and his voice was not quiet now but powerful and clear, ringing
through the forest like some solemn bell. "New firel"

His hands were above his head, reaching into the sky. There was a shimmering and a strange humming
sound, and suddenly above his hands waslight, flame, a brightnessthat dazzled the eyes and shocked the
senses. Thedruid lowered hisarms dowly. Still between his cupped handsflared afire, afiresored |
watched with awe, expecting to see his skin burn and blister under the intense heat. The young initiate
walked up to him, an unlit torch in his hands. Aswe stared transfixed, Conor reached out and touched
thistorch with hisfingers, and it flamed into rich, golden light. And when Conor drew his hands away,
they were just the hands of aman, and the mysterious fire was gone from them. The face of the youth
was a picture of pride and awe as he bore his precious torch up to the house, where the fires of the
hearth would be rekindled. The ceremony was complete. Tomorrow, the work of the new season would
begin. | caught fragments of conversation as we made our way back to the house, where feasting would
commence at sundown.

"... wasthiswise? There were others, surely, who could have been chosen for thistask?”
"It wastime. He cannot be kept hidden forever.”

Thiswas Liam and hisbrother. Then | saw my mother and my father asthey walked up the path
together. Her foot dipped in the mud, and she stumbled; he caught her instantly, dmost beforeit
happened, he was so quick. His arm went around her shoulders, and shelooked up at him. | sensed a



shadow over the two of them, and | was suddenly ill at ease. Sean ran past me, grinning, with Aiding not
far behind. They were following the tdl, young man who bore the torch. My brother did not speak, but in
my mind | caught his happiness as he passed me. Just for tonight, he was only sixteen yearsold, and he
wasinlove, and dl wasright in hisworld. And | felt that sudden chill again. What was wrong with me? It
wasasif | werewishing ill on my family, on afine spring day when everything was bright and strong. |
told mysdlf to stop being foolish, but the shadow was till there on the edge of my thoughts.

You fedl it too.

| froze. There was only one person | could speak to thisway, without words, and that was Sean. But it
was not my brother'sinner voice that touched my mind now.

Don't be alarmed, Liadan. | will not intrude on your thoughts. If | have learned anything these
long years, it isto discipline this skill. You are unhappy. Uneasy. What happens will not be your
doing. You must remember that. Each of us chooses his own path.

Stll | waked toward the house, the crowd around me chattering and laughing, young men holding their
scythes over ashoulder, young women helping to carry spade or sickle. Here and there hands met and
clasped, and one or two stragglers disappeared quietly into the forest about their own business. On the
path ahead, my uncle waked dowly, the golden border of his robe catching the last rays of setting sun.

|—I don't know what | feel, Uncle. A darkness—something terribly wrong. And yet, it'sasif |
were wishing it on us by thinking of it. How can Ida this when everything is so goo A, when they
are all so happy?

It'stime. Not by so much asaturning of the head did my uncle show that he spoke with me thus. You
wonder at my ability to read you? You should talk to Sorcha, if you can make her answer. It was
she, and Finbar, who excelled in this once. But it may pain her to recall it.

You said it's time. Time for what?

If there was away to Sigh without making a sound that was what Conor communicated to me. Time for
their hands to stir the pot. Time for their fingers to weave a little more into the pattern. Time for
their voices to take up the song. You need feel no guilt, Liadan. They use us all, and thereis not
much we can do about it. | discovered that the hard way. And so will you, | fear.

What do you mean?
You'll find out soon enough. Why not enjoy yourself and, be young while thereis till time?

And that wasit. He shut off histhoughts from me as suddenly and surely asif atrapdoor had dammed
closed. Ahead, | saw him pause, waiting for my mother and lubdan to catch up; and the three of them
went into the house together. | was |eft none the wiser for this strange conversation.

My sister was very beautiful that night. The hearth fires of the house had been rekindled, and therewas a
bonfire out of doors, and cider, and dancing. It was quite cool. | had wrapped a shawl around me, and
gtill I shivered. But Niamh's shoulders were bare above her deep blue gown, and her golden hair was
cunningly woven with silk ribbons and little early violets. As she danced, her skin glowed in thefirdight
and her eyes spoke achalenge. The young men could scarce keep their eyes off her, as she whirled first
with one and then another. Even the young druids, | thought, were having difficult} ' in keeping their feet
from tapping and their gaze suitably sober. Seamus had brought the musicians. They were good; a piper,
aharper, and one who excelled at anything he put his hand to; bodhran or whistle or flute. There were
tables and benches set out in the courtyard, and the older druids sat with the household there, talking and



exchanging tales, watching as the young folk enjoyed themselves.

There was one who stood gpart, and that was the young druid, him with the dark red hair who had held
the torch rekindled with amysticd fire. He done had not partaken of food and drink. He showed no sign
of enjoyment as the household exploded in merriment around him. His foot would not be tapping to an
old tune; hisvoice would not be raised in song. Instead, he stood upright and silent behind the main party,
watchful. | thought that only common sense. It was wise to have afew who did not partake of strong de,
afew who would listen for unwanted intruders, who would be dert to sounds of danger. | knew Liam
had posted men to watch at strategic points around the house, in addition to his usud sentries and
forward guards. An attack on Sevenwaters tonight could wipe out not just the lords of the three most
powerful familiesin the northeast but their spiritua leaders aswell. So no chances were taken.

But this young man was no guard; or if he were meant to be, he was a pretty poor one. For hisdark eyes
were fixed on onething only and that was my lovely, laughing Sster as she danced in the firdlight with her
curtain of red-gold hair swirling around her. | saw how still he was, and how his eyes devoured her; and
then | looked away, telling mysdlf not to be stupid. Thiswasadruid after al; | supposed they must have
desires, like any other man, and so hisinterest was natural enough. Dealing with such things was no doubt
part of the disciplinethey learned. And it was none of my business. Then | looked at my sister, and | saw
the glance she sent hisway from under her long, beautiful lashes. Dance with Eamonn, you stupid girl,

| told her, but she had never been able to hear my inner voice.

The music changed from ared to adow, graceful lament. It had words, and the crowd had drunk
enough by now to sing ong with the piper.

"Will you dance with me, Liadan?"

"Oh." Eamonn had gartled me, suddenly there beside mein the darkness. The firdight showed hisface as
gravely composed as ever. If he were enjoying the party, he gave no sign of it. Now that | thought about
it, I had not seen him dancing.

"Oh. If you—but perhaps you should ask my sister. She dancesfar better than 1." 1t came out sounding
awkward, almost rude. Both of uslooked across the sea of dancing youths and girlsto where Niamh
stood smiling, running a careess hand through her hair, surrounded by admirers, atal, golden figurein the
flickering light.

"I'm asking you." Therewas no sign of asmile on Eamonn'slips. | was glad he was not able to read my
thoughts as my Uncle Conor could. | had been quick enough to assess him earlier that evening. It made
my cheeks burn to think of it. | reminded mysdlf that | was a daughter of Sevenwaters and must observe
certain courtesies. | got up and dipped off my shawl, and Eamonn surprised me by taking it from me and
folding it neatly before helaid it on anearby table. Then he took my hand and led meinto the circle of
dancers.

It was adow dance, couples meeting and parting, circling back to back, touching hands and letting go, a
dance wdll suited to Brighid'sfestiva, whichis, after al, about new life and the stirring of the blood that
givesit form. | could see Sean and Aiding moving around one another in perfect sep, asif the two of
them bresthed the one breath. The wonderment in their eyes made my heart stop. | found mysdlf saying
slently, Let them keep this. Let them keep it. But to whom | said this, | did not know.

"What isit, Liadan?' Eamonn had seen the change in my face as he came toward me, took my right hand
inhis, turned me under hisarm. "What'swrong?'

"Nothing," I lied. "Nothing. | suppose I'mtired, that'sal. We were up early, gathering flowers, preparing
food for the feast, the usud things.”



He gave an gpproving nod.

"Liadan—" He started to say something but was interrupted by an exuberant couple who threatened to
bowl us over asthey spun wildly past. Adroitly, my partner whisked me out of harm'sway, and for a
moment both hisarmswere around my waist and my face closeto his.

"Liadan, | need to speak with you. | wish to tell you something.”
The moment was over. The music played on, and he let go aswe were drawn back into the circle.

"Well, talk then,” | said, rather ungracioudy. | could not see Niamh; surely she had not retired aready.
"What isit you want to say?"

There was alengthy pause. We reached the top of theline; he put one hand on my waist and | put one
on his shoulder, and we executed afew turns as we made our way to the bottom under an arch of
outstretched arms. Then suddenly it seemed Eamonn had had enough of dancing. He kept my hand in his
and drew meto the edge of thecircle.

"Not here," he said. "Thisis not the time nor the place. Tomorrow. | want to talk with you aone.”
"But—"

| felt his hands on my shoulders briefly as he placed the shawl about me. He was very close. Something
within me sounded a sort of warning, but still 1 did not understand.

"Inthemorning,” hesaid. Y ou work in your garden early, do you not?1 will cometo you there. Thank
you for the dance, Liadan. Y ou should perhaps et me be the judge of your skills.”

| looked up at him, trying to work out what he meant, but his face gave nothing away. Then somebody
caled hisname, and with abrief nod he was gone.

| worked in the garden next morning, for the weather was fine, though cold, and there was dways plenty
to do between herb beds and stillroom. My mother did not come out to join me, which was unusual.
Perhaps, | thought, she wastired after the festivities. | weeded and cleaned and swept, and | made up a
coltsfoot teato take to the village later, and | bundled flowering heather for drying. It was abusy
morning. | forgot al about Eamonn until my father came into the stillroom near midday, ducking his head
under thelintel, then seating himsdlf on the wide window embrasure, long legs stretched out before him.
He, too, had been working and had not yet shed his outdoor boots, which bore substantial traces of
newly plowed soil. It would sweep up easily enough.

"Busy day?' he asked, observing the well-ordered bundles of drying herbs, the flasksready for delivery,
thetools of my trade still laid out on the workbench.

"Busy enough,” | said, bending to wash my handsin the bucket | kept by the outer door. "I missed
Mother today. Was she resting?"

A little frown appeared on hisface. "Shewas up early, taking to Conor, at first. Later with Liam aswell.
She needsto rest.”

| tidied the knives, the mortar and pestle, the scoops and twine away onto their shelves. "Shewon't,” |
said. "You know that. It's like thiswhen Conor comes. It's asif there's never enough time for them,
awaystoo much to be said, asif they can never make up for the yearsthey logt.”

Father nodded, but he didn't say anything. | got out the millet broom and began to sweep.



"I'll gotothevillage later,” | told him. " She need not do that. Perhaps, if you tell her to, shell try to deep.”

lubdan's mouth quirked up at one corner in ahaf smile. "1 never tell your mother what to do,” he said.
"Y ou know that."

| grinned at him. "Wl then, I'll tell her. The druids are herefor aday or two. She hastime enough for
talking."

"That remindsme," said Father, lifting hisbooted feet as| swept the floor beneath them. When he put
them down again, anew shower of earth fdl onto the flagstones. "1 had amessageto give you."

lld.]?l
"From Eamonn. He asked me to say he's been called home urgently.

He left very early thismorning, too early to come and see you with any decency, was how he put it. He
said to tell you he would speak with you when he returned. Does that make senseto you?"

"Not alot,” | said, sweeping the last of the debris out the door and down the steps. "He never did tell me
what it was al about. Why was he called away? What was so urgent? Has Aiding gone aswel | ?*

"Aiding isdill here; sheis safer under our protection. It was ametter calling for leadership and quick
decisions. He has taken his grandfather and those of his men who could be made ready to ride. |
understand there was some new attack on his border positions. By whom, nobody seemed sure. An
enemy who came by stealth and killed without scruple, as efficiently asabird of prey, wasthe
description. The man who brought the tale seemed almost crazed with fear. | suppose we will hear more
when Eamonn returns.”

We went out into the garden. At this chill time of year, spring was not much more than athought; the
tiniest of fragile crocus shoots emerging from the hard ground, a hint of buds swelling on the branches of
the young oak. Early flowering tansy made anote of vibrant yellow against the gray-green of wormwood
and lavender. The air smelled cool and clean. Each stone path was swept bare, the herb bedstidy under
their sraw mulching.

"Sit here awhilewith me, Liadan," said my father. "We are not needed yet. It will be hard enough to
persuade your mother and her brothers to come inside for some food and drink. | have something to ask
you."

"You, too?' | said, aswe sat down together on the stone bench. "It sounds asif everyone has something
to ask me."

"Mineisagenerd sort of question. Have you given any thought to marriage? To your future?"
| was not expecting this.

"Not readlly. | suppose—I suppose | hoped, asthe youngest, for acouple more years at home,” | said,
feding suddenly cold. "I amin no hurry to leave Sevenwaters. Maybe—maybe | thought | might remain
here, you know, tend to my ancient parentsin their failing years. Perhaps not seek a husband at al. After
all, both Niamh and Sean will make good matches, strong aliances. Need | be wed aswd|?"

Father looked a me very directly. His eyeswere alight, intense blue; he was working out just how much
of what | said was serious and how much ajoke.

"Y ou know | would gladly keep you herewith us, sweetheart,” he said dowly. "Saying farewdll to you



would not be easy for me. But therewill be offers. | would not have you narrow your pathway because
of us"

| frowned. "Maybe we could leaveit for awhile. After al, Niamh will wed first. Surely there won't be
any offersuntil after that." My mind drew up theimage of my sister, glowing and golden in her blue gown
by firdight, tossing her bright hair, surrounded by comely young men. *Niamh should wed first," | added
firmly. It seemed to me that this wasimportant, but | could not tell him why.

Therewas apause, asif he were waiting for me to make some connection | could not quite grasp.
"Why do you say that? That there will be no offersfor you until your sister weds?”'

Thiswas becoming difficult, more difficult than it should have been, for my father and | were very close
and aways spoke directly and honestly to each other.

"What man would offer for me when he could have Niamh?' | asked. There was no sense of envy inmy
guestion. It just seemed to me so obvious | found it hard to believe it had not occurred to him.

My father raised his brows. "Perhaps, if Eamonn makesyou an offer of marriage, you should ask him that
guestion,” he said quite gently. Therewas ahint of amusement in histone.

| was stunned. "Eamonn? Offer for me? | don't think so. Is he not intended for Niamh?'Y ou're wrong,
I'm sure.” But in the back of my mind, last night's episode played itsalf out again: the way he had spoken
to me, the way we had danced together, and alittle seed of doubt was sown. | shook my head, not
wanting to believe it was possible. "It wouldn't be right, Father. Eamonn should wed Niamh. That's what
everyone expects. And—and Niamh needs somebody like him. A man who will—who will take afirm
hand but befair aswell. Niamh should be the one." Then | thought, with relief, of something else.
"Besdes" | added, "Eamonn would never ask agirl such athing without seeking her father's permission
first. He wasto have spoken with me early thismorning. It must have been about something se.”

"What if | told you," said lubdan carefully, "that your young friend had planned a meeting with me aswell
this morning? He was prevented from keeping this appointment only by the sudden cal hometo defend
his border."

| wassilent.
"What sort of man would you choose for yoursdlf, Liadan?' he asked me,

"Onewho istrustworthy and true to himsdf," | answered straightaway. " One who speaks hismind
without fear. One who can be afriend aswell as ahusband. | would be contented with that."

"Y ou would wed an ugly, old man with not ascrap of silver to hisnameif he met your description?”
asked my father, amused. "Y ou are an unusua young woman, Daughter.”

"Tobehonest,” | said wryly, "if he were dso young, handsome, and wedlthy, it would not go
unappreciated. But such things arelessimportant. If | waslucky enough—if | was fortunate enough to
wed for love, asyoudid. . . but that isunlikdly, I know." | thought of my brother and Aiding, dancingin
acharmed circledl their own. It was too much to expect the same thing for mysdif.

"It brings a contentment like no other," said lubdan softly. "And with it afear that strikeswhen you least
expect it. When you love thus, you give hostages to fortune. It becomes harder with time to accept what
fate brings. We have been lucky so far."

| nodded. | knew what he was talking about. It was a matter we did not speak of openly, not yet.



We got up and walked dowly out through the garden archway and aong the path toward the main
courtyard. Farther away, in the shelter of atall hedge of blackthorn, my mother was seated on the low,
sonewall, asmall, dight figure, her pale features framed by amass of dark curls. Liam stood on one
sde, booted foot on the wall, elbow on knee, explaining something with economica gestures. On her
other sde sat Conor, very ill in hiswhite robe, listening intently. We did not disturb them.

"l suppose you will find out when Eamonn returnswhether | amright," my father said. "Thereis no doubt
he would be avery suitable match for your sister or for yourself. Y ou should at least give thought toit in
the meantime."

| did not answer.

"Y ou must understand that | would never force you into any decision, Liadan, and neither would your
mother. When you take a husband, the choice will be yours. We would ask only that you think abouit it,
and prepare yoursdlf, and consider any offersthat are made. We know you will choose wisdly.”

"What about Liam?'Y ou know what he would want. Thereis our estate to consider and the strength of
our aliances™

"Y ou are your mother's daughter and mine, not Liam's,” said my father.

"Hewill be content enough that Sean has chosen the one woman Liam would most have wanted for him.
Y our choicewill beyour own, little one." | had the strangest fedling at that moment. It was asif aglent
voice whispered, These words will come back to haunt him. A chill, dark feding. It wasoverina
moment, and when | glanced a Father, hisface was cam and unperturbed. Whatever it was, it had
passed by him unheard.

The druids remained at Sevenwatersfor severa days. Conor spoke at length with his sister and brother,
or sometimes | would see him with my mother alone, the two of them standing or Sitting together in total
dlence. At such timesthey communicated secretly, with the language of the mind, and therewasno telling
what passed between them. Thus had she spoken once with Finbar, the brother closest to her heart, him
who returned from the years away with thewing of aswan instead of an arm and something not quite
right with hismind. She had shared the same bond with him as| did with Sean. | knew my brother's pain
and hisjoy without the need for words. | could reach him, however far he might go, with amessage
nobody but he would ever hear. And so | understood how it must be for my mother, for Sorcha, having
lost that other who was so close that he was like apart of hersdlf. For, the tale went, Finbar could never
become aman again, not quite. There was apart of him, when he came back, that was still wild, attuned
to the needs and instincts of a creature of the wide sky and the bottomless deep. And 0, one night, he
had smply walked down to the lake shore and on into the cold embrace of the water. His body had
never been found, but there was no doubt, folk said, that he drowned that night. How could such a
cresture svim, with theright arm of ayoung man and on the |eft Sde a spreading, white-feathered wing?

| understood my mother's grief, the empty place she must carry inside her even after so long, although she
never spoke of these things, not even to lubdan. But | believed she shared it with Conor during those
long, slent times. | thought they used their gift to Strengthen one another, asif by sharing the pain they
could makeit alittle easier to bear, each for the other.

The whole household would gather together for supper when the long day's work was over, and after
supper for singing and drinking and the telling of tales. In our family there was an ability for sorytelling
that was widely known and respected. Of usall, my mother was the best, her gift with words such that
she could, for atime, take you right out of thisworld and into another. But the rest of uswere no mean
wordsmiths either. Conor was awonderful storyteller. Even Liam, on occasion, would contribute some



heroic tale containing detailed descriptions of battles and the technicdities of armed and unarmed
combat. There was a strong following for these among the men. lubdan, as | have said, never told atale,
though he listened attentively. At such timesfolk were reminded that he was a Briton, but he waswell
respected for hisfairness, his generosity, and above al his capacity for hard work; and so they did not
hold hisancestry againg him.

On the night of Imbolc, however, it was not one of our household who told the tale. My mother was
asked for astory, but she excused hersdlf.

"With such alearned company in our midst,” she said sweetly, "I must decline for tonight. Conor, we
know the talent of your kind for such atask. Perhagps you will favor uswith atale for Brighid's day?"

| thought, looking at her, that she still seemed weary, with atrace of shadow around the luminous green
eyes. Shewas always pae, but tonight her skin had a transparency that made me uneasy. Shesat on a
bench beside lubdan, and her small hand was swallowed up by hislarge one. His other arm was around
her shoulders, and she leaned against him. The words came to me again, Let them keep this, and |
flinched. | told mysdlf sternly to stop thisfoolishness. What did | think | was, aseer? Morelikely just a
girl with afit of the vapors.

"Thank you," said Conor gravely, but he did not riseto hisfeet. Instead, he looked across the hall and
gavethe smallest of nods. And so it was the young druid, the one who had borne the torch the night
before to rekindle our hearth fires, who stepped forward and readied himsdlf to entertain us. He was,
indeed, awell-made young fellow, quite tall and very straight backed with the discipline of hiskind, his
curling hair not thefiery red of my father's and Niamh's but a deeper shade, the color at the heart of a
winter sunset. And his eyes were dark, the dark of ripe mulberries, and hard to read. Therewasalittle
cleft in hischin, and he had apair of wicked dimpleswhen he dlowed them to show. Just aswell, |
thought, that thisis one of the brotherhood. If not, haf the young girls of Sevenwaters would be fighting
over him. | dare say held enjoy that.

"What better tale for Imbolc,” began the young druid, "than that of Aengus Og and thefair Caer
Ibormeith? A tae of love, and mystery, and transformation. By your leave, | will tdl thistale tonight.”

| had expected he might be nervous, but his voice was strong and confident. | supposed it came from
years and years of privation and study. It takesalong timeto learn what adruid must learn, and there are
no booksto help you. | saw, out of the corner of my eye, Liam looking at Sorcha, asmdl frown on his
face and aquestion in hiseyes. She gave alittle nod asif to say, never mind, let him go on. For thistale
was one we did not tell here at Sevenwaters. It cut altogether too close to the bone. | imagined this
young man knew little of our history, or he would never have chosen it. Conor, surely, could not have
been aware of hisintention, or he would tactfully have suggested a different story. But Conor was Sitting
quietly near hissister, apparently unperturbed.

"Even ason of the Tuatha De Danann,” began the young man, "can fal sick for love. So it waswith
Aengus. Y oung, strong, handsome, awarrior of some repute; one would not have thought him so easily
unmanned. But one afternoon, out hunting for deer, he was overtaken suddenly by a deep weariness and
stretched himself out to deep on the grassin the shade spread by a grove of yew trees. He dept
sraightaway, and in his degp he dreamed. Oh, how he dreamed. In his dream, there she was. awoman
30 beautiful she outshone the starsin the sky, awoman to tear your heart in pieces. He saw her walking
barefoot by aremote shore, tall and Straight, her breasts white as moonlight on snow where they swelled
around above the dark folds of her gown, her hair like light on beech leavesin autumn, the bright
red-gold of burnished copper. He saw the way she moved, the sweet alure of her body; and when he
woke, he knew that he must have her or he would surely die.”



Thishad, | thought, far too much of apersonal touch. But when | looked around me, asthe storyteller
drew bresath, it seemed only | had noticed the form of hiswords. | and one other; Sean stood by Aiding
near the window, and they seemed to be listening as attentively as|, but | knew their thoughts were on
each other, every scrap of awarenessfixed on theway hishand lay casudly at her waist, the way her
fingers gently touched his deeve. lubdan was watching the young druid, but his gaze was abstracted; my
mother had rested her head against his shoulder, and her eyeswere closed. Conor looked serene; Liam
remote. The rest of the household listened politely. Only Niamh sat mesmerized on the edge of her set, a
deep blush on her cheeks and her lovely blue eyes dight with fascination. He meant it for her, there was
no doubt of it; was| the only other who could see this? It was amost asif he had the power to command
our reactions with hiswords.

"Aengus suffered thusfor ayear and aday," the youth went on. "Every night in visions she would appear
to him, sometimes close to hisbedside, her fair body clothed in sheerest white, so close it seemed he
could touch her with his hand. He fancied, when she bent over him, hefdt the light touch of her long hair
againg his bare body. But when he reached out, lo! she was gonein an instant. He was eaten up with
longing for her so that hefell into afever, and hisfather, the Dagda, feared for hislife, or at least for his
sanity. Who was she? Was the maiden red or some creature summoned up from the depths of Aenguss

Spirit, never to be possessed in life?

"Aengus was dying; his body was burning up, his heart beet like a battle drum, his eyes were hot with
fever. And so the Dagda solicited the help of the king of Mungter. They sought to the east, and they
sought to the west, and along all the highways and byways of Erin; and at length they learned the
maiden's name. It was Caer Ibormeith, Y ewberry, and she was the daughter of Eathdl, alord of the
Tuatha De, who dwdt in an Otherworld place in the province of Connacht.

"When they told Aengusthis news, he rose up from his sickbed and went forth to find her. He made the
long journey to the place called Mouth of the Dragon, the lake on whose remote shores he had first
glimpsed his beloved. He waited there three days and three nights, taking neither food nor drink, and at
length she came, walking aong the sand barefoot as he had seen her in hisvision, her long hair whipped
around her by thewind over thelake, like coils of living fire. His desire threatened to overwhelm him, but
he managed to approach her politely and introduced himsdlf as steadily as he could.

"The maiden, Caer Ibormeith, wore around her neck a collar of slver, and now he saw that achain
linked her to another maiden, and another, and al aong the shore thrice fifty young women walked, each
joined to the next by chains of wrought silver. But when Aengus asked Caer to be his, when he pleaded
hislonging for her, she dipped away as silently as she had appeared, and her maidens with her. And of
them dll, she wasthetallest and the most lovely. She was indeed the woman of his heart.”

He paused, but not aglance did he makein Niamh's direction, where she sat like some beautiful statue,
her intense blue eyes full of wonderment. | had never seen her St dtill solong.

"After this, the Dagda went to Caer's father where he dwelt in Connacht and demanded the truth. How
could his son, Aengus, win thiswoman, for without her he would surely be unable to live? How might so
strange a creature be had? Eathd was unwilling to cooperate; eventually, pressure was applied that he
could not resist. Thefair Caer, said her father, chose to spend every other year asaswan. From
Samhain she would resume her birdlike guise; and on the day she changed, Aengus must take her to him,
for that was the time she was most vulnerable. But he must be ready, warned Eatha. Winning her would
not be without a cost.

"It cameto pass as Eathal had said. On Samhain Eve, Aengus traveled back to the Dragon's Mouth, and
there on the shore were thrice fifty beautiful swans, each with acollar of beaten slver. Thricefifty and
one, for he knew the swan with the proudest plumage, and the longest, most graceful neck, was hislovely



Caer Ibormeith. Aengus went up to her, and fell on hisknees before her, and shelaid her neck across his
shoulder and raised her wide wings. At that moment he felt himself changing. A thrill went through his
body, from thetips of histoesto the hair on hishead, from his smallest finger to his besting heart; and
then he saw his skin change and shimmer and his arms sprout forth snowy plumes, and his vision became
clear and far seeing, and he knew he, too, was a swan.

"They flew three times around the lake, singing in their joy, and so sweet was that song thet it lulled al for
many leagues around into a peaceful deep. After that, Caer Ibormeith returned home with Aengus, and
whether they went in the form of man and woman, or of two swans, the stories do not make plain. But
they do say, if on Samhain Eveyou travel closeto Loch Bed Dragan and stand very still on the shore at
dusk, you will hear the sound of their voices calling out in the darkness over the lake. Once you have
heard that song, you will never forget it. Not inal your living days."

The sllence that followed was asign of respect accorded only to the best storytellers. He had indeed told
histaewith skill; amost aswell as one of our own family might have done. | did not ook a Niamh; |
hoped her red cheeks would not draw undue attention. At length it was my mother who spoke.

"Comeforward, young man," she said softly, and she stood up, but her hand was till in my father's. The
young druid stepped forward, somewhat paler in the face than before. Perhaps, for al his seeming
confidence, this had been an ordeal for him. He was young enough, scarce twenty, 1'd have thought.

"Youtdl your tale with pirit and imagination. Thank you for entertaining us so well tonight.” She amiled
at him kindly, but I noticed the grip she kept on lubdan's fingers behind her back, asif to steady hersdlf.

The young man bowed his head briefly. "Thank you, my lady. Praise such asthis, coming from a
storyteller of your reputation, | value highly. | owe my skillsto the best of teachers.” He glanced a
Conor.

"What isyour name, son?' Thiswas Liam, from across the room where he sat among his men. The boy
turned.

"Ciaran, my lord."

Liam nodded. "Y ou are welcome in my house, Ciaran, whenever my brother choosesto bring you here.
We value our tales and our music, which once were al but lost from these halls. Welcome, indeed, dl of
the brotherhood and sisterhood who grace our fireside on Brighid's night. Now, who will play harp or
flute or ang usafine song of battleswon and lot?"

My unclewas, | thought, ddliberately moving them onto safer territory, like the master tactician hewas.
The young man, Ciaran, melted back into the group of gray-robed figures seated quietly together ina
corner; and with the passing around of mead jugs and the striking up of pipes and flute, the evening went
on in perfect harmony.

After awhilel told mysdlf | was being foolish. An overactiveimagination, that wasal it was. It was
natural for Niamh to flirt; she did it without thinking. Therewas no red intention in it. There she was now,
laughing and joking with acouple of Liam'syoung warriors. Asfor thetae, it was not uncommon to base
adescription of ahero, or alady, on someone you knew. A boy brought up in the sacred groves, far
from the hdls of lord and chieftain, might have preciouslittle to go on when required to spesk of a
peerless beauty. Not surprising, then, that he fixed on the lovely daughter of the house as hismodd.
Harmless. | was stupid. The druids would go back to their forest, and Eamonn would return, and he
would marry Niamh, and al would be asit should be. Asit must be. I'd dmost convinced mysdlf, asit
drew onto midnight and we made ready to retire to bed. Almost. As| reached the foot of the stairs,
candlein hand, | happened to glance across the room, and met the steady gaze of my Uncle Conor. He



was standing still amid abustle of people who talked, and laughed, and lit candles from the lamp there, so
gtill he could have been made of stone, but for his eyes.

Remember, Liadan. It unfolds asit must. Follow your path with courage. That isall any of us can
do.

But—but—

He had moved away dready, and | could no longer touch his thoughts. But | saw Sean turn his head
sharply toward me, feding my confusion without understanding it. It was too much. Nameess fedings of
ill; sudden bouts of shivering; cryptic warnings of the mind. | wanted my quiet room, and adrink of
water, and agood night's deep. Simple, safe things. | gripped my candleholder, picked up my skirts, and
went upstairsto bed.

Chapter Two

It's quite tricky making atincture of celandine. The method is smple enough; it's getting the quantitiesjust
right that's the problem. My mother showed me how to do it both ways, with fresh leaves and dry, her
small, cgpable hands grinding the dried leaves with mortar and pestle while | shredded the newly
gathered ones, placing them in ashalow bowl, covering them barely with alittle of the precious brew that
was the same Conor had used to bring down the blessing of Brighid on our fidds this growing season. |
followed her ingructions, glad | was not one of those who suffered apainful swelling of the skin when
working with this particular herb. My mother's hands were smooth and pale, for al her daily laborsin the
gtill-room, and ddlicately made. The only adornment she wore was the ring her husband had crafted for
her many long years ago. Today she was clad in an ancient gown that had once been blue, and her long
hair wastied back with aplain strip of linen. Thisgown, thisring, these hands each had their own tale;
and my mind was on them as| prepared my own bowl of steeping herbs.

"Good," said Mother, watching me. "1 want you to learn thiswell and be able to apply it with other
materias as aptly. Thistincture will ease most maladies of the somach, but it isstrong. Useit on your
patient but once, or you may do more harm than good. Now lay the mudin cloth over your bowl and put
it away carefully. That'sit. One and twenty nightslet it rest, and then strain it and store it in the dark,
corked tight. Such atincture will keep well for many moons. Thiswill see you through the winter.”

"Why don't you sit down for awhile, Mother?' The pot was boiling on the smdll fire; | took down two
earthenware cups, opened jars of dried leaves.

"Y ou're spoiling me, Liadan," she said, smiling, but she did st down, adight figurein her old, working
dress. The sun streamed in the window behind her, showing me how pae shewas. In the strong light,
you could see the traces of faded embroidery at the neckline and hem of her gown. lvy leaves little
flowers, here and there atiny, winged insect. | poured hot water carefully into each cup.

"Isthisanew mixture?'

"Itis" | said, beginning to clean and tidy away the knives and bowls and implementswe had used. " Seeif
you can tell mewhat'sinit." The smell of the herba infusion was spreading through the cool, dry arr of the
dillroom.

Mother sniffed delicately. "Theres dl-hed—the dried flowers, that must be; theresfigwort init, maybe a
touch of Saint-John's-wort aswell, and—goldenwood?’

| found ajar of our best honey and spooned alittle into each cup. "Y ou certainly haven't lost your touch,”
| said. "Y ou needn't worry. | know how to gather that herb and how to useit.”



"A powerful combination, Daughter.”
| glanced at her, and she looked straight back.
"Y ou know, don't you?" she said softly.

| nodded, unable to speak. | placed a cup of the hedling tea on the stone sill beside her and my own near
me where | worked.

"Y our choice of herbsisvery apt. But it istoo late for such curesto do more than provide abrief respite.
Y ou know thistoo." Shetook asip of the tea, screwed up her face, and gave alittle smile. "It'sabitter
brew."

"Bitter indeed,” | said, Spping my own tea, which was plain peppermint. | managed to keep my voice
under contral, just.

"l can see we have taught you well, Liadan,”" said my mother, regarding me closdly. "Y ou have my skill
with hedling and your father's gift for love. He gathers al around him under his protective shadelikea
great forest tree. | see the same strength in you, Daughter.”

Thistime, | did not risk speaking.

"It will be hard for him," shewent on, "very hard. Heisnot one of us, not truly, though we forget it
sometimes. He does not understand that thisis not atrue parting but smply amoving on, achanging.”

"Thewhed turnsand returns,” | said.

Mother smiled again. She had put the tea down almost untouched. "Theres abit of Conor inyou as
well," shesaid. "Sit down awhile, Liadan. | have something to tell you."

"Youtoo?' | managed awatery grin.
"Y es, your father told me about Eamonn.”
"And what did you think?"

A little frown creased her brow. "I don't know," she said dowly. "I can't advise you. But—but | would
say, don't bein too much of ahurry. You'll be needed herefor awhile.”

| didn't ask her why. "Have you told Father?' | asked findlly.

Mother gave asigh. "No. He will not ask me, since he knows | will answer with the truth. | don't need to
put it into words. Not for Red. Hisknowledgeistherein the touch of hishand, in his hastening home
from plowing, intheway he sits by the bed, thinking me adeep, and holds my hand, looking into the
darkness. He knows."

| shivered. "What wasit you were going to tell me?'

"Something | have never shared with anyone. But | think now isthetimeto passit on. Y ou've been
troubled latdly; I've seenit in your eyes. Not just—not just this, but something more.”

| held my cup between my pdms, warming them. "I get—sometimes | get the Strangest feding. Asif
suddenly everything goes cold, and—and thereésavoice. . ."

"Goon."



"| see—1| fed asif something terribleis coming. | look at someone and sense a—a sort of doom over
them. Conor knows. Hetold me not to fed guilty. | didn't find that particularly helpful.”

Mother nodded. "My brother was about your age when hefirst felt it. Finbar, | mean. Conor remembers
that. Itisapainful skill, onefew would wish for themsdves.”

"What isit?" | asked, shivering. "Isit the Sight? Then why don't | go into convulsions and scresm and
then go limp like Biddy O'Neill down at the Crossing? She's got the Sight. She foretold the great floods
two winters ago and the death of that man whose cart went over the edge at Fergd's Bluff. This
is—different."”

"Different but the same. The way it takes you depends on your own strength and your own gifts. And
what you see can adso midead you. Finbar often saw true, and he felt the guilt of not being ableto
prevent the things from happening. But what his visons meant was by no meanseasy to inter pret. It'sa
crue gift, Liadan. With it comes another, which you have not yet had cause to develop.”

"What'sthat?' | wasn't sure | wanted to know. Wasn't one such gift, if gift it could be called, more than
enough?

"l can't explainit, not fully. He used it on me once. He and I—he and | shared the same bond you have
with Sean, a closeness that |ets you speak mind to mind, that tunes you to the other'sinmost sdif. Finbar
had greater kill than |; those last days he became adept at keeping me out. There were timeswhen |
think he dreaded to et down his guard; he had awound deep to the spirit, and he would not share it, not
even with me. But he had the other skill aswell, the ability to use the power of hismind for heding. When
| was—when | was hurt and thought the world would never be right again, he—he touched me with his
mind; he blocked out the bad things; he held my thoughts with his own until the night was over. Later, he
used this same skill on my father, whose mind was deeply damaged by the work of the Sorceress, the
Lady Oonagh. She kept Father dancing to her will for threelong years while my brotherswere under the
enchantment. And Lord Colum was not aweak man; he wrestled with his own guilt and shame, and yet
he could not deny her. When we returned home at |ast, he scarcely knew us. Bringing him back to
himsdlf took many patient days and nights. Thereisaheavy pricefor the use of thishealing power.
Afterward Finbar was—drained, scarce himself. He was like aman who has undergone the fiercest
ordeals of body and spirit. Only the strongest may withstand this.”

| looked at her with aquestionin my eyes.

"You are strong, Liadan. | cannot tell you if and when you may be caled to use this gift. Perhaps never.
It's best you know, at least. He would be able to tell you more."

"He?Y ou mean—Finbar?' Now we were on fragile ground indeed.

Mother turned to look out of the window. "It grew again so beautifully,” she said. "Thelittle oak Red
planted for me that will one day betall and noble, thelilac, the hearing herbs. The Sorceress could not
destroy us. Together, we weretoo strong for her." She looked back a me. "The magic is powerful in
you, Liadan. And there is one morething in your favor.”

"What'sthat?' | asked. Her words were both fascinating and terrifying.

"He showed me once; Finbar. | came close to asking him what the future would hold for me. He showed
me amoment of time. There was Niamh, dancing along aforest path with her hair like golden fire, achild
with agift for happiness. And Sean, running, running to catch up with her.

| saw my children and Red's. And—and there was another child. A child who was—shut out. On the



edge, so that | could never quite see. But that child was not you, Daughter. Of that | am certain. Had it
been you, | would have known the moment you were born and laid in my arms.”

"But—but why wasn't | there? Sean and | are of an age. Why would | not bein your vision, too?"

"I saw the same vision earlier,” said my mother dowly. "When I—but both times, you were not there.
Only that other child, closed off from the picture. | believe you are somehow outside the pattern, Liadan.
If thisis s, it could give you great power, dangerous power. It could allow you to— changethings. In
these visons, it was not foretold that Sean's birth would bring forth asecond child. That setsyou apart. |
have believed, for along time, that the Fair Folk guide our steps. That they work their great plans through
us. But you are not in their scheme. Perhaps you hold some sort of key."

It wastoo much to takein. Still, I could not but believe her, for my mother dwaystold the truth, no more
and no less.

"Then what about the third child inthevision?' | asked. "The child on the margin, in the shadows?"

"I cannot tell who that was. Only—it was a child who had given up dl hope. That isaterrible thing. Why
| was shown this, thereis no telling. In time, perhaps you will find out.”

| shivered again. "I'm not surethat | want to."

Mother smiled and got up. "These things have a habit of finding you, whether you likeit or not,” she said.
"Conor wasright. Theres no point in feding guilty or worrying about what may come. Put onefoot
before the other and follow your path. That'sal we can do."

"Hmm." | glanced at her. It sounded asif my own particular path might be rather more complicated than |
would have wished. | didn't ask for much. The security and peace of Sevenwaters, the chance to use my
craft well and be warmed by the love of my family. | wasn't sureif | had it in meto do more than that. |
could not see mysdlf as one who might influence the course of destiny. How Sean would laugh at this
notion, if | told him.

The season wore on, and Eamonn did not come back. The druids|eft us again, walking silent footed into
theforest at dusk. Niamh became unusualy quiet and took to sitting up on the roof dates, gazing out over
the trees and humming softly to hersalf. Often, when | looked for her to help with a piece of sewing or the
preparation of fruit for drying, she was nowhere to be found. In the evenings she never wanted to talk
anymore but lay on her bed smiling secretly, until her eyedlids dropped over her beautiful eyesand she
dept likeachild. | dept lesseadly mysdlf. We heard conflicting reports from the north. Eamonn was
fighting on two fronts. He had advanced into his neighbor'sterritory. He had retreated to hisinner wall.
The raiders were Norsemen, come back to harry a shore we had long thought safe. They had settlements
far south, at the mouth of agrest river, and they sought to expand their holding up aong the coast and
even into the heart of our own lands. They were not Norsemen at al but Britons. They were neither, but
some more foreign breed; men who wore their identity on their skinin a secret, coded pattern. Men with
faces like strange birds and grest fierce cats and stag and boar; men who attacked in silence and killed
without mercy. One had aface as black as the night sky. Not even men, perhaps, but Other-world
warriors. Their wegpons were as odd as their appearance; cunning pipes through which adart with
poison tip might be launched into the air; tiny metd bals studded with spikes that traveled fast and bit
hard, clever use of alength of fine cord, no sword or spear, no honest weapons.

We did not know which of these stories to believe, though Sean and Liam favored the theory about
Norsemen asthe most likely. After dl, such invaders were best placed for aquick strike and retrest, for
at seathey were as yet unmatched, employing both oar and sail to move faster than the wind over the
water. Maybe their ornate helmets had given rise to the strange tales. And yet, said Liam, the Norsemen



fought unsubtly, with broadsword, mace, and axe. Nor were they known for their prowess in wooded
terrain, preferring to keep their hold on the coastal margins rather than venture inland. The theory did not
fit quite as neatly as one might have wished.

Eventudly around the time when day and night were of equal length and Father was busy with planting,
Eamonn sent for help, and Liam despatched aforce of thirty well-armed men off to the north. Sean
would have liked to go and o, | think, would my uncle himsdlf. But asit was, something stayed them
both. Therewas Aiding, still dwelling in our house where she would be out of harm'sway, and anxious
for her brother's safety. That was enough to keep Sean at home for now. And Liam said it wastoo risky,
with the threst not fully understood, for either of them to bein the front line dong with both Eamonn and
his grandfather. They would wait until they got areport from Eamonn himsdf or from Seamus. That
would be fact and not fancy. Then would be time to decide whether to take further action.

| noticed, though, that they spoke long and serioudly in the evenings and studied their maps. lubdan, too.
My father might have sworn not to take up arms, not if the enemy might be his own kind, but Liam was
enough of agtrategist to recognize and make use of the skill his sister's husband had with charts and with
the planning of offense and defense. | heard him remark that it was a pity Padriac had never come back
the last time held sailed off in search of new lands and fresh adventures. Now there was aman who
knew how to build aboat and handleit better than any Norseman. There was aman who could think up
ten different solutionsto any problem. But it wasthree yearsnow since Liam had last laid eyeson his
youngest brother. Nobody held out much hope of a safe return after so long. | remembered thisuncle
quite well. Who could forget him? Held be home awhile, full of wonderful tales, and then off again on
some new quest. He was tanned brown as a nut, with his hair plaited down his back; and he wore three
rings in the one ear; and he had astrange, many-colored bird that sat on his shoulder and asked you
politely if you wanted aroll in the hay, dear? | knew my mother no more believed him dead than she did
Finbar. | wondered if she knew. | wondered if | would know if Sean went away to battle and perished
on the point of some stranger's sword. Would | fed it in my own heart, that moment when the blood
dowsin the veins and the breath stops and afilm coversthe eyes asthey gaze sightlessinto the wide
expanse of the sky?

It was never my intention to spy on Niamh. What my sister did with her spare time was her own effair. |
was concerned, that was al. She was so unlike hersdlf, the way she had retrested into silence and spent
s0 much time done. Even Aiding commented oniit, kindly.

"Niamh seemsvery quiet,” she remarked one afternoon as the two of uswent up to the fields behind the
house to pick wild endive for brewing. In some householdsit was thought ingppropriate for the lord's
daughters to touch such menia work, and it would be | &ft to those who served the family. It had never
been so at Sevenwaters, not in my memory at least. Here, everyone worked. True, Janis and her women
handled the heavier tasks, hefting the huge, iron stew pot, cleaning floors, killing chickens. But both

Niamh and | had our daily routine, and our seasond tasks, and knew how to perform them capably. In
thiswe followed our parents example, for Sorchawould spend her whole day between stillroom and
village, tending to the sick; and my father, who had once been lord of Harrowfield, was not reluctant to
st hisown hand to the plow if the occasion demanded it. Niamh and | would make good wives, well
ableto order the domestic side of our husbands households. After all, how can you be agood mistress if
you have no understanding of the work your folk must undertake? Just how Niamh did manage to
acquire her skills1 am not sure, since she never stayed long a onetask. But shewas aclever girl, and if
sheforgot something it did not take her long to charm Janis or me or someone e seinto helping her.

However, shewas not herefor the endive. Aiding picked carefully, stopping now and then to push her
unruly bright curls back into the binding they sought to escape. Now the days were warmer, shewas



getting alight dusting of freckles on her nose.
"Be sure you leave enough to make seed,” | cautioned.

"Yes, Mother," chuckled Aiding, as she added afew more of the golden bloomsto her willow basket.
She was always willing to help with such tasks. Maybe she thought she was preparing hersdlf to be the
right sort of wifefor Sean. | could have told her that side of it wouldn't matter abit, not to him. My
brother's mind was made up already.

"But serioudy, Liadan, do you think Niamhisdl right? | wondered if— well, | wondered if it wasto do
with Eamonn.”

"Eamonn?’ | echoed, rather stupidly.

"Well," said Aiding thoughtfully, "he has been awvay awhile now, and none of us knows what's been
happening. I'm not sure how things are between the two of them, but | did think she might be worried. |
know | am."

| gave her areassuring hug. "I'm sure you need not be. If anyone knows how to look after himsdlf, it's
Eamonn. Any day now welll see your brother riding up to the door aslarge aslife, and no doubt
victoriouswithit." And I'll bet asilver pieceto an old bobbin, | said to mysdlf, that whatever is bothering
my sgter, it'snot him. | doubt if she's given him amoment's thought since he went away. He's probably
been in my thoughts more than he has hers.

Wefinished our picking, and we brewed the spring wine with honey and jasmine to counter the bitterness
of the endive, and we put it away to work in darkness; and still therewas no sign of Niamh. Aiding and |
went upstairs and washed our hands and faces, and combed and braided each other's hair, and took off
our coarse working aprons. It was nearly time for supper, and outside a cool dusk was brushing across
the sky, turning it to violet and faded gray. Then at last | saw her from my narrow window, running
acrossthefield from the margin of the forest, with aquick look to the right and to the | eft to see whose
curious eyes might be watching her. She disappeared from view. Not long &fter, there she was at the
door, gasping for breath, skirts till held up in one hand, her cheeks flushed scarlet. | looked at her, and
Aiding looked at her, and neither of ussaid aword.

"Good, I'm not late." She went straight across to the oaken chest, lifted thelid, and rummaged for aclean
gown. Finding what she wanted, she proceeded to unfasten the one she wore and gtrip it off, followed by
her shift, with never aby-your-leave. Aiding moved tactfully to gaze out the window; | brought my sister
the bowl of water and a hairbrush as she wriggled into fresh smallclothes and dragged the gown over her
head. She turned her back, and | began to fasten the many small hooks for her. She was till breathing
hard, which made my task no easier.

"She's decent again, Aiding,” | said wryly. "Perhaps you could take ahand with the hairbrush. It must be
nearly supper time." Aiding was clever with her fingers and had abetter chance of doing something
acceptable with my sgter'swildly disheveled locksin thelittle time we had | eft. She began to wield the
brush with calm, even stirokes.

"Where on earth have you been, Niamh?' she asked in amazement. "There's straw in your hair, and
leaves, and what are these little blue flowers?" She brushed away, her face as sweetly innocent as ever.

"We missed you thisafternoon,” | said levelly, still working on the gown. "We made the spring wine
without you."

"Isthere some criticism intended in that?" asked Niamh, twisting thisway and that to settle her skirtsand



wincing asthe brush hit atangle.

"It was only a statement, not aquestion,” | said. "I doubt if your absence was noted by anyone but
Aiding and me—thistime. And we did fine without you, so you need not fed guilty on that score.

She gave me avery sraight look, but she wasn't saying anything, not with Aiding there. Aiding saw only
the good in people and had no concept of secrecy or subterfuge. She was as guileless as a sheep, though
perhaps the comparison was alittle unfair. Smple as she was, the girl was not stupid.

| felt that uneasiness again that night, aswe sat at supper, the whole family together. Our med wasaplan
one. In part because my mother never touched mest, we ate quite Smply, relying mainly on the grain and
vegetables of our home farms. Janis had awide repertoire of tasty soups and good honest breads, and
we did well enough. The men would partake of aroasted fowl or two, or a sheep would be daughtered
from time to time, for they worked hard, whether it bein thefield of armsor the labor of farm and stable,
and they were not dways satisfied with ameal of turnips and beans and rye bread. That night | was
pleased to see that Mother was managing alittle soup, a scrap or two of bannock. She had grown so
thin, the north wind might snatch her away if it took amind to; and it had never been easy to persuade
her to eat. As| watched her, | felt lubdan's eyes on me, and | glanced at him and quickly away again, for
| could not bear his expression. That look said, thisis along good-bye, yet not time enough. | have no
gptitude for this. | cannot learn this. | would hold on, and hold on, until my hands clutch at emptiness.

Niamh sat neat as a cat, drinking her soup, eyes downcast. There was not ahair out of place. Thetdltale
blush was gone, her skin smooth gold in thelight of the oil lamps. Opposite her sat Sean, with Aiding
beside him, and they whispered together, holding hands under the table. After supper there were no tales,
not that night. Instead, the family retired under Liam's directionsto asmall, quiet chamber where some
privacy might be had, and |eft the men and women of the household to their songs and de by the kitchen
fires

"Y ou've had some news," my father said, as soon as we had seated oursalves. | poured wine from the
flask on the table, serving first my mother, then my uncle, my father, Sean, and lastly the other two girls.

"Thank you, Liadan." Liam gave me an approving nod. "Newsindeed, which | have kept until now, since
it should be Aiding who hearsit first. Good news, child," he added hadtily, as Aiding started up in fright,
no doubt fearing the worst. "Y our brother iswell and should be here to collect you before Beltaine. The
threat isover for now.”

"What of the unknown enemy?" asked Sean eagerly. "What news of the battle?*

Liam frowned. "Very sketchy. There were some losses. The man who rode here with the message knew
little, having got it from another. | know that Eamonn has secured his borders again, but exactly how, and
againg whom, till seemsto be shrouded in mystery. It must wait for hisreturn. 1, too, am keen for
further knowledge of this. It could influence our entire plan of action concerning the Britons. It would be
folly to expect victory in a sea battle against Norsemen.”

"True" said Sean. "'l would not think of such aventure unless| had the skills of their own kind on my
sde. But the Norsemen have no interest in our Idands; if they needed the use of safe anchorage there,
they'd have taken them from the Britonslong ago. The Idands are too barren for crops, too remote for
settlements, aterritory long forsaken by al but the Old Ones. The Britons hold them only as astepping
stone to our own lands."

"And, | think, asagoad to yoursaves," added lubdan quietly. "I heard it said, once, that thiswasthe way
to provoke aresponse from aman of Erin. Start afight by stealing what is closest to his heart: hishorse
maybe, or hiswoman. Start awar by taking away what is closest to his spirit: his heritage, hismysteries.



Perhaps they have no more reason for it than that.”

"Certainly, their effortsto establish aland base on this coast have not been impressive,” said Liam. "Like
ours, their skills are less apt for warfare by sea. And yet, they have held onto the Idands these three
generations and more. Aided by an dly with astrong fleet, and the Norseman's ability to useit, who
knowswhat they might do."

"That, surdly, isan unlikely partnership.” Sean scratched his head thoughtfully. " The Britons of the
western seaboard have no reason to trust the Norsemen. They have suffered |osses more severe than our
own through Viking raids. For scores of years they have witnessed the savagery of theseinvaders. It
would indeed be an unhaly dliance. ,

"If our old foe Richard of Northwoodsisthe yardstick," scowled Liam, "1 would believe the Britons
cgpable of anything.”

"We should wait," put in my mother tactfully. "Eamonn will tell us more when he returns. I'm glad to see
you smiling again, my dear," she added, looking a Aiding.

"Y our concern for your brother does you credit,” said Liam. "The boy's aleader, there's no doubting
that. | trust hislosses have not been too grest. And now there is another piece of news. One that will
interest you, Niamh."

"Mm...?What?' She had been far away, deep in thought.

"A letter," said my uncle gravely, "from aman | have never met, but of whom | have heard much. Y ou
will know of him, lubdan. His nameis Fionn of the clan Ui Neill, the branch that has established itsdlf in
the northwest. They are connected, quite closdly, with the high king of Tara. But thereisno love lost
between the two branches of that family. Fionn isthe elder son of the clan chieftain in Tirconnell, aman of
great influence and considerable wedth.”

"I've heard talk of him, yes," said Father. "He'swell regarded. It's not atogether comfortable to be
Stuated negtly, as we are, between the two seats of Ui Nelll. Hungry for power, dl of them.”

"That fact makesthisdl the moreinteresting,” my uncle said. "ThisFionn and hisfather seek acloser
aliance with Sevenwaters. He makes overtures, quite directly, to such an end.”

"Isthisyour roundabout method of telling us he wants to wed one of the daughters of this household?"
My mother had away of bringing her brother sharply to the point when he was being alittle too formal.
""Has he made an offer for one of our girls?’

"Indeed. Theletter says he has heard thereis adaughter of exceptiona beauty and excellent skillsin the
household of Sevenwaters, that he seeks awife, and that hisfather would view such an dliance asbeing
to our mutual benefit. He makes aveiled reference to our feud with the Britons of North-woods, pointing
out the manpower at his own disposal, located conveniently close to us. He mentions also the strategic
position of Sevenwatersin relation to hiskinsfolk farther south, should he face athreat from that quarter.
For ashort letter, it containsagreat ded.”

"What manner of man isthisFonn?" put in Aiding rather boldly. "Isheyoung or old?1lI-favored or well
made?’

"Held be of middleyears,” said Liam. "Thirty, perhaps. A warrior. | know nothing of hislooks."

"Thirty!" Aiding was clearly shocked at the thought one of us might wed so ancient aman.



Sean grinned. "A daughter of exceptiona beauty,” he murmured. "That'd be Niamh." He glanced a me,
brows raised, and | made aface at him.

"It would be Niamh for whom the offer wasintended,” agreed Liam, missing the point of our interchange
entirdly. "What do you say, Niece?'

"l ..." Niamh appeared quite incagpable of speech, which was avery unusual state of affairs. Shewas
suddenly extremely pae. "l .. ." Andyet, it can hardly have been such ashock. At seventeen, indeed, it
was surprising that thiswasthefirst forma offer we had received for her.

"Thisistoo much for ayoung girl to tekein a once, Liam," said my mother quickly. "Niamh needstime
to consider it, and so do we. | might, Perhaps, read this|etter to her in private, if you have no objection.”

"Nonewhatever," said Liam.

"Well want to discussit.” My father had been keeping quiet up to this point, but histone said clearly that
nobody el se was going to make hisdecisonsfor him. "Does this Fionn intend to favor uswith avigtin
person, or must we assess his qualities solely from his penmanship?’ It was at moments such asthisthat
one remembered who my father was and had once been.

"Hewishesto hear first if wewill congder the matter. If the answer isfavorable, he will travel here before
midsummer to present himself and would hope to be wed without delay, if we arein agreement.”

"There'sno need for haste,” said lubdan quietly. " Such matters are weighty and should be given due
condderation. What seemsthe best choice at first may not proveitsworthintime.”

"All thesame," Liam said, "your daughter isin her eighteenth year. She could have been married these
two or three summers past. Might | remind you that a her age Sorchawas wed and the mother of three
children? And an offer from a chieftain of such standing comes but seldom.”

Niamh stood up abruptly, and now | could see that she had indeed been listening and that she was
quivering from head to toe.

"Y ou can stop discussing me asif | were some—some prize breeding cow you want to sdll off to
advantage," she said in ashaking voice. "1 won't marry thisUi Neill. | can't. That's—that'sjust theway it
is. It just can't happen. Why don't you ask him if helll take Liadan instead? It's the best offer she'slikely
to get. And now, if you'll excuse me—" She blundered to the door, and | could see the tears Sarting to
flow as she sumbled out and away dong the hdl, leaving the family in stunned silence.

Shewouldn't talk to me. She wouldn't talk to Mother. She wouldn't even talk to lubdan, who was the
best listener you could hope for. Liam she avoided dtogether. Things began to get quite strained asthe
days passed and Fionn'sletter remained unanswered. There was no sign of acompromise, and my uncle
became edgy. Everyone recognized that Niamh's reaction went beyond what might be expected (which
was shocked but flattered surprise, followed by ashow of maidenly reluctance, and eventualy blushing
acceptance). What they could not understand was why. My sister was, as Liam had pointed out, quite
old to be still unwed, and her such a beauty. Why hadn't shejumped at such an offer? The Ui Nelll! And
afuture chief tain at that! The gossip was, it was Eamonn she redly wanted, and she was holding out until
he came back. | could have told them differently, but | held my tongue. | had an ideawhat was hi her
head. | had a suspicion about where she went those days she made herself vanish from sunrise to dusk.
But my sgter'sthoughts were impenetrable; | could only guess at the truth, and | hoped fervently that my
misgivings were unfounded.

| tried to talk to her, but got nowhere. At first | was kind and tactful, for she cried alot, lying on her bed



garing up a the celling or standing by the window with her tear-stained face bathed in moonlight, looking
out over the forest. When kindness had no effect, | became more direct.

"I don't think you would make avery good druid, Niamh," | told her one night aswe sat donein our
room, asmall candle burning on the chest between our narrow beds.

"What?x| had certainly got her atention with that. "What did you say?'

"Y ou heard me. There are no warm blankets, no accommodeating servants, no silken gownsin the
nemetons. Thereisalifetime of discipline and learning and saf-deprivation. It isalife of the spirit, not the
flesh."

"Hold your tongue!" Her furious response told me | had come close to the truth. "What would you

know? What would you know about anything? My plain little Sster, wrapped up in her herbs and potions
and her cozy, domestic round! What man's likely to want you, save afarmer with big hands and mud on
his boots?* Sheflung hersalf down on the bed, her face in her hands, and | suspected she was crying.

| took adeep breath and let it carefully out again. "Mother chose afarmer with big hands and mud on his
boots," | said quietly. "There were more than afew women at Sevenwaters who thought him quite a
catch when he was ayoung man. So they say.”

She did not move, did not make a sound. | sensed the deep misery that had given rise to her cruel words.

"You cantalk to me, Niamh," | said. "I'll do my best to understand. Y ou know it can't go on like this.
Everyone's upset. I've never seen the household so divided. Why don't you tell me? Seeif | can help?!

Shelifted her head to look at me. | was shocked at her pallor and the deep shadows under her eyes.

"Oh, it'sdl my fault now," she said, in astrangled voice. "Upset everyone, have 17 Who wasit decided to
marry me off so they could win some stupid battle? That wasn't my ides, | cantell you!™

"Sometimes you can't have what you want,” | said levely. "Y ou might just have to accept that, hard asit
might seem right now. This Fionn might not be so bad. Y ou could at least meet the man.”

"That's good, coming from you! Y ou wouldn't know ared manif you saw one. Didn't you suggest
Eamonn asalikdy choice for me? Eamonn?"

"It did seem—possible”

Therewasalong silence. | kept till, seated cross-legged on my bed in my unadorned linen nightrobe. |
supposed what she had said about me wastrue; and | wondered again if my father had been wrong
about Eamonn. | tried to see myself asaman might, but it was pretty difficult: too short, too thin, too
pale, too quiet. You could say all these things about me. | was, however, not discontented with the face
and body | had inherited from my mother. | was happy with what Niamh disparagingly called my small,
domestic round. | had no wish for adventures. A farmer would suit mejust fine.

"What are you smiling a?' My sister glared across the room at me. The candle made her shadow huge
and menacing on the wall behind her as she sat up, dashing the tears from her eyes. Swollen with
weeping asit was, her face was dtill dazzling in its bealtty.

"Nothing much.”

"How can you smile, Liadan? Y ou don't care at dl, do you? How can you imagine | would ever tell you
anything? Once you know, Sean knows, and then they all know."



"That'snot fair. Somethings| keep from Sean, and him from me."
"Ohyes?'

| did not reply, and Niamh lay down again, her face to the wall. When she spoke, it wasin adifferent
tone of voice, wobbly and tearful.

"Liaden?'

"Mmm?'

"I'm sorry."

"For what?'

"Sorry | said that. Sorry | said you wereplain. | didn't meaniit.”

| sghed. "It'sdl right." She had ahabit of coming out with hurtful words when she was upsat and taking it
al back later. Niamh was like an autumn day, al surprises, rain and shine, shadow and brightness. Even
when her words were crud, it was hard to be angry with her for she meant no harm by them. "I'm not
looking for ahusband anyway," | told her, "so it hardly matters.”

She gave asniff and drew the blanket over her head, and that was asfar as we got.

The season drew on toward Beltaine, and the work of the farm continued, and Niamh retreated deeper
Into hersdlf. There were heated words exchanged behind closed doors. The household was quite unlike
itsusud serf. When at length Eamonn did return, he recelved the warmest of welcomes, for | think we
wered| glad of anything to ease the building tenson among us. Thetae he had to tell wasindeed as
strange as the rumors had suggested.

We heard it the night of hisarrival aswe sat in the hall after supper. Despite the season, it was cold, and
Aiding and | had helped Janis prepare mulled wine. Ours was a safe household, where al were trusted;
and so Eamonn told his story openly, for he knew the depth of interest in what had befallen himself and
Seamus and their fighting force. Of the thirty from Liam's garrison, but twenty-seven had returned.
Eamonn's own losses had been far greater, as had Seamus Redbeard's. There were women weeping in
three households. Nonethel ess, Eamonn had returned victorious, though not quite in the way he would
have wished. | watched him tell histale, usng a gesture here and there to illustrate a point, astrand of
brown hair falling across his brow from time to time, to be pushed back with an automatic sweep of the
hand. | thought his face bore more lines than it once had; he carried aheavy responsbility for aman so
young. It was no wonder some thought him humorless.

"You know aready," he said, "that we lost more good men than we could well afford on this venture. |
can assure you that their lives were not lightly thrown away. We ded here with an enemy of quitea
different nature from those known to us: the Britons, the Norsemen, the hostile chieftains of our own land.
Of the one and twenty warriorsthat perished in my service, not two were dain by the same method.”

There was amurmur around the room.

"You'll have heard thetales," Eamonn went on. "It may be they spread the tales themselves to increase
the fear. But these rumors are founded in fact, aswe discovered for ourselves when at last we
encountered thisenemy.” Hewent on to tell of anorthern neighbor with whom along-running dispute had
flared into action, of cattle raided, of retdiatory strikes.

"He knew the strength of my forces. He would never, in the past, have done more than attempt to herd



away afew head or light asmall fire somewhat too close to one of my watchtowers. He knew he could
not match mein battle and that any action he took would bring about swift and deadly retaiation. But he
covetsaparcd of land | hold, bordering his own most fertile area, and haslong schemed to acquireiit.
Hetried once to buy the disputed territory from me, and | turned him down. Wdll, he found another use
for hisslver pieces”

Eamonn took amouthful of hiswine, wiped his hand across his mouth. His expression was somber.

"We began to hear of lightning raids by an unseen enemy. There was no damage to the guard towers, no
sacking of villages or burning of barns. Jugt killing. Highly efficient. Imaginativein its method. First an
isolated post, where two lay dead. Then abolder ambush. A troop of my guards patrolling the western
margin of the marshlandstaken, al of them. A nightmare scene. | will sparetheladiesthe details.” He
glanced quickly in my direction and away again. "Not crud, exactly. Therewas no torture. Just. . .
extremdly efficient and—and different. There was no way to tell what we were degling with. No way to
prepare. And my cottagers, my farmers, werein astate of sheer terror. They thought these silent killers
some Otherworld phenomenon, creatures that could appear and disappear in aflash, some hybrid of man
and beast, devoid of any sense of right or wrong." Hefdl slent, and | believed his eyes saw animage he
wished he could erase from hismind.

"Y ou would think," hewent on findly, "that on our own territory, backed up by Seamuss men, we would
have no difficulty in expdling any invader. My men are disciplined. Experienced. They know those
marshes like the back of their hands; they know every forest path, every place of refuge, every potentia
trap. We divided ourselves into three groups and sought to isolate the enemy in one particular areawhere
we bedlieved his force was concentrated. There was success at first. We captured many of my northern
neighbor's men and thought the threat al but over. It was strange, though; our prisoners seemed nervous,
alwayslooking over their shoulders. | suppose | knew, even before that point, thet the attacks were not
made by asingle enemy. My neighbor's slver had bought him aforce he could never have mustered
himsdlf, aforce such as none of us here has at hisdisposa.”

"Who were they?" asked Sean, who was hanging on every word. | sensed his excitement; thiswasa
chdlenge hewould have relished for himself.

"l saw them only once," said Eamonn dowly. "We rode through the most treacherous area of the
marshland, returning to our main camp with the bodies of our dain. It isnot possible to mount an attack in
such aplace. | had not thought it possible. One false move and the ground will shiver and shake and
swalow, and al you will hear isthelittleripple of the water asit takesaman under. It isquite safe, if you
know the path.

"Therewereten of us," hewent on, "riding single, for the track is narrow. We bore the bodies of our
dead across our saddlebows. It was late afternoon, but the mistsin that place make day seem like dusk
and dusk like night. The horses knew the way and needed no guidance. We kept silence, not alowing
our vigilanceto lapse even in that forsaken place. | have good ears and sharp eyes. My men were
handpicked. But | missed it. We all missed it. The smallest pipe of amarsh bird; the croak of afrog.
Some little noise, some signd, and they were upon us. Coming from nowhere, but rising each at precisely
the same ingtant, one to each of us, taking his man from the horse, despatching him neatly and slently,
onewith aknife, one with the cord, one with the clever thumb to the neck. Asfor me, my punishment
had been sdected especidly. | could not see the man who held me from behind, though | used dl the
strength | had trying to bregk hisgrip. | felt my own desth a my back. But it was not to be. Instead, |
was pinned there, watching, listening, as my men died before and behind me, one after the other, and
their horses crashed in panic off the path and were swallowed by the trembling waters of the marsh. My
own mount stood steadfast, and they left him done. | wasto be alowed to return home. | wasto



witness, helpless, the daughter of my own men and then to be set free.”
"But why?" bresthed Sean.

"l am not sure | understand that even now," said Eamonn blegkly. "The man who held me had agrip
around me, and hisknife againgt my throat, and enough skill in his hands to stop me from struggling long.
Inthiskind of combat he possessed an ability such as| could hardly imagine. | could not hope to break
free. My heart was sick as| waited for the last of my mento die. And—and | amost thought the rumors
true, asthe shifting mist showed me aglimpse, here and there, of those who took their lives with cool

"Werethey indeed haf man, haf beast?' asked Aiding hesitantly, afraid, no doubt, of sounding foolish.
But nobody was laughing.

"They were men," Eamonn said, in atone that suggested there might be some doubt. "But they wore
helmets, or masks, that belied the fact. Y ou might think you saw an eagle or a stag; some, indeed, had
markings on the skin, perhaps above the brow or on the chin, to suggest the plumage or the features of a
wild creature. Some had helms adorned with feathers, some cloaks of wolf pelt. Their eyes. . . their eyes
were S0 cam, as cam as death. Like—like beings with no human fedings.”

"What about the man who held your" asked Liam. "What manner of man was he?"

"Evasive. He made sure | did not see hisface. But | heard hisvoice and will not forget it; and ashe
released me at last, | saw hisarm revealed when he drew hisknife away from my neck. Anarm
patterned from shoulder to fingertips with a ddlicate web of feather and spiral and interlocking links, an
intricate and permanent design etched deep into the skin. By that | will know thiskiller again when |
avenge the murders of my good men.”

"What did he say to you?" | was unable to keep silent, for it was afascinating tale, though terrible.

"His voice was—very even, very cam. In that place of death, he spoke asif discussing abusiness
transaction. It was only for an ingtant. He released his grip; and as | drew breath and turned to pursue
him, he vanished into the encircling mist, and he said, Learn from this, Eamonn. Learn well. | am not
done with you yet. And | was done. Alone save for my trembling horse and the broken bodies of my

"Y ou il believe these are not—are not some creatures of the Other-world?" asked my mother. There
was an ungteadiness in her voice that worried me,

"They are men.” Eamonn'stone was controlled, but | could hear the anger init, "men of awesome skillsin
thefield, skillsthat would be the envy of any warrior. For al the strength of our forces, we neither killed
nor captured a single one of them. But they are no immortals, this| discovered when | heard from their
leader again.”

"Did not you say you had never seen thisman?' asked Liam.

"Seen, no. He sent me amessage. It was sometime later, and we had encountered no more of them.

Y our reinforcements had arrived, and together we'd flushed out die rest of my neighbor's meager force
and sent them packing. Our dead were honored and laid to rest. Their widows were provided for. The
raids ceased. The threat appeared to be over, though folk still shuddered with dread at the memory of
what had happened. They had given this murderer aname. They dubbed him "the Painted Man.” |
thought his band gone from my territory. Then the message was brought to me."



"What message”?'

"No smplewords of chalenge; nothing so honest for this miscreant. The messagewas. . . perhaps|
should not relate this here. It isnot fit for ladies ears.

"You'd better tel us" | said bluntly. "Were going to hear it regardiess, one way or another.”

Helooked a meagain. "You'reright of course, Liadan. But it is—it isnot pleasant. None of thisstory is.
| was brought ... | was brought aleather pouch, which had been left where my men could not fail to find
it. Insde this pouch was a hand, a neatly severed hand."

Therewastotd slence.

"By theringsit wore, we knew thiswas removed, with some skill, from one of our own. | interpret the
gesture asachalenge. Hetdlsme heis strong; | know aready that he is arrogant. His services, and
those of the men he leads, are now for sale in these parts. Of that we must take heed in planning any
venture."

We sat stunned for awhile. At last my father said, ™Y ou think thisfellow would have the gdl to offer any
of us his services after what he has done? To ask for payment?"

"Heknowsthe vaue of what he has," said Liam dryly. "And hesright. Theres many a chieftain whose
scrupleswould not stop him from accepting such an offer had he the resourcesto financeit. | imagine
they would not come cheap.”

"One could hardly consider it serioudy,” said my mother. "Who could ever trust such aman? It appears
hewould change hisdlegiancein aningant.”

"A mercenary hasno dlegiance," said Eamonn. "He belongsto the man with the fattest purse.”

"Nonethdess," Sean spoke dowly, asif working something out, "1 would liketo know if their skillsby
water equd those they showed in ambush. Such aforce, used in conjunction with awel-disciplined,
larger troop of warriors, would give one agreat advantage. Do you know how many men he has?'

"Y ou would not serioudly consider employing arabble such asthis?' asked Liam, shocked.

"Rabble? From Eamonn's account, thisis no unruly band of oafs. They seem to strike with the utmost
control and plan their raids with akeen intelligence." Sean was till thinking hard.

"They may work cleverly, but they are worse than fianna, for they carry out their missonswithout pride,
without commitment save to the deed itsalf and the payment,” said Eamonn. "This man has misread me
badly. When he dies, it will be at my hands. Hewill pay in blood if he setsfoot on my territory or touches
what ismine. | haveswornit. And | will make sure my intention reaches hisown ears. Hislifeisforfeit
should he cross my path again.”

At this point Sean wisdly held histongue, though | could sense the suppressed excitement in him. Eamonn
took another goblet of wine and was soon surrounded by eager questioners. | thought this was probably
the last thing he wanted at that moment when histale had brought the memory of hislosses back starkly
into hismind. But | was not his keeper.

| suppose that night was the firgt time | had seen Eamonn come close to conceding he was not in control
of agtuation. If he had any outstanding quality, it was authority, and next to that was his commitment to
what he believed in. It was no wonder, therefore, that the precision and audacity of the Painted Man's

attack, and the arrogance of its sequd, had disturbed him deeply. He was due to escort his sister home



the next day, for there were many mattersto attend to. | was surprised, therefore, when he cameinto my
garden soon after | had begun my morning'swork, asif our previous appointment had merely been

dightly postponed.
"Good morning, Liadan," he said politdly.

"Good morning,” | replied, and | went on cutting the spent blooms from my ancient briar rose. Prune
them back now, and they would provide many more flowers as the summer advanced. The hips, later,
could be used for apowerful cordia with amultitude of applications, aswell asatasty jely.

"You'rebusy. | don't wish to interrupt your work. But we leave soon, and | would like to speak with you
firg"

| ventured aglance a him. He did indeed look rather pale and extremely serious. This campaign had
aged him beyond hisyears.

"Youwill, | suppose, have some notion of what it is| wish to discuss with you.”

"Well, yes" | said, redlizing there was no choice but to stop pretending to work and hear him out. It
would have been helpful if | had any ideaof how | was going to reply. "Would you liketo it here
awhile?' We moved to the stone bench, and | sat down, basket on my knees and pruning knife still in my
hand; but Eamonn would not sit. Instead, he paced, with hands clenched. How can he be nervous about
this, | thought, after al he has endured? But nervous he was, there was not a doubt about it.

"You heard my tdelast night,” he said. "These |osses have made me think long and hard about many
things: degth, revenge, blood, dark matters. | did not believe | had it in meto hate so; it'snot a
comfortablefeding.”

"This man has done you awrong, that iscertain,” | said dowly. "But perhaps you should st it behind you
and move on. Hatred can eat you up if you let it. It can become your wholelife."

"1 would not see that happen,” he said, turning to face me. "My father made bitter enemies of those who
should have been hisdlies; thus he brought about his own destruction. | would not wish to be consumed
by this. But | cannot put it by. | was hoping that. . . perhaps| should start thisagain.”

| looked up a him.

"l need to wed," he said bluntly. "After this, it s;ems even moreimportant. It is—it isabalance to those
dark things. | am weary of coming hometo acold hearth and echoing hdls. | want achild to securethe
future of my name. My estate is Sgnificant, as you know, my holdings secure, save for this upstart and his
band of cutthroats, and | will deal with them soon enough. | have agreat dedl to offer. | have—I have
admired you for along time, Since you were too young even to contemplate such an dliance. Y our
industry, your application to atask, your kindness, your loyalty to your family. Wewould be well suited.
Anditisnot so very far to travel; you could see them often.” He shocked me by moving closer and
dropping to hisknees beside me. "Will you be my wife, Liadan?'

As proposas go, it had been—businesdike. | supposed he had said dll the correct things. But | found it
somehow lacking. Perhaps | had listened too much to the old tales.

"I'm going to ask you aquestion,” | said calmly. "When you answer, remember that | am not the sort of
woman who seeksflattery or fase compliments. | expect the truth from you dways."

"Youwill get thetruth.”



"Tdl me" | sad, "why have you not offered for my sster, Niamh, instead of me? That was what
everyone expected.”

Eamonn took my hand in hisand touched it to hislips. "Y our Sster isindeed very beautiful,” he said, with
atrace of asmile. "A man might well dream of such awoman. But it would be your face he wanted to
see on his pillow when he woke."

| felt mysdf blushing crimson and was quite lost for words.
"I'm sorry. | have offended you," he said hagtily, but he held onto my hand.
"Ohno...notat dl," | managed. "I'm just—surprised.”

"l have spoken to your father," he said. "He has no objection to our marriage. But he told me the decision
isyours. He alowsyou agreat ded of freedom.”

"Y ou disgpprove of that?'
"That depends on your answer."

| took adeep breath, hoping for someinspiration. "If thiswere one of theold tales," | said dowly, "I
would ask you to complete three tasks or kill three monstersfor me. But thereis no need to test you in
such away. | recognizethat thiswould be a highly—suitable match.”

Eamonn had put my hand down and was studying the ground at my feet where he till knelt.
"I hear unspoken words here," he said, frowning, "areservation. Y ou had better tell me."
"It'stoo soon,” | said bluntly. "I am not able to answer, not now."

"Why not? Y ou are sixteen years old, awoman. | am sure of my own mind. Y ou know what | can offer
you. Why cannot you answer?"'

| took adeep breath. ™Y ou know my mother isvery ill, soill that she will not recover.”

Eamonn glanced at me sharply, and then he moved to sit beside me on the bench. The tension between
useased just alittle.

"I have seen how pale shelooks and wondered,” he said gently. "I did not know it was so serious. I'm
sorry, Liadan.”

"Wedon't speak of it," | said. "Not many are aware that we count each season, each cycle of the moon,
each day that passes. It isfor thisreason that | can make no commitment to you or to any other.”

"Thereisanother?' Hisvoice was suddenly fierce.

"No, Eamonn,” | said hadtily, "you need have no concern on that score. I'm aware of how fortunate | am
to receive even one offer such asyours."

"Y ou underestimate yoursdf, asdways."
A dlencefdl again. Eamonn stared at his hands, frowning.
"How long must | wait for your answer?' he asked eventudly.

It was hard to reply, for to do so was to set a measure on Sorchas days.



"For my mother's sake, | will make no decision before Beltaine, next year,” | said. "That islong enough, |
think. I will give you an answer then.”

"It'stoo long," he said. "How can aman wait so long?'

"I must be here, Eamonn. They will need me more and more. Besides, | do not know my own heart. I'm
sorry if that hurtsyou, but | will return your honesty with the plain truth.”

"A whole year," hesaid. "Y ou expect agreet ded of me."

"Itisalong time. But | do not mean to bind you to me for the passing of these four seasons. You are
under no obligation toward me. If you meet another during thistime, if you change your mind, you are
quite free to pledge yoursdlf, to marry, to do whatever you wish."

"Thereisno chance of that,” he said, with absolute findity. "None whatever."

At that moment | felt a shadow pass over me, and all at once | was cold. Whether it was the intensity of
hisvoice or thelook in hiseyes or something quite different, for an instant the peaceful, sunny garden
grew dark. Something about my expression must have changed.

"What isit?" he asked anxioudy. "What's the matter?'
| shook my head. "Nothing,” | told him. "Don't be concerned. It's nothing.”

"It'snearly timefor meto go," he said, getting up. "They'll be expecting me. | would be happier if we had
at least some—understanding. A betrothal, perhaps, with the marriage delayed until—until you are ready.
Or—or might not the Lady Sorchawish to see you happily settled before. . . might she not wish to be
there a your wedding feest?'

"It'snot that smple, Eamonn." All at once | wasterribly tired. "I can agreeto no betrothal. | want no
commitment. | have told you when | will answer, and that will not change. A year may not seem so long.”

"It ssemsforever. A great ded can changein ayear.”

"Off you go,” | said. "Aiding will bewaiting. Go home, sort out your household, put your peopleto rights.
| will still be here next Beltaine Eve. Go home, Eamonn.”

| thought he would leave with no more said, he was silent so long, arms folded, head bowed in thought.
Then hesad, "It will be homewhen | see you waiting there in the doorway with my child in your arms.
Not till then." And he strode away through the arch in the wall with never abackward glance.

Chapter Three

My mind did not dwell long on this, for events soon overtook our household with a swiftness that came
closeto overwhelming us. We were aready unhappy, divided among oursalves by Niamh's unwillingness
to so much as condder her suitor's offer and her tota silence asto the reasons why. By Liam's anger; by
my father'sfrustration at hisinability to make peace between them. My mother was distressed at seeing
her menfolk at odds thus. Sean was missing Aiding and snapped with irritation at the dightest thing. In
desperation, one warm afternoon close to midsummer, | went out into the forest alone. Therewasa
place we used to visit often in our childhood, a deep, secluded pool fringed by ferns and bracken, filled
by asplashing waterfal and protected by the gentle shade of weeping willows. The three of us had swum
and played there many atime on hot summer days, filling the air with our shrieks and splashing and
laughter. We were too old for that now, of course. Men and women, as Eamonn had reminded me. Too
old for fun. But | did remember the sweet herbs that grew lush and wild near that place—pardey, chervil,



and abundant cresses— and | thought to make alittle pie with eggs and soft cheese, that might tempt my
mother'sfailing appetite. So | took a basket and tied back my hair and set off doneinto the forest, glad
of some respite from the emotionally charged atmosphere of the house.

It was awarm day, and the herbs were plentiful. | picked steadily, humming under my breath, and soon
enough my basket wasfull. | sat down to rest with my back againgt awillow. The woods were dive with
little sounds:. the rustle of squirrdsin the undergrowth, the song of athrush overhead, and stranger voices,
too, subtle whispersin the air, whose words | could not comprehend. If therewasamessageiniit, it
could scarcely befor me. | sat very il and thought perhaps | could see them: faint, ethereal shapes
passing between the branches, a scrap of floating vell, awing transparent and fragile asadragonfly's, hair
that was shining filaments of gold and silver. Perhgps adender hand, beckoning. And bell-like laughter. |
blinked and looked again. The sun must have been making me foolish for now there was nothing. | must
return to the house and make my pie and hope my family might become friends again.

There was someone there. Down between the rowans, a flash of deep blue, gone again as quickly asit
had appeared. Had | heard footsteps on the soft path? | got up, basket over my arm, and followed
quietly. Thetrack led down the hillside toward the sheltered pool, curving under the trees and between
thick clumps of bushes. | did not call out. Therewas no telling if what | had seen was merdly atrick of
thelight on the dark foliage or something more. And | had learned to move through the woods in silence.
It was an essentid skill for self-preservation, Father said. Thereit was again, just ahead of me behind the
rowans, ahint of bluelikeafold of cloth, and aflash of white, along, ddicate hand. Thistime the gesture
was unmistakable. Thisway, it motioned. Comethisway. | went on softly down the path.

Niamh would never believe, later, that | had not come there on purpose to find out her secret. | moved
down quietly under the willows until the cam surface of the pool cameinto view. | hated, frozen with
shock. She had not seen me. Nor had he. They had eyes only for each other, asthey stood there waist
deep, their bodies mirrored in the water under the tree canopy, their skin dappled with the sunlight
through summer leaves. Her white arms were wrapped closely around his neck; his auburn head was
bent to kiss her bare shoulder, and her back arched with a primitive grace as she responded to the touch
of hislips. Thelong, bright curtain of her hair fell aout her, echoing the gold of the sunlight and not quite
concealing the fact that she was naked.

Fedlings warred within me. Shock, fright, afervent wish that | had gone esewhere for my small harvest.
The knowledge that | should stop looking immediately. The completeinability to tear my eyesaway. For
what | saw, though deeply wrong, was aso beautiful beyond my imaginings. The play of light on water, of
shadow on pearly skin, the twining of their two bodies, the way they were so utterly lost in each
other—to see thiswas as wondrous as it was deeply unsettling. If thiswaswhat | was supposed to fed!
for Eamonn, then | had done well to make him wait. There came a point, as the young druid's hands
moved down my sister's body, and helifted her, pulling her urgently toward him, when | knew | could
watch no longer, and | retreated slently back under the willows and walked blindly in the direction of
home, my mind in aturmail. Of the strange guide who had beckoned meto find them, there was now no
ggnatadl.

Bad luck. Bad timing. Or perhapsit was meant that the first person | should meet was my brother, that
this should happen halfway across the home pastures while my mind wasfilled with theimage of those
two young bodies wrapped so closaly together, asif they were but asingle creature. Perhapsthe Fair
Folk had had ahand in it, or maybe, as Niamh said later, it was al my fault for spying. | have spoken of
how it was between my brother and me. When we were younger, we would often share our thoughts and
secretsdirect, mind to mind, with no need at all for speech. All twins are close, but the bond between us
went far deeper; in an instant we could summon one another, dmost asif we had shared some part of
our spirit before ever the two of us saw the outside world. But lately we had, in unspoken agreement,



chosen to shut off that link. The secrets of ayoung man who courts hisfirst sweetheart are too ddlicate to
sharewith asgter. Asfor me, | had nowish to tell him of my fearsfor Niamh or my misgivings about the
future. But now | could not prevent this. For it isthe way of thingsfor those who are as close as Sean
and | that when onefedls sharp distress, or pain, or anintensejoy, it spills over so strongly that the other
must shareit. | had no way to keep him out at such times, no controls with which to set ashield on my
mind. | could not block out the small, crystal-clear image of my sister and her druid, mirrored in il
water, locked in each other'sarms. And what | saw and felt, my brother saw also.

"What isthis?' Sean exclaimed in horror. "Isthistoday? Isit now?"

| nodded miserably.

"By the Dagda, | will kill thisfellow with my own handsl How dare he defile my sster thus?'
It seemed to me he would rush into the woods that instant, bent on punishment.

"Stop. Stop it, Sean. Anger will achieve nothing here. This may not be so bad.”

Hetook hold of my shoulders as we stood there in the middle of the field and made me look him straight
inthe eye. | saw on hisface diereflection of what | read in his mind—shock, fury, outrage.

"| cannot believethis" he muttered. "How could Niamh be awilling partner in something so utterly
foolish? Doesn't she know she's put the whole dliance at risk? Merciful gods, how could we have been
50 blind?Blind, dl of ust Come, Liadan, we must return to the house and tell them.”

"No! Don't tell, not yet. At least let me speak to Niamh first. | see—I seeill from this, amoreterribleill
than you can imagine. Sean, stop.”

"It'stoo late. Much too late." Sean's decision was made and he was not listening to me. He turned for the
house, gesturing for meto follow him. "They must betold, and now. We may il salvage something from
thismessif it iskept quiet. Why didn't you tell me? How long have you known of this?'

Aswe waked up to the house, agrim-faced Sean striding ahead and | reluctantly following in hiswake,
it seemed to me we brought a shadow with us, the deepest of shadows. "I did not know. Not until now. |
guessed, but not that it had come so far. Sean, must you tell them?'

"There'sno choice. She'sto wed the Ui Nelll. Our whole venture depends on that link. | dare not
contemplate what thiswill do to Mother. How could Niamh have done such athing? It's beyond al
reason."

Father was out working on one of his plantations. Mother was resting. But Liam wasthere, and so it was
he who got the newsfirst. | was prepared for outraged disapproval, for anger. | was completely taken
aback by theway my uncle's face changed as Sean told him what | had seen. The look in hiseyeswas
more than shock. | saw revulsion, and wasit fear? Surely not. Liam, afraid?

When my uncle spoke at last, it was clear he was exercising the greatest control to keep hisvoice cam.
Nonetheless, it shook as he spoke.

"Sean, Liadan, | must ask you for your help. This matter must go no further than the family. That's of the
utmost importance. Sean, | want you to fetch Conor here. Go yoursdlf, and go done. Tel himit'surgent,
but don't spesk of the reason to anyone else. Y ou'd better leave now. And keep your anger in check for
everyones sake. Liadan, | am reluctant to involve you, for such matters are not fit for ayoung woman's
eyesor ears. But you are family, and you are part of thisnow, likeit or not. Thank the gods Eamonn and
hissister are no longer at Sevenwaters. Now | want you to go down and wait for Niamh; keep watch by



your garden entry until you see her on her way home. Then bring her straight to mein the private
chamber. Again, | cannot stress too strongly, no talk. Not to anyone. | will send for your father and
bresk thisnewsto him mysdlf."

"What about Mother?' | had to ask.
"She must betold,” he said soberly. "But not yet. Let her have alittle more peace before she must know.”

So | waited for Niamh; and as | waited, | watched Sean ride away under the treesin the direction of the
place the druids had their dwelling, deep in the heart of the forest. The dust flew under his horse's feset.

| waited along time, until it was nearly dusk. | was cold, and my head was aching, and therewas a
strange sort of fear in me that seemed quite out of proportion to the problem. | had been over and over it
in my mind. Perhaps she redlly loved him and he her. It had certainly looked that way. Maybe he wasthe
son of agood family, and maybeit didn't really matter whether he remained adruid or not, and—then |
remembered the look on Liam'sface, and | knew that my thoughts were utterly futile. There wasfar more
herethan | could rightly understand.

It was very hard to tell Niamh. She was radiant with happiness, her skin glowing, her eyes bright as stars.
She wore awregth of wildflowers on her shining hair, and her feet were bare beneath the hem of her
white gown.

"Liadan! What on earth are you doing out here? It's nearly dark."

"They know," | said straight out, and watched her face change asthe light went out of her eyes, quenched
asquickly asadoused candle. "I—I was picking herbs, and | saw you, and—"

"Youtold! Youtold Sean! Liadan, how could you do such athing?" She gripped my arms, digging her
fingersin until | gasped with pain. Y ou've ruined everything! Everything! | hate you!"

"Niamh. Stop it. | said nothing, | swear. But you know how it iswith me and Sean. | could not keep it
fromhim,” | sad miserably.

"Spy! Snoop! Y ou use your stupid mind-talk, whatever it is, as an excuse. Y ou're just jeal ous because
you can't get your own man! Well, | don't care. | love Ciaran, and he loves me; and nobody's going to
stop us being together! Y ou hear me? Nobody!"

"Liam told me to wait for you and bring you straight to see him,” 1 managed, and now | found | had to
make an effort not to cry. | swalowed my tears. They would help nobody. "He said we must keep this
quiet, keepit inthefamily.”

"Oh, yes, the family honor. Wonderful. Can't ruin the chance of an aliance with the Ui Neill, can we?
Never mind, Sister. Now that I've shamed the dl-important family, maybe it's you who will wed the
illustrious Fonn, chieftain of Tirconnell. 1t could be the making of you."

Liam'sreaction had been deeply unsettling, and afear had gripped me, afear whose cause | did not
understand. | had tried to be calm, to be strong for my sister. But Niamh's words hurt me, and | found |
could not hold back my anger.

"Brighid saveus!" | snapped. "When will you learn that there are more folk in the world than just
yoursdf?You'rein red trouble, Niamh. Seemsto me you're overeager to hurt those who would help
you. Now come on. Let's get this over with."

| walked to the stillroom door. From here, it was possible to go up the back stairs to the chamber where



Liam waited and with luck be unobserved. Niamh had falen silent. | turned, hoping | would not have to
drag her after meforcibly. "Areyou coming?'

There was a sound of hoofbeats beyond the garden wall, galloping up to the main entrance. Boots
crunched on gravel as men dismounted. There had been no way for Sean to return unobserved from his
errand.

"Liadan." My sigter spokein avery smal voice.
"What?'
"Promise me. Promise meyou'll stay in there with me. Promise you'll speak up for me."

| walked straight back and put my arms around her. She was shivering in her light gown, and atear
glinted in one long-lashed, blue eye. "Of course I'll stay, Niamh. Now come on. They'll be waiting for us.”

By the time we reached the upstairs room, they were al there. All but Mother. Liam, Conor, Sean, and
my father, standing, the four of them, their faces made grimmer by the hdf-light, for only one small lamp
burned on the table and outside it was dark. The air was thick with tension. | could tell they had been
talking and had fallen slent aswe camein. If there was anything that really frightened me as| stood there
besde my sigter, it was Conor's face. The expression he wore mirrored that | had seen on his brother's
features not long before. Not quite fear perhaps. More like the memory of fear.

"Shut the door, Liadan." | did as Liam told me, and returned to my sister's side where she stood, head
held high, like sometragic princessin an old story. Her hair was aglowing gold in the lamplight. Her eyes
shone with unshed tears.

"She'syour daughter,” my uncle said bluntly. "Perhaps you'd better spesk firet.”

Father stood at the back of the room, hisfacein shadow. "Y ou know what thisis about, Niamh." His
voicewaslevel enough.

Niamh said nothing, but | saw her straighten her back, lift her head allittle higher.

"l have aways expected my children to speak the truth, and | want the truth from you now. We had
hoped for agood marriage for you. Perhaps | have adlowed you more freedom than some thought wise,
freedom to make your own choices. In return, | expected—honesty at least, common sense, some
exercise of judgment.”

Still shesad nothing.

"Y ou had better tell us, and tdl ustruly. Have you given yoursdf to this young man? Has he lain with
you?'

| felt the tremor that ran through my sister's body and knew it for anger, not fear.
"What if | have?" she snapped.

Therewasalittle silence, and then Liam said grimly, " Answer your father's question.”
Niamh's eyes were bright with defiance as she glared back at him.

"What'sit to you?' she demanded, voice going up anotch, and she gripped my hand so tight | thought
shewould bresk it. "I'm not your daughter and | never have been. | care nothing for your family honor
and your stupid alliances. Ciaran isagood man, and heloves me, and that's dl that matters. Therest of it



isnone of your business, and | won't sully it by laying it bare before aroomful of men! Wherés my
mother? Why isn't she here?"

Oh, Niamh. I wrenched my hand from hers and turned away. There was aweight like acold sonein my
heart.

It was Sean who stepped forward, and | had never seen such anger in hiseyesor felt in my spirit such an
outpouring of rage and grief as| caught from him at that moment. Therewas noway | could stop him; no
way intheworld.

"How dareyou!" he said, in avoice cold with fury, and helifted his hand and struck Niamh across her
lovely, tear-stained cheek. A red mark appeared instantly on the golden skin. "How dare you ask that?
How dare you expect her to endure this? Have you any ideawhat your sdlfish folly will do to her? Don't
you know our mother isdying?'

And, incredibly, it was clear that she had not known. All thistime, as Sean, and |, and lubdan, and her
brothers had watched Sorchafail just alittle each day, had felt our hearts grow cold as she took one step
away from uswith each waning of the moon, Niamh, blithein her own world, had seen nothing at al. She
turned as white as parchment, save for the mark on her cheek, and she pressed her lipstightly together.

"Enough, Sean." lubdan looked like an old man as he stepped out of | the shadows, and the light showed
thelines and furrows of grief on hisface. He moved to take my brother by the arm and steer him back,
away from Niamh who stood frozen in the center of the room. "Enough, Son. A man of Sevenwaters
does not raise his hand in anger against awoman. Sit down. Let usdl st down." Hewas a strong man,
my father. So strong, at times, he put the rest of usto shame. " Perhaps you should leave us, Liadan. We
can at least spareyou this."

"No!" Niamh's voice was shrill with panic. "No! | want her here. | want my sister herel”
Father glanced a me, raised his brows.

"I'll gay," | said, and my voice came out sounding like astranger's. "'l promised.” | glanced at Conor
where he sat, ashen faced, hismouth set in aline. He had told me not to fed guilt for what must unfold.
But he could not have foreseen this. | scowled at him. Ton didn't tell me it would be like this!

| did not know. This, I would have done much to prevent. Still, it unfolds as it must.

"Now," said Father wearily, when we were al seated, Niamh and | on abench together, for she had
grasped my hand again and thistime she was not | etting go. "We will get no more out of you tonight; |
can seethat. | understand also what the answer to my question is, although you did not giveit. But itis
clear to me you do not comprehend the import of what you have done. Were this merdly ayouthful
escapade, agiving-in to the madness of Imbolc, asurrendering to the urges of the body, it might be more
readily accepted, if not excused. Such an error is common enough and can be overlooked if it occurs but
once."

“But—" Niamh began.

"Keep slent, girl." Her mouth snapped shut as Liam spoke, but her eyeswere angry. "Y our father speaks
wisdly. Y ou should hear what Conor hasto say. He must bear some respongbility for thishimsdf; itisin
part hisown error of judgment that has brought thisill on us. What have you to tdll us, Brother?'

| had never heard my uncle utter aword of criticism againg hisbrothers or sster, not in dl the years snce
my childhood. There was some old hurt herethat | could guess at only dimly.



"Indeed," said Conor very quietly, looking direct at Niamh with his serene, gray eyes, those eyesthat saw
so much and held it al in their depths. "It was | who decided to bring him here; it was | who believed it
wastime for him to step forth and be seen. Despite the heartbreak he has caused, despite who heis,
Ciaran isafine young man and, until now, a credit to the brotherhood. Heisvery able. Very apt.”

"Some credit,” Sean growled. "Give him one chance to show himself in public and thefirgt thing he does
is seduce the daughter of die house. Very apt indeed.”

"That's enough, Sean." lubdan was keeping his tone steady at some cost. ™Y our youth makes you speak
rashly. Thisisas much Niamh's doing as the young man's. He has had a sheltered upbringing and perhaps
did not fully undergtand the significance of hisactions™

"Ciaran has been with the brotherhood many years, though heis till but one and twenty." Conor ill
looked straight at Niamh, and in the lamplight hislong, ascetic face was as pae as hisrobe. "He has, as|
sad, been an exemplary student. Until now. Apt to learn. Willing. Disciplined. Skilled with words, and
with other talents he has barely begun to recognize in himsalf. Niamh, thisyoung manisnot for you."

"Hetold me" said Niamh, her voice cracking. "Hetold me. Helovesme. | love him. Therés nothing as
important asthat. Nothing!" Her words were defiant, but underneath it she was scared. Scared of what
Conor had not said.

"There can be no union between you and thisyoung man." Liam spoke heavily, asif some untold grief
weighed on him. ™Y ou will be suitably married as soon as possible, and you will leave Sevenwaters.
None must know of this."

"What!" Niamh flushed scarlet with outrage. "Wed another man after— you can't say that! Y ou can't!
Tdl them, Liadan! | will wed no man but Ciaran! What if heisadruid, that need not matter; he can ill
take awife, hetold me—

“Niamh."
At the sound of Father'svoice, her torrent of words came to an abrupt, hiccupping stop.

"Y ou will not wed thisman. It isnot possible. Perhapsthis ssems unfair to you. Perhgpsit seemsto you
that we make our decision too quickly, without consdering al arguments. It is not so. We cannot explain
our reasonsto you in full, for, believe me, that would only add to your pain. But Liam isright, Daughter.
Thisisamatch that can never be. And now that you have given in to your desires, you must take a
husband as soon asit can be arranged, lest—you must be wed, lest aworse evil befdl this house.”

He sounded weary beyond belief, and | found hiswords strange. What my sister had done was foolish
and unthinking perhaps, but it hardly seemed to merit such harsh trestment. And my father was ever the
most balanced of men, his decisions based on acareful weighing of dl relevant matters.

"May | speak?’ | ventured with some hesitation.

The response was not encouraging. Sean glared; Liam frowned. Father did not look at me. Niamh stood
frozen, save for the tearsrolling down her cheeks.

"What isit, Liadan?" asked Conor. He had atight guard on histhoughts; | had no idea at al what wasin
his mind, but | sensed adeep hurt. More secrets.

"I'm not excusing Niamh or the young druid,” | said qui€t]}. "But do you not judge too harshly? Ciaran
seems aman of favorable aspect, of good manners, clever and honest. He treated my mother with great
respect. Would not such amatch deserve at least some consideration? Y et you dismissit outright.”



"It cannot be." | knew from Liam's tone that the judgment wasfinal. Further argument was pointless. "As
your father says, it is agreed between us that we can only do what we must to salvage the situation. Itisa
very grave matter; one whose full implications we cannot make known to you. Thismust go no further
than these four walls. It isimperative that it be kept secret.”

It seemed to me adarkness had come awake and was present among usin thisroom. It wastherein the
red mark that marred my sister's cheek. It wastherein Liam's criticiam of hiswise brother. It wastherein
the lines and grooves etched stark on my father'sface. It wasin Niamh's eyes as she turned on mein

fury.

"Thisisyour fault!" she sobbed. "If you'd kept out of it, if you hadn't followed me, snooping after me,
none of them would have known. We would have gone away; we could have been together—"

"Hold your tongue, Niamh," said lubdan, in avoice | had never heard him use before. She hiccupped to
astop, shoulders heaving.

"] want to see Mother," shesaid in asmall voice.

"Not tonight," said Father, now very quiet. "I havetold her of thiswhile we awaited Conor's arriva, and
sheismuch distressed. She has agreed to take a deeping draft and is resting now. She asked for you,
Liadan. | told her you would look in before you retired for the night." He sounded terribly tired.

"I want to see her," Niamh said again, likeasmall child denied atredt.
"Y ou have forfaited the right to make your own choices.” My father'swords hung in acruel slence.

| never thought | would hear him say such athing. He spoke out of the depths of his hurt, and my heart
bled for him. Niamh stood mute and till.

"Well speak further of thislater,” Father went on. "For now, you'll go to your room, and you'll stay there
until we decide what's to be done. That decision must be made quickly, and you'll abide by it, Niamh. Go
now. No moretonight. And no talk of this, not to anyone, you understand? Liam isright; this must be
kept contained here or more harm will be done.”

"What of the boy?' asked Liam.

"1 will speak to him tonight," Conor replied, and he too sounded weary to exhaugtion. "It will bea
measure of hisworth how he dedswith this."

| sat by Mother until she fell into afitful deep. We did not speak of what had happened, but | could see
she had been weeping. Then | went to my room, where Niamh sat bolt upright on her bed, staring a the
wall. Therewas no point in trying to talk to her. | lay down and closed my eyes, but rest wasimpossible.
| felt sck and helpless, and for al Conor'swise words, | could not escape asense that | had somehow
betrayed my sister. There wasindeed adarkness over our household, asif the shade of apast evil had
cometo lifeonce more. | did not understand what it was, but | felt its grip on my heart and saw itstouch
inmy sigter's palid, tear-stained face.

"Liadan!"
My eyes came open at Niamh's urgent whisper. She was by the window.
"He'sherel Ciaran. He's come for mel”



"Look down. Look down to thetrees."

It was dark and | could seelittle, but | heard the muffled hoofbeats as alonerider came up very fagt, too
fast, from the margin of the forest. The horse's feet crunched on gravel and then were sllent. Therewasa
hammering on the outer door and the flare of alamp.

"He'shere" said my sister again, her voice aive with hope.
"So much for Liam's plan to keep thisquiet,” | said dryly.
"I must go. | must go down to him—"

"Weren't you listening to anything they said?" | asked her. "Y ou can't go down. Y ou can't see him. Thisis
forbidden. And didn't Father say something about staying in your room?"

"But | must see him! Liadan, you haveto help me!" Sheturned those large, beseeching eyes on me, as so
many times before.

"I won't do it, Niamh. Anyway, you'rewrong. Y our young man is not here to fetch you away in secret. A
lover does not do so by knocking down her father's door. He is here because he has heard the news and
does not understand. He is here because he is hurt and angry and wants answers.”

Downgtairs, the nocturna visitor had been admitted and the door closed after him. It was silent again.

"I have to know," hissed Niamh, grabbing me by the arms right where she had bruised me before. ™Y ou
go, Liadan. Go down and listen. Find out what's happening; tell me what they're saying. | must know."

"Niamh—"
"Please. Please, Liadan. Y ou're my sigter. I'm not bresking any rules1'll stay here; | promise. Please.”

For dl her faults, | loved my sister and had never found it easy to refuse her. Besides, | had to admit that
I, too, wanted to know what was being said behind closed doors. | was not comfortable living in ahouse
of secrets. But | had seen thelook on Liam's face and heard the anger in my father's voice. | had no wish
to be discovered where | had no businessto be.

"Please, Liadan. Y ou haveto help me. Y ou haveto."

Shewent onin thisvein for sometime, weeping and pleading, her voice growing hoarse with tears. In the
end she wore me down.

| threw ashawl over my night robe, and went soft-footed aong the hadlway until | saw aline of faint light
under the door of that room where we had spoken before. There was nobody about. It seemed Liam
had been quick to avoid a public scene.

From inside came the sound of voices, but | could not hear thewords. It sounded asif there were four of
them there. Liam, curtly decisive; the more measured tones of Conor. My father's voice was degper and
softer. Sean, it seemed, had been excluded. Perhaps they considered him too young and rash for such a
council. | stood shivering at the top of the stairs. Now Ciaran's voice; the words indistinct, the tone harsh
with grief and outrage | sensed movement within the chamber and sought to retreet. But | was not quick
enough. The door dammed open and the young druid strode out, face chalk white, eyesblazing. Asthe
door swung to, | heard Liam saying, "No. Leave him be."

Ciaran hdted in histracks, staring at me as| stood motionless there in my old night robe and woolen



shawl. | thought he hardly saw what wasin front of him; hiseyeswere full of ghosts. But he knew who |
wes.

"Here" he said, reaching into the pouch he had a hisbdlt. "Tel her I'm going away. Tell her—give her
this" He dropped something small into my hand, and then he was gone without a sound, down the stairs
and away into the darkness.

When | was safely back in my room, | gave Niamh the smooth white pebble with aneat hole throughiit,
and | told her what he had said, and | held her in my arms while she wept and wept asif she would never
stop. And deep in my spirit, | heard the sound of hoofbests as Ciaran rode away, farther and farther, as
many milesfrom Sevenwaters as his horse would carry him by sunrise.

Before midsummer my sister wed Fionn, chieftain's son of the Ui Nelll, and that same day he took her
away with himto Tirconnell. | rode with them asfar asthe village of Littlefolds. At leadt, that wasthe
plan. Silent, frozen, impenetrable as shewasin her grief, Niamh had made a single request, and that was
for my company to see her on her way.

"Areyou surethisisdl right?' | had asked Mother.

"WEeIl manage,” she smiled, but there was a sorrow in her eyesthese days. "Y ou must live your life,
Daughter. Well do well enough without you for awhile."

| thought to ask her what it might mean, that an Otherworld guide had led meto discover my sgter's
secret and set her on a path out of Sevenwaters and away from the forest. For | had no doubt that the
Fair Folk had had ahand in that, but | could not guess their motive. My mother might know, for she had
more than once seen these powerful beings face-to-face and been guided by their wishes. But | did not
ask. Mother had enough to bear. Besides, it wastoo late. Too late for Niamh and too late for Ciaran,
who was gone away, nobody knew where.

Father was not quite so ready to see meride off, but he recognized how it was with Niamh, and
reluctantly he agreed. "Don't be gonetoo long, Sweetheart,” he said, "five or Six nights at most. And go
nowhere unguarded. Liam will provide armed men to see you home safdly.”

Before her wedding, | fashioned afine, strong cord for my sister to wear about her neck. Asl woveit |
told mysdf thetale of Aengus Og and thefair Caer Ibormeith, and | felt the weight of unshed tears heavy
behind my eyes. Into this cord | wove one gold thread from my Uncle Conor'srobe. There were fibers
there of heather and lavender, celandine and juniper; | sought to protect her aswell as| could. There
were plain linen strands from my own working attire, and athread of blue from my mother's ancient, most
bel oved gown. Sean'sriding cloak provided dark wool, and the leather strips that bound the ends of it
were snipped from an old pair of lubdan's working boots, afarmer's muddy boots. | fashioned dll
together into a cord that was fine and smooth and crafted so that it would take more than mortal strength
to break it. | didn't say anything when | dipped it into Niamh's hand and neither did she. But she knew
what it wasfor. Shetook the small white stone from her pocket, and threaded the cord through the little
holeinit, and put it around her neck; and | lifted aside the weight of her beautiful fiery hair and tied the
leather Stripstightly together. When she dipped the stone under her gown, it could not be seen at dll.

Sincethat night, when she had learned that it is men who make decis ons and women who must follow
them, my sister had not once mentioned Ciaran. Indeed, she had not spoken much at al. Those had been
her last tears, her last Signs of weakness. | saw the bitter resentment in her eyes as shetold Liam she
would wed Fionn as he wished. | saw the pain on her face as she made ready her gowns and shoes and
veils, as she watched the women sew her wedding dress, as she gazed out the window at the soft,
summer woods of Sevenwaters. She would barely speak, even to Mother. Father tried to talk to her, but



shetightened her lips and would not hear his quiet words, as he attempted to explain to her that thiswas
indeed best for her, that she would discover in time that the right choice had been made. After that,
Father took to staying out late in the fields so he need not speak to any of us. Sean busied himself with
the men in the practice yard and gave both his ssters awide berth.

Asfor me, | loved Niamh and wanted to help her. But shewould not let mein. Only once, the night
before her wedding, aswe lay deepless, sharing our bedchamber for the last time, she said very softly,
"Liadan?'

"What isit, Niamh?'

"He said he loved me, but he went away. Helied to me, Liadan. If he had truly loved me, he would never
have left me, he would not have given up so eesily.”

"l shouldn't think it was easy at dl," | said; remembering the look on the young druid's face in the shadow
of the hdlway and the harsh note of painin hisvoice.

"He said hewould love meforever." My sster'svoice wastight and cold. "All men areliars. | told him |
would be hisaone. He did not deserve such apromise. | hope he suffers when helearnsthat | have wed
another and gone far from the forest. Perhaps he will know then how betraya fedls.”

"Oh, Niamh," | said, "he doeslove you; | am sure of it. No doubt he had his reasonsfor going away.
Thereis more to this than we know; secrets not yet told. Y ou should not hate Ciaran for what he has
done."

But she had turned her faceto thewall, and | could not tdll if she heard me or not.

Fionn was aman of middle years, as my uncle had said, well mannered, decisive, and accompanied by
the retinue one would expect for aman of his standing. His eyes followed my sster, and he made no
attempt to concedl the desirein them. But his mouth was cold. | did not like him. What the rest of my
family thought was anyone's guess, for we made a convincing pretense of joyful celebration, and the
wedding day was not lacking in music and flowers and feasting. The Ui Neillswere aChrigtian
household, and it was a Christian priest who spoke the words and heard the couple's vows. Aiding was
there and with her Eamonn. | was relieved there was no opportunity to speak with him aone. Hewould
have read the unhappiness in my eyes and demanded to know the cause. Conor was not there, nor any
others of hiskind. Undernesth the jollity there was a freezing wrongness about the whole thing, and there
was absolutely nothing | could do about it. Then we rode away to the northwest, Niamh and her
husband, and the men of Tirconnell, and the Sx men at arms from our own household, with mein the
middle, feding just alittleridiculous.

Thevillage of Littlefoldsliestucked under ahill, inafold of the land amid thickly wooded, undulating
country. It isto the west of Eamonn's estates and northwest of his border with Seamus Redbeard. Our
journey had taken us, thusfar, through familiar and friendly territory. Now it wastimeto bid my sister
farewd | and turn for home. It was the third day. We had made camp on the way and had been well
provided for. Niamh and | and the maidservant who accompanied her had shared a canopied tent, while
the men fended for themselves. | supposed Fionn would wait until they reached Tirconndll to
consummate the marriage. For my sister's sake, | hoped he would wait.

We said our farewdlls. There was no time, no privacy. Fionn was eager to be away. | hugged Niamh and
looked into her eyes, and they were empty, like the eyes of alovely image carved in pale stone.

"I'll come and seeyou,” | whispered. "Just as soon as| can. Be strong, Niamh. I'll hold you in my heart.”



"Good-bye, Liadan,” she said in atight little voice, and she turned so that Fionn could help her onto her
horse, and they rode away without aword more. | did not weep. My tears would hel p nobody.

With the men of Tirconnell departed, the atmosphere thawed alittle. My sx men at arms had done
exactly the job Liam had given them, surrounding me, grim faced, on the road so that | was protected
from any possible attack; maintaining awatchful, well-armed guard at al other times. Now, asthey
readied horses and baggage for the return to Sevenwaters, one cracked ajoke, and the others laughed,
and one asked me quite gently if everything wasdl right and whether it would suit meto leave by
midmorning. Was| tired? Could | ride maybe half a day before we stopped to rest? | said yes, for |
wanted nothing more than to be back home and to start mending the hurt of thislast painful time. So | sat
on aflat-topped stone and watched them as they made their orderly preparations. The sky was heavy
with clouds; it would rain before sunset.

"My lady!" It was one of the villagers, ayoung woman with aworn, lined face, her hair caught back inan
old, green kerchief. "My lady!" She was running toward me, bregthlessin her haste. Liam's men were
good. Before she was anywhere near, there were two of them right beside me, hands on sword hilts. |
stood up.

"What isit? What's the matter?"

"Oh, my lady," she gasped, holding her side, "I'm so glad you haven't goneyet. I'm il intime. It'smy
boy, Dan. | heard—they say you're the daughter of agreat heder. My lady, Danny's got afever on him
that won't go down. He shakes and trembles and talks nonsense, and I'm afraid for him, | am so. Won't
you come and cast your eye over him, just quickly before you go?'

| was dready hunting around for my smal pack, for | never traveled without a heder's basic supplies.

"Thisisnot agood idea, my lady." Theleader of the men at armswas frowning. "We should leave
directly to reach asafe place of shelter by dusk. Liam said, straight there and straight back.”

"Have you no hedlers of your own?" another of the men asked.

"None such asthelady here," the woman said, with athread of hopein her voice. "They say she has
magicin her hands."

"l don't likeit," the leader said.

"Please, my lady. HEs my only boy, and I'm out of my mind with worry, for | don't rightly know what to
dofor him."

" won't belong,” | told them firmly, picking up the pack and starting back toward the village. The men
glanced a one ancther.

"Y ou two go with the Lady Liadan," the leader barked. "One at each door, and let nobody in or out,
save thiswoman and the lady hersdlf. Eyes and ears open, weapons drawn. Y ou, stand guard where you
can see the path by the cottage. Y ou, down the bottom of the track. Fergusand | will guard the horses.
Keepit quick, my lady, if you please. Y ou can't be too careful these days. Lot of rabble around.”

It was dark in the cottage, which was no more than awindowless hut of mud and wattle roofed with
ragged thatch. A shielded candle burned by the boy's pallet. The guards did asthey weretold. The one
at the back door | could not see; the other stood just outside the front, where he could keep awatch
both on me and on the entrance. | felt the boy's forehead, touched my finger to hiswrist where the blood
pulsed.



"Heisnot S0 very sick that an herba tea, administered correctly, may not help,” | said. "Here, makethis
up, one handful in alarge cup of hot water. Let it infusetill the color isadeep gold; then srainit well and
let it cool until you can put afinger in comfortably. Give the boy a cupful twice aday. Don't try to make
him eat; he will take food soon enough when hel'sreedy. This summer fever is quite common; | am
surprised you—"

| saw the boy's eyes change as he looked over my shoulder and beyond me, and | saw the woman back
away slently, amute apology on her worn face. | tried to rise and turn around, but as| stood up alarge
hand was clapped over my mouth and a muscular arm seized me around the chest, and it became clear to
me that | had been neatly trapped. lubdan's training had made sure | would not be without resourcesin
such agtuation. | sank my teeth into my captor's hand so that his grasp loosened for an ingtant, just long
enough for meto raise my foot sharply to catch him between hislegs. If | expected himto let me go, |
waswrong. He sucked in his breath; that was all. | tasted hisblood. | had marked him. But he remained
slent. There was no cursing, only atightening of his grip. Where were my guards? How had he got in?
Now even the woman was nowhere to be seen. The man began to move, trying to drag me to the back
door. I made my whole body limp; he would have to carry meto get me out of there. | felt the pressure
ease from my mouth, just alittle, as he shifted hishold. | drew adeep breath, ready to yel for help. An
instant later, there was a sickening blow on the back of my head and everything went dark.

My head was on fire. My mouth was as dry as chaff in a summer wind. There was scarce apart of my
body that did not ache, for it seemed | had been dropped to the ground and left where | fell, onearm
under me, my body sprawled face down on the hard earth. | was not tied up. Perhaps when | worked
out what was happening, there would be some chance of escape. They had taken the little knife from my
belt. That was no surprise. | lay till, eyesclosed. | could hear birds caling, many birds, and abreezein
leaves, and water running over stones. Wl out of doors then, somewherein that vast, wooded area
beyond the village. It was no longer full day; when | opened my eyesjust acrack, | judged it was
approaching dusk. How long, | wondered, before someone raised an darm? How long before
somebody came out to find me? It had been an efficient blow, calculated to put me out of action and
keep me silent for long enough, without any permanent damage. In away that was agood sign. The
guestion was, long enough for what?

"They'll be back by sunset.”
ll&?l
"Sowho'sgoing to tell the chief then?Who's going to explain this? Not me, that'sfor sure.”

"Pity we can't keep it quiet. Get him called away on some mission, asfar away as possble. She showing
any sgn of coming round?'

"Not atwitch. Sure you haven't killed her, Dog?'
"Who, me?Kill alittle woman like her? With my tender heart?'

Then there was an awful groaning sound, like aman in deathly agony. This shocked me so much | forgot
to pretend and sat up quickly. A mistake. The pain in my head was so bad that awave of nausea hit me,
and for amoment al | could seewaswhirling stars. | held my hands against my temples, eyes shut, until
the throbbing began to subside. The terrible groaning went on.

"Here," said avoice. | opened my eyes cautioudy. A man was crouched next to me, in his hand a cup.
The cup was plain, dark metal. The hand that held it was even darker. | looked into the man's face, and
he grinned, showing gleaming white teeth, of which one or two were missng. Hisface was as black as
night. | sared, forgetting dl my manners.



"Youll bethirsty,” hesad. "Here."

| took the cup of water and drained it. Things came into focus dowly. We were on aflat patch of ground
by alittle stream where the bushes and trees grew less densely. There were great moss-covered rocks
and thick ferns on the bank. It had been raining, but we were protected by overhanging willows. There
were two other men there, both now standing, hands on hips, looking down a me. All three of them
were extraordinary, the stuff of fanciful tales. One had hdf of his skull shaved clean and the other half |ft
alone, so the hair there was long and knotted, dark save for a streak of white at the temple. Around his
neck he wore a strip of leather threaded through three great claws, perhaps awolf's, though thiswould
have been abigger wolf than most men would seein their lives or wish to see. This man had aface
pockmarked with small scars, and ferd yellow eyes. His chin was etched with aneet pattern, theink
marked into the skin in crosshatched |ozenges from lip to jawline. The second man bore markings around
hiswrists, as of twined serpents, and over histunic he wore a strange garment that appeared to be
fashioned of snakeskin. Again, the flesh of the face was etched and colored, thistime on the brow, a
design of cunningly interlocked scales and aforked, venomous tongue drawn down the ridge of the nose.
He was younger, perhaps not yet five and twenty; but like the others, ahard-looking man, aman only a
fool would meddle with. The dark one was more smply dressed, and if there were patterns on hisinky
skin, | could not see them. Hisonly adornment wasin histightly curling hair, which heworein many
braids to the shoulders. Behind the left ear, asingle feather made alighter patch againgt the black. He
saw me looking.

"Gull," hesaid. "Kegpsmein mind of the sea" He nodded at the othersin turn. "Dog. Snake. We have
no other names here."

"Very well," | said palitely, pleased that my voice was coming out reasonably steadly. It seemed
important not to let them know how frightened | was. "Then | need not give mine. Which of you wasit
gave methis headache?’

Two of them looked at the one with the wolf's claws and haf-shaven head. Dog. He was avery big man.

"Didn't expect you tofight," he said gruffly. "Got ajob for you. Couldn't risk you screaming. Women do
scream.”

The moaning started again. It was coming from the rocks behind us.
"Someones hurt,”" | said, getting up carefully.

"That'sit," said the black one, Gull. ™Y ou're the hedling woman, aren't you? The one they said might pass
through the village?'

"I have some skills," | said cautioudly, for | did not want to give too much away. If they werewho |
thought they were, then it would be wise to be very, very careful. "What's the matter with thisman? Can |
look a him?"

"That'swhat you're herefor," said Dog. "Better make it quick. Chief's due back and we need agood
answer for him, or this man won't see another sunrise.” The language they used was quite odd, ajumbled
mixture of Irish and the tongue of the Britons, word and phrase chosen, it seemed, from whichever
happened to suit them. Their speech was fluent but accented; Snake, perhaps, was aman of Ulgter, but |
doubted the others had owned either of these tongues from birth. It wasjust aswell | had a parent of
each extraction; | could follow well enough, if | concentrated, though here or there they dippedinaword
the meaning of which was quite unknown to me, asif gill another language lent its own touch to this

peculiar speech.



| had seen and tended to many injuries, some of them severe. A festering knife wound; a nasty accident
with apitchfork. But | had never seen anything like this. The man lay in asheltered areain a sort of
half-cave, safe from rain and wind and the sun's heat. There had been some attempt to make him
comfortable on amakeshift pallet, and there was arough stool by it, and water and a quantity of stained
linen. On the ground were a flask and another of the dark, metal cups. The man was gasping now, turning
his head from side to sidein pain, and his skin was pdlid and beaded with swest. Hisright arm was
bandaged from shoulder to fingertips, and the whole length of it was red with blood. Y ou could see,
without unwrapping the stained cloth, that the limb was more than broken. The flesh of bare chest and
shoulder was streaked with adull, angry crimson.

"What have you given him for the pain?" | asked crisply, rolling up my deeves.

"He can't keep anything down,” Dog said. "There's strong wine in the flask; we tried that, but he can't
swalow it, or if he does, hell be retching it back before you can count to five."

"We doctor ourselves here and do well enough,” said Gull. "But this— thiswe can't ded with. Can you
hdp him?'

| was unwrapping the bloody dressings, trying not to screw up my face at the smell.
"When did this happen?' | asked.

"Two dayssnce." Snake wasthere too now, one eye on me and my patient and the other keeping a
lookout. For the chief, | presumed. "He's careful, mostly. Logt hisgrip, thistime, trying to shift aload off
the cart by himsdlf. Caught aweight of scrap iron, crushed his arm to nothing. Would've been agoner if
Dog here hadn't pulled him away intime."

"Not fast enough,” said Dog, scratching the bald side of his head.

| finished unralling the stained and stinking linen astheinjured man bit hislip, feverish eyesfixed on my
face. He was conscious, but | thought not really aware of what was before him or of the words that were
spoken. | turned away from the pathetic, shattered remnant of hislimb.

"Thisman haslittle chance," | said quietly. "lll humors are aready spreading through his body from his
injury. The arm cannot be saved. He has days of agony ahead of him. | can help with that. But it is
unlikely | can save hislife. It might, indeed, have been better if he had died then, straight away. Y ou've
doneyour best; | can seethat. But this may be beyond the skill of any hedler.”

They weredl slent. Outside it was growing darker.

"l can a least make him more comfortable,” | said finaly. "1 hope you had the sense to bring my things."
My heart sank at the prospect of dedling with such an injury out here with no tools, no ready supply of
the strong herbal mixtures | would need.

"Here," said Dog, and there it was, my small bag, nestly packed and strapped. He dropped it a my feet.
"What happened to my guards?" | asked, as| crouched to undo the bindings and find what | needed.

"Best you don't know," said Snake from where he still kept lookout. "L ess you know the better, if you
want to get home."

| roseto my feet. Thethree of them were al watching me closdly. It would have been intimidating had |
not been so intent on my task.



"Wed hoped you'd be able to do more,” said Gull bluntly. "Save hislife, if not thearm. Thisman'sa
good smith. Strong. Steadly."

"I'm no miracle worker. I'vetold you what | think. | can promise no more than to make hislast days
easer. Now, can you fetch me some hot water, and isthere any clean linen? Get this out of here, and
burnit, for it's beyond washing. I'll need some sort of jug, if you have one, and a bucket or bowl."

"Not now," said Snake sharply. "Chief'scoming.”
"Curseit." Dog and Snake were gonein aflash. Gull hovered in the entrance.

"| take it this chief's not going to throw out the welcome mat for me?"' | asked, trying not to show my
fear. "Y ou've broken some rulein bringing me here?"

"Morethan afew,” Gull said. "My doing. Best thing you can do iskeep your mouth shut. Chief can't
abide women. Let me do the talking." Then he, too, was gone. | heard the sound of voices farther away.
My patient let out his breath and sucked it in suddenly, and his body began to tremble dl over.

"It'sdl right. It'sdl right,” | said, silently curaing theisolation and the lack of ready materiasand reliable
assstance. A pox on them. Asking meto do good here was like—was like expecting aman to plow a
field with his bare hands. How could they do thisto me? How could they do it to one of their own?

"...hep...hdpme..." Theinjured man waslooking right at me now, and there was some sort of
recognition in the too-bright eyes. His features were so drained and white, it was hard to tell what manner
of man he had been, of what years or origin. He wastall and strongly built, in keeping with histrade. The
left arm was well muscled, the heaving chest sturdy asabarrd. It only made the pathetic bundle of flesh
and bone on hisright side more pitiful. He would teke along timeto die.

" .lady...hdp..."

The voices outside came close, and now | could make out the words.

"I'm not sure | heard right. Much against my better judgment, | give you two daysto prove to me that
you know better than |. Now the time's up. There's no improvement in his condition. All you have doneis
put off the inevitable. And you bring awoman here. Some girl you abduct off the road. She could be
anyone. I've migudged you, Gull. It ssemsyou vaue your placein my team less highly than | thought.”

"Chief."
"Am | wrong? |s he improved? Has this fema e effected some miracle cure?!
"No, Chief, but—"

"Wher€s your sense, Gull’? And you? What's got hold of you?Y ou know the way this should have
ended when first he came by theinjury. | should not have let you stand in the way. If you have not the
stomach for such decisions, there can be no place for you here.”

They were close to the rocks now, dmost in sight. | held my patient's hand and made myself breethe
dowly and steadily.

"Chief, thisis not just any man. Thisis Evan we're talking about."
ll&?l
"A friend, Chief. A good friend and agood man.”



"Besdes" putin Dog, "who'l mend our wegponswith him gone? Best smith thisside of Gaul, Evanis.
You cantjud. . ." hisvoice died away asif something had just occurred to him. There was a pause.

"A one-armed smith isof limited use" The tone was cool, digpassionate. "Have you given thought to
what the man himsdlf would want?'

At that moment they stepped around the rocks and under the overhang to where | sat by the injured man.
| stood up astal as| could, trying hard to look calm and confident. It scarcely mattered. The chief's eyes
swept over me dismissively and settled on the man who lay by my side. | might not have been therefor al
the notice he took of me. | watched him as he came close and touched the smith's brow with hishand, a
hand patterned from the wrist of his shirt to the fingertips with feethers and spirals and interlocking links,
as complex and fascinating as some ancient puzzle. | glanced up, and for amoment he looked straight
back at me acrossthe pallet. | gaped. Thiswas aface such as| had never seen before, even in the most
fanciful of dreams, afacethat was, initsway, awork of art. For it waslight and dark, night and day, this
world and the Otherworld. On the left Sde, the face of a youngish man, the skin weethered but fair, the
eye gray and clear, the mouth well formed if unyielding in character. On dl theright side, extending from
an undrawn mark down the exact center, an etching of line and curve and feathery pattern, like the mask
of somefierce bird of prey. An eagle? A goshawk? No, it was, | thought, araven, even asfar asthe
circles about the eye and the suggestion of predatory beak around the nostril. The mark of the raven. If |
had not been so frightened, | might have laughed at theirony of it. The pattern extended down his neck
and under the border of hisleather jerkin and the linen shirt he wore beneeth it. His head was completely
shaven, and the skull, too, was colored the same, half-man, haf-wild creature; some great artist of the
inks and needle had wrought this over many days, and | imagined the pain must have been considerable.
What manner of man needed such decoration to find hisidentity? | was staring. He was probably used to
that. With difficulty, | tore my gaze away to where Gull and Dog and Snake were standing mute amongst
agroup of other men. Their garb was motley, in tune with Eamonn's description: a shaggy pelt here,
feathersthere, chain links, leather patches, straps and buckles, silver collars and armlets, and anot
inconsderable display of well-muscled flesh in various shades. It occurred to me, somewhat belatedly,
that this was perhaps not the best of placesfor ayoung woman on her own. | could amost hear my
father'svoice. Haven't you been listening to a thing I've told you, Liadan?

Theleader had drawn aknife from hisbdlt. It was asharp, lethal sort of knife.

"Let usend thisfarce," he said. "Y ou should not have delayed mein doing so before. Thisman hasno
further use. He can no longer contribute, here or elsewhere. All you have doneis prolong his suffering
needlesdy.” He moved subtly, so the injured man could not see his hands, and he shifted hisgrip on the
knife. The others stood silent. Nobody moved. Nobody said aword. Heraised the knife.

"No!" | put out a hand across the pallet, shielding the wounded man's neck. ™Y ou can't do this! Y ou can't
just—finish him off asif he were some snared rabbit or a sheep to be daughtered for the pot. Thisisa
man here. One of your own."

The chief raised hisbrowsjust afraction. Thethin line of his mouth did not change. The eyeswere coal.

"Would you not administer such astrokeif it were your dog or your hawk or your mare that suffered thus
with deadly injury? Y ou would not wish such agony to be extended without reason? But no, | suppose
there was dways some man to do your dirty work for you. What could awoman know of such things?
Remove your hand.”

"I will not," | responded, my anger rising. "Y ou say this man has no further use, asif he were—merely
some tool, some weapon in your armory. Y ou say he cannot contribute. For your purposes, maybe that
istrue. But he dill lives. He can love awoman and father a child. He can laugh and sing and tell tales. He



can enjoy the fruits of thefields and atankard of good ae at night. He can watch his son become a amith
such ashewas. Thisman can have alife. Thereisafuture, after—" | looked around me at the circle of

grim-faced men—"after this"

"Where did you learn of life?' the raven man asked mein the bleskest of tones. "In somefairy tae? We
live by the code. We have no names, no past, no future. We have tasks to perform, and at those we are
the best. Thereisno lifefor thisman, nor for any of us, outside that. There can be none. Step away from
the bed.” It was growing quite dark, and one of the men had lit asmal lantern. Crazy shadowsfell across
the creviced rock walls, and the leader's face held a menace that was as real as the weapon in his hand.

Y ou could see how it might strike terror into an enemy, for in thetrickery of the uneven light he did
indeed seem haf raven, hiseye piercing bright and dangerous amid the whorls and spiras of the finely
drawn pattern.

"Step away," he said again.

"I will not," I said. And heraised hisleft hand asif to strike me across the face. With agreet effort of will,
| managed not to flinch away. | held his gaze and hoped he could not see how | was shaking with fear.
The man stared back at me, bleak-eyed, and then he dowly lowered his hand.

"Chief," ventured Gull, the only one bold enough to spesk out.

"Hold your tongue! Y ou're going soft, Gull. First you beg two days grace for aman you know has no
hope of surviva, who wouldn't want to live even if he could. Then you bring somefool of agirl here.
Where did you find her? She's got atongue on her, that's beyond dispute. Can we get on with this?
Thereéswork to be done." Perhaps he thought he had intimidated me into silence.

"He doeshave achance," | said, much relieved that he had decided not to hit me, for my head ached
aready from its earlier knock, "adender one, but area one nonetheless. He must losethearm, that |
cannot save. But | may save hislife. | do not believe he would want to die. He asked meto help him. At
leadt let metry.”

"Why?
"Why not?'

"Because—curse it, woman, I've neither time nor inclination to debate issues with you. | don't know
where you came from or where you're going, and | have no wish to be enlightened on either score; but
here you are no more than a nuisance and an inconvenience. Thisis no place for awoman.”

"Believe me, | am not here by choice. But now that your men have brought me so far, at least giveme a
tria. 1 will show you what | can do. Seven days, eight—Iong enough to tend to the man properly and give
him afighting chance. That'sal I'm asking." | saw Gull'sface, apicture of surprise. | had, after all,
completely contradicted my earlier words. Perhaps | was afool. Dog had hope written on hisplain
features, the otherslooked at the rock wall, the ground, their hands, anywhere but &t their |eader.
Someone at the back gave atiny little whistle, asif to say, Now she's doneit.

The raven man stood very still for amoment, looking at me through narrowed eyes, and then he dipped
the wicked knife casudly back into its sheath.

"Seven days," hesaid. "Y ou think that's enough?’
| could hear the labored breathing of the smith, and the cynical tone of the questioner's voice.

"Thearm must come off,” | said. "Tonight, straightaway. I'll need help with that. | can tell you how to do



it, but I don't have the strength for the cutting. After that, I'll tend to him. Ten dayswould be better."

"Six days," hesaid levely. "In six dayswe move. It can be no later; we are required e sewhere and must
dlow timefor travd. If Evanisnot fit to accompany us, hell be left behind.”

"Y ou ask theimpossble,” | whigpered, "and you know it."

"Y ou wanted atrid. Thisisyour trial. Now if you'll excuse us, we have work to do. Y ou, Gull, and you,"
nodding at Dog, "since your folly brought her here, you can help her with the job. Fetch what she wants.
Do her bidding. And the rest of you—" He glanced around the circle of men, and they fell sllent. "The
woman isout of bounds. | should not need to tell you that. Lay ahand on her, and you'll have extreme
difficulty in picking up your weapon the next day. Shell remain here with aguard outside at dl times. I |
hear so much asabreath of any breach, you'll be painfully aware of it."

Chapter Four

| kept abrave face, but under it | was petrified with fear. I, the girl who wanted nothing more than to stay
at home and tend her herb patch;, I, the girl who loved above all to exchange tales with her family of an
evening after supper, ingtructing fierce strangers on how to hack off adying man'slimb and cauterize the
wound with hot iron. I, the daughter of Sevenwaters, donein thelair of the Painted Man and his band of
ferd killers; for it had become blindingly clear to me that these must be the very outlaws Eamonn had told
of. 1, Liadan, making bargains with aman who—what wasit Eamonn had said? That he carried out his
missions without pride or commitment? | wasn't sure, now, that this description was accurate. | thought
both qudities were present, though not perhapsin the way Eamonn would have defined them. The man
was sngularly unpleasant, there was no doubting that. But why had he agreed to what | proposed if he
thought me so misguided?

| pondered thisas | told Dog to make ready abrazier just outside and to keep the heat up, and to get a
broad dagger ready, red haot, if he could. Gull fetched the other things that were needed. In particular, a
small bowl of warm water and avery sharp knife with atoothed edge. Snake brought more lanterns and
stood them around the rock shelter. Meanwhile | sat by the smith, Evan, and tried to talk to him. He
dipped in and out of awareness, one moment speaking nonsense in hisfever, then suddenly back with us,
garing up a mein ablend of hope and terror. | tried to tell him, during these brief, lucid moments, what

would happen.

"...your amisbeyond saving . . . To saveyour life, we must cut off your arm. ... | will put you to deep
aswdl as| can, but you'll probably still fed it. It will be very bad for awhile. . .. Try to keep still. Trust
me. | know what I'mdoing . . ." Therewas no tdling if he understood me or believed me. | wasn't sureif
| believed mysdlf. Outside there were sounds of quiet, orderly activity: horses being attended to, buckets
clanking, weapons being sharpened. Not much talk.

"Wereready," said Gull.

| had taken a small sponge from the deepest corner of my pack, and this had been soaking in thelittle
bow! for atime, not too long. Gull sniffed.

"That takes me back along way. Reminds me of my mother's potions. Pretty strong stuff. Mulberry,
henbane, juice of hops, mandrake? Now where would agood little lass like you learn how to make up a
draft like that? As soon kill aman as cure him, that would.”

"That'swhy we need the vinegar,” | told him, eyeing him curioudy. Did aman with no past have a
mother? " The herbs are dried into the sponge. Very useful when you're on the road. Y ou know abit
about these things then”?”



"Mog of it I've long forgotten. It'swomen'swork.”

"It could be useful to learn it again. For men who take such risks, it seems you have few resourcesto
ded with your injuries.”

"It doesn't happen much,” said Dog. "We're the best. Mostly, we come out untouched. This, thiswas an
accident, pureand smple.”

"Hisown fault," agreed Gull. "Besides, you heard the chief. Weve got our way of deding with it. No
passengersin thisteam.”

| shivered. "Y ou've done this yourselves? Slit aman's throat sooner than try to save him?”

Dog narrowed hisyellow eyes at me. "Different world. Couldn't expect you to understand. No placein
the team if you're hurt so bad you can't do your work. No place to go outside the team. Chief'sright.
Ask any of us. All of us. Put usin Evan's place, and wed be begging for the knife."

| thought about thisas | coaxed the smith to swallow afew drops squeezed from the little sponge.

"That doesn't make sense,” | said. "Maybeit's part of the code, whatever that is. But then, why did you
try to save thisman'slife againgt your chief's orders? Why not just finish it, as he would have done?’

They seemed reluctant to answer. | pressed the sponge in my hand, and alittle more of the highly toxic
mixture dribbled into Evan's mouth. His eydids closed. At last Gull spokein an undertone.

"Different, you see. Evan'sasmith, not afighter. Got atrade. Got a chance of alife outsde, once he
saves enough to take himself away. Right away, it'd have to be; Armorica, Gaul, across the sea. HE's got
awoman waiting for him in Britain; he can up and go as soon as he has the silver for bribesto secure safe
passage. Theresaprice on hishead, likeal of us. Still, he'sgot that hope.”

"Couldn't tell the chief that," said Snakein amurmur. "It was hard enough work, begging a couple of
daysfor him. Hope you can do miracles, heder girl. You'll need one.”

"My namesLiadan,” | said, without thinking. "Y ou can call methat; it'll be eesier for dl of us. Now we'd
better get started. Who's doing the cutting?”

Gull looked at Dog, and Snake looked a Dog, and Dog eyed the letha, toothed knife.
"Lookslikeitll haveto beme" hesaid.

"Sizeand strength arent dl of it," | cautioned. "Y ou'll need very good control aswell. The cut must be
neat and quick. And helll scream. This potion may be strong, but it's not as strong asthat.”

"Il doit."

Nobody had heard the chief coming. It seemed that, good as his men were, he was better. | hoped he
had not been listening for long. His cold, gray eyes swept once around the area, and then he stalked over
and helped himsdlf to the knife. Dog wore an expression of acute relief.

"Y ou don't escape so lightly,” | told him. ™Y ou seem to be the biggest, so you'd better hold onto his
shoulders. Kegp your hands well away from where the—from where this man is cutting. Y ou two, take
hislegs. He may look unconscious, but helll fed the pain of thisand its aftermath. When | tdll you, you
must use dl your weight to hold him."

They moved into position, well drilled in obeying orders. "Have you ever done this before?’ | asked the



man with the knife. "Precisdly this, no. Y ou are about to instruct me, no doubt.” | made aquick decision
not to lose my temper however arrogant his manner.

"I'll take you through it step-by-step. When we start, you must do as| tell you straightaway. 1t will be
much eesier if you givemeanameto use. | will not cal you Chief."

"Usewhat you will," he said, brows raised. "We have no names here, save those you have heard.”

"There are tales about aman named Bran," | said. "That name meansraven. | will usethat. Isthe dagger
heated? Y ou must fetch it quickly when | tell you, Dog.”

"It'sready."
"Very well. Now, Bran, you seethis point near the shoulder, where the boneis ill whole?"
The man whom | had named after alegendary voyager gave anod, hisface tight-lipped with disapproval.

"Y ou mugt cut hereto finish cleanly. Don't let your knife dip down to this point, for the wound has no
hope of heding if we leave fragments within. Concentrate on your job. Let the othershold him. | will cut
back theflesh first with my smdl knife. . . . Whereismy smal knife?"

Gull reached down and extracted it from where he had stuck it in his boot.
"Thank you. I'll start now."

| wondered, later, how | could possibly have stayed in control. How | managed to sound calm and
capable when my heart wasracing at threetimesits usua pace, and my body was breaking out in acold
sweat, and | wasfilled with fear. Fear of failure. Fear of the consequences of failure, not just for the
hapless Evan, but for myself aswell. Nobody had spelled out exactly what would happen if | got this
wrong, but | could imagine.

Thefirgt part was not so bad. Cut negtly through the layers, pedl back the skin, asfar asthe place where
somebody had tied anarrow, extremely tight strip of linen around the arm, just below the shoulder. My
hands were soon red to the wrists. So far, so good. The smith twitched and trembled, but did not wake.

"All right," | said. "Now you cut, Bran. Straight across here. Dog, hold tight. Keep him till. Thismust be
quick."

Perhapsthe best assistant, at such times, isaman who has no understanding of human feglings, aman
who can cut living bone as neatly and decisively as he would a plank of wood, aman whose face shows
nothing as hisvictim jerks and thrashes suddenly, straining against the well-muscled armsthat hold him,
and lets out a shuddering moan straight from the depths of the gut.

"Sweet Chrigt," breathed Snake, leaning his weight across the smith'slegsto keep him down. The
horrible sawing noise went steadily on. The cut was as Sraight as asword edge. By my side, Dog had his
massive forearms planted one on the patient's left arm, one across the upper chest.

"Careful, Dog," | said. "He ill needsto bregthe.”

"| think he'scoming to." Gull's hands pressed heavily down on Evan'sright Side. "Having trouble holding
him still. Can't you give him some moreof the. . .7

"No," | said. "He's had as much as he can safely take. We're nearly done.” Therewasatruly horrible
sound asthe last shard of bone was severed, and the mangled remains of the limb fell to the ground.



Acrossthe palet from me, Bran looked up. There was blood on him to the elbows, and his shirt front
was spattered with crimson. | detected no change at dl in his expression. His browsrosein silent
question.

"Fetch the dagger from thefire." Diancecht help me; | must do this part mysdlf. | knew what would
happen and steeled my will. Bran walked outside and returned with the weapon in his hand, hilt wrapped
inacloth, blade glowing as bright as asword half forged. His eyes asked another question.

"No," | said. "Giveit to me. Thispart ismy work. Untie the last binding there. Therell be blood. Then
come around and help Dog hold him down. Hell scream. Hold on tight. Keep him till."

The binding came off, and there was a flow of blood, but less than | expected. That was hot agood sign,
for it might Sgnify the flesh was dready dying. Without aword | moved to the other sde, and Bran took
my place, ready to hold the smith as soon as he moved.

"Now," | said, and touched the red-hot iron to the open wound. There was an unpleasant sizzling sound,
and asickening smell of roast mesat. The smith screamed. It was a hideous banshee scream such asyou
might hear again and again in your dreamsfor years after. Hiswhole body convulsed in agony, chest
heaving, limbs thrashing, head and shoulders kept till only by the efforts of both Dog and Bran, who
forced him down, muscles bulging. Big, ugly Dog was as white asawraith.

"Swveet Jesus," muttered Snake.

"Sorry, not finished,” | said, blinking back tears, and | touched the dagger to the wound again, moving it
firmly so the whole areawould be seded. Forced mysdlf to keep it there long enough, as another
shuddering scream filled the air of the small shelter. Took the hot iron away, findly, and stood there as
the smith's voice died down to awheezing, gasping whimper. The four men relaxed their grip and
sraightened up dowly. | didn't seem to be ableto move. After abit, Gull took the dagger from my hands
and went outside with it, and Dog began quietly picking things up off the ground and dropping theminto a
bucket, and Snake took the little cup of vinegar and, at anod from me, began to sponge it, afew drops
a atime, between Evan'sswollen lips.

"I'm not going to ask where you learned that," Bran commented. "Are you happy you put him through
this? Still convinced youreright?'

| looked up a him. His severe features with their strange haf pattern blurred before my eyes, the
feathered markings moving and twisting in the lamplight. | was aware, suddenly, of how weary | was.

"l stand by my decision," | said faintly. "The time you have set meistoo short. But | know I'mright.”

"Y ou may not be so sure after six daysin thiscamp,” he said ominoudly. "When you've seen alittle more
of thered world, you will learn that everyone is expendable. There are no exceptions, beit skillful smith
or hardened warrior or little heder girl. Y ou suffer and die and are soon forgotten. Life goeson
regardless”

| swallowed. Therock walls were moving around me.

"Therewill be peoplelooking for me," | whispered. "My uncle, my brother, my . .. They will be
searching for me by now, and they have resources.”

"They will not find you." Histone alowed for no doubt.

"What about the escort that traveled with me?' | was clutching at straws now, for | suspected they were
al dead. "They cannot be far away. Someone must have seen what happened—someone will follow—"



My voicetrailed away, and | put out a hand for balance as my vison filled with spinning sars.

"Sorry," | mumbled foolishly, asif excusng mysdf from polite company. Suddenly therewasavery firm
griponmy arm, and | was propelled to the wooden stool and pushed unceremoniously onto it.

"Snake, leave that for now. He's till breathing; helll keep. Fetch the girl clean clothes, if you can find
anything small enough. A blanket, water for washing. Go down to thefire, get yourself food, and bring
somefor her when you come back. She'slittle enough use at her best; shell be noneat all if welet her
garve." Heturned back to me. "Firgt rule of combat: Only the most battle tested can function well onlittle
food and less deep. That comes only with long practice. Y ou want to do your job properly, then prepare

for it properly.”
| wasfar too tired to argue.

"You'll get two guards tonight. One for outsde, one to watch the smith while you deep. Don't let it make
you complacent. Y ou chose thistask yourself, and you're on your own after tonight.”

At last hewasleaving. | closed my eyes, swaying with exhaustion where| sat. The smith lay quiet, for
now.

"Oh, and one morething."

My eyes snapped open.

"Thiswill have earned you a certain—respect—among the men. Make sure you don't let it develop into
anything more. Any of them who breaks the code will face the severest pendty. Y ou'll have enough on
your conscience without that aswell.”

"What would aman like you know about conscience?’ | muttered, as he turned on his hedl and walked
away. If he heard me, he gave no sign of it.

It was astrange time. There are tales of men and women taken by the Fair Folk of amoonlight night in
the woods, who journey into the Other-world and experience alife so different that, on return, they
scarcely know what isred and what a dream. The Painted Man and his motley bunch of followerswere
about asfar from the visonary beings of the Otherworld aswasimaginable, but ill | felt removed utterly
from my normd life; and athough it may be hard to believe, while | dwelt there in the hidden encampment
| did not spend much time thinking of my home or my parents or even of how Niamh wasfaring, dl done
and sharing a stranger's bed. There were momentswhen | grew chill with fear, remembering Eamonn's
tale. | recognized that my Stuation was perilousindeed. The guards Liam had sent with me had dmost
certainly been dispatched with ruthless efficiency. That was the way these men went about things. Asfor
the code, it might protect me and it might not. In the end, my survival probably depended on whether the
smith lived or died. But my father had told me once that fear isno winner of battles. | rolled up my
deeves and told mysdlf | had no time for fits of the vapors. A man'slifewasin the balance. Besides, |

had something to prove and was determined to do it.

That first night and day they guarded me so closdly it was like having alarge, well-armed shadow aways
astep behind. | even had to remind them that women do have some bodily needs best attended to in
private. We then developed a compromise whereby | could at least be out of sight briefly, provided | did
not take too long and came straight back to where Dog, or Gull, or Snake would be waiting, wegpon in
hand. Nobody needed to point out to me the utter futility of any attempt to escape. They brought me
food and water; they brought me abucket so | could wash myself. Clad in someone's old undershirt,
which came down well below my knees, and aroomy sort of : tunic with useful pockets here and there, |
braided my hair severdly down my back, out of the way, and got on with what had to be done. Carefully



measured drafts for the pain; mixtures to be burned on the brazier, encouraging theill humorsto leave the
body; dressings for the ugly burn, compresses for the brow. Much of thetime | would smply sit by the
pdlet, holding Evan's hand in mine, talking quietly or snging little songs asto afeverish child.

On the second night | was alowed out asfar as the cooking fire. Dog walked by me through the
encampment, where many small, temporary shelters were dotted between the trees and bushes, until we
cameto acleared areawhere a hot, smokelessfire burned neatly between stones. Around it anumber of
men sat, stood, or leaned, scooping up their food from the small vessels most travel ers carry somewhere
intheir packs. Therewasasmell of stewed rabbit. | was hungry enough not to be too particular and
accepted abowl shoved into my hands. It was quiet, save for the buzz of night crickets and the faint
murmur of abird asit fell adeep in the branches above.

"Here," said Dog. He handed me a small spoon crafted of bone. It was none too clean. There were many
eyesturned on mein the half darkness.

"Thank you," | said, redlizing | had been accorded arare privilege. The others used their fingersto est or
maybe ahunk of hard bread. There was no laughter and little talk. Perhaps my presence stifled their
conversation. Even when ae was poured and cups passed there was scarcely a sound. | finished my
food; declined a second helping. Somebody offered me acup of ae, and | took it.

"Did agood job," someone said curtly.

"Nice piece of work," agreed another. "Not easy. Seen it botched before. Man can bleed to death
quicker than a—that'sto say, it'sajob that hasto be doneright.”

"Thank you," | said gravely. | looked up at the circle effaces from where | sat on the bank near thefire.
All of them kept amargin of three, four paces away from me. | wondered if this, too, were part of the
code. They were a strangely assorted group, their bizarre polyglot speech indicating amultitude of origins
and along time spent together. Of them al, | thought, perhaps but two or three had had their birthplace
herein Erin. "'l had help,” | added. "1 could not have performed such atask alone.”

One very tal man was studying me closdly, afrown creasing hisfeatures. "Still," he said after awhile,
"wouldn't have been done at dl, but for you. Right?'

| glanced around quickly, not wishing to get anyone into trouble. "Maybe," | said, offhand.

"Got achance now, hasn't he?" the very tal man asked, leaning forward, long, skinny armsfolded on
bony knees. There was an expectant pause.

"A chance, yes" | sad carefully, "no more. I'll do my best for him."

There were afew nods. Then somebody made a subtle little sound, halfway between ahissand awhistle,
and suddenly they were dl looking anywhere but at me.

"Here, Chief." A bowl was passed, afull cup.

"It'svery quiet here," | observed after alittle while. "Do you not sing songs or tell tales of an evening after
Supper?'

Somebody gave asnort, instantly suppressed.
"Tades?' Dog was perplexed, scratching the bald side of his head. "We don't know any tales.”



"Y ou mean, like giants and monsters and mermaids?’ asked the very tall, lanky fellow. | thought |
detected alittle spark of something in hiseye.

"Those and others" | said encouragingly. "There are dso tales of heroes, and of great battles, and of
voyagesto distant and amazing lands. Many taes.”

"Y ou know some of thesetales?' asked the tall man.
" Shut your mouth, Spider,” someone hissed under his bregth.

"Enough to tel anew one each night of the year and have someleft over,” | said. "Would you like meto
tell you one?'

Therewas along pause, during which the men exchanged glances and shuffled their feet.

"You're hereto do ajob, not provide free entertainment.” There was no need for me to look up to know
who spoke. "These men are not children.” Interesting, when this man addressed me, he used plain Irish,
fluent and almost unaccented.

"Istdling atde againgt the code?’ | asked quietly.

"What about this Bran character?' Gull put in with no little courage. "I'll wager therés atae or two about
him. I'd like to hear one of those."

"That isavery grand tae to betold over many nights," | said. "I will not be herelong enough to finishit.
But there are plenty of others.

"Goon, Chief," said Gull. "It's harmless enough.”

"Why don't | gart,”" | said, "and if you fee my words are adanger, you can stop me when you choose.
That seemsfair.”

"Doesit?"

Wil he hadn't said no, and there was an air of hushed expectancy among the strange band gathered
around thefire. So | started anyway.

"For aband of fighters such asyourselves,” | said, "what could be gpter than atale of the greatest of al
warriors, Cu Chulainn, champion of Ulster? His story, too, isalong one made up of many tales. But | will
tell of theway helearned his skill and honed it so that no man could master him on thefield, be hethe
greatest battle hero of histribe. This Cu Chulainn, you understand, was no ordinary man. There were
rumors, and maybe there was some truth behind them, rumorsthat he was a child of Lugh, the sun god,
by amortal woman. Nobody seemed quite sure, but one thing was for certain: when Cu Chulainn was
about to fight, a change would come over him. They called it riastradh, the battle frenzy. Hiswhole body
would shake and grow hot, hisface red asfire, hisheart beating like agreat drum in his breast, his hair
standing on end and glowing with sparks. It was asif hisfather, the sun god, did indeed inspire him at
such times, for to hisenemiesit gppeared afierce and terrible light played around him as he approached
them, sword in hand. And after the battle was won, they say it took three barrels of icy river water to
cool him down. When they plunged him into thefirgt, it burst its bands and split apart. The water in the
second boiled over. The third steamed and steamed until the heat was out of him, and Cu Chulainn was
himsdf again.

"Now, this great warrior had exceptiond skills, even asaboy. He could legp like asamon and swim like
an otter. He could run swifter than the deer and see in the dark as acat does. But there came atime



when he sought to improve his art, with the aim of winning alovely lady caled Emer. When he asked her
father for Emer's hand, the old man suggested he was not yet proved as awarrior and should seek
further tuition from the best. Asfor the lady, sheld have taken him then and there, for who could resst
such afine specimen of manhood? But shewas agood girl and followed her father's bidding. So Cu
Chulainn asked and he asked, and at length he learned that the best teacher of the arts of war wasa
woman, Scathach, a strange creature who lived on atiny idand off the coast of Alba"

"A woman?' someone echoed scornfully. "How could that be?"
"Ah, wdll, thiswas no ordinary woman, as our hero soon found out for
l

himsdf. When he came to the wild shore of Albaand looked across the raging watersto theidand where
she lived with her warrior women, he saw that there could be a difficulty before he even set foot there.
For the only way across was by means of ahigh, narrow bridge, just wide enough for one man to walk
on. And the instant he set hisfoot upon its span, the bridge began to shake and flex and bounce up and
down, al dong its congderable length, so that anyone foolish enough to venture farther dong it would
straightaway be tossed down onto the knife-sharp rocks or into the boiling surf.”

"Why didn't he use aboat?" asked Spider, with a perplexed frown.

"Didn't you hear what Liadan said?' Gull responded with derision. "Raging waters? Boiling surf? No boat
could have crossed that sea, I'll wager.”

"Indeed not,” | said, smiling a him. "Many had tried, and al of them had perished, swalowed up by the
seaor by the huge, long-toothed creatures that dwelt therein. Well, what was Cu Chulainn to do? He
was not the sort of man to give up, and he wanted Emer with alonging that filled every corner of his
body. He measured the distance across the bridge with his keen eye, and then he drew in his breath and
letit out, and drew it in again, and the riastradh came on him until his heart threatened to burst out of his
chest, and every veinin his skin swelled and stood out like a hempen cord stretched tight. Then Cu
Chulainn gathered himsdf and made amighty leap, as of asdmon breaching agreat waterfal, and he
landed lightly in the very center of the shaking bridge, nestly on the bal of hisleft foot. The bridge
bounced and buckled, trying to throw him off, but he was too quick, leaping again, such aleap that when
his foot touched ground he was on the shore of Scathach'sidand.

"Up on the ramparts of Scathach's dwelling, which was afortified tower of solid granite, the warrior
woman stood with her daughter, watching.

"'Looksalikely fellow,’ she muttered. 'Knows afew tricks aready. | could teach him well.’

""Wouldn't mind teaching him afew tricks mysdlf,’ said the daughter, who had something quite different in
mind."

Therewas aripple of laughter. Unused to stories these men might be, but it seemed they knew how to
enjoy one. Asfor me, | waswarming to my task and wondered, fleetingly, what Niamh would say if she
could see me now. | took up thetale again.

"Wl then,' said the mother, 'if you want him, take him. Three days, you can have, to teach him the arts
of love. Then hésmine.’

"So it was Scathach's daughter who went down to welcome the hero, and very welcome indeed did she
make him, so that after three days there wasllittle he did not know of the needs of awoman and how to



please her. Lucky Emer. Then it was the mother's turn, and when hislessons began, Cu Chulainn soon
realized Scathach was indeed the best of teachers. She taught him for ayear and aday, and it was from
her he learned his battle leap, with which he could fly high above a spear flung through the air by his
adversary. He learned to shave aman with quick strokes of the sword, askill with little practical use,
maybe, but sure to driveterror into an enemy.”

Dog ran ahand nervoudy over the bald sde of hisscalp.

"Cu Chulainn could cut away the ground under the enemy'sfeet, his sword moving so quickly you could
scarce seeit. He could jump lightly onto his adversary's shield. He learned to maneuvre a chariot with
knives on itswhedls o that his opponents would not know what hit them until they lay dying on thefield
of battle. He learned, aswell, the art of juggling, which he could do as cleverly with sharp knives or
flaming torches as he could with the leather juggling balls. While he was on that idand, Cu Chulainn lay
with awarrior woman, Aoife, and she bore him ason, Conlal, and that began another tale, atde of great
sadness. But Cu Chulainn himsdlf returned home, after ayear and aday, and again sought the hand of the
lovdy Emer.”

"And?' asked Gull impatiently when | paused. It waslate. The fire had died to aglow, and a network of
stars had spread across the dark sky. The moon was waning.

"Wdll, Emer'sfather, Fogdl, had never expected the young man to return. He had been hoping Scathach
would finish him off, if the bridge and the seadidn't. So Cu Chulainn met with armed resistance. But he
had not studied with the best in the world for nothing. With his small band of warriors, each of them
carefully picked, he routed Fogdl'sforceswith little effort. Fogdl himsdf he pursued to the very edge of
the dliffsand fought there man-to-man. Soon enough Fogall, completely outclassed, fell to his death on
the stonesfar below. Then Cu Chulainn took the fair Emer as his bride, and much joy they had in each
other."

"I'll bet he taught her athing or two," said somebody in an undertone.

"Enough.” Bran stepped around from behind me, his voice commanding instant slence among the men.
"Thetadeisended. Those men on relief watch, be off with you. The rest, to your beds. Don't expect a

repeat performance.”

They went with never aword. | wondered how it would fed to be so in fear of aman that you never
questioned his orders. There could be little satisfaction in such an existence.

"Y ou, back to work."
It took amoment or two before | realized Bran was speaking to me.

"What am | supposed to say to that? Yes, Chief?' | got up. Dog was close behind me, a congtant
shadow.

"What about keeping your mouth shut and doing as you're told? That would be easier for all of us."

| shot him aglance of didike. "I am not answerableto you," | said. "I'll do thejob I'm hereto do. That's
al. 1 will not be ordered about like one of your men. If they chooseto follow you like terrified daves,
that's their business. But | cannot work if I must go in fear and be dways restricted. And you said
yoursdlf, be properly prepared so you can do your job effectively. Something like that.”

Hedid not answer for awhile. Something | had said had clearly touched a nerve, dthough that strange
face, summer and winter, scarcely moved amuscle.



"It will help, too, if you use my name," | added severdly. "My nameisLiadan.”

"Thesetdes," said Bran absently, asif hismind were on something ese entirely. "They are dangerous.
They make men dream of what they cannot have, of what they can never be. They make men question
who they are and what they may aspire to. For my men, there can be no such tales.”

For amoment, | could not speak.

"Oh, come on, Chief," protested Dog unwisdly. "What about Cu Chulainn and his son, Conlai? A tale of
great sadness, that'swhat she said. What about mermaids and monsters and giants?”

"Youtdk likean infant,” Bran'stonewasdismissve. "Thisisatroop of hardened men with no timefor
such trivid nonsense.”

"Perhaps you should maketime," | said, determined to get my point across. "'If what you want isto
achieve avictory, what better to inspire your men than aheroic tale, sometale of abattle against great
odds, won by skill and courage? If your men are weary or downhearted, what more fit to cheer them
than afoolish tale—say, the story of the wee man [ubdan and the plate of porridge, or the farmer who
got three wishes and squandered them al? What better to give them hope than atde of love?’

"Y ou take arisk, taking of love. Are you so innocent, or so stupid, that you cannot imagine what effect
such wordswill have in this company of men? Or perhaps that's what you want. Y ou could take your
pick. A new one every night. Two, maybe."

| felt myself grow pale.
"Y ou show the man you are when you insult methus" | said very quietly.
"And what sort of amanisthat?"

"A man with no sense of right or wrong. A man who cannot laugh and who rules by fear. A—aman with
no respect for women. There are those who would seek aterrible vengeance if they heard you spesk to
methus.”

Therewas amoment'ssilence.

"And on what do you base thisjudgment?’ he asked eventudly. "Y ou have spent but the briefest timein
my company. Already you believe me some kind of monster. Y ou are indeed quick to assessaman's
character.”

"Asareyou to judgeawoman,” | said Sraightaway.

"l need not know you, to recognize what you are," he said bleskly. "Y our kind are dl the same. Caich a
man in your net, draw himin, deprive him of hiswill and his judgment. It happens so subtly heislost
before ever he recognizesthe danger. Then others are dragged in after him, and the pattern of darkness
stretcheswider and wider so that even the innocent have no escape.” He stopped abruptly, clearly
regretting hiswords.

"You," he said to Dog, who had been listening openmouthed. "Take her back to her charge, then goto
your bed. Gull will stand guard tonight.”

"I could doit, Chief. I'm good for another watch—"
"Gull will stland guard.”



"Yes Chigf."

That was the second day. The smith, Evan, held his ground, though | was not happy with theway his
body trembled and shivered, or the heat of hisbrow that could not be relieved, however much | sponged
him with cool water in which | had steeped wild endive and five leaf. A certain competition devel oped
among my three assstants. All were eager to help with nursing duties and, though they lacked skill, |
welcomed their srength in lifting and turning the patient.

Bran's men seemed dways busy, rehearsing combat, tending to horses or harness, cleaning and
sharpening wegpons. Eamonn had been wrong on one count. They used the conventiona armory of
sword, spear, bow, and dag ger, aswell as awide range of other devices whose names and functions|
had no wish to learn. The camp was sdlf-contained and highly organized. | was amazed, on the third
morning, to find my gown and shift neetly folded on the rocks outside my shelter, washed and dried and
amost as good as new. There was evidently at least one capable cook there, and no shortage of efficient
huntersto provide asupply of fresh mest for the pot. Where the carrots and turnips came from, | did not
ask.

Time was short. Six days until they moved on. The smith wasin pain and needed the soporific herbsto
control it. Still, if he were to be ready to go on without me, he must know the truth. There weretimes
when helooked down at what lay where his strong arm had once joined his powerful shoulder. But his
fevered eyes showed no real recognition, as | spoke to him of what had happened and how thingswould
be.

| walked through the camp on the third day with Snake close by me. My borrowed clothes were in need
of washing, for they were now, in their turn, stained with my patient's blood, and here and there with
drafts Evan kept in his scomach no longer than the count of ten before he retched them up again.

When we reached the bank of the stream, we found the tall man, Spider, and another whom they called
Otter wrestling on the grass. Otter was winning, for in such asport, height giveslittle advantage if your
opponent is swift and clever. There was a big splash, and there was Spider sprawled in the water,
looking very put out. Otter wiped his hands on hisleather trousers. The upper part of his body was
naked, and he bore acomplex pattern on the chest of many linksforming atwisting circle,

"Morning, Snake. Morning, lady. Here, you oaf. Get up. Need to put in abit more practice, you do."
Otter reached out an arm and hauled the embarrassed Spider out of the water.

"Fools" commented Snake mildly. "Don't let the chief catch you mucking about.”
| unrolled my bundle and began to rub the stained cloth on the smooth stonesin the shalows.

"Better go back up to camp, or wherever you're meant to be," Snake went on. " Chief wouldn't be happy
to seeyou taking to thelady here."

"All right for you," mumbled Spider, clearly put out to be seen thus, dripping wet and defested. "How did
you score permanent guard duty then?”

"None of your business."

"Why areyou dl so frightened of him?" | asked, pausing in my laborsto look up at the three of them. It
was a pity there was no soagpwort growing nearby. | must ask how they had gotten my gown so clean.

"Frightened?" Spider was perplexed.

Snake frowned. "Y ou've got it wrong," he said. "Chief's aman to respect, not to fear.”



"What?' | sat back on my heds, amazed. "When dl of you fall silent at hisleast word? When he threstens
the direst punishment if you transgress some code which no doubt he himsdf invented? When you are
somehow bound to him in a brotherhood from which it ssems you can never escape? What isthat but a
rule of fear?'

"Seh," said Snake, dlarmed. "Keep your voice down."

"See?' | chalenged, but more quietly. ™Y ou dare not even spesk of these things openly lest he should
hear and punish you."

"That's true enough,” said Spider, settling hislong, ungainly form on the rocks near me, but till that
careful three or four paces away. "He knows how to set rules and enforce them. But it'sfair. The code's
there to protect us. From each other. From oursalves. Everyone understands that. If we break it, that's
our choice, and we take the consequences.”

"But what holds you hereif not fear of him?"' | asked, perplexed. "What sort of alifeisit, killing for
money, never ableto go out into the red world, never able to—to love, to see your children thrive, to
watch atree you planted grow to shade your cottage, or fight in abattle whereright ison your sde?Itis
nolife"

"Don't suppose you could understand,” said Snake diffidently.
"Try me" | sad.

"Without the chief," it was Otter who spoke, "we'd be nothing. Nothing. Dead, imprisoned, or worse.
Scum of the earth, every one of us. You can't say thisisno life. HEs given usalife.”

"Otter'sright,” said Snake. "Ask Dog. Ask him his story; get him to show you the scars on his hands."

"We're the men nobody had ausefor,” said Spider. "The chief made us useful; gave usaplaceand a
purpose.”

"What about Gull?* Snake went on. "Comes from foreign parts, Gull does, some place far off, hot as
hellfireand al over sand. Land of black people, like himsdf. Anyway, somebody had redly put him
through it. Saw his people hacked to degth right before his eyes. Wife, children, old folks. All he wanted
wasto die. Chief got him out, talked him around. Tough job. Now Gull's the best we've got, barring the
chief himsdf.”

| had completely forgotten my washing, and it wasin danger of floating away. Snake reached past meto
grabit, put it into my hands, moved back three, four paces.

"Every man here hasagtory,” said Otter, "but wetry to forget. No past, no future, just today. Easier.
Weve dl been cast out. Not one of us can go back, except perhaps the smith. Thisis our existence, here
in these woods, or out there on ajob, knowing we can be the best at what we do. It's our identity: the
band of the Painted Man. He commands a good price and shareswhat he gets. Me, 1'd sooner be here
working for him than in the uniform of some jumped-up lordling's privete army.”

"Whao'd have you?' chuckled Snake. "Too full of funny tricks, you are. Y ou'd be in trouble before you
had the chance to hear your first order.”

"I'll take hisordersany day," replied Otter serioudy. "The chief saved my life. But life's cheagp enough. |
owe him something far more valuable, my sdlf-respect.”

"But..." | wastotadly confused. | began to wring the garments out. "Buit... | don't understand. Can't you



see that what you do is—monstrous? Evil? Killing without scruple, for money? How can you cdl that a
trade, asif it were not different from—from breeding pigs or building boats?"

"You grow pigsto eat 'em," put in Otter. "Not much differenceredly.”

"Oh!" It waslike arguing with astone wall. "We're talking of men here, not of animals bred for the pot.
Doesnt it bother you to have no livelihood but killing? Killing where and how your chief determines,
wherever he can command the best price? One day you may take your ingtructions from a Briton, the
next alord from Connacht or a Pictish chief. Therésno meaning to it."

"Couldn't take one side or another,” said Spider, apparently surprised. "Not on a permanent basis, you
understand. All sorts, we are. Saxon, Pict, Southerner, and some like Gull from placesyou can't even say
the name of. Mixed bag, that's us."

"But that doesn't mean you—oh!" | gave up in frustration.

"What about Cu Chulainn?"' asked Snake. Thiswas unexpected. "Hekilled hislady-friend'sfather. |
wonder what she thought of that? His men killed her father's army. What for? So he could have a
woman, satisfy hislust. So he could show he was the strongest. How different isthat from killing for
payment? Not so different, I'd say."

For now, | had run out of answers. Besides, it wastime to go back. Dog could not be left in charge of
the smith for too long, given hislimited nurang skills.

But when we came close to the shelter, the quiet voice | heard was not Dog's. | motioned Snake to
Slence

"...aman, his name you need not know . . . from the coast of Wessex acrossto Gaul. . . can arrange for
you to travel onto ... no, don't mention that, it will be taken care of. . ."

"Chief." Evan's reply was weak, but he sounded asif he understood. So he was awake, and hismind
was clear again, for now. Snake had retreated farther down the bank and busied himsalf with something
or other. | waited, remaining just out of sight, my curiosity getting the better of me.

"What held you back," Evan asked, "when you saw what was left of me? What stopped you?"
Therewas abrief pause.

"I won' lieto you, Evan,” Bran said quietly. "I would have doneit. And | am not persuaded, thusfar, that
thisisright."

Again aslence. The smith was growing tired.

"Bosgy little wench, isn't she?' he said eventualy, summoning aghost of achuckle. "Likesto take charge.
Talked methrough it. Couldn't tell if | waswaking or deeping haf thetime, but | heard her dl right. Told
me straight, she did. Arm's off, she said. Not the end of theworld, she said. Told me what | could do
without it. Put afew ideasinto my head, stuff 1'd never have dreamed of. Ask me yesterday, I'd have
cursed you for not finishing it then and there. Now I'm not so sure.”

"You'd better rest,” Bran said, "or I'll be accused of subverting her plans, 1've no doubt.”
"Got amind of her own, that one. Just your type, Chief. Easy on the eye, too."

It was alittle while before Bran answered this. When he did, the warmth had |eft hisvoice. "Y ou know



me better than that, Smith."
"Uh-huh."

He was coming out. Suddenly, | was busy spreading out the wet garmentsto dry on the hawthorn bushes
nearby. He hdted in the entrance.

"Wheres Dog?' | asked, without turning.
"Not far. | will remain until hereturns.”

"You don't need to,” | said. "Snakeis till here. One guard is plenty. | can be trusted not to desert my
charge. | would not have agreed to thistask if | had intended to turn and run at the earliest opportunity.”

| looked up at him. He was regarding me gravely, and | thought, not for the first time, about his strange
two-in-one features. Theintricately detailed pattern on the right Side gave hiseye alook of menace, his
nostril an arrogant flare, his mouth a severe, reined-in tightness. And yet, if you took the other sidein
isolation, the skin was fair, the nose neat and straight, the eye a steady, clear gray like lake water on a
winter morning. Only the mouth was the same, hard and ungiving. He was like two men in one bodly. |
was saring again. | made mysdlf look away.

"Trust?' hesad. "That word is meaningless.”

"Suit yoursdf," | said, and made to go back insde the shelter.

"Not yet,” said Bran. "Y ou heard, | suppose? Heard the smith talking?”
"Some of it. | am pleased to hear him lucid. He seemsto be improving.”

"Mmm." He did not sound convinced. "Thanksto you, he sees some hope of afuture. Y ou have painted
thisfor him with your words, | imagine, asyou did last night for my men. A rasy new beginning, full of
love, life, and sunlight. Y ou do this, and yet you dare to judge us.”

"What do you mean?' | asked quietly. "'l told him only the truth. | did not hide the facts nor falsfy the
extent of hisinjury and how it would limit him. As| told you before, hislife need not be over. There are
many thingshe cando.”

"False hopes,” Bran said bleakly, frowning as he kicked the earth with the toe of hisboot. "It isno lifefor
an active man. In your soft way you are more crud than the nwho takes his victim quickly and
efficiently. That prey does not suffer long. Y ours may spend alifetime learning that things can never be
thesameagain.”

"I have not told him it will be the same. Good, but different, | said. And | have spoken of the need to be
gtrong, strong in mind and will rather than body. The need to fight againgt despair. Y ou judge me unfairly.
| have been honest with him."

"Y ou can hardly spesk of judgment,” Bran said. ™Y ou think me some kind of monster, that isclear.”

| regarded him levely. "No manisamongter,” | said. "Men do monstrous things, that iscertain. And |
have not judged quickly, asyou do. |

knew of you before | was rudely snatched and brought here against my will. Asyou are doubless aware,
your reputation goes before you.”

"What did you hear and from whom?"'



| was dready regretting my words. "Thisand that, around the household,” | said cautioudy. "Rumors of
killings, seemingly a random, carried out in away that was both effective and—and eccentric. Tdesof a
band of mercenariesfor hirewho would do anything if you paid them well enough and who did not let
paltry considerations such asloyadty, honor, or justice stand in the way of their work. Men with the
appearance of wild beasts or of creatures from the Otherworld led by a shadowy chief they called the
Painted Man. Youll hear thesetdesin many parts.”

"And what household was thisin which such rumors came to your ears?'
| did not reply.

"Answer my question,” he said, dill softly. "It'stime you told me who you are and where you come from.
My men were strangely vaguein their account of how they found you and who accompanied you on the
road. | gill await an adequate explanation from them.”

| remained silent, my eyes steady as| looked back at him.
"Answer me, curseyou!"

"Areyou going to hit methistime?' | inquired, not railsng my voice.
"Don't tempt me. What isyour name?"

"| thought we had no names here."

"Y ou do not belong here and cannot,” Bran snapped. "' can extract thisinformation from you if | must. It
will be easier for both of usif you smply tell me. | am amazed you do not redize the danger of your
current Stuation. Perhapsyou are alittle dow in the wits."

"Very wdl," | sad, "fair trade. I'll tell you my name and where | come fromif you tell me yours—the redl
one, | mean—and where you were born. Y our originswerein Britain, | would guess, though you spesk
our tongue with fluency. But no mother gives her son the name Chief."

Therewasabrief glence. Then he said, ™Y ou tread on perilous ground.”

"Let meremind you," | replied, my heart thumping, "1 am not here of my own will. Therewill be those of
my household out searching, and they are both well armed and skillful. Y ou think | would jeopardize their
effortsto find me by telling you who they are and whence they come? Sow in thewits | may be, but not
that dow. | havetold you my nameis Liadan, and that must be enough for you until you give me yours."

"l cannot imagine why anyone would take the trouble of searching for you,” he said in frugtration. "Does
not your habit of biting back, like ameddiesome terrier, make your folk soon weary of your company?*

"Indeed no," | told him sweetly. "At home | am known asaquiet, dutiful girl, well mannered, industrious,
obedient. | think you must bring out theworstin me."

"Mmm," hesaid. "Quiet, dutiful, | doubt it. It requirestoo greeat aleap of theimagination. Morelikely,
trueto your kind, you liewhen it suitsyou. To such ateller of taes, that should come easily.”

"Youinsult me" | said, kegping my voice cdm with increasing difficulty. "I would have preferred a blow
to the cheek. Talesare not lies, nor are they truths, but something in between. They can be astrue or as
fdse asthelistener chooses to make them, or theteller wantshimto believe. Itisasign of thetight circle
you draw around yoursdlf, to keep others out, that you cannot understand this. | do not lie easily, nor
would | do so for so superficia areason.”



Heglared a me, gray eyesicy. At least | had sparked some sort of reaction.

"By God, woman, you work an issue threadbare with your twisted logic!" he said impatiently. "Enough of
this. We've work to do."

"Indeed,” | said quietly, and | turned and went in to my patient and did not look back.

Evan was holding on, talking sense, and deeping more naturally. | made sure nobody saw how gregtly
this surprised me. Gull was on watch that evening, and | asked him how the sick man wasto be moved in
safety when the time came, but hewas evasivein hisanswers. Then | sent him outside for awhile so that

| could wash and ready mysdlf for the evening medl. The smith was nearly adeep, eyes narrowed to dits,
breath calm enough after the painful changing of his dressng. He had taken alittle broth.

"Thisisrather awkward," | told him. " Shut your eyes, and turn your head away, and don't movetill | tell
you."

"Still asthe grave," he whispered with acertainirony and closed hiseyes.

| stripped off quickly, shivering as | sponged my body with water from the bucket and used the diver of
coarse soap Dog had found for me. As| rinsed myself off again | felt the goosebumps rise, summer or
no. | turned to grab the coarse towel, with the aim of dressing as swiftly as| could and found mysalf
looking Straight into Evan's deep-set, brown eyes as helay prone on his pdlet, staring for al hewas
worth and grinning from ear to ear.

"Shame on you!" | exclamed, as ablush crept across my naked body. There was nothing for it but to dry
off sketchily and struggle asfast as| could into my smallclothes, shift, and gown, glad that | could reach
the back fagtenings without assistance. "A grown man like you, acting like a—an ill-bred youth who spies
onthegirls Didnt | tel you—"

"No offensg, lass" said Evan, the grin relaxing to asmile that gave hisblunt featuresasurprisng
sweetness. "Quite beyond me not to look. And a pleasing eyeful it was, may | say.”

"No, you may not say," | snapped, but | had forgiven him dready. "Don't do it again, you understand?
It's bad enough being the only woman here, without. . ."

He was suddenly serious.

"These men would never harm you, lass" he said gently. "They're not barbarians who rape and spoil for
thethrill of it. If they want awoman, they've no need to force one. Plenty of willing takers, and not al put
apriceonit, believe me. Besdes, they know they can't touch you."

"Because of what he said? The chief?"

"WEell, yes, hedid tell them hands off, so I'm informed. But he could have saved his breath. Anyone with
eyesin hishead can see that you're awoman for the marriage bed, not aquickie by the road, if you'll
pardon me. Got aman back home, have you?'

"Not exactly,” | said, unsure of the best answer to this.
"What's that mean? Either you have or you haven't. Husband? Sweetheart?
"l have a—auitor, | supposeyou'd cal him. But | have not agreed to marry. Not yet.”

Evan gavealong sigh as| tucked the blanket firmly around him, and smoothed the makeshift bolster.



"Poor lad," he said deepily. "Don't make him wait too long."
"Next timel tell you to close your eyes, keep them closed,” | said severdly.
He mumbled something and settled to rest, still with the hint of agrin on hisface.

That night | told toriesto make them laugh. Funny stories. Silly stories, lubdan and the plate of porridge.
He got his own back on the big folk, make no doubt of it. The tale of the man who got three wishesfrom
the Fair Folk so that he could have had hedlth, wealth, and happiness. Poor fool, al he ended up with
was a sausage. By the end of it, the men were roaring with laughter and begging for another one. All but
the chief, of course. | ignored him asbest | could.

"Onemore," | said. "Only one. And now it istime to grow sober again and ponder on the frailty of al
creatures. | told you last night of one of our great heroes, Cu Chulainn of Ulgter. Y ou will recal how he
lay with the warrior woman Aoife, and how she bore him a son long after he was gone from those
shores. Not that he left her entirely without token. He gave her alittle gold ring for her smallest finger
before he went off to wed his sweetheart Emer."

"Big of him," somebody commented dryly.

"Aoifewas used to it. She was her own woman, and strong, and shedd little time for the selfish ways of
men. She bore her child one day, and the next she was back out of doors swinging her battleaxe around
her head. She named the boy Conlai, and as you can imagine, he grew up expert in dl the arts of combat
S0 that there were few could match him in the field. When he wastwelve years old, his mother, the
warrior woman, gave him the little gold ring to wear on achain around his neck, and shetold him his
fether'sname.”

"Not agood idea?" hazarded Snake.

"That depends. A boy needs to know who hisfather is. And who isto say thistale would not have had
the same ending had Aoife kept this knowledge from the boy? It was Cu Chulainn's blood that ranin his
veins, whether he bore the name or not. He was a youth destined to be awarrior, to take risks, full of his
father's impetuous courage.

"She held him back aslong as she could, but there came a day when Conlai was fourteen years old, and
thought himsdf aman, and he set forth to find hisfather and show him the fine son he had made. Aoife
had misgivings and sought to protect the boy. He'd need to be careful, she reasoned, not to let on hewas
the offspring of the greatest hero Ulster had ever known. At least, not until he cameto hisfather's hall.
Hed be safe there; but on the way, he might well meet those whose sons or brothers or fathers had falen
foul of Cti Chulainn, and who wasto say they might not take their vengeance on the father by killing the
son? So she said to Conlai, tell no single warrior your name. Promise me. And he promised, for she was
his mother. So, unwittingly, did she sedl his doom, who sought only to keep him safe”

There was utter silence, save for alittle breeze stirring the shadowy trees above us. It was dark of the
moon.

"Acrossthe seafrom Alba, acrosstheland of Erin came Conlai, dl the way to Ulgter, and at last to the
home of hisfather, the great hero Cli Chulainn. He was atall, strong boy, and in his helm and battle
raiment none could tell him from a seasoned warrior. He rode up to the gates and raised hissword in
challenge; and out came Condll, foster brother of Cu Chulainn, in answer.

""What name have you, bold upstart? shouted Conall. Tell me so that | may know whose son lies
vanquished at my feet when thisdud isover!



"But Conlai answered not aword, for he kept his promise to his mother. A short, sharp fight ensued,
watched with interest by Cu Chulainn and his warriors from the ramparts high above. And it was not the
chalenger who lay defeated at the end of it."

Then | told how the lad vanquished each man who went forth with sword or staff or dagger, until Cii
Chulainn himsdlf determined to meet the challenge, for he liked the set of the young man's shoulders, and
the neatness of hisfootwork, seeing something of himsdf init, no doubt.

"' will go down and take on thisfellow myself,’ he said. 'He seems aworthy opponent, if somewhat
arrogant. We shal see what he makes of Cu Chulainn's battle craft. If he can withstand me until the sun
sinks beyond those emsthere, | will welcome him to my house and to my band of warriors, should he be
soinclined.’

"Down he went and out before die gates, and he told the lad who he was and what he intended. Father,
whispered Conlai to himsdlf, but he said not aword for he had promised his mother, and he would not
break his oath. Cu Chulainn was offended that the chalenger had not the courtesy to give his name, and
s0 he started the encounter aready angered, which is never good.”

There was amurmur of agreement from the men. | was watching Bran; | could not avoid it, for he sat
quite near me, face lit by the fire into which he gazed, his expression very odd indeed. There was
something about this tory that had caught his attention where the others had not; and had | not known
the kind of man hewas, | would have said | saw something akin to fear in his expresson. Must be atrick
of thelight, | told mysdlf, and went on.

"Well, that was a combat such as you see but rarely: the hardened, experienced swordsman against die
quick, impetuous youth. They fought with sword and dagger, circling, to and fro, around and about,
ducking and weav ing; legping and twisting so that at timesit was hard to see which of them waswhich.
One of the men watching from above commented that in stature, the two men were aslike aspessina
pod. The sun sank lower and lower and touched thetip of the tallest m. Cii Chulainn thought of caling it
aday, for hewas, in truth, merdly playing with the upstart chalenger. His own skillswere far superior,
and he had dways planned to test the other only until the alotted time was up, and then to offer him the
hand of friendship.

"But Conlai, desperate to prove himsdf, gave a nifty littleflick of the sword and lo! therein hishand lay
afiery lock of Cu Chulainn's hair, neatly cut from his scalp. For amoment, just amoment, battle fury
overcame Cu Chulainn, and before he knew what he did, he gave agreat roar and plunged his sword
deep into his opponent's vitals."

Therewas amurmur around me; somein my audience had seen this coming, but al felt the sudden weight
of such ahorror.

"As soon as he had done this, Cu Chulainn came to himself. He wrenched the sword out, and Conlai's
lifeblood began to spill crimson on the ground. Cii Chulainn's men came down and took off the stranger's
helmet, and there he was, just aboy, ayoungster whose eyes aready darkened with the shadow of
death, whose face paed and paed as the sun sank behind the ms. Then Cu Chulainn loosened the
boy's garments, trying to make his end more comfortable. And he saw the little ring hanging onitschain
around Conlai's neck, thering he had given Aoife nearly fifteen years before.”

Bran had ahand over his brow, concealing his eyes, Still he sared into the flames. What had | said?
"Hekilled his own son," somebody whispered.

"Hisboy," said someone. "His own boy."



"It wastoo late," | said soberly, "too late to make amends. Too late to say farewdll, for a the moment Cu
Chulainn recognized what he had done, the last breath of lifeleft his son, and Conlai's spirit fled from his

body.
"That'sterrible," said Dog, in shocked tones.

"Itisasad gory," | agreed, wondering if even one of them might relate the tale in any way to their own
activities. "They say Cl Chulainn carried the boy ingdein hisown arms and later buried him with full
ceremony. Of how hefelt, and what he said, the tale does not tell.”

"A man could not do such adeed and put it behind him," said Gull very quietly. "It would be with him
aways, whether hewished it or no."

"What about his mother?' asked Dog. "What did she have to say about it?"

"Shewasawoman,” | said dryly. "Thetale does not concern itsdf further with her. | suppose she bore
her loss and went on, aswomen do.”

"Inaway it was her fault,” somebody offered. "If held been able to give his name, they'd have welcomed
him ingteed of fighting."

"It was aman's hand that drove the sword through hisbod} . It was aman's pride that made Cu Chulainn
strike. Y ou cannot blame the mother. She sought but to protect her son, for she knew what men are.”

My words were greeted with silence. At least the tale had made them think. After the earlier jollity, the
mood was somber indeed.

"You believe judge you too harshly?' | asked, getting up.
"None of us has ever killed hisown son," said Spider, outraged.

"Y ou havekilled another man'sson,” | said quietly. "Every man that falsto your knife, or your hands, or
your little loop of cord is some woman's sweetheart, some woman's son. Every one.”

No one said anything. | thought | had offended them. After awhile somebody went around refilling cups
with ale, and somebody threw more wood on thefire, but nobody wastaking. | waswaiting for Bran to
speak, maybeto tell me | should shut my mouth and stop upsetting hisfine band of warriors. Insteed, he
got up, turned on his hed, and went off with never aword. | stared after him, but he had disappeared like
ashadow under thetrees. The night was very dark. Slowly, the men began to talk again among
themsalvesin low voices.

"Sit down awhile, Liadan,” said Gull kindly. "Have another cup of de."

| sat down dowly. "What'swrong with him?"' | whispered, looking beyond the circle. "What did | say?"
"Best left done," mumbled Dog, who had overheard. "Hell be standing guard tonight.”

"What?"

"Dark of themoon," said Gull. "Always takes the watch, those nights. Told us both to get our rest. Helll
have gone up to relieve Snake now. Stands to reason. If he's going to be awake anyhow, he may aswell
doit."

"Why doesn't he degp? Y ou're not going to tell me he turnsinto some sort of mongter with the quenching
of themoon, | hope—haf man, half wolf maybe?’



Gull chuckled. "Not him. Just doesn't deep. Can't tell you why. Been like that aslong as I've known him.
Six, seven years. Keegps himsdf awake until the dawn comes.”

"Isheafraid to degp?'
"Him? Afrad?' It seemed the very ideawas laughable.

Gull walked back up to the shelter with me and |eft me there. Bran wasinsde, his hand on the smith's
brow, speaking quietly. There was one lantern lit, and it spread a golden glow over the rock walls and
the man lying on the pallet there. It touched Bran's patterned features with light and shadow, softening the
grim set of the mouth.

"He'sawake," hesaid, as| camein. "Isthere anything you require help with before | go outside?’

"I'll manage,” 1 said. Snake, on my ingtructions, had prepared abowl of water with some of the dwindling
stock of healing herbs, and | placed this on the stool by the bed.

"You'reagood lass" Evan said weakly. "Told you that before, but | will again.”
"Hattery will get you nowhere," | said, unbuttoning his sweet-soaked shirt.

"Don't know about that." He managed acrooked grin. "Not every day | find afine woman like yourself
undressing me. Almost worth losng an arm for, that is”

"Get away with you!" | said, wiping the damp cloth over hisbody. He had lost flesh darmingly; | could
fed theribs stark under the skin and see the deep hollows at the base of the neck. "Y ou're too skinny for
my tastes, anyway," | told him. "Haveto fatten you up, | will. Y ou know what that means. More broth,
beforel let you deep.”

His eyeswere astrusting as those of afaithful hound as| sponged his brow.

"Bran, Snake will have l&ft the pot of broth to cool by the little brazier. Could you fetch me someina
cup?'

"Broth," said Evan in disgust. "Broth! Can't you give aman aproper med ?'

But in the event, it was hard enough for him to swallow even the mouthful or two hetook. And | did have
to ask Bran to help me, hisarm lifting the smith's head as | spooned the mixture little by little between his
lips. Evan gagged, despite his best efforts.

"Breathe dowly, as| told you," | said quietly. "Y ou must try to keep this down. One more spoonful.”

He was soon exhausted. And he had swallowed so little. Beads of sweat were dready breaking out on
his brow. | would need to burn some aromatic herbs for there was no way | could get enough of a
deegping draft into him to give any relief. He never spoke of the pain, savein jest, but | knew it was
extreme.

"Could you movethelittle brazier farther in?"

Bran said nothing, but carried out my orders. Hewatched mein silence as| got what | needed from my
pack and sprinkled the mixture onto the till-glowing coas. There was not much left. But then, three days
was not long. | did not dlow mysdf to think beyond that point. The pungent smell roseinto the night air:
juniper, pine, hemp leaves. If only | could have gotten some teainto the man, for amere haf cup of
lavender and birch-leaf infusion can give good relief from pain and bring healing deep. But | had not the



ingredients to make such a brew, nor would Evan have had the energy to swallow it. Besides, it was past
midsummer. Birch leaves are only good for this purpose used fresh and plucked in spring. | wished my
mother was there. She would have known what to do. The smith grew quiet, eyes closed to dits, but his
breathing was labored. | wrung out the cloth and began to tidy up.

"What if Conla had never learned hisfather's name?' said Bran suddenly from the entrance. "What if he
had grown up, say, in the family of afarmer, or with holy brothersin ahouse of prayer? What then?"

| was o surprised, | said nothing at al, my hands still working automatically as| emptied the bowl and
wiped it out and unrolled my blanket on the hard earth.

"You said it was hisfather's blood flowed in hisveins, hisfather'swill to be awarrior that ran deepin
him. But his mother trained him in the warlike arts, set him on that path, before ever he knew what Cu
Chulainn was. Do you say that whatever his upbringing, this boy was destined to be another in hisfather's
mold? Almogt that the manner of his death was set out the moment he was born?"

"Oh no!" Hiswords shocked me. "To say that isto say we have no choice at dl in how our path unfolds.
| do not say that. Only that we are made by our mothers and our fathers, and we bear something of them
in our deepest salves, no matter what. If Conlai had grown up as aholy brother, it may have been much
longer before hisfather's courage and hiswild, warlike spirit awoke in him. But he would havefound it in
himsdlf, one way or another. That was the man he was, and nothing could changeit.”

Bran leaned againgt the rock wall, hisfigurein shadow.

"What if. . . " hesaid, "the—the essence, the spark, whatever it is, thelittle part of hisfather that he bore
within him—that could be logt, destroyed, before he knew it was there. It could be . .it could be taken
fromhim.”

| felt astrange sort of chill, and thelittle hairs rose on my neck. It was like a darkness stretching out over
me, over the two of us. Images passed before my eyes so rapidly | could scarcely make them out before
they were gone.

... dark, so dark. The door shuts. | cannot breathe. Keep quiet, choke back your tears, not a
sound. Pain, cramp likefire. | have to move. | dare not move; they will hear me. . . Where are
you'? Whereareyou . . . where did you go?

| wrenched mysdlf back to the real world, shaking. My heart was hammering.
"What isit?" Bran stepped out of the shadows, eyesfixed intently on my face. "What's wrong?'

"Nothing,” I whispered. "Nothing." And | turned away, for | did not want to look into his eyes. Whatever
the dark vision was, it was from him it had come. Benegth his surface there were degp, uncharted waters,
redlms strange and perilous.

"Y ou'll be needing your deep,” he said, and when at length | turned around, he was gone. The brazier
burned low. | made the lamp dim, but did not quench it, lest the smith should wake and need me Then |
lay down to rest.

Chapter Five

Something woke me. | sat up abruptly, heart thumping. Thefirein the brazier had gone out; the lantern
burned low, cagting acircle of faint light. Outside it was completely dark. Everything was il | got up and
went over to the pallet, lantern in hand. Evan was deeping. | tucked the covers over him and turned to go
back to bed. For asummer night, it was quite chill.



Then | heardit. A sound like a stifled gasp, the merest indrawn breath. Could such alittle thing have
woken me so ingtantly? | went out, hesitant in my bare feet and the borrowed undershirt | wore for
deeping, shivering dightly and not just from cold. It was adeep, degp darkness, intensein its presence.
Even the night birdswere sllent beforeit. With my smdll, dim lantern, | felt asif | werethe only cresture
dirring in this black, impenetrable world.

| took astep forward, and another, and saw that Bran sat against the rocks at the entrance to the shelter,
gtaring straight ahead of him into the darkness. Perhaps he, too, had heard something. | opened my
mouth to ask him, and he shot out a hand and grabbed me violently by the arm, without looking at me,
without saying aword. | bit back a scream of fright and struggled to keep the lantern from faling. The
clutching hand gripped so tightly | thought my arm would bregk. Still he said nothing, but | heard it again
inmy mind, avoice like aterrified child's, the voice of aboy who has wept so long he has no moretears
inhim. Don't go. Don't go away And in the light from the lantern, which wobbled dangeroudy now in
my free hand, | could tell that Bran did not really see me. He held mefast, but his eyes stared ahead,
unfocused, blind in this night of no moon.

| felt the pain of hisgrip al the way up my arm. It no longer seemed to matter. | remembered that | was,
after dl, aheder. | lowered mysdf cautioudy to the ground beside him. His breathing was fast and
uneven; he was shivering. This seemed some kind of waking nightmare.

"All right," | said quietly, not wishing to sartle him and make thingsworse. | set the lantern down. "'I'm
here. It'sdl right now.” | knew full well it was not me he wanted. That child | heard cried out for
something long gone, but | was here. | wondered how many such nights he had endured, nights when he
would not deep lest these dark visions should engulf him.

| tried to loosen hisfingers where they bit into my flesh, but the grip could not be dackened. Indeed,
when | touched that hand it tightened gtill further, like that of adrowning man who, in panic, comes close
to taking hisrescuer down with him. Tears of pain cameto my eyes.

"Bran," | said softly, "you're hurting me. It'sal right now; you can let go now."

But he made no reply, smply gripped al the harder, so that despite mysdlf | whimpered with the pain. |
would not wake him from the trance that held him fast. Such intervention isunwise, for these visitations
have a purpose and must be alowed to run their course. Still, he need not face them aone, though it
seemed that was exactly what he had intended to do.

So | sat there and made my breathing dow and calm, and told myself what | had told others many atime:
Breethe, Liadan, the pain will pass. The night was very quiet; the darknesslike aliving thing, cregping in
around the two of us. | felt how tight strung his body was; | sensed histerror, and how he fought to
conquer it. | could not hope to touch his mind, nor did | wish to see more of the dark imagesit held. But
| could still speak, and it seemed to me words were the only tool | had for keeping out the dark.

"Dawnwill come" | told him quietly. "The night can be very dark, but I'll stay by you until the sun rises.
These shadows cannot touch you while | am here. Soon well seethefirst hint of gray in the sky, the
color of apigeon's coat, then the smallest touch of the sun's finger, and one bird will be bold enough to
wakefirst and sing of tall trees and open skies and freedom. Then al will brighten and color will wash
acrossthe earth, and it will beanew day. | will stay with you until then."

Gradudly, the grip of hisfingersrelaxed alittle, and the pain in my arm became easier to bear. | was very
cold, but there was no way | was going to move any closer to him. That would most certainly be against
the code. He was going to find this extremely awkward in the morning. Time passed and

| talked on and on, of harmless, safe things, images of light and warmth. | made with my words a bright



web of protection to keep away the shadows. At length it grew so cold | admitted defeat and edged in to
St dose beside him, leaning againgt his shoulder and laying my other hand over hisfingerswhere they il
clutched me. Insde the shelter, Evan had not stirred.

Weweretherealong time, | talking steadlily, Bran quiet save for a shuddering, indrawn bregth here and
there, amuttered word. | wondered greatly. | could scarcely believe that somewhereinsde this stern
outlaw therewas asmal child afraid of being alonein the dark. | wanted badly to understand, but |
would never be ableto ask him.

At the moment | had described, when the sky showed the fird, faintest traces of gray, he came back to
himself aboruptly. The shivering stopped, and he went extremdy till, and his breathing was ddliberately
dowed. There was ashort timein which he must have become aware that he was not done. He must
have fdt the touch of my hand on his, the weight of my head on his shoulder, the warmth of my body
agang hisown. The lantern sood before us on the ground, still dimly glowing in the dark before dawn.
Neither of ussaid anything for awhile. Neither of us moved. It was Bran who spokefirdt.

"I don't know what you think you're doing,” he said, "or what you hope to achieve by this. | suggest you
get up quietly and go back Inside to your job and in future behave less like a cheap roadside dut and
more like the hedler you're supposed to be.”

My teeth were chattering with cold. | couldn't decide whether to laugh or cry. It would have been very
satisfying to dap hisface, but | couldn't even do that.

"If youwould let go of my arm,” | said, aspolitdy as| could, and | could not stop my voice from shaking
just alittle, "1 would be happy to oblige. It israther cold out here.”

Helooked down at hishand asif he had never seen it before. Then, very dowly, he uncurled hisfingers,
releasing the vicdike grip he had maintained on me the whole night. My throat was parched with talking,
my hand was numb, and a deep ache was spreading through my arm. Did he remember nothing? He
turned his head, looking at mein thefaint light of earliest daybresk as| sat there barefoot in my old shirt,
moving and flexing my hand to bring it back to life. By Diancecht, it hurt. | got stiffly to my feet, for | did
not wish to bein his presence oneingtant longer than | must.

"No, wait," hesaid. And asthefirgt bird sent itsliquid cal through the crisp, morning air, herose and
took off his coat and placed it around my shoulders. For amoment | lifted my face and looked straight
into hiseyes, and what | felt just then terrified me more than any of the demons I'd glimpsed lurking there.
| turned without a sound and fled insde, and was just in time for the smith'sfirst waking. It was another
day; thefourth day.

A busy morning. Dog helped meto lift the smith and wash hisbody again, strip off the swest-soaked
garments and replace them with fresh. Both of them remarked that | wasyawning alot. | did not
respond. My arm hurt. My head was full of confusion. | tried to imagine how it would be when | finaly
went home. If | went home. The girl who returned to Sevenwaters, | thought, would be a different one
from the girl who'd ridden out not so very long ago. What would Father and Mother and Sean say when
they saw me? What would Eamonn say? | tried to picture Eamonn, striding around the garden nervoudy
as he attempted to tell me what he felt. His face would not come clear into my thoughts. It was asif | had
forgotten how he looked. My hand shook; water dopped over the sides of the bowl! | was holding.

"Hey! Whoa!" Dog reached out quickly to grab it, hisbig hand bumping my arm ashedid so. | let out a
gasp of pain. Evan looked at me from where helay, and Dog |ooked at me as he put the bowl carefully
down.

"What isit, lass?' Evan's voice was week, but his eyes were shrewdly assessing.



"Nothing. | have asrain or something; it will pass.”

"Some dtrain,” commented Dog, taking my deeve ddlicately between hislargefingersandrolling it up a
little to show the deep, purple bruises flowering across the pale skin of my arm.

"Who did thisto you, Liadan?' Just aswell the smith was too weak to get up.
"It'snothing,” | said again. "Forget it."

They exchanged aglance, facesidenticaly grim.

"Please" | added. "It was an accident. Done with no intent to hurt.”

"A man should take care to avoid such—accidents,” growled Evan. "A man should keep hishandsto
himsdf."

"Should know better," agreed Dog, scowling. "Little dainty thing like you; puff of wind would blow you
away. Eagly hurt. Should have known better."

"I'll befing, redly,” | said. "Let'sforget this, shal we, and get on with things? Broth perhaps, and maybe a
sop or two of bread?"

Evanrolled hiseyes. "Have mercy! Shéll kill mewith her endlessflow of broth.”

Heatealittle, and dept again, and | chatted with Dog and played a makeshift game of ringstones on the
ground. It was not easy. We found the flattest stones we could, but they could not be made to balance
properly, and we ended up near hysterical with laughter, both of us woeful losers. At length | scooped
the stonesinto alittle hegp, my hands brushing away the neatly drawn circle and its network of
intersecting lines. When | looked up, Dog was staring a me, serious again.

"Got aman a home, | hear," he said.
"Not exactly," | replied cautioudy, "an offer. That'sasfar asit goes."

"Y ou might think about another.” Histone was carefully offhand. "Offer, | mean. Got alot saved. Been
with the chief three, four years, now. Got enough put away to buy agood piece of land, few cattle, build
aplace, somewhere far enough away. Idands up north maybe. Or aboat, sail off and sart again. Never
met awoman like you before. I'd look after you. May not be much to look at, but I'm strong. | can
work. You'd be safe with me. What do you think?' He fingered one of the long claws hung around his
neck, hisyelow eyes hesitant as he watched my face.

| gaped at him, astounded. | imagined going back to Sevenwaterswith Dog in tow. | imagined my
father's expression as he took in the half-shaven head, the patterned chin, the fera eyes and pockmarked
face, the wolfskin cloak and barbaric necklace.

"You'relaughing at me," said Dog, his blunt features crestfalen. "Knew the answer would be no, of
course. Just thought I'd ask."

"I'm sorry,” | said gently, curling my hand around his. "I am not laughing, | promise. | do not want to
offend you. | appreciate your offer, | redly do, for | can see you're afine man. But | will not choosea
husband yet, not till the season comes back to summer again. Not you, nor any other.” Under my fingers
the pam of hishand was ridged and hard. | turned the hand over, looking at the terrible calused scars
that dashed acrossiit.



"Where did you get these?' Someone had said, ask Dog his story. | could hazard aguess at part of it.

"Viking ship," hesaid. "I'm from Alba, same as your warrior woman, Scathach. Me and my brother had
aherring boat, and we made atidy living. Norsemen raided the village. Took the two of usfor the oars,
seeing the strength in us, you understand. That was atime, that was." His eyes clouded, and heran a
hand over his scalp. "L ong time we were rowing for them. Too long. Mostly they used their own crew,
but these were short of men, and they'd Six pair of rowersin chains, kept there permanent like. Me and
Dougd, wewere dwaysin trouble. But they kept us dive; strongest men they had, we were. Dougal
took it too far one day and caught the end of awhip across the face. He died. Maybe it was best. Hed
seen hiswife and daughters taken. Filled with hate. Me, | just kept on. Too strong for my own good.”

"So how did you escape?!

"Ah, that'satale. Chief got me out. Thought he was mad at the time. We were in some eastern port, hot
asafurnace, air you could cut with aknife. Shackled in our places, that was the usud thing, whilethe
crew went ashore. You'd die of heat and thirst as easy as you'd draw bregth. There we are, one night,
deeping as best we can, bum on the bench, head anywhere you can find for it, not the most comfortable
bed you ever had. Place stank of piss and swest, begging your pardon. Then theresalittle jingle of keys,
and heré'sthis black man walking aong between the benches, cool asyou like, and he saysto us, who
wants to make an agreement with us? Were al staring a him, waiting for the Norsemen to come back
and finish him off; but nothing happens except the ship beginsto creak and groan likeit's putting out from
port. But nobody's rowing. We say nothing. Some of the men can't understand anyway; speak half a
dozen tongues, they do. Then the black man (which was Gull, you understand, feather in hishair and al)
says, the chief's up yonder and getting ready to cast off. Y ou won't see your Norsemen anymore. Y ou've
got achoice. Row thistub to Gaul, and when we touch shore theres alittle bag of silver init and
freedom. Y ou'll row without shacklesif you don't make trouble. What about it?*

"So | spesk up. 'What'sthe other choice,' | ask him? And this other man steps up behind him, it'sthe
chief, but hisface was ahit plainer then. HeE's young, not much more than alad, and I'm thinking, what's
this whipper-snapper think he's up to? Then the chief says, "'Depends how well you think you'll do,
chained up here. The Norsemen won't be coming back. How long before somebody notices a dead
Viking or two feeding the fish under the jetty? Maybe not long. Maybe awhile. It'sabusy port, and
nobody gives atoss what happensto you. That'sthe choice," he said. Showed it in Sgns, with hishands,
50 al the men could understand. "Row wdl for me" he says, "and you'l be free men before the next full
moon." And I'm thinking, thisfellow's crazy. What about attackers on the way? What about the
Norsemen avenging their own? Besides, thereéstwo of them and twelve of us, my brother's place having
been taken by along-faced Ulsterman. What's to stop us dumping them overboard the moment the
chains come off? We dl say yes, of course. Nothing like asniff of freedom to make up your mind for
youl.

"He kept hisword. We had afew adventures on the way to Gaul, but we got there, and he gave methe
choiceto stay with him or move on. Been with him ever snce.”

"How old is—how old isthe chief now?Y ou said you'd been with him three or four years; but you said
he wasjust alad when you first met him. How can that be?’

Dog was counting on hisfingers.

"That'd beright,” he said eventudly. "Two and twenty, three and twenty. He'd be around that. Not so
much older than you, lass."

"But—" | was quite taken aback. "He seems agreat ded older than that. | mean—how can such ayoung



man bewhat heis? It'sasif he has dready lived as much as another man doesin alifetime. Hesvery
young to be such aleader. HE's overyoung to be so—so hitter."

"That man's been old since hewas achild,” Dog said soberly.

Around midday there was an unusud tirring in the encampment, the sound of harness jingling, the bustle
of orderly but hurried activity. | couldn't see much, but what | did glimpse sent a chill right through me.
Shelters were being dismantled, saddlebags packed. The signs of occupation were being quietly erased.
They wereleaving. They were leaving, and nobody had told me. He had promised me six days. Even that
would have been barely enough.

"Y ou'd better go down and find out what's happening,” | told Dog, keeping my tone calm asfear and fury
begantorisein me. | went back insde and busied mysdlf, with an ear out for hisreturn. | felt Evan's eyes
on me, anxious, but he did not ask. It grew later, and Dog did not come back. | was knedling on the
ground, washing dishes hi the bucket and trying to focus my mind on the autumn planting of my garden at
Sevenwaters, when afamiliar voice spoke behind me.

"There's been achange of plan.”

| got up dowly, hands dripping, deevesrolled to the elbow. "So | see. | see dso how easily you break
your word. The man cannot trave. | told you that before. Nothing has changed here.”

Bran glanced across at the smith, who was awake and listening. "He must travel or beleft,” he said
grimly. "Thereisno choice. It'simperative that we move on today."

"We had an agreement. Six days, you said. | suppose you never had any intention of keeping your
word."

"Y ou judge overquickly, asdways. | an responsible for these men. | will not order them to Sit here and
be trapped when | can move them out in secret before others reach this place. | will not keep them back
when thereis an urgent need for their services e sewhere. To sacrifice the entire troop for one man'slife
would be an act of sheer folly."

| was dlent for atime, thinking about this. "The smith cannot travel,” | said at last. ™Y ou see how wesk he
dill is. He can barely sit done. How can you trangport him with safety? Who will look after him?”

"That isno longer your concern." He glanced over his shoulder. "Pack up thesethings," he ordered Dog,
who had appeared behind him, anxioudy hovering.

"Just amoment,” | said. "1 have stayed here and nursed this man because we had an agreement, afair
trade. Y ou've broken your side of it. But | am responsible for him, asyou arefor the others. Thisismy
job. I will not see my work thrown away on—on some whim of yours."

Bran hardly seemed to be listening. Instead, he was staring at my arm, where the rolled-up fabric
revealed the florid bruises hisfingers had made. Angrily | pulled the deeve of my dress back down to
cover the marks. Dog was beginning to pack up, his face expressionless.

"Sit down," Bran commanded. | stared back at him. "Sit down," he said more quietly, folding hisarms
and leaning ashoulder againgt therock wall. | sat. "It isnowhim," he said. "I do not act onimpulse; |
cannot afford such aluxury. | had no intention of breaking my word, esewhy would | giveit? Events
have overtaken us, that isdl. Y ou understand, | and my men are far from welcome in many parts of this
land and beyond its shores. We have made numerous enemies. So we move by stealth and frequently.
Because of the smith'sinjury, and your presence among us, we have aready stayed herefar longer than



was intended and taken great risk in doing so. Now | have areport of a considerable force of armed
men on the road and limited timeto move in safety. To remain hereisto court degth. For mysdlf, | would
face that with equanimity. But | will not risk my men for such atrivial reason. Besdes, our next misson
lies north, and those for whom we undertake it have asked usto put forward our departure for those
parts. | have made the decision, and it will be carried out quickly. By sunset, no sign of uswill beleftin
thisplace”

Therewasabrief slence,
"Trivid," | sad, Saring up a him. "Y ou consder Evan'slife, and my safety, to betrivia.”

"Asawoman," Bran replied carefully, "you would not be able to understand. In the scheme of things, one
life, or two, matterslittle. I will not put my men at unnecessary risk for you or for him. Nor will |
jeopardize their next misson. Already | waste timelistening to your circular arguments. Wereit not for
you, we would be safe on our way by now. | should never have—"

"Chief." The smith wastrying to St up. Hisface was pae and beaded with swest.
"What isit?"

"l canride. Still strong. Got it in me. Strap me up behind Dog here, I'll last asfar as| must. But, Chief,
what about the lass?"

A heavy slence. Dog ceased his packing and straightened up, glaring at hisleader ferocioudy. "Well?' he
growled.

Bran was till looking at me. "Can you understand what | am telling you?" he asked with exaggerated
patience. "Thisis adecision made carefully, weighing dl the options. | do not act on awhim.”

| gaveashrug. "l understand that a man such as yoursalf sees hiswarriors as unitswith avalue, like
playing piecesin some lethal game, to be disposed to best advantage, to be protected for their worth to
the player. | know that it iswomen who wait until the gameis over to pick up the broken pieces and try
to savage something from them.”

"Oh, no." Hisvoicewas cold. "That isahdf-truth such as | would expect from your kind. It iswomen
who inflict the deepest damage, who guide their men onto a path of destruction. My life has been shaped
by this. Don't preach to me about the healing powers of awoman. Y ou know nothing. Y ou understand
nothing." His hands were clenched tight, though he kept hisarms casudly folded.

"Evan asked you aquestion,” | said very cautioudy. "What's supposed to happen to me? Can | go home
now?'

The chilly, measuring eyes stared straight into mine. "It's clear you know little of the red world,” he
remarked. "Y ou gill don't understand, do you? Perhaps that explains your lack of fear. Tl her, Dog."

lldié_ll
"Tdl her."

"It'slikethis" Dog mumbled. "What the chief's saying is, he's got a problem. Can't take you, not safe;
would dow us down, too much of adistraction for the men, and so on. Can't leave you behind either.
There's no such thing as visitorsin the Painted Man's camp. If aman comesin on business, he's
blindfolded. Y ou've seen and heard too much. That's the problem.”



"But—" My heart started to thump. They couldn't mean—surely they didn't mean . . . Grest Danahelp
me; the chief wasright. | redly was stupid. "Y ouretdling me," | whispered, "that it's the solution you
would have used for Evan here but for my intervention. The solution of the sharp little knife, the clean cut
and quick, neat disposa? Isthiswhat you plan for me?’

"Over my dead body," growled the smith.

"Believeme, | considered that, too," said Bran smoothly. "Y ou're both a damned nuisance, and | bitterly
regret ever agreeing to givethisatria. But you," nodding at Evan, "you've earned your chance by
aurviving thislong. You'll comewith us. Asfor you," looking & me, "my men have placed mein avery
awkward stuation. They've asked meif you can remain with usfor now. Indeed, it was made quite plain
to methat arefusal on my part could lead to some kind of mutiny. Such istheinfluence of afew
outlandish taes, told by one who knows well the feminine art of persuasion, who uses her face and her
body and her honeyed words to make aman do what he should not."

"That'squiteridiculous!" | exclaimed crosdy, fear replaced by outrage. "How dare you criticize me?|
have no base motives such asyou insnuate! | have sought only to help in everything | have done here.
Everything. | am no—no seductress. Look at me; how can you eventhink . . .? Besides, you broke your
promise. Y ou yourself are on shaky ground.”

"Oh, no," said Bran softly. "I'm keeping my side of the bargain asbest | can. Y ou'll stay and tend your
patient, if he survivesthe journey. My men alow me no other aternative here. And, whatever you may
chooseto believe, | do respect their wishesif | can. A good leader must be prepared to do so. Y ou must
understand, though, that there will be adecision to facelater. The longer you stay with us, the more you
see, the more impossible it becomesto let you go back. Isthat what you want?"

"When waswhat | want ever afactor inthis?' | demanded, angry tears threatening to spill. | blinked them
back. | had not redlized, until now, how much I longed to see my mother again. What did Bran mean,
that | would never be alowed to go home? | pictured Sorchas fragile form and shadowed eyes, my
father's steadfast, watchful presence. | thought of Sean and of Aiding, and of long, peaceful days spent in
the deep quiet of the forest or busy about the domestic tasks | loved: baking, sewing, drying herbs. |
glanced around me. This grim encampment was no home; this secret, perilous existence was no life. For
thefirst time the weight of what this might have done to my family hit me, and asingle tear did escapeto
trickle down my cheek.

"Y ou will achieve nothing that way," said Bran. "A woman's tears are turned on asreadily asthe flow
fromapump. | animmuneto this"

But others, it seemed, were not. | felt Dog's big hand on my shoulder, and Evan said, "Don't weep, lass.
When it'sover, youll be home again in no time, and your man there waiting for you."

Bran waslooking a Dog. "Take your hand off her," he said, in aterrible, soft voice. Dog snatched it
away asif touched by alash.

"Werewadting time," | said, dashing the tearsfrom my eyes. " Show me how you will transport this man.
| may be ableto advise you. | hope you don't expect meto ride blindfold. You'relikely to need meon
theway."

"You canridethen?'

"Indeed, | was doing so quite capably before your men snatched me off the road. Y ou will find | am not
entirely without resources.”



He did not respond to this, merely indicated with ajerk of the head that | wasto follow him outdoors. |
was tempted, not for thefirgt time, to say something | might regret. But | swallowed my rage and tagged
along in hiswake as he strode off across the encampment. Nothing mattered, really, except keeping Evan
alive. | wasaheder, and | had ajob to do. Later, perhaps, there would be time for questions.

This journey was the stuff of nightmares. | kept my mouth shut and my eyes open. | was aware that we
traveled somewhat east of due north, but | could not have judged the distance with any accuracy. The
pace was unrelenting, as fast aswe could maintain in near silence, going by wooded and concealed ways,
making use of streambeds and marshlands to hide our tracks. There was always a man out ahead and
one behind. It grew darker, and still we rode on. My back hurt and my mouth was parched, but | held
my tongue and willed myself to keep going. My own discomfort was nothing to Evan's, Strapped ashe
wasto Dog's broad back, bounced helplesdy by the horse's rapid pace on uneven ground, his wound
protected only by awadding of linen hastily applied before our unceremonious departure | had hoped we
would stop on theway so | could help him It appeared thiswas not to be | could not ask The men kept
slence, communicating only by subtle signa's, and with good reason Once, aswe traversed aheavily
treed ridge above an open stretch of land, we glimpsed other horsemen below us, riding in an orderly,
well armed group pardld to our own path, but in the opposite direction Bran hadted uswith asingle small
movement of the hand, and we sat in Slence until the riders were well past They were men in deep green
tunics with the sign of ablack tower on them, worn over field armor Eamonn's colors Whether they were
looking for me, or on some other errand, there was no knowing | remembered what Eamonn had said
about the Painted Man and his arrogant challenge and knew | trod a perilous path

At lagt, when | had grown so weary | wasin danger of falling from the saddle, and Evan was S umped
gray faced and motionlessin hisbindings, we halted We were under tall trees, at the entrance to some
sort of structure, and it seemed we had reached our destination, for lanternswere lit and quiet instructions
given Dog had dismounted, and they were lying Evan's limp form on ablanket | wanted to get down,
they needed me, but my cramped limbs would not obey me The horse stood patiently

"Here" | fet firm hands on my waist and was lifted to the ground as eadily asif | had been asmdl child
Helet goimmediately, and my legs buckled under me | grabbed at the horse's harness for support,

gasping at the pain

"Y ou weep for others, but not for yourself," said Bran "Why isthat, | wonder' Someone has taught you
Hf discipline

| took a deep breath and another "Not much point, isthere™ | whispered, dry mouthed " Could you show
me where they're taking the smith' I'll be needed"

"Canyouwak™
| tried astep, till grasping the harnessin one hand The horse shuffled sdeways

"Not very convincing,” said Bran "Second rule of combat Don't bluff if you can't go through with it Y our
enemy seesyour weakness amile off If you haven't the strength to fight, admit it and retreat Regroup, or
useyour witsingtead If you must, accept help Here'

He put out ahand, and | found myself supported and steered in the direction of alow doorway, little
more than awooden lintel above crude posts, and an old passage that appeared to go straight into a
grassv hill The night was growing stranger by theingtant An owl hooted, and | looked up Above us,
through the web of branches, afledgling moon hung ddlicate in the black sky | could fed the weight of
Bran's gaze on me as he helped me dong, but | said not aword We reached the entry through which the
others had disappeared and something hated me abruptly



"I don't think we should be here," | said, asacold chill settled about me, and adark mist seemed to
envelop the two of us standing there outside the door "This placeis—thisisvery old, it isaplace of the
Old Ones We should not be here"

Bran was frowning "Thismound has sheltered uswell man) timesbefore," he said, resting ahand casualy
on the ancient lintel, where tiny inscrutable faces gazed at us between the whorled and spirded patterns
carved deep in the wood If anyone's hand bel onged there, it was his"Whoever once used the placeis
long gone, now it isided for us, secret, secure, easy to guard, with concealed exitsfor aquick departure
Itisquite safe"

But | wasfilled with dread, afreezing sense of foreboding that | could ill explain, least of dl to him
"Therésdeath here" | said "'l seeit | fed it"

"What do you mean™

Then | looked up at him and for amoment, instead of the face of ahard, vital young man, half patterned,
half plain, | saw ahideous mask, ashen hued, the mouth stretched in aghastly rictus of death, the clear,
gray eyesnow staring and lifeless Somewhere | heard achild screaming You let me go you let go A
small hand stretching out, clutching in desperation, but | couldn't reach, they were taking me away, |
couldn't reech him

"What isit' What do you see™ His hands were on my shoulders, the strength of his grip wrenched me
back into the present

oy
"Tdl meWhat did you see"

| fought to make my breathing steady Therewaswork to do, | must not let this overwhem me
"N Nothing It's nothing”

"You don't hewdl Tell me What isit that troubles you so grestly' Y ou look a me, and you
see—something that terrifiesyou Tdl me'

"Death,” | whispered "Terror Hurt Sadnessand loss | cannot tell if it isthe past or the future | see, or
both"

"Whose past' Whose future™

"Y ours. Mine. This shadow encompasses the two of us. | share your nightmare. | see apath that is
shattered and broken. | see away leading into darkness.”

We stood there in silence, with the night behind us and the open door in front.
"Thisisour only shdlter here," he said after awhile. "Thereisno choice but to goin.”
| nodded. "I'm sorry,” | said.

"Do not be sorry,” said Bran. "Thisvisits you unbidden, | seethat. Y ou will be safe enough with us. But
that's not what frightensyou, isit?'

"Safe" | echoed. "l am not concerned for my own safety.”

"Whose then? Y ou cannot mean mine? Why should you trouble yourself over that?*



| could not reply.

"Y ou see my death? This concerns you? It should not. | do not fear it. There aretimeswhen | would
welcomeit."

"Y ou should fear it," | said very softly. "To die before you know your true sdlf, that isaterrible thing."

| had never felt the burden of my strange gift more strongly than on that night, and as we passed through
the doorway into the subterranean chamber | made asign in the air before me, one | had seen Conor

use, and | sent aglent call to whatever ancient spiritsinhabited the chill realm below. We honor this
space, and the shades therein. We mean no harm. We mean no disrespect in using this place for
shelter. And | heard, deep inside me, my mother'svoice. You are outside the pattern, Liadan. It could
give you great power. It could allow you to change things.

We went in through ashort passageway and into the central chamber, around which the huge structure of
balanced stones and wooden supports had been built. It had been empty. Now there were bedrolls and
packs stacked negtly around the walls. The place wasfull of orderly, quiet activity as Bran's men readied
themsalves for the next departure. Rations of hard bread, dried meat, water and ale were distributed,
unusua weapons given alast check, amap was consulted, quiet words exchanged. They were
well-seasoned men; while | was exhausted to the point of dropping in my tracks, they seemed nonethe
worse for wear after thelong ride. Then | heard the smith groaning as he returned to consciousness, and |
was suddenly too busy to think of anything but my task.

It was along time before Evan dept fitfully, dosed with the strongest infuson | could safely give him. | sat
cross-legged on the earthen floor by him, keeping a close watch, sponging his pallid, swesty face from
timeto time with cool water. The flesh around shoulder and chest was an angry red. Some of the men lay
resting, others had been dispatched to stand guard at entry or exit. There was astrong smdll of horse, for
they had brought the creaturesin; they stood loosely tethered at the far end of the chamber. Otter passed
among them, abucket of water in his hands.

Dog sat closeto me. Hissmdl eyeswere very serious and his mouth unusudly grim. Acrossthedimly lit
chamber, Gull and Snake stood with their leader, apparently arguing a point. Gull's dark hands moved in
quick, expressive gestures; but the meaning was not clear, and they al kept their voices down. Snake
glanced in my direction and then said something else to Bran, frowning. Bran's features were stern, as
aways. | saw him shrug asif to say, if you dont likeit, that's your problem.

"WEell be off early inthe morning,” said Dog quietly. "Might not see you again for awhile. You'll stay
here, of course. Do you think he's going to makeit?"

For amoment we listened to the rasping, rattling sound of Evan's breath.
"I'll do my best to keep him dive. But | must tell you straight. It isn't looking good.”
Dog sighed heavily. "My fault. Look at the mess|'ve got you into. And for nothing.”

"Seh," | sad, patting hislarge hand. "Were all responsible. But him most of al.” | glanced acrossthe
chamber.

"Y ou can't blame the chief," said Dog under his breath. "He didn't want to leave. Got a message someone
was onto us. When that happens you get out quick, no matter what. We'd have beenfinished, all of us, if
we hadn't moved on.”

"I might have been safe,”" | said dryly. " Perhaps those who pursued you were looking for me."



"Maybe. Maybe not. We could hardly have left you, not knowing.”

My small lantern was now the only one burning in the dark, subterranean space. Under the arch of the
roof, where stone lapped carefully shaped stonein amiracle of balance, anetwork of shadow} ' webs
housed countless small crestures. The floor was smooth, hard earth. At one end of the chamber lay a
single monumenta dab of dark stone, its surface glossy asif polished from long use. What its purpose
was, one could only guess.

Abovethis, at adight angle, there was a sngle narrow opening between the stones, cut right through the
overlying turf. There would be one day of the year when the sun struck down through this opening
graight onto the stone bel ow; one day when the old powers of the place might waken. They were not
fled, not yet. | could fed them in the still air around me, in the rough-hewn walls, where here and therea
small, subtle sgn was carved. | thought suddenly of the young druid, Ciaran, striding out of Sevenwaters
in his hurt and fury. Maybe it was better not to feel too much. Not to want too much. No past, no future.
Only today. Much safer. Aslong as the past didn't come back uninvited.

"Youreweary," Dog said. "Still, well be gone tomorrow. Was going to ask—no, maybe better not.”
"What?Y ou can ask."

"You'retired. Long ride for you. Wed dearly like another tale, one last tale before we—too much to
ask. Forget | sadit.”

"It'sdl right." | smiled, stifling ayawn. "l can degp tomorrow, | expect. One moretae| can surely
manage.”

Strangdly, athough we had been speaking quietly, al of them seemed to know. | was soon surrounded
by slent men, leaning againgt the wall or squatting on their haunches. Some sat cross-legged, sharpening
knives or spearheadsin the lantern light. Spider reached along arm over and put atankard of alein my
hands. Behind the others, Bran and Gull stood together. In the darkness Gull was near invisible, save
when hisgrin revealed aflash of gleaming teeth. Bran watched me with folded arms, expressionless. No
sign of weariness there. And he'd been longer without proper deep than any of us, as| had good cause
to know.

"I had thought,” | began, "that on the eve of your mission, | should inspire you with another heroic tale,
perhaps of sacrifice and courage on thefield of battle. But | have not the heart for this. For dl | know,
the men you go out to attack may be my own kind. Besides, | have heard you are the best at what you
do. | expect you need no encouragement to excdl. So | will seek instead to divert you, and | will tell you
ataeof love. It tels how awoman kept faith againgt al odds."

| took a mouthful of the ae. It tasted very good, but | set the cup down. If | had any more | would risk
falling adeep right herewhere | sat. | looked up around the circle of grim, hard-bitten faces. How many
of them would | see again? How many of them would till be dive thistime tomorrow?

"Shewas an ordinary girl, afarmer's daughter, and her name was Janet.

But her sweetheart caled her Jenny; it was his special name for her that nobody else used. When he
caled her that, she felt she was the most beautiful woman in theworld. Her Tom certainly thought so.
Tom was her sweetheart, and he was asmith, like Evan here, astrong young man, broad shouldered and
skillful a histrade. He was not too tall and not too short. He had curling, brown hair and amerry face.
But the thing Jenny liked best about him was his deep, gray eyes, trustworthy eyes, she caled them. She
knew that whatever happened, Tom would never let her down.



"Jenny wasaquiet girl. A good girl. Obedient to her father, hel pful to her mother, skilled a dl thethingsa
good wife should know. She could sew and make preserves and brew ae. She could pluck achicken
and spin wool and tend to asick lamb. Tom was proud of her, and he was hard put to it to wait until their
wedding day, which was set for midsummer. He loved her yellow hair down to her waist, which she took
out of its braid sometimes, so he could seeit ripple like afied of wheet in sunlight. Heloved the way she
was just the right height for hisarm to go nestly around her shoulders asthey waked dong. She made his
heart beat quicker and his body gtir, and he sang at hisforge as he hammered the hot iron into pitchfork
or plow share and smiled to himsdlf, waiting till Midsummer Day.

"Quiet and sweet as Jenny was, there was one thing that made her lose her temper and that was the other
girlslooking sdelong at her Tom or trying to flirt with him as he passed them on the pathways. '‘Keep
your eyesto yoursdf,' sheld say, furious, ‘or you'll be sorry. He's mine." Tom used to laugh at her, and
say shewaslike alittlefierceterrier protecting abone. Didn't she know he'd never dream of looking at
another? Wasn't she the woman of his heart?

"Ah, but they reckoned without the folk under the hill. Meddlesome they are and love nothing better than
to snatch away alikely lad or lass on awhim and use the poor mortal for their own pleasure. Some they
keep for ayear and aday, and some forever. Some they pit out again when they've had their fill, and
these poor lost ones are never quite the same again. One night Tom had been working late down at the
forge, and hetook a short cut through the woods to the farm where his Jenny lived, thinking to stedl a
kiss or two before he went home. Foolish Tom. What did he do but put afoot in a mushroom circle, and
quick as a heartbest there were thefairy folk al dressed in their finest, and at their head the fairy queen
on her white horse. One look into her eyes and he was|ost. The queen took him up behind her and of
they gdloped, far, far away, beyond the reach of mortal being. Jenny waited and waited that night, with a
candle burning in the window. But her Tom never came.”

| had wondered if they might find this story too childish or whimsicd; not afit tale for grown men. But
there was the utter silence of rapt attention. | took another sip of de.

"Go on," said Snake. "1 thought you said he was trustworthy. Sounds pretty stupid to me. Should've gone
by the road and carried alantern.”

"Oncethefairy folk decide they want you, you can't do much abouit it," | replied. "Well, Jenny was no
fool. Next morning, early, she went down through the woods toward the forge, and she saw the grass all
trampled with hoofmarks and the mushroom circle, what was | eft of it; and she saw the red scarf Tom
had been wearing, the scarf she had spun and dyed and knitted for him with her own hands. She knew
who'd taken him al right, and she was determined to get him back. So off she went to the oldest woman
of the village, a crone so old sheéld bare gumsinstead of teeth, and gnarled, curling fingernails, and as
many wrinkles on her asthe last of winter's dried gpples. Jenny sat down with this ancient one and fed
her alittle bowl of gruel sheld made specially, and then she asked her what to do.

"The old woman was reluctant to speak. Such things are best kept quiet. But shed had many little
kindnesses from Jenny, treats and help around the house, and so shetold her. On the next full moon, she
sad, thefairy folk would ride out dong the wide, white path that |ed through the heart of the woods and
on to the crossroads on the moor. Jenny must wait at the crossroads, silent, until midnight. When they
came by, she must grab hold of her Tom by his hand, and she must hold on till dawn. Then the spell
would be broken, and he would be hers again. That sounds easy,' said Jenny. | can do that.' The old one
cackled with laughter. 'Easy!" she choked. That'sagood one! Thiswill be the hardest thing you ever did,
chicken. You'll need to want him bad to keep hold. Be prepared for afew surprises. Sure you can do it?
And Jenny said fiercely, 'Hes mine. Of course |l cando it.™

Snake reached over with a pitcher and refilled my cup. The forked tongue inscribed on his nose seemed



to flicker inthelamplight, asif preparing to strike.

"Well, Jenny did as she'd been bidden. At midnight on the full moon, she waited aone at the crossroads
in her homespun gown and sensible boots, with adark, hooded cloak concedling her bright hair. Likea
little shadow in the moonlight she waited. Around her neck she had wrapped the red scarf that had been
his. And they came; along glittering cavacade of riders, the horses dl white, the gowns and tunics
beaded and jeweled, the hair dressed long and wild with sparkling gems and strange leaves braided into
itsslvery flow. Thefairy queen rodeinthe middle, tal, regd, her skin pale asmilk, her hair aglorious
glossy auburn, her dress cut low to show the elegant curves of her figure. Behind her rode Tom the amith,
his gray eyes distant, his once merry face an expressionless mask. He wore a strange tunic and leggings
of slver and boots of softest kidskin. Jenny wasfilled with fury, but she stood sill and silent until the
gueen reached the very center of the crossroads, until her Tom was just before her within easy reach.
Then, quick as aflash, she darted out and seized his hand, and she pulled as hard as she could, and he
tumbled down from his horse and sprawled at her feet on the white path.

"Therewas a hiss of outrage from thefairy folk, and in atrice they had circled their horses around her
and poor Tom, and there was no getting away. The fairy queen's voice wasterrible to hear, both sweet
and deadly initsfury. "Y oul’ she spat. 'What are you playing at? WWho put you up to this? Thisman is
mine! Take your filthy mortal hands off him! No woman challenges me!* But Jenny held on, while Tom
sat at her feet in adaze, and she stared at the beautiful creature on the white horse and spoke defiance
with her eyes. Then the fairy laughed a dreadful laugh, and she said, 'We shdl at least have some sport
from this. Let us see how long you can hold on, farm girl! 'Y ou think yoursdlf strong? How little mortals
comprehend.’

"At firgt Jenny hardly knew what she meant, for Tom's hand was limp and passivein hers. Then dl at
once the fingers changed to razor-sharp claws and the flesh to rough hair; and instead of a man, she held
theleg of agreat, davering wolf that opened itsjaws and bared itslong, sharp teeth at her. Jenny flinched
interror, with the cresture's rancid breath on her face and its strong body thrashing and straining againgt
the grip of her hands. But she wound her fingersinto the wolf'slong hair and she held on and held on as
the creature dragged her across the path. She felt the white gravel tearing at her gown and at her skin.
There was a murmur from the circle of watchers, and a single word was spoken in a strange tongue.
Then the rough hair changed to asmooth, dippery surface that made her dmost let go, it was so hard to
grip. Therewas a swelling and coiling, and now, instead of a great wolf, she held amassive, deek serpent
with scaesthe color of jewesfrom deep in the earth, amonster that writhed and swirled and sought to
wrap her tight in the coils of itsimmense body. To keep hold, Jenny was obliged to embrace this cregture
within the circle of her arms, and lock her hands together, pressing her face againgt the cold scales of its
body, willing hersdlf not to faint with terror asthe smdl, evil head darted down toward her again and
again, the forked tongue flicking closeto her eyes. 'Thisis Tom," shetold hersdlf, her heart thudding like a
drum. Thisismy sweetheart. | will hold on. | will. Heismine!

"Another word fell into the moonlight silence. The snake became a huge spider, ahairy, bristling creature
with many-faceted eyes and thick legsthat curled around the hapless girl. Its venomous fangs probed
toward her where she clutched itsleg, the spines of its body piercing her flesh until she put her teeth
through her lip to keep from screaming. After the spider came aboar with yellow tusks and tiny, mindless
eyes, and after the boar a strange creature whose name she did not know, with long, snapping jaws and
agnarled, knobbled skin. Still Jenny held on, though her poor hands were bleeding and would scarce
obey her will, so cramped were they. Once she looked up, and she thought she could see the smallest
lightening of the night sky. The folk around her were very quiet. Then the fairy queen laughed again. 'Not
bad, not bad at dl! Y ou've given us some fine sport. Now we must be off. I'll have my boy back, if youll
be s0 good asto release him." She gave an imperious sweep of the hand, and Jenny felt her shoulders
pierced aswith a hundred sharp knives, and she dmost let go. There was aflapping of great, dark wings,



and in her hands wasthefoot of agigantic bird, its beak aslarge asahorse's heed, its claws flexing asit
sought to break her grip. The other foot had closed about her arm and shoulder, and the monstrous
creature jumped and flapped and squawked, and stabbed with its deadly besk to the right and to the I eft,
trying to didodge her. Therewas atinkling of fairy laughter. Thisis my man," Jenny whispered to herslf.
I love him. She shdl not have him. | will not let go." And fight asthe great bird might, it could not break
free of her hold. Then al at once there was arustling and a sighing, and the delicate clatter of many
hooves, and asthefirst light of dawn turned the edges of the world to silver, the fairy folk were gonelike
wisps of mist, and therein her aamswas her sweetheart, limp asif dead, his shining clothes turning to
plain gray asthe sky lightened. Tom," she whispered, Tom." She hadn't the strength to say more. After a
while shefelt him move and dip hisarms around her waist, and he laid his head on her breast, and he
murmured, 'Where are we? What happened? Then Jenny took off the red scarf and wound it around her
sweetheart's neck, and she helped him to hisfeet with her bleeding, damaged hands. They put an arm
around each other; and asthe sun rose on a perfect day, they waked dowly homeward. And, though the
tale doesnot tell it, | should think they had agood life together, for they were two halves of the one
whole"

Around me, there was a collective release of breath. Nobody said anything. After alittle the men moved
away and settled to rest aswell asthey could on the hard ground. There would be no privacy here. |
dimmed the lantern aslow asit would go, and made ready to deep, fully clothed as| was. | might at least
take off my boots. But when | bent to unlace them, | found | was o tired my fingers would not cbey me,
so tired | was on the verge of weeping over everything and nothing. A curseon them dl. 1t would have
been so much easier to hate them, as Eamonn did.

"Here." Dog was knedling by me, hisbig hands ddlicate as they unfastened the laces and drew the boots
off my feet. "Such littlefeet youve got.”

| nodded thanks, aware of eyesfixed on us from across the chamber. It was almost dark. | heard atiny,
snipping noise and then something smooth and sharp was dipped into my hand, and Dog'slarge,
lumbering form retreated back into the shadows. As| lay down and felt degp weariness overwhelm me, |
dipped the wolf claw into my pocket. These were hired killers. Why should it matter to me what became
of them?Why couldn't life be smple, the way it wasin the tales? Why couldntt... | dropped into a deep,
dreamless deep.

| blinked, once, twice. Light was streaming in through the entranceway. It was morning. | sat up. The
chamber was empty, the floor bare, dl sign of human habitation gone. All but my blanket and my small
pack and the tools of my trade, and the smith lying asleep near me, his breath difficult.

| looked around again. Nothing. They were gone, al of them. They had left meto ded with thisaone.
Don't panic, Liadan, | said to mysdlf asmy heart began to thump. There would be limited time before

Evan awoke and needed me. So, find a source of water. Seeif it was possible to make afire. Beyond
that, there could be no planning.

Therewas asmal bowl and abucket by my pack. With thesein hand, | made my way out through the
narrow entry, screwing up my eyesas| emerged into a glorious summer morning.

"There'sa stream at the northern end of the mound, and a pool where you can wash."
l

He had his back to me, and abow over the shoulder. Nonetheless, the shaven head and bizarre,
decorated skin made hisidentity instantly plain. My shock and resentment were almost as strong as my
relief, and | spokeincautioudy.



"You! You arethelast man | expected to find here.”

"You'd have preferred another?' he queried, as he turned toward me. "' One who would flatter you and
Speak sweet words?"

"Don't talk rubbish!" | was determined not to let dip that | had believed myself done. | would show him
no sign of fear. "l prefer none of you. Why are you not with your men? They look to you for leadership:
the chief, dmost godlike. I cannot understand how you could send them on thismission and remain
behind. Any of them could have been |eft hereto guard me.”

He narrowed hiseyes a me. The morning sun threw the light and dark of his patterned featuresinto harsh
relief.

"There's not asingle one of them | would trust for thisjob,” Bran said. "'l saw the way they watched you."
"I don't believe you." Thiswas nonsense.

"Besides," he added casudly, stowing away the bow in a crevice between the rocks, "it's good training.
They must learn to dedl with the unexpected, to assume command ingtantly if they must, and not to
guestion. They must learn to be dways ready. There are other leaders among them. They will accept this

chalenge"
"How—how long will they be gone?'

"Long enough.”

Since | could think of no moreto say to him, | went off to find the stream, to wash my face and hands
and fetch water for my patient. There was astill pool between the rocks, and as | dipped the bucket |
haf imagined | saw my Sster there, waist deep, locked in her lover'sarms, her fiery hair flowing about
her white body. Poor lovely Niamh. | had scarce given her amoment's thought since | bade her farewell.
Shewould be sttling in a Tirconnell by now, learning to cope with her new life among strangers. |
shivered. | could not imagine living away from Sevenwaters, away from al that was so much a part of
me. Maybe, if you cared enough about someone, you could do it and not fedl your spirit torn in two. But
the forest keeps her hold on dl those who are born there, and they cannot travel far without the yearning
inthemto return. In my heart | feared for my sister. Asfor Ciaran, there was no telling what path he had
taken.

The day unfolded. Evan wasin pain, swesting, retching, and babbling nonsense. Bran would appear and
disappear, saying little, helping melift and turn the smith, heating water, doing whatever | asked. | was
forced to admit, grudgingly, that he was quite useful. Once, when Evan lay quiet, he cdled me outside,
made me sit down, and gave me a platter of stew and dry bread and a cup of de.

"Don't look so surprised,” he said, settling on the ground opposite me and starting on hisown medl. "Y ou
must eat. And thereis nobody eseto providefor you." | said nothing.

"Or maybe you believe you could have managed thistask done? Isthat it? Thelittle heder girl, worker of
miracles. Y ou did not imagine we would |leave you here on your own, did you?"

| did not look at him, concentrating instead on the stew, which was remarkably good. The bow must be
for hunting.

"You did believeit," he said increduloudy, "that we had gone on and left you out here done with adying
man. Y ou mugt think uslittle better than savages.”



"lan't that what you want?' | challenged, looking direct at him now and glimpsing for an instant arather
different expression in hisgray eyes before he turned them away. " The Painted Man, a cresture who
ingpiresterror and awve? A man who can, and will, do dmost anything if you pay him well enough? A
man without conscience? Why should such aman have second thoughts about leaving awoman on her
own, especialy when he ssemsto despise the femae sex so utterly?"

He opened his mouth, thought better of what he was about to say, and closed it again.

"Why do you hate us so much? What woman let you down so badly that you must takeit out on the
whole of our kind for the rest of your life?Y ou bear such resentment. It eatsyou fromtheinsidelikea
canker. You would be afool to let this destroy you. That would be aterrible waste. What happened to
make you S0 bitter?'

"None of your busness."

"I'm making it my business," | said firmly. "It was your choiceto stay here, and you will listen. Y ou heard
my tale of the farmer's daughter, Jenny. Maybe it was true, and maybe it wasn't. But there are many fine,
strong women such as her in the world, as well asthose less admirable. We are human like you, and each
of usdifferent. Y ou see the world through the shadow of your own hurt, and you judge unfairly.”

"Not s0." Hisfeatures had a pinched look, and the eyes were distant. | began to regret speaking so
boldly. "It was awoman's guile and her power over aman that robbed me of both family and birthright. It
was awoman's selfishness and a man's weakness for her that set me on this path, that made methe
creature you so despise. Women are spoilers. A man should beware not to get too close and be caught
inthenet.”

"But | amawoman,” | said, after awhile. "I do not—entrap, seduce, or commit acts of evil. | speak my
mind, but there's nothing wrong with that. | refuse to be categorized as a—what was the word? A
gpoiler? My mother has been my example. Sheisfragile, but strong. She knows nothing but giving. My
sder isbeautiful and completely without guile.”

"Yourecrying."

"l amnot!" | scrubbed an angry hand across my cheek. "All I'm saying is, you must have encountered
very few women to cling to this narrow view."

"For you, perhaps, | might make an exception,” he said grudgingly. "Y ou are not so easly classfied.”
"Y ou think me more akin to aman?'

"Hah!" | could not tell if this sound indicated amusement or scorn. "Hardly. But you show some qudities|
did not expect. A pity you cannot wied astaffer draw abow; we might have recruited you to the troop.”

It was my turn to laugh. "I think not. But as a matter of fact, | can. Wield astaff and draw abow, that is."
He gazed a me. "Now that | cannot believe."
"Il show you."

lubdan had taught me well. Thisbow was rather longer and heavier than | was used to, and | could not
draw it fully. But it would do. Bran watched mein silence, browsraised in derison as | adjusted the
gring. "What would you have me strike with thisarrow?!

"l suppose you could try for the large knothole on that em trunk.”



"A child could find that mark," | said with some scorn. ™Y ou insult me. What target would you choose for
ayoung man who wished to join your band of warriors?"

"Hewould not have got thisfar without proving himsdlf. But if you ing g, | suggest the apple tree that
grows down there between the rocks. Here, let me show you."

He took the bow from me, and drew it fully, eyes narrowed against the light. It was quick. A twang ashe
released the string, and | saw asmall green gpple fdl to the ground, split by the arrow's point.

"Your turn,” hesaid dryly.

Thiswas agame Sean and | had practiced over and over. | drew the bow asfar as| could, said aword
under my bresth, and rel eased the String.

"Beginner'sluck,” said Bran as another gpplefell. "A fluke. You couldnt doiit twice."

"I could,” | said, "but | really don't careif you believe me or not. Now, we have work to do. If | told you
what | needed, could you find some herbs for me? My supply is nearly gone, and Evan will bein
increasng pain.”

"Tdl mewhat you want."

It wasjust aswell | had dept so soundly that night, for there wasto belittle deep in the daysto come.
The smith grew steedily sicker, hisfeatures becoming hectically flushed, the flesh around his wound now
mottled and bluish. Bran had brought back what | had asked for, and | had made up atea, which | fed
Evan drop by drop until he grew quieter.

"Where areyou, Biddy?' he muttered, still moving his head restlessly from sdeto side. "Biddy? Woman?
| can't seeyou.”

"Hush," | said, sponging his burning face. "I'm here. Seep now."

But hetook along time to deep and, despite the herbs, did not rest long before the pain woke him anew.
Bran was outsde, and | did not call him. What was the point? There was nothing he could do. | sat by
Evan'ssde, thetwo of usin the smdl pool of lantern light, and held hishand. | told him not to talk, but
there was no stopping him.

"Still here. Thought you'd have gone home by now."

"Yes, I'm ill here, asyou see. You don't get rid of me so eadily.”

"Thought it was Biddy for abit. Slly. Shed make three of you; fine big girl sheis, my Biddy."
"She'swaiting for you; make no doubt of it," | said.

"Y ou think shéll till want me?Y ou think shewouldn't mind the. . . you know?"

| gave hishand alittle squeeze. "A strong, strapping fellow like you? Of course shell want you. Y ou'll
have them lining up, man."

"Don't like to complain; know you're doing your best. But God, it hurts. . ."
"Here, seeif you can swalow more of this"

"Need some help?' Bran had comein slently, with asmal flask in hishand. "Gull left methis. Itisadrink



from his own country, very potent. Saved for specid occasions.”

"I doubt if he could keep it down. A few drops, maybe. Here, put alittlein thistea; you areright; itis
timefor strong measures. Can you lift his head and shoulders for me? Thank you."

The flask was silver, lined with fine yew wood, and its surface was chased with an elaborate spira
pattern. The stopper was of amber glass, fashioned in the shape of alittle cat.

"Not too much. We want it to stay in his sscomach long enough.”
Little by little, sip by sip, | fed Evan the potent brew, while Bran sat behind, supporting him.

"Trust you, Chief," said the smith weakly. "Wait till I'm down, then try to poison me. Better leaveit to the
lasshere™

"Indeed, what am | here for but to do her bidding?"

"That'll bethe day, Chief. . ."

"Hush," | said. "Too much talk. Drink this, and keep quiet.”

"You hear that?' said Bran. "Shelikesto give orders. No wonder the others couldn't wait to get away.”

Evan'seyesclosed. "Told you shewas just your type, Chief," he said faintly. Bran refrained from
comment.

"Seep,” | sad, putting down the cup of herba tea. It was haf empty. He had managed more than |
expected. "Rest. Think of your Biddy. Maybe she can hear you, across the water as sheis. It happens
that way sometimes. Tdll her you're coming for her soon. Shewon't have to wait long."

After awhile Bran lowered Evan gently to the ground, his head supported on aroll of blankets so he
could breathe more easily.

"Here," he said, and he was offering me the silver flask.

"Maybe not." But | took it from him, thinking itsintricate pattern seemed to flow across his hand and up
hisarm under the deeve of hisplain, gray shirt, rolled to the elbow. "I must be able to wake when he
does™

"Y ou have to degp sometime.”
"So doyou."
"Don't concern yourself with me. Drink amouthful, at least. It will help you rest.”

| put the flask to my lips and swallowed. It was as strong asfire. | gasped and felt awarm glow spread
through me. "Y ou, too,” | said, passing it back.

Hetook adrink, then stoppered the flask and stood up. "Call me when hewakes." For thefirst time
therewas a sort of diffidencein histone. "Y ou don't have to do thisaone, you know."

Brighid help me. | was suddenly overtaken by the most profound sadness. Arrogance, scorn, indifference
| could dedl with. Quiet competence wasjust fine. Arguing with him was amost enjoyable. It wasthe
unexpected words of kindness that threatened to shatter mein pieces. | must indeed be weary. | fell
adeep with avison of Sevenwaters before my eyes: dark, shadowy trees, dappled sunlight, the clear



waters of thelake. Tiny and perfect and oh, so far away.
Chapter Six

Wefdl into aroutine. We became used to each other. While | dept, Bran kept guard and tended to the
smith. When Bran dept, which was seldom, he made me stay insde; and | did as| wastold. Day
followed day, and we watched the fever grip the flesh from Evan's bones and dowly drain thelife from
hiseyes. It would have been easy for Bran to remind methat | had insisted on keeping this man dive long
enough to suffer alingering and painful deeth. It would have been easy for meto blame Bran for moving
the smith before he wasfit to travel. But we did not speak of these things. We did not speak much at al.
It hardly seemed necessary. He knew when | needed him and was there. | began to recognize the times
when he needed to be done, and | would retreat silently indoors or up to the pool to sit on the rocks and
will my mind to quiet. There were carven stonesthere, ancient, monumental dabs encrusted with creeping
lichens and shawled by soft ferns. That they were somehow guardians of the old truths that had their
center here, | wasin no doubt whatever, and | nodded to them with respect as| passed.

Our talk became different, asif there were no need any longer to play agame of strategy with our words.
Evan held on, and | dlowed mysdf adim hopethat all was not lost. There was abrief respite one night,
timefor thetwo of usto St outside, under the waxing moon and the arch of athousand stars, esting
rabbit baked in the cods with wild garlic, while the only sounds around us were thetiny rustling of night
creaturesin the undergrowth and the solitary hoot of a hunting owl. It was acompanionable silence. |
redized | had cometo trust this man, something | would never have believed possible.

"Give meyour honest opinion,” he said, when we had finished eating. "Has he any red chance?
"Hell survive until morning. I'm trying not to look too far ahead.”

"Youlearn quickly."

"Some things. It's another world out here. The old conventions don't seem to work anymore.”

"Tell me. Y ou seem to know agreat dedl about herbs and potions. What you used when you put him to
deep, when wetook off hisarm; it was powerful. Have you any |eft?!

| could not see hisface clearly in the shadows, but the eyes were watchful, intent.
"Some. Gull commented on it. He took one sniff and named dmost every ingredient. That surprised me."

"His mother was an herbalist, famousin her own country. There were those who called her awitch. That
led in time to persecution and death. Gull has been tried amost beyond endurance.”

| could not resist asking, "1 thought these men had no past?'

"They learn to put it behind them. To do the kind of work we do, aman must travel light. He must carry
neither memories nor hopes. To be what we are, you must think only of today's task."

"I knew Gull'sgtory."
"Hetold you?"

"The otherstold me. Each has histale. Not buried so very deep. Each has his hope. No man can be truly
without it."

"No?'



| decided it would be wise to pursue this no further.

"Haven't you ever been tempted,” he asked quietly, "when your patient isin pain and you know he cannot
survive? It would be easy, wouldn't it, to make the draft just alittle stronger? So instead of suffering
further, he smply sank into deep and never woke?'

| had been thinking the very same thoughts.

"One must be careful,” | said. "Meddling in such matters can be dangerous, and not just for the victim.
We each have our time to move on. The goddesswillsit. | would act thusonly if | believed she moved

"You follow the old faith?'

| nodded, reluctant to be drawn into talk of my family.
"Would you do it?" he asked me, "if he keeps getting worse?"
l

"Then | would be no different from you with your little knife, your convenient solution. | hedl, | do not
kill."

"Youwould, | think, if you had to."

"I would not wish to offend the goddess, nor would | take such a step unless | was sure that was what
Evan wanted. | suppose | cannot say what | would do unless | was faced with the choice.”

"Y ou may get the chanceto find out."
| did not reply.

"Didyou believe" hewent on after awhile, "that | would have doneit? Used this convenient solution for
yoursdlf because you werein my way?"

"At thetime, yes. | believed it was possible And—what | had heard of you seemed to support it.”
"I would never have done such athing."
"l know that now."

"Don't get mewrong. | am not soft. Conscience does not trouble me. | make decisions quickly and | do
not alow mysdlf to regret them. But | am no arbitrary destroyer of the innocent.”

"Then why did you—" It wastoo late to bite my words back.

"Why did | what?" The tone had suddenly become dangerous. He had trapped me with hiskindness.
"Nothing."

"Tdl me. What tle wasit you heard of me?”'

"|—" It was plain that silence was not going to be an option, and hewould know if | lied. "1 wastold of a
time, not so very long ago, when aparty of men, on their own land, were ambushed and dain while
bearing the bodies of their dead for burid. | heard that their leader was held and forced to watch his
friends die, one by one—for nothing, for nothing more than ademonsiration of skill. The description



he—thetalewastold in away that madeit clear you were responsible.”
"Uh-huh. Who told thistae? Where did you hear it?"

"Who was your father? Where were you born? Fair trade, remember?’
"Y ou know | will not tell you."

"Oneday youwill." There wasthe sudden cold again, asif awraith had passed by and touched me with
its breath. | did not know why | had said these words, but | knew they were the truth.

"Did you fed that?' asked Bran, in astrange voice. | stared at him. "Fed what?"
"A—achill, asudden draft. Maybe the weether is breaking.”

"Maybe." Thiswas getting ridiculous. Not only was | sharing his nightmares, but he was feding it when
the Sight touched me. It was most certainly time I went home.

"Hisnameis Eamonn,” he said dowly. "Eamonn of the Marshes, they call him. Hisfather had abad
reputation, and the son has done nothing to improve on that. My men picked you up in Littlefolds, didn't
they? Right on the border of this Eamonn'sland? What is he to you? Cousin? Brother? Sweetheart?

"None of these" | sammered, my heart pounding. | must not tell him who | was, must not leave my
family vulnerable. "Heisknown to me. | heard him tell thetde, that'sdl.”

"Where?'
"None of your business."

"Y ou would do well not to dly yourself with that man. Hiskind isthe most dangerous. Y ou do not cross
such aman and come out unscathed.”

"Y ou spesk of yourself, surdly, not of Eamonn.”

"Y ou spring quickly enough to his defense. I's he not the one who waits anxioudy for your return, as my
men o touchingly related?”

"Y our men have overactive imaginations, born of too little entertainment. Thereis no sweetheart waiting
for meat home. Only my family. That'stheway | chooseit.”

"That soundsimplausible.”
"It'sthetruth.”
We sat quiet for awhile. Herefilled my cup and hisown. | was starting to fedl drowsy.

"It was not arbitrary.” Bran spoke into the space between us. "Thekilling. It was no massacre of the
innocent. We are men. We do men'swork. Y ou might ask this Eamonn of yours how many he hasdain
in like fashion. We were well paid to do aswe did by an old and powerful enemy of his. Hisfather
wronged many in histime; the son continuesto pay the price. | did add alittle touch of my own; | heard
he was unimpressed.”

"To meit sounded like an act of mindless daughter. And the aftermath, the arrogant gesture of aman
who believes himsdf untouchable.”



Thiswas greeted with afrosty silence. | began to regret my words, true as they were. When he spoke
again histone had changed. Now it was congtrained, almost awkward.

"I hope you will take heed. Y ou should not trust this man Eamonn. Take him as your husband, your
lover, and hell suck you dry. Don't throw your saf away on him. | know hiskind. Such aman will give
you the fair words you want; hewill lull you into believing hi him. Such aman knows only how to take."

| gaped a him. "I cannot believethis Y ou, giving me advice on how to live my life? Besides, did | ever
say | wanted fair words?"

"All women want to be nattered,” he said dismissvely.

"Not true. All | have ever wanted is honesty. Words of affection, words of—of love, such sweet words
are meaninglessif spoken merely to gain an end. | would know, if aman lied to me on such amatter.”

"Y ou have much experiencein these things, | suppose.” Therewas no way to tdll if he were serious or
not, savethat | believed him incapable of humor.

"I would know. In my heart, | would know."

A day arrived when Evan could no longer keep anything at dl in his ssomach. Histhroat was crudly
swollen, hisfever replaced by a hollow-cheeked |ethargy that spelled the end for him. Without my herba
infusions his pain must have been acute; but he had aready moved one foot onto the find path, and being
astrong man, he suffered without complaint. There was no easy deep, made deeper by expert
assistance, from which to drift peacefully on into the next world. Not for him. He knew it wastime and
faced it open-eyed.

The day wore on dowly to afternoon, and it seemed to methe cool, dry air inside the old enclosure was
full of subtle whisperings and rustlings, asif some ancient forces beckoned the smith away.

"Tdl medraight,” Evan sad. "It'stheend for me, isnt it?'

| was gitting on the ground by him, holding his hand. "The goddess calls you. It may be your timeto move
on. You bear it bravely.”

"Been good. Been agood lass. Did your best."
" tried. I'm sorry it wasn't enough.”

"Oh, no. No, don't weep for me, lass .. . ." His breath rattled. "Dry those tears. Y ou've got time ahead of
you. Don't waste your sorrow on aplain man likeme."

That only made the tears flow faster, not just for the loss of agood man, but for my mother who wason
the same path, and for poor Niamh who had been denied her heart's desire, and for the world that made
it necessary for men to waste their best yearsliving alife of flight and conceslment and killing. I wept
because | did not know how to put it right. Evan was quiet for along time. Later he began to talk of his
woman, Biddy. Couple of boys, she had, another man's children. Finelads, the pair of 'em. Their father
had been a nasty piece of work, used to beat her black and blue. Hard life, sheld had. Well, the fellow
had died. Best not to tell exactly how. And she was his now, waiting for him to give dl this up and come
back to her. They'd move on someplace, him and Biddy and the lads, set up alittieforgein avillage,
perhapsin foreign parts. There was awayswork for a skilled man, and Biddy, shed turn her hand to
anything. He'd teach the lads the trade, give 'em afuture. Once or twice he spoke asif it were Biddy
there holding his hand, and | nodded and smiled back at him.



There was achance, later, to ask him that question, and | took it.
"Evan, | must speek to you plain, while you can understand me.”
"What isit, lass?"

"Thereisn't alot of timeleft. We both know that. You'rein pain, and it will get worse. | was—I was
going to offer you avery strong deeping draft, one that would see you through to the end. But you
wouldn't be able to takeit, not now. If you want—if you want to shorten this, | could ask Bran ... | could
ask thechief to ... to. .. ." | found, after dl, that these words were beyond me.

". .. know what | want. Call the chief in, tell you both .. . . save the breath.”

So | had to go outside and fetch Bran, after scrubbing my face with my hand in an attempt to erase the
tears. He was not far away, leaning his back againgt the stone wall of the ancient barrow, staring far off
into the distance, apparently deep in thought. His mouth was set inagrim line.

"Could—could you comeinside, please?'

He started asif | had struck him, then followed me without aword.

"Got acouple of thingsto ask. Sit down, Chief. Not much breath left. Got to talk quiet.”

"I'm here. Were both here.”

"Know what she asked me?' Therewas atiny, rattling ghost of a chuckle.

"l cantimagine.”

"Said would | like you to finish me off? Seeing as she can't do it herself. Would you believe that? What a
gr."

I

They were both looking at me, their expressionsidentica. Sweet Brighid, why couldn't | stop these tears
fromflowing?

"Don't want that. Glad of the offer though. Never easy. Want—want to be outside. Under the stars. Little
fire. Smell of pine cones burning, fed the night breeze on my face. Drop of strong drink, maybe, to keep
the chill out. Tell astory. A good long one. That'swhat | want.”

"| should think we can managethat." But it was at me Bran was looking, and there was that expression
agan, lessfleeting thistime. The gray eyes clear and true, the eyes of atrustworthy man. The mouth
softened by concern and by something else. | sensed this unmasked Bran was infinitely more dangerous
to me than the Painted Man could ever be.

"One morething," whispered Evan. "Chief, about my woman. Gull knows where my stuff's hidden. Need
to look after her and the lads. Been saving. Should be plenty. Gull knowswhere sheis.”

Bran nodded soberly. "Have no concerns on that score. | will make sure they are protected, and
provided for. There are plansin place.

A fant grin lightened the smith's gaunt, gray features, and he was looking at me. "Good man, the chief,"
he murmured.



"l know," | said.

Bran carried the smith outside with little apparent effort, despite Evan'sfar greater height and weight. |
fetched blankets, water, cloths. It was dusk at last, after an endless day. There wastime to settle Evan,
propped haf sitting against the rocks, his body wrapped as warmly as possible. We chose a spot where
he was well sheltered but till ableto fed the movement in the night air. There was a scent of rain; |
hoped it would not come down before morning. Bran made asmall fire, bordered by flat stones from the
stream, and then he disgppeared. Evan was silent now. The short move had taken most of hisremaining
grength.

| wondered what sort of tale was right for adying man'slast night in thisworld. A long one, held said,
long enough. | sat with my hands around my knees, staring into the flames of the smdl fire. A talewith
hopeinit. A talel could get through without weeping. Bran came back as silently as he had left, holding
something in the front of his shirt. He spilled the load on the ground. Pine cones. | collected one or two
and tossed them on thefire, with asilent word to the goddess. It was asmédll that held the promise of high
mountains, of snow, and great birdscirclingin apae sky.

"Chief." The voice was thready.

"I'm here." Bran settled on the smith's other side. This placed him somewhat closer to me than the three
or four paces demanded by the code.

"Thelass. Give me your promise. She'sto go safe home when thisisfinished. Promise, Chief."
Bran did not reply. He was staring into thefire.
"I meanit, lad." Faint asit was, the smith's voice demanded an answer.

" wonder what vaue can be placed on the promise of aman such asmysdlf. But | will give you my
word, Smith."

"Good. Tdl thetdenow, lass."

So while he sat there quietly, | began. | woveinto this story as much wonder and magic and enchantment
as| could. But | did not forget the ordinary things, the things that are wonderful in themselves, without
being in any way unusud. The hero of thistalefdl in love and married and held hisfirstborn son. He
knew the friendship and loyaty of comradesin arms. He journeyed through far-off lands and mysterious
seas, and he experienced the joy of homecoming. Mostly | looked at the flames as| talked, but
sometimes | watched Evan's blunt, honest features and his wide-open eyes gazing up at the stars. Once
or twice Bran took out the silver flask and put alittle of its contents on hisfingertip then touched it to the
smith'slips. But after awhile, he stoppered the flask and returned it to his pocket; and then he just sat
there listening. The tale went on. Some of the adventures | borrowed, and some | made up as | went
aong. The waxing moon rose and spread afaint light over us, and till | talked steedily on. The breeze
came up, with ascent of the seaiin it, and the night became chill. Bran got up and fetched his cost.

"Here," he said diffidently, and dropped it negtly around my shoulders. Another time, he brought mea
cup of water. It wasalong, long tale. | could have done with Sean or Niamh or Conor to help me withiit,
but there was nobody. Careful, | must not begin to weep again. The starswerelike bright jewelson a
cloak of deepest velvet. But you could never sew acloak so wondroudly lovely.

"There cameatime,” | said at last, "when the goddess called Eoghan back to her. For it wasthe
gppointed day for him to move on, to let his spirit free from thislife and send it forth into the next. When
she cdlsyou, thereisno refusing. Still, Eoghan thought of hiswife and his son who was il haf grown,



and he sat by the carven stones where he had heard this call and asked himsalf how could he leave them?
How would they manage without him? Who would chop the wood for hiswife? Who would teach his
son to hunt? Then the goddess sent her wisdom deep into his heart, and he understood. Y our wife will
grievefor you, but her love will keep her strong. She will sew her love into every gtitch of the gowns she
makes (for hiswife was aseamdiress). Y our son will learn hisfather's true self as he practices the craft
you taught him. Intime, he too will be aman, and hewill love and be happy and take forward in hislife
the questing heart, the eager will he learned at your knee, when you told of your adventures. Intime, your
spirit will be with them again, perhapsin agreat, spreading tree that shades the place where your
grandchildren play. Maybe in awide-winged eagle soaring aoft, watching as your dear one spreads her
linen on the hawthornsto dry and looks suddenly to the sky, shading her eyes againg the sunlight. You
will be there, and they will know. | am not crud. | take, and | give."

My fingers moved to Evan'swrigt, feding for the spot where the blood pulsed under the skin.
"He dill breathes” said Bran softly. "But bardly. | don't know if he can hear you.”

A long tale, Evan had said; that meant | had to keep going. Not much longer. My whole body felt stiff
and wretched; | was so tired | suspected | was talking nonsense.

"That same day Eoghan's son had been out checking on the sheep, and he chanced to come home by the
carven stones, for he liked to trace the strange shapes on them with hisfinger. A long spira, achain of
many curious links, agrinning wolfhound, asmall cryptic face. But when he cameto the place, there was
hisfather, lying at peace on the earth with his eyes open to the sky. The boy was not yet twelve years
old, but he was hisfather's son. So he crossed Eoghan's hands on his breast, and closed the sightless
eyes, and heran to the village and fetched two men and aboard. Only then did hego in quietly and
break the newsto his mother. And it was as the goddess had spoken. They grieved, but they went on
and built their lives. Eoghan'slove had made them strong. It had wrapped them like a shining cloak to
keep their heartswarm and their minds clear, and his passing only made it stronger. It remained dsoin
the spirits of histrue friends, who honored his memory in their brave deeds and their bold journeys of
discovery. Eoghan had moved on, through the Otherworld realmsto hisnext life. But what he had done,
and who he had been, that remained bright and true for many ayear after his passing. Such isthe legacy
of agood man."

There was arattling, ragping sound as Evan drew in a breath, and a gpasm went through his body. Bran
put an arm benesth his shoulders, lifting him dightly.

"Turn himthisway," | said. "Facethewest." It wastime. My tde had lasted just long enough. | stood up,
looking into the star-washed sky.

"Manannan mac Lir, son of the seal” | cdled with the last strength of my voice. "Take thisman on his
journey! He has worked long and hard and is ready to depart. Let him set saill now on hisvoyage, with
favorablewindsand fair sees.” | raised my arms, stretching them out toward thewest. A cloud moved
across the moon, and the leaves stirred around us. | thought, as the gust of wind passed acrossthe
opening on top of the barrow, there was afaint, deep vibration, amost too low to hear, like the note of
some giant ingtrument, like the ancient voice of the earth itself. My hands made asign of protectionin the
darkness. Dana watch over us. The goddess guide our step.

Beside me, Bran was |owering the smith back to the blanket. | had no need to ask, it was over. Today
was over. | would not think about tomorrow. My back ached, and my head was stuffy with unshed tears;
and | wasso weary | did not think | could move from where | stood, still gazing westward but seeing
nothing. What | needed wasimpossible. At home there would have been someone near to put loving
arms around me, to say, dl right, Liadan, it'sfinished now. Y ou've done wdll. Cry if you want to. Here



there was nobody, only him. And that was unthinkable.

| forced myself to move. Evan lay tranquil, arms by his sides, his eyes closed. Perhaps the spirit was not
quitefled, but it would be gone by dawn. | knelt by him and bent to brush my lipsagaingt his, to touch his
cheek and marvel at the deep expression of peace that now spread across his exhausted face.

"Farewell," | whispered. "Y ou died bravely, asyou lived. Rest now."

When | got to my feet again, my legsfdt likejelly and the stars were whedling across the sky. Bran
moved swiftly to grab my aimsbefore | fell.

"Y ou must rest. Go back indde. Takethe lantern. I'll watch over him. Time enough in the morning for
what needsto be done.”

| shook my head. "No. I'm not going in there. Not by mysdlf." My voice sounded odd, distant.

"Liedown here." A firm hand guided meto thefar side of thefire. Then | waslying on ablanket and the
coat settled over me.

"l don't—you must wake me when—"
"Ssh. Get somedeep. I'll wakeyouintime.”
Too tired to weep, too tired to think, | did as| wastold and dept.

| did not want to cry anymore. Instead | felt hollow, empty, asif al the meaning had been sucked out of
me and | was drifting, light as a skeleton ledf, a the mercy of the four winds. | was drained of tears. My
brief deep had been visited by dreams of strange intensity, which | could not have recounted clearly. |
remembered stlanding on the edge of adliff so high that al you could see below was aswirling mist, and a
voice sgying to me, Jump. You know you can change things. Do it; jump. | wasrelieved to wake,
soon after dawn, and occupy mysalf with washing the smith's body with clean water in which | had
floated afew leaves of the cregping pennyroyal that grew abundantly by the stream. The scent was fresh
and sweet. | worked quickly but with respect. Soon the body would begin to stiffen. We should move
him before then. Bran was down the hill, busy with ashovd. | did not ask him where he had found it or
what he was doing. | was discovering, now that my task was amost over and | had time to look around
me, that things outside were not quite as | had imagined. For ahorse had startled me by stepping quietly
out from between the bushes and whickering gently at me as| kndlt there. She was a stocky, long-maned
creature, her coat adedlicate gray. She wore arudimentary bridle, but was untethered. | assumed shewas
Bran'sand well disciplined not to wander. It might, therefore, be possibleto leave here.

The sun rose, but there was a sharp breeze and an increasing heaviness of clouds. | could smell the sea. |
thought it would rain before nightfall. Maybe | would be gone by then. | finished the job and tidied up,
and then | caled Bran.

"We should do it now." It would have been better to wait, to be quite sure. Three days after the last
breath, it could take, for the pirit to depart. Another man might have lain in peace in some dim chamber,
with candles around him, while friends and kinsfolk made their farewells. But this man must be buried
now whilewe gill could do it; and his grave would be unmarked. The Painted Man would leave no
tracks behind him.

Welad Evan down with his head to the north. The grave had been efficiently prepared, the pile of ol
ready to be replaced, the length and depth perfectly caculated. | glanced a my companion. His features
were quite cam, if rather pale. | supposed this meant little to him. He was good at it because he had



doneit so many times before. What was the loss of one more man when your life was one long dice with
desth?

The sun touched Evan's worn features with gold. Around us the bushes stirred and rustled.
"If you don't object, | would like to do this properly. If you don't mind."

Bran nodded, tight-lipped. | circled around the grave, walking dowly, then stopping to face the east,
fedling the touch of the breeze on my skin.

"Beingsof air, we honor your presence. This man's spirit fliesforth from his body and journeys through
your realm on hisway to the Otherworld. Bear him aoft with your wings; shelter him and speed him on
hisflight, straight and true as an arrow.”

| moved to the other side, to face the west. Dappled shadow spread across the ground. A solitary drop
of rain fell, making adark circle on the earth.

"Creatures of the deep, Manannan'sfolk, you who abide in the dark, mysterious waters, be with us now.
Bear this man on hisjourney like astrong, sound vessdl of oak, which bressts the waves with pride and
grength. For such aonehewasin life.”

Now | moved again, to look northward, back up the hill toward the huge, turf-covered barrow.

"Y ou who dwell in the earth, whose secret songs vibrate deep in her memory, you who are closeto the
beating heart of our great mother, hear me now. Take the broken shell of agood man and useit well. In
death, may he nourish life. May he be part of the old and the new that twine together in this place of deep

mydery."
Almost done. | walked to the head of the grave, so | was standing next to Bran, facing the south.

"Last | call upon you, bright salamanders, spirits of fire! Arise and shine forth, and take back one of your
own. For this man was a great smith, the best this side of Gaul and beyond, so they said. Histrade was
with fireand he used it skillfully, respecting its power. With heat he forged wespon and tool, he labored
and sweated and bent the iron to hiswill. Spark to spark, flameto flame, let his spirit soar to the ky as
the heat risesfrom agreat conflagration.”

Up thehill, our own littlefire till burned. Y ou could smell it now, the smoke borne by gusting, contrary
breezes. Y ou could catch the scent of the powder | had strewn on the cods, avery smal amount, but
pungent and pure. The roots of wolfbane and chervil, ground fine as dust, stored in the depths of my bag
for just such ause. | had never had to do this before, and | hoped fervently | would never have the need

again.

We stood silent for amoment, and then | scooped up a handful of soil and dropped it into the grave. |
found, after all, that | did have more tearsto shed, but | held them back and made mysdlf wait there while
Bran used the shovel to finish the job. It was quick and neet. Level the soil. Spread the lesf litter on top,
afdlen branch or two. It was asif nobody had been there, no creature save a scampering squirrel or
foraging woodmouse. The body would go back to clay. The spirit was flown. | had done what | could to

Speed itsjourney.

Now it was over, and | could no longer avoid asking the question. | could no longer go on living today
and pretending tomorrow did not matter. | would haveto talk to him. | would have to ask him what came
next for the two of us?

But neither of uswastaking. We returned to thefire, and | tidied up my things, and he prepared some



sort of medl, | cannot remember what it was; and we sat there and ate it in complete silence. Then he
took the silver flask out of his pocket, uncorked it, and drank. He passed it to me, and | took a mouthful.
It was strong stuff. | felt dightly better. The fire was down to codls, but the sharp scent of wolfbane till
lingered. | passed the flask back. We did not look at one another. Neither of us spoke. Maybe each of
uswas waiting for the other to begin. Time passed; the sun moved across to the west, and the clouds
built. The air was heavy with moisture. Home, | thought vaguedly. | must go home. | haveto ask him. But |
did not ask. There was asadness on me, afedling of being cut adrift, of being set suddenly on an
unknown path in an unmapped land. So ingtead of thinking it through, | sat there quietly, accepting the
flask when it was offered, handing it back so he could share. And after awhile it was empty, and sill we
had said nothing &t al. My head was hazy; my thoughts drifted. How could you live without human
touch? Waan't that the first thing you knew when you came into the world and they laid you on your
mother's belly? Her hand would come across and stroke your back, and cup your head, and she would
amilethrough tears of exhaustion and wonderment. That touch of love would be the very firgt thing for
you. Later shewould hold you in her arams and sing to you. Something Smple, something very old,
like—how did it go? Therewas alullaby, atiny fragment of song in alanguage so old that nobody
remembered what the words meant. | hummed it softly under my breath. My mother had sung this song
to me and Sean 0 often it was lodged deep insde us. Here in this place of ancient spirits, the song felt
right. As| sang, the rising wind passed over the great mound with its hidden opening, and | heard that
faint, deegp tone again, coming and going asif it were part of my song, asif my words came from the
depths of the earth itself. Jump, said the voice. Jump now. A tear rolled down my cheek, or wasit a
drop of rain?If | wasweeping, | did not understand why. The song ended, but the deep voice of the
wind cried on and the clouds gathered. | glanced at Bran, ready to suggest amovein search of shelter.
The strange, gray horse had aready retreated under the trees.

Bran was adeegp. Not surprising, for he had not had the benefit of the brief rest | had enjoyed before
dawn. He was an incongruous sight, the fiercely marked skin, the studded lesther belt, and the wegpon at
hisside at oddswith his posture, knees drawn up, head resting on one arm, the other fist againgt his
mouth. Seeping thus, he seemed as vulnerable asasmdl child. There were degp shadows under his
eyes. Even such aman as he could not go without deep for so long and not be marked by it. | got up
quietly and fetched the coat, and | laid it carefully over him. | did not want to risk waking him, for | knew
he would not gppreciate being seen like this, with al his safeguards down. The best thing would be to
leave him done. The best thing, in fact, would be to take the horse and a sharp knife and leave him
altogether. Go home. Head south and make for Sevenwaters. | could reach the road before dusk if |
rode quickly.

But | did not go. At least, | went only far enough to give him his privacy. | wrapped ablanket around
myself, againgt the likelihood of rain, and | took the lantern for later, and | went up to the other end of the
mound, by the pool, and settled mysalf on the smooth rocks as the sky darkened and changed to the
violet of early dusk. Still the clouds passed overhead, metal-dark, edged with rose. In the distance
thunder rolled. Coward, | said to mysdlf. Why didn't you go while you could? Y ou want to go home,
don't you? Then why not grab the opportunity? Fool. But under these words, there was a strange sort of
cam, thefeding that comes when you step into the unknown, when everything has changed and you are
waiting to make sense of it.

| sat therealong time. It grew dark, save for the smdll circle of lantern light mirrored in the black water.
A few fat drops of rain splashed on therocks. Timeto moveinside, | thought. But | could not doit.
Something held me, something called meto stay where |l was, among the strange, carved stones that
lifted their heads above the ferns and bracken, here where the voice of the earth called to me on the
wind. Perhaps | would wait here al night. Perhaps | would stay herein the dark, and in the morning there
would be one more curious, patterned stone, and Liadan would begone. . . .



It was cold. The storm was close. At home, my mother would be resting, and Father would be sitting by
the bed, maybe working on hisfarm records by candidight, dipping his quill carefully intheink pot,
glancing a Sorchaas shelay therelike alittle shadow, her hands small and fragile, whiter than thelinen
coverlet. My father would not weep, not so that you could see. He buried his pain degp inside him. Only
those closest to him knew how it shredded his heart. | stood up, wrapping my arms around myself.
Home. | had to go home. They needed me. | needed them. There was nothing for me here; | was stupid
even to think that—that—

"Liadan." Bran's voice was quite soft. | turned around dowly. He was very close, not two paces away. It
wasthefirg timel had heard him use my name. "I thought you were gone," he said.

| shook my head, sniffing.

"Yourecrying,” hesaid. "You did your best. Nobody can do more than that.”
"l—I should not have ... 1 ..."

"It was agood death. Y ou made it so. Now you can—now you can go home."
| stood there looking at him, unable to speak.

Hetook adeep breath. "1 wish—I wish | could dry thesetears," he said awkwardly. "1 wish | could
make this better for you. But | don't know how."

| cannot say what it was that made me take that one step forward. Maybe it was the hesitation in his
voice. | knew what it cost him to let himsalf speak thus. Maybe it was the memory of how he had |ooked
ashedept. | just knew, overwhemingly, that if | did not touch him | would shatter in pieces. Jump, cried
thewind. Jump over . | shut my eyes and moved toward him, and my armswent around hiswaist, and |
rested my head againgt his chest and let my tearsflow. There, said the voice deep insde me. See how
easy it was? Bran went very Hill; and then his arms came around me quite cautioudy, asif he had never
donethis before and was not at al sure how one went about it. We stood there awhile, and the feding
was good, so good, like ahomecoming after long troubles. Until | felt thistouch, | did not know how
much | had longed for it. Until | held him, | did not realize he wasjust the right height to put hisarms
comfortably around my shoulders, for meto rest my brow in the hollow of his neck, where the blood
pulsed under the skin—a perfect fit.

| could not say at what point this embrace, which began as one of smple comfort, turned into something
quite different. | could not say what camefirg, hislips moving to touch my eydid, my temple, thetip of
my nose, the corner of my mouth; my hands twining up around his neck, my fingersdipping indde his
shirt to move against the smooth skin. Both of us recognized the moment of danger. Once hislips
brushed across mine, it was not possible to keep our mouths apart; and this kiss was no chaste symbol of
friendship, but a desperate, hungry meeting of lips and teeth and tongues that |eft us shaking and
breethless.

"We can't do this" muttered Bran, as his hand moved over the swell of my breast through the old shirt.

"Indeed not," | whispered as my fingerstraced the spirals and swirlsthat covered the right sde of his
smoothly shaven head. "We should ... we should forget thisever happened . . .and . . ."

"Ssh," he bresthed against my cheek, and his hands moved farther down my body, and the moment of
drawing back waslogt forever. Need flared between us as violent and sudden and unstoppable asa
great wildfire that consumes dl inits path, afierce coming together that was both joyous and terrifying in
its power. It began to rain heavily, and the rocks where we lay locked in each other'sarmsran with



water, and we were soaked through; but we barely noticed it as hand explored soft skin, and lips tasted
secret places, and we moved together asif we wereindeed two halves of the one whole, made complete
again. Asl took himinsde me, | felt asharp throb of pain; and | must have made some sound, for he
asked, "What isit? What'swrong?' | stopped hiswords with my fingers. Then pain wasforgotten as|
felt mysdf turn to liquid gold under histouch, and | wrapped my arms around hisbody, held himto me as
tightly as| could. | thought | would never let go, never. But | did not say it dloud. Thisman had never
learned tenderness. He had never been taught how to love. As he had said, he knew no fair words. But
his hands and hislips and his hard body spoke sweetly enough for him. As herolled to hold me above
him, | looked into hiseyesin the light of the guttering lantern and the mixture of astonishment and longing
there nearly broke my heart. | stretched out over him, touching my lipsto his body, and found from
somewhere deep insde me arhythm, like astrong, dow drumbegt, that moved me against him, the
clenching and loosening of muscles, the touching and letting go, the fierce building sweetness—hblessed
Brighid, when it came it was nothing like I'd imagined. He cried out and pulled me down toward him, and
| gagped with the hest that flooded my body. | felt the vibration deep within me, and knew that things
could never, never bethe same again. They tell of thisin tales, thetales of great loverswho are parted,
and long for each other, and at length find joy together. But no tale matched up to this. Afterward, we lay
gtill in each other'sarms, and neither of us could find aword to say.

Sometime later, we got up and went inside, and by the lantern light we took off each other'swet clothes
and dried each other, and hetold me, rather hdtingly, that | wasthe loveliest thing he had ever seen. For
alittlewhile! let mysdlf believeit. He knelt before me, wiping the rain from my body. And he said,
"You're bleeding. What isit?I've hurt you."

| concealed my surprise. "That's nothing,” | said. "It's quite usua thefirgt time. So I've heard.”

Hedid not reply, smply looked at me; and | thought, thisis adifferent man, quite different from the man
who threstened and insulted me. Still it is the same man. He brushed my cheek with hisfingersvery
softly. Hiswords, when they came, were hesitant. "I don't know what to say to you.”

"Then don't say anything,” | told him. "Just put your arms around me. Just touch me. That's enough.”

And | did what | had long wanted to do. | began at the top of his head, where the intricate markings of
his body began, and | traced the edge with my fingers, dowly, down the high bridge of hisnose, across
the center of his severe mouth, down chin and neck and well-muscled chest. Then | touched my lipsto
his skin, and followed the line downward. This pattern did indeed cover him entirely, on dl theright sde
of hisbody. It wasindeed awork of art; not just the finely detailed drawing, but the man whose identity it
had become. He was not too tal, nor too short; he was broad in the shoulder and lean with it; and his
body was hardened with thelife heled; but till, the skin of the left Sdewasfair and young.

"Stop it, Liadan,” he said unevenly. "Don't—don't do that, not unless—"

"Not unlesswhat?'

"Not unlessyou want meto take you again,” he said, lifting me up very gently.
"That would be—quite acceptable,” | answered. "Unless you have had enough?'

Helet out his breath and put hisarms around me, and | felt the rapid beat of his heart against me.
"Never," hesad fiercdy, hislipsagaing my hair. "1 could never have enough of you." Then we lay down
again together, and thistime we were dow and careful and it was different, but just as swest, aswe
touched and tasted and |earned each other.

We did not deep much that night. Perhaps each of us knew that time was passing dl too quickly; that



when dawn broke, tomorrow would be today, and choices would have to be made, and the unthinkable
faced. Who would squander such a precious night in degp? So we touched and whispered and moved
together in the darkness. My heart was so full it threatened to spill over, and | thought: Thisfeding | will
keep dways, no matter what happens. Evenif... even when . . . Toward daybreak he did fall adeep, with
his head on my breast; and once in hisdreams he cried out words | could not distinguish, and moved his
amyviolently asif pushing something away.

"Hush," | said, my heart thumping. "Hush, Bran. I'm here. Youre safe. It'sdl right.” | hdd himinthe
circleof my amsas| stared up at the arch of the high roof and watched the dow brightening of the light
through the narrow space there. Let it not be dawn yet, | pleaded slently. Please, not yet. But therain
was gone, and the sun wasrising, and the song of woodland birds began to flute through the crisp air.
And at last | could pretend no longer that this dark, secret space that held the two of uswas real and that
other place the dream.

In silence we rose and dressed, and | folded blankets while he went out and tended to the horse and
searched for dry wood. What could be said? Who would dare to begin? When the fire was made and
water heating over it, we did not Sit on opposite sides as we had always done before but close by each
other, bodies touching, hands clasped fast. The light brightened around us. There were no signposts here,
no landmarks. We were adrift in this place together.

"You sad, afar trade" Bran managed findly, sounding asif he had to drag the words out. " Question for
question, maybe?"

"That depends. Who asksthe first question?”

Hetouched hislipsto my cheek, very lightly. "Y ou do, Liadan."

| took adeep breath. "Will you tell me your name now? Thered one? Would you trust me with that?'
" am content with the name you chose for me."

"That's no answer."

"What if | told you the name | was given isforgotten?' His hand grew tensein mine. "That | cameto
believe my name was wretch, scum, cur, filth, that | heard these names so long | could remember no
other? A nameispride; it isaplace. A worthless creature has no name but acurse.”

| could hardly speak. "Isthiswhy you.. . . canyou tell mewhenyou . . ." My fingers moved softly against
theinsde of hiswrist, where there was atiny break in the intricate pattern. A plain space, anest ovd,;
and in the center, asmdl design of an insect, abee| thought it was. Simply done, but perfect in every
detall, findy veined wings, ddlicate legs, fat, neatly striped body. It was the only place on him where such
aclear picture was made.

"Y ou understand dmost too well," he said grimly. "I bore those cursesalong time. When | was nine
yearsold | determined | was aman, and I— broke away from that life. Moved on. From that time | have
made my ownway. This" and he touched the little insect, "was the beginning. | had heard of acraftsman
who did such work for aprice. He told me | was too young, too small for what | asked him. But all that |
had was this body, these hands. The past was gone; I'd erased it. The future was unimaginable. | needed
... well, helistened to me and he told me, come back when you arefifteen years old and grown. Then |
will do asyou ask. But | ingsted, and in the end he said, very well, one little pattern now, the rest when
you areaman. | anaman, | said. At least he did not laugh at me. And he made this, very small asyou
see, but it was adart. Therest came later and over along time.”



"Did you choose this pattern? This—small creature?”
He nodded.
"Why this?'

"Y ou've had four questions," he said, with atrace of asmile. "|—I am not sure. Perhaps | remembered it
from somewhere. | cannot tdll you."

He got up and busied himsdlf with the fire. There was food: little wild plums, crisp and sour; hard breed
that could be chewed if you dipped it in acup of hot water. Suitable rationsfor atraveling man.

"My turn," he said. | nodded, expecting that he would ask who | was and where | came from. | would
haveto tell him. | would haveto trust him.

"Why me?' he asked, staring into the distance. "Why me, of dl the men you could have chosen, to be the
first; why take a—why choose an outcast, a man whose every action you despise? Why throw yoursdlf
away on—on guitter scum?’

The slence drew out, as birds busied themsdves in the trees around us.

"You must answer," hesaid severdly. "l will know if you lieto me." He was not touching me now but sat
dightly apart, arms around his knees, his expression forbidding. How could | answer? Didn't he know?
Couldn't hetell the answer from the way | touched him, from theway | looked at him?Who could put
such fedingsinto words?

"l—I did not intend it to happen thisway," | said faintly. "But—I had no choice.”

"You did thisout of pity?Y ou gave yourself, thinking to change me, perhaps, to remake mein aform
more acceptable to you? The ultimate act of heding?'

"Stop it!" | exclamed violently, jJumping to my feet. "How can you say that? How can you think that after
lagt night? | have not lied to you, not in my words nor in my actions. | chose you willingly, knowing what
you are and what you do. | want no other. | will have no other. Can't you see that? Can't you understand
thet?'

When | turned back toward him, he had both hands over hisface.

"Bran?' | said softly after awhile, and | knelt in front of him and lifted his hands awvay. No wonder he had
shidded his eyes, for they were stripped of any armor now and their clear, gray depths held hope and
terror in equa parts.

"Do you believeme?" | asked him.

"You'veno reasonto lieto me. But | did not think ... | could not believe. . . Stay with me, Liadan." His
hands tightened around mine and there was a sudden violence in histone that made my heart thump.

"That's not the most practical suggestion I've heard you make," | said shakily.

Bran drew a deep breath, and when he spoke again it was with extreme diffidence, his voice under tight
control. "Thisisno life for awoman, | know that. | would not expect that. But | am not without
resources. | haveaplace; | think you would likeit. | could provide for you." Hewould not meet my eyes
ashesadthis.

"l can't,” | said bluntly. "I must go hometo Sevenwaters. My mother isvery sick, she haslittle time lft.



They need me. At least until Beltaine, | must remain there. After that, there may be choices.”
| knew, theingtant | said this, that something had goneterribly wrong.

Hisface changed as abruptly asif amummer's mask had been dipped over it, and he unclasped his
hands from mine quite dowly and carefully. He was again the Painted Man. But his voice was dark with
shock and pain.

"What did. you say?"

"l ... 1 said | must go home now. | am needed. . . . Bran, what isit? What'swrong?' My heart was
hammering. His eyeswere so cold, remote asastranger's.

"Hometo Sevenwaters. That waswhat you said, wasn't it?"

"Y-Yes. That isthe name of my home. | am adaughter of that household.”

Hiseyes narrowed. "Y our father—your father'snameisLiam? Lord of Sevenwaters?'
"You know him?'

"Answer the question.”

"Liamismy uncle. My father's nameis lubdan. B-But my brother is heir to Sevenwaters. We are dl of
thesamefamily.”

"Y ou'd better tell me straight. This man—Iubdan. Liam's brother? Cousin?'

"What does that matter? Why are you so angry with me? Surely nothing has changed, surdy—"
"Don't put your hand on me. Answer the question. This man lubdan, has he another name?”
"es"

"Curseyou, Liadan, tel mel"

My whole body was cold. "That isthe only name he bears now. The name was chosen for itslikenessto
the name he had once, before he wed my mother. His name was Hugh."

"A Briton. Hugh of Harrowfield." He spoke thisname asif its owner were the lowest form of life
imagineble.

"Heismy father."
"And your mother is—is—"

"Her nameis Sorcha." Through my shock, | was starting to fed thefirst spark of anger. "Liam'ssigter. |
am proud to be their daughter, Bran. They are good people. Fine people.”

"Hah!" That explosion of scorn again. He got abruptly to hisfeet, sriding away to stand staring out
toward the trees. When he began to spesk again, it was softly; and it was not to me he was talking.

". .. thiswas never for you, bitch'swhelp . . . weak, you are, piss-weak, fit to

live only in the darkness. . . how could you believe for an instant. . .go back to your box, cur . .
*>



"Bran,"—I spoke asfirmly as| could, despite my thudding heart— "what isthis? 1 am till the same
woman you held in your arms at daybreak. Y ou must tell me what'swrong."

"Shetaught you well, didn't she?' he said, with hisback to me. ™Y our mother. How to turn aman from
his path and weaken his resolve and twist him to your will? She was expert at that."

| was speechless.

"When you go home, tell her | am not as weak as he was, the estimable Hugh of Harrowfidld. | see
through your tricks; | know your performance for what it is. That | ever believed—that | wasfool enough
to trus—that was indeed stupid. | will not make such an error again.”

Therewas no way | could make sense of hiswords.
"My mother never—if you knew her, you would redize—"

"Oh, no, that won't do," he said, turning back toward me. " That woman and the man she bewitched, they
made methis creature you see here: the man without a conscience, the man with no name, who has no
taents save for killing, who has no identity but the one graven on hisskin. They took from me my family
and my birthright; they took my name. Maybe they told you different. But she stole your father avay
from hisrightful place. He abandoned his duty to follow her. Because of that | lost everything. Because of
them, | ... | am indeed worthless, scum of the earth.”

"But_"

"Theirony of it. Y ou would think someone out there played a game with us. How could it be by chance
that the one woman |—that the woman who brought me so close to forgetting—that you should be her
daughter. That cannot be random. Thisis my punishment, my doom for daring to believe there could be a
future”

n Br.aﬂ n

"Hold your tongue! Don't use that name! Pack your things and go; | don't want you here one instant
longer.”

A cold stonein the heart. That was how it felt. There wasn't much to pack. When it was done, | went
down the hill and stood for amoment by Evan'sgrave. | could barely tell where the earth had been
disturbed. It would not be long before every sign was gone.

"Farewdl, friend," | whispered.

Bran had brought the horse out, and now she wore a blanket saddle, neatly strapped in place. He had
tied my smal bag behind this. A water bottle. His coat, rolled up and fastened with alength of rope. That
wasalittle odd.

"Shewill carry you safely home," he said. ™Y ou need not trouble yoursdlf to return her. Cal it—payment
for services rendered.”

| felt the blood drain from my face. | lifted my hand and struck him hard across the cheek, and watched
asared mark stained the clear skin. He made no attempt to avoid the blow.

"You'd better go," he said coolly. "Make for the east; the road goes through that way, then south to
Littlefolds. It'snot so very far."



Then his hands came around my waist, and he lifted me into the saddle; but one hand il lay againgt my
thigh asif he could not quite let go.

"Liadan," he sad, garing intently at the ground.
"Yes" | whispered.

"Don't wed that man Eamonn. Tl him, if he takes you, he'sadead man." Histonewasintense. It wasa
VOW.

"But_"

Then he dapped the horse on the rump, and, obedient beast that she was, she headed off at a sharp
canter. And before | could form the words for good-bye, he waslost from sight, and it wastoo late.

There was no point in being angry. Thiswas over. | would never see the Painted Man again. It wastime
to go home; and before it was dark of the moon again, al thiswould be fading into memory like some
fantastic dream. | whispered thisto the sturdy gray mare as she made her steady way eastward under the
trees, and by lonely brooks and il tarns, and carefully between the rocks toward the road. | had no
need to direct her steps; she seemed to know her way.

When the sun was high in the sky, we rested by a stream. She drank and cropped the grass. | unfastened
my pack and discovered hard cheese and dry bread wrapped in a cloth. For aman who could not wait
to seethe last of me, he had been surprisingly thorough. | supposed he smply followed the
well-practiced pattern of hasty departures, of decisions taken on the run. That was hislife. It dedt him
one blow after another, and he took them and moved on. | tried very hard not to think of him. Home.
That waswhere | mugt direct my thoughts. Sometime, when | was far enough away, | must usethe
power of the mind to send amessage to my brother Sean, so he could ride out to meet me. Not yet, |
thought. Do thistoo early, and | risked drawing the forces of Sevenwaters down on Bran and hismen. |
had fdt it from timeto time in the encampment, atug at the thoughts, an intrusion in the mind, my brother
cdlingdlently, Liadan! Liadan, where are you'?But | had shut mysdlf off from him. If anyonewereto
betray the band of the Painted Man and destroy their fellowship, it would not be me,

We moved on. | was growing weary. There had been little deep; and despite mysdlf | heard, over and
over, thewords of that morning in my head. Don't put your hand on me. | don't want you here one
instant longer. Call it payment for services rendered. | told mysdf not to be foolish. What had |
expected? That | could change hislife forever as he had changed mine?

| set my thoughts ahead, to home and to my return. What could | tell my family? Not where | had been;
nothing of the outlaws who had sought my help, and who had, againgt dl odds, become my friends.
Certainly, nothing of the man to whom | had so rashly given myself. Had | not repeated my sister's error?
It followed, then, that if the truth were known | could expect no better trestment than poor Niamh had
been given: ahasty marriage and prompt banishment, away from family and friends, away from the forest.
A shiver ran through me. Sevenwaters was my home; its dark lovelinesswaslodged in my very spirit. But
| had changed things; | had lain with the Painted Man; and no matter how cruel hiswords of reection,

he, too, was now a part of me. | wanted to tell the truth; | wanted to ask my father what dark secret of
the past had led to this man's bitter hatred of me and mine. If | did not tell, | would never know why Bran
had sent me away. And yet, | could not tell.

There were hoofbests alongside me, to left and to right. Little, trotting hoofbests; a prancing, ddicate
gait. My horse shivered, twitching her ears nervoudy. | glanced around. There was nobody there.
Afternoon shadows trembled in the summer breeze. | thought | heard afaint tinkle of laughter. And il
the accompanying footsteps, as of unseen creatures by my side. My heart thumping, | reined in the mare



and waited, slent. The sound ceased.

"All right,” | said ascamly as| could, trying to remember everything lubdan had taught me about
sdf-defense. "Where are you? Who are you? Come out and show yourselves!" And | took thelittle
dagger my father had given mefrom my belt and held it ready, for what | did not know.

There was a short pause.

"Y ou won't be needing that. Not yet." On my right sat aman on ahorse. An amost-man on an
amogst-horse. He had not materidized in an ingant; it was more asif he had been there dl dong, but |
had been unable to see him until he wished to be seen. His hair was the same improbable shade as his
mount, bright poppy-red, and his garments were many hued, changeable as a sunset. He was extremely
tal.

"Keegpriding," advised avoice from my other sde, and my mare moved forward without guidance. "It'sa
long way back to the forest." The woman who spoke was black-haired, blue-cloaked, palely beautiful. |
had sometimes wondered if | would ever see them as my mother had: the Lady of the Forest and the
flame-haired lord who was her consort. | swallowed and found my voice.

"Wh-what isit you want of me?"' | said, still staring in wonder at their tal, stately forms and the fragile
not-horsesthat they rode.

"Obedience," said thelord, turning histoo-bright eyes on me. Looking a him waslike gazing into the
heart of agrest fire. Stare too long and you would be burned.

"Common sense,” said the ladly.

"I'm on my way home." | could not imagine how anything | did could interest such grand folk Inthe
dightest. "I have agood horse to take me, and warm clothes, and aweapon | know how to use. In the
morning | will send for my brother. Is not that common sense?!

The lord roared with laughter, a sound so full throated the very ground shook withiit. | felt the shudder
through thelittle gray horse's body, but she went gamely forward.

"It'snot enough." The lady's voice was softer, but very serious. "We want a promise from you, Liadan.”

| did not like the sound of that. A promise made to the Fair Folk was a promise that must be kept, if one
had any sense whatever. The consequences of breaking such avow were unthinkable. Thesefolk

possessed power beyond imagining. It wasin al thetales.
"What promise?’

"The very fate of Sevenwaters, and of the Idands, may bein your own hands," said the bright-haired
man.

"The very future of your kind, and of our kind, may depend on you," agreed the lady.
"What can you mean?' Perhaps | sounded alittle churlish. It had been along day.

The lady sighed. "We hoped to see, in the children of Sevenwaters, one who might combine the strength
and patience of your father with the rare talents of your mother. Onewho might at last fulfill our long
quest. Y ou have disappointed us. It seemsyou are a coarser kind, understanding little beyond the lusts of
theflesh. Y our sister was enticed to lose her way; your own choice was most unwise. Y ou should not
have listened to the voices™



"Voices?'
"The voices of the earth, therein the Old Place. Y ou should not have heeded them."

| was trembling, poised between fear and anger. "Forgive me," | said, "but were not they voices of Fair
Folk such asyoursdf?'

She shook her head, brows raised in disbelief at my ignorance. "An older kind. Primitive. We banished
them, but till they linger. They will lead you agtray, Liadan. Indeed, they have done. Y ou must not heed
their blandishments.”

| scowled. "'I'm capable of making my own choices without need for any—blandishments, asyou put it. |
don't regret anything | have done. Anyway, what about the prophecy? Won't that come true some day?
Although you dismiss me and my sigter, thereis another child, my brother Sean. A fine young man who
never set afoot wrong. Why don't you just ignore me and let me get on with my life?'

"Oh no, | don't think we can do that—not now."
"What do you mean, not now?'

"Prophecies don't smply come about of themselves, you know. They need alittle helping dong.” The
lord wore ady expression as he glanced at me sdeways with his glowing eyes. "We hoped for children.
I'll tell you onething. We weren't expecting you."

| thought of my mother'swords, about how | had come asa surpriseto al of them, the unexpected twin.
How it gave me the power to change things.

"I haveaquestion,” | said.
They waited.

"Why did you lead meto discover my sister and—and her lover, in the woods? They sent her away, and
she was hitterly unhappy. Ciaran, too. It made the family blame each other and turned everything to
sorrow. Why would you do such athing?'

There was a sllence. Helooked at her, and shelooked at him.

"Theold evil isawake," said the lady eventudly, and there was ashadow in her voice. "We must use
what strength we have to stop it. What we did

wasfor the best. What your sister wanted could not be. These men and women, they are unimportant
with their petty woes and grievances. They serve their purpose, that isal. Only the child isimportant.”

"Theold evil?" | asked through gritted teeth. Perhaps she did not realize how angry her words had made
me, with their callous disregard for the suffering of my own kind.

"Itisreturned,” she said solemnly, her deep blue eyesintent on my face. "Wethought it defeated; we
werewrong. Now all of usface the end; we are squeezed tighter and tighter; and without the child, we
will not overcomethis. Y ou must return home, Liadan, straightaway. Thisdalianceisover.”

"I know that," | said, annoyed to find tears pricking my eyes. "I told you, I'm going now."

Thelord cleared histhroat. "There are two young men who lust for you: the one you leave, and the one



to whom you return. Neither is suitable. Y ou show regrettable taste in your choice of amate. Still, there
isno need for you to wed. Forget them both. Return to the forest and stay there.”

| gaped a him. "It would hep if you explained alittle. What evil? What end?”

"Y our kind cannot undergtand,” he said dismissvely. "Y our scopeisvery limited. You must learnto
disregard the tirrings of the flesh and the achings of the heart. These are pdtry things, flegting asyouth. It
isthe greater good that counts.”

"Youinsult me" | said, "and then expect blind obedience.

"And you waste time when thereis none to spare.” The lord's voice now held anew edge of menace.

"Y ou snap back like alittle wild thing caught in atrap. Y ou would do better to recognize your weakness
and comply. We can help you. We can protect you. But not if you follow thiswillful path. That way lie
dangers you can scarce dream of." Helifted his hand, sweeping it in along arc before him, and it seemed
to me a shadow passed there; grassesflattened asif cowering beforeit, trees shivered, bushes rustled,
birds gave a sudden outcry, then fdll slent.

"We face again afoe who threatened uslong since,” the lady said. "We thought her defeated, but she
found away to dip under our guard. She has evaded both Fair Folk and human folk, and now shetwists
her evil hand around the very future of our race.”

| stared at her, horrified. "But—but | am an ordinary woman, as you see. How can my choice play any
part in such grand and perilous things? Why must | promise to remain at Sevenwaters?’

Thelord sighed. "As| said, thisis beyond your comprehension. | see no reason for your resistance, save
sheer stubbornness. Y ou must do aswe bid you."

He seemed to grow larger as | watched, and flickering light ran up hisbody, asif he were aflame. His
eyeswere piercing; he held my gaze relentlesdy, and my head throbbed with pain.

The lady spoke softly, but there was a core of iron in her tone. "Do not disobey, Liadan. Todo soisto
endanger more than you can understand.”

"Promise" said thelord, and his hair ssemed to rise around his noble head like acrown of glittering fire.
"Promise," echoed the lady, with asadnessin her voice that wrung the very heart.

| squeezed the gray mare's sides with my knees, and she moved forward; and thistime they did not ride
aongsde but remained behind. Their voices followed me, commanding, beseeching: Promise. Promise.

"l can't,” | said, in alittle whisper that came from deep inside me. It was very strange, for up to that point
| had intended to do just as they wished: return to Sevenwaters, take up the threads of my old lifeand do
my best to forget al about the Painted Man and hisfollowers. But something had changed. | would not
offer unquestioning obedience to folk who dismissed the anguish of those dear to me astoo pdtry for
congderation. Somehow | knew | could not agree to their request. "I must make my own decisions and
gomy ownway," | said. "For now, | will indeed ride home to Sevenwaters and can see no reason why |
would not stay there. But the future—that is unknown; who knows what may come to pass? | will make
yOu No promises.”

Their voices came again, with an angry power that sent adeep shudder through my body. The marefelt
it, too; she trembled under me. You will do as we command, Liadan. Indeed, you must. But | did not
reply; and the next time | looked behind me, they were gone.



It was |ate afternoon, amost dusk. | had reached the road and followed it southward asthesun setina
brilliant display of gold and rose. What was the old saying? Red sky at night, shepherd's ddight. Red sky
in the morning, shepherd'swarning. | smiled to myself. No doubt where | had heard that one. My father,
holding me up in hisarms as he stood on ahilltop with hisyoung oak trees around him, showing me how
the sun went down in the west, over the land of Tir Nan'Og beyond the sea. Every night it went down,
and tonight's sky would tell of tomorrow. Learn to read the Signs, lit tie one, hetold me. The Fair Folk
had chosen him as the father of a child they wanted born, had chosen him for his strength and patience.
Surely, then, Bran was mistaken. The Big Man, so quiet and deep, with hisreverencefor dl thingsthat
lived and grew, could never have committed some act of evil that blighted aman'swhole existence.

The mare whinnied softly and came to a sudden halt. There was a disturbance ahead of us on the road.
Men's voices, hoofbeats, the clash of metal. We retreated in silence under the shelter of the trees, and |
dismounted in the shadows. The sounds came closer. In thefading light | could distinguish four or five
men in dark green and one dressed in astrange garment of leather and wolfskin, aman with ahalf-shaven
head who fought like amad thing, so that at times you might almost believe he would be amatch for
them, outnumbered as he was. A man whose great height and massive build gave him an advantage, but
not such an advantage that he could not at length be unhorsed and disarmed and a the mercy of his
enemy. There were shouts of derison and words of defiance. There were growls and hisses and oaths,
and somebody yelled something about retribution, and there were cries and curses as weapons found
their mark. But at the last, there was near silence, save for the thud of kicks and blows raining down on
the man who lay huddled in the road, with his attackers around him in atight circle. Therewas nothing |
could do. How could | step out and identify myself? How could | seek to prevent this one-sided act of
barbarity without, at the same time, revealing where | had been? What cause would agood girl like
myself possibly have for defending athug of an outlaw? Besides, in the bloody melee they might well not
notice me before | fell to thrusting sword or swinging axe myself. So | stood completely ill, with the
horse obediently silent by me, until one of them said, "Enough. Leave him to stew in hisown juice” The
men in green mounted, took the other man's horse by the bridle and rode away to the south.

| came out cautioudy. There was not much light left; | found him as much by the faint, bubbling sound of
his breething as by sight. | knelt down beside him.

“Dog?

Hewaslying on his side, face contorted in agony. He had both hands on his ssomach, and something
lying on the ground by him. Blood, and . . . Diancecht help me, hisbelly had been dit two ways and
spilled hisvitdsforth, and he strained to hold his very sdlf together.

There were words, gasped out on a desperate, squealing mouthful of air.
But | could only make out one.
"...knife..."

And | found that, when it came to the point, there was indeed no choice. My hands shook violently as|
out took the little sharp dagger my father had given me.

"Shut your eyes,”" | whigpered shakily. | kndlt by his convulsing body in the fading light, and | touched the
point of the dagger carefully to the hollow below hisear. Then | shut my eyesand drew the blade across
his neck, fagt, pressing down with al my strength, while my heart pounded and my throat tightened and
my stomach heaved in protest. Warm blood gushed over my hands. The horse shifted uneasily. Dog's
body went limp, and hisarmsfell away from the great dicing wound in hisbelly, and ... I got up abruptly
and backed away, and for along time | could only lean againgt atree, retching, gasping, emptying my



stomach of its contents, eyes and nose streaming, head throbbing with outrage. Logica thought was not
possible. Only ablazing resentment, agut-wrenching revulsion. The Painted Man. Eamonn of the
Marshes. It was Six of one and haf a dozen of the other. Between them, they had made sure there would
be no tomorrow for thisman. It would be | who bore the scar of thison my spirit, while they shrugged it
off and went on with their mindless pursuit of each other.

At last the moon spread afaint slver light over the desolate stretch of road, and | felt the mare nuzzle my
shoulder, gentle but ingstent.

"All right,” | said. "All right, I know.” Timeto moveon. But | could not leave him like this. Could not shift
him; too heavy. In the ddicate light his face was peaceful, the yellow eyes closed, the pockmarked
featuresat ret. | tried not to look at the gaping wound in his neck.

"Dana, take thisman to your heart,” | muttered, dipping off the borrowed shirt | wore over my gown.
Something glinted hi the moonlight. The leather strip was severed neatly; when | lifted the necklaceit left
blood on my fingers. "Fierce asagreat wolf," | said, asmy tears began to flow. "Strong as afearless
hound that givesitslifefor its master. Gentle asthe most faithful dog that ever walked by awoman'sside.
Go to your rest now." | laid the shirt over hisface and chest. Then | struggled back onto the mare and we
made our way southward until | judged it wasfar enough. There was a place of shelter intheleeof a
stack of straw. | unrolled Bran's coat and put it around me. | lay down, and the horse settled beside me,
asif sheknew | needed her warmth to keep away the dark. | had never come closer to wishing | would
fall adeep and never wake up.

The next morning | rode farther south, and | saw afew farmersin their carts and one or two other
travelers; and al looked at me curioudy, but nobody spoke. | suppose | did look abit of asight, with my
hair straggling down my back, and my clothes marked with blood and vomit. Some crazy woman. When
| judged | was near enough to Littlefolds, | stopped by the way, and | opened my mind to my brother at
last. Showed him just enough, with images carefully chosen, so he could find me. | sat down under a
rowan tree and waited. He cannot have been so far away. Before the sun was at its peak, therewas a
thundering of hooves on the road, and Sean was there, legping off his horse, hugging me hard, and
looking searchingly into my eyes. But they were as carefully guarded as my thoughts. | had reached out
to him; but | had told him nothing. After awhile | noticed that Eamonn was there, too, and severd of his
men. Eamonn's face wore a strange expression; eyes burning, face ash white. He did not embrace me;
that would not be correct. But his voice shook as he greeted me,

"Liadan! We thought—are you harmed? Are you hurt?"
"I'mfine," | said wesrily, asthe men in green brought their horsesto ahat behind him.

"You don't look fine," said Sean bluntly. "Where were you? Who took you? Where have you been?' My
brother knew | was keeping him out, and he used al the tricks he knew with his mind to try to make me

open up.
"I'mfing" | said again. "Can we go home now?"

Eamonn was|ooking at my horse; and he waslooking at the big gray coat | wore, aman's coat. Hewas
frowning. Sean waslooking at my face and at my bloodstained hands.

"Well ride asfar as Sidhe Dubh," he said soberly. "Y ou can rest there.”
"No!" | said alittle too vehemently. "No," | added more carefully. "Home. | want to go home now."

The two men exchanged glances.



"It may be better if you ride ahead with your men," Sean said. "Get word to the Big Man. Hell want to
meet us. Well rest by the way, take our time."

Eamonn gave a curt nod and rode off without another word. The men in green followed him. Therewas
just my brother and two men a arms and me.

All the way home Sean questioned me. Where had | been? Who had taken me? Why wouldn't | tell him;
didn't | understand there must be vengeance if | had been harmed in any way? Did | forget that he was
my brother? But | would not tell. Bran had been right. Y ou could not trust; not even those closest to you.

So | rode back to Sevenwaters on the Painted Man's horse, with his coat to keep me warm, with a
necklace of wolf clawsin my pocket and blood on my hands. So much for being able to change things.
So much for the Fair Folk and ancient voices and visions of death. What was | but one more powerless
woman in aworld of unthinking men? Nothing had changed. Nothing at dl, save deep ingde, where
nobody could see.

Chapter Seven

The day after | came home, | made a candle. There was nothing so remarkable about this; such crafting
was aregular part of the household'swork. But | was supposed to be resting. Mother checked my
bedchamber, found the floor swept clean and the quilt neat and flat, and sought me out where | worked
inthe tillroom, my newly washed hair drawn back tightly by alinen band. If she saw my lips swollen and
bruised, if she recognized bite marks on my neck, she did not comment on them. Instead, she watched
my hands as they marked one side of the beeswax methodicdly in an intricate design of spira and whorl
and cross-hatching. The other sdewas plain. | said nothing. When it was done to my satisfaction, | set it
inasturdy holder, and around the base | tied the severed strip of leather with wolf claws strung on it and
alittlegarland | had fashioned. At last my mother spoke.

"Thisisapowerful charm: dogwood, yarrow, and juniper, apple and lavender. And are those the feathers
from araven'swing? Where will this candle burn, Daughter?*

"In my window."
Mother nodded. She had asked me no real questions.

"Y our beacon has been made with herbs of protection and herbs of love. | understand its purpose.
Perhapsit isaswell your father and brother do not. Y ou close yoursdlf off from Sean. That hurtshim.”

| glanced at her. Concern was written on her small features, but her eyes, as usud, were degp and cam.
Of them dl, only she had believed mewhen | said | wasdl right. The others saw the fading bruises on my
wrigt, the bite marks, the stains on my clothing, and leapt to conclusions. Their anger burned bright.

"l haveno choice" | said.

"Mmm." Sorchanodded. "And it isnot yourself you are protecting. Y ou have agreat capacity to love;
you give fredy, Daughter. And like your father, you lay yoursdf open to hurt.”

The candle wasfinished. It would burn for many nights. It would burn steedfast at dark of the moon,
lighting theway home.

"l have no choice" | said again, and as | went out | bent to kiss my mother's brow. Her shoulder under
my fingerswasfragileasabird's.

There were many questions. Liam had questions. How were you taken? What manner of men were they?



Did you know three of my men were dain guarding you? Where did they take you? North? Morrigan
curse your stubbornness, Liadan! This could be vitally important! Sean had his own questions, but after a
while he stopped asking them. | felt hishurt and hisworry asif it were my own, for thusit wayswas
with thetwo of us. But thistime | was unableto help him.

Asfor my father, with him | needed dl my will to remain slent. He sat quietly in the garden, watching me
work, and he said, "For dl that time | did not know if you were dive or dead. | have lost one daughter
aready, and your mother walksin shadow. | would do anything in my power to keep you safe, Liadan.
But | will wait until you are ready to tell me, sweetheart.”

"You might have afar wait."
lubdan nodded. "Aslong asyou are home, and safe," he said quietly.

Eamonn cameto visit, and | refused to see him. Maybe that was discourteous of me, but nobody
ingsted. It was put down to my fegling poorly after my experience and needing to rest. What Eamonn
said, | did not know, but the men of the household were rather tight-lipped after his departure. In truth |
had recovered remarkably quickly and soon found myself full of energy, eating heartily, and deeping
sound as a child while my candle conjured strange shadows on the walls around me. The onething |
could not cometo termswith, for it was afedling quite new and strange to me, was the ache within me,
the longing to be held, the need to touch and be close and at length to rise again to that peak of joy that
no words can describe. It is hard to explain. There was no doubt | felt the lusts of the body, the hot urge
of acreature for itsmate. But that was not al. | had seen the hand of degth over Bran, and over mysdlf,
at the mouth of the ancient barrow. | sensed our fates were intertwined; we were closer than any mates
or loversor partners. Thiswas alink that would transcend death, an unbreakable bond. This seemed
ever clearer to me, acertainty that could not be questioned. 1t made no difference that he had sent me
away. Thiswas and would be. And asfor the Fair Folk, if they wanted me to make some sort of
commitment, they would need to provide better explanations. Unquestioning compliance with their wishes
was not my idea of common sense.

| longed for Niamh to be home. Some things you can talk of only with your sister. | wanted to tell her that
| understood now why she had acted as she did, though at the time it had seemed to me blind and selfish.
That | knew how it must hurt her, each day without Ciaran, giving herself to another man, each day aone
among aseaof strangers, thinking only of him, wondering where hewas, if he was safe, dreaming of the
touch she would never fed again.

Life went back to its old pattern. The same, and yet not the same. We al missed Niamh, but nobody
spoke of that. What was done was done; you could not rewrite the past. Asfor me, it seemed al of them
werejust astep farther awvay from me. They mistrusted my silences, my need to be alone with my
thoughts. It was different with Mother. She had her own idea of the truth, and she stopped Liam from
questioning mefurther.

One evening not long past Lugnasad, in the chill of the season's change, amessenger came from
Tirconndl with welcome news. There wasto be agathering in the south; the chieftains of many clans
were summoned to Tara by the high king, and Fionn would go as hisfather's representative. There might
be no love lost between the two factions of the Ui Neill, but it would be more than folly to spurn such an
invitation. Often enough, as the generations passed, thetitle of Ard Ri, or high king, had gone from one
branch of this great family to the other and back again. Liam, too, wasto attend. Best news of al, Fionn
would bring hiswifewith him, at least asfar as Sevenwaters, so | would see my Sster again.

Linen was aired and floors swept; preparations were made in kitchens and stableyard for an influx of
vigtors. | had intended to make mysdf useful, helping Janis and her women with sdting and brewing. But



the strong smdll of the ale seemed to turn my stomach, and | had to make a hurried excuse and retreat
outside to retch up my breakfast under arowan bush. | supposed | had eaten too much. | always seemed
to be hungry these days. Later, | fet fine, and dismissed my malady as nothing important. But when it
happened again the next day, and the next, | stayed away from the kitchensin the mornings, restricting
mysdlf to pruning, sweeping, harvesting seed, drying and storing herbs. | worked extremely hard. | was
adwaysbusy. | dlowed mysdf notimeto think.

Dark of the moon came and went, and came again. On these nights | did not deep. Instead, | would sit
by the window where the candle burned, and | would think of that small child who had stretched out his
hand to mein the darkness, in the nightmare. Don't let go. In my mind | took this child, who wasaso a
man, and | wrapped my arms around him and held him next to my heart until the first touch of dawn
brushed the sky. And athough | never spoke doud, | talked to him constantly through the shadows that
encircled him. I'm here. You're safe now, | have you safe. | won't let go. Dawn adways came at last.
The sun dwaysrose, and it was anew day. | told him that; and when it was light enough for him to see
hisway, | blew out the candle, touched the raven feather gently with my fingertips, and went out,
yawning, to sart the day'swork.

It was ayear of good harvest. lubdan could be seen everywhere, hisgreat height and his bright hair
marking him out from the other men of the household as he oversaw the gathering of root crops, the
culling of cettle, the daughtering of sheep for salting and drying, the mending of roof and wall to guard
cottager and herd beast against winter's eager grasp. Sean was often by hisside, adighter figure, hishair
asdark and wild as our mother's. There was no Aiding to divert him, for their own harvest kept her and
her brother away from Sevenwaters, and | was glad of it. Liam was preparing for hisjourney south,
sending and receiving many messages, planning, consulting with his captains. Although Sean was privy to
these meetings, he would not travel to the high Icing's gathering. Ever adrategidt, Liam wastaking his
time before he exposed his nephew too openly to that influentia and dangerous circle. He thought my
brother ill too young to play the delicate games of power. In time Sean would be lord of Sevenwaters.
He must learn to be aways a step ahead of his neighbors, for aneighbor could turn from dly to enemy in
aningant. Liam taught these lessonswell, biding histime until Sean should lose the rashness of youth and
prove himsdlf atrue leader of men.

It suited me wdll that the household was so busy, for harvest and gathering took folk's attention away
from me. Niamh and her husband would be here & Mean Fomhair, when night equals day, and we stand
on the threshold of darkness. Through that doorway is the keeper of births and deaths. Ancient crone she
may be, but with great age comes awisdom beyond meas ure. At the turning time, her counsdl can be
sought by those with the courage to open their mindsto her voice. And oh, | needed wisdom, | needed
guidance, and soon. But not from the Fair Folk. | knew what they would say, and | was starting to have
aninkling of what might lie behind it. | was starting to fed trapped, and | did not likeit at all.

| cut off the hem of Bran's coat, so | could wear it out of doorswithout picking up too much mud. Once |
had cleaned the length of fabric | cut it into neat squares, and laid them away in the small oak chest by my
bed. | had some other piecesready. Fragments of an old shirt of my father's softened with wear. A pretty
rose-colored wool from one of Niamh's gowns. | had prepared the dye for this myself, along time ago.
She had worn it happily until another became her favorite. There were scraps of a practical homespun,
part of my ruined riding dress. Cut from the back because, when | looked at it, that was the only part that
was not beyond saving, so stained was the gown with blood and vomit and other unthinkable things.
After | cut my small patches, the garment was burned. | shed no tears over it. | tried not to think about it.
Instead | worked. The stillroom had perhaps never been so well stocked, the garden seldom so tidy, not
aragged shoot or unwelcome weed in Sght. And then it was dmost dark of the moon again, and my
mother camein oneday as| was stringing rosehipsfor drying, and | realized | had been humming under
my breath alittle fragment of an old, old lullaby.



"Don't stop,” said Sorcha, settling herself on the window seet, atiny shadow with huge eyeslike the
smallest and most delicate of white owls. "l liketo hear you singing. | know then that you arewell,
despite everything. An unhgppy woman does not sng.”

| glanced at her and went back to my rosehips. They hung on my thread like bright drops of lifeblood.
Wherewas he? In what distant land did herisk hislife now for some stranger's bag of silver? Under what
exotic tree, in what odd company did he lie awake at night, weapon in hand, waiting sllent for the dawn?

"Liaden."

| turned toward her.

"Sit down, Liadan. I've brought something for you.”

Taken aback, | did as| wastold. She shook out the bundle of cloth she was holding.

"Y ou know thisgown, of course. It'svery old. Too old, now, to be worn anymore." Her hand stroked
the faded blue fabric; her thin fingers touched the ancient embroidery, now dmogt invishble. "'l thought you
might salvage a section here, and maybe here. Y ou'd have to hem the edges very finely. But you're clever
with aneedle. There was a day when the sea and the sand touched these skirts, such aday asyou see
but oncein alifetime. .. and | woreit again on aday of fireand blood. | need keep the gown no longer
to remember; both days are imprinted on my heart. Whatever it isyou are making for your child, this
fabric must be apart of it."

There was alengthy silence, during which, eventudly, | got up, brewed a pan of mint teaand poured it
into two cups. | placed one on the stone sl by my mother and could no longer avoid mesting her gaze.
Shewas amiling.

"Wereyou going to tel me, Daughter, or were you waiting for meto tel you?'
| choked on my tea.
"|—of course| would havetold you. It'snot you | fear telling, Mother."

She nodded. "I've only one question,” she said, "and not the one you might expect. | would ask, wasthis
child conceivedinjoy?"
| looked her gtraight in the eyes, and she read the answer on my face.

"Mmm." She nodded again. "1 thought no less. Y our walk, your little haf-amile, your demeanor are not
those of awoman injured or frightened. And yet he did not stay by you? How can that be?"

| sat down opposite her on athree-legged stoal, letting the cup warm my hands. "He does not know of
thischild. Clearly, he could not. And he asked meto stay with him. | said no."

Therewas apause. She sipped theteg, | think more to please me than out of any real appetite for it. "I
thought perhaps,” she said cautioudy, "I thought perhapsthis child was fathered by one of the—by one of
those Others, and that this was how you disappeared without trace so that even the best efforts of Liam
and Eamonn could find no sign of you. Isthisthe reason you hug this secret so tight within yoursdlf,
Liadan?'

An Otherworld child. | was amost tempted to say yes; it would have been ahandy explanation.

"I did not journey beyond the margins, Mother, though | did—I did see the Fair Folk, and they spoketo



me. Thischild'sfather isamortal man, and | will not give hisname."

"l see" shesaid dowly. "You saw them. So this, too, is part of the same pattern. Areweto know, in
time, who has done thisto you? Got you with child and vanished asif he had never been? Y our father
will expect to cal this man to account; both Sean and Liam arelikely to go further and spesk of

vengeance."

| said nothing. There was a breeze coming up outside; shadows of twig and dry leaf moved againgt the
gonewadls. Therewasthe bright, danting sun of an autumn morning, alight that teased, promising a
warmth that would never follow.

"Mother." | could not stop my voice from shaking just alittle.
"It'sdl right, Liadan. Tell me, if you can."

"That's part of the problem. | can't tell anyone, not even you. Mother—how can | speak of thisto
Father?| can't—I won't be married to astranger as Niamh was. Nor will | bear my child in shame and
slence. How can | tdll him?How can | tell Sean, and Liam, and—and—"

"And Eamonn?" she asked gently.
| nodded miserably.

"Would your man return for you?' Mother asked, her face till tranquil. " Surely aman deserving of your
love could not fail to do s0."

"He—helivesalife of great risk," | managed. "Thereisno placein such alife for awife and achild. And
besides—no, never mind. Heis—heisnot aman Father would think . . . suitable. That'sdl | can say.”

"Y our father and Liam will wish you married,” said Sorchaquietly. ™Y ou know this. They will not
understand that you would rather bear your child done.”

"I've an answer to that,” | said. "The Fair Folk gave me dtrict ingtructions to Stay here at Sevenwaters.
Forever, | think they meant. No need to wed, they said, neither Eamonn nor another. At thetimel had
no ideawhy they would bid me do so. Now | begin to understand.”

Mother nodded, seemingly not at dl surprised. "The child,” she said softly, "it isthe child who must stay in
theforest. They intend you to raise theinfant here. It's apt, Liadan. With—with what happened to
Niamh, we saw the stirring of an evil we thought long gone. Perhaps your child istheir wegpon against
thet."

"The old evil? That iswhat they cdled it. What evil? What can be so terrible it threatens the Fair Folk
themsdves?'

Sorcha sighed. "We cannot be sure. Who can say what form such forces may take? Y ou should heed the
warningsyou were given.”

| frowned. "I don't likethis. | told them s0. | refused to promise. | will not be used as sometoal for their
purposes. Nor will my son." | had no doubt whatever this child would be aboy. Hisfather, | thought,
was surely aman who would breed sons.

"It'snot wiseto disregarded their bidding,” Mother said gravely. "We arethe smdlest of playersin their
long game. Its span is greater than we can recognize, Liadan. Still, in time their intent may become clearer
to us. It concerns me that you will not name this man. How could one who would abandon you without a



thought be worthy of such loyaty? Or isit shame that stops your words?

| flushed scarlet. "No, Mother,” | said firmly. "It'strue, at first | did my best to deny thisto myself. Not
out of shame, but because | knew how difficult it would be, | suppose. | pretended | had not noticed the
changes hi my body, | ignored the passing of the season, the waxing and waning of the moon. But ashis
child growsinsde me, | have been filled with ajoy so strong, apower so intense | can think of nothing to
which | canlikenit. | fed asif—I fed asif | can hear the heart of the earth beating Insde me.”

Sorchawas quiet for awhile.

"Believe me, Daughter,” she said eventualy, "this child isas preciousto me as heisto you. Y our words
gladden me and frighten me. | will make you a promise, and you must trust meto keepit. | promiseyou |
will till be here, in spring, to deliver your babe with my own hands. | will be here, Liadan.”

| burst into tears, and she put her arms around me and hugged me as hard as she could; and | felt again
how small and frail she had become. And yet, in that embrace there was a strength that flowed into me
and through me; and | knew Bran had been wrong, wrong about Sorcha, wrong about Hugh of
Harrowfield, who was my father. There was no evil here. Somewhere, somehow, the story had been
twisted and changed, and | longed to put it right. Someday | would put it right.

"Don't weep, Daughter. Not for me."
"I'msorry.” | dashed the tears from my face.

"It's hard to understand your loydty to thisman. Heloves you and will not return. He gives you his child
and disappears. And yet you do everything to protect him. Y ou guard his safety with an impenetrable
wall of slencethat shuts out even your brother. And you believe even that may not be enough. For
something il givesyou desplessnights™

| did not respond.
"Isit lovethat bindsyou to thisman?' she asked me.

Therewasasmadl, clear imagein my mind. Myself seated on the little horse, and Bran standing by me,
scowling, staring fiercely at the ground, his hand belying his expresson, his patterned fingerslying warm
againg my thigh, thelast touch. Don't wed that man Eamonn. Tell him, if he takes you, he's a, dead
man.

"What isit, Liadan?' Therewasdarm in Mother's voice. The goddess only knew what my face had
shown.

"He and |—we share abond. Not love, exactly. It goes beyond that. He is mine as surely as sun follows
moon across the sky. Mine before ever | knew he existed. Mine until death and beyond. Heisin terrible
danger. From others and from himself. If | could do moreto protect him, | would. But | will not spesk of
who, and what, heis. | cannot.”

Sorcha nodded, her expression somber. ™Y ou cannot delay making this known for much longer. You
have some difficult days ahead of you. | think you must tdll Red this news yoursdf.”

"l—I don't want him to speak to me as he did to Niamh. | don't want him to send me away with no kind
word, asif | had become a stranger.”

She sghed. "It was hard for them both. He has dways seen something of himsdlf in Niamh; hefelt
responsible, | think, for her weaknesses. He did try to make his peace with her; he wanted so much to



explain hisdecison to her, as best he could, but she refused to listen. She shut herself off from the two of
us. Your father regretted bitterly that he could not wait longer and explore other paths for Niamh. Conor
bound usto silence, Liadan; we could not give you the full truth and cannot. My brothers believed that
doing so would bring ill things down on al of you. They had good reason for this; intime, perhapsal will
be made known. It isjust because of what happened with Niamh, and the way it troubles him so, that
your father isnot likely to treet you so harshly. He seesin you and in Sean the strengths of my own
family, the people of the forest. He has dways trusted your judgment, as he does mine. Be honest with
him, and hewill do his best to understand.”

"| scarcely know whereto begin.”

Sherose, ready to depart. "Tell your father soon. Then | will tell Liam and Sean. Y ou need not givethis
newsover and over."

"Thank you." My throat was dry; | was suddenly terribly tired. "I would—I would rather wait, to make
thisknown. | would liketo wait until Niamh comesand tell her firs."

Therewasalittle frown on Sorcha's brow. ™Y our father can read me very well, especialy now. | will not
tell him; but hewill senseit, and so you should not delay too long. We have no secrets from each other.
Besdes, soon enough it will beplainfor dl to see”

Neither of us mentioned Eamonn, but | had not forgotten the roadside, and the men in green, and the
friend whose throat | had dit in the darkness. Some things you never forget.

Our guests were expected any day. All was prepared. The evenings grew cold, and folk drank Taniss
potent mulled wine; but | drank water, for the wine's strong smell ill sickened me. Janis had her eye on
me, and so did her kitchen women, but she kept their gossip under tight control. The men had no such
ingght. Their talk was all of strategies and dealings, and at timesit grew heated. Therewasasmmering
disquiet between Sean and Liam, and one night it came to ahead.

A fire burned on the hearth in the smal room where the family gathered for private talk. My mother was
seated on a bench with lubdan's supporting arm around her. He was quiiet, tired perhaps after along day
inthefields. | registered the voices of Sean and Liam without redly listening to their words. | was sewing
ablanket. It was quite small. A square of gray here, asquare of rose there. A border of homespun. A
scrap of palest blue-violet, with atracery of old, old embroidery. Delicate Stitches; atrail of leaves, atiny
insect. My needle moved with precision, linking all together. My thoughts were far away. Then Sean

spoke again.

"Perhaps you aretoo old,” he said bluntly, jolting me back to the here and now. "Perhaps you cannot see
that your caution prevents this matter from resolution.”

"Sean." lubdan spoke mildly enough. ™Y ou are not yet master of thishouse."
"Let him spesk,” said Liam, tight jawed.
Sean was pacing, amsfolded. | sensed the frustration in him without understanding its cause.

"Haven't wetried, over and over, and been beaten back every time? Good men logt, their places taken
by more good men, and those in their turn dain? This feud has poisoned our livesfor generations. Wefdl
inthe cause, and fal again, and still we kegp on coming. An outsider would call it senseless”

"An outsder cannot understand what the Idands mean to our family and to our people.” My mother
spoke softly. "There can be no harmony here, no baance, until they are returned. It's the Fair Folk who



demand it of us"
"What about the prophecy?’ | asked.

"A pox on the prophecy,” snapped Sean. "Have we ever seen any sign of this mysteriousindividua who's
supposed to ddiver us? Neither of Erin nor of Britain, but both; sign of the raven, whatever that means.
Somebody probably invented it one night after abit too much ae. No, what's needed is a new approach.
We mugt get away from theidea of a straightforward assault. We must think beyond the notion that we
can only overcome by superior manpower or the timeworn strategies of our grandfathers. We must be
prepared to take risks, to outwit the Briton a his own game. His position is near impregnable; long years
of fallure bear that out. To solve the problem we must be prepared to think the unthinkable, touch the
untouchable.”

"Never." Liam'stone was heavy. "Y ou don't know what you're saying. It's your youth and inexperience
that speak. I've heard this argument before, and | find it no more pa atable now than | did then. This
family has never used dishonorable methods to win afight, and it shames methat it should be you, my
heir, who suggests such athing. Besides, we're not alonein this venture. What of our alies? What of
Seamus Redbeard?'

"He could be persuaded.” There was not a shadow of doubt in my brother's voice.
"You'd be hard put todo it."

"He could be persuaded. Thereis nothing more important than the recapture of the Idands. And we are
poised now to do it, for Fionn will surely agreeto join our aliance, and—"

"What of Eamonn? His support isessentid. Hewill be of like mind with mysdf. Eamonn isimmovable.
Thereisno inducement in the world that would bring him to consider this.”

"l could convincehim."

"Eamonn?' Liam gave abark of humorlesslaughter. Y ou don't know your friend aswell as| thought.
On this, he would never move ground. Never."

| was starting to get avery uncomfortable feding about this conversation. "What exactly isit Seanis
suggesting?' | forced mysdlf to ask, dthough | dreaded the answer. There was a shadow on the edge of
my thoughts, and | did not want it any closer.

"It'slikethis" Sean came over to my chair and squatted down beside me. His excitement was intense; his
energy seemed to crackle through the air. | kept the shield tight around my mind. ™Y ou can't win with an
ondaught, however strong. That's been proved. Two of our unclesfel in the last attempt, and many
brave men aong with them; so many it has taken us nigh on a generation to recover. And yet, our forces
were strong and disciplined, our allies backed us; between our own positions and the Norse settlements,
the Britons had no chance of establishing abase on this shore. So why did we fail? First, because they
have the advantage of possession. Their watchtower on Greater I19and commands awide view. There's
only one safe approach, and they have that covered. Second, they have an unsurpassed network of
informants here. We al know who set that up years ago. Perhapsit's his father's treachery that causes
Eamonn'sinflexible attitude now. In any case, whatever action we plan, the Britons seem to know it in
advance. So what do we learn from this?' Hislong hands moved to illustrate his point. "Welearnit's
usdessto follow any predictable course. We learn that there are no secrets from our enemy. However
gtrong an aliance we have on this side of the water, he will match and better it. He has the position of
advantage. No man among us has the skills and knowledge to devise an dternative approach to Greater
Idand." He drew bregth, his gaze intense. " At present we are particularly well placed. Seamushasa



disciplined force and years of experience to draw on. We know Eamonn's capacity. And there are the Ui
Neill, for Fionnisfamily and will be easily convinced to support usin this. He needs the security of our
lands, and Eamonn's, as a buffer against any possible attack by hiskinsfolk in the south. We can do
business with Fionn. So our resources are greater than ever before.”

"Sufficient, | suggest, to take back the Idandswith no need of trickery,” said Liam severely.

"No, Uncle. You believe that no more than | do. Northwoods can summon what forces he needs, and his
intelligence can warn him of our planslong before we set sail. We require two things. First, asuperior
kill at seamanship, onethat will surpass any seen before in these parts. Vesselsthat can go by stedlth
and land under cover of darknessin places hitherto thought impossble. Men who can infiltrate the
Briton's camp unnoticed. A forcethat will bein the midst of his stronghold before he recognizesit for
what it is. An dly with the capacity to detect and destroy the Briton's network of informants.”

"And second?' My heart was thumping. | knew what was coming.

"To gain thefirst, we must do the second. The second isto cast away our scruples. We must engage the
sarvices of the Painted Man, whoever heis”

My mother drew her breeth in sharply. lubdan was grave. Liam smply set hisjaw alittletighter. No
doubt he had heard it dl before.

"I'veinvestigated this," Sean went on. "Among that band of men thereis one, astrange, black-skinned
fellow who has aknowledge of seagoing craft and a skill with them far beyond what we might dream of.
There are others among them, Norsemen and Picts, who together could teach us all we need to know. |
have heard tales of their exploits such as you would scarce believe were they not backed up by hard
evidence. Their leader isaman with much to offer us. Hes expert in fseinteligence. I'm told he can
outwit the most subtle strategist. With this man and his band in our employment, | believe we could not
fal."

"Held never consider it." | spoke without thinking, and my voice was shaking. Four pairs of eyesturned
curioudy in my direction. "Eamonn,” | said quickly, wincing as| jabbed my finger with the needle. "He
would never consder working with—with the Painted Man. Y ou remember what he said. 'If that man
setsfoot on my land again, hislifeisforfet. Something likethat. Y ou'd never persuade him.”

Therewasabrief dlence.

"l understand Liam'sreluctance,” lubdan said calmly. "Y ou might have high hopes of such aventure. I,
too, have heard this mercenary spoken of with amixture of terror and admiration. Perhaps what they say
of hisskillsistrue. But you could never trust such aman, for part of hisvery vaueliesin hisability to
deceive, in hislack of dlegiance. The man isatrickster, without conscience or scruples. He has the ability
to make your venture. Or to bresk it. Y ou would not know until the very last moment which way he
would jump.”

Liam nodded. "He might extract a price from us and smply walk away. Indeed, he might set his pricetoo
high"

"For this" Sean wasfierce with determination, "surely no priceistoo high?"

In that moment the shadow came. The room dissolved around me, and | saw instead two men locked in
combat, straining one againgt the other. Behind them were dark pillars carven with fanciful beasts, asmall

dragon, awyvern, agryphon dagger-clawed. The man in green had his handstight around the other's
neck, squeezing, squeezing. The man in green was square jawed, with awayward lock of brown hair



fdling into hiseyes. It was Eamonn. He seemed to be winning the struggle. Why, then, was he gasping for
air, why were his features so ghastly pae? The shadow passed over the two of them, closein their
embrace of death. Then | saw the dagger driven deep into the breast of the green tunic, adagger held
tight in a hand whose white knuckles and straining sinews bore a delicate pattern of spird and whorl and
crosshatching. | did not need to look at the half-strangled features of this man to know him. But | did
look; and the vison melted and changed, and one man's face became the other's, suffused with hatred,
and | could no longer tell the two of them apart. | let out some sort of cry; and the shadow released me
back into the firelit room. | must have falen forward from my seat into akind of faint, for | was hdf lying
on thefloor with Sean's arm around my shoulders. Liam was looking a my mother, and she was |ooking
at him, asif what they saw was dl too familiar. My father brought me a cup of water, and | drank. And
soon | waswell again, outwardly at least. But | would not tell them what | had seen.

"Sean argues his case well enough,” my father said sometime later. "It should be given consideration at
least. Maybe heisright. Maybe there has been enough blood shed.”

"Y ou think the Painted Man will not shed more?* asked Liam, browsraised in disbdlief. "His hands reek
of it. You heard thetale Eamonn told.”

"Wehavedl killed in our time. And there are many taes. I'm not supporting ether of you. I'm smply
suggesting you don't dismiss Sean'sidea out of hand. Put it before our alies, while you have them all
assembled here. | would not broach such atopic inthe halls of Tara, but here at Sevenwatersit is safe.
Put it to them before you leave for the high king's assembly. Y ou can judge their mood.”

Liamwasdlent.

"Y ou should ask Conor," said my mother. "Hewill be here tomorrow. Ask him whether he believesit
wiseto disregard the prophecy.”

"Conor!" Liam'stone was cold. "Conor's judgment can no longer be trusted.”

"That'sharsh,” said lubdan. "All of us had apart in what happened with Ciaran. Y ou cannot lay al the
blame on your brother.”

"I know that, Briton," snapped my uncle. ™Y our daughter'slack of saf-control wasdso afactor.”

My father rose dowly to hisfeet. He was agood head tdler than Liam. Beside him, Sorcharaised her
hand to shield addicate yawn.

"It'slate" she murmured. "Timeto retire, | think. Liadan, you're not well. Come, I'll seeyou to bed. Red,
could you bring acandle, please?' She got up, moving over to her scowling brother. "Good night, Liam."
She stood on tiptoes and kissed him on both cheeks. " The goddess give you sweet dreams and aclear
head in the morning. Good night, Sean.” All three men fdll sllent, the anger gone from their eyes. Dana
only knew how they'd manage when my mother was gone.

At dawn the next day we stood under agreat oak deep in the forest ready for theritua of Mean
Fomhair. Conor was there with severa others of hiskind, but thistime no red-haired apprentice
shadowed histill, upright figurein its gleaming white. We borein our hands the fruits of this season's
good harvest, one perfect example of each. A flawless apple, afineleafy cabbage, ahandful of silken
grain, asmal flask of mead, cider, honey, fresh herbs. My fingers held an acorn, safein its glossy
protective shdl, nestled firm initslittle cup. We stood about the ancient tree, shivering in the chill before
dawn. Liam, solemn and pae, and by him Sean, ayounger version of the same man. My father, who held
no particular beliefs, stood very il by the immense trunk with my mother in the circle of hisarm. She
was heavily cloaked againgt the cold. None of us had been able to persuade her to stay indoors and rest.



Kitchen woman and warrior stood there quiet, horse boy and forester Side by side, the people of
household, farm, and settlement. It was fortunate that Fionn and his company had not yet arrived. He
knew, of course, that our family followed the old ways, but it was wise not to make him aware of quite
how sgnificant thiswasin our lives, for it sat uneasly with the strong Chrigtian faith of his own household.
If he were to be wooed into the aliance, we must set no foot wrong.

Conor spoke the words asthe first cold light of dawn pierced the autumn canopy, and we began to lay
our offerings about the gnarled and tangled roots of this oldest inhabitant of the forest, touching the rough
bark, giving anod of reverence here, awhispered greeting there. Thistime there were no pyrotechnics,
no wizard'stricks. My uncle spoke smply, from the heart.

"Our gratitude istoo deep for words. We give it what voice we can here under the oaks. To the sun that
brought forth life from the earth. To the guardians of the forest, who watch over what is good al through
the growing time, who watch over dl thingsfrom birth to deeth and beyond. In you is the wisdom of
ages. We honor your presence and offer you the finest fruits of this abundant season for we, too, are the
dwellers of the forest, we too are Danas folk, although we are morta; and we follow the paths you open
for usfrom our first bresth to our last and beyond.”

Conor seemed weary, asif he must summon up agreet effort of will to continue. There was some weight
in histhoughts, some great quandary that burdened him. | felt thisin my own heart, and yet | could not
have said what it was. Hisface was serene as dways, the gray eyes degp and cam in the growing light.

"We honor no lessthe coming darkness. All things must deep. All things must dream and become wise.
Welcome, Queen and Enchantress, you who open for us the way of secrets. We acknowledge your
ingghts. Y our wisdom we both crave and fear. Y ou give birth; you regp degth. We welcome your return.
We ready ourselvesfor the time of shadows."

We stood there awhile, heads bowed, as the sun came up and the gray world of early dawn warmed
dowly to brown and green and gold. lubdan till sheltered my mother with hisarm, and his eyeswere
bleak. Conor spoke but the truth; desth comes, and thereisno halting it. The movement of thewhed! is
relentless. All changes; al moveson. A Briton might grow to understand that if he lived among our kind
long enough, but he would never accept it.

Theritua over, folk made their way back dong the forest paths, thoughts of awarm fire and abowl of
porridge doubtless strong in their minds. After awhile | found mysdlf walking beside my Uncle Conor,
and in aflash, it seemed, the rest were gone and it was just the two of us, keeping pace together in the
immense quiet of thefores.

"I'm glad you have awarm cloak and agood pair of boots," observed my uncle. "We have afar way to
go."

| refrained from comment. It did not seem necessary. But after we had walked awhile | said, "My father
might beworried.”

A small grin flashed across Conor's cam features.

"lubdan knows you are with me. Of course, he may not find that totally reassuring. | no longer have their
trust as| once did. And you do seem to have a capacity to attract—complications.”

Our feet were soft on a carpet of damp leaves.

"What if Niamh comestoday?' | asked him. "I could miss her. | need to be home when my sster comes.”



He nodded gravely. "I understand, Liadan. | understand better than you think. But for you, thisismore
important. Well be back before nightfdl.”

| raised my brows but made no response.

After awhile, my uncle said, " Skillful, aren't you? Even | cannot get under your guard. Where did you
learn to put such an iron barrier around your mind? And why? What isit you hold there? I've seen such
control but once before, when Finbar held out against your mother long ago. That hurt her badly.”

"l dowhat | mus."

Heglanced a me. "Mmm," was dl he said. And we walked on in slence, keeping abrisk pace, asthe
day brightened and the forest came dive around us. We walked down the avenues of oaks, as golden
leaves spiraled around usin afreshening breeze and squirrds busied themsdlves, preparing for the dark
time. We went by the lake's gray waters and up the course of the seventh stream, swelling with autumn
rainsto aminiature torrent. It was a steep climb over tumbled stones whose surfaces were curioudy
patterned, asif some strange finger had marked each with a secret |language, whose codes existed only in
the mind of one long departed. At the top of the rise we rested, and he produced afruga meal of dried
bread and wrinkled fruit. We drank from the stream, and the cold of the water made my head ache. It
was a strange sort of morning but companionable enough.

"Y ou don't ask me wherewe are going," Conor said, as we started off again, up adope between thickly
clustered rowans laden with scarlet berries.

"No, | don't,” | responded mildly.

He grinned again, and for amoment | could see the boy he had once been, running wild with hisfive
brothers and one little Sster in the vast spaces of the forest. But the serene mask of the archdruid settled
over hisfeaturesamost immediately.

"| said thiswasimportant to you. | had hoped to explain alittle to you direct, mind to mind. But | seeyou
will let nobody in. Y ou're guarding a powerful secret. | must use words then. Thereisaspring, and a
pool, hidden so well that few know of its existence. I'm taking you there. Y ou need to understand the
giftsyou have, and what you can do, or you risk running blind with a power you scarcely recognize. | will
show you."

"Y ou underestimate me," | said coolly. "I am not achild. | know the dangers of power exercised
unwisgly, without thought." Bold words, for | understood only vaguely what he meant.

"Maybe," he said. We moved sharply left between drooping branches of willow and suddenly, there it
was, asmal, still pool between mossy stones, where fresh water welled up from underground.
Inggnificant in itsdlf; aplace you would dmost certainly missif you did not know it wasthere. "This place
doesnot reved itsdf to every traveler," said Conor, making aquick signinthe ar before him and halting
two paces from the water's margin.

"What now?' | asked him.

"Sit on the stones. Look into the water. | will not be far away. Thisis aplace where secrets are safe,
Liadan. These stones hold athousand years of secrets.”

| sat down and fixed my gaze on the unruffled surface of the pool. There was afedling of deep shelter
about this place, asense of protection. It was asif nothing had changed here for avery long time. Words
cameto meindglence. Thisrock isyour mother. She holds you in the palm of her hand. My uncle



had moved back under the willows and out of sight. I tried to clear my mind of thoughts and images, but
one at least would not be erased, and | refused to relax the shield | had set up there. If anyone tracked
down the Painted Man, it would not be because | had betrayed what | knew. Nobody was to be trusted.
Not even an archdruid.

The water moved and shifted. But here in thislittle glade, closdly encircled by tree and rock, there was
not a breath of wind. Thewater rippled. A momentary flash of white showed in the depths and was gone.
| forced mysdlf to stay there, not to look up. The air was as il and heavy asif asummer storm were
brewing, and yet the day held autumn's chill. The water stirred and bubbled and was il again.
Somebody was standing on the other side of thelittle pool, and it was not my Uncle Conor.

You are very like your mother. Whoever it was, he had got through the barrier around my mindina
flash, with askill far beyond even Conor's. | had no hope of countering such strength. The same, but not
the same. | sat there, unableto look up. You don't need to look. You know who | am. The water
turned opague, then reflective. And hisimage was there. It could have been Conor. It could dmost have
been Conor. The clothes were different, of course. In place of the snowy white robe, this man wore
shapel ess garments of an indefinable hue between gray and brown. His feet were bare on the stones.
Conor'shair wasin the small, neat braids of the druids. This man's black curlstangled wild around his
shoulders. Conor's eyes were gray, quiet, and calm. This man had agaze so degp it was unfathomable,
and his eyes seemed as colorless as the water in which | saw them reflected. | could not force mysdif to
look up.

You know who lam. He moved dightly, and there was thet flash of white again. He wore avoluminous
cloak of dark homespun, aworn old garment that hung unevenly to the ground, fastened a one shoulder.
He shifted again, and | acknowledged the truth. My eyes had not deceived me. In place of hisleft arm,
this man had the wing of alarge bird, powerful and white plumed. He drew the folds of the cloak across

agan.
Uncle. If itis possible for the voice of the mind to tremble, that was how mine sounded.
Sorcha's daughter. You are so like her. What is your name'?

Liadan. But—

Look up now, Liadan.

| half expected that there would be nobody there. He was standing so still you could hardly see him, asif
he were apart of the stones themsalves and of the mosses and fernsthat grew there. A man who was
neither young nor old, his features made in the image of my mother's; but in place of her fey, green eyes,
hiswere clear and far seeing, the color of light through gtill water. Hisreflection had been true. A man of
middle height, lean, straight backed, a man who bore forever the mark of what had happened to them,
the six brotherswith the one smal sster.

What are you'? Areyou a druid?
It is my brother who isthe druid.
What are you then? Are you one of the filidh?

| am the beat of a swan's wing on the breath of the wind. | am the secret at the heart of the
standing stone. | amtheisland in the wild sea. | amthefire in the head of the seer. | am neither of
that world nor of this. And yet, | ama man. | have blood on my hands. | have loved and lost. | feel
your pain, and | know your strength.



| stared at him, awestruck. They thought you were dead. Everyone. They said you drowned yourself.

Some knew the truth. | cannot live in the one world or the other. | walk the margin. That is the
doom the Sorceresslaid on me.

| hesitated. My mother —you know she is very sick1l? She comes near the time of her journey. My
uncle seemed quite calm. Wouldn't you come to see her before that time comes? Couldn't you do
that'?

| need not be there for her to see me. Beneath the tranquil exterior there was a deep sadness. Much
had been lost through the work of the Lady Oonagh.

So she knows? She knows where you are'?

At first she did not. Now it is different. They all know: my sister, my brothers, those who are | eft.
It is better that others do not know. Conor's initiates visit me from time to time.

It must be—it must be very hard for you. How hard, | could scarcely imagine.
Let me show you. Make your mind quiet, Liadan, quiet and still. Breathe

deep. That'sit. Wait a little. Now feel what | do. Feel my thoughts as they fold into yours. As they
wrap you safe. Feel my mind as it becomes one with your own. Let what | am become a part of
you for atime. Seeas| see.

| did as he asked me, not fearful, for somehow | understood there was no danger in this place. | bresthed
the same breath; | felt hismind asit dipped into mine as subtle and mysterious as a shadow, and held me
fast. But not as a prisoner, for within the protective cloak of histhoughts, | was still mysdlf, and at the
sametime | was young Finbar, standing by the lakein the chill of amisty dawn, staring into the face of
evil, feding mysdf changing, changing, so my mind knew only what awild creature comprehends: cold,
hunger, danger . . . food, deep ... the eggsin the nest, the mate with her graceful, arching back and glossy
feathers. . . birth, death, loss ... the cold, the water, the rushing terror of transformation. That was how
it was for us. That is how it is for me. He released me gently, leaving me shivering and closeto tears.

"I don't understand,” | whispered. "1 don't understand why | was brought here. Why would you choose
to reved yoursdlf thusto me?1 amno druid.”

Maybe not. Still, you have gifts. Powerful and dangerous gifts akin to my own. The Sght. The
healing power of the mind, which you have scarcely tapped as yet. | seeyou in peril; | seeyou asa
link in the chain, a link on which much depends. You must learn to harness your gifts, or they will
become no more than a burden.

"Harnessthem? My visions come unbidden. | cannot tell if they aretrue or fdse, past or future.”

Thistime he spoke aoud, hisvoice cracked and hesitant asif long unused. "They can be puzzles, cryptic
and mideading. Sometimes they areterrifyingly clear. Herein this place of protection, it iseasier to keep
control. Outside the grove, the shadows move closer. Let me show you. What isit you carry so deepin
your heart? What isit you would see, above dl else? Look in the water. Make your mind quiet.”

| could not help glancing around to seeif Conor was watching; therewas no sign of him. Then | willed
myself to utter stillness. | made my breething dow and deep, felt time and place change and settle around
me. Therewasaflicker of light, aflash of color in the water, and an image growing steadily clearer. The
image rippled and changed. It was dark. Dark save for asmall lantern burning under the shelter of
strange, fronded trees. There were two men there, one deeping, rolled in ablanket, braided hair faling



back from ebony skin. Perhaps he had tried to stay awake, to be therefor hisfriend during the dark time,
but battle weariness had overwhelmed him at last. The other man sat cross-legged, with along knifein
one hand and astone in the other, and he sharpened the knife with deliberate, even strokes, one and two
and three. His eyes seemed to follow the steady movement of the weapon, but he was not seeing it. At
times he glanced up asif in hope of some lightening of the sky, and then, resigned, took up histask again.
The blade of that knife would have diced straight through aman, armor and all.

My hand stretched out, despite myself, and | made some small sound. And at that instant, the man in the
water looked up, looked straight at me. His expression struck me to the heart. Bitterness, resentment,
longing; | could not say which was written most starkly on hisfestures. His eyeswidened in shock and
dowly, very dowly, he put the knife down. He lifted his hand, reached his patterned fingers out toward
me, and | stretched my own hand out just alittle farther, just alittlemore. . .

Do not touch the water's surface.

But | had, and the ripples came up again, and Bran'simage was gone. | let my bresth out and sat back,
with tearsin my eyes.

"You'l have need of this, Liadan. Y ou must learn, while you are here. Y ou must learn quickly and
practice the skills. Soon enough, thiswak and climb will be too much for you, for awhile at least.”

| gaped, almost forgetting to keep my eyes down. Was nothing secret?
"Secrets are safe here.”
"You saw, | suppose. Saw what was shown to me."

"Ohyes. And he saw you, make no doubt of it. But that is nothing new to him. Y our image is before his
eyesthrough every battle, through every flight, through every subtle knife stroke, through every long, dark
night. Y ou bound him to you with your courage and with your tales. Y ou hold him to you now. Y ou
captured awild creature when you had no place you could keep him. He cannot escape you, however
hard he might wish it to be otherwise.

"Y ou arewrong. He said he did not want me. He sent me away. | seek only to keep him safe, to light his
way. Thereisnoonedsetodoit.” | was not comfortable with hiswords. They made me sound like
some seductress who possesses a man againgt hiswill.

"Y ou speak no more nor lessthan the truth. Y ou are responsible. Y ou changed his path. Now you shut
him out. Would you deny him his child?* Finbar |ooked very serious, but there was no judgment in his
tone. Still | fet aflare of anger at hiswords.

"What am | supposed to do? | don't even know who heis. And besides, he despises me. He will never
come to Sevenwaters. He blames us—he blames my father, and my mother, for what he has become.
Areyou suggesting | should seek him out?"

"l suggest nothing. | smply show you what isto be seen.”

"I—I met the Fair Folk. The Lady of the Forest and alord with hair like flames. They said—they told me
to give thisman up. They wanted meto promise to stay in the forest and not to marry. But | would not
promise.”

"Ah,"

"I don't know what to think. There were other voices, too, in that place. Older voices, and they told



me—they seemed to tell me my own choiceswereright. Now | don't know what to do.”
"Don't weep, child."

"I'm not—I—" My fedings threatened to overwhelm me. | had longed to see Bran, yet seeing him had
awoken an aching sadness within me for what could not be.

"I had a chance to change the course of events, once, long ago,” Finbar said, "the chance to save aman's
lifeand liberty at great risk. | took it and am glad that | did, though thereisno telling if my choice was
right or wrong. Perhaps what happened later was my punishment for believing | might make adifference.
For, asyou see, | am prevented from taking my part in the world of affairs. | am set outside and belong
neither to one realm nor the other, amere conduit." Behind hislook of tranquil resignation, histone of
cam acceptance, | sensed adeep sorrow. "I know what | would wish to see you do. But | will not offer
you advice. For now, | see you bear aheavy burden for one so smdl. Let me at least easethisfor a
while. Let me show you, for you will need to use this skill yourself intime. Sit quiet. Let thethingsthat
trouble you go."

Subtly, images began to creep into my thoughts: afull moon rising above alake, with awide pathway of
slver spreading acrossthe till water. A lark spirding up into amorning sky, its song a pure anthem of
joy. Thefeding of being held in strong arms, warm and comforting. Mysdf and Sean racing dong the
lake shore, hearts pounding, hair tangled by the wind as we laughed and shouted with the thrill of being
dive and young and free. A hillside planted with young oaks; the danting sunlight catching their new
leaves and turning them to brilliant gold. The sound of ababy's gurgling laughter. Moreimages, dll
beautiful, al with some specia meaning that reminded me of the good thingsin my life, the things that
made me glad to be apart of Sev enwaters and of the family that belonged there. | wasfull of hope, full
of well-being. The vison darkened momentarily, and | looked into apair of gray eyesthat were Steady as
arock, trustworthy eyes. | heard avoice, and it was not Finbar's, saying, You don't have to do this
alone, you know. Then as gently asthey had come to me, the images faded, and my mind came back to
itself; and | opened my eyes and saw before me the still waters of the pond and the figure of my uncle,
gazing camly at me acrossitsreflective surface.

There were so many questionsin my mind, | did not know where to begin.

"Youwill learnto dothisas| do. It takes an effort of will. Y ou must make yourself stronger than the
other, strong enough to bend histhoughts with your own."

"You think I will be called upon to do this? When?"

"I know you will be. I cannot tell you when. Y ou will recognize the need. Now, Liadan. What of the
child?’

Fear struck me suddenly. "The childisming” | said, and my tonewasfierce. "1 will decide hisfuture. Itis
not for Fair Folk, nor human folk, to set his path for him."

"So you sagy. The child isyours. And you want the man aswell; | saw that in your eyes as you reached
for hisimage. But this man cannot be tamed, Liadan. Y ou will not keep him at Sevenwaters. And the
child must stay here, for al our sakes. The child may bethe key. Doubtless the Fair Folk told you that as
well. Hasit occurred to you that perhaps you cannot have both?

"Surely it need not be s0," | said, not liking at al the sound of where he was heading.

"Y our man bearsthe mark of theraven."



"HeisaBriton. So | believe. | would swear not one drop of Irish blood flowsin hisveins. He cannot be
the one of the prophecy. It isno more than coincidence.”

"Y ou respond ingtantly.” Finbar's expression was grave. "Clearly, this has been in your thoughts. But you
areright. Hisfaceis patterned in the raven'simage, fierce enough to keep away all but the most
determined. And yet he does not match the words of the prophecy. Neither of Britain nor of Erin, but at
the same time both. This man does not match; but his son will."

| made agesture of denid.

"Bedill, Liadan. | tdl you thisonly to warn you. The son bearsthe mark of hisfather in hisblood and in
his bearing. Thereisno escaping it. Y our son will be the son of the raven. He will carry forward the
lineage of both mother and father. A Briton, awoman of Erin who hersdlf isachild of both races. It
maiches. It istime. Once his parentage is known, that iswhat everyone will say.”

| was chilled to the bone.
"Areyou teling meit is better if nobody knowswhaose child heis?'

"l did not say that. It isaterrible thing for a son never to know hisfather, for afather never to meet his
son. Ask yourself why you chose the tales you did to tell while you were among the fianna. | do not seek
to influence you; | know better than that. Y ou will make your own choices, and so will thisman with the
raven mask who does not know heisafather. Perhaps you will continue to break the pattern. Still, it
would be wise to take steps to protect the child. Forces are astir that we thought long gone. There are
those who will not want this child to grow to be aman. Herein the forest, he will be safe.”

"How do you know so much?"

"I know nothing. | tell you only what | have seen.” | frowned. "Everyone keeps saying—you, Mother,
Conor, even the lady hersaf—they keep talking about the old evil. Something returning and having to be
fought. What evil? Why doesn't anyone explain?'

He gazed at me with something like pity. "They have not yet told you then?"
"What? Told me what?'

"This, | think, isnot for meto reved to you. Conor bound usto silence. Perhaps you will know intime.
Meanwhile, keep your candle burning, child. Y our man has gone far away. Heisencircled by shadows.”

"l am gtrong,” | said. " Strong enough to hold onto him and to my child. I will keep both. 1 will not give
them up." My own words surprised me; they did not seem at all the words of common sense, yet
somehow | knew them for truth.

Therewas abrief slence and then the unexpected sound of quiet laughter.

"How could I doubt you?' said Finbar, with agrin like his brother's, incongruous in the fragile, shadowed
face. Y ou are your mother's daughter." Then, without a sound, Conor was standing beside me, laying a
reassuring hand on my shoulder.

"We should be going," he said, and whether he had heard any of what had passed between me and his
brother there was no telling. "No doubt your father isbiting hisnails." Before usthe pool was asflat as
glass

Go home now, Liadan. I will be here when you need me. Practice your art. | nodded, and we turned



and made our way benegth the overhanging trees and began the long walk home. | took my chance when
we were nearly in sight of the lake and asked Conor, "Uncle? Do you know what became of the young
druid, Ciaran? Did he return to the nemetons?’

Therewas avery long silence, and then he said quietly, "No, Liadan. He did not return.”
"Wheredid hego?'

Conor sighed. "On along journey. He chose a path of great peril in order to seek his past. He vowed
never to return to the brotherhood. It isagreet |oss, greater than he knows."

"Uncle—has this something to do with the thing, the evil my mother spesks of, some shadow from the
past that has returned?' Conor's mouth tightened. He made no reply.

"Why won't you tell me?" | asked him, both exasperated and alittle frightened. "Why won't anyonetell
me?'

"This cannot betold," Conor said gravely, and wefdl back into slence. It was dark by thetime we
reached the forest's margin and crossed the fields to the house, where lighted lanterns hung outside the
main door and folk bustled around the courtyard.

"You'retired," observed Conor, aswe came up the gravel walkway. "Even | am alittle weary. But there
will be no early bed tonight. | would say, from the looks of it, that the Ui Neill and your Sster are
expected this same day. Will you manage this?'

"l dways manage."
"That has not gone unnoticed.”

We entered the bright hall. Conor had been right. My sister was expected before supper time, and during
our absence other guests had arrived, and the house was full of light and talk and the smell of good food.
There was Seamus Redbeard, warming his generous rump in front of thefire, and hisyoung wife giggling
shyly as he whispered in her ear. Sean and Aidling hand in hand, radiant with happinessto be together
again. My father, frowning at Conor. And Eamonn. Eamonn rising to hisfeet aswe camein, white faced,
eyesfixed on measif he had been waiting for this very moment. | fled upstairsto change. Never had |
longed so much to curl up under the covers and go straight to deep. The firein my room had been lit, as
if Janis knew when | would be home, and agreen gown was laid out on the bed. | dragged off my old
garments and struggled into the new. My stomach was just alittle more rounded. Not so you'd notice, if
you weren't looking for it. Soon enough everyone would know. | fastened the gown and splashed my
face with water from the bowl |eft ready for me. | bent to thefire, held astick in the heart of the flames
until it caught. The candle had burned along way down. Soon, | must fashion another. | lit the wick, and
the scent of herbs began to drift in the evening air. Herbs of love, herbs of healing. Hold on, wherever
you are. Hold on.

Back downgtairs, there was no avoiding Eamonn. Before | could involve mysdlf in conversation with
Aiding, or with Seamuss young wife, he was beside me, taking my arm to steer me to abench, bringing
me acup of wine.

"Just water, please.”

"You'relooking very pale," said Eamonn, as he fetched another goblet. He sat down beside me, and his
fingers brushed mine as he put the cup in my hand. ™Y ou're not taking care of yoursdlf, Liadan. What's
wrong? Why wouldn't you see me?"



| took a deep breath and let it go again without speaking.

"Liadan? What isit?" His voice was kind, the brown eyes concerned.

"I'm sorry, Eamonn. It's better if we don't speak of this. I'm quitetired. I've been for along walk."
Hefrowned. " Somebody should be taking better care of you."

| had no answer for this. Amid the laughter and bustle, we were an idand of silence.

"l won't accept this" he said suddenly. "Y ou can't do this."

"Dowhat?"' Brighid help me, | was so weary. The touch of his hand on me brought memoriesaive,
dtirred something best |eft adeep.

" Sh-shut me out.” Eamonn was scowling, annoyed with himsdlf. The childhood stammer had long been
under control. ™Y ou owe me better, Liadan. | must spesk with you alone before | go.”

| drew in my bregth. All of asudden there were tearsin my eyes. How could | tell him? How could | do
any of it?1 gpoke without thinking.

"I'mtired, I'mjust sotired.”

Hisface changed. He glanced around quickly, making sure nobody was looking; and then his hand
moved very subtly, and he brushed my cheek just once with hisfingers, wiping away the single tear that
had escaped.

"Oh, Liadan."

Theintengity of hisexpression scared me. It seemed to me there was afine line between love and hate,
between passion and rage. | was saved from responding by the sound of hooves outside, by the
movement of folk to the door. But aswe got up to follow, Eamonn's hand was on my back, lightly,
shielding me from the crowd. Soon | was going to haveto tell him. Somehow | would haveto find the
words.

Clattering hooves. Torches smoking and flaring in the darkness. A starless sky, heavy with clouds. They
rode into the yard two and two, no sign of weariness in the straight backs and proud carriage of the Ui
Neill's men. One bore his standard, white with ared symbol, a serpent curled around to devour itsown
tall. Then Fionn himsdlf, broad shouldered, tight-mouthed, and beside him my sigter. | had longed so
much to see her, Niamh, who had teased and tormented me throughout my childhood, Niamh, who
would rage at me one moment and entrust to me her deepest secrets the next; Niamh, laughing and
golden, whirling around and around in a shaft of sunlight, in her white dress. Don't you long for
something that makes your life blaze and burn so the whole world can seeit? Don't you long for
that, Liadan? 1 had missed her terribly, and | could not wait to talk to her, long journey or not. So |
moved forward and down the steps, next to Liam where he waited to greet his guests; and my sister's
horse drew to ahdt right in front of me. | looked up at her; and | knew in that moment that, whatever
elsel might say to her, | could not tell her my secret. For | stood there in my green gown, glowing with
the new life | had been granted; and she glanced a me and away, and her face was frozen, her wide,
blue eyes hollow and empty, quenched of their passions and hopes and wild dreams. Fionn came around
to offer hishand, and she dismounted with elegance. Her fur-lined riding cloak and soft, kid boots were
immaculate. Her shining hair was veiled in snowy linen and warmly hooded. She was like some exquisite
shell scoured clean of itsliving inhabitant by a sudden storm, the lovely remnant of a cresture gone
forever. | took astep forward and put my arms around her, hugging her close asif to deny what | saw,



and sheflinched away from my touch.
"Liadan." It seemed to teke a great effort of will for her to manage even this.
"Oh, Niamh. Oh, Niamh, it's good to see you."

But it was not good, it was not good at all. | looked into my sister's beautiful, blank face and felt my heart
turn cold with foreboding.

Chapter Eight

Something was terribly wrong, and | could not find out what it was. Niamh was avoiding me. Shewas
refusing to talk, asif denying to hersdlf that she was home. And yet, so devoid of will was her face, so
empty of soul were her eyes, | found it hard to believe her capable of the effort required for such evasion.
Even when the men were gathered around the great oaken table deep in Strategies, fill 1 could not find
Niamh aone. Often | could not find her at all.

"Niamh's not looking well," observed Aiding, with alittle frown. "1 wonder if she's expecting.”
Thethird night of thevisit | asked Liam afavor.

"Y ou see how Niamh is, Uncle. She seems exhausted, defeated. She cannot go onto Tara. Surely Fionn
must recognize that. Ask him if she can stay with uswhile the men travel on."

Liam regarded me gternly. "Tell me, Niece, why should | be doing Niamh any favors?

"Y ou ask methat? Can't you see what this marriage has done to her? Can't you remember what she
was?'

"That'sunfair, Liadan. A woman must submit to her father's ruling and later to her husband's. That isonly
right and natural. Fionn is arespected man, aman of sanding. Heis of the Ui Neill. Niamh must grow
up, adapt, if she'sto contribute anything of vaue to his household. She must put the past behind her.” He
sounded asif hewastrying to convince himself aswell asme.

"Uncle, pleaseask him."

"Very well. | won't deny itisapractical idea. Eamonn has aready suggested that you and your sister
travel back with Aiding in aday or two. | prefer that arrangement. Y ou would be very safein hishouse,
company for Aiding while her brother isaway, and it breaks the journey home for Niamh. Y ou'reright;
she doesn't look well."

Sean had presented his plan of action to the allies on the second morning. They werein the smaller
private room thistime. Carrying linen dong the upper hallway, | heard voicesraised, not in anger, morea
mixture of shock and excitement. | caught a sense of Sean's urgency and his passion to convince them.
The midday meal grew cold on the table while they stayed behind closed doors debating the issue; and
when they emerged, Fionn and Sean were still in degp conversation, and Eamonn was pae and silent,
with apinched expression about hisface. Intense discussion continued asthey ate and drank. They were
divided. Fionn was open to the idea, Seamus wavering. Liam stood firm; he would do businesswith no
fianna, he would dedl with no faceless mercenaries, he would undertake no mission unless he himself had
full control. And everyone knew there was no controlling the Painted Man. Hewas alaw unto himsdlf, if
law wasthe right word for one so patently lawless; and trusting him was a bit like putting your head into a
dragon's mouth. Sheer folly. Besides, Seamus put in, how would you even start? The outlaw came and
went as he pleased; nobody knew where his headquarters were. Slippery asan edl, he was. How would
you get amessage to him to let him know you were interested? Sean replied that there were ways, but he



did not eaborate. Eamonn contributed very little. When the meal was cleared away, he did not return
with the others to continue the debate but headed off outside alone.

| forced mysdf to go after him. There could be no waiting for him to seek me out; | would give him the
bad news and that would be that. Better that he know as soon as possible. Thiswas not as my mother
and | had planned, but Eamonn had given me no option.

| found him in the stables. He was watching the gray horse that had carried me home, as one of the lads
exercised her around the yard. One and two, three and four, she picked up her feet asneatly asa
dancer. Her coat was shining, silvery mane and tail glossy with good care.

| came up to Eamonn's side where he stood in the shadows, watching.
"Liadan." Therewasredtraint in histone.
"Youwanted to tak tome," | said. "Wdll, I'm here."

"l don't know if—thisis not the right time. | am—your brother has dis appointed me, shocked me with an
error of judgment. I'm afraid my thoughts are not fit for sharing.”

"I know thisis not agood time, Eamonn. But | have something to tell you, and it hasto be now, whilel
have the couragefor it."

| had hisattention ingtantly.

"You are—dfraid to tell me? Y ou need never be afraid of me, Liadan. Y ou must know | would never
harm what ismost preciousto me.”

Hiswords did nothing to make my task any easier. We moved quietly around to aspot behind the
stables where you could sit on the stepsin the sun. It had been agood place for childhood secrets. Here
nobody could see you, except maybe adruid.

"What isit, Liadan? What can be so bad that you fear to tdl afriend?" And he imprisoned both my hands
inhisso that | could not move away. "Tell me, my dear.”

Brighid help me. | was shivering from head to toe. "Eamonn, we've known each other along time. |
respect you, and | oweit to you to tell you the truth, as much of it as| can. Before, you—you asked me
to be your wife, and | told you | would answer you at Beltaine. But | find | must give you my answer

There was a pause.

"l seel have pressed you unduly onthis" he said carefully. "If you prefer it, | will wait aslong asyou
wish. Take what time you need to make your decision.”

| swallowed. "That'sjust it. | cannot take time. And | cannot marry you, now or then. | am carrying
another man's child.”

And then there was avery long silence, during which | stared miserably at the ground and he sat
motionless, gill holding my hands. Eventually he spokein avoice that was calm and even, astranger's
voice.

"l don't think | heard you correctly. What did you say?"

"Y ou heard me, Eamonn. Don't make me say it again.”



Another slence. He rdinquished my hands. | could not look a him.

"Who has done this?'

"l cant tell you, Eamonn. | won't tell you."

He moved then, and | felt his hands on my shoulders, gripping hard.

"Who has done this? Who has taken what is mine'?"

"You're hurting me. | havetold you what | must, and now you are free of me. | will not tell any more."

"Not tell? What do you mean, not tell? What are they thinking of, your brother, your father? They should
be out hunting down the scum who did thisto you, making him pay for this—this outrage!"

"The moment | saw you, the moment Sean and | found you, | feared such awrong had been done. But
you would not talk to me, and you seemed calm, amost too cam . . . and they said no more of it, so |
thought. . . but | will avengethisact of barbarismif they will not. | will make him pay. This ch-child
should have been mine."

"They didn't know." My voice was shaking. " Sean, Liam, my father, they gill don't know. Y ou are only
the second person to hear this news, after my mother.”

"But why?' He was up and pacing now, opening and closing hishands asiif they were eager to do some
damage. "Why not tdl? Why not alow your menfolk the satisfaction of just vengeance?'

| took adeep breath. "Because," | said very clearly, so that he could not possibly mistake my meaning, "l
was awilling partner in this. The child was conceived in love. This, | know, will hurt you more than the
thought of some violence committed againgt me. But it istrue.” Still | could not force myself to look himin
the eyes.

He strode up and down, up and down. At least now | had given him the truth, and his strong sense of
propriety would give him no choice but to leave me. He would mutter an apology and be off to Tarato
nurse hiswounded pride and look for another wife.

"l don't believeyou." He cameto ahdt in front of me and, reaching down, took my hands and pulled me
up to stand before him. Thistime | was obliged to look a him, and | could see from the bewilderment in
his eyesthat he meant what he said. "I know you too well. Y ou are incapable of such an act; you arethe
wisest and most prudent of women. | refuse to believe you would give yoursdlf thus, unwed, and
promised to another. This cannot be the truth.”

He could hardly make this more difficult for meif he deliberately set out to do so. "It isthe truth,
Eamonn,” | said quitly. "'l love thisman. I'm carrying hischild. | cannot put it more plainly. Besides, |
made you no promise.”

"Has he offered to marry you? To give your child aname?'
| shook my head. If only he would stop. If only he would leave. Each word made the hurt worse.

"Thiswretch has taken advantage of your innocence, and now you pro tect him through some misguided
sense of loydty. | will hunt him down, and | will strangle him with my bare hands. Waiching him diewill
give meintense satisfaction.”



For amoment that image returned, the squeezing hands, the gasping for life, the knife, the blood. Then it
blurred again, and | swayed where | stood.

"Liadan—what isit? Here, St down. Let me help you. Y ou are not well.”

"l want you to go now. Please go." | put my head in my hands so that | did not have to seethelook in his
eyes.

"Y ou need hdp—"

"I'll be better in amoment. | really do need to be done. Please go away, Eamonn.” My own weakness
made me crudl.

"If that'swhat you want." His voice wastightly controlled now. He turned to go.
"Wat."
| heard hisindrawn bregath, but | did not say what he wanted to hear.

"I'll haveto ask you afavor. | have yet to make this news known. Please give metimeto tell my father
and Sean and my uncle before you make any mention of it. And—and, Eamonn, | am sorry | have hurt
you."

He did not respond.
"Eamonn?’

"Y ou would have said yes, wouldn't you?' He spoke abruptly, asif the words tumbled out despite his
better judgment. "At Beltaine. Y ou would have accepted me, if not for this?’

"Oh, Eamonn. What good isit to ether of usfor meto answer that question?It'sall changed. Everything
ischanged. Now go, please. Thereésno point in talking anymore. It's happened; no shedding of blood
can dterit.”

"I'll need time." This, too, surprised me. "Timeto cometo termswith this."

"Sowill others™" | said wryly. "Therearemany | have yet to tell. | must ask you again not to speek of this,
until .. ."

"Of course | will not. Always, you have had my deepest respect, and you haveit ill." He gave a stiff
little haf bow, turned on hished, and, finaly, was gone.

Therewas astrange supper, full of glances and gestures and unspoken words. Niamh wore ademure
gown in asoft, gold-colored fabric, high necked, long deeved, and she sat mute by her husband as he
debated strategies with Liam. She atelittle. My mother was absent; my father abstracted. From time to
time| caught him watching Niamh and watching Fionn, and there was agrimnessin hisface that echoed
my own thoughts. For once | was not hungry. | had crossed only my first bridge. Asfor Eamonn, he had
been obliged to put in an gppearance, as my father had, because an absence might have caused offense.
He drank hiswine, and the cup wasrefilled, and he drank again. A platter of food was set before him
and taken away untouched. There were dark thoughtsin his eyes.

Next day dawned fair. | was up early, and dressed warmly in an outdoor gown with the gray coat over
the top, an inelegant but practical combination. The water in the little bowl was bracingly cold. | went out
to find my father. Most of our lambs were born in spring, but some ewes dropped lambs in autumn, and



when the season was harsh that could be a problem, lubdan was up in the top pastures, checking his
stock with an ancient shepherd and a couple of young lads who acted as the old man's eyes and hands.
Therewas avery new lamb, upright but tottering, and they were debating whether to take the ewe down
to the barn to try to save her or to put her out of her misery then and there.

"Give her achanceat leadt," | said, coming up behind them. "That young one might be your prize
breeding ram in acouple of years. Give her aday or two."

"Dunno. Not rightly." The old man scratched his chin, which bore asparse bristling of white hairs.
"Wadting your time, maybe."

"Give her aday or two," | said again, asthe ewerolled her guileless eyes at me. lubdan got up from
where he had been squatting beside the stricken animd. "Y ou lads take her down to the barn. Y ou know
whét to do."

"Aye, we do. Take the skin off the lamb that died, and rub it on this one and try him with the other ewe.
Like asnot shell take him as her own." The lad was eager to demonstrate his knowledge.

"Well, get onwithit then," said my father, grinning.
"Father, can you spare alittletime?'
"Of course, sweetheart. What isit?'

Thethree of them, young and old, maneuvered the ewe onto aboard and set off down the hill toward the
barn. The gnarled old shepherd followed the two lads, with the tiny lamb borne precarioudy in hisarms.

"What's troubling you, Daughter? Isit about Niamh?"

"I'm worried about her, yes. But I've other mattersto talk about just now. Very serious matters, Father,
that can't wait. Y ou'll be—you'll be more than displeased, I'm &afraid.”

"Come, st down here, Liadan. This soundsweighty. It takesalot to displease me; you know that.”

We sat side by side on the drystone wall. From here, the lower reaches of the forest spread down to
surround the grim fortress walls of Sevenwaters. The keep was softened by the myriad branches of oak
and beech, rowan and birch. Leaves were turning, and the crisp air was clear savefor therising plumes
of wood smoke from early cooking fires.

"It1l beafar morning,” said lubdan.

"Theewe," | blurted out, starting in the middle, "you let her have acouple of days. Y ou could have killed
her. Why?"'

He thought for amoment. "'I'd follow the old man's judgment, normally. He's been a shepherd since
before | wasborn. | did it because you bid me. Maybe the ewe will die, and maybe she won't. Why do
you ask?'

"When—when | wasaway, | killed aman. I-1 dit histhroat with my knife, and he died. I've never done
thet before.”

My father said not aword. He waited for meto go on.

"It was the only thing to do, you understand? He was dying, he had been left to die, hewasin terrible
agony, | could not do otherwise. Y ou said once you hoped | would never have to use those skillsyou



taught me, with knife and bow and staff. Well, | have used them now, and | do not fed the better for it.
And yet, a thetime, it wasthe only choice.”

|ubdan nodded. "Wasthiswhat you had to tell me?"

"Only part of it." My throat was suddenly congtricted. " There was another man whom | tried to hedl. Like
the ewe. | ingsted on keeping him alive, and he suffered; and in the end he died anyway. | made the
wrong choice, but at thetime | was so sure.”

My father nodded again. "Y ou do what you must. Not every choice can be right. And you cannot be
sure yourswas wrong. Y our mother would say, forces outside yourself have ahand in thesethings. You
are an able hedler; if anyone could have saved thisfelow, it would have been you. There may have been
another reason why this man'slife was prolonged.”

| said nothing.

"Y ou know," said lubdan conversationdly, "if there's anything I've learned from living among thefolk of
Erin dl theseyears, it'sthat agtory's not likely to have just two of anything in it. It'salwaysthree. Three
wishes, three dragons. Three men.”

| drew a deep breeth. "Father, you told me not so long ago that, when it was time for me to wed, | might
make my own choice. Do you remember that?"

He waited amoment before he spoke. "Thisis not what | expected.” The sun was climbing higher;
morning light turned his hair to the exact red-gold shade of Niamh's. Autumn red; oak-leef red. "But yes,
of course| remember.”

"l ..." | could not force the words out. "Father, | ..."

"Y ou have met some man you fancy? Perhaps the ancient, ugly pauper whose trustworthy character we
once discussed?' He was smiling, but the blue eyes were questioning, intent on my face.

"I must tell it straight, Father, though it will hurt you, and that grieves me. | am expecting achild. | cannot
namethe child'sfather, and | will not marry him or any other. No wrong was done to me, no ill deed.
This man is—heisthe one | would choose above dl others. But | will bear and raise my child done, for
this man will not come to Sevenwaters. | have told Mother and Eamonn. Now | tdll you, and | am afraid
because—because above dl, | do not want to lose your respect. If you lost your faithin me, | might
begin to doubt mysdlf. And | cannot afford to do so. | need dl my strength for this”

Unlike Eamonn, my father sat still while he absorbed the news. He looked out over the wide reaches of
theforest, his expression giving nothing away. He did not ask meto repeat mysdlf. He did not pace up
and down. Findly he asked me, "What did your mother say?"

"That shetreasured the child as | do. That she would be hereto ddiver him with her own handsin
spring.”

"l see" he said, and there was agrimnessin hisvoice, and aset about hisjaw, that told me he was
working hard to hold back anger. "I think you must tell me. | think you must give me this man's name.
Niamh'sill-chosen lover at least had the courage to face me and account for himsdlf. Y ours, it seems,
samply takeswhat pleases him and moves onto the next opportunity.”

| felt the heat rise to my cheeks. ™Y ou chegpen what was between us," | said, darmed to be arguing with
my father, whom | respected more than anyone in the world. "This was no—no casud liaison, no
cardess coupling—It was—"



"Remind me, how long wasiit you were away?"' Father asked.

"Stop it! Thisisal wrong! Oh, what is hgppening to usthat al of us hurt each other and cannot listen
anymorel"

Therewas alittle sllence, and then he spoke again, very softly.

"Very well," hesaid. "I have seen the result of Niamh's error, how it has changed her, and that makes me
more than uneasy. | will hear you out. Perhgps the man's nameis not so important, it ishisactions| find
hard to understand. Y ou said he would not come to Sevenwaters. Why not? What man would not follow
such awoman and seek to keep her as hiswife? What man would not wish to know his own son? Unless
heisdready married, or otherwise unworthy of you. But your judgment is seldom faulty, Daughter.”

"He—he did ask meto stay with him, and | said no. There's Mother; | needed to come home. Then,
later, he ... when he found out who | was, he was all too eager to berid of me." Tearswere close,
suddenly.

"I don't like the sound of thisat al. Was areason given?'

| hadn't planned to tell him. But it came out anyway. " Something along way back. When you left
Harrowfield. Some sort of wrong he said was done. He said—he said you took away his birthright.
Something like that. Father, you must tell nobody of this, you understand?”

Hewasfrowning. "That'salong time ago. Of what yearsisthis man of yours?"
"Not so old. Around Eamonn's age, maybe younger."

"And hesaBriton?' There wasaquestion in histone, but | did not reply, for | was not prepared to admit
| did not know the answer. "He could have been little more than an infant when | left Harrowfield,"
Father went on. "This cannot beright, surely.”

"Y ou've never talked about that time. Was there anything—did anything happen that might explain what
he said? Was any ill doneto achild? Thereis some past evil that bears heavily on him."

lubdan shook his head. "There were children there, of course, in the household, in the villages, on the
farms. But | left my estate in good hands. | made sure al was safe and ordered before | came here. My
people were wd | protected, their future as secure as any can be in these troubled times. Perhapsif |
could spegk withhim .. ."

"No," | said. "That's not possible.”
"Areyou ashamed of him? Or of me?"

"Oh, no, Father. Don't even think that. He cannot come here. He lives alife of—of danger and flight.
Thereisno roomin such alifefor meor for hischild. Bestif | just get on with thisby mysdf.”

"But you would not marry Eamonn.”

"If I cannot havethisman, | will have no other.”

"Did you tdl Niamh?"

"How could | tell her? Y ou've seen how it iswith her. She's hardly spoken to me since she came home.”

We got up and began to walk dowly down the hill toward the barn. We were silent for awhile and then



he said, "Since Niamh'sreturn, | seem unable to reach her, Liadan. She will not see her mother, who
longs so much to salve the wounds that were inflicted when Niamh was denied her lover. Itisasif
another woman has returned in our daughter's place, asif something has turned that shining girl into the
merest shadow of herself. | have lost one daughter, and your mother walks adark pathway. | don't wish
to loseyou aswdll."

| dipped my arm around his. "I dways intended to stay here. Y ou know that."

"Yes. My little daughter, so skilled in al the domestic arts, aways happiest with her own people around
her. Y ou are the heart of the household, Liadan. But are you surethisis il dl you want?"

| did not reply. My father and | did not lie to each other.

"What if this man turned up on your doorstep tomorrow and asked you to go with him? How would you
answver him?'

If he turned up on my door step tomorrow while Eamonn is still here, he'd be lucky to get away
with his neck intact. "I don't know. | don't know what | would do.”

We had come out beneath the tree line and could see the whitewashed walls of the barn before us.

"I have aproposa for you, which well follow if your mother agrees.” Father might have been outlining a
plan for building awall or setting out an orchard. But his eyeswere less than tranquil. "When Aiding goes
home, you will accompany her to Sidhe Dubh and stay there while Eamonnisat Tara. Take Niamh with
you and makeit your task to find out what isamiss with her. | sense awrong there greater than we know
of, something deep and wounding. | have done my best to reach her, but she sees me as her enemy and
will not talk to me. It ishard enough for your mother to bear her own weakness and pain without the
dally hurt of seeing her daughter thus and being shut out from helping. Y our mother said if Niamh will talk
to anyone, it will beto you. I'm asking you to do thisfor me. Just until Fionn returnsfor her, and then you
must come home. Y ou will not wish to linger at Eamonn's house once he comes back. Y ou say you have
told him this news dready. That must have been hard for both of you. Eamonn isaproud man; he does
not suffer losses eadlly.”

"It was horrible”
My father dipped an arm around my shoulders. "Well, then, what do you say?'

"If thisiswhat you wish, | will go." My heart sank at the progpect. | was not sure | wanted to know what
was behind Niamh's beautiful, blank eyes. | knew | did not want to vist Eamonn'shome, evenin his
absence.

"Y ou will do thisfor me and for your mother. In return, | will provide protection for you and for my
grandchild. I will make sure Liam knows of thisbefore he leavesfor Tara. | will tell Sean and Conor."

"Mother said shewould—"

"I will doit. And | will doitin such away that no questions are asked and no demands made of you.
Y ou are my daughter. Y ou and your infant will be safe here at Sevenwatersfor aslong as you choose to

Say."
"Oh, Father." | put my arms around him and hugged him.

"I will not seeyou fal into despair, as Niamh has. 1, too, broke the rules to have what | wanted, Liadan. |
have never forgotten what | left behind when | came here. But | have never believed, not for asingle



moment, that what | chose to do waswrong. Y ou are your mother's daughter. | do not haveitinmeto
believe your choices can be faulty. Surely good must come of thisin the end. There, sweetheart, weep if
you will. Later you must find Aiding and plan your visit. Perhgps you should travel by cart; it may not be
wisefor youtoride."

"Cart!" He had jolted me out of my tears. "I'm not an invalid. | will be safe enough on thelittle mare.
WEell go gently.”

Hewastrue to hisword. Just how he achieved it | do not know, but by the eve of the men's departure
for Tara, my news was known to Liam and to Sean and also to Conor, but perhaps he had known
aready. | was aware, constantly, of how different thiswas from Niamh's experience. For my sster there
had been the cold disapproval, the harsh censure, the shutting out, the hasty, forced marriage. For me
there was Ssmply acceptance, asif my fatherless child were dready part of the family a Sevenwaters. My
transgression broke more rulesthan Niamh's. | still could not understand why the family had considered
Ciaran an unsuitable match for her, why their reasons had been kept secret. There had been no child on
theway. Y et Niamh had received none of the love and warmth that surrounded me. There was aterrible
injustice about it. | was aware of my sister as she moved stiffly about the house, closed off behind her
invishble barrier, eyes expressonless, arms wrapped around hersdf or hands clutched tightly together asif
she could not afford to let down her guard for oneingtant, asif she believed usdl to be her enemies.

Despite the unfairness of it, | was deeply grateful to my father for easng my path so miraculoudy. News
travelsfast. | went downstairs before supper, and there was Janis hersalf, making sure there were enough
goblets and platters and knives for the household and the guests. Janis was agel ess. She had been my
mother'swet nurse; she must be quite old in years, but her dark eyes till gleamed with keeninterestin
whatever was new, and her hair, scraped back into a severely plaited bundle at the nape of the neck,

was as black and shining asa crow'swing. Her family were traveling folk, but Janis had settled at
Sevenwaters|ong ago; it was with us she belonged.

"Well, lass," she said with agrin, "'no need to keep the secret any longer, | hear.”
"My father told you?

"He put the news about in hisown way. Not that | didn't know. A woman does know. I'm just glad
yourewdl. Youll carry safely for dl you'realittlething.”

| managed asmile.

"Il help you whenit'syour time," Janiswent on quietly. " She might not have the strength for it by then.
Shelll tell mewhat to do. I'll be the hands. There now, no tears, lass. This news has brought asmileto
your mother's face. That makes him happy, the Big Man. Y ou've no need for shame.”

"It'snot that,” | said, blinking hard. "'l feel no shame. It's my mother, and Niamh, and—and everything.
It'sdl changing; it's changing too fast. | don't know if | can keep up.”

"Here, lasse." She put her arms around me and gave me afirm hug. "Change will follow you. Y ou're one
of thosewho inviteit. But youreastrong girl. You'll aways know what's right for you and your
babe—and your man."

"l hope s0," | said soberly.

Looking around the hdl that night, it occurred to me that this might be the last occasion for some time that
wewere dl together. Liam sat in his carven chair, his stern image somewhat softened by the young
wolfhounds that played agame of pursuit around his booted legs. My brother stood next to him, the



resemblance as dways striking. Sean had the same long face and hard jaw, the features of aleader inthe
making. Conor'swas the sameface again, but subtly different, for it was ever filled with aninner light, an
ancient serenity. Niamh was seated sllent beside her husband. Her back was held straight, her head high,
and she did not look at anyone. Her hair was veiled, her dress demurein the extreme. So quickly, it
seemed, was her light quenched, which had shone so strongly as she danced and dazzled at the feast of
Imbolc. Fionn ignored her. On my sister's other side was Aiding, keeping up aone-sided conversation
with no difficulty at al. And Eamonn was there, seated in the shadows, tankard of ae between his palms.
| tried to avoid catching hiseye.

My mother wastired, | could seeit, and distressed to see her elder daughter so changed. | saw her
glancing in Niamh's direction and looking away, and | saw thelittle frown that never left her brow. But
she smiled and chatted with Seamus Redbeard and did her best to make things seem asthey should be.
Father watched over her, saying little. When we had finished our medl, my mother turned to Conor.

"We need afinetdetonight, Conor,” she said, smiling. " Something inspiring to send Liam and hisdlieson
their way to Tara strengthened. There will be many departures, for Sean escortsthe girlswest in aday or
two, and we shdl be very quiet here for atime. Choose your tale well."

"I will do s0." Conor roseto hisfeet. He was not avery tall man, but there was a presence about him that
made him imposing, amost regd in hiswhite robe. The golden tore around his neck gleamed in the
torchlight, and above it hisfeatures were pale and cam. He stood quiet for alittle, asif summoning the
right story for this particular night.

"At thistime of parting, of new ventures, it is apt to tell atale of those things that have been, and are, and
will be" Conor began. "L et each of you listen and make of thistale what your heart and spirit will, for
each bringsto the thread of words his own bright vision, his own dark memory. Whatever your faith,
whatever your belief, let my tale speak to you; forget thisworld for awhile and dlow your mind to go
back through the years, back to another time when this land was untrodden by our kind, when the Tuatha
De Danann, the Fair Folk, first set foot on the shores of Erin and discovered unexpected opposition from
those who were here before them.”

"Finetae, finetae," rumbled Seamus Redbeard, setting his cup heavily down on thetable.

"The Tuatha Dewerefolk of great influence, gods and goddesses dl,” said Conor. "Among them were
powerful headlers, warriors with an awvesome capacity for regeneration; practitioners of magic who could
drain alake dry, or change aman into asamon or turn asoul off his chosen path with aflick of the
fingers. They were both strong and willful. And yet they did not take Erin without agood fight.

"For they were not the first on these shores. There were others here before them. The Fomhoire were
plain folk, folk with both feet on the ground. Some tales say they were ugly and deformed; some that they
were demonic. Thus spesk those whose understanding islimited to the surface of things. The Fomhoire
were no gods. But they had their own crafts and their own kind of power. Theirs was an ancient magic,
the magic of the belly of the earth, of the bottomless caves, of the secret wells and the mysterious depths
of lake and river. Theirs were the standing stones we have employed for our own rituds, the solemn
markers of the paths of sun, moon, and stars. Theirs were the great barrows and passage tombs. They
were older than time. They did not smply livein theland of Erin. They were theland.

"Then the Fair Folk came, and others after them, and many were the grueling battles and subtle acts of
treachery and feigned overtures of friendship that occurred before at last there was akind of pesce, a
delicate truce, adividing of the land that was s0 inequitable that the Fomhoire would smply have laughed
at it, had not they been so weakened that they dared not risk further losses. So they agreed to the peace,
and they retreated to the few places grudgingly alowed them. The Tuatha De possessed the land, or



thought they did, and they ruled here until the coming of our own kind drove them in their turn into secret
places, Otherworld places, under the surface, in the deep forests, in the londly caverns beneath the hills,
or back to the depths of the ocean across which they had first journeyed to Erin. So both races of
magica beings seemed logt to thisworld.

"Time brings change. One peopl e follows another and holds sway for aspan, and then anew conqueror
comesto take their place. Even for our people, even within the span of our fathers fathers lives, we have
seen this. Our own faith was stretched very thinfor atime. Even here, in the great forest of Sevenwaters,
itssacred lorewas al but forgotten. For once that lore exists only as amemory in the mind of one very
old man, it isasfrail and tenuous as the gossamer wing of a butterfly, as a single thread of a cobweb. We
nearly let it dip through our fingers. We came so close.™

Conor bowed his head. There was ahush in the room.

"Y ou have brought it to life again, Conor,” my mother said softly. ™Y ou and your kind are ashining
exampleto us. In these times of trouble you have preserved the old ways and fanned the spark into a
flame”

| glanced at Fionn; he was a Chrigtian, after al. Perhapsthis had not been the wisest tale to choose. But
Fionn did not seem to be perturbed. Indeed, | wondered if he had even been listening. He had hisfingers
lightly around Niamh'swrist, and his thumb was moving against her skin. Hewas looking at her Sdeways,
with something like amusement in hisexpression and alittle smile on hislips. Niamh sat rigidly upright, her
blue eyeswide and blind like those of atrapped creature staring into the light of aflaring torch.

"We forget sometimes,” Conor resumed thetale, "that both these races, the Fair Folk and the Fomhoire,
dwelt here avery long time, long enough to set their mark on every corner of Erin. Every stream, every
well, every hidden cave hasits own tae. Every hollow hill, every desolate rock in the seahasits magica
dweller, itsstory and its secret. And there are the smaller, less powerful folk who have their own placein
the web of life. The sylphs of the upper canopy, the strange, fishlike dwellersin the water, the salkies of
the wide ocean, the small folk of toadstool and tree ssump. They are a part of the land as great oak and
field grassare, as gleaming salmon and bounding deer are. It isall one and the same, interlinked and
interwoven; and if apart of it falls, if apart of it isneglected, dl becomesvulnerable. It islike an arched
doorway, in which each stone supports the others. Remove one and the whole structure collapses.

"I have told you how our faith weakened, and was driven into hiding. But thisis not astory of the
Chrigtian way and how it growsin strength and influence throughout our land. It isatae of custodianship
and of trudt. Itisatale you ignore at your peril when you go forth asan aly of Sevenwaters.”

There was a pause.

"Very cryptic,” murmured Liam, reaching down to scratch one of the dogs behind the ear. "I sensethe
taleisnot yet begun, Brother."

"Y ou know mewdl," Conor responded with ahaf smile.
"I know druids" said hisbrother dryly.

Conor was standing just where Ciaran had stood to tell the tale of Aengus Og and thefair Caer
Ibormeith, whom he created in my sster'simage, with her long, copper hair and her milk white skin. |
glanced a my sgter, wondering if she wasthinking the same, and | saw her husband's fingers where they
played against the palm of her hand, stroking, teasing, pinching so that she flinched in sudden pain.

"Come and st by me awhile, Niamh." My voice rang out clearly in the silence while Conor pondered the



next part of histale. "We have seen nothing of you. I'm sure Fionn can spareyou for alittle.”

Fonn'slip curled in ashow of surprise. "Y ou are bold, young sster,” he said, arching his dark brows. "l
rideto Tarain the morning; | will be without my lovely wife for the best part of amoon, maybe longer,
since she has been prevailed upon to desert me. Would you deprive me il further? Sheissuch a...
comfort tome."

"Come, Niamh," | said, suppressing ashudder as | looked him straight in the eye and held out ahand
toward my sister. Everyone was watching now, but nobody said aword.

"l ...Iwould...," said Niamh faintly, but her husband still held her wrist imprisoned. So | got up and
walked acrossand | dipped my hand through her other arm.

"Please,” | said sweetly, smiling at my sister's hushand in what | hoped was a placatory manner, though |
suspect the message of my eyes was somewhat different.

"Oh, well, therésdways later,” he said, and hisfingers uncurled from her wrist.
Thisisthe Ui Neill, Liadan. Sean wasfrowning at me. The voice of hismind was stern. Don't meddle.

Sheismy sister. And yours. How could heforget that? But it seemed they had al forgotten when they
sent her away.

Niamh sat down by me as Conor resumed thetae. | felt her draw a deep, shuddering breath and let it
out al at once. | kept her hand in mine, but loosdly, for it seemed to me | had to move dowly, as
carefully asif | walked on eggshdlls, if | wereto win back her trugt.

"Thisisatde of thefirst man to settle at Sevenwaters," said Conor gravely. "His name was Fergus, and it
isfrom him that our folk are dl descended. Fergus came from the south, from Laigin, and hewas athird
son with little chance of claiming hisfather's lands. He was one of the fianna, those wild youthswho ride
out to sl their swordsto the best bidder. Well, one fine summer morning Fergus was separated from his
friendsright on the edge of agrest wood; and try as he might, he could not find their trail. And after a
while, lured by the beauty of the arching trees, the dappled pathways and danting light, he rode on into
the old forest, thinking, | will go where this path takes me and see what adventure comes my way.

"He rode and he rode, deeper and deeper into the heart of the forest, and the farther Fergus traveled the
more that place took hold of his spirit and the more he marveled at its beauty and its strangeness. He felt
no fear, even though by now he had completely lost hisway. Instead, he was compelled to go ever
forward, high on hills crowned with grest oak, ash, and pine, down into hidden valleys thick with rowan
and hazdl, dong streams fringed with willow and elder, until at last he reached the shore of amagnificent
lake, glittering gold in the light of |ate afternoon. He did not know if this journey had taken asingle day or
two or three. He was not weary; instead, he felt refreshed, reborn, for something had awoken in his spirit
that he had never known was there until now.

"Fergus stopped by the lake and dismounted from his horse. He bent to cup his handsin the clear water
and take awelcome drink. The water was good. It sharpened his mind and embol dened his heart.

"'What isit you want most in the world, Fergus?

"Fergus whirled around in shock. There behind him stood aman and awoman, so close he could not
understand how he had not seen them before. Both were very tall, taler far than mortal kind. The man
hed hair the color of flamethat curled and flickered around his brow asif it wereindeed living fire. The
woman was very fair, with long dark tresses and deep blue eyes that matched her flowing cloak. Fergus



recognized that they must be folk of the Tuatha De Danann, and that he must answer the question.
Strange, though; hisanswer came out quite different from what it might have been afew days before.

"'l want to stay here and make my home," he said. 'l want to be part of this place. | want my children to
grow up under these trees and taste the fresh water of thelake. Then they will be clear-sghted and richin
spirit." So short atime had it taken for this place to set itsimprint on his soul.

"Y ou know who we are? asked the lady.

"'l—I've anideg, yes,' said Fergus, suddenly abashed, for he had never encountered fairy folk before. 'l
don't intend to be presumptuous, my lady. | expect thisisyour land. | can hardly clam it as my own. But
you did ask.’

"The flame-haired man laughed. ‘It's yours, son. That'swhy you were brought here!'
"'Mine? Fergussjaw dropped in shock. The forest, the lake—mine? It was adream, surdly.

"'Y oursto keep as guardian, if you fancy thejob. As custodian. Make your home here by the lake of
Sevenwaters. Theforest isold. It isone of thelast safe dwelling placesfor our people and for—the
others. Theforest will guard you and yours, and you will enjoy great power and prosperity if you remain
true. But you must play your part aswell. The old ways dwindle, and the secret places are safe no more;
they arelaid open, despoiled. Y ou and your heirswill be the people of Sevenwaters, and your influence
in the morta world must be used to keep the forest and its dwellers safe—all of itsdwellers. There are
few such places of refuge left in the land of Erin, and they grow fewer with each turn of thewhed. Itis
not our way to seek help from your kind, but the world changes, and we need you and yours, Fergus.
Will you be this guardian? Have you the strength for it?

"What could he answer but yes? So Fergus built his keep of strong stone, and in time he gathered around
him some of hisold friends from the wild fianna, and some of the farm folk from these parts, and he
cleared afew trees, just enough to make room for his grazing land and his small settlements. And he took
awife. Not the daughter of afarmer nor the Sister of one of hisfriends, as you might expect. No, hiswife
was of another land entirely. He found her one day when he was out scouting on the hills above the lake,
seeking agood place for awatchtower. He came up arise between rowans, and there she was, Sitting
high on the rocks in aragged dress the color of willow leaves, combing her dark hair and gazing out over
the treestoward the lake; and he took one look into her strange, clear eyes and waslogt. She never said
where she came from, or what she was. She was awee, smdl| thing, adip of agirl; shewas never one of
the Tuatha De. Fergus remembered, sometimes, how the mysterious lady had spoken of the others, but
he never asked.

"Her name was Eithne, and she was agood wife to him, and bore him three bold sons and three brave
daughters. Hisfirst son he taught the arts of war, and the second the arts of good husbandry, so that
together they might preserve the forest and lake of Sevenwaters and keep it safe. The third son was
clamed, on his saventh birthday, by avery old man with braidsin hishair who came limping out of the
foredt, leaning on astaff of oak. This son became adruid, and that was how the old ways were rekindled
among the people of Sevenwaters.”

"What about the daughters?' | could not resist interrupting, athough it was not good mannersto stop the
flow of adruid'stae.

"Ah, the daughters,”" said Conor, smiling. "All three had their mother's smal sature, and her dark hair and
her strange eyes, and many a suitor was there for them when they became women. Fergus was a good
grategist. Thefirst he wed to the holder of the tuath to the west of the forest. The second he wed to the
son of another neighbor, who dwelt in the heart of the marshlands bordering the passto the north. The



third daughter stayed home and became skilled in herb lore and hedling, and folk called her the heart of
Sevenwaters.

"What about the Idands?" Sean asked, eager for the tale to unfold further.

"Ah, yes." Conor grew solemn. "The Idands. That isthe next part of thistale. But maybe my audience
growsweary. It isalong story, perhaps best told over two nights." He glanced around him, brows raised
in question.

"Tel therest, Conor," my mother said softly.

"As| sad, Fergus never asked hiswife, Eithne, what she was or where she came from. He never knew if
shewas an ordinary mortal or something else. She grew older just asamorta does. But they do say that
if one of the Otherworld folk makes the choice to wed one of our kind, sheloses her immortality. If thisis
true, Eithne must have loved her man deeply indeed, and that perhapsis the root of the way thefolk of
Sevenwaters loveto this day. Eithne gave her husband good cause to believe that she might indeed be
one of the Old Ones. They say the Fomhoire are folk of the seq, that it was from the depths of the ocean
that they emerged, long ago, to dwell in theland of Erin. Eithne's secret was a sea secret. Shetold Fergus
of threeidands, three rocksin the great water that separates our land from Albaand Britain. Secret
idandsthey were, very small, very hard to find, save by those who knew. Knew what? asked Fergus.
Knew how to find them, said Eithne. The Idands were the heart. The heart of everything, the center of
the whedl. Fergus must go there, and then he would understand. When al elsefailed, when dl waslogt,
the Idands would be the Last Place. Even more than the lake, even more than the forest, the Idands must
be kept safe.

"What Eithne said turned Fergus cold, and he did not ask her to explain.

But he had his men build asturdy boat, abig curragh with abit of asail, and he followed the map Eithne
had shown him how to make, and set out from the eastern shore toward the ISe of Man. That was
before theworst of the raids; ill, it was not the safest stretch of water for aboat manned by abunch of
woodsmen and farmers. Eithne did not come with her husband. She was carrying a child and besides,
she said, seatravel made her sick. So Fergus and his men traveled east and allittle south, and asthey
neared the coast of Man amist came down, so thick you couldn't see your finger in front of you. They
took down the sail and stilled the oars, but the boat moved on, pulled by an invisible current, whilethe
crew sat shivering infright, their mindsfull of long-toothed sea mongters and knife-edged rocks. And
after along time, the kedl of the boat scraped onto ashelly beach, and the mist lifted as suddenly asit
had come down. They were on the shore of asmall, rocky idand, not more than aspeck inthe sea, a
desolate place surdly inhabited only by sedls and wild birds. The men were dismayed. Fergus reassured
them, athough truth to tell he himself was|ess than happy with their Stuation. There was astrange hush
about the place, afeding that something large was watching their every move. He bade the men haul up
the curragh and make camp under the shelter of overhanging rocks, while he climbed higher to see how
theland lay.

"Scrambling up the rocks, he observed with surprise that aremarkable variety of life existed in thisforlorn
place: low, cregping plants, wind-bent bushes, crabs and shdllfish and little scuttling things. And many,
many birds passing and whedling overhead. Fergus stood at the topmost point of the small idand and
looked north. There wasthe Ide of Man in the distance, but sill too close for comfort. To the east, much
nearer, lay another rocky idand, larger than the one where they had landed, an idand with bays and level
ground covered with rough grass rising to cliffsin the south, a place where some sort of presence might
be established if there were fresh water to be found. And to the west—there was the third idand. Fergus
knew ingtantly that thiswas the idand Eithne had meant. It sood in the sealike agreat stone pillar, steep,
gheer, its base amass of sharp, tumbled rocks over which the sea boiled and seethed. Incredibly, a set of



rough steps had been hewn into the rock al the way to the top. There was a sort of ledge there and
trees. Trees! Fergus could scarce believeit, but agrove of what seemed to be rowans crowned this stark
pinnacle, and above them birds circled.

"Fergus thought for awhile, and then he went back down to the men, and helped them to make afire,
and promised them they'd be going home in the morning. The men wererdlieved. Thistrip had been
altogether too strange. Then Fergus said, but first | want you to take me over there. Where? asked his
men. There, said Fergus, pointing. Y ou could see no more than the top of the third idand from where
they stood on the shore, and so the men agreed. It was the next morning, when they were in the boat and
rowing across, that they caught sight of the rocks and the frothing surf around them, and felt cold terror
grip their vitals. Row on, said Fergus grimly, and they did, despite themselves. Then the current took
them, and they shipped their oars, and the boat was sucked forward, closer and closer to the rocks, until
the men began to scream and call on Manannan mac Lir to save them. And at the instant when they were
about to be dashed to pieces, the boat was al of a sudden drawn between the rocks and into a sort of
cavern where the water swirled, and at the Side of the cavern was a shelf, and an opening, and steps cut
intherock, going up.

"Before anyone could speak, Fergus was out of the boat and onto the shelf, and he was tying up the craft
to aniron spike driven into a crack between the wet rocks. | won't belong, he said, as he st off up the
steps. The men sat in the boat, very quiet indeed. It was dark in the cave, and the water moved strangely
againg theked, asif there were creatures there just below the surface. The sea rushed in one opening
and out another, where there was barely enough clearance even with the mast down. They tried not to
think about tides. Nobody asked who would take chargeif Fergus never came back.

"They waited along time—at leat, it seemed long, what with the churning waters and the shifting
shadows and their imaginations playing nasty tricks. Eventudly Fergus returned with astrange look on his
face, asif what he had seen was beyond his wildest dreams, something that could never be put into
words. He stepped into the curragh and untied the rope, and the men ducked as the current swept them
out through the low opening and shot them forward, clear of the white water and the rocks, spewing their
craft out into the open sea. Then they put up mast and sail, and took up the oars as well, and made haste
homeward. And never athing did they ask Fergus until they made safe landfal on the shores of Erin once
more.

"Hedidn't tell what he'd seen. Maybe to Eithne, but not to the rest of hishousehold. It was secret, hetold
them. But what Eithne had told him wastrue: the Idands were the Last Place, and the tallest one, which
he named the Needle, was most precious of al. Here were the caves of truth, guarded by sacred rowan
trees that grew where no ordinary tree could sur vive. The Idands must be protected from the outside
world. If they were disturbed, if they were taken, the balance would shift; and then, however careful the
husbandry of the forest, however secure the lands of Sevenwaters, things would begin to go wrong.
When Fergustold peoplethis, they believed him, for therewasalight in hiseyes, an awein his
expression that told them he had indeed seen something wondrous beyond telling.

"From that time on, aguard was put on the Idands, a camp established on Greater Idand, awatch set on
the seas south of Man, so neither Norseman nor Briton nor curious fisherman would dare come close,
Fergus had to learn fast. Thefolk of Sevenwaters were not a seafaring breed, and they lost more than a
few good men over the years, for the Idands are far out to sea, as near the coast of Britain asthey areto
Erin. But the will was strong. There came atime when the druids of the forest ventured acrossthe seato
the Needle and performed the ritual of Samhain on the pinnacle beneath the sacred rowans. Ah yes"
bresthed Conor, hiseyes seeing it, hisexpresson full of wonder.

"For generations the family at Sevenwaters kept their promise and |ooked after the forest and itsfolk,



and watched over the Idands, and the forest in turn gave them its bounty and ensured their enemies
stayed away. In each generation there would be adruid, and there would be one or two who led the
household and kept folk fed and stock healthy and ensured the people could defend themsalves. In each
generation there would be a healer. Outside the forest, the Chrigtian faith spread across the land,
sometimes enforced with violence, but more often subtly and quietly. Outside the forest, the Norsemen
came and other raiders, and nothing was safe, not tranquil village nor king's fortress nor cloistered house
of prayer. People no longer beieved in the Tuatha De nor in the manifestations of the Other-world, for in
their fear folk saw only the barbarian with his axe dripping the blood of their dear ones. But Sevenwaters
was safe, and so were the [ands that bordered it, allies by marriage and long association, united against
every foe. Inevitably there came atime when the family grew complacent. There was a generation that
gave no child to the wise ones. Daughters wed farther awvay and died early. A leader was distracted, and
hisfarmersfell into bad habits. Once things started to dide, they got rapidly worse.

"Asthey lost their grip, their enemies scented blood. In particular, the Briton, Northwoods of Cumbria,
had awish to extend his control beyond the sea; and at a black time for Sevenwaters, he camewith a
fleet of ships, manned by seasoned warriors, and took control of the Idands. The watch had been
relaxed; the garrison dlowed to run down. It was dl too easy for Northwoods. Then there were British
craft moored a Grester 1dand, and British boots trampled the soil of the sacred places, and British
voices echoed in the caves of truth. They butchered the ancient rowansto fuel their fires. And it was as
Eithne had said. From that moment on, things started to go wrong for Sevenwaters. Sonsfell in battle
with the Britons. Daughtersdied in childbirth. Treeswerefdled in error, and there were fires and floods.
Alliesturned their backs. Cropsfailed and the sheep got the murrain. So it went on, and the family
struggled to keep control. They mounted attack after attack, but Northwoods held on and his
descendants after him.

"It was later, much later, in the time of my father's grandfather, whose name was Cormack. That name
was dso my brother's, another who gave hislife for the cause, and in thetdling of thistale | honor him."
Conor's tone remained calm, but there was a shadow over hisfestures as he said this. Cormack had
been histwin. | could imagine how such aloss must fed. "The Cormack of thistae was agood, strong
man, another such as hisancestor Fergus. He struggled and worked, and saw himself going backward,
and one day he ventured deep into the forest and sought help from the oldest of the druids, aman so
ancient hisfacewas dl wrinkles and his eyesfilmy and blind. Cormack asked him, 'How can | save my
people? How can the forest be preserved and the dwellers of the forest? 1 will not give up my task; | am
the custodian of theselands and all that live here. | am thelord of Sevenwaters. There must be away.'

"The old druid looked into the fire and was silent so long Cormack began to wonder if he was deef as
wdll. The smoke rose and curled and the fire glowed with strange colors, green and gold and purple.
‘Thereisaway,' said the old man, and his voice was deep and strong. ‘Not for you, but for your
children's children, or for their children's children. The balance must be restored, or al will belost.

""How? asked Cormack eagerly.

""Many will fal,' the druid went on. 'Many will diefor the cause. That isnothing new. The evil oneswill
gain in strength. Sevenwaterswill come within ahair's breadth of losing everything, family and fores,
heart and spirit. But it can be put right.’

""When?

"'Not in your time. There will come onewho is neither of Britain nor of Erin, and a the sametimeis both.
Thischild will bear the mark of theraven, and it isthrough that intervention that the Idandswill be saved
and the balance restored.’



"'What can | do?

"'Hold on. Hold on, until itistime. That isal you can do.

Conor fell slent. It was astrange way to end atale, but it was unmistakably the end. Therewasnot a
sound in the hall. My mother took up aflask of parsnip wine and poured someinto agoblet.

"Liadan? Passthisto your Uncle Conor. He has worked hard for ustonight.”
| et go Niamh's hand, which was limp and cold in mine, and carried the wineto my uncle.

"Thank you," he said with anod. "Now tell me, Liadan, what does thistale mean to you? If you wereto
take one truth from it, what would that be?"

| looked him inthe eye. "That even one of the fianna, amercenary with no dlegiance, can be agood and
trustworthy man, given achance," | said. "We should not be too quick to judge on appearances, for we
aredl descended from just such aman.”

Conor chuckled. "Indeed. What about you, Sean? What truth did my tale speak to you?”'
Sean was scowling. "No doubt it's meant to tell me | cannot ignore the prophecy,” he said.

"Ah." Conor sat down, his cup between hislong hands. "A taleisnot meant to tell anything. It tellswhat
the listener choosesto hear.”

"It spesksto me," said my mother. "It tells me now isthetime. Now or very soon. | fed it."

"You areright." Liam had one pup deeping on hisknee, the other sprawled across hisfedt. It wasa
measure of his stature that he still managed to look dignified. "Conor chose histaewell for thisnight.
When we arein Tarawe must not lose sight of our own goa. We will be prevailed upon, | expect, to
lend our support to other ventures. We must not forget what our first true quest must be.”

"And indeed, if Sorchaisright, we should consider dl optionsto achieveit quickly.” | had thought
Seamus Redbeard adeep, but held been listening, dumped comfortably back in hischair.

"l findit hard,” said Fionn with ahaf smile, "to accept the way you view fantasy astruth. It's asomewhat
different way of looking at the world. Bethat asit may, there are practical reasonsfor your venture. The
Idands have long provided Northwoods with safe harbor. Take that from him and you weaken his
influence greetly. Asfor your own lands, you have them secure again now; and Liamisheldin high
regard throughout Ulster and beyond. A man would be foolish to want Sevenwaters as anything other
thanandly.”

"Still," said my father quietly, "asthetaetells, generations of good men have died for the cause, and not
just the people of Erin. There have been widows and fatherless children on both sides of the water. It
may be worth looking at the words of the prophecy more closgly if we would not |ose more than we
must. It says nothing of abettle.”

Fonn raised hisbrows. "Y ou yourself are close kin to Northwoods, are you not? That creates an
interesting complication. It isinevitable that you would view the Stuation somewnhat differently.”

"The man who bearsthat nameiskinto me, yes" my father said. "A distant cousin. He made a successful
clam for the estate when my Uncle Richard died. | make no secret of my link with that family. And since
you married my daughter, you, too, can now clam atie of kinship."



Conor got to hisfeet, yawning. "It growslate," he sad.

"Indeed,” said Liam, rising and didodging the pups unceremonioudy to thefloor. "Time for bed. We have
an early art tomorrow, and not dl of usare young.”

"Come, Niamh." Fionn held out ahand toward my sigter, but his eyeswere on me, chalenging. She went
to him without aword, and he put his arm around her waist, and they were away up the sairs. | turned to
fetch my candle, but Eamonn was there before me, lighting it from the torch nearby, putting it in my hand.

"I won't seeyou for awhile" he said. The flickering candldight made Strange patterns on hisface. He
wasvery pae.

"l wish you well on your journey to Tara," | managed, wondering why he should take the trouble to talk
tomeat dl now that | had told him. " And—I'm sorry."

"Y ou sh~should not concern yoursdf with me. Be safe until | return, Liadan." Hisfingers brushed mine
where they held the candle, and then he was gone.

Chapter Nine

Eamonn's home had ared name, the one they put on the maps. It meant the dark fortress. But
everybody cdled it Sdhe Dubh, asif it were afairy fort and not the home of achieftain of Ulster, at least
not the human kind. The story went that once, long ago, the mysterious hill that rose, mist enshrouded,
from the encircling marshlands had indeed been an Otherworld residence, peopled by the Fair Folk or,
more likely, the older folk who came before them. Bogles, perhaps, or clurichauns. They were dl gone
now, fled with the coming of Eamonn's ancestorsto set their stamp on thisunlikely domain. But the
strangeness lingered.

Therewere small peat bogs on our own estate and on Seamus Red-beard's holdings, providing good turf
for hearth fires. On Eamonn'sland it was different. Here the marshes were immense, daunting, wreathed
in eerie migts, dotted here and there with clumps of oddly misshapen trees, whose roots clung closeto
thetiny idands amid an ocean of black, sucking ooze. In some places there were stretches of open
water, but it was water such as you would see nowhere el se, dark even when the sun shone and coated
with an oily sheen. In such an inhospitable landscape there were few places where dwellings might be
safely built. Isolated stretches of higher ground held small settlements, with barn or storehouse in the
middle, and thefolk living around them on crannogs built out over the bog. Theselittleidands,
congtructed from stones and brushwood with rough, wooden palisades to keep out intruders, were
linked to dry land by precarious wakways. In warm westher, clouds of insects gathered and the air was
filled with a sweset, decaying smdll. Still, folk stayed on there astheir fathers and their fathers fathers had
done before them. Eamonn was a strong leader, and his people were loyal. Besdes, they knew no other
life

To the north, Eamonn had grazing lands and grain fields and other projects of different kinds. Still, he
chose to make hishome, as hisforebears had done, right in the very center of the marshlands. There was
asingle approach, across a causeway wide enough to take three riders abreast or a heavy cart drawn by
oxen. In itsway, Sidhe Dubh was even safer than Sevenwaters, for thisentry could be easily guarded,
and no human invader would be foolish enough to attempt an ondaught through the marshes. For thiswas
no mere peat bog; it was alandscape of tricks and treachery. A man might step out to cut turves, and
load his barrow and be away home before sunset. Or he might step but one pace to theright, or to the
left, and be sucked under before he had timeto call on the Dagdato ddliver him. As Eamonn himself had
sad, it was quite safeif you knew the way.

Since the Painted Man had surprised Eamonn'swarriors, the defenses had clearly been strengthened.



Thiswas not my first visit here, but | did not remember the seven sentry posts between the borders of
Eamonn'sland and the start of the causeway. | did not recall the chained and bolted gates that closed the
entry and required three keysto be opened. It was just as well we were traveling with Aiding, who was
thelady of thisgrim house, or even Sean and Niamh and | might have been turned away.

Sidhe Dubh was aring fort little changed since it was buiilt. It first appeared asalow, rocky hill, shield
shaped, rising from the gloom of the mist-cloaked landscape. Riding across the causeway, trying not to
take too much notice of the strange creakings, ploppings, and gurglings arising from the inky water on
ether Sde, atraveler would redize that the hill was crowned with a strong, impenetrable fortresswall of
dark stone, concealing al within. Then it became evident that the rocks on the hill were carefully placed,
awall of sharp pointslaid with great skill and cunning amogt dl the way around. A horse could never
ride up thishill. A man who tried to climb it would be picked off by many arrows before he advanced an
arm's length across the jagged circle of stones. The only entrance through this toothed barrier was a
heavy iron-barred door that seemed to open into the hill itself, and was guarded by two very large men
with axes and two huge black dogs on short, tight chains. Aswe rode closer, the dogs began davering
and growling and showing their teeth. Aiding dipped down from her horse and walked casudly over,
reaching out a dender white hand to pat one on its round, brutish head. The great creature panted with
delight, and the other one whined.

"You've donewel," she said to the guards. "Now open up and let usin. My brother's orders are to make
our guestswelcome until he returns. And maintain your vigilance. He wants them safe. He asks, have
there been any further sightings of the fianna? The Painted Man and his band?’

"No, my lady. Not askerrick. They say the fellow's gone over the water, doing ajob for someking in
foreign parts. That'swhat they're saying."

"Nonetheless, maintain the guard. My brother would not forgive meif any ill cameto our guests.”

| thought about Aiding as we were admitted to the long, dim, covered way that dipped down and then
rose, spiraling up around the contour of the hill. She was so sweet and compliant at Sevenwaters, yet
here she was quite different. In her brother's absence, she assumed instant control, and they all obeyed
her, little dip of athing that shewas. By thelight of the torchesflaring in brackets on the sonewalls, |
saw Sean grinning as she gave orders. Asfor Niamh, she hadn't said aword since we left Sevenwaters.
She had bid our parents a tiff good-bye, and | had seen how my mother held back her tears and how
my father was hard put to remain calm before the assembled household. | had seen again how secrets
were splitting our family apart, how we began to hurt one another, and | was thinking hard about Conor's
tale and what it meant. | wastrying not to think about what Finbar had told me. Perhaps you cannot
have both.

The underground way led ever upward with dark passageways |eading off to right and left, full of
shadowy corners and unexpected tricks of the torchlight. | was pleased to emerge into the upper
courtyard, where we dismounted &t the entry to the main building. The high, circular scone wall that
blocked our view of the surrounding countryside was topped with a concedled walkway punctuated by
guard posts, and many men in green were deployed there, watching, ready. Within the fortresswall was
awhole settlement: forge, stables, storehouses, mill, and brewery. It was an entire community, going
about its businessin orderly fashion asif living thus enclosed were not at al out of the ordinary. | alowed
my mind to dwell briefly on the thought that, if certain events had not prevented me from accepting
Eamonn's offer of marriage, | might mysdlf have been mistress here hi ayear or so. | would have needed
apowerful incentive to be prepared to live thus, unable to look out over trees and water, prevented from
wandering the for est pathsin search of berries or climbing the hill under the young oaks. | would have
had to want him very much to agree to that. But then, Niamh had not wanted Fionn. She had not wanted



to go away from the forest and live in Tirconndll, but she had gone. My sister had not been given the
luxury of achoice,

We settled in. Niamh overcame her lethargy for long enough to protest about sharing a bedchamber with
me, athough she had in fact done so for Sixteen years without o much asamurmur of complaint. Aiding
was not swayed; everything was organized, she said, and there was no suitable chamber available,
except her own of course, which Niamh was welcome to share. Niamh looked a me, waiting for meto
suggest | would gladly sharewith Aiding and dlow her to be done. | said nothing. So Niamh fell silent
again, frowning and twigting her fingerstogether.

"Maybe an Ui Nelll istoo grand for thelikesof me," | said, trying to smile without much successaswe
went up the stairsto our quarters. The room was spacious though dark, its single, narrow window dit
looking down into the courtyard. There were two plain bed frames made up with snowy linen and dark,
woollen blankets. There was atable with ajug of water and abowl and soft cloths. Everything was
immeaculately tidy and scrupuloudy clean. | had noticed green-clad guards at the foot of the stairsand in
the upper hdlway.

"Y ou might like to wash and then rest until supper time," suggested Aiding, who was hovering behind us.
"| told them to leave warm water for you. I'm sorry about the guards. Eamonn insisted.”

| thanked her, and she was away again. Sean was still down in the courtyard, deep in discussion with one
of our own men. He would not be staying long, for in Liam's absence he was responsible for
Sevenwaters and must return hometo fulfill his dutiesthere. My father could have handled it quite
capably; but athough folk liked and trusted the Big Man, they did not entirely forget that he was a Briton,
and so he could never step into Liam's shoes even if he had amind to. In away that was awaste, for if
ever aman was cut out to be aleader, it was Hugh of Harrowfield. Still, he had chosen his own path.

Once the door was closed, | stripped off my outer garments and removed my boots. | poured alittle
water into the bowl and splashed face, arms, and hands, glad to remove some of the dust and sweat of
the journey. | rummaged through my bags for comb and mirror.

"Your turn," | said, as| sat down on the bed and began to tackle my wind-tangled curls. But my sister
had done no more than take off her riding boots. Shelay down on her bed fully dressed and closed her

eyes.

"Y ou should at least wash your face," | said, "and let me comb out your hair for you. And you'll deep
more comfortably if you take that gown off. Niamh?"

"Seegp?' shesadflatly, not opening her eyes. "Who said anything about deep?!

My hair was adisaster. I'd be lucky to get al the knots out by supper-time. | tugged the bone comb
through, strand by strand, starting with the ends and working painfully back to the roots. There was
indeed something to be said for shaven heads, if one must live out of doors. Niamh lay on her back
unmoving, breathing dowly, but she was not adeep. Her knuckles were tight, her body tense.

"Why don't you tdl me?' | said quietly. "I'm your Sster, Niamh. | can see something's wrong, something
worse than just—than just being married and going away. It could help to talk about it."

All she did was move alittle farther away from me. | went on combing my hair. Sounds drifted in from
the courtyard, the movement of horses, men caling, an axefaling on wood, crack, crack. A terrible
suspicion was forming in my mind, one | could scarce give credenceto. | could not ask her. | closed my
eyes, stting there, and imagined | was my sigter, lying quiet in the dim, stone room. | felt the softness of
the blanket beneath me, the weariness of my body from riding, the heavy bundle of bright hair around my



head under the concedling vell. | et mysdf drift in the quietness of the room. | became my sister .| felt
how alone | was, now that | was no longer fart of Sevenwaters, now that my mother and father
and my uncles, and even my sister and brother, had thrown me away like a piece of rubbish. | was
worthless. Why else had Ciaran, who said he would love me forever, gone away and left me?
What Fionn said was right—I was a compl ete disappointment, with no skills as a wife and no
aptitude as a lover. Unaccommodating with guests, he said. Incompetent around the house.
Unimaginative in bed, despite all his efforts to teach me. Altogether a failure. Just aswell | was
who | was, or there would have been no point to it at all. At least, my husband said, there was the
alliance. | felt the aches and fains all over me, the hurt that made it so hard to ride, the damage |
must be careful not to show or it would get worse, all of it. | must not let them see how | had
failed, even at this. If | let nothing show, then somehow it

made the bad things lessreal. If | let nothing out, then | might hold myself together just a little
longer.

| wrenched myself back, feding sweat break out dl over my body. My heart was racing. Niamh lay there
unmoving. Shewas quite unaware that | had seen into her thoughts. | was shaking with outrage. A pox
on my Uncle Finbar! | would rather never have known | could do this; | would gladly give this gift back
to whoever had bestowed it upon me and be endowed with a practica skill instead, such asthe ability to
catch fish or to add up numbersin my head. Not this, not the art of reading peopl€'sinner thoughts, not
the understanding of their secret pain. Nobody should be given such a perilous gift.

After awhile | admitted | was being unfair to my uncle. He had been wise to warn me. Besides, thiswas
not the first time. What about that night when Bran had shivered and gripped my arm so tight he came
closeto bresking it, and | had heard a child cry out not to be left on hisown? | had shared hispain as
well and tried to help him. Even &fter hisrgection of me, dill | lit my candle, till | kept my vigil in times of
darkness and carried hisimage in my thoughts. If | had the gift to see those wounds inside, hidden deep,
then with it | must have the capacity to heal. The two went together; that much both Mother and Finbar
had told me. | would give much never to know the rest of what Niamh had in her head behind that
empty, closed expression; my imagination conjured up images that made me shudder. But | must know if
| wereto help her.

Tread dowly. Tread light as awren that makes bardly arustlein the leaves of the hazel thicket. Tread
softly, | told mysdlf, or shewill shatter in pieces, and it will betoo late. There was time; amoon, maybe,
until Fionn returned with Eamonn, and Niamh must leave us again. That was|ong enough for—for what?
| could not imagine, but something. | would find out the truth first, and then | would make aplan. But not
so fast that | tipped my sister over the edge. So when she excused hersdlf straight after supper and fled
back upgtairs, | gave her sometimeto be aone. There was only so much a person could take when
dretched asthin as she was. Theweight of it hung heavily on me, and my thoughts were far away when
Sean spoke to me. Aiding had gone out to the kitchens, and my brother and | sat one over our ale at
some distance from the men and women of the household.

"I'm leaving in themorning, Liadan," Sean said quietly. "Liadan?
"Sorry. | wasn't ligening.”

"Mmm. They say women get like that when they're breeding. Fuzzy in the head. Not quite dl there.” It
wasthefirg time he had mentioned the subject, and histone was light, though his eyes were questioning.

"Youll beanuncle” | told him severely. "Uncle Sean. Sounds old, doesn't it?"

He grinned, then was suddenly serious. "I'm not happy about the whole thing. | think | deserve the truth.



But I'm under orders not to question you, and | won't. Liadan, I'm riding north tomorrow. I'm not going
home, not yet. I'm telling you because | know you'll keep it to yourself. And somebody needs to know
wherel've gonejust in case | don't come back."

"North?" | asked flatly. "Where north?'

"I'm going to present aman with a proposition and hear what he hasto say. | should think you canfill in
the rest of the story."

"Uh-huh," | said, feding mysdlf turn cold. "That's not avery good idea, Sean. It'sabig risk to take when
the answer must be no.”

Sean's eyes werefixed very directly on mine. "Y ou seem quite sure about the answer. How can you
know such athing?'

"Youreindanger if yougo," | said bluntly.
Sean scratched hishead. "A warrior isawaysin danger.”
"Send someone eseif you are determined to contact this man. It isfoolhardy to go yourself and alone.”

"From what I've heard, thismay be the only way to find him. To walk straight into the dragon'slair, so to

| shivered. "Y our journey will be wasted. He will say no. Y oull find out that | am right.”

"A mercenary only says no when the priceis not high enough, Liadan. | know how to bargain. | want the
Idands back. This man can win them for me."

| shook my head. "Thisis no mere transaction, no smple purchase of services. It isquite different. There
isdeath and lossin this, Sean. I've seeniit.”

"Maybe. Maybe not. At least let me put my theory to thetest. And, Liadan, thisis secret, that goes
without saying. Even Aiding believesI'm traveling home. Keep it S0, unless. . . you know."

"Sean—" | hestated, not sure how much I might say.
"What?' Sean frowned.

"I will keep thisto myself of course. And | must ask—I must ask that if you find the man you seek, you
will speak to him only of your proposition and not of ... other things.™

Now hewasredly scowling, hiseyesfierce.
Please, Sean. | amyour sister. Please. And do not—jump to conclusions.

Helooked asif held like to pick me up and shake the truth out of me. But Aiding was returning and he
gavearductant nod. | can't help jumping to conclusions, but | think they cannot be correct. They
are altogether too outrageous.

The next day Sean was gone, and | said nothing, but | feared for him, knowing he sought out the Painted
Man and his band to buy their services. After Bran'srepudiation of al | held dear, my mother and father,
my very name, | could not believe he would give Sean ahearing. More likely my brother would walk into
some sort of trap. Likdier fill, hewould smply never be able to find them. Wherever he went, they
would always be one step ahead. Besides, hadn't the men in green said Bran was far away over the sea?



My vision had shown him in some distant place under strange trees. Probably they were dl gone, Gulll,
Snake, Spider, al the motley band of warriors. If so, that was good. That meant, at least, that my brother
would come home safe, if disappointed.

Meanwhile there was Niamh. | did not know how to tell her what | had seen in her thoughts, but asit
happened there was no need, for the truth came out in afew days, despite her effortsto conced it. It was
not long before dusk, and | was restless, finding the closed environment of Sidhe Dubh oppressive,
longing aready for open air and trees and water. | had |eft Niamh to her own devices and gone up to the
heavily guarded walkway around the circular fortresswall, high above marshes and settlements, high
enough so that if you looked eastward you could glimpse the edge of the forest of Sevenwaters, a
gray-blue shadow in the distance. Slowly | made my way right around, pausing here and there to look
out through the narrow gapsin the sconework, mere dits formed so that an arrow might be shot without
the archer being exposed to areturning shaft. | was not tall enough to see over the parapet; it was
designed to protect aman standing, and | am small, even for awoman. The guard posts, set high with
sepsleading up, and themsaves well fortified, gave avisadl around. | charmed my way into the
northern one and was alowed to step up and look. The man in charge rumbled about Lord Eamonn and
what the ruleswere, and | smiled sweetly and said how brave they al must be, and what arisky job they
did, and how | was sure Eamonn wouldn't mind them showing me the view just thisonce. But if they
wereworried, well, | wouldn't tell him if they didn't either. The three guards grinned and set about
educating me on what was what.

"Look up northward, my lady. It's not so very far to those hills, dry land, that is, with some cover. But
you can't go straight across, too treacherous. Sucking bog, you see. Nightmare stuff."

"Meansyou haveto go dl the way around,” said the second man. "Back the way you camein, east to the
crossroads, then north again and double back. Adds half aday, moving on foat, till you get to the pass.
Of course, thereisaway straight across, aquick way."

Thefirst man gave amirthless chuckle. "It'squick al right. Quick to drag you under if you set afoot
wrong. Wouldn't catch metrying that way. Not if my life depended oniit.”

The third guard was somewhat younger, not much more than alad, and he spoke diffidently. "Go out
there at night, and you'll hear the call of the banshee across the boglands—fair curdles your
innards—foretelling another death. Another soul the dark one set her cold hand on.”

"But thereisaquick way across?' | asked, staring out over what appeared to be a continuous stretch of
marshland al the way to the distant line of low hillsin the north.

"Uh-huh. Quick and secret. Lord Eamonn usesit, and some of the men. Therere only ahandful know it.
Step by step, singlefile, have to remember every part of it, two to the left, one to the right, and so on. Or
you're gone."

"Was thisthe sort of place where that mercenary, you know the one, they cal him the Painted Man . . .7

"Where he set upon our men and daughtered them like quarry in ahunt? Not this place, my lady, but
another much likeit. How helearned the way, the Morrigan only knows. A curse on the murdering
scum.”

"We got one of them, at least," said the first man. "Got one of the butcherslater on. Spilled hisgutsfor
him."

"Me, | won't be satisfied until they're dl dead and buried,” said the other. "Only burid's too good for
them. Especidly the one they call the chief. Black-hearted, that man is, evil through and through. Tell you



something; he'd be afool to set so much as hislittle toe on my lord's land again. Desth sentence, that'd
mll

"Excuse me." | dipped between them out of the guard post and down the stepsto the walkway.

"Sorry, my lady. Hope we didn't upset you. Men do talk plain, you understand.”

"No, no, it'sdl right. Thank you for explaining."

"Take care walking back, my lady. Stones are abit uneven here and there. No place for awoman, this."

When | got back to the bedchamber, the door was closed. | gave it a push, but something was blocking
it. | pushed harder, and the door opened hafway, didodging asmall chest that had been set behind to
keep it shut. A large pan had been carried to the room, and water for bathing. Niamh heard me and
grabbed for acloth to cover herself, but it wastoo late for her to hide. | had seen. | stepped inside very
quietly and closed the door behind me. | stood there staring at the bruises that covered every part of my
sster'sbody. | saw how her once buxom, fair-skinned form had shrunk and faded, so that her ribs stuck
out and her hip bonesjutted beside her sunken stomach asif she were starving. | saw how the long,
shimmering hair that had once cascaded down to clothe the curves of her womanhood was now hacked
off cruddly at theleve of her chin, the endsragged asif severed with an angry sawing of the knife. It was
thefirst time | had seen her without her veil since she had come back from Tirconnell.

Without aword, | walked over and, taking the cloth from her shaking hands, placed it around her
shoulders, shielding her poor, damaged body from the light. | took her hand and helped her from the
bath, and sat her down on the bed as she began to weep, at firgt softly and then with great hiccuping sobs
likeachild. I did not try to hug her, she was not ready for that, not yet.

| found fresh smallclothes and a plain gown and got her into them. She was still weeping when we were
finished, and | found my comb and began to draw it carefully through the tattered remnants of my sister's
lovdy har.

After awhile, the sobs subsided and her words became more coherent, and what she said was. "Don't
tell! Promise me, Liadan. Y ou musin't tell any of the family, not even Father or Mother. Not Sean.
Especialy not the uncles." She gripped me by the wrist, quite hard, so that | almost dropped the comb.
"Promise, Liadan!"

| looked directly into her big, blue eyes, which brimmed with tears. Her face was ashen; her expresson
full of fear.

"Did your hushand do this, Niamh?" | asked quietly.
"Why would you think that?' she sngpped immediately.

"Someone has doneit. If not Fionn himsalf, then who? For surely your husband could protect you from
such abuse”

Niamh drew ashuddering breath. "It'smy fault,” she whispered. "I've got everything wrong, everything.
It'sapunishment.”

| stared at her.

"But, Niamh—what cause could Fionn have to do such athing? Why hurt you so terribly? Why cut off
your hair, your beautiful hair? The man must be mad.”



Niamh gave a shrug. She had become so thin, her shoulders were as bony and frail as our mother's under
the soft blue wool of her gown. "I deserved it. | made one mistake after another. 1'm so—so clumsy and
stupid. | am adisappointment to him, afailure. No wonder Ciaran—" Her voice cracked. "No wonder
Ciaran went away and didn't come back for me. | was never any good."

Thiswas such utter nonsense | was tempted to speak to her sharply, as| would once have done, to tell
her to stop being slly and to count her blessings. But thistime sheredly believed her own words; there
were bruises and scars, not just on the tender flesh of the body, but deep in the spirit, and no quick
words would heal those wounds.

"Why did he cut your hair?' | asked again.

She put her hand up to run it through the cruddly shorn locks, asif she hersdlf could not quite believe that
weight of slken gold was gone.

"Hedidnt," shesaid. "l cut it.”

| stared at her. "But why?' | asked, incredulous. Niamh had aways looked after her hair, knowing
without vanity that it was one of her chief beauties; and while she had sometimesrailed at being madein
the mold of her father, so clearly aBriton, she nonetheessliked the way her long tresses shone bright in
the sun and flew out around her as she danced and caught the men's eyes. She had washed them in
chamomile and tied them with flowers and silk ribbons.

"l don't think | cantell you," my sster said, inavery smdl voice.

"l want to help you," | told her. | was mindful of what | had been shown before, when her thoughts were
reveded to me. Still, far better that she told me hersdf, willingly. Already, once, she had believed me a
oy. "But | can't help if you won't tell mewheat thisisall about. Did your husband find out about Ciaran?
Wasthat it? Was he angry that you had dready lain with aman before your wedding night?*

She shook her head miserably.

"What, then? Niamh, aman cannot beat hiswife thus and be | eft unpunished. Under the law you could
seek to divorce him on such grounds. Liam would pursue thisfor you. Father would be outraged. We
must tell them.”

"No! They must not know!" She was shaking.
"Thisiscrazy, Niamh. Y ou must let your family help you."

"Why would they help me? They hate me. Even Father. Y ou heard what he said to me. Sean hit me.
They sent me away."

After that, we sat there sllent for awhile. | waited. She twisted her thin fingers together, and picked at the
fabric of her gown, and gnawed at her lips. When she did spesk at last, her tonewasflat and findl.

"I'll tell you. But first you must promise not to tell Father or Liam or any of the family. Not Eamonn or
Aiding either. They aredmost family. Promise, Liadan.”

"How can | promise such athing?"

"You must. Becauseit'sal beenwrong, dl of it, and if you tl, it will wreck the dliance; and then | will
havefalled a that aswell and disgppointed them dl again, and they will al despise me even more than
they do now, and there will be no point at al in going on, no point. | might aswell take the knifeto my



wrigsand finishit, and | will if youtdl, I will, Liadan. Promise me. Swvear it!"
She meant it. As her words spilled out, there was aterror in her eyesthat was rea and chilling.

"l promise,” | whispered, redizing thisvow left medl done, cut off from any help | might have sought.
"Tdl me, Niamh. What has gone wrong?'

"| thought," she said, drawing an uneven breeth, "'l thought it would be dl right in theend. Up to the last
moment, somehow | till believed Ciaran would come back for me. It seemed impossible that he would
not, that he would let me be wed and sent away, and not attempt to intervene. | was so sure. So sure he
loved meas| loved him. But he didn't come. He never came back. So | thought—I thought—"

"Takeyour time" | said gently.

"Father was s0 angry with me," she said, in athread of avoice. "Father, who never raises hisvoiceto
anyone. When | was little he was dways there, you know, to pick me up when | fdl, to keep usdl safe
and happy. When | Was upset, | dwayswent to him for ahug or akind word. When things went wrong,
he aways made them better. Not thistime. He was so cold, Liadan. He never even listened to me or to
Ciaran. He just said no, without any reason for it. He sent me away forever, asif he never wanted to see
me again. How could he do that?"

"That'snot quitefair,” | said quietly. "Heis very worried about you now, and so isMother. If he seems
angry, perhapsit is because he wants to protect her from these things. And you're wrong about not
listening. They did listen to Ciaran at least. Conor said it was Ciaran's own choice to leave theforest. He
sad it wasa—ajourney to find his past.”

Niamh sniffed. "What useisthe pagt if you throw away the future?' she said bleskly.
"So you were hurt by what Father did, and then you went to Tirconndll. What next?"

"|—I just couldn't do it. | meant to get it right; | thought, too bad for Ciaran, if he didn't love me enough
to come back for me; then I'll marry another man, and make anew life, and show him | don't care, show
him | can manage without him. But | couldn', Liadan.”

| waited. And shetold me, told me so clearly it was asif | could see them, Niamh and her husband, there
in a bedchamber together. There had been many such scenes since she wed, since she found she could
not pretend.

Fionn was naked, and he was watching my sister as she brushed out her long hair, stroke by careful
gtroke. | could fedl her fear, fed the thudding of her heart, the chill that prickled her flesh. Sheworea
deeveless nightrobe of fine lawn, and the bruises on her body, new ones, old ones, were clearly visible,
Fionn stared at her, and he had his hand between hislegs, fondling himself, and he said, "Make haste
then! A man can't wait forever."

"|—" said Niamh, looking like some trapped animdl, "I-I don't redly want... | don't fed like—"

"Mmm." Fionn strode over to her, making no secret of the desire that hardened his body. He stood close
behind her and took thefall of her red-gold hair in his hands. "Have to do something about that, won't
we? A wifeneedsto fed likeit, Niamh, a least some of the time. Be different if you were breeding, that
might give you some excuse. But it seems you can't even do that for me. It's enough to make aman look
elsawhere. Andit'snot asif thereisn't plenty on offer. Therés many alikdy lassin this household has felt
the length of meinside her before ever you came here, and been grateful for it. But you—" He pulled her
hair tight so that her head was jerked back and she gasped with pain and fright. ™Y ou just don't seemto



care, do you?

Y ou just don't seem to warm to me." He tugged again, and she bit back a scream. Then helet go dl of a
sudden, and his hands were on her, pulling up the nightrobe roughly, pressing her body toward him, and
he thrust into her from behind without further ado, and thistime she could not hold back her cry of pain
and outrage.

"Bad girl," Fionn said, taking his pleasure with grim efficiency. "What'sawife for but to satisfy her
husband? Though you could hardly cal thissatisfaction. A bit likedoing it to acorpse. A
mere—outlet—for the—urges of the—body—aahhh," he said, withdrawing from her with ashudder,
reaching for acloth to dry himsdf. "Perhapsit's practice you need, my dear. | have afew friendswho'd
be happy to give you some—variety. Maybe teach you atrick or two. We might try that, one night. |
could watch."

Niamh stood with her back to him, staring ahead of her asif he were not even there.

"What, nothing to say to me?' Hetook hold of her hair again, gripping it at the nape of the neck, and
wrenched her around to face him. "By God, if I'd known what a cold fish | was getting I'd never have
agreed to thismatch, dliance or no! | should have taken that young sister of yours. Scrawny littlething,
but at least shed somelifein her. Y ou, you haven't even enough spark to answer me back. Well, go on
then, get your clothes on. Make yoursdf beautiful, if that's not asking theimpossible. | have gueststo
supper, and you'd better at least pretend to be civil to them.”

When he had gone, Niamh sat there alone for sometime, staring at her reflection in the bronze mirror that
hung on thewall, her eyes blank. Then her hands took up the comb again, and she drew it through her
hair just once, from the crown of her head right down to where the red-gold strands ended level with her
hips. She looked across the room to where her husband's cloak hung on apeg, and besideit abdt witha
dagger onit, neat in leather scabbard. There was no decision, smply the will to rise and walk over, and
to take the dagger and cut, handful by handful, pull and dash, pull and dash, dl the way around until her
beautiful, shining hair lay about her on thetiled floor like some strange harvest of autumn. She put the
knife back neatly, and then she dressed, carefully in ahigh-necked gown with deevesto thewrig, a
gown that revedled not asingle bruise. Over her shorn locks she placed avell of finewoadl, fitted close
around temples and neck, so that her hair might have been any color, any length.

"| thought, you see, | thought there was no point anymore,” Niamh said. "Everything must befor a
reason, or | might aswel be dead. Why would | be punished unless| deserved it? If he hurtsme, it is
because | am worthless. Why bother with the pretense? Why try to be beautiful ? Folk used to call me
that once, but it was alie. | love Ciaran more than anything in the world. And he just turned his back and
left me. My own family cast me out. | don't deserve happiness, Liadan. | never did."

My mind wasfull of rage. If | had had aknifein my hands, and Fionn Ui Neill had beenin my sight, there
was not athing could have stopped me from plunging my wegpon into his heart and giving it agood twidt.
If I had had amercenary or three handy, and alittle bag of slver to pay them with, | would have felt a
grim satisfaction in ordering his execution. But | was here at Sidhe Dubh, and Fionn was my brother's aly
and Liam's. | was here with my sister, who now opened her eyes and turned to me aface so wretched,
s0 helplessand frail, that | knew anger was of no use whatever, not at this moment. | wanted to take her
by the shoulders and give her agood shake, and say, Why didn't you stand up for yourself? Why
didn't you spit in his arrogant face and give him a well-aimed kick for good measure'? Or if you
couldn't manage that, why not just walk away? For | knew that if | had beenin her place, | would
never have stood for such treatment. | would sooner be abeggar woman scavenging by the roadway
than let myself be debased thus. But somehow, in Niamh's mind, it had al been turned around. It had
been neetly twisted so that she believed everything Fionn told her. Her husband said it was her fault, and



s0 it must be. Now Niamh was all but swalowed up by the ugliness of what had been doneto her. And
we al bore the blame for it. The men of our household had sealed her fate when they sent her away from
Sevenwaters. Even | was guilty. | could have fought against her banishment, and | had not.

"Liedown, Niamh," | said gently. "I want you to rest, even if you cannot deep. You are safe here. This
placeis so well guarded, the Painted Man himsalf could not hope to breach its defenses. Nobody can
touch you here. And | promise you, you need never go back to your husband. Y ou will be safe. |
promise, Niamh."

"How—how can you promise such athing?' she whispered, ressting my hands as| tried to ease her
down onto the pillow. "I am hiswife; | must comply with hiswishes. The dliance—Liam—thereisno
choice. . . Liadan, you said you would not tell—"

"Ssh," | said. "'l will find away. Trust me. Now rest.”

"l can't,”" she said shakily, but she did lie down, wan cheek pillowed on one dender hand. "Assoon as|
close my eyes, the things come back. | cannot shut them out.”

"I'll stay with'you." | was hard pressed to keep back my own tears. "I'll tell you astory, or talk, or
whatever you like. I'll Sng to you if you want."

"l don't think s0," my sister said, with a shadow of her old asperity.

"I'll just talk then. | want you to listen to my voice and think about my words. Think only of the words,
see only what | speak of. Here, let me hold your hand. That's good. We'rein the forest, you and me and
Sean. Remember the broad path under the beech trees, where you can run and run, it ssemsforever?

Y ou were aways ahead, dways the quickest. Sean would do his best to catch you, but he never quite
could, until you decided you were too old for such things. | came last, because | was dways stopping to
look for berries or pick up askeleton legf, or listen to hedgehogs snuffling in the bracken, or try to hear
the voices of the tree people high overhead.”

"Y ou and your tree people,” she sniffed in dishelief, but a least she waslistening.

"Y ou're running barefoot, fedling the breeze in your hair, the soft, dry leaves under your feet, running
through the shafts of light where the sun dants through the branches, whereit catches the green and gold
of thelast leaves of autumn, keeping precarious hold. And suddenly you reach the lake shore. You're
warm from running and you walk on into the water, feding its coolnesslap around your ankles, the soft
mud under your feet. Later on, you lie on the rocks with Sean and me, and we put our fingersin the
water and watch the fish dip by, slvery bodies haf concedled by the glint of sunlight on the surface of the
lake. Wewait for the swansto fly down to the water, one leading, the othersfollowing, gliding downin
the gold of late afternoon to land swish, swish, white wings folding neatly asthe water receives them.
They float like great ghosts out on the ripples as dusk cregps acrossthe sky."

| went on like thisfor awhile, and Niamh lay quiet; but she was awake, and | saw enough of her mind to
know despair was never far from the surface.

"Liadan," shesaid, as| paused for breath. Her eyes opened and they Were anything but calm.
"What isit, Niamh?"

"You tdl of times past, of what was good and simple. Those times can never come back. Oh, Liadan,
I'm so ashamed. | fed so—so dirty, so worthless. | have done everything wrong."

"Y ou don't redly believe that, do you?"



She curled hersdf up, one arm around her body, afist against her mouth. "It'sthe truth,” she whispered.
"l haveto bdieveit."

Therewasatap at the door. It was Aiding, cometo seeif al waswadll, for it was nearly supper time and
we had put in no gppearance. | poke to her quietly, saying Niamh was very tired and asking for alittle
food and drink on atray, if it was not too inconvenient. Soon after, amaidservant brought bread and
meet and ae, and | took it and thanked her and shut the door firmly behind her.

Niamh would not eat or drink, but | did. I was hungry; the child was growing. | could see clearly the
dight swelling of my belly now, could fed the increased heaviness of my breasts. Soon the changes would
bevigbleto dl. But Niamh did not know; perhaps nobody had thought to tell her.

"Liadan?' shesad, sofaintly | could hardly hear her.
"Mmm?'

"l upset Mother. | hurt her when she—when she—and | didn't even know. Oh, Liadan, how could | not
SEE n

"Hush," | said, struggling to hold back my own tears. "Mother lovesyou, Niamh. Shell dwayslove us,
no matter what happens.”

"|—I wanted to talk to her; | wanted to, but | couldn't. | couldn't make myself do it. Father was so stern.
He hated me for upsetting her, and—"

"Seh. It will bedl right intheend. Seeif itisn't." Foolish confidence, that was. How could | makeit right
if those who had been so strong now seemed cut adrift like leaves tossed hel pless before the willful gaes
of Mean Fomhair? Perhaps that was part of the old evil they spoke of, something so bad and so
powerful it set dl awry. Still, | soothed her, and at length she lay quiet again, her fists till clenched. |
remembered what Finbar had shown me, how he had filled my mind with joyful images and peaceful
thoughts, to make me better. He had said | must learn to use the healing gift. Perhapsit wasfor no more
than this to ease my sgter'srest. So | did as| had before: imagined | were Niamh, lying thererigid on the
bed, trying to shut out theworld. I let my mind dip into hers; but thistime | kept control, so that |
remained Liadan, ableto find answers, ableto hedl.

It was not like that other night when Bran had gripped my arm fit to break it, and hismind had cried out
to me like afrightened child's. But there were things | saw that | would have given much not to know. |
experienced with my sister the degradation, the ridicule, the violence. Before they were wed, Fionn had
seen her beauty and heard of her virtues. She had indeed once possessed both in abundance. But he had
not reckoned with Ciaran and the fact that Niamh's heart, and her body, had been given aready when
shewed him. With alittle strategy, with alittle flirting and play, she might have been able to sart on the
right footing. She might have been ableto please her husband. It iscrud for any woman to haveto
deceivein order to protect hersdf. But many have done so, no doubt, and so made their own existence
at least tolerable. Not my sister. She had not been capable of the playacting required for surviva. And
Fionn was not apatient man. | felt the blow of hishand, and of hisbelt, as she had. | felt the indignity of
being used when | was unwilling, and | knew her shame, athough the fault was not her own.

After awhile, | started to make my own presence known in her tangled thoughts. | showed her ayounger
Niamh: the flame-haired girl who had whirled around in her white dress and longed for alife of wild
adventure. | showed her the child running fast as adeer on a carpet of fallen leaves. | showed her eyesas
blue asthe sky, and the warmth of the summer sun in her hair, and the look on Ciaran'sface, as he gave
methe little white stone, and said, Tell her—-give her Ms. He loved her. Perhaps he had gone away,
but he loved her. Of that | was sure. | could not show her the future, for that | could not see mysdlf. But |



bathed her mind in love and light and warmth, and her hand relaxed in mine as the candle burned lower
and lower.

She was adeep, snoring gently, relaxed asasmdl child. Very dowly, very carefully | withdrew my mind
from hers and, tucking the blanket around her bony shoulders, stood and stretched, fedling the ache of
utter exhaugtion in every part of my body. Finbar had spoken true; one did not perform such work
without a cost. | walked unsteadily to the narrow window and looked out over the courtyard, thinking |
must reassure myself that the real world was till there, for my mind wasfull of evil images and confused
thoughts. | was drained of energy and very close to weeping.

The moon was waning, athin crescent in adark sky full of scudding clouds. Down in the courtyard there
were torches burning, and | could see dimly the forms of the ever-present sentries on patrol, both below
and high above on thewakway. All night they maintained their guard. It was enough to make you fed
like aprisoner, and | wondered how Aiding and the rest of the household could stand it. | stared out into
the night sky, and my mind reached beyond the stone walls of the fortress, beyond the marshes, beyond
the lands to the north. | was bone weary, so tired | longed for someone to put strong arms around me, to
hug me and tell me| had done my best and that everything was going to be dl right. | must indeed have
been exhausted to dlow mysaf such weakness. | gazed into the dark and my mind pictured those men
around their cooking fire, listening enraptured as| told the tde of Cu Chulainn and hisson, Conla, atde
of great sadness. And | thought, fiannathey may be, but | would rather be there than here, that much |
know. | closed my eyes and felt hot tears begin to flow down my cheeks; and before | could tell mysdlf
to stop, my inner voice cried out: Where are you'? | need you. | don't think I can manage without
you. And at that precise moment, | felt the child movefor thefirg timeinsgde me, alittleflurry asif he
were svimming, or dancing, or both. | laid ahand gently on the place where he had made himself known,
amiling. We're leaving here, Son, | told him slently. First we help Niamh. | don't know how, but |
have promised, and | must do it. Then we go home. | have had, enough of walk, and gates, and
locks.

Bold words. Not that | had imagined Niamh would come back to hersalf easily or quickly. If hopeis
gone, the future becomes barely worth contemplating. It wasaswell | carried my child within my body
and fdt hiswill for life with every fluttering movement, or | might mysdf have been drawn into the pit of
her despair.

The days passed, and the time came nearer when Eamonn and Fionn would return to Sidhe Dubh and |
must go home. Niamh remained insubstantial as awraith, eating and drinking barely enough for surviva,
speaking only when the demands of basic courtesy madeit essentia. But | could see smdll sgns of
changein her. She was ableto deep now, aslong as| sat by her bed holding her hand until she drifted
off; and these times on the margin of consciousness | found to be the best for dipping into her mind and
gently pushing her thoughts toward the light.

She would not come out walking with me around the top of the wall where the guards were, but she did
come down to the courtyard, well covered in long-deeved gown and matronly veil, and went with me
between armory and grain store, smithy and stables. She was very quiet. To go out among folk seemed
an orded for her. | read in her thoughts how unclean she felt, how she believed they were all watching
her and thinking her adut and ugly. How they were whispering among themsdlvesthat it wasjust aswell,
after dl, that Lord Eamonn had not wed her asthey had once expected he would. Still, she walked with
me and watched as| greeted this one and that, giving my opinion on their aillments, and the exercise
brought alittle more color into her pallid cheeks. On wet days we explored the insgde of the fortress
ingtead. Sometimes Aiding went with us, but more often than not she was occupied in kitchens or
storerooms or deep in negotiation with household steward or lawman. She would be a good wife for
Sean, abadanced, orderly complement to his bold energy.



Sidhe Dubh was indeed a strange dwelling. | wondered gregtly at the character of Eamonn'’s ancestor
who had chosen to settle herein the very center of the inhospitable marshlands. He had certainly been a
man of imagination and subtlety, perhaps alittle eccentric, for the place had many oddities. There were
the carved pillarsin the main hall, with their fanciful beasts grinning down, small dragon, sea serpent, and
unicorn. And there was the congtruction of the fortressitsalf with its covered passage up from the gate,
and the family'stwo-floored dwelling built againgt theinner wall. Never have | seen ahouse with more
strange branching passageway's, concealed openings, and false exits, more trgpdoors and secret ways
and sudden treacherous wells. | had a chance thistime to discover places| had never seen before, for |
had been a child when | had last visited Eamonn's home and forbidden to wander too far. In my desireto
keep Niamh moving, for | knew the body must be hedthy if themindisto hed, | led my sister down the
long, covered way that wound around the hill from the main gate, snaking benegth the earthen rampart
and stone wallsto emerge into the courtyard. This path was dways torchlit and alive with shadows, and
many smaller waysled off on elther sde. Some were lined with timbers and some with sone. These
Niamh was reluctant to explore, but my curiosity had been aroused, and | went back later in the
afternoon when she was deeping. It was necessary to use sometricks | had learned from my father,
which were to do with getting past guards unobserved, to achievethis. | thought it best that nobody
noticed my sudden interest in possible exits from the fortress and made adecision to forbid such
expeditions. | took alantern and followed the branching ways to discover a storeroom for cheese and
butter, like the caves we used for such a purpose a home. | found asmall room that smply had no floor;
therewas, ingtead, avery long drop, and when | threw in astone, | counted to five before | heard the
gplash. And farther down the same way there were lightless cdlls, each holding abench and shackles
fixed to thewall. There were no prisoners, not now. The place was choked with cobwebs, unused for
many years. Perhaps Eamonn did not take captives. | wasglad | had not brought Niamh here, for the
very walls cried out with despair; there was a dark hopel essness about the place that set a cold hand on
my spirit. | retreated quickly, vowing to myself to curb my curiosity next time. As| came up the covered
way there was the dightest of sounds behind me, and acat shot past, streaking up from farther down that
dark, shadowy passageway with the disused cells, ablack cat moving so fast | only just had time to see
that it boreinitsjawsavery large and very dead water rat. So there was away to the outside. A narrow
way, maybe too narrow for aperson to squeeze in or out. But it was nonethelessaway. | was tempted
to go back down and investigate, but it was close to suppertime and | did not wish to attract undue
attention. One day soon, Son, | said slently, feding that at somelevel he understood me, one day we're
going down there, and maybe we'll get out of this for a while. Find ourselves some space. If we're
lucky we might see a bird or a frog. | need to breathe deep. | need to see beyond stone walls.

| had asked Aiding aready, as politely as| could, and received the answer | expected. "Don't you ever
goout?' I'd sad. "Doesnt it drive you crazy being shut up dl the time?”

Aiding raised her brows a me. "People do go out,” she said, puzzled. "It's not a prison. Carts bring
supplies, and the men ride across on patrol. There's more movement when Eamonn's at home."

"And | suppose every cart is searched from top to bottom going inand out,” | said dryly.
"Wll, yes. Don't you do that at Sevenwaters?

"Not if it'sour own people.”

"Eamonn saysit'swiser. You can't be too careful these days. And he did say—"

She paused.

"What?' | asked, looking her inthe eye.



She reached up to smooth her red curls behind her ear, looking dightly abashed. "Well, Liadan, if you
must know, he said he preferred if you and Niamh did not go out while you're here. Thereis no reason
for you to venture beyond the walls. We have everything here that you could possibly want.”

"Mmm." | did not like the thought of Eamonn making rulesfor me, especialy now that there was no
possible chance of a marriage between us. Perhaps, after what had happened to me, he believed me
incapable of staying out of trouble.

"Don't take mewrong, Aiding," | said. "Y our hospitdity isnot to be faulted. But | miss Sevenwaters. |
miss the forest and the openness. | don't know how you and Eamonn can live here.”

"It'shome," she said smply. And | remembered Eamonn saying once, It will not be home until | see
you standing in the doorway with my child in your

arms. | shivered. The goddess grant there would be chieftains at Tarawith marriageable daughters, and
that Eamonn would make hisintentions known to them. There should be many agirl with no reluctance to
warm his bed and give him an heir, once he put word about that he was looking.

Many days had passed, and the moon had shrunk to amere diver of light. When | got home, | would
have to apply mysdf to sewing, for my gownswere getting uncomfortably tight over my breadts. | sat
with Niamh day by day, and she failed to notice any change in my appearance. | could not tell her. How
could | find the words, when she held in her poor, confused mind the guilt of not having conceived achild
for Fionn after three moons, of not even succeeding in that most basic requirement of agood wife? | said
to her it was early days, and not every bride bred straight away. Besides, now that she would not be
going back to Tirconnell after dl, surely it was better that she was not carrying Fionn's son or daughter.

"| wanted to bear Ciaran achild,” she said softly. "M ore than anything. But the goddess did not grant it."

"Just aswdll," | retorted, finding it hard not to lose my temper with her. "That would really have set astir
among the Ui Nelll."

"Don't joke about it, Liadan. Y ou cannot hope to understand how it feelsto love aman more than
anything in theworld, morethan lifeitself. How wonderful it would beto carry that man's child within
your body, even if the man himsdlf is—islost to you." She beganto cry, very quietly. "How could you
know of suchthings?'

"How indeed,” | muttered, passing her a clean handkerchief.
"Liadan?' she asked, after awhile.
"Mmm?'

"Y ou keep saying, | need not go back to Fionn, | need not go back to Tirconnell. But wheream |
going?’

"l don't know yet. But I'll work something out, | promise. Trust me."

"Yes, Liadan." She spoke with ameek acquiescence that terrified me. For timewas fast running out for
us. The men would not stay in the south too long, with winter approaching and their own landsto attend
to. By the time the moon was haf full again, they would be here, and in truth | had very little by way of a
plan. Niamh could not Ssmply come home, not without explanation. So she must go somewhereelse,
somewhere she could be taken before Fionn returned. She must be kept in hiding, for awhile at least.

Later, perhaps, the truth might be told, and she could come back to Seven-waters. A Christian convent



would be the best place, perhapsin the southwest, somewhere away from the coast and safe from the
Norsemen'sraids, a place where they did not know the name of Sevenwaters. There was no place
where they did not know the name of Ui Nelll, but maybe that part could be kept quiet. If someone could
just provide sanctuary for awhile, if Fionn could somehow be convinced that she was gone forever, if... |
losgt patience with mysdlf quickly, knowing | was getting nowhere, redizing if | did not come up with a
practical plan very soon, we would run out of time. It was becoming obvious | could not do thisaone.

A promise was apromise and could not be broken. | thought Niamh was wrong. How could the dliance
be more important to Liam or Conor or my father than Niamh's happiness? Surdly her bruised body and
shadowed eyeswere too high a price to pay for the future support of the Ui Nelll, for al their wedth and
their great band of fighting men? But | had given her my word. Besides, there was moreto it than the
dliance. There wasthe secret they were dl keegping from us. There was something bigger behind thisthat
we did not understand, something o terrible it seemed to me | must act with the grestest caution lest |
bring dive the evil they spoke of with hushed voices and haunted eyes.

Onething was clear to me. | had to get Niamh out before the men returned, and there was nobody in the
household whose help | could enlist. They were dl Eamonn's men and women, and Aiding's, and no
secret would be kept from their young master and mistress. Besides, wasn't every cart searched? |
thought about disguises, and abandoned the idea, knowing the close watch on dl traffic in and out meant
we would beimmediatdly detected. My mind whirled with plans, each more unlikely than the last.

When it was dark of the moon, | could not light my specia candle, for it till stood in my chamber a
Sevenwaters. But after Niamh was deeping, | lit another and placed it near the window, and | sat by it
through the time of darkness. And now, as| drew Bran'simage into my mind, he was no longer sitting
under strangetrees, but pacing restlesdy to and fro in amore familiar setting, alantern casting shadows
on the cunningly constructed walls, the arched roof and ancient ritual stone of the great barrow that had
sheltered us, so long ago it seemed. There were others there with him, and they were disputing
something, and he was impatient. | felt his sense of urgency, the anxiety that drew afrown between his
dark brows, the tension in hishands. But | could not hear their words. | did what | aways did on those
dark nights, when | knew hetried, above dl things, to remain awake. | reached out to touch hismind
with my own, to let him know he would never be quite alone, not now; to remind him that even for an
outlaw with no past and no future, each day could be lived well. But tonight, my own dark thoughts
intervened, my concern for my sister, my growing panic at not having asolution for my problem, with
time so short. Thesethings got intheway, and | could not tell if I did him any good or not. | stayed
awake dl night. That much | could do for him. It was not possible to see hisimage dl thetimein my
thoughts, but it came to me now and then, striding out of the barrow, leaving his friends behind; standing
in the darknessthere, staring down at histightly linked hands. Later, Sitting cross-legged not far from
where we had made our little fire with pine coneswhen Evan was dying and | had told him hislast story.
Sitting with his shaven head in his hands, and the smallest of lanternsto keep away the darkness. I'm
here, | told him. I'm not so fur away. Just wait a little longer, and dawn will come. But | had to
work very hard to sllence that other voice within me, the one that was clamoring, Help! | need you!
Nobody could help me here at Sidhe Dubh. There seemed no way out. Unless. . . unlessyou werea
cat, maybe.

It wasworth atry, | told mysdlf as| dipped quietly down the covered way, just after dawn next morning.
The skills| had learned in the forest of Sevenwaters served mewell. | thought | passed by the guards
unseen. | needed the lantern, for the side tunnel was narrow and the floor an uneven jumble of broken
rocks. | went past the empty cells, feding again the cold bregth of fear that lingered in their shadowy
corners. | ventured farther down, and the track became narrower and steeper, and water trickled down
thewadls so that | waswalking in astreamlet. And then, abruptly, the water went gurgling away
underground, and the passage seemed to end; there was an unbroken wall ahead of me, though light till



filtered in from somewhere. A dead end. But the cat had got in. | set the lantern down and moved
forward, touching my fingertipsto thewall. My shadow loomed in front of me, huge in the lantern light.
And | heard them: familiar voices, quiet, deep, so deep they were dmost below hearing. Words spoken
with adownessthat seemed ancient, asif it came from the very stonesthemsdves. They were not, after
al, fled with the coming of man; they had merely gone deeper underground, biding their time. | stood till,
ligening, awaiting their bidding.

Down.

| squatted on the ground, wondering what to look for, what to fedl for. A trapdoor? A secret way? Some
sort of Sgn?

Down.

Think, Liadan, | told mysdlf, shivering. | moved aong the rock floor, following the base of thewall with
my hand, feding for any sign, any clue asto what | must do.

Good. Good.

My hand touched something, ametd object that was wedged under a protruding stone. My fingers
curled around it. It was akey, large, heavy, ornately wrought. | rose to my feet. The lantern light showed
me the same unbroken stretch of rock wall before me, the same featurelesswalls on ether side. There
was no sign whatever of adoor. | lifted the lantern high, low, examining every surface therewas. | could
not find the smallest sign of an opening, no crack or crevice into which this key might befitted. My heart
sank.

Go back, said the voices. Back.

What were they telling me, | wondered grimly as| made my reluctant way out of the underground
passage and into the house again. That | must stay at Sidhe Dubh and let things take their course? That
had been their advice at the place of the great barrow, and look where it had got me. Ancestors or no
ancestors, | began to wonder if they knew what they were doing. The Fair Folk had told me not to heed
these old voices, that they could be dangerous. Still, the Old Ones had given meakey. A key was, at
least, adtart.

That evening Aiding told me, very palitdy, that it might be better if | did not go down into those
underground parts of the fortress anymore. "My master & armsis concerned about your safety,” she said
rather formally. | could see she was embarrassed at having to set out rulesfor afriend. Things had been
easy between us at Sevenwaters. Indeed, sometimes we had seemed more like ssters than Niamh and |
were. But here she was mistress of the house, and | sensed there waslittle point in argument. It shocked
me that she had learned of my explorations; | had been so careful.

"I dofind it difficult to be so—so cooped up,” | said.

"Still, those old passages and chambers are not safe,” Aiding replied firmly. "I know Eamonn would not
wish you to be at any risk. Please don't go down there again.”

Thiswas an order, kindly expressed, and | knew | must accept it. My options appeared to be rapidly
dwindling astime passed. It was drawing ever closer to the day when Eamonn and Fionn must return
from Tara, and | had not even ashred of apractical plan. Indeed, | was beginning to doubt very much
that | could keep my promiseto Niamh. But | washer sigter. | could not let her return to Tirconnell and
to ahusband who vaued her solittle. | had seen thelook in her eyes. | knew she meant it when she said
shewould loll hersdlf rather than go on. | must get her out before they returned. Somehow , | must find a



way.

| did not know, inthe end, if the solution was one | discovered for mysdf or if the Old Ones nudged me
intheright direction. Perhagps we thought aike, being of the sameline. It was early morning, just after
dawn, and Niamh was deeping, curled tight under her woollen blankets, her cropped hair bright on the
pillow. My nights had been increasingly restless. | lay awake pondering solutions, al of them equally
impractica. | lay open-eyed, consdering the risks of telling the truth to Sean or to my father or to Conor,
and deciding | could not do so. My father had taught me that a promise must never be broken. Besides, |
could not be sure of what they would do. Therewasjust a possibility they might believe the dliance more
important than Niamh. | could not risk telling and finding Fionn's strategic worth outweighed his disregard
for my sster. So | must find my own solution. But there was no way out. What did the Old Ones expect
meto do? Hy?

At dawn | rose and dressed, salecting one of my looser-cut gowns, and wondering how big my belly
would have to grow before Niamh noticed the change in my appearance. Our clothes had been stored in
an ancient wooden chest that was set in an acove to the room we shared, a recess over which atapestry
hung to reduce the draft. | rummaged in the chest for ashawl, since the morning was cool, and as| stood
up towrgp it around me, | felt momentarily faint. | put out my hand againgt the timber-lined wall of the
acoveto steady mysdf. My fingers touched something. Therewas amarking onthewal, atiny crack in
the surface of thewood. It wastoo dark to see what it was. | fetched a candle and peered more closdly.
A tapestry for the draft, | thought. Where there is adraft, there must be an opening. My hand followed
the crack dl the way around, a square the size of asmal man or woman, bending. A door. It was
covered dl around its marginswith tiny carven marks, Ogham signs like the one my Uncle Finbar wore
around hisneck on an amulet. But Eamonn's ancestor was surely no druid. Were these secret signs of
protection made at his bidding, or had they been crafted by an older kind, those who had dwelt in the
place of thefairy fortresslong before the human folk came to set their hand upon it and claim ownership
of what could never rightly be theirs? The deep places belonged to the Old Ones. No upstart chieftain
with abag of silver and afew cartloads of stone for building could ever change that, try as he might to set
his stamp on the landscape.

Therewas akeyhole. Trembling, | fetched the old key from where | had hidden it and tried it, knowing it
could not fail to work. | sensed an inevitability about things now; | knew | was being led forward. | felt
more fright than relief. Thelittle door svung open, reveding a precipitous flight of stone steps spiraing
downward into darkness. There was nothing for it but to pick up my skirtsin one hand, and grasp the
candlein the other, and step forward, hoping that Niamh would not wake before | returned.

Theway was so steep and narrow | could see only the smallest distance in front of me. It wasa
magterpiece of congruction, plunging down into the very depths of the hill, until 1 judged | must be below
the lowest level of the house, below the courtyard, at length below even the place where the sharp rocks
encircled the hill, under thefortresswalls. And at last | saw light ahead, alight that was not smply the
faint glow cast by my nickering candle, but an increasing brightness that was, unmistakably, thefirst rays
of therisng sun through the mist of the marshlands. | rounded the last turn of the spiral stepsand there
before me, not five paces away at the end of anarrow tunnel in the rocks, was an opening to the
morning. | had found the way out.

It was not much more than a crack, big enough for agirl my size to pass through, but too narrow for an
armed man. Indeed, it was just aswell my child had asyet scarcely begun to swell my belly out, for soon
enough thisway would not be possible even for me. Strange, | thought, that there was such achink in the
impregnable armor of Sidhe Dubh, and it was unguarded. Then | looked about me, and began to
understand. The place where | had emerged was just below the circle of pointed rockslaid around the
hill. Behind and above me, the sentries paced to and fro, to and fro atop the high walls, apparently



unaware of my presence out herein the open. | looked in front of me, northward, and there directly
ahead wasthat low line of distant hills | had seen from the ramparts. The expanse of flat ground before
me was the place of sinking bog, the place so dangerous that to attempt to cross it was desth, save for
those few who knew the way. So we could escape thisfar, but no farther. | crouched quiet by the rocks,
willing the guards not to see me. There was no certainty they would bother to identify an intruder before
loosing their arrows. Behind me, the opening through which | had come was invisible, merely another
irregularity in the rocky face of the hillsde. Perhapsit was conceded by fairy arts. | had counted my
steps carefully, and noted their direction precisely, for | had no wish to be stranded out here done,
without explanation.

| sat quiet awhile, knowing | had half a solution, but unable to grasp the remainder. It was a cool morning
with gathering clouds suggesting later rain. Down by the water there were creatures, long-legged marsh
birds, stabbing with their beaks at strange, hopping insects. | watched them and felt my son flex histiny
limbs. | wish you could see these birds, | told him. You'll see many birds, when we go hometo
Sevenwaters. There's one called a wren. That's the smallest and very magical. You'll find it in
many tales. You'll see an owl, and a raven, and a lark singing fit to make you weep as it rises.
You'll see the great eagle gliding above the forest, and the swan descending to the lake, when at
last we go home. Looking across that wasteland, | thought about Niamh'sfragility. Evenif | could bring
her down here undetected, even if she were willing, what then? 1 did not know the way across. A boat,
maybe. But there was no boat, and the patches of open water were few and far between. And we could
not hope to go by day, for we would be soon spotted and brought back. Even now, | could not
understand why the guards had not seen me. Their steady patrol continued high above, passing and
returning. After awhilel went back up, al theway up, to emergein our chamber out of breath, with
aching legs and amind that had not yet found any answers. | shut the door and hid the key, and pulled
the tapestry back into place. Niamh dept on, unaware.

Next morning | went down again. It was very early. A chill mist shrouded the marsh, and clouds velled
the firgt sun. Stunted bush and windswept tussock poked uneven fingers through the mantle of vapor, and
there were strange creaking noises out in the bog, subtle sounds that were not made by frogs.

| shivered as| sat below the rocks and drew my woollen shawl tighter around my shoulders. Therewasa
puzzleto solve, and | had most of the clues, but try as| might | could not put it together and make any
sense of it. The Old Ones had guided me thusfar. There was away out. And | knew what time of day it
would be safest. Thismorning | could not see three paces across the marsh before the swirling mist
obscured dl but the few protruding plants that somehow survived in that harsh place. At such atime
pursuit would be dl but impossible. Still, how could one attempt such a venture without a guide who
knew the way? To try it done would be foolish indeed. Had things been different, | might gladly have
taken therisk for my sister. | might have clutched her hand and set out across the quaking bog, trusting in
the oldest offereesto guide us safe, hoping to find some sanctuary before our menfolk tracked us down.
But not now. My own life and Niamh's, those | might have risked, but not my son's.

Strange, how the pace of time seemsto change. Now the days were speeding by, and for al her blind
trust in my ability to make everything right, Niamh seemed on edge, muttering to herself by day and
waking abruptly at night, shaking and weeping from some nightmare she would not spesk of. And then,
with the moon waxing fast, Aiding recelved amessage. Aswe sat at supper over roast mutton in
rosemary sauce, she passed it on.

"Good news," she said brightly, "I've heard from Eamonn. A man cameintoday. They haveleft Taraand
are now quartered close by Knowth, where they meet with chieftains of the district. They will stop again
at Sevenwaters and should be herein four days time."



Niamh blanched. It was ablow, and | struggled for appropriate words.
"You'll be happy to see Eamonn again.” Thismuch at least wasthetruth.

"I surely will," Aiding acknowledged with awry smile. "I can't say it has not been difficult with him away.
We have rdliable and skilled people here, of course, but my brother israther particular about things, so |
do have to keep a close watch on them. Besides, I'm concerned for Eamonn. He was—he was not
himsdf those last days before they left. | am hoping to see him in brighter spirits.”

| could not find aresponse to this and kept silent. But Niamh's words tumbled out like careless footsteps
acrossaterrain full of traps.

"Four days! That can't beright. It istoo soon. Four days, it's not enough time—"

"Don't worry, Niamh," | said, frowning into my sister's huge, expressive blue eyes, which spoke clearly of
impending betrayd and tragedy. "Everything will bedl right.”" | turned to Aiding. "Niamh hasn't been well.
Wemight retire early, | think. She needs her deep.”

Aiding'ssmall, freckled face was |ooking serious. Her eyeswere on Niamh, weighing up my sister's
appearance and her words.

"You should tell me, Liadan," she said carefully. ™Y ou should let me know if thereisany problem. | might
be able to help. Eamonn would be sure to want to help.”

| doubted that very much. "Thank you, Aiding. No need to concern yourself.”

Four days. The goddess help us, only four days. | spent adeepless night contemplating the severa
equally impossible dternatives facing me and liking none of them. As soon asthe sky beganto lighten to
thefaint gray that presaged dawn, | was up, glad to be on my feet again, dressing in my sturdy boots and
awarm gown with aheavy cloak over the top, desperate to get out of doors and away from the stone
wallsthat now seemed to trap me and my dilemmatightly within them, an unsolvable puzzlein an
unbreachable box. Before dawn broke, | dipped out through the secret door in the alcove, down the
spird sairs, and out to the stark hillside above the marsh. There | stood staring out northward. My
stomach churned with nerves, anxiety made my head ache, and | was close to weeping from sheer fright
at the thought of what | must try to do. For it seemed the only option wasto take my sister's hand in mine
and step out onto that wasteland in an act of insanefaith.

A hand clapped itsdlf efficiently across my mouth, and an arm went tightly around my chest. A voice
behind me said, very softly, "Just warning you so you aren't tempted to make anoise. The guards can't
see us, but they can hear us. Keep quiet. All right?!

The pressure of the arm was released. The ddicately patterned hand was withdrawn. | did not need to
see this hand to identify the owner of the voice. Trueto his reputation, the Painted Man had penetrated
the defenses of Sidhe Dubh as effortlesdy as a shadow.

"Wheat, no blow on the head thistime?' | inquired in awhisper, not turning. My heart was hammeringin
my breast.

"Sit down." Spoken in an undertone, thiswas unmistakably an order. "Werein ablind spot. But it's
limited. No point in going out of the way to attract attention.”

| sat, and Bran moved into view, settling in the cover of the rocks three paces away from me. He wore
an ancient tunic and trousers of indefinable hue, and the soles of his soft boots were coated with black
mud. Hisface was pale, his eyes serious. He looked wonderful. He gazed at me silently, and | gazed



back a him and felt ablush rise to my cheeks. A small frown appeared on his brow.
"What are you doing here?" | asked him, asmy mind whirled with possibilities.
Hetook histimein replying; and when he did speek, it was cautioudly.

I!

"Strange," he said. "'l thought | had the answers ready for anything you might say to me. But they areall
fled, every one, now that you sit here by me."

"It'sdangerous for you here, done and unarmed,” | said, my voice shaking. His eyes were fixed on me
with an expression | had not expected to see again. "Why did you come here? There's a price on your
head; you know that."

"That troubles you?' He sounded genuindy surprised.

"Y ou were the one who changed things between us, not 1." | was holding my hands clutched tight
together, in case | should givein to the urge to reach out toward him. "If you think | care nothing for your
safety, then you don't know me very well. Now answer my question.”

"| was passing and thought you might bein trouble.”

"I don't think that can be the truth. How could you know | was here? Besides, chance does not play a
great part in your existence, | imagine, nor in that of the men you lead.”

Bran's expression was somber. "I could tdll you the truth. But you wouldn't believe me," he sasd smply.
"Try me. Y ou've nothing to lose."

"Youthink s0?"

"Brighid help us, Bran, you're in the heart of enemy territory! Why take such afoolish risk?’

"Sah, not so loud. I'm neither alone nor unarmed. | came hereto tell you to go home. | don't want you
here at Sidhe Dubh. Thingswill come to a head between that man and mein due course. | don't want
you caught inthe middle.”

My mouth opened and shut without aword.
"As| sad, you don't believe me."
"But..."

"I heard a—acry for help, that was what it seemed to be, acry that cameto me at night, when | wasfar
away from thisplace. | found mysalf unableto disregard it and so | returned, and there wasindeed news
that you were here, in that man's domain. We keep a close watch on thisfortress, Liadan. 1've watched
you come out when dawn rises and gaze around you asif you wished you could fly away. Things reached
apoint where| fdlt | should warn you."

"Nonethdless" | said cautioudly, "after—after the last words we spoke to each other, it seems passing
strange that you should seek me out at dl. It seems stranger il that you would ask me to return hometo
Sevenwaters when you repudiate so utterly al those who dwell there™

"It'syour safety we're discussing, not your father's character. | despise him, but that'sirrelevant. Y our



unclé's stronghold iswell guarded, and | want you back there. Y ou must do as| tdll you, Liadan. Go
home. Go as soon asyou can. It's not safefor you here."

"It iseven less safefor you. Y ou cannot be unaware that Eamonn has sworn to kill you if you set foot on
hisland or thresten what is his again. These guardswill not hesitate to loose their arrows the moment you
are seen. The men in green can be swift and crud. | would not wish you to suffer the same fate as Dog
did. No man should endure such an end.”

| realized even as| spokethat | had said too much. Bran's eyes narrowed and he leaned closer.
"How can you know what happened to Dog?' he hissed a me. "How can you know such athing?'

A cold shiver went though me asthe images returned stark to my mind. The darkness by the roadside,
the muffled sound of blows raining down, the clink of harness as they rode away. Dog's voice, wheezing
inhischest: Knife. . . .

"l know because| wasthere" | said in athread of avoice. "l know because | watched from the
shadows and could not stop them. | know because. . . because. . ." My voice wobbled dangeroudly.

"Because what, Liadan?" asked Bran softly.

"Because he cried out for the knife at the end, and there was nobody there but me. He cried out for you
to end it, but the hand that drew the knife across histhroat was mine."

| heard him let out his bresth, and then there was silence for quite sometime. I managed to hold back my
tears. | managed not to reach out my hand and touch him.

"I thought mysdlf strong,” he said eventudly, looking not at me but at some point awvay acrossthe
mist-shrouded marshes. "I thought | could do this. But itisatest of will such as| have never yet
encountered.”

This made no sense to me. And time was running short.

"Y ou're asking me to go home. | dwaysintended that. | am only here for avigt until Eamonn returns
from Tara. That will be quite soon; in four days they are expected. Then | will go back to Sevenwaters.
But | cannot leave any earlier. Therésmy sigter.”

"What's to stop both you and your sister leaving today? Why wait until that man returns? If therésa
problem with an escort, | will provide one. Discreetly. An effective but invisible presence.”

"I'm not sure why you would think you should have any part in such adecison.” | drew adeep bresth.
"Besides, it's not so easy. | have a—problem, avery serious problem. And thereisno onel canturnto;
no onel can ask for help.”

Therewas abrief slence.

"You could ask me," he said, with extreme diffidence. Then he waited.

"Thisisindeed atask for the Painted Man," | conceded, "but | doubt if | could afford the price.”

"Y ou offend me," Bran snapped, but gill he kept hisvoice down, for after al the man was aprofessonal.

"l cantimaginewhy," | said. "Y ou are amercenary for hire, are you not? A man with no conscience? Isit



not customary to discuss terms with such aman when buying his services?'
"Perhaps you should outline the task first, and well discussthe termslater.” Histone was codl.

"I hardly know how. But | will tell it asplainly as| can, for | have very little time; my absence will soon be
noted. My sster was married a midsummer. Her husband isaman of some influence.”

"Oneof the Ui Nell."
"Y ou know thet?'
"l keegp mysdlf informed. Go on.”

"She was not willingly married. Her heart was given to another man. But she went to Tirconndl. Itisa
bond that alies usto the northern Ui Nelll, with al the strategic advantage that provides.”

Bran nodded comprehension. He was scowling fiercely, hisraven's mask adding to his daunting aspect.

"Her hushand has—has hurt her. He hastreated her cruelly. Niamh is sorely changed, a shadow of her
old sdf. But shewill not tell; | found out myself by accident, and she made me swear not to makethis
known to any of thefamily. | cannot dlow her husband to take her back to Tirconnell. That way isthe
end for her. Shewould take the knife to her wrists rather than submit to him again. | know it. |—I
promised her she need not go back.”

"l see. And now you have four daysto achieve theimpossible.
"That'swhat it amountsto,” | saidinasmdl voice, redizing the full extent of my folly.
"What was your plan?' Bran asked.

"Haf aplanwasasfar as| got. To bring Niamh down here early one morning when the mist was thick
enough. To make our way across the marshes to the north. To beg aride on apassing cart; somehow to
get her to aplace of safety.”

Heregarded melevelly.

"It'sjust aswell | am herethen,” he said. "Whereis she to be taken? For how long? What tale will be
told to cover her disappearance?’

My heart was sarting to thud again.

"A convent would be best. In the south, | thought, perhapsin Mungter. Somewhere very safe, where my
family isnot known. | don't suppose you would have any such connections. . ."

"You'd be surprised. What will you tdl Ui Nelll? And your family?’

"Best if Fionn believes her dead. Then hewill not seek her out but will 1ook for another bride. That way
the aliance need not be broken. | can hardly keep the truth from my family. | suppose | must tell them, in
theend."

Bran shook hishead. "Y ou want her to disappear so there will be no pursuit. The most effective way to
achievethat isto conced the truth from al but those who need to know. Very few need to know. Y ou
should use the same story for al. For some reason—you can invent one—your sister wandered out on
the marsh and lost her footing. Y ou saw her go under. Y ou are distraught, the husband grieves, the family
mourns. Y our sister is safein her convent for aslong as she wishes. Perhaps forever. What of this other



man, the one you say took her heart? Will he be apart of it?"

"No. He'sgone away. My family forbade that union.”

"What ishisname?'

"Ciaran. A druid. Why would you need to know that?"

"When you buy my services, | maketherules, and | ask the questions. Will your sster come willingly?'

"I think so. Sheis—damaged, frail, confused in her mind. But she wants above dl to escape her husband.
It isaterrible marriage, one that has come dose to destroying her."

"And when this Ui Neill startslooking around for a replacement, it has not occurred to you that you
yoursaf may be his next choice?' Histonewasvery severe.

| choked back nervouslaughter. ™Y ou may be quite sure that will not be so," | said, asthe child did a
beckflipin my belly.

"It would be dtogether logicd. If the family to which you are so
I

doggedly loyd forced your sister into such amonstrous dliance, you can have no reason to hope they will
not do the sameto you."

"I would sooner beg by the road than dly mysdf with such aman,” | told him. "It will not happen.”
There was atrace of asmile. "Besides, you know how to defend yoursdlf,” he said.

"l do, and | would."

"| don't doubt it."

"Bran."

"y e

"My mother isvery sick. | told you. Dying. It would be cruel to tell her Niamh was dead if it were not
true. | would rather not do that."

"Asto that part of it, | can only advise. Y ou are the one who must do the telling. Ask yoursdlf, do you
realy want your sster to be safe? If you do, then you must be prepared to take the most difficult way.

| nodded, swallowing hard. "What would your price befor suchamisson?’ | asked him.
"You beievel cando thisfor you?'

This question took me off guard and | answered without thinking. "Of course | believeit. | would trust
you with my life, Bran. Thereisno other | would ask to do thisfor me."

"That'sthe price, then."
"What is?" | asked, confused.

"Trudt. That'sthe price."



Thiswas aconversation full of traps. | said, "I thought you did not believein trust. Y ou told me so once.”

"Tha much remainsunchanged. It is your trust that isthe price for thismission. So you see, you have
pad inadvance.

"When will youdoit?' | asked shakily, feding tears prick the back of my eyes, dangeroudy close.

"I'll need two days to make some arrangements. It can't be put in place any quicker than that. Areyou
sure you would not prefer smply to have this Ui Neill removed from the picture? Permanently? That
could be achieved with ease and more or lessimmediately. He would Smply never return here."

| shivered. "No, thank you. | am not quite ready to burden my conscience with murder, though | did
consider it, | must confess. Besides, you have enough powerful enemies. I'd rather not add to them.”

Therewasabrief slence,
"You'd best go back in." Bran'stone was businesdike.

"I don't undergtand,” | said ungteadily. "I don't understand why you are helping us, when you hate us so
much. What isit that brings this darkness to your eyes whenever you hear my father's name? What has
he done to ingpire such loathing? He isagood man.”

Bran'sjaw tightened. "1 won't speak of thesethings," he said. Then heroseto hisfeet, glancing up at the
sentries.

"Yes, | know. | should go back insde.” But | did not move.
"Will you give meyour hand to sedl thisbargain?' he asked diffidently.

| held out my hand, and hetook it in hisown. Now, hewould not meet my eyes. Asfor me, | fdt his
touch in every corner of my body, and | fought a hard battle with mysdlf not to throw my arms around
him then and there or to say something that would revedl to him how precarious was my hold on my
fedings. | reminded mysdf that he had the code to help him keep control. He used it well; thismight have
been any transaction between dlies. He released my hand.

"Bring your sister down before dawn, the day after tomorrow. WEIl be ready. Take no undue risks,
Liadan. | want you safe. Take no chances.”

"I would say the sameto you if | thought you would listen,” | said, turning away before he could seel
was crying. How could | tell him | carried his child, the grandson of the hated Hugh of Harrowfield? How
could | burden him with that? And yet, the words had been there on my lips. It was not until | had made
my way inside and up to the safety of the bedchamber that | redlized | had not asked him asingle thing
about Sean and hisjourney north, and whether my brother had indeed presented him with a proposition.

!
Chapter Ten

After that my behavior was exemplary. | made no more secret trips outside the walls, no sentries
observed me venturing into unusua parts of the fortress. | helped Aiding carry out afull inspection of the
brewery, and | advised the household's resident herbalist on the stocking of her stillroom shelvesfor
winter. | did not tell Niamh exactly what was going to happen, or when, for | could not trust her to keep
it quiet. Ingtead, | smply told her al was arranged, and she was content with that. On the surface | was
cam and capable. Undernesth | was stretched tight as a harpstring. | went back over what Bran had said



to me, and what he had not said, time after time. | admitted to mysdlf that it had been hishelp | had
wanted al aong. | tried not to think of the things | had longed to say to him, and had not dared to voice.
Impossblethingslike, Stay with me; and, You will have a son before Beltaine. Putting these thoughts
from my mind asbest | could, I smply thanked the Old Ones, from the depths of my heart, for bringing
him to my aid when | had thought al hope logt, for somehow sending him back to mewhen | believed he
had put me, and mine, behind him forever. What had wrought such a change was amystery to me. | was
not foolish enough to believe | might some day hold him in my arms again and hear him speak words of
love. These were the thoughts of aslly, romantic girl, | said to mysdf severely. But | spoketo our son
andtold him: He is your father. A man who is the best at what he does, always. A man you can
trust with your life.

The night before he was due to comefor us, | told Niamh as much as she needed to know. That she was
to get up quietly when | woke her, before dawn, and dressin the warm, dark clothes | had set out for
her. That we must then leave fast and silently, going by secret ways down to the edge of the marsh. That
aman would be there to guide her across and then take her to a place where she would be safe. It might
be along time before she saw me again.

"A man?' Sheblinked a me as she sat therein her nightdress, alittle frown of puzzlement creasing her
brow. "What man?'

"A friend of mineg," | said. "Y ou must not be larmed by his gppearance. He isthe best protector you
could possibly have."

"How didyou . . . how could you . . ." Her wordstrailed off, but | could read the real messagein her
jumbled thoughts, for she wasignorant of the art of concedling what wasin her mind. She waswondering
how alittle homebody like me could possibly know the sort of man who could be of any useto us.

"It's of no importance,” | said. "What you need to remember isto keep quiet and do as | say, no matter
what happens. Lives depend on it, Niamh. Then, when we get there, just follow his orders. Just do that,
and you'll be away from here and safely hidden well before your husband returns with Eamonn.”

"Liadan?' Thetonewasachild's.
"What?'
"Couldn't you comewith me?"

"No, Niamh. Y ou'll be fine on your own, believe me. | cannot come, for if both of us disappear, pursuit is
certan. If such athing happened in his house, Eamonn would follow all leadsto the very end. | must stay
and tell astory to cover your escape. After that, I'll go home."

"A sory? What story?"
"Never mind that. Now you must deep. You'l need dl your strength in the morning.”

It started well enough. After adeepless night, | roused Niamh before dawn, and we dressed by the light
of asngle candle. Shewas painfully dow, and | did most of it for her, fastening her gown, combing her
hair, putting the gray cloak around her shoulders and telling her to keep the hood on once we Were out
of doors, for today she did not wear aveil and the bright beacon of her hair must be concedled from
view. | showed her the hidden doorway and explained once again whereit led. My sister nodded
gravely, with something resembling comprehension in her eyes.



"I'm ready,” she said. "And—thank you, Liadan."

"Think nothing of it,”" | replied somewhat unsteadily. "Thank me, and my—friends, when you are safein
the house of the holy ssters. Now—"

At that moment there was anoise in the courtyard below and torchesflaring. | moved silently to step up
on astool and look out our narrow window. Riders were coming up from the main entry, menin green
and men with the sign of the Ui Neill blazoned on their tunics, red and white, the snake that devoured
itself. Therewas asound of horses feet, of men'svoices, the unbolting of doors as the household came
awake. | glimpsed Eamonn, pale and serious as dways, swinging down from his horse and starting to
givecrisp orders. | saw the upright, authoritative figure of Fionn Ui Neill among his men. Clearly there
had been no stop at Sevenwaters, not for them. They had ridden straight here, and they were two days
ealy.

Bran! was my first panicked thought as | ushered my sister under the tapestry and through the narrow
opening. Bran is here, and Eamonn is back. If Eamonn kills him, it will be my fault. Terrible
possibilities flooded my mind as we spiraled down the precipitous steps, | just below Niamh, leading her
asshewailed in panic: "Liadan! Liadan, | don't think | can do thidl It's so dark, and small!"

"Bequiet!" | hissed, and gripped her hand harder. "Keep your promiseand do as| say." She seemed
unaware of what was happening in the courtyard and | did not enlighten her; she was dready
near-paralyzed with fear, and her journey had barely begun. Best that she did not know how close
pursuit might be.

Wewere very dow. Come on, come on, Niamh. At last we reached the foot of the steps and began to
move along the short passageway.

"Careful here," | whigpered. "The ground'swet. Don't dip." With any luck, nobody would look for us so
early. The men would want to eat and rest first. There might till betime.

It was quiet outside. There were no voices save those of marsh birds calling as the day began to wake. A
blanket of mist, sickly ydlow-gray, hung above the boglands and touched the stony shore. Y ou would
think even the Painted Man could not find away through such aheavy veil. We reached the safe spot
below the frieze of pointed stones. High above us on thewall, the sentries patrolled steadily to and fro.

Then Niamh gave alittle sharp squeal and | whipped ahand up across her mouth. “Ssh,” | hissed. "Do
you want to get usdl killed? These men are hereto help us.”

"Oh..but..but.. ."
"Keep her quiet, can you?"'

My sigter'sfrightened eyes stared first at the man who had spoken, the man who had loomed up
suddenly before her with his shaven head and patterned skin, and then a the man behind him, whose
flesh was black as night and whose white teeth were bared in aferocious grin as he greeted me with a
nod. Clearly, Niamh could not decide which of them was the more fearsome.

"Bran." | drew him dightly aside, speaking in an undertone. "Eamonn isreturned, not long ago, with my
sgter'shusband. The placeisfull of armed men."

"l know."

"Y ou should go now and take the utmost care. Eamonn has vowed to destroy you and would carry it out
with the least excuse. Please go quickly.”



Hefrowned a me. "Don't concern yoursdlf with me, | am not worth it. Besides, you'll have enough to
worry about.”

"I do concern mysdf with you. Why can't you listen to good advice for oncein your life?’

"Comeon," called Gull softly. He had taken Niamh's hand and was leading her, gently enough, acrossthe
exposed ground to the edge of the marshland, where the fog would concea them.

"Y ou think me amercenary without conscience, a man without human fedings," whispered Bran, and his
fingerscame up to lie againg my cheek, warm and dive. "And yet you wish meto be safe. That isnot
conggent.”

"Y ou have alow opinion of women, and you despise my family,” | replied with tearsin my eyes, for his
touch st off an aching deep within me that wasjoy and pain rolled into one. "And yet, you risk your life
to come here, just so you can tell meto go home. You risk it again to save my sister. Another woman.
Y ou can hardly call that consgtent.”

Welooked at each other, and despite mysdlf, | felt atear spill down my cheek.
"Dont. Dont," said Bran fiercely, and histhumb moved againgt my skin, asif to stem the flow.
"Thank you for coming,” | whispered. "I don't know how | would have managed without you."

He said nothing, but as| looked at him | saw his eyes unshielded, deep, steady gray eyes. In them were
the words he would not alow himself to spesk. | put my hand up over hisown.

There was ashout from above, and atwang, and an arrow whirred over
I
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our headsto land just behind Gull where he guided the sumbling Niamh down to the concedlment of the
mist. Gull let out acurse, and Niamh alittle shriek; and then it seemed she froze in fear and would go no
farther.

"Brighid help us," | muttered, and picked up my skirts, ready to run down and push her bodily to safety,
the stupid girl. Bran'svoice halted me.

"No," hesaid. "Stay here where they cannot see you. Good-bye, Liadan.”

Then he turned and ran out into the path of their arrows, aplain target to draw their firefrom my sgter;
and | stood and watched him because | had promised. | had bought his services, and that meant he made
the rules. Up above on the walkway there was shouting, and | heard Eamonn's voice. The arrows began
to come with speed, and they were well aimed; but the running man was swift and clever, dodging and
weaving, turning around to make aquick, vulgar gesture of defiancein the direction of his attackers. He
could have covered the distance in half thetime; but he made sure both Gull and the struggling, terrified
Niamh, whose dark hood had fallen back now to reveal clearly her cropped auburn locks, had vanished
entirdly into the clinging blanket of mist, before he bolted at full speed after them. The vapor swallowed
them up, and they were gone.

Severd things happened quite fast. Orders were given up above. Then men with swords and daggers and
with spears and axes came around below the walls, running, and hated by the edge of the marsh near
where| till stood motionlessjust below the rock barrier. Eamonn was among them, and it was he who



turned first and saw me. There was no need to school my fegtures; | imagine | aready wore aconvincing
look of shock and fesr.

"Liadan! Thank the goddess you are safel” | could seethe fury in Eamonn's eyes, scarcely masked by his
relief and concern. "'l thought— what happened, Liadan? Tell me quickly, we must go after these men
draightaway.”

"It'sdl right, you are safe now. Take adeep breath and try to tell me." He was gripping me by the
shoulders, quite hard, his hands communiceating the urge to pursue, punish, and destroy.

"Niamh—Niamhisgone," | gulped. "She'sgone.”
"Where?'

"|—I don't know." So far | had not had to lie. | was not very good at lying. And Eamonn knew me better
than many. | would have to hope hisfury might blind him to any deficienciesin my story. A story that
must now betold rather differently since not only Niamh but both Gull and Bran had beenin clear sight
before they fled.

"Across the marshlands to the north. | don't know where or why."

Eamonn scowled. "Tell me everything you know, Liadan. As quickly asyou can. Every moment counts.
How could you and Niamh come down here without my guards seeing you?"

"Thereésahidden way. Didn't you know? A spiral staircase, aconcealed door. In the acove.”

He swore under his breath. ™Y ou mean—but that way has been sedled aslong as| can remember. There
isno key. How could you get in?'

My hand touched the key whereit lay in my pocket. It became necessary to lie. "'l don't know. | woke
up early thismorning, and Niamh was gone. She left the secret door open, and | followed her. When |
came out, she was—she was—"

"All right, Liadan," he said with grave kindness. ™Y ou need not tell that part. How many men did you see?
Only two?'

| nodded mutely.
"Y ou know what they were, | suppose?’
| nodded again.

"Why, that'swhat | ask mysdf," Eamonn muttered, pacing restlesdy. "Why would he take her except in
some gesture of insane defiance? What can he hope to gain by this? Therésno reason to it.”

| swallowed hard. " Do you think—do you think you can track them down and bring her back?" It
seemed to me the mist was starting to dissipate as the sun rode higher; | could see ashort way acrossthe
marsh now, the dark, sucking mud punctuated here and there by low clumps of vegetation. They were
too far apart for aman to make hisway by leaping from one to the next. Sooner or later he must put his
foot on that black-brown spongy surface and trust it to carry hisweight. A man who was unable to trust
would only get over by knowing the way with total accuracy. Still, they were the best. If they said they
could lead Niamh across, they could.



"Eamonn! For God's sake, what has happened? They said Niamh—" Eonn came up at a sprint, boots
crunching on the rocky hillside. His hard festures were set grimly, hisface white.

"| regret thisgreetly," Eamonn said with formdity, and | redized it Would, indeed, reduce his satus
among hisaliesthat such adip in security could occur on his very doorstep, dmost under hisnose. No
wonder the Painted Man had the reputation he did for sheer effrontery. "It appears she

has been abducted, and there is no doubt who is responsible. My guards saw them clearly. A man with
coa black skin, and another who bore an unmistakable pattern on face and arm. These are the same
fiannawho daughtered my warriors before my eyes. It isfortunate my archers drove them off before
Liadan, too, wastaken."

"Which way?" demanded Fionn, and his expression reminded me that he was an Ui Neill and aleader of
men. "1 will cleavethisfdlow'slimbsfrom hisbody when | find him! Which way?"

"Y ou cannot go," said Eamonn bluntly. "Thistask isfor me and those of my men who know the art of
making such acrossng safely and with speed. | will do my best to bring your wife back, and | swear |
will not rest until the perpetrators of this outrage are brought to justice. Now | must go, and quickly.”

"Justice?' Fionn'stone was savage. " Judtice istoo good for them. Give me a moment aone with those
scum and an axe in my hand, and I'll carve afew more pretty patterns on their outlaw hides. Don't speak
to meof justice or to Niamh'sSister here.”

"Goindde, Liadan." Eamonn was making hisway down to the marsh's edge now. Two of his men were
waliting, their green tunics replaced with garments of a mud-brown shade, their riding boots with softer,
more pliable footwear. They were closely hooded, and they bore dagger and throwing knife at the belt.
They stood by as Eamonn stripped off his outer garments and quickly dressed in the same way. Each
man bore a strong staff, taler than hisown height.

"All right," said Eamonn. "I'll lead the way; stay close behind and be ready to strike at short notice.
They've not so much of astart on us that we cannot make up the distance before they reach dry land.
Thelady will dow them. Oran, your job isto get her safe away. Once you have her, turn back and leave
therest to us. Go carefully, shelll be frightened. Conn, you'll take the black man. The other ismine.”

It is no wonder women have areputation for patience that is not shared by men. We spend so much of
our time waiting. Waiting for achild to be born. Waiting for aman to come home, from thefields, from
the seq, from battle. Waiting endlessly for news. That can be the worst, asfear bites deep at the vitals
and saizes the heart with chill fingers. The mind can make strange and terrible pictures while you are
walting.

Aidingwasakind girl, and | cameto appreciateit through that long day. It wasimpossibleto settleto
anything. She provided mead and spiced fruits and acomfortable, private corner by a small ashwood
fire, and words of sympathy. Therewasno need at dl for meto feign distress.

"Sit down, Liadan," Aiding urged anxioudy, her round, blue eyesfull of concern. "Comeon, St by me.
I'm sure Niamh will come back safe. Eamonn knows those tracks like the back of hishand. HE's very
capable. If anyone can find her, he can.”

Little did she know how her words made my heart sink. "I can't helpit,” | said. "It'sso easy to make a



mistake, everyone say 0, inthe mig, trying to cover ground quickly—they could go off the track so
eadly, Aiding. How long, how long before we get amessage?' My hands were shaking, and | clasped
them tightly together.

"It could be awhile," Aiding said gently. "Fionn has sent his men around by the road to cut them off onthe
other sde. Eamonn will go cautioudy; there's no room for error on that path. One way or another, the
outlawswill be trapped.”

Aswewaited, Fionn paced up and down, grim faced and silent. He had opted to remain here at Sidhe
Dubh, waiting for the first news, rather than ride with his men. Now he was like a caged beedt, hiseyes
burning with anger, hishands baled into tight fists. | wondered whether he fdlt fear for hiswife, if his spirit
ached for her asmine did for Bran, knowing the men in green were close behind him with degth in their
eyes. Or was Fionn smply angry at the brazen theft of a prized possession, dbeit one he had treated with
contempt?

Time passed and there was no word. | found | could Sit till no longer, and begged arespite to return to
my bedchamber for awhile. As| passed Fionn, he put ahand on my shoulder.

"Take heart,” he said quietly. "All may yet bewel.”

| glanced at him, gave anod, and walked away. There was nothing to read on his face but the look of a
sorrowing hushand waiting anxioudly to learn if hiswifelived or died. If it were not for the bruises, fading
fast, therewould be no evidence at al of what Niamh had endured, none but the testimony of the mind,
and that | wasforbidden to share. Danahelp usdl; what if they did not manage to get away? What if the
Painted Man was not the best after dl, and Eamonn caught him? It was unthinkable. If that happened, |
would have no choice but to break my promiseto my sister and tell the whole truth.

Trust. That's the price. | could hear Bran'svoicein my head as| went into the bedchamber and closed
the door behind me. There was no room for doubt. | must havefaithin him. | did havefaithin him. So
why was my heart gill hammering, why was my skin sweaty and cold, why did | fed hollow and drained,
asif | had lost apart of mysdlf?

| lay on my bed for awhile, gazing at nothing, and as| grew quiet | could fed the dight movements of the
childingdeme. You will be a father before Beltaine. | had not told Bran. How could | tell him?To
know thiswould be nothing but another burden. A man cannot be afather if he has no past and no future.
A man cannot acknowledge a son who bears the blood of afamily he utterly despises. Better that he did
not know. Better that nobody knew whose son thiswas. Son of the raven. Child of the prophecy. |
would not betied to that, and nor should he. But there was Sean. Y ou cannot keep secrets forever, not
from atwin. He suspected. Soon enough, he would know. And now it was even more complicated. For
whatever the bitter outcome of the chase through the marshes, it must blacken die reputation of the
Painted Man till further if he survived. Whatever happened, today's events would cut so deep that the
men of my family, and the men of their dliance, could never consider dealing with the Painted Man again.
Unless| told thetruth. And I had promised Niamh my silence.

Poor Niamh. She would be so frightened. She would fedl so alone. What if she blundered off the path in
her panic? What if she frozein terror again and could not be cgjoled to move? | willed mysdlf to breasthe
more dowly. My mind reached out, very cautioudly.

Sean?



There was no response. Perhaps | had been too cautious.
Sean? Answer me. | need you, Sean!

Therewas nothing at al. | waited along time with my mind open for hisreply. Solong, | amost began to
think the unthinkable, knowing where he had been, knowing who he had been with. | felt doubt creeping
into my mind. Trug, | told mysdif firmly. The priceistrug.

Liadan? What's wrong?
| let my bresth out in arush. Sean! Where are you?
At home. Where else would | be? What's wrong?

| can't say. But it is something bad, and | can't deal with it alone. You must come here to Sdhe
Dubh. Come now, Sean. Bring an escort. |—we will be coming home with you.

You'd better tell me, Liadan. Has something happened to Niamh?
Why do you ask that?

Hisresponse, when it came, was cautious. I'm not Hind,, whatever you might think. Can you tell me
what has happened? Shall | bring Father or Liam?

| was shivering as| sat there and could not keep my fear from him. My every thought was shadowed
withit. No, don't bring them. Just you and a few men. | don't want Eamonn's guards riding back
with us. Come quickly, Sean.

I'm on my way. Mercifully, he asked no further questions. And by the time he got here it would be over,
oneway or another.

It was nearly dusk before Eamonn returned. We were back in die hal by then, close to the massive
hearth whose crackling fire cast gold light on the odd, carved pillars. The eyes of the strange creatures
seemed to flicker and glow asthey stared baefully down at us. There was muted noise as serving men
and women brought food and drink, and took it away untouched. Aiding gave quiet ingtructions. She
looked pale and tired. Fionn sat at the table with hishead in his hands. When at last we heard a gtir
outside, the sentries on the high guard posts caling and then voicesin the courtyard, nobody jumped up
and ran to the window to look. Instead we sat frozen, the three of us, unable after so long await to
believe the news could be good and unwilling to advance the inevitable moment when we must be told
the worst.

Eamonn was aman who did not lose control easily. Y ou had to know him well to recognize when he was
angry or upset. Even his proposa of marriage had been amodd of restraint. But now, as he came quietly
into the hall and with the dightest gesture of his hand caused the folk of hishousehold to vanish, it was
clear that he was exhausted amost beyond endurance. His face was bleached of color, and he looked
shattered and old. Aiding sprang up to take hisarm and lead him to a seat by the fire, and he shook off
her solicitous grasp with aviolent jerk of thearm. That in itself showed how far stretched hewas. Dark
mud coated his shoes and was spattered over his clothing.

"Youd better tel us" | sad grimly.
Eamonn stood before the fire with hisback to us, staring into the heart of the flames.

"Y ou have not brought my wife back." Fionn had his voice under control; his hands were clenched.



Aiding had retreated to St by me and was keeping her mouth shut.
I
I

Eamonn put ahand over his eyes, ahand that was not quite steady, and he said in an undertone, "The
goddess help me. Who would be the bearer of such news?"

| got up and went to stand close by him, and | took hishand in both of mine. Thistouch he did not shake
off, and he had no choice but to look a me.

"Now, Eamonn,” | said, meeting his gaze as steadily as| could, though the ook in his deep, brown eyes
disquieted me. "Fionn waitsfor news of hiswifeand | of my sster. We know what you haveto tell
cannot be good, but you must tell it."

"Oh, Liadan. Oh, Liadan, | would give much not to bring you suchiill tidings.”
"Tdl us, Eamonn.”

Hetook a deep, shuddering breath. "It isthe worst, I'm afraid. Y our sister is dead. Drowned on the way
acrossto dry land.”

"But... but.. "

Aiding was up in aflash, her arm around my shoulders.

"Sit down, Liadan. Come, Sit down.”

| trembled. There was no longer any way to tell truth from fantasy. Thistrap | had set for myself.

"What!" Fionn roseto hisfeet very dowly. "What are you telling us? How could you dlow thisto
happen? On your own land!”

"Wedid everything. Sent men around by the road, your own men and mine, to block their way out.
Followed behind across the bog, moving as quickly aswe could. The mist was very thick, and that
hampered us; but | knew they, too, would be affected by it. And Niamh would be dow, | thought, clad in
along gown and not knowing the way. They would haveto talk her across, step by step.

"Inthat, | wasright. We did catch them, but much farther acrossthan | expected. Thisman is proficient
a hisevil works. We were closer to the far sde than thiswhen the mist lifted just alittle, and there he
was. The Painted Man, glancing back over his shoulder as he stepped from one safe foothold to the next.
He knew theway, al right. | never saw him look down. Not once.

"I could not see far ahead, but | glimpsed Niamh's bright hair and the gray of her cloak through the vell of
mist. | could not see the man who led her. | derted my companions and, taking my throwing knife from
my belt, | quickened the pace, moving up behind my quarry until there were no more than seven paces
between us. He was quite sllent; he moved soft as a desr.

But up ahead, | heard Niamh's voice as she asked a question, and aman's voice answering. | weighed
the knifein my hand, judging the distance to a certain point between that man'sribs. | knew he must be
thefirst to go.”

Tell me. For pity's sake, tell me. I clenched my teeth together.



"l was gaining rapidly. The Painted Man had aknife a his belt but made no sign of taking hold of it. It
was amogt asif he were waiting for meto take him. | raised my knife, poised to throw, and quick asa
flash he turned and made a subtle movement of his hand, and something small and shiny flew by me. |
heard the man behind me gave alittle grunting sound, and there was asplash ashefell, and when |
looked forward again, the Painted Man was gone. Fury made me careless, and as | strode ahead |
amost lost my footing. | cried out after him, 'Murderer! Scum of the earth! | will put an end to your life of
destruction and waste! Y ou are marked for my knife, outlaw!" | heard him laugh, an empty, heartless
sound, and then Niamh gave a scream. She had heard my voice and was struggling to get free, knowing
rescue was close at hand.”

Hiswords set achill on my heart. | could seeit asclear asif it were right before me: Niamh, hearing her
pursuer's voice, and desperate with the fear that she might after al not escape to freedom. Niamh
panicking, there on the treacherous pathway. " Go on, Eamonn,” | said, in ashaking voice.

"I don't know how much | should tell you."
"You'd better tell everything. For your own sake as much asours.”
"Out with it, man!" Fionn wasless patient than |.

"Very well. Niamh screamed, ‘No!" and there was the sound of a struggle ahead of me. The mist till hung
low; it parted only in patches, here and there, and | could not see clearly. | moved on asfast as| could,
careless of my own safety. Conn, who had been lagt of usthree, came up behind me. But hasten aswe
might, we were too dow to save your Sister. There was ashout from the man who had been in front, and
then Niamh's voice again, 'Help me! Help!' For an instant, | saw the man's hand, black as coal, reach-ing
out, and aflash of red, Niamh's hair as she dipped from safe footing, and | heard the sound of the—no, |
will not tell that part. | saw very little, Liadan. By thetime | reached the place where it had happened,
there was no trace of her but the marks on the tussock where her foot had dipped and a— apatch on
the surface of the mud, where she had gone under. And this."

Heheld out alittle cord of plaited threads, gray and rose and blue, its ends bound with strips of leather.
Onit hung asmdl, white sonewith aholein it. This cord was my own handiwork, and when | saw it |
felt the blood

drain from my face. For this, surely, Niamh would never willingly leave behind. Never, no matter where
she went, no matter what orders she was given. Thislittle token held al she had |ft of her family'slove
and Ciaran's.

"Wh-where was this, Eamonn?' | forced the words out.

"Hoating on the surface, in asmall patch of open water. The cord was caught on areed. I'm sorry,
Liadan. More sorry than | can possibly tdll you.”

Fonn cleared histhroat. "What then? What of the fianna? Were they captured?’

Eamonn stared into the fire again. "1t was not long before the man showed histrue colors. We moved on
after them to the north, and | could hear him laughing, taunting me as he fled. "That surprised you, didn't
it? he called back & me. 'Didn't think I'd go that far, did you? A derisive chuckle. Think again, Eamonn
Dubh," he said. 'My actions are not governed by your notions of what is correct and honorable. | play



only towin, and | employ whatever strategy isrequired. If you would catch me, you must learn | cannot
be measured by the same yardstick as other men. | took the woman only to demonstrate the weaknessin
your defenses. Now that I've drawn it to your attention, I'm sure it will be swiftly remedied. You seg, I've
doneyou afavor. Hewent oninthisvein, and al the while he managed to stay just ahead of me,
however | increased my speed. We drew closer to the place where we must step onto dry land to be
met by Fionn's men. But the mist was still thick, and suddenly | lost Sght of them. Then therewasa
sound to the lft of the path, like the croaking of afrog; and a sound to the right, like an answer. | made
my way ahead asfast as any man could go. As| reached dry ground, the mist lifted. There were Fionn's
men waiting by theroad, slent. But of the Painted Man and his dark-skinned companion, there was no
sign. Somehow they had dipped away and out of the bog and never passed the place where the ambush
was set. How they did it, | do not know, for thereis no other way."

"Excuse me." Fionn turned abruptly on his hed and strode away out of the hall. Hisface was gray. |
might have felt some sympathy for him, but | could not forget my siter's bruises. If he had logt her, it was
no better than he deserved.

"I'm sorry," Eamonn said again. "Words are not adequate, Liadan. Rest assured that it will be my mission
to hunt these men down and see that they receive the harshest pendty. That is scant consolation to you
for suchaloss"

Aiding wasweeping. "Oh, poor Niamh. What aterrible way to die! |

can scarcely bear to think of it. We had better send word to Sevenwaters. | will arrange a messenger . .

"Y ou need not." My voice was shaking. | took a deep breath and forced myself to becam. "Seanis
aready on hisway; | have asked him to come."

Brother and sister looked at me and at each other, but nothing was said. It was common enough
knowledge that Sean and | need not use words to reach one another, but such a skill makes even friends

uneasy.

"Helll be heretomorrow,” | added. "Eamonn, | haveto ask you this. Are you quite sure that Niamh—that
she—are you certain? After dl, you did not see—could she possibly have made her way to the other
sde? Could you be wrong?'

Eamonn shook hishead gravely. "I'm afraid not. There are no Sde tracks on those marshes. Thereisonly
the one way. She could not have escaped them and survived, Liadan. Thiswill be terrible newsto break
to your mother."

| nodded mutely. Terrible indeed; and al the worse for the fact that | could not tell if it were true or not.
It might be along time before | knew. Meanwhile, the truthsthat | did know must remain concealed, and
acrue tae betold, which might be falsehood. For just in case Eamonn waswrong, just in casethe
Painted Man had achieved the impossible yet again and taken my sister to safety, | must keep my part of
thebargain. Trust, | said to mysdlf, over and over. Trust beyond all logic. That's the price. | must be

crazy.

The next day Sean came, and we told him. He took the news quietly, having perhaps expected the worgt.
| conveyed to him my wish to return immediately to Sevenwaters, and | was packed and ready just after
dawn the following morning. Sean refused Eamonn's offer of an escort, for, he said, the five men he had
brought with him should be quite sufficient.

"It'sLiadan's safety I'm thinking of " said Eamonn heavily. "This man will stop at nothing. I'd be happier if



you were better protected, at least to the borders of my own land.”
Sean glanced a me, brows raised.

"Thank you, Eamonn,” | said, "but | don't think you need concern yourself. Surely the Painted Man will
not strike again so soon. He must know you will be on the aert for him. I'm sure we will reach home
Quite safely.”

Eamonn's hands were moving restlesdy, asif itching to grasp awegpon and useit. ™Y our confidence
surprisesme, Liadan, in view of what has hap

[l
pened here. | will ride out with you mysdlf, a least asfar asthe last settlement.”

We could hardly refuse. We said our farewellsto Aiding and rode away from Sidhe Dubh under a
lowering, gray sky. When the time came for Eamonn to turn back, he drew me aside while Sean
conferred with hismen.

"I had hoped you might stay longer," Eamonn said quietly, "or let me come back to Sevenwaterswith
you. | bear the guilt for what has happened; | sh-should be responsible for telling them, for helping to
explan—"

"Oh, no," | said. "Whoever bearsthe blamefor this, it is not you, Eamonn. Do not add that to your
burdens. Y ou should go home now and put this behind you. Y ou should move on.” | did not likethe
intense, dmogt feverishlight in hiseyes.

"You are very strong,” he commented, frowning. "But then, you dwayswere. | have long admired that in
you. There are few women who could speak with such courage so soon after losing asister.”

It seemed safer not to reply.
"Thisisgood-bye, then," he said. "Pleasetdl your parentsthat | wish— | so muchwish ..."
"I'll tell them,” | said firmly. " Good-bye, Eamonn.”

| had expected to fed relief when findly | rode away from Sidhe Dubh and its mist-shrouded marshlands,
knowing | was on the road for home. But as| turned my head and caught a glimpse of Eamonn'slone
figureriding back into the heart of his strange, inhospitable territory, the fegling that was strongest in me
wasthat | had somehow abandoned him, asif | had sent him back into his own dark place. This seemed
fanciful, and | tried to dismissit; but the image remained in my mind as we rode steadily on and the terrain
became more thickly wooded, rising between jagged rocks toward the margin of the forest.

Sean halted his horse suddenly and motioned to the othersto do the same.
"What—" | ventured.

"Schl" Sean raised ahand inwarning. Wedl sat sllent. | could hear nothing but the sound of birdsand
the spatter of afew raindrops. After awhile Sean moved his horse forward again, but dowly, plainly
waiting for meto catch up.

"What?" | asked, suspecting | knew aready.

"l was sure | heard something,” he said, with asidelong look at me.



"It's been there awhile. Asif we were being followed. But when we stopped, there was nothing. Y our
earsare good. Didn't you hear it?'

"Only birds cdling. There can't be anyone there. We'd have seen them.”

"Would we? Perhaps | should have ignored your arguments and accepted Eamonn's escort. There are
few enough of us, an ambush would be aproblem.”

"Why would there be an ambush?' | asked, avoiding his gaze.

"Why did they take Niamh?" asked Sean. "There's no reason to any of it. Why do that just after he—"
There was a pause.

"Just after hewhat? Y ou're not telling me he agreed to work for you?'

"Not exactly," said Sean carefully, "but he did say held consider it; he consdersdl offers. He said hed let
me know when held worked out the price.”

| was speechless. What devious game was Bran playing? Surely my brother, the son of the despised
Hugh of Harrowfield, would be the last person he would wish to do business with. Such an dliance
would be fraught with danger for both of them. That it had ever been serioudy considered filled me with
dam.

"It would have been the turning point,” Sean said, "the one factor needed to change the course of our
feud with the Britons. He could have named any price; I'd have met it. So why ruin hisbig chance? Isthe
man crazy that he would do thisto my sister on a—on awhim?"

"He never actson awhim.” | spoke without thinking.
Sean waited before hereplied. "Liadan.”

"Mmm?'

"Therewill be no ambush?'

"Most unlikely, | should think," | said cautioudly.

"Liadan, our sister is dead, and they were seen taking her away across the marshes. There were severa
witnesses. Would you protect Niamh's murderer by holding back your story?

"No, Seen.”
"Tel me, Liadan. Tell methetruth. Y ou're playing with matters more dangerous than you can know."

But | kept my shield up and would not tell. Once, as we passed along aforest path damp with the
decaying fabric of autumn leaves, | sensed a presence riding beside me, though thistime | heard no fairy
hoofbesats. | heard

I
!
the lady's voice, low and solemn, and saw without turning my head her deep, grave eyes.

You acted rashly. You let them guide you again. There must be no more errors, Liadan.



It did not seem an error to save my sister from a life of abuse. | was angry. Was nothing important to
the Fair Folk but their own long schemes, which we could barely understand? Around me, my brother
and hismen rode on oblivious. | glanced at Sean, and back at the ladly.

Tour brother does not hear us. | have made him deaf to this. Now listen to me. You have been
very foolish. If you could see what might come of this, you would know how wrong you are. You
put your child at risk. Her blue eyeswere chill. You put the future at risk.

What risk? | was never in danger. And I'm going back to Sevenwaters. The child will be born
there. Isn't that what you swanted,?

Maybe your sister is dead. She spoke coadlly, asif thisdid not redly signify agreat ded. Drowned. You
might have risked all, for nothing.

She's safe; | know it. The man who took her can be trusted.

Him? He's nothing. A tool, merely. Hispart in thisis over, Liadan. There are only two things that
need concern you now. You must not risk the alliance. Without the alliance, your uncle has not the
strength to triumph. Without the Ui Neill, he cannot win back the Islands. Tour foolishness nearly
lost him that chance. And you must protect the child. He is our hope. No more mistakes. No more
going off on your own. Do not disobey me again. Once she knows of your son, she will seek to
destroy him. The boy must stay in the forest where he can be properly protected.

She? Who?

But the Lady of the Forest smply shook her heed, asif the name could not be put into words, and she
faded dowly until | could no longer see her. And at last we came home to Sevenwaters with our terrible
news.

It wasto be along secret, held through difficult times. Times that tested my will to the utmost, as| saw
my mother's shrunken features and shadowed eyes, as | endured my father's tight-lipped silences. Winter
came and we were cooped up indde together more than we wished, hel plessto salve one another's
hurts, feding the fabric of our family stretching and tearing gpart, not knowing whereto start to repair
such damage. Sean and Liam argued behind closed doors. Liam spoke of vengeance; Sean now advised
caution.

Our grength should be held in reserve, he said, for the time when the allieswould combinein afina
attack on Northwoods's positions. Perhaps next summer; or if not, by autumn we would be ready. Why
waste vauable men and arms pursuing the Painted Man? Besides, he was dready beyond reach, so they
said. Away to Gaul or even farther. Niamh was lost; no bloodletting was going to bring her back. It was
an unusually restrained approach for my brother to take, and at length Liam was persuaded. We heard
little from Eamonn, but | knew he would not put aside the quest for vengeance. | had seen thelook in his
eyes, it chilled the blood. There was degth in that look, for one of them at least.

| longed to return to the secret pooal in the forest, which Conor had shown me. In those till waters|
might find the answers | needed so desperately. | wanted to talk to Finbar, who seemed to know so
much, and pass no judgments whatever, amost asif he were a creature of ingtinct, not troubled by
notions of right and wrong. For my secret burdened me. | must protect my sister; | would not betray
Bran. But because | could not tell what | believed to be the truth, a heavy toll was taken on others|
loved, and | must live daily with their sorrow. There seemed no path to tread safe from guilt and regret.

The Sight isboth agift and acurse. It isat timeslike these that one needs it most. But it comes and goes
asit chooses and cannot be summoned by an effort of will. | did try; | tried to see Niamh, where she



was, how she was, who she waswith. | tried to touch Bran with my mind, but he was very far away, and
it wasonly at dark of the moon that | felt his presence. And it was dim, faint, the merest shadow of the
bond | had with Sean, who had lain next to me ten moonsin our mother's womb.

| thought Sean knew. He never said; but the knowledge was there in his behavior. Why ese would he

talk hisuncle out of revenge? Why ese would he not announce to dl and sundry my own link with the

Painted Man? He knew, or suspected, and he understood that | intended to keep my secret even from
him. But he, too, saw our parents grief, and he found it hard not to judge me, | think.

There was one reason to be glad and to look forward. Everyone fussed, asit grew closer and closer to
my time and the child grew larger. Sean joked about my increasing girth but was dways there when |
needed help with climbing aflight of Stairs or negotiating the rough track to the settlement. For al her
weakness, my mother watched me with ahealer's sharp eye, prescribing doses of various pungent teas
and inggting that | rest each after

noon, as the weather grew warmer with early spring and the first delicate leaves unfurled on the spreading
beech trees. My father wasworst of dl, watching me to make sure | ae every mouthful put before me,
interrogating me on how much deep | was getting, escorting me on the dightest venture out of doorsin
case | overtired mysalf. Mother laughed at him, in that gentle way she had, saying heldd been just the same
with her, both times. Then she fell silent, doubtless remembering her copper-haired firstborn, the bonny
girl who had danced through the woods in her white dress.

Sevenwaters was atight-knit community for al the vast spread of our lands, and it was hard to avoid the
gossip. | found what | heard alarming. When | went to the settlement to visit the sick, which | did dmost
up to the end, there would always be afew folk who would stretch out a hand to touch my belly and
smile shyly. "For luck, my lady," they'd mutter, or, "For good fortune, blessyour heart.” At first | had no
ideawhy they would do such athing. But | heard, eventually, the tale that they were putting about, atale
far stranger than the truth.

Thistae neatly explained why | had disappeared so inexplicably and returned with achild in my belly. It
explained why my father and my uncle had not sent me away in disgrace but had let me stay here at home
and bear my fatherless child in the sanctuary of the great forest. The tale went that the Fair Folk had
chosen meto bear this particular child so that at last the prophecy would be fulfilled and the Idands be
saved. Then thelake and the forest would be safe, too. Was | not just like the girl of the old story, the
daughter they called the heart of Sevenwaters? Who better than my child to fulfill the prophecy of the
wise ones? And no wonder | would not name the father, for thiswould be a child of the Otherworld, only
half morta. Who knew what powers such a one might have? That was how they weretdlingit. | could
have told them afew truths that would have shattered their bright vison, but | did not. Who would
believe that the sheltered daughter of Sevenwaters, who had tended their illswith loving care, the rdligble,
domedticated Liadan, would choose to lie with, an outlaw and come home with his child growing insde
her? Who would believe that she would construct aweb of falsehoods to protect the man who might or
might not have been responsible for her Sgter's death? It isfrightening how onelieisjust thefirst strand in
an ever-increasing fabric of untruth. And once thisfabric iswoven, it isvery hard to unravel.

The seasons changed, and | had no news of Niamh. | had no news at all.

Mother taught Janis midwifery. Bony, angular Janis seemed ageless. It was hard to believe they had once
caled her Fat Janis, but so both my mother and Liam had told me. The hard wintersin the time of the
Sorceress had taken their toll. But Janis had gentle hands, and | knew | could trust her. The babe seemed
determined to lodge with his head upward; Mother said they could wait, for he still had room to turn



before the end. | was quite small, and a breech birth was best avoided in any case. | was easily tired now
and spent the best part of the warmer days sitting on the mossy stone seat in the herb garden, soaking up
the soring sunshine and talking slently with my child.

You'll like this garden, | told him. It smells good; and there are lots of little things. Bees, they're the
ones with stripes and wings. You need to be careful of them. When it gets hotter there'll be
grasshoppers. Beetles, many shapes and colors, some shiny as precious stones. Caterpillars that
creep along and eat your vegetables if you aren't careful. That's why we grow garlic next to the
cabbages. When Mean Fomhair comes around again, you'll be able to sit up on the grass here and
watch it all.

Sometimes | told him about hisfather. Only sometimes, for | did not allow mysdalf to feed on fase hopes.
He's very strong. Strong body; strong mind; strong will. But somewhere he has lost hisway. |
named him after Bran the Voyager, and that was more apt than | knew. For Bran Mac Feabhail,
the hero of the old tale, could never come home from his long and strange journey. When he
sailed back to the coast of Tirconnell and one of his crew jumped from the boat to shore, at once
the man withered away as if he had been long dead. Perhaps that magical voyage had indeed
taken hundreds of years, though Bran and his sailors thought they had been away only from one
summer to the next. So Bran told his tale, standing on the deck of his ship asit lay alongside the
jetty, and then he sailed away without ever setting foot on his home shore. Not for him a wife's
welcoming arms; not for him the joy of watching a son grow. The child gave me a purposeful kick;
he had little room to move now. Maybe he was telling me something in the only way he could. All right, |
told him, shifting uncomfortably on the stone bench. If thereisan end to his journey, we'll find it for
him. He won't thank us. And you'll have to help. | can't do it alone.

It was very closeto my time. | ft quite ready; the spring flowers had emerged, pae daffodils, fairy
chimes, and snowdrops, and there was adefinite warmth in the air despite persstent, drizzling rain. The
cherry treeswore adelicate mantle of blossom. It seemed like agood time. My attention was turned
inward. | was closdly tuned to every small change in my body and scarcely aware of what happened
outsdeit. | knew Sean was away from home. He had not told me where he was going.

They turned the child around; it was almost too late to do it, and the process was uncomfortable but
necessary for an easer and safer birth. After that, | told them to leave me done, for it seemed to meit
wastimeto giveit into the hands of the goddess.

A few dayslater | sat in my chamber on the night when the moon was dark and looked into the flame of
my candle. | had kept vigil through the lives of severa such candles now; each had its small wreath of
powerful herbs, and the necklace of wolf claws had encircled each, with the single black feather tucked
under the leather strip. Perhapsit had hel ped protect him, and perhapsit had not. This particular night |
was S0 terribly tired; my eyelids kept dropping over my eyes, and then | would wake with agtart, for |
must not leave him to keep vigil donein the dark. But eventualy my body got the better of my mind, and
| fell adeep wherel sat on my chair.

A sharp pain woke me, and when | got to my feet there was a gush of fluid down my legs. From then on,
it wasadl pain and confusion and the hardest work | had ever donein my life. It was aswell Jam'swas
there, for my mother was quite weak and could only sit by my side letting me grip her hand, and wiping
my face with damp cloths. But feeble as her body had become, her mind was still as sharp as ever; and
she directed Janis and the other women with confidence and precision. Perhgps with more confidence
than shefdt, for shetold me quietly that it seemed the child had turned again within the last few daysand
was now lodged firmly in position, determined to be born breech first. There was nothing to worry about,
shetold mefirmly. | was young and hedthy, and the babe did not seem overlarge. | would manage.



| must manage, | told mysdlf. For if I cannot push himout, | amdead and sois he. | haveto
manage. Let the cord not be around his neck.

It took along time. The candle burned on until dawn sent pink-and-orange light through the narrow
window into this chamber | had once shared with my sister. One of the women made to extinguish the
amall flame, and | spoketo her sharply, bidding her leaveit dight. That way, something of my son'sfather
would be therein the room to witness his birth. The light increased, and so did the activity around me,
and | could hear men'svoices outside. At one point my mother went out, probably to reassurethe Big
Man, for | could imagine he was pacing restlesdy, waiting for it to be over, uncomfortable that, for once,
he could do nothing to help.

"It'sdl right to scream, lass,” said Janis, somewhat later. "It'sa crud task; no one expects you to bear it
inslence. Curse and weep al you want." But it seemed to methat silence meant control; and | aso
thought, between those arching spasms of pain, how stoical Evan the smith had been, bearing an agony
surely far greater than this. For had not women been enduring thisfor more years than there were starsin
the sky?| had ajob to do, and | must just get on with it. At that point | imagined asmall voicein my ear,
saying, Good. That's the way.

Later, asthelight faded to violet-gray outside, and even Janis was sarting to look exhausted, my mother
had them make up another tea; and when | smelled it | raised my brows, for aswell asthe dittany and
hyssop, there was calamint and another, sharper scent | did not recognize.

"l don't need this" | said crosdy. "'l can do thison my own.”

Mother smiled, and if shewasworried she managed to hideit well. There was no sign of weariness on
her neat, small features. She was pae, but these days she was dways pale.

"Dusk would be agood time of day for thischild to be born," she said softly. "Theright time, | think.
Don't forget that | am the hedler, Daughter."

| scowled at her and drank, feding another surge of pain flood through my body, and thistime | could not
keep quiet. Thiswas different, stronger, more forceful, and there was an urge to push, an urge that could
not be denied.

After that it was quick, amost too quick. | made alot more noise than | wanted to; my mother told meto
stop pushing, but | couldn't; someone was supporting my shoulders, and Janis was saying, " Good, good;
that'sit, lass"" And there was one last, wrenching, impossible effort, and dl of asudden, silence.

"Quick," I heard Janis saying, and there was aflurry of movement. "Turn him upside down, that'sit. Clear
out hismouth. Good. Now . . ."

| waslying back, completely spent; but when | heard the first gasping wail of outrage from my son, | sat
bolt upright, dashing the tears from my eyesas| reached out for him. Oh, and he was perfect. So tiny, o
wrinkled and red faced, but already with acap of brown curls plastered to hissmall skull with the sticky,
bloody residue of birth. He was my son and Bran's.

I
l
Oh. Oh, how | wish you were here to see him. To see what a wonderful child we have made.

"You'recrying, lass" Janis said, scrubbing furtively at her own cheeks. "No need for tears. That'safine,
wee boy you have there. Smalish, but strong. He can till bellow loud enough, even after such along



gruggle. A littlefighter, that one.”

Therewasalot of cleaning up to do, asisthe way with childbirth. They busied themsalves around me, as
my son lay, asweet warmth, across my chest. He was quiet now, his smal mouth already working in
preparation for the breadt, histiny fingers clutched tight around one of mine. Don't et go.

Mother had been strangely silent. | thought she must be exhausted from the long night and day; but when
| looked, she was till tting there by the bed, her gaze very thoughtful as she watched the child. The
women finished their work and went off to awell-earned supper, and Mother told Janisto fetch hersalf
some de and food and take her time about returning.

"And, Janis? Tell the Big Man he can come up, will you? Just for alittle.”
When al were gone, and the chamber was quiet, she spoke again. "Liadan.”

"Mm—7?" | wasdmogt drifting off to deep. The smdl fire warmed the room well, and a pleasant scent of
lavender spread through the air; they were burning the dried flowersfor their healing properties.

"I'm not sure how to say this, but it must be said. Liadan, | think | could put anameto this child'sfather.”
"What!"

"Hush, hush. Liedown again, you'll frighten him. I may be wrong. We should wait until your father gets
here. Thereisavery strong likeness. And Red did tell me—he told me your man is somehow connected
with Harrowfield. If not for that, | might perhaps have dismissed it.”

We heard the sound of booted feet taking the steps three at atime and hastening aong the hall, and the
door flew open.

"Liadan!" My father crossed the room in two long strides. " Sweetheart, are you al right?" And then he
saw the child lying on my breast, and his mouth curved in abig, sweet, wonderful smile. It had been a
longtimesincel had seenhim amile.

"You can hold himif you like, Grandfather," | said.

And s0 it was that my mother told her tale, while my father sood before the firewith hisgrandchildin his
arms, and | leaned on one elbow and drank the cup of wine with herbsthat my mother had put in my
hand.

"Thisbirth," said Sorcha softly, "this birth has been so like another one | attended long ago that | cannot
dismissit as coincidence. | might have done so were not this child the image of that other, the boy |
delivered on the night of Mean Geimhridh, at Harrowfield."

Father glanced at her sharply. "How could that be?' he asked. "Besides," and he looked down at the
bundle that was the child, so smal between hisbig hands, "don't al babieslook the same?’

"l believel amright,” said my mother. "And | think you will come to agree with me. The labor and birth
followed just the same pattern: the child determined to be born breech firgt, the long labor, the difficult
delivery. Liadan isyounger and stronger than Margery was, and alot more determined, and so she
needed less help. But it was the same.”

"All breech birthsare difficult,” | said, my heart thumping. "Who wasthat child?"

But Mother did not answer me. "L ook at the babe," she said to lubdan. "L ook at his curling, brown hair



and hisgray eyes. Look at the set of hisjaw and the shape of hisbrow. Thereisthe seed of John'sface
in those features, red and wrinkled asthey are. Y ou cannot tell me you don't seeit, Red.”

My father moved closer to the candle, looking intently at the baby's face, and there was a sudden wail of
protest.

"Here" | said, putting down my cup, and my son was returned to my arms. | stroked his back and
hummed under my breath an ancient lullaby that had once sent hisfather to deep, surprisingly.

nRajf?l

My father gaveanod. "l seeit, Jenny." Thus had he caled her ever snce thetime they first met, when
she had no voiceto tdl her red name. "And it tallieswith what you told me, Liadan, that the child'sfather
once lived at Harrowfield. The boy would have been lessthan ayear old when Jenny |eft there.”

"Who—who was he?' | asked cautioudy, adding up quickly in my head and wondering if Bran could
indeed be less than one and twenty. What wasit he had said? When | was nine years old, | determined
that | was a man. Perhapsit could betrue.

"His name was John, for hisfather. But they caled him Johnny."

"He does not go by that name now. Still, anameiseasly changed.”

"Has your man gray eyes?"'

"Yes"

"What about hishair? This child had brown, curling hair just like your son's.”

| felt adow blush creep over my face, and | was glad they could not seeinto my thoughts. " That would
beright,” | said after alittle.

"IsheaBriton?' my father asked. "If s0, | can understand your reluctance to reved hisidentity. But you
should not forget my own origins. | have donewd | enough here."

"l can't say. But it ispossible. Can you tell methe story, please?!
My father frowned dightly. ™Y our mother'svery tired.”

"Thenyou tell it. Please, Father."

He sat down on the other side of the bed. It was dark outside now.

"I had two loyal friends at Harrowfield. There was Ben, my young foster brother, aman quick with the
sword and quicker gill with hiswit. And there was John. John was my close kinsman, my guide and
sounding board, my companion in every endeavor. He was aman to whom you could tell any secret. He
was aman you would trust with your life. John wed agirl from the south, Margery was her name. There
was adeep love between them. They lost one child, and it seemed to usthey might lose this one, too. But
your mother was there, and so, after avery long night, he was born safely.”

"There was never achild more loved and wanted than Johnny." My mother took up thetale. "Margery
was S0 proud of him. Y ou could seeit in everything she did. Shewas aways carrying him against her
shoulder, talking to him, Singing to him. She made him the most beautiful little shirts, al embroidered with
tiny flowers and leaves and winged creatures. John was areticent sort of man. But he was devoted to the
two of them.”



"Did—did something happen? | cannot see how the cherished infant you spesk of could have become
the man who fathered my child. Heis not—heis not aman who wasraised in love. That much | know."

"Johndied," sad my father heavily. "Hewaskilled, crushed in arock fal while watching over Jenny. It
was Northwoodss doing. That was aterrible thing, and Margery took theloss hard. But when | left
Harrowfield, she was doing her best to raise the child done. In my brother's household they would have
been well protected.”

"John's son would have grown into afine man," Sorchasaid, looking at meintently. "A fine, good man."
| nodded, fedling tears prick the back of my eyes.

My father got up. "Weretiring you," he said. Y ou must deep; you must both deep. Y ou've done well,
the two of you. My strong women." And asthey turned to leave, he said to me quietly, "If my grandsoniis
aso John's grandson, that fills me with content, Daughter. John would be glad of it. | would give much to
mest thischild'sfather. | hope oneday | will."

But | only nodded, and then Jam's came back with food for me and | discovered | was extremely hungry.

"Wait till your milk comesin," Janissaid wryly, sattling by thefirewith her tankard of de. "Y oulll et like
ahorsethen.”

Later, | fell adeep with the babe at my breast; and in the window, the candle burned steadily oninto
another night.

I
I!
Chapter Eleven

The uncles gathered. | sensed this was not solely to ingpect the newborn but for adeeper, more solemn
purpose. For my mother was rapidly weakening now, asif she had indeed waited only for the birth of this
babe before taking her find farewell of Sevenwaters.

| was possessive of my child. There was no need for awet-nurse: | fed him and tended to him mysdf; |
held him and touched him and sang to him. | had agirl to help me because Father inssted onit, but she
had little to do. Before my son had passed the span of one moon in thisworld, he had heard the tale of
Bran the Voyager inits entirety. How much of it he understood, there was no way of telling.

Mother now spent most of the day lying on her bed or on apallet set out in the sheltered garden where
she could rest when the weether was fine and smell the scent of hedling herbs. Sheliked to havelittle
Johnny tucked in beside her so that she could stroke his soft curls and listen to the small noises he made
and whisper storiesto him. My father hovered, agrim-faced presence, watching over her night and day.
Liam sent for Sean, who had traveled north on unspecified business.

Conor camefirst, with anumber of hiskind, white robed and silent, treading soft as forest creatures.
They settled quietly into the household asif for alengthy stay. Conor went straight to see my mother,
spending sometime by her bedsidein private. Then he came to see me and to inspect the child.

"I hear," he observed, watching me as | bathed my son in ashallow copper bowl, “the women came
closeto warfare over which of them would assist at this birth. There has been much talk of this child.
They were dl eager to hep him into the world."



"Redlly?' | said, gathering up the dippery form of my son and wrapping himinacloth | had hung to warm
beforethefire,

"Too much talk, you think?' My uncl€e's eyes were more serious than histone.

"Thelr tales serve to explain what they cannot, or will not, understand,” | said, laying the neatly cocooned
Johnny againgt my shoulder. "Truthsthat are too hard to accept.”

"That is s0 of sometaes,” Conor agreed. "But not al, surely.”

"Indeed no. It isasyou yourself said once: The greatest tales, well told, awaken the fears and longings of
the listeners. Each man hears a different story. Eachistouched by it according to hisinner self. The
words go to the ear, but the true message travel s straight to the spirit.”

My uncle gave agrave nod. Then he said casudly, "Why did you give your son aname for aBriton?"

| wasweary of lying. Father would probably tell him that part anyway. Surely there would be no reason
to make a connection.

"Heisnamed for hisfather," | said, stroking my son's damp curls and hoping Conor would leave beforel
had to feed the child.

"l see" He was apparently unperturbed.

"With respect,” | replied, "even an archdruid does not see everything. But that is his name.”
"What plans have you for the future, Liadan?"'

"Plang?’

"Y ou intend to grow old here, looking after your father and Liam in their advancing years? Y ou wish to
take her place?’

| looked at him. There was a deep gravity about his cam features; the conversation had layers of
meaning | barely understood.

"Nobody could take her place" | said quietly. "Weal know that."

"But you would come close," Conor replied. "Folk would respect you for it. Already they reverethe
child, and you have always been afavored daughter of this house.”

"Favored. Yes, | know. You were very crud to Niamh when you sent her away. Cruel and unfair.”

"Our decison must have seemed thusto you," said Conor, still calm, but believe me, there was no other
choice. Some secrets can never be spo ken; some truths are too terrible to be revedled. Now sheis
gone, and you wish to lay blame, perhaps, for her tragic fate. But her marriage was not the cause of that;
anditisnot enough, | think, smply to accuse your father, or Liam, or mysdf. There werefar older things
at work here.”

| was furious, but could not answer him, bound as | was by promises of silence. It became very hard to
maintain the shield on my thoughts. And he was trying to read me, there was no doubt of that. Subtle as
his probing was, | could fed it.

"Excuseme,”" | said, turning my back. "1 must feed the child. Perhaps| will seeyou later at supper,
Unde"



"He canwait alittlelonger, | think. He ssems more interested in hisfist right now. Y oure astrong girl,
Liadan. Y ou guard your mind with great skill. Very few can withstand me."

"I've been practicing.”
"Difficult, isn't it, to contain so many secrets? | have a suggestion for you, something to think about.”
| said nothing.

"Y our abilities are quite—sgnificant. Already you have an advanced mental control and an excellent
grasp of logic and argument. Then there are your other gifts, which you have barely begun to exercise.
Wait until the boy isalittle older, weaned from the breast perhaps, ableto walk, A year maybe. Then
cometo join usin the nemetons and bring him with you. We could use and develop your skills. Y ou will
be wasted in the domestic scene, able as you are. And Johnny—who knows what he might become, with
the right training? What they say about him could be no more than the truth.”

| turned to face him, gazing straight into his deep, wise eyes.

"Y ou made Niamh's choice for her, and it was wrong, more wrong than you will ever know. Perhagpsyou
seek to replace Ciaran, an apt pupil. A great lossto you, | imagine. But you will not order my future as
you did my sister's. Johnny and | make our own choices. We need no guidance.”

He seemed unoffended, despite my blunt speech, asif thiswere exactly what he had expected.

"Do not make up your mind so quickly,” he said. "The offer remains open. The child should stay in the
forest. Whatever you decide, do not forget that.”

A. few dayslater, another uncle arrived, in astyle dl hisown. Despite the talking bird on his shoulder,
and the three seamen who accompanied him, and the comely young woman by his side, Padriac il
managed to make hisway right to the edge of the settlement without Liam's sentries detecting his
presence. Liam was quite put out, but the joy of reunion after so long soon wiped away any other
fedings. Padriac's weathered skin and twinkling blue eyes, his dimpled smile and long plait of
sun-bleached, brown hair drew the women's eyes, for al hissix and thirty years. Hisfemale companion
made brows rise and tongues wag, for she was much hisjunior, and her skin was the delicate golden
brown of peppermint tea, and her black hair was fuzzy as shegp's wool and braided in nest, tight rows.
She wore colored glass beads, white and green and red, and her dark feet were bare under a striped
robe. Padriac introduced her as Samara, but he did not clarify if shewashiswife or his sweetheart or
merdly hisshipmate. Samaradid not talk. She flashed her whiteteeth in agrin that reminded me painfully
of Gull's. For till, even now, there had been no word. My sister had indeed vanished, and her rescuers
with her, as surely asif they had walked off the edge of theworld.

There was only one person | thought might help me, and that was the uncle who was not there. | did not
know if he would come, not even to bid hissster alast farewell. Finbar was a creature of the margins,
poised ddlicately between one world and the other. In al the long years since he had walked away from
Sevenwatersinto the night, not once had he come back. Not for the funera rites of histwo brothers,
Diarmid and Cormack, both dainin the last gresat battle for the Iands. Not for my birth and Sean's, not
for Niamh's. Not for the day hisfather died and Liam became lord of Sevenwaters. Probably hewould
not come now, for he could see Sorcha, and talk to her, with no need to be present by her. Such was his
bond with hissister. But | wished that he would come, for | had many questionsfor him. If | could just
know if Niamh and Bran were safe; then | might bid my mother farewell with alighter burden on my
conscience. For if my lies had not won freedom for my sster, if my silence had not protected the man
who had risked hislifeto help me, then | might aswell havetold my family thetruth al dong and let that
be an end of it.



The house wasfull, and yet there was a profound quiet over Sevenwaters, asif even the woodland
crestures hushed their voices, awaiting my mother's passing. At dinner, thingswerealittlelivelier. We
were astrange, ill-assorted company, the druids calm and dignified, spesking quietly and eating sparingly;
the seamen demongtrating a healthy capacity for our good food and, particularly, our fine ae, and
keeping up aflow of banter that made the serving women blush and giggle at their work.

At the head of the table sat the uncles: Liam, serious as ever, with aweariness about his festures that was
something new; Conor on hisright, thoughtful in hiswhite robe; and on the lft, the irrepressible Padriac
and hislovdy, sllent companion. Padriac did most of the talking; he had many adventures to recount, and
we listened appreciatively, for hisstories of distant lands and the strange folk who dwelt in them took our
minds off the sadness that had fallen over our household. Sean had not yet returned.

Father no longer sat with usfor medls. | think he feared to lose even amoment of Mother's remaining
time. Asfor Sorcha hersdlf, she had accepted long ago that this spring would be her last in thislife. But |
could see that she was not at ease; there was one burden that she was unable to put down. | wrestled
with myself in slence, sitting by her beds de one afternoon with her ddlicate hand in mine and my father
ganding in the shadows watching her.

"Red." Her voice was very soft; she was saving what strength she had, using her hedler's knowledge to
buy her alittle more precioustime.

"I'm here, Jenny."
"It won't be very long now." Her words were little more than asigh. "Arethey dl here?!
My father was unable to spesk.

"Sean isnot yet returned, Mother." My own voice wobbled dangeroudy. "All of your brothers are here,
albut..."

"All but Finbar? Hewill come. Sean must be home by dusk tomorrow. Tell him, Liadan.”

Therewas acertainty in her wordsthat silenced me. There was no point in saying, you may have longer
than that. She knew. My father cameto kned by the bed, to place hisbig hand over hers. | had never
seen him weep, but now there were traces of tears on his strong face.

"Dear heart," Sorchasaid, looking up a him, her green eyes hugein her tiny, shadowed face. "It isnot
forever. | will dill be here, somewherein the forest. And whatever my bodily form may be, | will dways
hold you close"

| made to get up and leave them aone, but Mother said, "Not yet, Liadan. | must speak to you both
together. It won't take long."

Shewas very tired; her skin had apallid sheen, and her breathing was labored. Neither of usbid her save
her breath and rest. None of the family ever told Sorchawhat to do.

"There have been secrets,”" she said, closing her eyesbriefly. "The old magicisat work here, the old
sorcery that closed its evil hand on us once before. It triesto divide us, to destroy what has been so well
guarded here at Sevenwaters. Perhaps not all secrets can betold. But | want to say to you, Daughter,
that whatever happens, we trust you. Y ou will ways choose your own path, and to some your choices
will ssemwrong. But | know you will follow the way of the old truths wherever you go. | seethisinyou
and in Sean. | havefaithinyou, Liadan." Shelooked up at Father again. "We both have faith in you.”

lubdan waited a moment before he spoke, and | wondered if, for thefirst timein her life, she had read



him wrong. But what he said was, ™Y our mother'sright, sweetheart. Why else have | let you make your
own choicesdl dong?'

"Now go, Liadan," Mother whispered. "Try to speak to your brother. He should hasten home."

| went down across the fields to the margin of the forest, for the house was full of sorrow and | needed
trees and open air. | wanted a clear head and an uncluttered mind, not only to try to reach my brother,
but to make a difficult decision. Sorchawas dying. She deserved thetruth. If | told her, | must tell my
father aswell. They had said they trusted my choices, but surely even they would recoil in horror at the
thing | had donethistime. If Father went to Liam with my story, then any good my lies had done would
beingantly for nothing. If she ill lived, my sister might be tracked down and brought home. Perhaps
they would try to return her to her well-respected husband. Then the whole truth would come out, and
the aliance would be shattered. Asfor the Painted Man, Eamonn would hunt him down and exterminate
him like somefera creature in the night; and without him his men would go back to the dispossessed,
fugitive lives they had known before he gave them names and a purpose and the gift of self-respect. My
son would never know hisfather, savein tales as some kind of monster. Then our family would indeed be
destroyed. The prospect chilled my blood. And there were the Fair Folk. Y ou must not risk the alliance,
the lady had told me. One could not lightly disregard such awarning. But my mother deserved the truth,
and in her own way she had asked mefor it. The question was not so much did they trust me, asdid |
trust them? Bran had dis

missed trust once as a concept without meaning. But if you could not trust, you were indeed done, for
neither friendship nor partnership, neither family nor aliance could exist without it. Without trust, we were
scattered far and wide, a the mercy of the four windswith nothing to cling to.

At the edge of the forest, | sat down on the stone wall that bordered the outermost grazing field and
made my mind still. Thiswas difficult, for my thoughts werefilled with urgency. | need a sign, a due.
Why isn't Finbar here? Him | could ask without fear .

| dowed my bresthing, and let the small sounds of the forest and farm fill my mind. The rustle of spring
leaves on beech and birch; the calling of birds; the creak of the mill whed and the gentle splashing of the
stream. The plaintive voices of sheep. A boy addressing hisflock of geese: Get up there, stubborn
creatures, or I'll give you what for; the gander's honking response. The sound of the lake water |apping
the shore; the sgh of wind in the great oaks. Whispering voices high overhead that seemed to say,
Sorcha, Sorcha. Oh, little sister .

When my mind was quite ill, only then | reached out for my brother.
Sean?

| hear you, Liadan. I'm coming home. What of our mother?
Areyou far away?

Not so far. Will | be too late?

You must be here before dusk tomorrow. Even the voice of the mind can weep. Can you be here by
then?

We will be there. In hismind he put hisarms around me and held me close, and | sent him back the



sameimage. That wasall.

Liadan?

Thiswas not my brother's voice.

Uncle? My heart thumped. Where was he?
I'm here, child. Turn around.

Sowly | got up from the wall and turned to look back down the path into the forest. He was hard to see;
not so much aman as another part of the pattern of light and shadow, the gray and green and brown of
trunk, leaf, moss, and stone. But he stood there, barefoot on the soft earth, ill clad in hisragged robes
and dark, enveloping cloak. His black curlstangled around aface white as chak. His eyes were clear,
colorless, full of light.

I'm glad, you are here. She asked for you.

| know. And | have come. But | think | will need your help.

| felt hisfear, and knew the courage it had taken to come thisfar.
| will take you in. What do you need?

| fear to be—touched. | fear to be—confined, shut in. And, there are If you can help with this, |
can stay for long enough. Until dusk tomorrow.

"I am honored by your trust,” | said doud. "This cannot be easy."

My weakness shames me. It was indeed a long curse the Sorceress set on me. It has compensations
of a sort. But | would not expose my frailtiesto my sister or to my brothers. It isnot pity | seek,
merely assistance, to be strong enough for her.

"You arevery grong,” | said quietly. "Another man would not have survived so long, would not have
endured it."

You, too, are strong. Why do you not ask me what you wish to ask?
Because it seems—seifish.

We are all selfish. It isour nature. But you are a generous giver, Liadan. You hold those you love
very safe, by any means you can. Later | will show you how to see what you long to see. Now |
think we must go in.

"Uncle" | said doud, rather diffidently.
What isit?
"Why do you reved your fearsto me when you conced them even from your brothers?’

No man wishes to be weak. Yet my weaknessis also my gift. What is commonplace in one world
may be a source of terror in the other. A closed door, the baying of a hound. And yet, what isa
mystery in this place becomes clear and simple in that other. It isimage and reflection, reality and
vision, world and Otherworld. | show you my fears because you can under stand them. You

under stand because you have the gift. You are not burdened as | am, but your spirit recognizes the



pain and the strength such knowledge brings. You know the power of the Old Ones, how it works
still in us.

"This gift—the Sight, the heding mind—it comes from them, from our first ancestors? It comesfrom the
Fomhoire woman, Eithne?" | knew thisthought for truth the ingtant it came into my mind.

Itisvery old. Very deep. As deep as a bottomless well, as deep as the darkest recesses of the
ocean. Like them, it bidesitstime.

| shivered.

"Come," said Finbar, trying out his voice, which was clearly seldom used. "L et us be brave, and make
ourselves known." And we set off acrossthe field to the house.

There was an awkward moment when folk from kitchen and stables
I

came out to stare, and a hound barked, and my uncle's mind communicated to mine, without a sound, a
date of heart-hammering, mind-numbing terror, apardyzed ingtinct for flight. | sent out aswift, Slent call.

Conor? Uncle, we need you.

Folk were muttering, whispering, as we approached. A man had his hand on the dog's collar, but it was
growling and snapping, asif some wild thing had come within reach of itsjaws. | did not know how to
quiet a hound with my mind. Beside me, Finbar froze where he stood.

"Look! That'sthe man with aswan'swing!" A child spoke out, clear and innocent. "The manin the
gory!"

"The very same, and my own brother.” A cam, authoritative voice spoke from the kitchen doorway and
out stepped my Uncle Conor, looking asif this sort of thing were an everyday occurrence. "Away off to
your work now. Therewill be more visitors here before tomorrow night; Lord Liam would be displeased
toseeyouidle"

The crowd dispersed; the dog was led away, straining againgt the hold on its collar. The moment was
over. Inmy own breast, | could fed Finbar's breathing asit quietened, his heartbest asit dowed. The
next night and day would indeed be an orded for him.

"Come," said Conor quietly. "Y ou'll want to see her sraightaway. I'll take you."

"I'll talk to Liam," | said. "There are arrangements to be made. Then | must go to my son. Hell be
hungry.” | will see about the dogs. Will you / right?

Thank you, Liadan. Later, perhaps, you will show me your son.

Liam was surprisingly understanding, especidly sincel interrupted ameeting with his captainsto spesk to
him. Orders went out immediately that al dogs were to be confined to kennels or kept in the stable area
for the next night and day at least, and that folk were to keep themsalves to themsalves and leave the
family done. Liam's own wolfhounds were chained even as he spoke and led off to temporary captivity
with reproachful looks on their long, whiskered faces.

"Youreagood girl, Liadan," said Liam, as hereturned to his meeting. From him, thiswasrare praise. He
was not aman much given to expressions of approva. | wondered how good he would think meif | told



him the truth.
"Thank you, Uncle."

It was getting late, dmost dusk. There was only one day left, and | longed to be by my mother's side,
sharing thislast time with her. But asthe whed turnsand life dips away, so dso new life makesits
clamoring presence known, reaching out, urgent for recognition, eager to move forward on its path. My
son could not wait. He was awake and hungry, and | sent the nursemaid away to some supper and sat
down to feed him. The copper bowl was ready, hdf filled with warm water, but the girl had not bathed
him yet, knowing | loved to perform thistask myself. | opened my dress and offered him the breast, and
he latched on and sucked with vigor, one smdl fist beating gently againgt my flesh while his solemn, gray
eyeswatched meintently. | hummed under my bresth, feding that odd sense of quiet that comeswith the
letting down of themilk, asif some power insde bidsyou be still whilethe child drinksitsfill. Later, |
would take Johnny down to see my mother, if she were still awvake. Now, it was her time with Finbar,
and they were best left alone. She had many farewells to make, but that might be the hardest, save one.

After awhile | moved Johnny acrossto the other sde. He began a protest, then clamped his jaws on the
nipple and commenced to drink again. For asmall baby, he had a hearty appetite. | thought about
Conor's suggestion that | might go to the nemetons. That both I, and in time my son, might join thewise
ones. | considered the ingtructions of the Fair Folk. No more going off on your own. The boy must
stay in the forest. In neither vison of the future was there any place for my child'sfather.

Johnny was adeep. There would be no bath tonight. Janissaid | bathed him too much anyway; it was
unnatura for achild to be so clean or spend so much time in the water. What was he, she joked, a son of
Manannan mac Lir, the seagod? But | laughed off her comments. For Johnny loved the water so much,
loved to float, to give himself into its warm supporting hold, to move hissmall limbs againgt its supple,
changing surfaces. | could not deny him thissmdll pleasure, and | promised him that, in the summer, we
would go swimming in the lake. When he was older, | would teach him how to jump off the rocks and
swim to shore, as | had donelong ago with Sean and Niamh. | would show him how you could lie there
with the sun warm-ing your back and the ancient stone holding you and trail your fingersin the dear water
astheslvery fish swam by. You'll like that.

| fastened my gown and got up, thinking to put the babein his cradle. But as | passed the bow! of cooling
water, something flashed acrossits sur face, evanescent as arainbow, quickly gone. Had | really seen it?
| moved closer, Johnny warm and relaxed in my arms, and stared down into the till water. | made mysalf
quiet as a standing stone, quieter than the degpest thought.

The water was moving, shifting, asif about to bail, but therewas no heat init. | sensed the door opening
and dosing slently behind me, but | did not turn.

Good. So you Aid, not need, me, after all.
| knew Finbar was there, in the shadows, but sill | remained motionless.

Thewater began to swirl deasil, sunwise, asif chasing itsdlf in circles. | felt my head svimming. Then, as
abruptly asit had begun, the movement stopped. | gazed into the bowl.

Theimagewassmadl, but clear. A child's hands, making patternsin sand. The picturetilted, became
wider. The child wasin acave, with light filtering through from above, painting the scenein many shades
of gray and blue. A cave by the sea, aplace where water washed gently in and out, and you could hear
thefar-off cries of gulls. Thiswas a place where many margins came together, a secret place. Within the
cavern, therewas atiny, soft beach where the child sat playing quietly asawoman watched. | could not
tell if this child were boy or girl. It was maybe two years old, and had acep of dark red curls, and milk



pale skin. The woman said something, and when the child looked up, | saw its eyes, which were deep
and dark as ripe mulberries. The woman was so thin her bones showed through her skin. Shewas
dender and frail asawinter birch. Her hair was afaded red-gold, hanging loose down her back. She
watched the child closdly, that it should not venture too near the water. And after awhile, she moved to
st on the sand close by the little one, and began to add her own patterns to those aready inscribed with
such care. Her blue eyes were shadowed; but as she watched her small charge, her wasted features bore
an expression of such joy and pridethat | felt tears running down my cheeks. The woman was my sigter,
Niamh.

Then, suddenly, something else wasthere: aforce, apower such as| had never before encountered.
Woman and child played on, unaware. But something was pressing out against me, asif avery strong
hand had been placed against my thoughts, asif abarrier had been thrown up to block my vison. No,
said avoice. Keep out. And with that, theimage was gone, and | was Ssmply standing there staring
foolishly into my baby's bathwater.

Shivering, | decided | did not want to let go of my son after al, and | backed away from the copper bowl
and sat down in my chair, cradling

Johnny warm against my shoulder as he dept on. He made smdl, snuffling noises, asif to reassure me.
From the edge of the room, Finbar watched me.

"Did you see?' | asked him.

"l did not see asyou did. But you keep your mind open to me, and so | witnessed your vison." Hedid
not use the inner voice but spoke aoud in the soft, hesitant way he had, asif he must practicethis
little-used sKkill now he was among men again.

"What wasthat? It waslike an iron figt, pushing me away. Like the barrier put by a—by a Sorcerer, to
keep prying eyes away from his secrets. The old talestell of suchinvisblewals.”

"Indeed. Thismay be avision best concealed from Conor, | think. | had thought it would be another,
whom you would most wish to see, not your Sster.”

"Thetwo are linked. What | see of the one tdls me of the other, for now. But this vision was not of the
present. It could not be. That was her child; | read it in her eyes. It must be avision of what isto come.”

"Or avison of how you wish it might be."

"That'scruel,” | said, choking back my tears.

"The Sight iscrud. Thisyou know aready. Will you look again?'
"|—I don't know. | don't know if | want to see.”

"You'renot avery good liar."

So | put Johnny in his bed and covered him with the many-colored quilt I had made and went back to
look once more. Finbar made no attempt to direct me, but his silent presence gave me strength.

For alittle | thought there would be nothing. The water seemed to cloud and go dark, but there was no
movement. It lay gtill asif long untouched.

Trust. Truth. | held these wordsin my mind, and worked to keep out dl others. Truth. Trust.



| closed my eyes, and when | opened them again, there was another Ullage on the smooth surface of the
water.

Tiny pictures, changing and changing. They werefighting in astrange 'and under aburning sun. Bran
grimaced, ducking asawhirling axe flew past his head. They werein aboat, traveling swift through
merciless seas. Gull held thetiller, grinning into the salt spray, and the sail cresked in the gale. Bran was
bending over aman who lay sprawled on the deck, aman whose neck and shoulder were heavily
wrapped in bloodstained linen.

"Can't you make more speed?’ Bran shouted.

"If you want to end this voyage on the bottom of the ocean, | might manage," Gull retorted. "Fancy alife
among the seamongers?'

Then they were on shore and digging ahole under trees. They were lowering alimp form into the earth.
Other men stood around, silent. The soil was shoveled in, the ground leveled efficiently.

"Y ou should have let Liadan stay," someone said. " She'd have known what to do. She'd have saved
him"

There was the sound of ablow and Bran's voice, the tone savage, " Shut your mouth!™

The water went dark again, and | thought that was al. But there was one more image to come. They
were back in that place again, the place of the ancient ones, and the two of them were outside on awarm
spring night, keeping watch while the others dept in the shelter of the barrow. Maybeit was now. The
moon wasfull, and | could seetheir faces clearly, dark and light.

"Y ou were unfair,” Gull spoke without emphasis. "What Otter said, that was no more than the truth. Y ou
should never havelet her go."

"Don't presumeto offer me advice," Bran snapped. "At least | did not sllence her with the knife. You
know aswell as| that thereis no place for awoman here."

"Thisisdifferent, ian't it?"

"How can it be? How could shelive aswe do? Besides, sheis the daughter of Sevenwaters. Her father
turned hisback on hisland and his people. For his own selfish reasons, he was not there to protect them.
Ironic, it it?1 oweto him my complete failure to be a suitable mate for his daughter. He little knew
what he did when he waked away from Harrowfield."

"So you care nothing for her, isthat it?"

"I don't need another lecture,”" Bran said wearily.

"And that's why we went racing back the moment you believed her in danger?'
Therewasno reply tothis.

"Wd|?' Gull wasnot going to give up.

"Y ou presume too much. Therewas ajob to do, and we did it. That was all.”

"Uh-huh. And what of the job her brother wants you to perform? Y ou'd be crazy to agreeto that. That's
no lessthan asuicidemisson.”



"It would be achdlenge, certainly, but not beyond me."
They were quiet for awhile.
"Y ourefooling yoursdf if you think you've put thisbehind you," Gull said eventualy.

"I don't wish you to speak of thesethingsagain,” said Bran repressively. "There was nothing between me
and—and the girl. She was meddiesome and sharp-tongued enough, and | was glad to seethelast of
her."

Gull said nothing, but | saw the flash of hiswhite teeth in the darkness, and then the image was gone.

My kneesfdt weak, and | sumbled to my chair, knowing | was crying and hardly caring if my uncle saw
it.

"As| said, you will not keep this man at Sevenwaters. And yet, you plan afuture here for your child
without knowing it. Y ou see Johnny with his grandfather, learning to plant trees. Y ou see yoursdlf,
teaching your son to swimin the lake of Sevenwaters. Y ou see the child dipping into the kitchen for one
of Janiss honeycakes, aswe dl did when we were growing up, and the world was so full of adventures
there was barely time to fit them into the day. Y ou see Conor showing the boy Ogham signson acarven
gone. The child isthe key. In your thoughts, you recognize this. Thereisno placein hisfuturefor this

"How can you say that? Thisishisfather."
"The man has served his purpose. | am sure that iswhat Conor would say.”

| was unable to respond. Bursting with my sense of outrage and injustice, | was forced nonethelessto
recognize the terrible wisdom of hiswords.

"It iswhat the Fair Folk told me, but what do you say?"

Ah. Only that there will come a point where you must make a choice. And that choice will be all
your own. Do not think me heartless, Liadan. | see more than you think. | see the bond between
you and this man. | see that he is your mate. How can you choose without a loss that rips out your
heart?

Mother wasted none of her last night in deep. Instead, she had Liam bring the men and women of the
household to her so she could thank them and say her farewells. Many atear was shed; many asmall
bunch of primroses, or single daffodil brave in white and gold was laid a her feet or by her pillow, She
had had them move her to achamber downstairs, and around the walls warty candles burned, so that the
gpace wasfilled with warm light. Lying small and still on her pallet, she found akind word for each
solemn vigitor. There must have been considerable pain. Both Janisand | knew what doses Sorcha had
needed to take this last season to keep from crying out as the canker gnawed ever deeper into her vitas.
Now, she wanted to be awake, and able to listen, and so she had taken nothing. Shewasindeed a
strong woman, and she masked the spasms so well that few were aware of what she suffered. My father
knew. His face had become an expressionless mask, save when he looked at her directly; and he was
not speaking, not to me, or to Liam, or to anyone but her, unless he must. | knew he wished we would dl
go away and leave the two of them done, but it was her bidding he followed.

At last these long farewells were done, and the household dept. | sat by the smdl fire with Johnny quiet in
my arms, my father was on astool by the bed, hislong legs bent awkwardly to the side. He was wiping
her face with a damp cloth. Mother's eyes were closed; she might have been adeep, savefor die dight



twitch of one hand asthe pain struck deep.
You could tell them now. If you are ready.

| glanced a Finbar where he stood motionless, hisright hand laid flat on thewall beside the window, his
back turned to me as he looked out into the moonlit garden. There was no doubt of what he meant.

I'mready. There could be no better time than this.
"|s Sean homeyet?' my mother whispered.

"I'll go and seeif any word has come," said Liam quietly. "Come, brothers, we should leave thissmal
family doneawhile”

They had been grouped together, standing by the door where folk might be shepherded in and out with
aslittlefuss as possible. Now Liam left, taking Conor and Padriac with him, but Finbar remained behind.
Not for him asafe, closed chamber and blanketed bed. Not for him the temporary oblivion of strong ae.
| had not seen him touch amorsdl of food nor adrop of drink since he had come home.

"Mother, Father, | have something to tell you."
Sorcha opened her eyes and managed aweak smile. "That's good, Daughter. Let me.... let me. . ."

She was short of breath, but | knew what she wanted. | made room for Johnny under the coverlet and
tucked him in beside her. My father helped her curl ahand around the baby's warm body. Johnny's eyes
were open, hisfather'sgray eyes. Hewas growing fast, and | could see him looking, trying to make sense
of the shadows and patterns of the candl€lit room. By the window, Finbar did not move. | did not think |
could sit down. | stood by the bed, my hands clutched tight together.

"l will not insult you by asking for your trust,” | began. "Timeistoo short for that. Y ou have said you have
fathinme, and | mugt believeit. | havetotell you that | have lied to you, and hope you will lisen whilel
explain why. It isamatter very deep, very secret, a sadness beyond tears and perhaps an ending better
than we dared hopefor. Y our trust may be stretched to its utmost, as mine has been."”

Now my father was observing me closdly, his blue eyes sharp and cool. Mother lay tranquil, watching the
baby.

"Goon, Liadan." lubdan'stone was carefully neutral.
"Niamh," | said. "Niamh. . ."
Courage, Liadan.

"Wedl knew something was wrong when she came home. Y ou even asked meto find out what it was.
But we did not know how wrong. When we were at Sidhe Dubh, | discovered the truth. Her—her
husband beat her and abused her most foully. She was already much distressed by what happened here;
she believed everyone she loved had regjected her. She had hoped to make anew start with this marriage.
Her hushand's cruelty put paid to that. But she made me swear not to tell. She made me promise to keep
it secret from al the family. Niamh was heartbroken that Ciaran had not stood by her. She was shattered
when you sent her away. To be trested thus, she believed, must mean she was worthless. Shewould not
let metdl of Fionn's abuse and cause the aliance to be broken, for that would have been yet another
falure”

There was astunned silence. Then my father said, "If thisistrue, and | know it must be, for you would



scarcely lie about such amatter, then you should have told us. Thiswas one promise that should have
been broken."

"I'm afraid I—I could not be sure you would help. After dl, you had inssted she marry Fionn. Y ou had
sent her away to Tirconndl. Y our words to her were uncompromising. Sean hit her. And therewas Liam
and thedliance. | have never understood why she could not wed Ciaran, why you refused even to
consder that match. It isunlike you to act thus without weighing the options, without assessing the
arguments. It isnot like you to withhold the truth. 1 did not understand your reasons, and so | could not
risk tdling.”

My father was staring at me, hiseyesfull of hurt. "How could you believe | would condone such atiling?
Allow my own daughter to be abused?’

"Hush," whispered my mother. "L et Liadan tell her sory."
"l—then| ..."
Word by word. A learning tale. Tell it Sowly.

"I did not know what to do or where to seek help. Timewas short, but | knew | could not let her go
back to Tirconnell. | feared she would harm herself. So | asked a—a friend—to take her away, to see
her safe to a place of sanctuary.”

Again, acharged slence.

"I don't think | understand,” said lubdan carefully. "Was not your sister abducted by the fiannaand
drowned?Was not she avictim of one of their arrogant displays of pointless barbarity?'

"No, Father." My own voice was athread of sound. "The men who took her away across the marshes
did so at my request. They cameto Sidhe Dubh at my bidding. They were to guide Niamh to safe ground
and convey her to a Chrigtian house of prayer, where she could remain in hiding, where she could be
away from the cruelty of men.”

When my father was able to speak again, he said, tight jawed, "Y ou choose your friends poorly, it
seems. Itisclear they faled utterly in this venture, Sncethey lost her before ever they touched dry
ground. | hope you didn't pay them too much.”

It was asif he had struck me, and thistime Finbar spoke aoud.

"Thetdeisnot told yet; it isacomplex fabric with many strands. Y our words wound your daughter. It
has taken dl of her courage to speak to you thus, and she has not been the only one to withhold the truth.
Y ou should let her finishin peace.”

"Tdl us, Liadan." My mother's voice was cam.

"l have—connections—that | have not spoken of. Friends, | would call them. One of these friendsisthe
man who took Niamh from Sidhe Dubh and conveyed her to safety, to a place where she will not be
hurt, where she will be treated with respect, not expected to be the Ui Neill's plaything, to a place where
her family will not force her into aloveless marriage for the sake of agtrategic dliance. | can giveyou no
evidencethat sheissafe. | cannot tell you where sheis, nor would | if | knew. But | have seen herina
vison of the Sight, and | believe that my friend hasdone as| bid him. The drowning, thelossin the
mist—it was asham, part of the performance designed to convince Eamonn, and later others, that she
was dead, a deception to divert the hunters from their quarry. Under cover of that lie, they took my sister
to safety.”



A little draft stirred the candle flames. After awhile my mother said very quietly, "Y ou knew that Niamh
wasdive and did not tel us?"

"I'msorry,” | said miserably. "When you ask this man to undertake amisson, you follow hisrules. He
said shewould be safer if asfew people as possible knew the truth. | judged it best. And—and | don't
know, exactly. | believe sheisnot log. | trust the man who aided us when nobody else would.”

"Asl sad," Father's expression was of frozen distaste, "your choice of friends seems deeply flawed.

How can you possbly know if thisman istelling the truth or not? Deception is his very lifeblood.
Everything we have heard of him paints him as aturncoat who can be relied on only to be unreliable,
changing dlegiance when he will. And heisviolent in the extreme, a prankster who acts on whatever
insane whim takes him. | cannot believe you would trust such aman with your sster'slife. Some madness
must have seized you. And now you have the temerity to give your mother false hopes, now, tonight,
when . . ." Hefdl slent, perhaps avare that my mother's shadowed eyes were turned on him.

"No, Red," she said, "don't be angry. We have no time for that. Y ou must hear Liadan out.”

| drew adeep bresth, feeling Finbar's strength as he concentrated his mind on mine, not thinking for me
but lending me his own courage.

"Asl said, | have seen her. | have seen her dive, and happy, and with a child that was certainly her own.
A vision of thefuture, asure and joyful one. But even without that, | believe that sheissafe. | know itin
my heart because | know | can trust the man who ismy son'sfather. It isthe same man. Y ou looked into
my child's face and told me he has John's eyes. Trustworthy eyes. My son'sfather hasthe same
trustworthy eyesin aface marked with the features of the raven, bold, fierce, and forbidding. Heisthe
leader of the fianna, the one they call the Painted Man. He has doneill deedsin hislife, that thereisno
denying. But heisaso capable of great courage, strength, and loyalty. He makes few promises, but those
he makes he keeps. As Conor's tale showed, even an outlaw, given the chance, can be agood and
trustworthy man. This man saved your daughter. This man fathered your grandchild. He has my heart and
will haveit dways. | would give mysdf to no other. Now | havetold you the truth, al that | can, and |
have given you my trust; for this knowledge, passed to the wrong ears, could put livesat risk.”

Well done, Liadan. Finbar gave anod of recognition.
My parents stared at me.

"I'm sllenced," said lubdan.

I

Mother lifted a hand to stroke Johnny's brown curls. "So Niamh is safe. This newsisawondrous gift,
Liadan. | never quite believed that she was gone ... | think, somehow, | would have known."

"I'm sorry,” said Father abruptly. "Y ou've spoken very plainly, and | respect that. | wastoo harsh,
perhaps. But this has caused us great pain. | did not expect that from you, Liadan.”

"I'm sorry too, Father.” | wanted to give him ahug, to say, it will bedl right, but something in hiseyes
told me no, not yet. "I had two livesto protect, and both are till at risk.”

"I can hardly believe that you would choose such aman.”
"Do you find it hard to believe that | would choose the son of your friend John?"

" John was not an outlaw. John was not akiller for hire."



"Y ou have been forthright in your catalog of the Painted Man'sfaults, Father. Y et hein turn describes
you asthe cause, by your relinquishment of your respongibilities a Harrowfield, of hisfailureto bean
adequate partner for your daughter.”

Father had no reply to this.

"Red."

"Whet isit, Jenny?"

"Thisiswhat you must do next. Y ou must go back, back home."

Father smply looked at her.

"Y ou mean, back to Harrowfield?' | asked the question he would not ask.
Mother nodded. She was still looking at my father, holding him with her gaze.

*"It'samission,” said Mother. "Go back and find out what happened. What became of Margery and her
son. How it came about that John's boy has grown into this.. . . this. . . unhappy young man.”

Father stood up, turning hisback on al of us. "So you think my time hereisfinished, isthat it? That
once—that when—that after this, thereis no place for aBriton here a Sevenwaters? | suppose | can
understand that. | suppose | may come to understand it.”

Finbar, who had stayed so till and kept so silent, save for the voice of the mind, was quick enough now.
In aningtant, it seemed, he was by my mother's bedside and speaking aloud.

"Would you use your words to hurt Sorcha, tonight of al nights?' he asked. "Do not speak rashly, out of
your own pain. She gives you this mission to ensure you do not lose yourself when sheisgone.” My
uncle, it was clear, was not afraid of plain speaking. " She bids you go, for your daughter's sake and for
your grandchild's. Seek out the truth and bring it home for them. There are wounds to be healed here,
and some of them are your own.”

"And...," Sorchaspoke very softly, and my father was forced to turn back to hear her. | had never
before seen him at such an extreme of distress, and it was hard to hold back my tears, for my tale had
dedlt ablow to aman aready in deep pain. "And . . . you should see your brother. Y ou will need to tell
Simon that | am gone. He should know. Red. . . ."

He cameto kned by her again, and she reached up ahand to brush his cheek. He put his own fingers
over hersand held them there.

"Promise me," she whispered, "promise me you'l do it and come back here safe.”
He gave adiff nod.

"Say it

"l promise.”

Shesighed. "It'slate, Liadan, you should be deeping. Is Sean here yet?"

"| don't know, Mother. Shall | go and see?'

"Here," shesaid, "you'd better take your son. He might missyou.” Her fingers moved gently against the



baby's smdll ear, his soft hair, and then | took Johnny up in my arms, and | saw in Sorchas eyesthat she
knew it was the last time she would touch him.

"Liadan, have you told Sean about this?'

"No, Mother. But he guessed. Part of it at least. He has kept faith; he has not told Liam or Fionn or
Eamonn. He has not even told Aiding.”

"l didike secrets. | detest lies" my father said heavily. "We should have made dl plain from the start. But
it'sclear thisis one truth that must remain concealed for some time longer. What of Conor? Does he
know any of this?'

"Theonly way you will get an answer to that question isto ask him," said Finbar. "And even then you
may not find out what you want to know."

"Then | suppose it must remain unanswered until | return from Harrowfield,” my father said. "Thusonelie
begets another, and we cease to trust.”

"We ceased to trust when Niamh was wed to the Ui Neill and sent away,” | responded sharply. "Thistae
began along time ago.”

"Longer thanthat,” said Finbar quietly. "Oh, far longer."

| did not think 1 would be able to deep. Probably none of uswould deep, except Johnny, whose infant
dreams were untroubled by the shadow of parting. | carried my child along to the great hdl, but it was his
father | spoketo, in my mind. | need you. | want you here. Tour arms around me, your body warm
against mine, to keep away the sadness. Would it make a difference if you could hear their words?
If you could hear them say, "He has fulfilled his purpose,” would you fight to keep us then? Or
would you be afraid of what such a struggle might reveal? Perhaps you would simply turn your
back and walk away .

Then, entering the hall, | put a sharp curb on my thoughts. Sean was there, apparently but newly arrived
after ahard ride into the night, for he was somewhat travel stained, and | sensed his deep weariness.

"Liadan! | wasjust coming. How is our mother?"

For an ingtant | wondered why he spoke aloud and so formally, and then | saw that Aiding waswith him,
unfastening her cloak, rubbing her back, her face white with exhaustion. | moved forward, masking my
urprise.

"Aiding, you must be very tired. Here, 9t down, let me fetch you wine—"
My words, and my feet, cameto an abrupt halt.

"l suppose you did not expect us, Liadan,” said Eamonn, as he stepped out of the shadows by the
window. "I regret the inconvenience.”

"Oh." | was gaping stupidly, caught quite unprepared. "No—I—"

"I have been in the north,” Sean put in smoothly. For al hisweariness, he read mewell, and quickly. "I
came back by Sidhe Dubh. Aiding and Eamonn were anxious to pay their respects, knowing the gravity
of Mother'sillness. And now | must go to her.”

" She's been asking for you. Shewill be very happy that you have come homeintime. I'll go with you—"



"No, don't trouble yourself. Y ou should Sit and rest; you look worn out. Why not put the boy down and
take a cup of wine yoursdlf?'

"|—" There was no polite way to refuse my brother's sensible suggestion. What | did not expect was that
Sean would take Aiding's hand and |lead her away with him, leaving me aone with Eamonn. Whatever
men had accompanied them on their ride must have aready retired to the kitchens and thenceto a
well-earned rest. The two of uswere on our own, save for the deeping child. | could think of many things
| would rather be doing than talking to Eamonn &t that precise moment. But he wasaguest; | had no
choice.

"You do look very tired, Liadan," he said gravely. "Come, St here.”

| laid Johnny down on cushions before thefire, and | sat. It was Eamonn who filled two cups from the
winejug and put onein my hand. He stood beside my chair, looking down at the till form of my son.

"Sothisisyour child. He seems—hedthy. And, after dl, a son cannot choose hisfather.”
Anicy trickle of fear went down my spine. What did he mean?
"Thank you," | muttered. "Heissmall, but strong."

"I hope to have aword with your mother, before—I hope to speak with her in the morning. And your
fether. If thereistime.”

| nodded, my throat tight.

"l wish to make my apologiesin person, to express my regrets, about— what happened to your sister.
Thereisno way | can make amends; | acknowledge that. But | hope at least to et them know | will
continue to pursue the matter to an appropriate conclusion.”

"Eamonn. . ."
"What isit, Liadan?"

"It may be better smply to express your sympathy on their lossand leaveit a that. My father isin some
distress, and my mother is very weak. They have come to termswith Niamh's—accident. Thisisnot the
right time for vows of vengeance. It isnot atimefor anger.”

"Anytimeistheright time until I remove that scum from the face of the earth,” said Eamonn tightly.

| did not want to hear him. Dark visions hovered close. Could it be that he knew thiswas Bran's child?
How could he know?1 did not want to be drawn into talk of dangerousthings. Besides, it wasthe middle
of the night, and | wastoo tired to be sure of keeping my thoughts, or my words, under firm enough
control for this. But | did not want to deep, in case Mother needed me. | moved from my chair to it on
the cushionslaid on the floor before the hearth. Here | could put my hand on my son's small body and
fed hiswarmth. Here| could stare into the flames and dream, for there are times when dreams are safer
than thered world.

Eamonn was watching meintently. | felt it, even though my eyeswere turned away.

"I would have come earlier," he said quietly, "come to see your parents, come to speek to you. | have
been—away. A fruitless search, asit turned out. The manisdifficult to follow, evasive and clever. All the
same, he would be afool to underestimate me. My network of informantsiswide. The newsthey bring
me can be astonishing at times, astonishing and—unpalatable.” He glanced at the deeping child, frowning.



"Intime| will find this outlaw. Every man has hisweskness. It is Smply amaiter of discoveringit and
using it to trgp him. I will find him, and hewill pay in kind for his acts of savagery. He will make full and
bloody reparation for what he has stolen and abased. Make no doubt of it."

| said nothing, smply stroked my son's back and took another mouthful of thewine. Thelast timel had
been weary and had shared strong drink with a man, there had been far-reaching consequences. | must
make no Sgn that | understood Eamonn'sthinly veiled hints.

"I'm sorry, Liadan,” hesaid, "1 did not come here to speak of this.”

"I know that, Eamonn. Y ou came hereto pay your respects to my mother.”

There was a pause.

"Not exactly. | was dueto vist you at about thistime. It lacks but afew daysto Beltaine."
My heart went cold. | said nothing.

"Surely you have not forgotten?”

"l—no, Eamonn; | do not forget so easily. | had thought that matter concluded the last time we spoke of
it, before you rode to Tara. Surely there can be no more to be said between us on the subject?’

Eamonn was walking up and down now, as he seemed to do when he was trying to find the right words.

"Was that what you thought?Y ou imagined | would put it al behind me, perhaps return from the south
betrothed to some kinswoman of the high king? 'Y ou think me wesk, then, that | would give up so

exdily?’

| stared up at him. "I don't know what you mean,” | said dowly. It sounded asif he meant—but no, that
could not be so. Johnny heaved an infant sigh and settled back to deep.

Eamonn ceased pacing and knelt down beside me, rather avkwardly. A lock of hair wasfalling across
hiseyesagain, and | resisted the urge to brush it back for him.

"I don't want another wife, Liadan, | only want you—with or without your child. I want no other.”
"Don't—" | Sarted.

"No," said Eamonn firmly. "Hear me out. Y ou have stayed here to nurse your mother, and that is
admirable. Y ou chose to bear your child aone. That showed courage. Y ou will be the best of mothers,
of that | am sure. Why you protect with your silence the man who fathered him, | cannot understand. It is
shame, perhaps, that stops your tongue. That matterslittle now. He will be brought to account. But,
forgiveme, | hear your mother isdipping away fast and haslittle timeleft in thisworld. Niamhisgone.
Sean and Aiding will soon bewed, and anew family will comeinto being in this household. Y ou will be
lonely and vulnerable, Liadan. Y ou should not become the unwed sster, the household drudge living her
life through others. Already you wear yourself out, trying to do everything. Y ou need agood man to care
for you, to protect and watch over you. Y ou need ahome of your own, a place where you can see your
own smal family grow. Marry meand dl that isyours.”

It was some time before | was able to speak. "How can you—how could you make such an offer, when
| have achild by another man? How could you take responsbility fo—for a—"

"It isunfortunate the child isaboy. Had you had a daughter, | might have brought her up as my own.



Y our son cannot inherit, of course. But there would be a place for him in my household. As| said, aboy
does not choose hisfather. | might make something of him." He regarded the degping Johnny, frowning.
"It would be an—interesting challenge." Thelook in his eyesfrightened me.

"People would say you were crazy to make such achoice,”" | managed, struggling to find the wordsto
answer. "Y ou could have your pick of suitable young women. Y ou must forget me and moveon. You
should have done so as soon as | told you.”

He was sitting quite close to me now, on the floor before the fire. Eamonn had aways observed the
formdlities. He preferred to do things the right way. But this, this had gone far beyond dl rules. So he had
lowered himsdlf to st by me and Johnny, and his brown eyes had alook in them that was closeto

desperation.

"When | seeyou thus" hisvoice was not much more than awhisper, "with thefirdight on your hair and
your hand so soft on thelittle one, | know there is only one choice for me. | will speak asplainas| can,
and | must hope my words do not offend you. | want you in my house, waiting to put your asams around
me when | come home weary from battle. | want you in my bed. | want you as my wife, my lover, and
my companion. | want you to bear my ch-children. | would not fear growing old if you were by my side.
Thereisno other woman in theworld that | will have. What you have done, your error, we can—we can
put that behind us. | offer you protection, security, my wedth, and my name. | offer legitimacy for your
son. Don't refuse me, Liadan.”

| tried to form suitable wordsin my head, but none would come.

"You hegitate. | will, of course, seek your father's gpprova again. But | do not think he will object under
the circumstances.”

"|—I cant—"

Eamonn looked down at hislinked hands. "I have heard that you were—restless—at Sidhe Dubh, that
you found its confines difficult after the freedom you have enjoyed at Sevenwaters. Too much freedom,
perhaps. But | would not keep you caged, like asinging bird held againgt itswill. | have extensive
landholdingsin the north. If you did not wish to settle at Sidhe Dubh, | would build anew homefor you
that would be more to your taste. Trees, agarden, anything you wish—uwith appropriate security, of
course.”

"Areyou sure | said carefully, "that thisis not agrand gesture, an attempt to appease my family for what
you see asyour failureto keep my sster safe? | still cannot believe aman in your position would wish to
take such astep.”

These words were a mistake. His brows drew together in aferocious scowl.
"Mugt | show you?'

And before | could move, his hand was on the back of my heed, hisfingers curling into my hair, and his
mouth was on mine, and it was not the polite kiss of aman who likesto do things by therules. By the
time he wasfinished, my lip was bleeding.

"I'msorry," hesaid curtly. "1 have waited along time for you. Y ou promised me an answer a Beltaine. |
want your answer, Liadan."

Brighid help me. Why wouldn't Sean come back? | took a deep breath and looked straight into his eyes.
Heknew, | think, an ingtant before | said it.



"l can't doit, Eamonn. It isthe most generous of offers. But I'll be honest with you. | just don't fed that
way about you."

"What do you mean? What way, exactly?'

Thiswas more difficult than | could possibly have imagined. "Weve known each other along time. |
respect you; | wish you well, asafriend. | want you to be content with your life. But | cannot think of you
asa—" | could not manage the word, lover "—as a husband.”

"Ismy touch so distasteful to you? So repugnant?”

"No, Eamonn. Y ou are afine man, and some other woman will be glad to be your wife some day. | have
no doubt of that. But thiswould be wrong.

Wrong for you; wrong for me. Terribly wrong for my son, and for hisfather.”

"How can you say that?' He had risen to hisfeet, and he began to pace again, asif he must divert his
fedlingsinto some action lest they tear him gpart. "How can you remain loya to this—this savage, when
al he hasdoneisfill your belly with his child and dink off to prey on some other innocent girl? He will
never come back to you; such aman has no concept of duty or responsibility, You arewdl rid of him."

"Stop it, Eamonn. Don't make thisany worse."

"You mugt listen to me, Liadan. Thisisafoolish decison, and indeed | wonder if you arein afit state of
mind to make it. For you areright; thisislikey to be the only offer you will get, unwed and with a
fatherless child. Perhaps| will be scorned for my choice, for not taking the daughter of a southern
chieftain, with an impeccable pedigree and aguarantee of virginity. | care nothing for that. Whereyou are
concerned, | have no pride left. For me, you are the only choice. Liadan, think of your family. Liam
would want to see you married well and so would your father. And what of your mother? Would it not
please her to hear this news before—"

"Stopit! That isenough!”

"Takealittle moretimeif you wish. Y ou are weary, and you grieve for the lossto come. | will stay afew
days, long enough for you to discuss thiswith your family. Y ou may see things more clearly, when—"

"I seethem clearly now," | said very quietly, and | gathered my son into my arms and got up from the
cushions. "It grieves me to wound such agood friend, but | seethereisno other way out. | must refuse
your offer. | and my son, we—we belong to another man, Eamonn. Y our opinion of him does not change
that. Not now. Not ever. To act in denid of that bond would be both foolish and dangerous. Such a
choice would lead to anger and heartbreak and long bitterness. | would rather be aone for the rest of my
lifethan go that way. | am sorry. Y our offer showsthe greatest generosity, and | honor you for it."

"Y ou cannot refuse,” he said, his struggle for salf-control harshly evident in hisvoice. "It was dways
intended that you and 1—it isright that we should wed, Liadan. | know Liam will support this—"

"Thisisfinished, Eamonn." My voice shook. "It is nobody e se's business save yoursand mine. | have
said no. Y ou must move on without me. Now give me your word that you will not spegk of thisagain.”

He had retreated, away from the light of thefire, and he stood haf in shadow. "I can give no such
undertaking,” he said in atight voice.

"Then | will not be able to see you again save in the company of others” | said, finding the strength within
meto keep my tearsfrom faling.



Hetook a step toward me, and his face was chalk pale "Don't do this, Liadan.” It was as much awarning
asaplea

"Good night, Eamonn." | turned and made for the stairs, and Johnny awoke and began to wail; and
without looking behind me | fled to my bedchamber. Therel lit my candle and changed my son's damp
wrappings. As| lay on my bed with the child at my breast, | let fdl thetears | had held back; and asthe
candle with itswhorls and spiras burned lower againgt the night sky, | saw again that image of the two of
them locked together in somefind struggle: Eamonn's hands around Bran's neck, gripping, squeezing out
the last breath; Bran's knife between Eamonn'sribs, twisting ever deeper asthe lifeblood flowed scarlet
over the green tunic. How could | ever have thought that some day, despite al, Bran and | might be
together: That he could ever be more than just a—atool, the Fair Folk had called it, a passing mercenary
who happened to father a child and then was discarded from the tale, hispart in it over, hisrelevance
ceased? He could not come back. To come close to me was degth for him. Better that he had never met
me for | brought him only danger and sorrow. And now the shadow stretched out, not just over him, but
over my son aswdll. | had seenitin Eamonn'seyes. | must do asthe Fair Folk bid me, and stay inthe
forest. | must put Bran out of my mind. For al our sakes, | must do that.

| wept and wept until my head ached and my nose ran and my pillow was soaked. But Johnny sucked
on, histiny hand stroking my flesh, his body warm and relaxed against mine, the image of trust. And as|
watched him, | knew that in every dark night there was, somewhere, asmal light burning that could never
be quenched.

Chapter Twelve

By morning my mother was dipping in and out of consciousness. The family gathered by her bedside; the
folk of household and settlement clustered in the hal and the kitchens, talking together in low voices. No
work was done, save in preparation for her farewell, and that went on quietly out of doors. From timeto
time Liam or Conor or Padriac would disappear for awhile and return later as unobtrusively asthey had
left. Within her chamber the atmosphere was cam. A cool, westerly breeze camein the window, bringing
the scent of lilac. | had placed abowl on the smdll table, with fresh sprigs of basil and marjoram, for both
of these herbs have the property of giving heart in times of sorrow.

"Itsaswedl shesdrifting into her last deep,” said Janis quietly aswe passed in the doorway. "Thepain
will be clutching hard; too hard to bear in sllence. And him,” she nodded toward the il figure of my
father, where he sat by the bedside, "hefedsit with her, every spasm. It'sgoing to be hard for him."

"She asked him to return to Harrowfield. To see hisfamily. She made him promise.”

"'Aye. Shewas awaysawise girl, my Sorcha She knows helll need a Purpose when she'sgone. She's
been his purpose sincefirgt he set foot in this house long years ago. Her shoes|l never befilled by
another." Shelooked at me closdly, her gaze sharpening. "Hurt your lip, lass? Best put atouch of save
on that; thyme's good to bring down the swelling. But | don't need to tell you.”

"It'snothing,” | said, and went past her into the room.

| will not dwell on that last time. My mother was unaware of much that passed, for dready she had one
foot on her new pathway. So she did not see the frozen look on my father'sface, asif, even now, he
could not believe he was going to lose her. She did not hear how Conor chanted quietly at the foot of her
bed, or see how Finbar stared out the window in silence, hisface as pale asthe wing he bore in place of
hisleft arm. She did not seethelines of grief on Liam's strong fegtures or the tearsin Padriac's eyes. Janis
camein and out, and so did the lithe, dark-skinned woman, Samara. She was as Slent and graceful asa
deer, and her hands were gentle as she helped with pillows, basins, and cloths, as shelit candlesand



sprinkled herbs.

Sean sat opposite my father, with Mother's hand in his. And Aiding was there, her wild curlsheld back in
anedat ribbon, her small, freckled features very solemn. From time to time she would put areassuring
hand on Sean's shoulder, and he would glance up a her with alittle smile.

But Eamonn was not there. Eamonn was no longer at Sevenwaters. So much for paying his respects and
making some gesture of gpology to my parents for what had happened to Niamh. He had remained only
long enough to rest briefly and to obtain afresh mount, they said, and then he had ridden out again,
straight back to Sidhe Dubh, leaving his men behind. Uncharacterigtic, folk said. Discourteous, amost.
Must have had bad news. | refrained from comment. My lip ached, and die swelling was plain to see,
and my main fedling wasintenserdlief that | need not see him again.

When the sun was high in the sky, my mother came back to hersdlf. Therewasabrief, crud time of
coughing and choking and fighting for breath, and she battled to hold back her gasps of pain. It was
Finbar who soothed her then, not touching, but Ietting his thoughts flow into hers, blanketing her suffering
with memories of good things, the innocent, shining things of childhood and with fair visions of what was
to come. It was no accident that he left his mind open to me, enough for me to witness again how he used
this skill to slve and hedl. He could not ease the pain of her body, but he could give her the meansto
withstand it. It was the same skill | had employed to help Niamh, but Finbar was amaster, and | sat in
awe as hewove a bright tapestry of imagesfor her, as he made a pattern of hisloveto celebrate his
gder'slifeand herdd her passing.

At length she was quiet, lying back on the pillows, her bresthing essier.
"Iseverything ready?' she whispered. "Have you doneit al aswe planned?’
"All isprepared,” said Conor gravely.

"Good. It'simportant. People need to say farewell. That's one thing the Britons don't dways understand.”
Shelooked up a my father. "Red?'

He cleared histhroat, unableto find hisvoice.
"Tdl meadory,” shesad, soft asalittle spring breeze.

My father gave one agonized look around the room, at the silent uncles, at the hovering Janis, and
Samaraquietly tending thefire, a me and Sean and Aiding. "I—I don't think—"

"Come," said Sorcha, and there might have been only the two of them in the quiet, herb-scented room,
"gt here on the bed. Put your arms around me. That's good, dear heart. Remember that day we shared,
alone on awild shore, alone save for the gulls and the sedl's, the waves and the west wind? You told mea
beautiful story that day. That isthetalel love best of dl.”

| realized then, as never before, how strong a man my father was. He knew, as he sat there with Sorcha
in hisarms and told histae with tears streaming down hisface, that with each word he spoke she dipped
alittlefarther away; that by the time his story was finished, she would be gone. He knew that he must
sharethismogt private of farewe lswith al of us. But hisquiet voice, telling the tale, was as strong and
firm asthe great oaks of the forest; and his hand, stroking my mother's hair back from her temple, moved
as seadily asthe sun moves across the arch of the sky.

It wasindeed abeautiful tale. It wasthe story of alonely man who takesamermaid for hiswife; how he
charms her with the music of hiswhistle so that she forsakes the ocean to follow him. For three years he



keeps her, and she bears him two little daughters. But her longing for the world beneath the wavesistoo
strong, and in the end he gives her up because heloves her.

There came apoint in the tale when my father's voice faltered. Sorchahad given alittle sgh, and her eyes
had closed, and her fingers, which had clutched afold of my father'stunic as he held her againgt his
breadt, let go their grip as her hand fell to rest againgt his knee. There was complete silence. It was asiif
the whole room, and the household, and the wild things of lake and forest al held their bresth for that
ingtant in time. Then my father took up the tale again.

"Toby'slittle daughters grew into fine women, and in time they took husbands for themselves; and today
there are many folk in those parts with dark, tangled hair like seaweed and far-seeing eyes and ataent
for swimming. But that isanother story.”

He hesitated again, his eyes staring straight ahead, unfocused; and | saw his hand tighten on my mother's
shoulder.

"Asfor Toby himsdlf," | said, knowing others must finish thistae for him, "he had thought hislifewould
be over when he lost her. He had thought that an ending. And so it was, in itsway. But asthe whed turns
and returns, every ending isa the sametime abeginning. So it waswith him."

"Every day he would go down to sit on the rocks and gaze out westward over the water," Conor took up
the narrative in his soft, expressive voice, "and sometimes, just sometimes, he would get out hislittle
whistle and play afew notes, afragment of ared or the refrain from some old ballad he remembered.”

Padriac was standing beside his brother; he had his arm around Samara. "He watched and watched for
her," said Padriac, "but the seafolk seldom show themselves to humankind. And yet, sometimes at dusk,
out in the water, he thought he could see graceful forms swimming in the haf light; white arms; long,
drifting hair, and splashing tails bright with jewe-like scaes. He fancied he saw them gazing a him with
plaintive, liquid eyeslike those of his daughters, eyeswith alook of the wild ocean in them.”

"Then hewould make hisway homeward," said Liam, who had moved up on the other side, next to
Sean, "and when he went indoors, instead of lighting his smdl lantern, he would leave his door open and
let the moonlight flood into the little hut where he lived on the rocky headland. And sometimes hewould
gt on the steps below the door and gaze across the shining pathway, wondering how it would beto live
there in the depths of the great ocean, a child of Manannan mac Lir."

"Nobody quite knew what happened to him in theend.” | could hear from Sean's voice that he had been
crying; but like the rest of them, he kept histone as steady as he could. It seemed to me he had grown up
quickly thislast season. "Folk said held been seen wandering on the shore in the darknesslate at night.
Otherstold of seeing him swimming out to ses, far, far beyond the farthest stretch of safe water, and
heading steadily westward. His daughters were at their grandmother's. The cottage wastidy and
everything asit should be. But one day he smply wasn't there anymore.”

"And they say, if you vist those parts,” Finbar spoke from where he till stood by the window with his
back to us, "that you'll see him, closeto midnight, when the moonisfull. If you go down quietly to the
shore and st very till on the tumbled boulders there, therell be a splashing and aturmoil out in the water,
and you'll seetheforms of the sea people, swimming and playing close to the margin of ocean and land.
Folk say Toby will be there among them, hiswhite body touched to silver in the moonlight, and the water
dipping by him aseadily asit caresses the fine scales of afish. But whether he be man or creeture of the

deep, nobody knows."

Shewas gone. Wedl knew it. But nobody moved. Nobody spoke. Still my father held her tight in his
ams, asif he might preserve that last moment of life, aslong as he stayed completely ill. Hislipswere



againg her hair, and his eyes were closed.

Outside, the breeze came up, sending agust of cool ar in through the window, lifting Finbar's dark curls
off hisbrow, stirring the snowy expanse of fine feathersat hissde. And then, out in the trees, the birds
began to sing again, their callsrisng and blending, greeting and farewell, celebration and mourning, the
voice of theforest itsdlf asit saluted the moment of Sorcha's passing.

She had not held on until dusk. Maybe that was deliberate, for when we were able to move, when we
could make ourselves move, each of uswent in turn to kiss her cheek, to touch her hair, and then we
went slently from the room in ones and twos and |eft my father done with her. Therewastimefor that
before the sun dipped below the horizon. Time for me to reclaim Johnny from the nursemaid and feed
him once more, wondering how many tears| could shed before there would be no more lft. Timefor
Sean and Aidling to dip away quietly, and maybe seek comfort in each other'sarms. Time for the uncles
to retreet to the family's private chamber, share ajug or two of strong ae and exchange tales of the
childhood they had shared in the forest of Sevenwaters, the six brothers and their one small sister. Now
only the four of them were | €ft.

It was as she had requested. At dusk we gathered on the |ake shore in a place where abeautiful birch
tree grew. There were flaming torches placed around on poles, casting aglowing light on the faces of my
uncles asthey stood in acircle about the tree. Liam gave anod to Sean, and my brother went in histurn
tojoin them.

Come, Liadan. Two slent voices summoned me, Conor's, Finbar's. | went to stand between them. The
circlewas amost complete.

Down by the water, where the lake laid gentle fingers on the shore, asmall boat was drawn up. My
Uncle Padriac, who was expert in these things, had constructed this craft with meticulous care. It wasjust
long enough to serveits purpose. At the prow was atorch waiting to belit, and dl aong the length of the
boat were festooned flowers, and leaves, and feathers, and many small offerings from the forest, to see
her on her way. My mother lay ready in the boat, pale and still in her white gown, on abed of soft
cushions.

Samara had woven alittle wreath of heather and hawthorn, of clover and marigold, and this Sorchawore
on her dark, curling hair. She looked no more than sixteen years old.

My father stood on the shore alone, gazing out over the darkening waters of the lake.
"lubdan.” Liam spoke quietly.

There was no response.

"lubdan, itistime." Padriac's voice waslouder. "Y ou are needed here.”

But my father ignored them, and the set of his shoulderswas forbidding Still, Liam was not lord of
Sevenwaters for nothing. Now he stepped out of the solemn circle and walked over to the Big Man,
putting ahand on his shoulder. Father moved dightly, and the hand fell away.

"Come, lubdan, it'stimeto let her go. Already the sun sinks below the trees.”

Father turned then, his eyesfull of anguish. Gone was the control he had showed, telling her that last
gory. "Do it without me," he said, with abitterness | had never heard in hisvoice before. "Thereisno
place for me here. It'sfinished. | am not one of you, and | never will be."

Then Liam put out hishand again, very deliberately, and clasped my father by the shoulder; and thistime



he did not alow himsdif to be shaken off.
"You are our brother," he said quietly. "We need your help. Come.”

So the circle was complete, and we made our farewells according to the old tradition. In an outer ring
stood the druids and the men and women of the household, and from time to time they echoed Conor's
solemn words Sometimes other voices could be heard, stranger voices that whispered in thewind from
the trees, and murmured in the ripples of the lake, and sang deep from the rocks and hollows of the land
itself. And once, when | looked toward the place where the green sward ended and the great mysterious
forms of oak and ash and beech began, complex and shadowy in the velvet twilight, | saw figures
standing there, haf concealed under the spreading branches. A tall woman, white faced, with acloak of
blue and acurtain of dark hair. A man crowned with bright flames, taller than am mortal. And others,
jeweed, winged, haf seen amid the dark tracery of leaf and twig.

Theritual completed, Conor led the way down to the water's edge; and there he cupped his hands and
blew into them, quite gently, and allittle flame glowed sudden and golden between his curving fingers. He
walked into the water, heedless of hislong robe, and put his hands to the torch that wasfixed in the prow
of Sorchaslittle boat. Thetorch flared, and a bright pathway appeared before the small craft, gleaming
on theinky surface of the lake. Farther up the sward, alone piper stood ready. My spinetingled asthe
voice of the pipes reached out over the silent trees, the till water, on and upward into the night.

"Itistime," Conor said quietly. Then each of us put ahand to the stern of the little curragh, and my father
was between Liam and Conor. We gave the craft the gentlest of pushes, but it was hardly necessary, for
aready the water was rippling by the prow, asif the boat were anxiousto be on itsjourney; and asit

swung out from the bank and the current took it, | could see long, pa e hands reaching up from beneeth,
guiding my mother'svessel onitsway, and | could hear liquid voices, snging her name, Sorcha, Sorcha.

"Go safe, little owl,” said Conor, inavoice | hardly recognized. And Finbar pushed back his dark cloak
and spread his single wing so that the glorious expanse of shining feathers glowed rose and orange and
gold in thetorchlight, a brave banner of farewell. But my father ssood motionless and slent, frozen by his
loss asthe piper's lament sang on across the forest.

| strained my eyesto keep her insight asfar as| could, for I, too, grieved, though | understood my
mother was not gone, only moved on to another life, another turn of the whedl. She had wanted it thus.
Why not lie at rest in the heart of the forest where you belong? Conor had asked. Why not remain here
at Sevenwaters, Liam had said, for you are the daughter of the forest? But Padriac had said, Let Sorcha
choose. And what she wanted most of al wasto take the path of that river, to be borneaong onits
current, away from the lake, as she had once done long ago. For, she had said, smiling, that very
waterway had deposited her, quite by chance, in the hands of ared-haired Briton, and had not he
become her true love and her heart's delight? So she would choose that path again and see where it took
her. | sood and stared into the darkness as the music wept and an owl cried in the night.

Folk began to disperse, heading back to the house. My father, his head bowed, shepherded by the
uncles. Sean hand in hand with Aiding. Janisand her ass stants hastening to make the final preparations
for thefeast, snce agood feast, with music, isan essentid part of such afarewell. | went to thank the
piper. He was surely aman of near-magica skills, for that lament had echoed my innermost thoughts; its
lilting melody had conjured up Sorcha's courage, her strength of spirit, and her deep love for the forest
and its People.

The piper was packing hisinstrument away negtly in agoatskin bag. He was athin man, dark bearded,



with alittlegold ring in hisear. His assstant, taler, hooded, held the bag open for him. The piper gave me
apolite nod.

"I wanted to thank you," | said. "'l don't know who invited you to play here, but it was agood choice.
Y our music comesfrom the heart.”

"Thank you, my lady. A grest teller of tales such as your mother deserves afitting farewell.”
He had stowed the pipes and now lifted the bag onto his shoulder.
"Y ou're welcometo return to the house for food and de,” | told him. "Have you far to travel home?"

The man gave acrooked grin. "A tidy old step," he said. "The dewouldn't go amiss. But—" He glanced
at hissilent companion. It was only then that | noticed, in the near darkness, thelarge, black bird perched
on thisman's shoulder, claws gripping tight, small, sharp eyefixed on me, gppraising. A raven. "Seemsto
me," said the piper, setting off in the direction of the house asif something had been decided between the
two of them without the need for words, "adrink or two wouldn't hurt. And | have to catch up with the
old auntie. Can't very well vist these parts without doing that. Shed never forgive me.”

"Auntie?' | queried, having to move briskly to keep up with him, for he set afair pace. Behind us, the
hooded man walked in silence. | realized, aswe made our way back through the forest, that the piper
was one of Janisstribe of far-flung connections. A traveling man, Danny Walker they called him. It wasa
little odd. Hadn't she once said Dan was from Kerry? That surely was along way to come, even for this.

We reached the path that led up to the main door of the keep. From within, there was a sound of voices,
and lanterns burned outside to light the way.

"Your friend iswelcome, too," | said to the piper, and | looked over my shoulder. The hooded man, dark
bird on shoulder, had hdted afew paces awvay. Clearly, he did not intend to follow usingde. "Will you
comein?' | asked him politely.

" think not."

| froze where | stood. Surely | had heard this voice before. Yet if it were so, it wasterribly changed.
Before, it had been young, passionate, and full of hurt. Now it seemed afar older man's voice and cold
with restraint.

He spoke again. "Go in, Dan. Takethisnight to visit your kinfolk and rest yoursdlf. I'll spesk with the
lady inthemorning.”

And with that, he turned and disappeared down the path beyond the hedge.
"Hell not comein,” said Dan flatly.

| blinked. Perhaps | had imagined the whole thing. "Does he mean me?' | asked hesitantly. "Thelady, he
sad. Mysdf?'

"Astothat," said Dan, "you'd need to ask him. I'd be down early in the morning if | were you. Hewon't
stay herelong. Doesn't like to leave her, you understand?

There was no chance to ask him any more. | had duties asthe lady of the house; | must offer support to
al those who grieved, and share in the songs and tales with which we sent my mother on her way with
honor and love. There was de and mead and spiced cakes, music and talk and fellowship. There were
smilesand tears. At length | made my way to bed, thinking the hooded stranger would be gonein the



morning, and the whole thing might smply be blamed on the Sight leading me astray.

Stll, I was up early and out in the herb garden, knowing it would be hard, thisfirst day without my
mother; awvare | must come here and be among her specid things, in the midst of her quiet domain, if |
wereto teach mysdlf that life would go on without her loving presence, her gentle guiding hand. | had left
Johnny with the nursemaid; it wastoo cold for him to be out of doors. | walked aong the path, plucking
asmall weed here and asmdller one there, knowing | waswaiting. It was barely dawn.

| sensed him just before | saw him. A cold fedling went up my spine, and | turned toward the archway.
He stood immoabilein the shadows, atal figure, still cloaked and hooded in black. The bird sat on his
shoulder like some cresture carven in dark stone.

"Will you comein?' | asked him, still doubting the accuracy of my memory. Then he stepped forward,
and dipped the hood back, reveding a pae, intense face, and the darkest of eyes, and ahead of hair the
deep color a the heart of awinter sunset.

"Ciaran," | breathed, "it isyou. Why did you not show yoursalf? Conor is here; he would want to see
you—will you not come insde and spegk to him?”

"No." The chilling findity of histone slenced me. The grest bird reached down with abesk likea
butcher'sknife to adjust its plumage. Itseye wasferd. "1 am not comefor that. No show of family spirit.
| am not fool enough to believe that chasm can be bridged. I'm here to bring amessage.”

"What message?' | asked quietly.

"For her mother," he said. "Niamh wanted to say, | love you, forgive me. But | an cometoo late.”
| could not speak.

"It will grieve her that | wasnot hereintime,” said Ciaran softly.

"Mother would know. It doesn't matter that it is now—after—she would till know. Is Niamh—is she
well? s she better, and ssfe—how did you—"

"Sheiswell enough. Much changed.” Histone was calm, but | sensed beneath it the deepest of sorrows,
aburden such as no young man should have to bear. | could not read what wasin hiseyes. "Thelaughing
girl who dazzled us a Imbolc is gone. She has not yet found her way. But sheis safe”

"Where? Where safe? How did you—"

"Safe. Where isunimportant.”

He had adruid'sway with answers. "With you?' | asked.

Ciaran gave asort of nod. "She needs protection. | failed her once, but that at least | can provide.”
Wefdl slent for awhile. Smal birds were starting to call, harbingers of anew dawn and anew season.

"l anNiamh'ssger,” | saidfindly. "I would like to know, at least, where sheis and whether she might
return when the truth isknown. | told my father. He understands now what an error they made when they
chose ahusband for her. It might be possible—could you not bring her back here and—"

Hislaugh startled me. The sound was dark with bitterness.
"Bring her back? How could that be?’



| said nothing, wondering at his response. Was there not some hope that things might at length be well? |
did not want to believe my efforts, and Bran's, had been quite futile.

"They never told you?' asked Ciaran bleskly.

"Never told mewhat?' That feeling seized me again, aterror, achill in the core of the body like atouch
of darkness past or evil to come.

"The truth. Why they forbade me to wed Niamh and sent the two of us away. Why we can never return
and will never wish to. How we are cursed, doubly cursed, by the keeping of secrets. They did not tell
you. | suppose that iswhy you helped us when nobody e sewould. If you had known the truth, you
would have spurned us."

| shrank from the cynica tone of hisvoice, so changed from the ardent, glowing hope with which he had
oncetold histae of love.

"Y ou'd better tell me everything,” | said. "My friends put themsavesm
i

great danger to help her. Tel methetruth, Ciaran. Theréstak of an old evil awake, of things tirring that
canhamusadl. What isit? Tell me"

| went to Sit on the old stone bench that stood between feathery clumps of wormwood and chamomile,
and he moved closer. The bird cawed and flew up into thelilac tree, where it perched rather precarioudy
on adender branch.

"It wascrud," said Ciaran quietly. In the early morning light hisface was ghost white. "Cruel that they
kept the truth from her. No wonder she thought herself abandoned, for she did not know why I'd fled;
what drove me away. She did not understand that our union was—cursed.”

"Cursed?' | echoed stupidly, not knowing what he might mean.

""Forbidden. Forbidden by blood. It was not until that night, when | came to Sevenwaters with my heart
besting high, prepared to do battle for my lady if it cameto it, that Conor deigned to tell me, at last, who
| was. All those yearsheld kept it from me, along secret never to betold. | thought myself afoundling,
an infant lucky enough to be fostered by the wise ones and brought up in the haven of theforest. |
dreamed of nothing more than to follow in Conor's footsteps, to dedicate mysdlf to the ways of the
brotherhood. Then | met Niamh. And it wastimefor the secret to be told.”

In the back of my mind, somewhere, things began to make a sort of sense. A terrible, twisted, inevitable
sense.

"Conor told you who you were?"

"Hedid. That | could never wed Niamh. That what we had done was shameful and wrong, a breaking of
naturd laws, an abhorrence, though it was donein innocence. Our union could never be sanctioned. For
| am the son of Colum of Sevenwaters by his second wife, the Lady Oonagh. | am half brother to Conor
and to Liam. Half-brother to Niamh's mother and yours. The woman who gave me birth was the
Sorceresswho near destroyed thisfamily and dl it held dear. So, in one blow, Conor stripped from me
my love, my future, my hope of joy, and my life's purpose. Not only was | forbidden Niamh, | wasas
well cast out of the brotherhood, cut adrift with no star to guide me. All were quenched, every one.”

"That's not what Conor said—"



"Huh! A sorceress's son can never be adruid. | carry the blood of acursed line. Such asoneas| can
never aspire to the highest arts of the wise ones, the realm of light, the inspiration of pure spirit. Itis
beyond me and aways would have been. | know that now. If | am her son, then | am ason of the
shadows, condemned to walk in darkness. How he could raise me al those years and keep this from me,
that | will never understand. Thet liel will never forgive him."

"The Lady Oonagh's child," | breathed. "He was never accounted for in the story. Smply, he vanished
from Sevenwaters when she did. When the enchantment was undone.”

"Convenient." Ciaran'stone was bitter. "My father found me and brought me back. | lived in the
nemetonsfor eighteen years, Liadan. | thought mysdlf in every way adruid. Imagine, then, the blow the
revelations of that night dealt me. And | compounded my own shame. | ran away. | abandoned Niamh to
despair and abuse. The burden of that | live with every day. No matter how carefully | guard her, no
matter how strong ashield | place around her, | cannot shut out what was done that night, for itslegacy is
lodged deep within us both.”

A shidd, aguard. | said carefully, "Where did you go when you left Sevenwaters that night? Conor said
you went to find your past. Wasit—wasit your mother you sought out? Is she—?" | stopped myself.
Some things, it seemed to me, were too dangerous to be spoken aoud.

"l told him." Therewas adarknessin Ciaran'svoice. "I told Conor. | said, aman cannot escape the
blood that runsin hisveins. No matter whether he discovers as a child or much later, when hethinks
himsdf adifferent sort of creature entirely, one perhaps who might aspire to nobility of mind, to grest
goodness. It matters not, for sooner or later the seed that isin us comesto fruition, that heritage we bear
beginsto rule us. Perhaps, if they had not told me, | might have grown old before the foul blood | bear
made itsalf known in me and forced me to turn my back on the light. Now | do know, | told him, and |
will find out just what powers thisinheritance brings and how | may wield them. Y ou may not be so
ready, then, to call me brother. Then | went away, farther in pirit than in body. A perilousjourney. My
mother knows well the art of concealment. She did not wish to be found, not yet. But | found her. | have
learned to cross the margin to that realm where she now hides hersdlf, where she waits.”

"How? How could you do such athing?"

"It ispart of thedruid training, to learn to walk over and to return. A test by fire and water, by earth and
air. | had endured it before, but this was different.” Hisvoice trembled. At that moment, | was able to
remember he was not, after dl, an old, embittered man, but ayoung one not so much older than mysdif.

"Y ou say shewaits. Waits—for what?"
Ciaran folded his arms and stared away from me up into the cold, morning sky.
"Y ou have many questions,” he said.

"It has been along time with no news," | said quigtly. "1, too, have amessage. Or rather, | have
something to return to my sigter. | have it here. Shelll be needing this, | think.” | reached into the pouch at
my belt and took out the necklace | had made for Niamh, the cord into which the love of her family was
woven, atadisman of unbreakable strength. Ciaran took it in his hand, and hislong, bony fingers touched
the small white stone that gtill hung threaded there. For the most fleeting instant, he smiled; and | saw
again the youth of Imbolc, whose look of joy and pride had shone from hisintense festures as helit the
firesof soring.

"Shethought thislogt," he said. "Y ou have kept it well. | thank you."



"Welove her." | was very closeto weeping. "Y ou don't seem to understand that. Do you have to take
her away, wall her up like some princess hi atae, too precious to be seen by ordinary folk? Arewe
never to see her again? Never to see her child, savein visons?'

It was asif time ceased, asif breath ceased, for one till moment, and then went on.
"Child?'
There was something in that word that clutched my heart as nothing yet had done.

"| am granted asght of these thingsfrom timeto time,” 1 told him, thinking now | had no choice but to do
0. "What will be or may be. I saw Niamh with alittle child, an infant with dark, red curls such asyour
own and eyeslikeripe berries. On the sand, in acave. It seemsto methere is a path forward for the two
of you. Not the path my uncle or my father would have chosen for you; not the way Conor would have
had you follow, for he wanted you to return to the nemetons, whatever you may think. | don't want to
believe | may never see my sister again or—"

"There are dangers such as you could scarcely dream of " Histone was hushed, edgy now. "A path |
was—directed to follow. A path she—my mother—wishes me to take. She waitsfor my answer. She
offered me much. Power such as aman can scarcely comprehend. Skills beyond the furthest art of
archdruid, arts beyond the last page of the thickest grimoire of the oldest mage. | can learn from her, and
| will. I will show my brother what | can do and what | can be."

"Isthisa—athreat? To carry out what the Lady Oonagh could not achieve?' | was shivering and did not
seem to be able to stop. In my mind was alittle picture of my sigter, fading and shrinking away from me.

"Asfor that, it will be asit must be. Niamh and I—you must understand, the past cannot be remade,
whatever our dreams whisper to us. Someills cannot be undone. And yet, when | told her the truth of it,
she opened her armsto me asif there were nothing to forgive. | spit on the laws of men that lay down
what we may or may not fed for each other. In all thisweb of sorrow and darkness, the bond between
usisasingle bright thread, too strong to be severed. | will keep her safe; | will pledgedl that isin meto
protect her. That comesfirgt, above al. More than that | cannot say, for beyond that my pathis
unknown, as yet unmade. Asfor her family and mine, | care nothing for them; they treated uswith
contempt. They lost their right to her when they cast her out of Sevenwaters. Still, to you we owe a debt.
To you and to the man who got her away from that place and made sure word reached me. For this
resson | bring you agift.”

"What gift—" | began, but as| spoke Ciaran gave the smallest of glances at the greet bird where it
perched in the tree above us, and with adight lift of the wings and a brief, intense movement of air, the
raven flew neatly down and settled on my shoulder, anot inconsiderable weight. 1ts beak was darmingly
closeto my eye, and | felt its claws through cloak and shawl and gown.

"Oh," | said, and was then quite lost for words.

"A messenger,” said Ciaran. "A loan more than a gift. Y ou may have need of him. But remember. Such a
creature must be caled upon only at the last extreme. Only when dl else hasfailed and you are without
aid, and body and spirit reach the end of their strength, then send him. Such amessenger should not be
employed lightly."

"I see" | said, not seeing at all. What was this greeat creature, some sort of sorcerer'sfamiliar? | had so
many questions to ask, too many.

"It'stimeto go." Ciaran seemed suddenly restless, asif hismind aready moved ahead of him to some



distant place. "I cannot be away long.”

"Still, it'squite ajourney to Kerry," | said cautioudy. ""From one full moon to the next, and longer, would
it not be?'

"That's the way Dan would prefer, by horseback or walking," Ciaran said. "But there are other ways."

"l see" | said again, my mind on old tales about druids and sorcerers. | wondered how much he had
learned in those eighteen years, and how much more sincelast | had seen him.

"Farewdl, then," hesaid gravely.

"I would have, you know," | blurted out, needing him to know, needing my sister to know that | was not
as coldhearted asthey believed me, "even if | had been told who you were and why it was forbidden. |
would gill have helped her. | love her. If sheiswith you, despite dl, perhgpsthat isin someway right.
Perhaps, in some way, that iswhat's meant to be, law or no law."

Ciaran gave anod. "One way or another, it will unfold," he said, sounding like adruid again. And asif
summoned, though there had been no summonsthat | could detect, Dan Walker appeared in the
archway to the garden, whistling under his breath, the goatskin bag balanced nestly on his shoulder.

"Were away then?' he inquired matter-of-factly. And before | could utter another word, Ciaran moved
like a shadow, and the two of them were gone. | followed, fedling the weight of the unexpected gift on
my shoulder, and the clutch of itsclawsin my flesh. | came out onto the path and |ooked down beyond
the hedges to the margin of the forest. But there was nobody to be seen.

Folk got used to theraven intime.

"Y ou'd best watch that bird near the young one,”" Janis warned me, feeling some responsbility, perhaps,
since her own nephew had been party to itsarrival. "Y ou can't trust a creature with abeak like that. And
you know what they say about ravens.

But in the event, she was completely wrong. Where the baby was concerned, the bird was amodd of
good behavior. While Johnny dept, it perched nearby, keeping a close eye on him and holding itstongue.
When he was awake and yelling for his supper, the raven had atendency to joinin, lending its powerful
voice to Johnny's own, and thus assuring him of rapid attention. When | walked by the lake to admirethe
new cygnets or in the forest under the spreading beeches with my son cradled in my arms, the raven
accompanied me, swooping like adark shadow from one low branch to another, never far awvay from
me and my child. | began to grow used to its constant presence. It was like awell-trained guard dog,
aerting meto the approach of awild pig or agroup of woodsmen with aharsh cry of warning. | caled it
Fiacha, anamethat has the meaning, "little raven.”

Asto how | might employ its services, that | could not quite grasp. Once or twice | tried to speek to the
creature with my mind, but | exhausted myself to no avail. Perhaps, when the time came, | would know
what to do—if the time came. There were so many rumors and portents and half-stated theories around,
onewas hard put to it to extricate the truth or hazard a guess asto what the future might hold. Thosewho
had touched my pregnant belly for luck, and thought Johnny the offspring of some Other-world being,
now eyed Fiacha sidelong, and looked at me shyly and muttered about the prophecy. It wasasign, they
said. My family made no effort to counter these fantasies. If people believed me the sometime consort of
one of the Tuatha De, that at least saved explanations.

| have listened to many talesin my life, and told afew of my own. If this hastaught me anything, it isthat
there are some occurrences that change the course of things, that make an dteration far beyond their own



gpparent magnitude. It islike the throwing of atiny pebbleinto apool, how it makes an ever-expanding
circle of ripples, spreading right across the water's surface. Thelittlething was alie, or rather atruth
withheld. Conor'slie and Liam's. Even my parents had known of this secret brother. Thefamily'slie, to
one of their own. And none had told, because it was so terrible, so dangerousin someway | only half
understood, that even Niamh, whose life was shattered by the effect of it, had not been dlowed to know
thetruth. | did not think, after this, that | could quite trust any of them again. All came from that lie: true
love, hopes blighted, crudty, abuse and flight, and for Ciaran himsdlf a descent into akind of darkness
that seemed to threaten the very fabric of our existence. For me and my family, it brought the loss of
openness, the breaking of trust. Farewellstoo late to be spoken; partings that were forever. Thelie had
awoken the old evil, and now it seemed one thing after another began to deviate from itstrue path.

Finbar had not remained long after we sent Sorcha down the lake. Very early next morning he was gone,
dipping away quietly into the forest with only mysdlf to bid him farewell.

"Y ou know wherel am," he said. "There may come atime when you need my help. Cal on me."

"Thank you." Fiachashifted on my shoulder, hishead dightly tilted, watching my uncle as he made his
way down the path under the trees. "Uncle?"

"What isit, Liadan?"

"l need to tell you something. | need to tell you that 1 have discovered the truth about Ciaran; about who
he isand why he went away. And | want to ask you something. If | wanted to know about the old evil,
and what that means.. . . would you tel me? Would anyone tell me? | have had so many warnings, and |
hear voicesthat pull me oneway and then another, and nobody will explain. If it'strue that we are under
some threat, how can wefight it if we don't understand it?

Finbar stared at me. "Y ou should have been my daughter, | think, for | hear my own words come from
your mouth. | would have told you this myself, long ago; but Conor made us agree to silence. Y ou'd best
ask himdirect. | think hewill spesk to you of these things now that our Sster is gone. With our silence we
sought to protect her from further pain, from seeing a darkness reborn that would blight our sons and
daughters lives asit did our own. When she thwarted the Sorceress, Sorcha believed the evil gone
forever; but we had not defeated it, Ssmply given ourselves afew years respite. Speak to Conor. Tell him
your misgivingsand ask him for the truth.”

"I will. Thank you, Uncle. Y ou dways spesk plain, and | honor you for that."
"Farewell, Liadan. Keep your light burning.”
And he was gone. Later that morning, they let the dogs ouit.

My father |eft the same day, taking al of us by surprise. I had known he would keep his promise, for he
was ever aman of hisword. But nobody had expected so precipitate a departure, especialy in view of
the hazards of such ajourney. Briton he might be, but he had lived among thefolk of Erin for eighteen
years and more, and there were no guarantees his own people would receive him well. Besides, he had
first to get there, across a coastline svarming with Norsemen and awide seafull of raiders and pirates
and tricks of wind and water. For the Big Man to depart on such aventure alone spoke of achange far
beyond that wrought by grief and loss. But Sean thought it made sense, of a sort.

"Hell morelikely dip across unobserved and gather intelligence as he goes," said my brother. "There was
atime, long ago, when this sort of thing was commonplace for him. Now he doesit only because he gave
hisword. But he still hasthe skills." There wasanote of pridein hisvoice. Asfor me, | did not doubt my
father's ability for the task. And | knew Janis had been right. | had seen the emptinessin hiseyes, and |



understood that without this mission he might indeed lose himsdlf in grief.

Father took hisleave of Sean and mein dielittle herb garden, where the young oak he had planted for
my mother in the autumn when Niamh was born now flourished to shade new generations of tender
seedlings. Hewas plainly dressed, and had by him avery smdl pack, sufficient only for the most basic
supplies.

"I'll go on foot," hetold us. "I've alittle business to atend to on the way; it needsto be done quietly. Best
if | travel unseen for the most part. Asfor Harrowfield, we have had little news. | cannot tell what awaits
methere”

"Father?' | had wished to keep my tone steady, to be strong for him. But our loss was too fresh, and my
voice quavered.

"Y es, sweetheart?'
"Y ou—you will come back, won't you?'
"That'safoolish thing to say," Sean snapped. | could tell he, too, was closeto tears.

"Y our brother'sright, Liadan," Father said, putting his arm around me and attempting asmile. "You
should not need to ask me such aquestion. Of course | will come back. Theréswork for me here, family
and folk. So Liam telsme. | go now because | was bid, because | promised.”

"Don't worry, Father. I'll ook after everything." Sean's attempt at confidence was not unconvincing.

"Thank you, Son. Now, | must bid the two of you farewel| for the time being. | know that you will be
strong and courageous. | know that you will be your mother's children.”

He gave me ahug, and | wept. He clasped Sean by the shoulder, and then he l€eft us.

Not long after, Padriac gathered up his entourage and headed off westward to pay his respectsto
Seamus Redbeard. After that, who knew? There were always fresh horizons to be sought, new
adventuresto be experienced. Y ou might, he said, spend your whole life thus and still leave plenty behind
for your sons and your grandsonsto cut their teeth on.

"And your daughters,” | added dryly.

My uncle grinned, showing hisdimples. "And your daughters,”" he agreed. "1 hear you're astrong hand
with abow, and quick with athrowing knife, and neat on your feet with astaff. Next time vigt, | might
teach you the art of sailing. Y ou never know when you might need that.”

| waited alittle, choosing my time with care. The household was sub dued, the loss of my mother keenly
felt, the departure of my father dso disturbing, for without his constant, reassuring presence folk seemed
alittlelog, asif thework of farm and forest and settlement could not be done with energy and spirit
unless histal figure could be seen among them, helping to mend thatch or stack straw or tend to the
breeding cattle. Conor and hisband of druids showed no sign of leaving. | thought Liam seemed

unusua ly withdrawn, and that Sorcha's desth had hit her serious eldest brother rather harder than anyone
would have expected. It seemed to me that Conor stayed for his brother's sake. But | suspected another
motive aswell. The archdruid was often there when | worked in my garden or played with Johnny on the
grass. He would walk with meto the settlement and give the folk good advice and ablessing whilel
tended to their injuries and allments. | thought that it was not me he watched, but Johnny. | had dways
trusted this uncle, so wise, so balanced, so serenely sure. Now | could not look at him without seeing
Ciaran's shadowed eyes and my sister's bruises. | thought about trust, and how dangerousit might prove



to beif you werewrong. | thought how perilousit was to make a choice based on trust, based on what
otherstold you wasright. It was plain to me what Conor wanted for me and for my son. It was the same
thing the Fair Folk wanted. Indeed, it seemed no more than common sense. Perhaps the forest was the
only place my son could be kept safe. But | could not be certain. The only choices | could be sure of
were my own.

We sat together in the garden, as Johnny lay on his blanket under the trees. There was nobody abouit. |
was sewing, for Johnny grew fast and was constantly in need of small shirts and tunics. Conor sat by my
sde, looking down toward the lake.

"Uncle" | said cautioudy, "I am not sure how to ask you this. | have heard many alusonsto an old evil,
something you thought long gone that is somehow awake again. I've been thinking of thisagrest dedl,
especidly since my mother's passing. | remember your story, the one about Fergus and Eithne. In that
tale the Fair Folk say that thingswill go wrong for Sevenwaters until the Idands are regained and the
bal ance restored. 1t seems to me things are going wrong now. What happened with Niamh was terribly
wrong. | must tell you that | have discovered the reason why you forbade their marriage. | know of
Ciaran'sidentity. But | cannot understand why you did not tell them the truth. Twice you withhed it: first
from Ciaran himsdlf, letting him grow up ignorant of who he was, and then you let Niamh believe he had
deserted her, smply telling her their union was for bidden without giving the reeson—that was crue
indeed. | cannot understand why you would concedl the truth thus. This has not been the way of things
for ushereat Sevenwaters.”

"Did Finbar tel you this?" Conor's voice was cam as ever, but his hands were restless, turning a hazel
twig between hisfingers.

"| spoke to him of thesethings, yes." | could not tell him Ciaran had returned. He could not know Niamh
lived, though it seemed harsh to hold back this news. In choosing to be her protector, Ciaran had indeed
set my sster gpart from her family. "But Finbar did not break any promises, Uncle. He told me you had
bound them to silence on this matter. | have pieced the truth together from visions and—and from other
" e

"l seek an explanation from you now if you will give one. For you warned meto keep my son herein the
fored, asif he wereindeed the child of the prophecy, the onewho will put al to rightsagain. And it does
appear the evil things are closing in on us. We have seen many losses here, not least the loss of trugt. |
understand what the Fair Folk told me, that Johnny may be the key. But hessolittle.” | glanced down at
Johnny, who was grunting with effort as he tried to reach histoes with hisfingers. "If what they say is
right, then my son may have a—amomentous part to play indl of this. I'm his mother. How can | make
any decisonsif | have not been told the whole truth?!

Conor looked at me. "Have you told the whole truth?" he asked gravely.

| felt ablush cometo my cheeks. "No, Uncle. But | do not seek to conced an evil, only to protect those
| love. And | did tell my mother the truth before the end.”

He nodded, apparently satisfied by this. "I, too, sought only to protect those | cared for, Liadan. But |
made aterrible error. | thought | was strong enough to undo her evil work, to counter it with a strategy of
my own. But | am only human, after al; apuny piece of this game. Sheisbeyond that, a creature of
greater power than anyone redlized; devious and imaginative. We thought her gone forever. We were

wrong."

"Her?'Y ou mean the Lady Oonagh, don't you? The same Sorceress who turned you into swans and



would have taken Sevenwatersfor hersdf if my mother had not undone the enchantment”?”

Conor sighed. "Y ou say shewould have taken it for hersdf. But it was not so smple. It wasfor her son
shewanted it; it was through him that she sought to have power and influence. Her son bore her own
tainted blood, the blood of aline of sorcerers; but he was aso the son of Colum of Seven-waters and
had arightful claim to the tuath. With us safely out of the way, he was the heir. With him as her pawn,
and by the use of her powers of sorcery, she could have swayed the destinies of kings, Liadan.”

"I know you brought him up inthe nemetons” | said. "Y our father found him and took him from his
mother, and you brought him up asadruid. | can understand that; but why didn't you tell him the truth?
Why wait until it was so late that hearing it near destroyed him?"

"My father madeit his quest to find Ciaran and bring him home," said Conor quietly. "Such aone asthe
Lady Oonagh careslittlefor achild of tender years. Sheintended, | imagine, to wait until hewasold
enough to be taught and then to make a sorcerer of him. So she fostered the boy with folk she deemed
harmless: a childless couple in the south, who were only too glad of abag of slver in return for the care
of asmall lad. Their dwelling was remote, hidden in the deep folds of awooded valley. The Sorceress
thought it safe to leave her son there awhile. She reckoned without my father's determination. So Ciaran
was found and carried home to the forest. The boy was brought up in the lore, in the peace and discipline
of the grove. Here, too, Lord Colum lived out the years of hisold age hi contemplation and study and
died agood desth. Ciaran was like a son to me, Liadan; afine young man, deep, wise, perceptive, quick
to learn, and strong in self-discipline. He possessed every qudity one would wish for in afuture leader of
our kind. | was so sure, so certain | could undo her work and make of this child aman who would follow
the path of light, steadfast of purpose, surein faith, unswerving in his dedication to the mysteries. Wetold
no one who he was. Besides mysdlf and my father, only my sister and brothers knew of hisexistence. |
made the choice not to reved hisoriginsto him. No lad should have his growing years blighted by adark
truth like that. Instead, he was smply one of us. In every way, he belonged to the wise ones.”

"And yet hedid not,” | said. | could read Conor's distressin his eyes, athough hisvoice was, asadways,
deep and sure. "For surely the son of a sorceress can never become adruid.”

Conor was very pde. "l had made aterrible mistake. The boy bears his mother's blood, and in time that
made itself known. | had thought | could counter it. | brought him to Sevenwaters. He longed for a
glimpse of life outside the nemetons, and he had proved himself indeed worthy to assist with the
ceremony of Imbolc. So safedid | believeit, | never thought he might be tempted. ... | never thought. . .
but | brought the evil down on us again. He had only to set his eyes on Niamh, and the Lady Oonagh's
hand began to shape our lives once more. Through her son, she began once more to work her
destructive will on the family and those we guard and protect. There was no choice, Liadan. That night
we spoke of it; Liam and | and your father. | made adecision. | made them agree to silence. We saw
how Sorchawas stricken to the heart by this, how shefeared for her children, that they in their turn might
face the maign influence of the Sorceress. We kept it from you. We thought it best if Niamh did not
know the full truth about the sin she had committed. Without that burden of guilt, we reasoned, she might
better put this behind her and start anew. She made agood marriage; she wasfar away and safe from
harm. Asfor Sean, nobody wished to see him rushing out, sword in hand, seeking some sort of
reparation from Ciaran. Sean wasto be aleader, baanced and wise like hisuncle and like hisfather. It
was best if he did not know. And if he was not to know, we could hardly tell you."

"What about Ciaran?' | asked grimly. "For it seemsto me, hewasworg trested of al; hiswholelife has
beenalie”

"Wetold him thetruth that night." Conor sounded like an old man, weary and sad. "I could offer him no
less. What he and Niamh had done was an abomination, againgt naturd law."



"They acted in innocence." My voice was shaking.

"That | acknowledge," he said gravely. "It was nonethel ess forbidden and could in no way be sanctioned.
It was best for Niamh to marry and start anew. Asfor Ciaran, he chose hisown path. Inthat | saw his
mother'sinfluence stretching out over us once more.”

| glanced up at Fiacha, who sat atop a hawthorn hedge, preening hisfeathers. Findly, my uncle had given
me the truth. But it was blindingly clear that | would not be able to return the favor. Not now and perhaps
not ever.

"Do you know where Ciaran went when he fled from Sevenwaters?' | asked cautioudly. "Do you believe
that the Lady Oonagh il lives, and that he sought her?

"Some things seem too terrible to be spoken doud. It is possible, yes. Asto how he would hope to reach
her, there are ways. Ciaran is adept; he might attempt such ajourney without supervision, athough thet is
unwise. | have heard nothing since he left here, Liadan.”

"Y ou sent him away, knowing he might try this?'

"I did not send him away. He could have remained with us. He was—he was an outstanding student,
capable of great things, extremdy skilled in dl the arts of the mind and in the craft of magic. Therewasno
need for him to leave us. Indeed, the threat posed by his ancestry could far better have been controlled
within the confines of the sacred circle and of our community. He chose to go. He choseto put that
behind him. | failed, Liadan. | failed him, and intheend | failed my family aswell."

"Youoncetoldme" | said, "not to fed guilt snce thingswould unfold asthey must. That wasalong time
ago, right a the very start of this. Now | hear you saying that thisis somehow your fault. Perhaps you're
wrong about that. Maybe the whole thing is part of some pattern, a pattern so big that we cannot see
more of it than the tiny part where we belong. That was what the Fair Folk told me, that we couldn't
understand and so our choices were flawed. It seems sometimes asif we are no more than puppets that
they manipulate to suit themselves. But | think we have agreater power than they are prepared to
acknowledge, or why would it matter to them so much that | might take one path or another? Why would
they set such store on keeping Johnny safe? Perhapsit isindeed only through small folk such as ourselves
that the prophecy may be fulfilled, despite whet they tell us™

"And after al," said Conor quietly, "it was through human strength and endurance that Lady Oonagh's
enchantment was undone before, not by a powerful intervention of the Tuatha De. Y ou are saying, then,
that | may be wrong about Ciaran?’

"From what you tell me, heis neither weak nor ignorant. Despite his anger, heis surely ayoung man who
will weigh his choices carefully and with some skill. | cannot believe that because heis her son, he must
inevitably work evil inhislife. To say that isto say we have no choice at al in what we do, in how we
live. | don't believe that, Uncle. Perhagps we do have a short span in thisworld, asthe Fair Folk tell us;
perhaps our scope is somewhat limited. But within those limits we do have the power to change things,
the power to make choices and to go where we must. If | have learned anything about mysdlf, it isthat |
will not be atool of somelord or lady and dance to their tune, not if my heart calls me onto another path.
Y ou brought Ciaran up to be balanced and wise. He bears that within him as well asthe blood of the
sorceress. What you imparted to him so lovingly through the long years of training has made him strong.
Perhaps heis stronger than you think."

We did not spesk of these things again; and at length, when summer had advanced into autumn, and
Johnny could st up by himsalf and move dong by an odd, haf-crawling, haf-cregping motion, Conor
departed with his silent, white-robed brethren after him. All that he said to me was, "Keep him sife,



Liadan. For al our sakes, keep him safe.”
Chapter Thirteen

There had been no word from Eamonn, other than an escort sent to see his sister home. For that | was
profoundly grateful, for the last conversation between us was graven deep in my mind, along with the
memory of hiskiss. By autumn | was able to tell myself, with reasonable conviction, that he must at |ast
have accepted no for an answer and decided to get on with hislife. | was sorry if my decision had made
thingsdifficult for Sean, or for Liam, whose links with Eamonn were vital not only to their joint defenses
but aso to the success of any venture against Northwoods. Both had commented on Eamonn's silence.
Stll, it was early daysyet. In time, the dliance would be as strong as ever, for was not Aiding to wed my
brother next spring? That would heal many wounds.

Onewarm afternoon close to Mean Fomhair, when the harvest was nearly over and apples hung ripely
glowing in the orchard, | took my son down to a secluded part of the lake shore. Here, the fringe of
willows came amogt to the water's edge, and the curve of the shordline ensured both shelter and privacy.
It was agolden day; the lake surface glittering with light, the forest sarting to put on its autumn raiment, a
drift of orange, scarlet, and yellow around the somber green of pinesthat crowned theridge tops. As
children, we had spent happy days here swvimming and diving, climbing the trees, and inventing countless
new games of adventure. Now, | et my son go naked on the sand, where he created strange patterns
with his newly learned, half-crawling gait. And later | mysdlf stripped to my shift and took himin the
water with me, trusting that the work of the harvest would ensure we were undisturbed. Johnny grinned
with delight, reveding histwo new teeth, as hefdt the cool water on hisskin. | lifted him gently in and out
with little splashes.

"Thistime next year, I'll teach you to swim properly,” | told him. "Like afine sdmon, you'll be, or asedl
maybe. Then they'll dl sart telling me your father was amerman or asgkie.”

We played and played until he grew tired, and | put him on hislittle motley blanket to rest in the shade of
the willows. He was not quite adeep, but seemed content to lie there awhile, gazing up at the intricate
pattern of light and shadow made by the long leaves and talking quietly to himsdlf in someinfant tongue |
could not quite understand. Fiacha perched in the branches nearby, watching. He had been anxious while
we werein the water, flapping overhead with squawks of concern or pacing on the water's edge, where
his small, neat footmarks gtill imprinted the sand. Now he was quiet. | went back into the water and
swam, looking up to check Johnny from timeto time before | ducked down under to let the coolness
wash over my face, then bobbing up to flick my hair back in aspray of droplets. It wasagood feding, as
if, in the strong enveloping hold of the water, | could, for abrief while, forget the complications of my life,
the decisonsthat faced me, forget secrets and duplicity and risks, and enjoy again the innocent freedom
of childhood.

At length | grew cold and began to wade back to the shore. On the little blanket, Johnny lay deeping. He
would be hungry later. | stood knee deep, wringing the water out of my hair. There was no sound, no
movement, but something made melook up. The small hairs on my neck prickled, and | knew | was
being watched.

Under thewillows, astill asif he were himself part of the forest, aman stood. If you did not know him,
you would have thought the complex pattern that marked hisfeatureswas smply atrick of thelight, a
play of sun through willow twigs. He was dressed very plainly, in subdued gray and brown, suitable garb
for aman who wishes to pass through wooded country unseen. If he bore awesapon, | could not seeit. It
seemed the Painted Man had found the mystic forest of Sevenwaters no more of a challenge than the
marshes of Sidhe Dubh. Or perhaps he had been allowed to enter.



He made no move. Clearly, | was going to have to emerge from the water clad only In my dripping shift
and somehow think of the right thing to say. | waded to shore with as much dignity as| could summon,
but it ishard to fed in control of a situation when you must bend to squeeze water from your skirt, when
your arms and shoulders are exposed and haf your chest is bare, and your feet are covered with sand,
and thereisnot acomb or mirror in Sght. | reached the spot where my gown and shawl lay on the sward
abovethelittle beach, but he was there before me. Behind us, on the other side under the willows, the
babe had not stirred.

Bran had my shawl in his hands, and he reached to put it around my shoulders. So much for choosing the
right words. | could scarcely breathe, let alone say anything that made any sense. The shawl fdll to the
ground, and hisarmswent around me, and mine around him, and | felt hislips on mine, touching gently In
akissof such sweetnessthat it left me close to tears. He put his hands one on each sde of my face, his
thumbs moving dowly againgt the skin of temple and cheek, asif he could not quite believe | wastherein
hisarms. The hunger in his eyes belied the restraint of histouch.

"Oh, Liadan," he said under his breath. "Oh, Liadan."

"You'resafe," | managed, as my fingers moved softly againgt the back of his neck, and my heart thumped
rather fast. "1 had not hoped—but you should not be here, Bran. Liam's men keep awatchful guard. And
he gtill believes—I have not told him the truth about my sister and how you helped her. | owe you agreat
debt for what you did."

"Not s0," he said quietly. "Y ou paid, remember? Now come, et us observe the code for alittle before al
control isquitelost. Sit hereby me."

Then he bent to pick up the shawl and put it around my shoulders.

"Now," he said, taking a deep breath, "we must sit down, three paces apart, and | will give you some
news."

"I know my sgter issafe,” | said, Sitting as heinstructed. He settled on the grass nearby. "A—a
messenger came on the day my mother died.”

"l see. Y our mother—thiswill have caused you sorrow.”
| nodded, till finding it hard to speak, hard to breathe, hard to collect my witsat al.

"There's other newsthat will interest you," Bran went on. "News| came by on theway here, which may
not yet have reached the ears of your uncle or your brother. Ui Neill isdead. Strangled in hisdeep, ashe
made camp by the passto the north. This occurred some time ago, before midsummer, I'm told. They've
been keeping it quiet; there are strategic reasons for doing so. The attacker was not identified. Fled in the
night, and the body not found until daybreak. Must have been a man with strong hands, who knew how
to move soft in the woods."

My mind raced ahead into possbilitiesthat terrified me. "l see" | said in awhisper.

"Could it bethat thereis one among your kinsmen who knew the truth? One who was not afraid to
administer due punishment for what was doneto your sster?"

"| think maybe Sean guessed at the truth,” | said dowly. "But he has remained here at Sevenwaters since
my mother died.”

"Did youtdl no one?'



"Y ou sound surprised. But that was your own suggestion. Are you taken aback, that awoman could
show such strength of will?*

"Indeed no. | am coming to redize | cannot classify you smply as a woman. In al things, you are
yoursdlf."

"Nonethdless, | did tell them the truth, eventudly. My father, and Sorcha. | could not let mother die
believing Niamh had perished. | told them what you had done for me."

We sat slent, and | pondered the astounding possibility that the Big Man, nurturer of growing things,
arbiter of every dispute, might have put hislarge hands around Fionn Ui Neill's neck and squeezed thelife
out of him.

"I wouldn' let it bother you," said Bran, without emphasis. "Like many another secret killing, thiswill
probably be attributed to the band of the Painted Man. With so many ill deedsto our credit, what's one
more? Y our father has at |east taken one step, now, to compensate for his past weakness."

| scowled at him. "Must aman kill and maim to earn your respect?’

He regarded melevdly. "A man, or awoman, must at least be able to make sound decisions and abide
by them. If aman has responsibilities, he should not relinquish them on awhim. If he chooses the path of
lands, and family, and community, then he must shoulder that burden for life, not tossit asideto follow
any woman who dazzleshimin passing.”

| sighed. "1 wish you could have met my mother. Y ou'd have only needed to speak with her onceto
change your opinion entirely. Asfor my father, he made a difficult choice when he came here to be with
her. He did not shirk responshility; he smply changed one burden, asyou put it, for another. She needed
him, Bran. Sheneeded himas.. . ." My voice cracked, and | held back the words. As | need you. |
would not say it.

We sat slent for awhile, and then he said, "I cannot tay long. | must see your brother, for my missonis
but haf completed. Are there other women nearby, or are you quite aone here?!

"We're unlikely to be disturbed. Why do you ask?"
"|—I told mysdlf | would exercise restraint when at last | saw you again, but 1—"

Hiswords were lost because suddenly our arms were around each other, and our bodies were pressed
close, and the tide of pent-up desire flooded through us, for it could be held back no longer. And it was
very sweet indeed to fed the hardness of hisbody against me and the urgent touch of his hands through
the damp fabric of my shift. All faded, but those sensations. It was asif there were no man, no woman
here on the shore benegth the willows, no Bran, no Liadan, smply two halves of something broken that
must now, & last, inevitably be made whole again. | sighed and pulled him moretightly against me. He
whispered something and moved subtly, and | gasped. Then there was awailing from the other side of
thelittle cove, and a cawing from the branch above, and we both went very ill. Thewaliling increased,
and we moved apart and rose, and | walked over to pick up my son in my arms as Bran stood
motionless on the grass, hisface very pae.

"Sorry," | sad, ridiculoudy. "They can't wait for their dinner at thisage." For my son was hungry, and
cross, and there was no choice but to St therein full view, and pull down my shift and put him to the
breast. The wailing ceased ingtantly as he began to suckle, and the raven held itstongue, perched there
above us. Fiacha had not warned me of Bran'sarrival. That was a strange lapse for such an effective
watchdog.



Bran did not move. He was staring, his eyes shocked, his expression again remote, a mask.

"Clearly, you wasted no time," he observed. "Why did you not mention this before? What game were
you playing?’

Memories of another such conversation came flooding back painfully, and tears of hurt and outrage
pricked my eyes.

"What do you mean, | wasted no time?" | whispered angrily.

"My informants usually do better. Nobody thought to tell me you were wed and with achild. | was afool
to come back here."

| was torn between insane laughter and affronted tears. How could aman with areputation for successin
the mogt difficult mission be so unbeievably stupid?

"| thought you cameto see my brother,” | said shakily.

"That was true enough. | did not lieto you. But | aso thought—I aso hoped—clearly my judgment was
faulty. That you would ever—I cannot believe that | alowed mysdlf to be taken in so asecond time.”

"Indeed,” | said, "your judgment has gone sadly awry if you would believe such athing of me. Then |
would be no better than some creature of the roadside who gives hersdlf to any man for the asking.”

Despite himsdlf, he had moved close again, and squatted down nearby, seemingly unableto tear hiseyes
away from thesght of the infant feeding.

"| suppose they found you a suitable mate, asthey did for your sster,” he said bleskly. "At least you did
not wed that man, Eamonn Dubh. | keep a close watch on him; that, at least, | would have known. What
chieftain's son did your family select for you, Liadan? Did you find, once you lay with me, that you had a
taste for it and could wait no longer for the marriage bed?!

"If it were not for the child, your face would bear the mark of my hand for that,” | said, moving my sonto
the other breast. "Clearly, you have not yet learned to trust.”

"How could I, after this?' he muttered.

"Y our pregjudices blind you to the truth,” | said ascamly as| could. "Have you asked yoursalf why | am
dill hereat Sevenwatersinstead of with my husband?’

"I would not hazard aguess,” he said bleskly. "Y our family appearsto follow aset of rulesdl itsown."

"That's good, coming from you." A pox on the man; he scarcely deserved to be told the truth. How could
he misread me so badly?

"You'd better tell me, Liadan. Who is he? Who isyour husband?’

| took adeep breath. "I have remained here because | have no husband. Not that there was alack of
offers. | did indeed have the opportunity to wed, and | turned it down. | would not give your son another
man'sname.”

There was complete Slence, save for the small sounds the child made as he sucked and swallowed. He
had become an efficient feeder and soon enough he had drunk hisfill and wriggled out of my armsto go
off exploring again. He crawled erraticdly over to Bran, planting alittle starfish hand on thelong,
patterned fingers, examining them with apparent fascination.



"What did you say?' Bran was Sitting extremely Hill, asif hefeared to move a dl, lest the world should
come crashing down around him.

"I think you heard me. Heisyours, Bran. | told you once | would have no other man but you, and | have
never lied to you nor ever will."

"How can you be sure?'

"Sincel have lain with but one man, and that only for the one night, it ssemsto methere isno doubt
whatever. Or have you forgotten what passed between us?'

"No, Liadan." He moved hisfingersjust alittle on the grass, and Johnny sat down suddenly, with asmall
sound of surprise. He gazed up at hisfather, his gray eyesreflecting the fascinated apprehension of
Bran's. "l have not forgotten. Such anight, and such amorning, remain graven deep, no matter what
follows. But this—this| cannot believe. | must be dreaming. It is surdly some fantasy of theimagination.”

"It did not fed much like afantasy while | wasgiving birthto him,” | said dryly.
Helooked a me, mouth set very grim indeed. "Why didn't you tell me? How could you not tell me?!

"l came closetoit, when | saw you a Sidhe Dubh. But that was not the time; and besides, it ssemsto me
you aready bear more than your share of burdens. | hesitated to add another. And yet, | did want you
there. | wanted you there so much, to share that moment of joy when our son came into the world.”

There was another silence. Johnny tired of the hand and crawled away onto the sandy shore. Bran
watched him, and there was alook in his eyes that made my heart turn over. But when he spoke at last,
his voice was under firm control.

"Y ou know what | am. Y ou know thelifel lead. | am not afit man to be afather or ahusband. Asyou
said yoursdlf, | have no trade but killing. I would not see my son become another such as mysdf. Heis
better off without me, and so are you. | cannot hope to understand your kinsfolk; but I know that
whatever your father'sfailings, your brother isagood man, well able to protect and provide for you. This
should befarewdl for us, Liadan. | cannot become the man you need. | am—tainted, deficient. Best that
this child never knowswho hisfather was."

| could hardly spesk. " So you would replay the story of Cu Chulainn and Conla, isthat it?"
"A taleof great sadness" he said softly. "It seemsto methat is exactly what thisis.”

Thetwo of us sat quietly, watching the baby as he propedlled himsdlf across the sand with adetermination
not aways matched by his control of hislimbs. He would wobble on hands and knees and topple
Sdeways, and haul himsdf up again.

"l waswrong, | seethat,” Bran observed after awhile, "when | called thisaburden. It isno burden, but a
pricdess gift. Such agift should not be squandered on aman like mysdif."

"Ah," | said softly, "but gifts come unsought. Each of us accepted one the night we lay together. Y our son
does not judge you, nor do I. To him you are a clean page, where anything might be written from this day
on. Asfor me, | have never asked you to change. Y ou are what you are. | have strong hands, Bran.
Through the blackest night, | have kept watch for you. At dark of the moon, my candle has burned to
light your path. Y ou may chooseto rgect thisgift, but | will not let go so easly. | carry you in my heart,
whether youwishit or no."

He nodded. "I knew that, without understanding. There weretimeswhen | believed | saw you, therein



the darkness. But | dismissed it as aweakness of the mind. Liadan, you should not tie yourself thus. You
deserve better, much better: alife of honor and purpose; aman you can wak beside without shame. My
worldisone of danger and flight, of shadows and concealment. That will not change. | would not inflict
such an existence on you, or on the—or on my son.”

"If you cannot see afuture in which we are together, then why did you cometo seeme?” | asked him
sraight out. "Why not smply do your business with Sean and leave as secretly as you came?Y ou asked
me once to go away with you. Perhaps you have forgotten that. Y ou changed your mind when you
learned my name. And yet, you alow my brother to pay you. What isthe price for thismisson?Why do
you work for the son of Sevenwaters when you have rejected the daughter? It makes no sense.”

"l suppose,” he said wearily, "it islike the net your mother cast over Hugh of Harrowfield, which made
him weak with desire so that he abandoned his duty to follow her. | find the merest thought of you makes
me do, and say, things that astonish even myself. My need for you warps my judgment. | told you once
that telling tales was dangerous because it makes men want what they cannot have. Since | met you, | am
tormented by visions of adifferent existence, onein which | would not be done. But aman like mysalf
must remain alone. To befriend such aman, to—to commit yourself to such aman is sooner or later a
death sentence. Y ou must move on without me, Liadan.”

Therewas aterrible achein my heart, but | kept my tone light. “Then you think | should have married
Eamonn when he asked me?' | said, browsraised. "He did ask me, severd times. Even after the child
was born, he wished me to be hiswife and was rel uctant to accept no for an answer.”

"What?' He sprang to hisfeet in outrage. " That man would have taken my woman and my child for his
own? A man whose father was atraitor of the worst kind? By the powers of hdll, | should have dit his
throat when | had the chance." Histone changed abruptly. "'Is he supposed to be edting that?" he queried,
looking at the child.

The baby had discovered afat, squirming insect on the sand, and had managed to grasp it in hissmall fist.
Now he was conveying thewriggling morsel toward his mouth.

"No, Johnny!" | called, and moved to free the creature from his grip and to divert him quickly with a
game of mud pies while the insect made its escape.

Behind us, Bran had gone suddenly quiet. And then he said, "What did you say?' and it became clear to
me that my mother'sintuition had, once again, been exactly right.

"| cdled my son by hisname."
"Why would you choose this name for the child?" Hisvoice was very hesitant.

"Heisnamed for hisfather, and for hisfather'sfather, aman of great integrity,” | said quietly, my hands
il busy forming alittle castle from the damp sand. As soon as| had finished, Johnny reached out his
hand and demolished my congtruction.

"But—how could you know this? This name—this name has been unspoken for so many yearsthat | had
amog forgotten it mysdf.” Therewasadark painin histonethat chilled me,

"In the house of Sevenwaters, the name of John has not remained unspoken,” | said gravely. "Y our father
was my father's dearest friend. They spent their growing yearstogether. My father told meit gave him
great joy that his grandson was aso John's grandson.”

"How could he know this? | do not bear my father's name. Not now. He died. He died before | could



know him, killed in defense of your mother when she cameto meddlein the affairs of Harrowfield and
entice Lord Hugh away from hisresponsibilities. Perhaps my father was agood man, asyou say. | never
had the chanceto find out.”

| sighed. "Clearly, whoever told you this story had a particular dant on it. Perhaps you were too young to
seethat it might not be the whole truth. Who did tell you this story?"

Hisfeatures went suddenly blank. "I will not spesk of that.”

"It might be better for you if you did speek of it," | said carefully. "Y ou could tell me."
"Some things should remain buried. Thisburden is such that it cannot be shared.”
"Itis, perhaps, only by sharing it that its weight can be taken from your shoulders."

"l can't, Liadan."

After awhile, | said, "1 didn't answer your question. I'll tell you alittle more of your story, the only part |
do know. Y ou see the small blanket there under the trees, where Johnny was deeping? Bring it here.”

Bran'sfingers moved across the surface of the rug | had made, touching one patch and then another.
"Thisis..."

| nodded. "1 took the liberty of making some adjustmentsto your coat, so | could wesr it. This blanket
holds the hearts of Johnny's family and warms his deep with their love. My sister Niamh's rose-colored
gown; my riding dress, my father's old shirt, stained from his labors on the farm. Y our coat that covered
mewhen | dept under the stars. And .. ."

Hisfingers had stopped and they were touching a patch of faded blue, where ancient embroidery trailed
deicately acrossthe fabric, avine, aleaf, atiny, winged insect. Then he turned hisarm over, and there,
graven with needle and inks on the inner wrist, was the sefsame creature, the very first design he had
requested when he was nine years old and determined he was aman.

"This fabric comes from agown my mother wore and treasured,” | said. "She had afriend at
Harrowfield, John'swife, Margery. Margery made this gown hersdf; shewas very skilled with the
needle. It was agift to my mother, agift of love. For when Margery's son was born, it was only my
mother's skills as amidwife that saved hislife. When my own Johnny was born, my mother said it was
just another such labor, and the infant was so like that other that it could not be coincidence. She said, |
think | could put anameto this child'sfather. lubdan—L ord Hugh—agreed. | wished to give my son his
father's name. | wanted to give you back your name. Y our parents would not want you to hate, Bran.
They owed adebt of gratitude to my mother, and she to them. They sheltered and loved her."

"Y ou cannot know." Histone was bleak.

"l want you to tell me something. Y ou said my brother isagood man. | believe you do not think ill of me,
for dl your tak of nets of enchantment, nor of my sister, whom you aided at considerable risk. But we
are our father's children, Bran, and our mother's. Perhaps you should consider the possibility that Hugh of
Harrowfied acted from both love and duty when he came to Sevenwaters. He did not smply walk away
without providing for his people.”

"Y ou cannot understand. Best that you do not understand, that you never know."

"What happened to your mother? What happened to Margery?”



Silence. The hurt, whatever it was, lay too deep to be uncovered thus. It waswell locked away.

"I will ask you one more question and et that be an end of this. What if | were in some place of danger
with the child and you arranged aguard for us, Gull perhaps or Snake? What if there were an attack, and
that guard was killed? Would you consider you acted unreasonably in asking him to undertake that

duty?"

"He would not be killed. My men are the best. Besides, that's not the way it would be. If you and—and
Johnny were at risk, | would guard you myself. | would not leave such atask to another. The questionis
inappropriate. | would ensure such asituation never arose. If | were—responsible for you—you would
never be placed in apostion of danger.”

"Butif it did happen?"

"My men take such risks every day,” he said reluctantly. "Lives are lost, and our work goes on. For this
reason we have no wives, we have no sons.”

"Mmm," | said. "Well, you've broken the code at |east twice now. Will you tell them when you go back?’
There was a pause.

"I will not go back until thismissioniscomplete,” hesaid. "And | spoke truth when | said | was hereto
see your brother. It growslate; | must do so and depart.”

He got up, the small blanket till in his hands. Johnny was engrossed in his labors, both fistisfull of sand. |
roseto my feet.

"It's pointless, | suppose, to ask you to come back to me safely,” | said, working hard to keep my voice
steady. "Perhapsit's pointless to ask you to come back at dl. But | will keep my candle burning while
you are gone. Please be careful.”

"I must go, Liadan. Do not fear for my safety. Both your brother and | are fully aware of therisks. I—I
must say farewell now. By dl the powers," he said suddenly, gathering meinto hisarmsagain, "1 think |
would pay any price to spend tonight in your bed. Y ou see how my judgment deserts me, when—" And
he kissed me again, deeper and harder thistime. It seemed to methiswasalast kiss, thekissgiven by a
warrior who goes to battle knowing he will not return. It should have been asimple matter to step away
and let him go. But my arms seemed to have awill of their own, to hold on; and hiswere warm and tight

around my body.

"You il believe thisis some spell, somewoman's snare that | have laid on you against your will?" |
breathed.

"How can | think otherwise? The merest touch of your hand is enough to make me forget who | am, and
what | am, and what | am not."

"It'sawdl-known phenomenon,” | told him, attempting asmile. "When aman and awoman are together,
and their bodies speak oneto the other . . . maybethat'sal itis.”

"No. Thisisdifferent.”

| did not contradict him for | believed hiswords were true. The longings of the flesh were one thing, and
very powerful they were, as| had cause to know. But what was between uswas infinitely stronger than
that: ancient, binding, and secret. | had not forgotten those voices that called mein the place of the great
barrow. Jump.



"Liadan," he sad, with hislipsagaingt my hair.
"What isit?'
"Tdl mewha you want fromme."

| drew an unsteady breath and pulled back just far enough to see hisface. Under the raven markings, he
looked very serious and, for the first time, very young; no more than the one and twenty | had found so
hard to believe.

"That your spirit could be hedled of itsscars,” | said softly. "That you could see your way. That'swhéat |
want."

For amoment, he seemed lost for words, and a small, perplexed frown creased his brow. "Y our
response isnot what | expected. Always, you have an answer that sillences me.”

My fingers reached up to trace the pattern that marked hisfeatures, that circled his steady, gray eye, that
defined the plane of the cheek and the strong line of the jaw. "'1've been told something like that before," |
sad. "By my Uncle Conor. Heinvited meto enter the nemetons and become adruid aong with my son.”

"Don't go away." Hisresponse was ingtant, an echo of that child I had heard in my mind, screamingin
the darkness. His armstightened around me so | could scarcely breathe. "Don't take him away."

My heart thumped. He had frightened me. "It'sdl right," | said quietly. "1 will kegp my light burning for
you. | told you that, and | will never lieto you." | rested my forehead againgt his chest, wondering how |
could bear the moment when he would take his arms away from where they held me fast and vanish back
into the forest.

"You havetold me" he said very quietly, "what you want for me. But what do you want for yoursdf?'

| looked up into hiseyesfor | believed he should be able to read the answer on my face. | would not put
it into words, not now. "I'll tell you that when you come back," | said, my voice waobbling dangeroudly.
"Y ou are not ready to hear that answer. Now you'd better go before | give you another excuse for your
argument that women turn on their tears whenever they choose, just for effect.”

It was very hard to let go. But we did, and Bran knelt down next to his son on the damp sand of thelittle
beach. Johnny looked up and said something in hisincomprehengble infant language.

"Indeed," Bran replied gravely. "It wasjust aswell, | think, that you woke when you did this afternoon.
We might otherwise have made another small son or daughter to be born into aworld of shadows and
uncertainty.” Hislong fingers moved very gently to touch his son's brown curls, and then heroseto his
feet.

"I have no answersfor you," he said, and his expression was somber. Now he was maintaining histhree
paces distance, asif it were too dangerous to move close again.

Holding back my tears was becoming harder by the moment. "I have no expectations,” | told him.
"Wishes and hopesfor the three of us, that'sal.”

"Good-bye, Liadan." He picked up hislittle pack and went away from me, walking up the sward into the
shade of the willows. There he paused and turned back, looking first a Johnny and then at me; and it
seemed to me the shadow wasin hiseyesand dl around him.

"Farewell, dear heart,” | whispered, and bent to pick up the damp, sandy infant, for it was long past time



for usto return to the house. Still Bran stood watching, and his expression took my bresth away, such a
wondrous mixture it was of love and pain. Then he turned his back on us and was gone.

After that, the Sight cameto visit me unbidden and with avengeance. | believed mysdf strong, but it was
atest such as| had never yet encountered. | understood the capricious, deceptive nature of this gift, how
it did not aways show litera truth, how past and present and future, how has been and will be and may
be were jumbled together in its ssemingly random visons. Thiswas just aswel, snce without that
knowledge | would indeed have run mad, as did somefolk cursed by the same gift. It clutched at me
quite without warning; and dl of itsimages were dark ones. And even when the visions were absent, |
could not escape the feding that | was being watched; that, somehow, everything | did was under
scrutiny, and being judged.

Sometimesiit was quite short. | would be walking back from the cottages, my basket over my arm, and |
would fed alittle faint; and then, right before me, | would see the carved beasts on the pillars, and
Eamonn'sface, white with adesperate rage, and his hands around Bran's neck, squeezing tight. And this
time, Bran'sknifefdl to the floor unused as the patterned fingerslost their grip, and his features grew
purple and distorted, and | felt in my own chest the frantic struggle for breath, saw before my own eyes
the blacknessrise to take me. Or | would be sitting by the fire at home, while Johnny played on the floor
with some wooden animas my father had once made for Niamh. | had not forgotten my own skillswith
the knife, and alongside the fat sheep and horned cow and the hen with her chickens, there were one or
two | had added. A wolfhound, fierce and strong. A coiled snake. A deek otter. There was no need for
araven: we had Fiacha, aconstant, vigilant presence. | watched my son as he sat at my feet, and
suddenly the creatures were aive, and one was ahorse, and on it was arider who wore on histunic the
emblem of Sevenwaters, two toresinterlinked. It was my Uncle Liam, somewhere beyond the forest,
traversing anarrow way between rocky inclines. And there was awhirring noise and athump, and with a
look of mild surprise on hisface my uncle toppled silently from his mount to lie motionless on the earth, a
red-feathered arrow protruding from his chest. The vision faded before | could see the aftermath, and |
was back in the quiet room again.

"Wooh," enunciated Johnny, practicing.

"Right; that oné'sadog,” | answered shakily. Liam was a home and in good hedlth. That was one of the
problems with the Sight. One might tell of what one saw and offer awarning. But there was no guarantee
that would ater the course of events. One might decide to keep quiet to avoid worrying people. Then the
things might happen, and therewould be aterrible guilt. If only | bail told them. If only | had warned
them ... | kept thisvision to mysdf, for now. | did not ask Sean what mission the Painted Man undertook
for him or what the price might be for such aservice. | knew he would not tell me. But we werewary
with one another, and it was uncomfortable. It was asif what each of usknew of Bran made us cautious,
asif our separate knowledge, put together, would be in some way dangerous. Of my father, there was no
word, as autumn progressed toward winter and the harvest was over. It was past time for culling stock,
and root crops must be stored, and butter and cheese laid away for the cold time. There was an edginess
about the household, and down in the settlement folk began to come down with a bitter, racking cough.

"Wheré's lubdan when | need him?" | heard Liam muttering as he strode about the farm with a cluster of
workers all asking questions at once.

The moon went through its cycle once, twice, and the nights became colder. | lit my candle, and watched
my child grow. Therewasachill intheair that was not smply winter's coming. | thought of the Painted
Man, away somewhere beyond the farthest reaches of the forest, perhaps beyond the margins of Erin
itsdlf, carrying out some desperate, dangerous task, asuicide misson. My brother was unusualy taciturn,
and | could see hisanxiety on hisface. He and Liam had long consultations aone, and once with Seamus



Redbeard, who came and went in the space of two days. Business was afoot, and they weren't talking
about it. Nobody spoke of Fionn's degth. | held my tongue. But | feared for Bran, and | told myself that
if I ever got the chance, next time | would haveto put it to him openly. It was lessthan alife, to spend
your life waiting; to spend your brief moments together saying farewell. | would haveto present him with
some sort of choice. To change his path and set his skillsto another purpose, or to turn his back on me
forever. And yet | thought | knew what his answer would be, and | feared to hear him say it.

Then there came a night when my visons were too many, and too dark, and | was forced to share them.
Perhaps | was adeep at firgt, but these were more than nightmares. It was fragmented, asif my mind put
together many times and places, and spun them around, and threw them back at me like poison barbs. |
saw an old, old man, wandering the empty hdls of Sevenwaters aone, his gnarled fingers grasping a aff
of yew for support. Hewas mumbling to himsdf, They are all gone. . . no sons, no daughters. . . How
can the forest be saved if there are no children at Sevenwaters? And | saw that this crippled ancient
was my brother, Sean. The picture changed abruptly, and for an ingtant all wasdark and | wasin atiny,
confined space, my limbs cramped and folded and | could not bresthe; it was hot, so hot and tight, and
Someone was screaming, but it was so hard to bresthe, the scream was more of awhisper, Where are
you?

My eyes opened abruptly, and | was gasping and shaking, lying on my bed at Sevenwaters, and when
my terror abated | recognized that it was not entirely dark, for the smal flame of the candle ill glowed.
My heart was hammering, and | felt cold sweat on my skin. And it was not over, for therein the quiet
room | saw another vison: two people arguing, Aiding and her brother. Behind them, the carven
cregturesin the hal of Sidhe Dubh looked baefully on. You can't do this! Aiding was shouting, her eyes
swollen with long weeping. You already gave your consent! You gave your wordl. Eamonn'sface was
cold, likethat of abrithem delivering both judgment and sentence. The alliance is no longer suitable, he
sad. The decision is made. Aiding uttered alittle wordless sound, and her face went deathly pae, and
the vision changed. She was up on the guard tower, and the men had their backs turned. She was
standing on the parapet in her white gown, and somebody shouted, No! and she took one step into
space, and fell like a stone, without a sound, onto the jagged rocks far below. The Sight did not spare me
asgngledetall. | cried out in horror, and Johnny awoke and began to wail in sympathy, and Fiacha added
his distinctive voice to the general commotion.

Response was swift. First came the young nursemaid, yawning, to pick up the child and soothe him with
gentlewords. Then Janis, frowning, with alantern; and Sean, quickly ng the Stuation, catching the
terror of my mind, for at such timesit spills out unguarded. He sent the others back to bed, and | hugged
my son until we were both comforted, and drank the cup of wine my brother set by me. In the window
my candle burned on, for now | set it there every night, be there adiver of moon, or afull shining orb, or
adark sky full of shadows.

"Better?" asked Sean after awhile.
| drew along shuddering breath. "'|—oh, Sean—I saw—"
"Takeyour time," my brother advised quietly, sounding not unlike our father. "Want to tel me about it?"

"|—I don't know. It was—it wasterrible, not just this, but—Sean, | don't think | can tell you this." The
image was gill in my mind, shattered bone, sghtless eyes, bright hair and bright blood and—other things.
| held abarrier around it so that he could not see into my thoughts.

"I'm worried about you, Liadan." Sean held his own wine cup between his palms and stared into the
candle flame. Therewas anew gravity in hisfeatures, Father's albsence had changed the balance of our
household more than anyone expected. " These visions have disturbed you for sometime, | know.



Perhaps you should talk to Conor. He would comeif we sent for him.”

"No," | said abruptly: thinking Johnny is older now. Conor would ask me again to go into the forest with
him, and | would have to find areason for saying no. "Sean, | need you to tell me what is happening. |
know it's secret; but the Sight seems to be warning me of disaster, and | fear for—for all of those close
tome, and | cannot tell what warningsto give. What isthis mission that the Painted Man undertakes for
you? Who dse knows of it? And what of Eamonn?' | would not say Aiding's name, for as soon ashe
heard me speak it, he would know my vision was of her, and he would get the truth out of me, atruth
that might or might not come to pass. He would be bound to act on it and maybe precipitate disaster.

Sean'slipstightened. "Theres no need for you to know."

"Thereis, Sean. Livesare at risk, and more than lives. Bdieve me."
"Liadan?' asked my brother.

"What?' | knew what was coming.

"Thisishischild, isntit?"

Therewas no point in evasion now that he had finaly given avoiceto his suspicions. And yet he could
not be told the whole truth. He could not know the other part of thetae, of Niamh and her druid and a
grangeflight to Kerry. I smply nodded. "Isthe likeness so striking?' | asked, managing asmile.

"It will become more so with time." Sean'sfrown wasjust like Liam's. "It istoo late to point out the folly
of your actions, and his; too late to explain to you that thiswas an act of thoughtless sdlf-indulgence.
What of Eamonn? Does he know?"

"l did not tell him," | said, wishing his censure had not such power to hurt me. "But he knows, yes.
He—he hinted at spies, at covert intelligence.”

"He has been acting oddly," he said, with some hesitation, after checking that the door was securely shut.
"Mestings were arranged at which he should have been present and was not. | have sent messages and
received no reply. It disturbs me. Even Seamus has found it difficult to reach hisgrandson's ear.”

"Did you act with your dlies consent when you set the Painted Man thismisson?' Johnny had falen
adeep again and was heavy in my arms, but his warmth waswelcome, and | kept him cradled there.

"What do you think?'
"l suspect it isan arrangement between the two of you, personal and secret.”

"Y ou suspect correctly. A chancefor him to prove himsdlf. A very useful undertaking for me, with
nothing to lose"

"What do you mean?" | asked, feding suddenly cold.

"The arrangement was, if he were captured, my responsibility ended there. Therisk isal hisown. The
man seemsto have ether no concern for his continued existence or aremarkable self-confidence. Maybe
both."

"Heisthe best a what he does. But you are right; he appears to have no great will for self-preservation.
That makes him auseful tool for you, | suppose.”

"That soundsjugt alittle critical, Liadan. Y ou must not forget that we are men, and that thisiswar, and



that such bargains are made every day. I'd have been afool to pass up the opportunity. If he succeeds,
I'll pay, and there will be more work for him."

"If he dies, how will you justify yoursdf to me, and to my son?' | asked him, my voice shaking.

"If he dies, it will be because he believed no misson was beyond his ability," my brother responded
camly. "He accepted this of hisown free will, on hisown terms.”

"Sean, please. Pleasetdl mewhat it is. Tell mewhat you and Liam and Seamus are doing. | have had
enough of secrets. | need to know this."

| think at last he recognized my desperation. No doubt the shadow of my terrible visons till haunted my
eyes.

"Very wdl. The misson links two eements, both of which servethedliance well a thispoint. A year ago
wewerein avery strong position, from which an attack by seato drive Northwoods from the Idands
could at |ast be considered again. It was the addition of Fionn's forces that made that possible. But Fionn
isdead.”

"I know."
"Y ou know? How?"'

"Bran—the Painted Man—told me. | have known it for sometime. | thought it best to say nothing until
the newsreached Liam and became officid.”

"Why would hetell you?'
"There are no secrets between us, Sean.”
My brother stared at me.

"This man has cometo my ad in the past. Ours was not merely some casua encounter. Hisfutureistied
with mine and so with yours. Perhaps you did not recognize that when you bought his servicesfor a
mission nobody else was prepared to undertake. What are you paying him?'

"Shall I go on? Fionn died. The less said about that the better. It is being attributed to your friend, and
nobody is bothering to advance any dternative theories. We were immediately faced with a problem.
Fonn's support wasintegra to successin the field. In addition, the Ui Neill of Tirconnell have maintained
their ongoing dispute with their kinsfolk in the south. There's no love lost between the high king and
Fonn'sfather. And Sevenwaters, and itsalies, just happen to be strategically placed right between the
two. Fionn's people kept the death quiet for along time. Before midsummer, it happened, lessthan a
moon after Father departed so abruptly.”

| nodded without comment.

"So on the one hand, it's vita to renew the dliance with the northern Ui Neill, but subtly, without angering
the high king. Such ties are best strengthened by marriage; but Niamh islost, and one does not offer agirl
with afatherless child, whatever her lineage, asabride for anobly born chieftain. Still, we've another
bargaining tool: we can provide armed support, abulwark against an attack from the south. In the future,
we may be ableto offer—speciaist services, theland of servicesin which the Painted Man excels:
intelligence; subterfuge; secret entries and exits; tricks of seamanship; the masterly handling of wegpons.
That way your friend and | could only aid each other. Those things are for the future; for now, Liam and
Seamus and | have set up avery private meeting with the Ui Nelll at a secret location. We are confident



of their cooperation. Eamonn's absence has been cause for concern, as| said; but Seamuswill havetold
him that part of the plan by now, and hell be certain to support it. Hed be afool not to, situated asheis
right by the passto the north, in linefor direct traffic out of Tirconnell."

"Y ou havetold mebut haf.” | roseto put Johnny in hissmall bed and cover him with the many-colored
quilt.

"Ah, themisson. | wondered at first how such men, with their highly distinctive appearance, could
possibly make a success of covert ventures, of spying and infiltration. | wished to send an observer to the
heart of Northwoods's camp—to Greater 1dand itself—to bring me accurate plans of their fortifications,
to identify their weak points, to provide details of the numbers and movements of men, and information
about their seagoing craft. | believed it could not be done, for the Briton has too good a network of
intelligence. Mogt certainly, | thought so ostentatiousy marked a creature had no chance of success. But

| put it to him, knowing his reputation. And as you guessed, inthis| acted done. None of the dliesis
aware of thismission, though Seamus knew | had such aplan under consideration. If it succeeds, | will
tdl them.”

"You said your plan linked two elements,” | said, tight-lipped. "What isthe other?'

"I wanted the information, but | wanted a distraction aswell. Something to take Northwoods's eye off
what we were doing. Our man wasto let dip, dmost by accident, the news of Fionn's deeth;, let the
enemy believe our dliance with the Ui Neill broken. Feed him the news that our ability to attack ismuch
weskened. Then, next autumn, we'd give the Briton a surprise from which he could not recover, and we
would take back the Idands at last.”

"And Bran agreed?’

"Not at first. He heard me out, and said he'd congider it. When he came back to me, the plan had
changed. Asyoull be aware, hisreputation iswidely known, and as aresult he can go dmost nowhere
unrecognized. He said he would make Northwoods an offer he could not refuse. He would offer to bring
information about Sevenwaters and the dliance, enough information to strengthen the Briton's grip on the
Idands and present him with opportunities to attack us. The information would be fase, of course. But it
would be good enough to fool Northwoods, fool him for long enough for the Painted Man to gather the
intelligence | need and bring it back to me before the Briton discovered the truth. Such aman as your
friend is known to change his dlegiance as easily as he changes his boots. He might just get away with it.
If he promised more of the same, they would have good reason to let him go. When last he reported to
me, he had established contact, and arrangements were in place for asmall vessdl to take him over in
secret. And while Northwoods has been distracted by hisvisitor and the wealth of fascinating information
he bore, we have begun to set up our new aliance and plan for the last assaullt.”

"What cause would the Britons have to trust him?' | whispered, watching the candle flare and flicker in
the draft.

"He was given enough genuine information to win them,” Sean said, frowning. "The faseintelligence was
to be passed on after that. But | will not lieto you; | am becoming anxious. He's late to report back.
There's been no word.”

"Sean, | too have cause for concern. Since we are being honest with each other, | think you might wish to
invite Aiding here for awhile. Or go to see her, perhaps.” | tried to keegp my tone light, but you cannot
eadly hide such misgivingsfrom atwin.

"What? What did you see?" He was suddenly white.



"I won't tell you, Sean. But it is serious. Y ou should go and fetch her, if you can.”

"l cant," hesaid grimly. "Not now. Liam rode out earlier tonight to discusstermsin confidence with the
Ui Neill. Themeeting is set for the day after tomorrow at ahidden location north of the forest. Seamus
will bethere; but | must remain at Sevenwatersin our uncle's absence. Liadan? Liadan, what isit?'

"Y ou should stop him." My words came out in astrangled whisper. ™Y ou should stop Liam. Send after
him and bring him back."

But | had heard the sound of death in my brother'swords, and in my heart | knew we were powerlessto
stop it, for it was aready too late.

That was the darkest of times. Grim-faced, Sean sent Liam's master of arms, Felan, away by night with
urgent speed. | could read the bitter message of my brother's mind, although he did not spesk it, aloud.
You should have warned me.

When Felan came back, there was no time for grieving. He gave his newsin private, and when Sean
gathered the household, soon after, his features were calm and pale, apicture of control. At not quite
eighteen years of age, my brother must now assume responsibility for the greatest tuath north of Tara, for
itsflocks and herds, itsarmy and its defenses and its dliances, and for dl the folk who dwelt there. And
aslord of Sevenwaters, he was now custodian of the forest. Liam had planned that it would be soin
time, after careful preparation. But time had run out.

"l havethe gravest of newsfor you," Sean said, and the silence was complete as men at arms and serving
women and grooms and cottagers stood assembled in the hal to hear him. The doors were bolted. "L ord
Liamisdead. Hewas dain by aBriton'sarrow, not two days since, while riding to asecret council. My
uncle was betrayed, and | will not rest until the perpetrator isidentified and dealt with."

A ripple of horror went around the room. So soon after my mother's passing and my father's abrupt
departure, this seemed afata blow, one from which the household of Sevenwaters might not well
recover.

"I know | have your support and the support of our alies,” Sean went on, keegping histone strong and
confident. "Wewill dl grievefor thislossand may find it hard to set our handsto our tasks, whether it be
die harvest or the work of the house or the bearing of arms. But my uncle would want usto go on, to
keep the defenses strong, to protect the forest and its dwellers as our family was bound to do long ago,
and to pursue our quest to regain what the Britons took from us. The campaign will be set back, but not
forever. Wewill raly and recover. We cannot mourn Lord Liam as we would wish; we cannot send him
on hisway with the ceremony such aleader deserves, for these are difficult times, and the news of this
act of treachery isbest kept within our own community for now. For this reason we will bear his body
home quietly to liewithin thesewalsfor aday and anight, and we will bury him under die oaks. Intime,
therewill be dueritua to remember his name and to bid him afitting farewell. But for now, hold hisimage
inyour hearts and minds, and keep your mouths shut. Is this understood?”

"Yes, my lord." Many voices spoke as one, and when they had taken time to expresstheir shock and
their grief, and to offer their respect and sorrow to my brother and me, every one of them went
immediately back to work. The harvest resumed; women busied themsalves with drying and preserving
fruit, or airing linen, and Felan rode straight back out with three men clad in dark clothes, and an extra
horse.

My brother had started well. Before the folk of the household he had kept his voice steady and his
manner acreditableimitation of Liam'sown, firmly authoritetive. But later, after they had brought our
uncle's body back and we had prepared him for buria and laid him to rest in the hall, surrounded by



candles, that was adifferent matter. Downdairs, folk camein to walk past the still form of their fallen
lord, to observe his stern features little softened by the deep of death. His body was scarcely marked.
Whoever had loosed this arrow had been skilled a hiswork. Liam's wolfhounds would not leave their
measter; they lay, one at hishead and one at hisfeet, strangely silent as man or woman filed past, ashen
faced, to mutter, "Go in peace, my lord,” or "Safejourney, Lord Liam."

"Whao'd have thought it?" Janis had said, grimly, as she poured ae for the household and scrubbed her
cheeksfurtively with the back of her hand. "First Sorchaand then him, scarce a season after. It's not
right. Something's not right. When'sthe Big Man coming home?"

Johnny was with the nursemaid, and Sean and | sat together in the private room upstairs, where Niamh
hed tried to defy the men of the family and had been crushed. Sean was very quiet; and when | ooked
over at him | saw thet at last, after hislong day of control, he was weeping.

"I'm sorry,” | said inadequately. "He was like afather to you, | know that. Y ou've done well today, Sean.
He would be proud of you."

"Y ou should have told me before. Y ou should have warned me or warned him. Y ou could have
prevented this, Liadan." Histone was ragged with grief, and hiswords hurt me deeply. "Why would you
choose not to stop it? I's there some conspiracy here | cannot understand? For someone betrayed him to
the Britons. Someone told them where he would be, and when, and that he would be alone.”

"Stop it, Sean." My own voice was less than steady. "Thisis nonsense, and you know it."

"Nonsensg, isit? Then tel methis. Who knew of the meeting to which Liam rode save our own dliesand
the Painted Man? He was given this knowledge for precisely the opposite purpose—to make surethe
attention of Northwoods was diverted from the real location and intent of this council. But he wasidedly
placed to pass the information straight to the Britons. How can | not believe, now, that my faith in your
friend has been completely misplaced? This murder surely revedsthat heis no more than the trickster his
reputetion paints, aman who will change hisdlegiance a any timeit suitshim. My own ill-judged trust of
thisman haskilled my uncle”

"Why would Bran do such athing?"

Sean'slip curled. "Perhaps Edwin of Northwoods pays better than | do. The chance to remove my uncle
from the picture, and a the same time to disrupt our negotiations with the Ui Neill, would have
commanded agood price, | should think."

"Bran would not do that, Sean. His misson wasfor you. He spoke of you with nothing but respect. This
isnot hisdoing, | am sure of it."

"Such aman cannot be trusted.” Sean spoke dismissively. "l wasafool to do as| did, and you were
even more of afool to be taken in by hisfinewords. Now our uncleisdead and the dlianceinred
danger. Don't you redlize this could set our campaign back by years?'Y ou bear a portion of the blame for
this, Liadan. | cannot believe you chose not to tell me."”

| sat slent ashiswordsfel on melike an evil rain. What Janis had said had been dl too true. It wasn't
right. None of it wasright.

"l want Aiding," Sean said abruptly, hisvoice cracking asit escaped hisefforts at control. "I need Aiding
here. But she does not answer my messages, and | cannot ride to fetch her; | cannot leave Sevenwaters
until our people recover from thisblow. What did your vision show you, Liadan? What was the danger
for Aiding?'



But I would not answer him, for he had hurt me too deeply.
“Liaden. Tdl me"

"I won't. And | will not defend myself, except to say that you speak out of your grief, and your words
wound me, for |, too, fed Liam'sloss. I, too, loved him, and relied upon his strength. | should not need to
tell you that the Sight does not always show trueimages of what isto come. If | offered awarning every
time, | would create such upheava we could scarcely live our daily lives, for wed be always|ooking over
our shoulders. And you are wrong about Bran. He is atrustworthy man and could not have done this. He
vaues hisfriendship with me, and he would not injure his son by betraying our family to the enemy.
Whoever let dip this secret, it was not the Painted Man.”

"Your faith in him defieslogic. It is based, perhaps, more on the desires of the body than on anything
resembling common sense. Y ou'd have done better to marry Eamonn, who could have provided some
gability for you, than dly yoursdf to an outlaw who clearly has no respect for you or hischild.”

"I would never have married Eamonn. | expect | will never marry anyone. Asfor your arguments, you
should stop laying blame without evidence and look at your security, for it does gppear thereisaweak
link somewhere. | don't deny the fact that someone has betrayed a secret, and that this has caused our
uncle's death. But it was not Bran, | know this, Sean, and you must believe me. Y ou must look elsewhere
for your informant.”

"Liadan." Hisvoice had gone quiet, as our father's sometimes did.
"What?' | asked wearily.
"Would you do something for me?"

Brighid save us. What did the boy expect, after venting his bitterness on me and turning my heart cold
with hisill-chosen words of reproach?
"Whet isit?"

"I cannot go to Aiding. And when | send messengersto her brother, they are refused admittance.
Eamonn will not speak with them. But he would not refuse you. Y ou could make him listen. Will you go
to Sidhe Dubh and talk to him?Will you see Aiding for me, and try to bring her back here?'

My heart quailed. "I don't think—"
"Y ou could make amendsthus,”" said my brother.

"There are no amends to be made," | snapped. "And Eamonn isthe last person | want to seeright now. |
have no wish to go to Sidhe Dubh ever again, Sean. Thereis—thereisill feding between Eamonn and
mysdf. Thiswould be very difficult for me. Besides, I, too, am needed here. Peoplerely on me. And
what about Johnny?*

"Mease, Liadan." For amoment he sounded just like Niamh, the way she used to wheedle afavor out of
me

"I don't know. Y ou seem to have lost your confidence in my judgment and your own. Perhapsyou
should send somebody else. If you beieve Bran would turn againgt you so readily, why would | not do
the same?’

"You gill havefaithin him, then." Histonewasflat.



"Hewould not betray you thus, Sean. To do so would betofail a hismission. If he has not returned, it
must be because—because—" There was aflash of the Sight, and it was dark, it was so dark thet at first
| could not tell which way was up and which was down, and whether the walls were out there or close
around me, holding me cramped up with my knees under my chin and my arms bent over my heed. |
tried to move and the wals were right there, so tight, so small; and it was ftifling, and | could not bregthe.
| must make no sound, not a single whimper, or when they let me out, they would make me pay. So the
voice screamed out silently inside my head, as my tearsfell hot and fierce down my cheeks, and my nose
ran, and | could not even sniff for fear they would hear me. Where are you? Why did you let go?

"Liadan," said Sean softly. "Liadan!" and | came back to mysdlf, shivering. "Y ou're crying,” he said.

"| did not ask for the gift of the Sight,” | told him shakily. "Believe me, | would give anything to have
known | might prevent Liam's death. But that's not the way it works. | might have warned him, and he
might have taken a different path and still have died. Therés no way of knowing."

Sean nodded gravely. "I'm sorry. It ishard not to blame you. | do wonder, sometimes, if your aliance
with the Painted Man has warped your judgment.”

| sighed. "Y ou are anxious about Aiding, and with good cause. | fed the same about Bran. It seemsto be
hard for you to understand, that | could love asyou do.”

"Y ou could, perhaps, have chosen more wisdaly. That man can never be Part of Sevenwaters. He
is—ferd."

"I know that, but my choiceis made. Now you have sent him into great danger, for your own reasons,
and you have accused him of treachery and me of weakness. And you ask me afavor.”

There was a pause.

"Y ou know what you saw. Was your vison of Aiding such that you believe her to beinimmediate

danger?'
| nodded reluctantly.

Sean was very pae. "l can't go there, Liadan. My people need me. Please do this, for me and for her.
Eamonn will not refuse you; he could not refuse you anything. I'll provide astrong escort for you; you
could leave in the morning. Take Johnny with you, and your nursemaid, if you like."

"I'll think about it," | told him, my heart going cold at the prospect of the fortresswalls of Sidhe Dubh
closing about me again and colder at the thought of asking Eamonn for anything at dl. "It won't be
tomorrow. | can't get Johnny ready intime."

"1t needs to be soon."
"I know."

Asl roseto retire to my bedchamber, he used the voice of the mind. I'm sorry, Liadan. Liam was
right. I'mnot ready for this. But | must do it. | must shut this inside and be strong for themall. You
are my sister, and | will always be here for you, whatever choices you make.

| know that. | turned back, but he was not looking at me. He sat bent forward, and his head wasin his
hands. You will be a strong and wise leader, Sean. Tour children, and Aiding's, will fill these halls
with laughter again.



With those words, | was committed to do as he asked. But | feared to make thisjourney. | had thought |
was afraid of little; but | recognized that | was afraid of Eamonn, and of his strange home in the marshes,
and of the half-seen visons of evil thingstaking place within its tonewalls. | would far rather have stayed
at home with Johnny, helping the women in the kitchens, taking linctusto the ailing cottagers, securein the
heart of the forest. The Fair Folk had warned me. Conor had warned me. It was dangerousto leave.

It was not Sean's anxiety that finaly persuaded me but something far more terrifying. The moon was
garting to wane, and tonight itslight was veiled by heavy clouds. A strong southeasterly wind sent the
sound of bending branches and rustling leaves into my quiet chamber as | prepared for bed. It wasvery
late. The nursemaid had gone to her own rest and left Johnny with me, tucked up fast adeep under his
multicolored blanket.

When he woke to feed, | would take him into my own bed, for his small, warm presence was awel come
barrier againgt the evil thoughts that now threatened to overwhelm me. Fiacha was perched on the back
of achair, and whether he dept or woke there was no telling. | must be strong, | told myself, as| held a
taper in the embers of the fire and went to light my special candle. Very strong, for others depended on
that strength to keep them safe.

The candleflickered and went out. | put my hand around the wick to shield it from the draft, and held the
taper close again. Thewick flared briefly and died. A fedling like the touch of a cold hand went down the
back of my neck. Very ddiberatdly, | lifted the candle in its holder and moved away from the window to
place it on the oaken chest by the bed. Strange shadows from the lighted taper danced acrossthe walls.

Here there was no draft. But the patterned candle would not light. | checked the wick and tried again,
and again, asaterrible fear began to take hold of me. The wick was clear; the taper burned steadily right
besideit. But as soon as| moved my hand away, the candle flame guttered and died. | told mysdif | was
being foolish, smply willing it to happen in my panic. | took a deep breath and tried again. | sat therea
long time, trying and trying to makeit burn, until my hands were shaking and my vision blurred with my
efforts. It was dark outside; thick clouds still blanketed the moon. And | could not will the smal candleto
life. Tonight, thislight would not shine out in the darkness.

| sat shivering on my bed with ablanket around my shoulders, but | did not deep, not at al that night.
Johnny woke twice, and | held him and fed him and welcomed his company. But tonight, now, | wanted
the Sight and it would not come. | could not even hear that child, screaming in the dark. Instead, it was|
who cried out, in my mind, Where are you? Show me. Show me. But there was nothing as | waited,
cold with misgivings, until thefirst palelight of dawn touched the sky.

| told the bleary-eyed nursemaid | was going out for the day and taking Johnny with me. In particular, |
told her to explain, if anyone should ask, that | had taken an escort and gone on ashort visit, and that |
would be back in plenty of timeto seemy Uncle Liam laid to rest. | had no wish to be at home that day.
| had business of my own.

| had dready perfected amethod of transporting Johnny on my trips through the forest, and now |
hoisted him onto my back, tied in astrong length of sacking whose ends fastened over my shoulder and
around my waist. He enjoyed thistype of ride, which held him close to the warmth of my body but
allowed him to see the rocks and sky and the many colors and patterns of oak and ash, birch and hazel.
When he was aman, | thought, as we made our way soft-footed down aleaf-strewn path my Uncle
Conor had once shown me, he would bear the memory of these shapes and hues deep within; and like al
the children of Sevenwaters, hewould find it hard to be long away from the forest.

| went quickly. If the Sight were to be denied me, now when | most needed to see, | must seek out what
information | could by whatever means| might find. And now that my mother was gone, there was only



one person | could think of who would help me without making any sort of judgment; without trying to
tell mewhat | should do, and what | should not.

It began to rain lightly, but the great oaks sheltered us; and by the time | was scrambling up the banks of
the seventh stream, where it tumbled down the rocky hillsde into the cam waters of the lake, the clouds
had thinned to let aweak sunlight through. Fiachaflew in short bursts, now ahead of us, now behind,
keeping pace, keeping watch. There was no chance of getting cold; covering this distance so quickly,
with Johnny on my back, had made sure of that. And indeed | found | had to stop and catch my breath
more and more frequently. Perhaps the visitations of the Sight had weakened me, or maybe my body
was not as fully recovered after my son'sbirth as| had thought. Be strong, Liadan. You have to be
strong. At last | came by the clustered rowans, again bright with autumn's fruit, and dipped in under the
willows. There before me was the secret spring, the small, round pool encircled by smooth stones, a
place of deep quiet. | unfastened the cloth that held my son against my back. Johnny had falen adeep,
and | laid him down carefully in bracken under the trees. He did not stir. Fiacha settled on abranch
nearby.

Uncle? My mind was already reaching out as | went to Sit on the stones by the water. | need your help.

I'm here, Liadan. And he was, standing on the other side, pale face, tangled dark hair, shapeless
garments not quite concealing the white swathe of wing feathers. His expresson was cam, hiseyes clear.

My Uncle Liamis dead, taken by a British arrow.
| know this. Conor already makes his way to Sevenwaters. But | will not go. Not this time.

Uncle, | have seen someterriblevisions. | saw Liam's death, and | did not warn them until it was
too late. My brother said—he said—

/ know. It isvery hard. There is no way to escape this guilt, Daughter. | have lived with it long
years. Tour brother will learn, as my own brothers did in time, that the Sght cannot be controlled;
that such warnings, if given, can reap a harvest far more bitter than that of events left to their
true course. Tour brother isyoung. Intime, he will be as strong as Liam was. Perhaps

| nodded. I, too, seethis, and | told him so. But | was shown another future, one in which Sean was
old and quite alone. A future in which Seven-waters was empty. Desolate. To change that pattern,
| would risk much. | would challenge those who shape our course, however strong they may be.

Finbar gave adeep chuckle, sartling me. "Oh, Liadan. If my path had been different, and | had been
blessed with adaughter, | would have wished for just such aone asyourself. Do you not challenge the
set ways of our lives at every turn? Now come, you wish for guidance, for avison that showstrue; | see
itinyour eyes, and | read your urgency there. Y ou have wept long, and | believe | can guesswhy."

"My candle, my little flamein the darkness—I could not light it, though | tried and tried. And there has
been no word, just aterrible slence. And now the visions have ceased, and | cannot see him; | cannot
hear hisvoice. And | saw Aiding, | sasv—"

"I will help you. If truth isto be shown you, it will be here among these ancient stones. Y our child deeps
sound. Thereistime. Come, open your mind to mine and let uslook in the water together.”

So we sat on the stones and felt that we were held safe, asin the strong, supporting warmth of amother's
hands. Finbar was on one side of the pool and | on the other. | let go the shields on my mind, and he did
the same, and our thoughts blended and grew calm together. Time passed, perhaps along time, perhaps
not long at al, and the only sounds were the small rustling of insectsin the grass and the high calling of



birds overhead and the wind sighing in the willows.

The surface of the water rippled and changed. Something bright shone there, silver flashing in the dark. |
caught my breath. A drinking flask, cunningly made, its surfacerichly patterned with an ornate,
convoluted design, its stopper fashioned of amber in the shape of alittle cat, avessdl | had shared with
the Painted Man on aday of death and rebirth. There was a hand, reaching to pick up the flask, to
remove the stopper. The man raised the flask to hislipsto drink, and it was Eamonn. The pool went dark

again.

Breathe slow, Liadan. Stay calm. My uncle sent me an image of gill water, of beech leavesin spring
sunlight, of achild deeping. | willed my hammering heart to dow, my mind to put fear asde. | looked in
the water again.

Thistime theimages flowed oneinto another, and | thought their timing true. Aiding, lying facedown on
her bed, weeping and weeping until there were no tearsleft. A serving woman, coming into the room with
atray of food and drink, taking away another such tray, quite untouched. Locking the door. Locking my
friend in. Then abruptly we were downgtairsin the great hal of Sidhe Dubh. It was nighttime, for torches
burned around the walls, and the stone beasts seemed ferocious, asthe light flickered and played on their
tiny, malign festures. Staring eyes, grasping claws, pointed teeth, fiery tongues. Now | could see two men
there: Eamonn, seated in a carven, oak chair, his glossy, brown hair neat on his shoulders, hisfeatures
composed. Only his eyes betrayed his excitement. And Bran, thefair sde of hisface amass of swollen
bruising, adeep cut cozing over hiseye, and alivid purple mark al around hisneck, asif he had come
closeto death by strangling. Therewas alook of gloating triumph in Eamonn's brown eyes.

"Knowing your penchant for the severing of the extremities," he observed smoothly, "I've decided to Sart
with the smallest ringer and work my way gradually inward. Interesting, to see how much pain aman can
bear. But perhaps a black man does not fed it aswe do."

Bran'svoicewas quiet and level. "1 will not bargain for his safety, nor hefor mine."

Eamonn gave aderisvelaugh. "1 had not planned to dlow room for negotiation. Y ou gave me none when
you butchered my men before my eyes. | thought only to keep you informed of your friend's progress.

Y ou're going to need something to occupy your mind, where you're going. Oh yes, I've plansfor you.
The two of you will provide me with good entertainment before the end. I'm told you have acertain
distaste for enclosed spaces, areluctance to quench lights. Who'd have thought it- The Painted Man,
afraid of the dark?"

Therewasabrief slence.

"You disgust me," said Bran. "You'reatraitor, just like your father. Did he not turn on hisaliesasyou
have done? They say he was despised and reviled on both sides of the water. No wonder Liam arranged
his demise before he could do more harm. Heard that story, have you? It'savery public secret. Y our
own grandfather was party to it, aswell asthe dubious Hugh of Harrowfield. They thought to see you
grow up abetter man than your father. A futile hope, asit turned out. What price did you pay for the two
of us, Eamonn Dubh?"

"Don't use that name." Eamonn rose and stepped toward his captive. He moved cautioudy, asif
constrained by someinjury. There was, perhaps, a strapping around the ribs, concedled by his shirt. His
hand came up and ddlivered a stinging blow, hard across Bran'sface. | saw that Bran's hands were
tightly bound, and that his ankles were hobbled together; and that for al his apparent control, this blow
made him sway where he stood. "Liam isdead,” Eamonn went on. "Thereisanew master a
Sevenwaters, one who isyoung and untried. Their position is greatly weakened."



"Dead. How?' Bran'seyes narrowed. This, he clearly had not known.

"That need not concern you, for you will never leave here, outlaw. | will have my sport with you and the
black savage you cal friend, and then you will be—disposed of. Y ou'll smply vanish without trace. Folk
are saying you betrayed Sevenwatersto the Britons. Later, they will say Liam's people moved swiftly to
avenge hisloss and remove you permanently. Don't think to question my actions. What could aman such
asyoursdlf know of dliances and loydties? Surdly you could scarce comprehend the meaning of these
terms”

"If I have no loyalties of my own," said Bran, never taking his eyes off Eamonn'sface, "at least | have
noneto betray." He seemed to be thinking very hard indeed, asif trying to solve a puzzle.

Eamonn gave alittle cough. "What has occurred is—unfortunate. But it may work to my advantage.
What if my grandfather, and the Ui Neill, learned that young Sean had made a bargain with the Painted
Man?What if they learned his sister had lain with an outlaw, spread her legs for him under the bushes as
they camped by the wayside? The reputation of Sevenwaters might not well recover from that.”

Bran hed hisvoiceleve. "In time, you will regret these words. Y ou may hold me captive now, and
believe me helpless. But each foul word you speak of her brings your degth alittle closer.”

"You arefoolish if you do not understand why | paid such ahigh price to have you within my grasp.
From the time you killed my men, | marked you for desth. But once | knew it was you who had taken
Liadan from me, once

| knew it was your filthy hands that had touched her, I'd have paid aking's ransom. | wonder what her
mother thought, hearing on her deathbed that her daughter had thrown hersalf away on gutter scum?
Oncel knew thetruth, it was only amatter of time for you. | would have paid whatever it took for the
satisfaction of watching you suffer and die. Feding alittlefaint, are you? Y our man will bein pain tonight.
Thetouch of hot iron on afresh wound does sting. He never cried out. Not once. Amazing fortitude.”

There was no response. Bran's eyes were remote, asif he had somehow distanced himself from where
he was and what he heard. Eamonn was pacing now.

"You don' like to hear me speak of Liadan, or of the child, do you? That's odd, considering the way you
treated her."

"Choose your words with care.”

"Huh! And you trussed up like aroasting chicken, unable to shuffle a step without falling. A man who
cannot endure amoonless night without alantern by his side; aman who fears his own dreams. Y our
defiance amuses me, mongrel.”

"I have warned you. Y ou tread on thin ice when you speak of her before me.”

"I'll spesk dl | want, miscreant. Thisismy home, and my hal, and you are my prisoner. I'll tell you what |
have long wished to tdll you. Y ou think you have some claim on the daughter of Sevenwaters because
you corrupted her; because you took advantage of her innocence, and turned her against me. But sheis
not yours, and never has been. If shetold you that, she lied to you. A woman tellsthe truth only when it
auits her. Liadan was promised to me long since, when we were no more than children. And shé'sa
generous girl. | knew her body, every sweet part of it, before ever you laid your ugly handson her." He
paused for effect. "Amusing, isnt it? Theresredly no telling if the child isyours or mine.”

There was complete silence, and now Bran could no longer keep the fury from hiseyes or control his



ragged breathing.

"No. Oh, no," I whispered, and | caught Finbar's silent warning. Be till, Liadan, if you would, not lose
thisimage.

"You'relying," said Bran. Hisvoice had lost its steadiness.
"Am 1?1 think you would find it difficult to prove this one way or the other. Whereisyour evidence?'

Bran took a deep breath and made an attempt to square his shoulders. It seemed to me there were other
bruises there that were not visble. Helooked Eamonn Straight in the eye.

"I need no evidence," he said quietly, hisvoice now under precarious control. "Liadan would not lieto
me. | would trust her with my life. Y ou cannot poison what is between us with your foul words. Sheismy
light in the darkness, and Johnny ismy pathway ahead.”

Tearswere sreaming down my face as | watched Eamonn summoning his guards and Bran being
dragged out of the hdl. "Get the mongrd out of my sght." Eamonn's voice was cold. "'Put him in the dark
where hebelongs. Let him rot there.”

Then Eamonn was adone, and his face was|ess than cam. He poured atankard of ale and drained it, and
hurled the empty cup across the room with such violence that the metal split on the stones of the hearth.
"Y ou'll swallow those words before I'm done with you," he whispered. Darkness spread acrossthe
surface of the poal.

Breathe deeply, Liadan. | fdt the comforting cam of Finbar's thoughts as he wrapped my shuddering
mind in his, showing melight on water, the bright flame of oaksin autumn raiment, the torch on my
mother'slittle curragh, acandle burning, the rays of the afternoon sun shining on the deeping form of my
smdl son, quiet under the willows.

Now. Better? That was very hard. What will you do?

"Thereésno choice" | said doud, rubbing my wet cheeks with my deeve. " Sean asked meto go there for
Aiding. | must ride out straightaway, and when | get there, | must. . ." My mind shrank from the
prospect. | could not tell Seanwhat | had seen. | could hear hisvoice now, Such a man cannot be
trusted . . . who was ideally placed to pass this information straight to the Britons' ? \Who would
believe the word of the Painted Man over Eamonn of the Marshes? Who would accept the shadowy
visons of the Sight as evidence? Sean had said, You bear a portion of the blame for this, Liadan. |
could not tell Sean. | longed for Father to be home. He would know what to do. But Father had not
returned from Harrowfield, and there had been no word, and now there was no time. | would not seek
help from Conor. | knew what he would say. That man has fulfilled his purpose. Don't waste your
energy on him. The child isthe key.

"What will you do?' Finbar's clear gaze was compassionate. He did not offer any advice.
"Right now," | said, "feed the child and change him, and walk back to

Sevenwaters. Inthe morning, I'll ride out for Sidhe Dubh and hope, when | get there, that | will know
what comes next."

Finbar nodded. "I did wonder," hesaid, "I did wonder ... itisalong time sincel dwelt in aworld of
aliances and strategies and betrayas. But it did seem to me that there was something unspoken here.”

"Something | might useto my advantage, if it was correct.”



"Indeed. We had the same thought, then.”

"It is hard to believe Eamonn capable of such treachery,” | said, but in the back of my mind | saw the
look in Eamonn'seyes as | refused his offer of marriage; thelook of aman who sees only what he wants
to see; aman who cannot bear to be defeated.

"Best tread carefully,” Finbar said. "1 would help moreif | could. Still, you have an Otherworld
messenger aready." He was looking at Fiacha, where he sat perched on the low branch of arowan,
close by where Johnny now stirred among the bracken.

"l have amessenger, yes." | bent to change Johnny's damp clothing. He was awake, but quiet, for once
not urgent for sustenance. It was asiif the secrecy and serenity of this place had set itsimprint even on his
infant consciousness.

"A very powerful one. | need not ask who sent him to you."

"He cameto Sevenwaters," | said, knowing that Finbar was the one person to whom it was safe to speak
of this. "Ciaran. On the night of Mother's wake. He left the bird, and he told me the truth about who he
was. Uncle—"

"What'stroubling you, Liadan?"

"It was aterrible thing to do, not to tell usthe truth as soon asit was known that my sister and Ciaran
loved one another. At least if they had done that, Niamh would have understood that Ciaran had not
abandoned her without athought. She could have held onto that in the dark times. And | might have
come earlier to the understanding of the threst to my child.”

"Isit Ciaran you fear, though he gave you this gift?"

"I don't know. | don't know if heisfriend or foe. Ciaran said—he said his mother offered him power.
That shewaswaiting for him to make a choice. Hewas very angry.” | shivered. "Angry and bitter."

Finbar nodded dowly. "He's young yet. But hisyears of discipline must count for something. Conor
would say, it will unfold asit mug."

"Exactly what Ciaran said.”

"Likefather and son. That'sthe pity of it. There was good reason for our silence, Liadan, both then and
earlier, when the child was brought back to the forest. None of uswished to see our half brother raised
by Lady Oonagh, and turned into awespon for our destruction. Conor sought to strengthen the boy
againg these influences. But the old evil isvery strong. Oonagh is but one of itstools, perhapsthereisa
darknesswithin Ciaran's spirit that must ways comeforth, despite him, to wresk havoc among his
mother's enemies. What happened was not smply chance. Each of us recognized that the thing we
thought we had defeated was again dive and among us, and we doubted our strength to combat its
power. Each of usfelt the sameterror, the awakening of afear such aswe had known but once beforein
our lives. To many falk, the evil thing Oonagh did to the children of Sevenwaters has become the stuff of
legend, an oddity from some magicd tae of long ago; yet | need but close my eyesto see her standing
there before me, laughing in my face, her hair adark flame, her eyeslike poison berries, to fed mysdlf
beginning to change, to tremble with terror as my human consciousness dips away from me. | will never
be the same; the path | once saw before meis shattered forever. In what happened to Niamh and to
Ciaran, | saw again Lady Oonagh's crudlty and my sister's pain. The work the Sorceress wrought that
day islifelong; thefear, the guilt, the hurt of it are with usfor al our days. How could one begin to share
his burden with a son or daughter? How can one bear the grief of seeing it begin to blight your strong



young lives? Perhgps we denied the truth, even to ourselves.”

"You saw my vision; if | do not go to help him, Bran will die, and otherstoo, and that will truly bea
triumph for the powers of evil. But I'm afraid. Not for mysdlf, but for Johnny. The Fair Folk warned me
not to take him away. And theré's the prophecy. Mother would not have wished meto go against that.”

"Y ou are strong. But what you attempt will be perilous, make no doubt of it."

"I don't fed strong right now." | put my son to the breast and willed my breathing dower. "I fed
powerless and afraid. | fear that | will betoo late.”

Therewas aslence; then the voice of Finbar's mind, unusualy tentative. | believe | will not see you for
some time, Liadan. Do not forget me. For my future is bound up with this child's. I have seen this.
It's important, my dear. Don't forget. There will be many distractions.

| won't forget. And | thank you, for your help. You have a great skill in

keeping these visions under control. In holding the terrors of the mind in check. Your skill, too, is
considerable. And you are learning to harnessit. You are indeed a remarkable young woman.
Tour man spoke true when he called you a light in the darkness. Ah, now you weep again. Best
shed these tears now, for after today you will have no time for weeping.

Chapter Fourteen

It would be along ride. Once before, Sean had covered the distance in less than a day, hastening through
the dark to answer my urgent cdl for help. But with ababy, there would be aneed for stops along the
way, to feed him and let him rest, and | mysalf would tire more quickly, bearing him on my back as|
rode. A cart was unthinkable, too dow, and too hard to maneuvre and to defend on the narrow ways.

Wehad laid Liam to rest at dusk, under the great oaks of Sevenwaters. Discreet messages had been
sent; Conor was coming, but he had been away and could not reach usin time. Padriac had moved on
from Seamus Red-beard's home at Glencarnagh; perhaps he was already embarked on some new
voyage to distant lands. Hisvidtswere rare; he had never wanted a part in the guardianship of lands and
community. But it was sad that no brothers, no sster stood there in the fading light under the ancient trees
to bid this stern chieftain farewdl.

We made afire and burned wolfbane and pine needles. Sean spoke of our uncle's strength and courage;

| of hisdedication to family and tuath. The people of household and settlement stood by, slent. It wasa
somber departure for such agreat man; intime, perhaps we would be able to celebrate hislife and his
passing with the gathering of folk, the feasting and music he deserved. But not yet. These were dangerous
times, and the news of this sudden death could not be spread indiscriminately abroad.

Afterward we took aquiet cup of dein the kitchens around the fire. Outsde, through the night air, a
terrible sound rang forth, ahowling of grief and abandonment that echoed the emptinessin our own
hearts. Thislament went on and on until my head rang with it and | could not keep back my tears. Then
Sean got up and went to the door, and, looking out into the darkness, he called, "Neassal Broc! Enough
now. Inside, the pair of you!"

And after alittle while, the howling ceased, and my uncle'stwo wolfhounds camein from the dark, their
whiskery heads|owered, their tails between their legs. Sean sat down again, and the dogs went to him
and settled one on hisleft Sde and one on hisright. It was at that moment, | think, that my brother
becamelord of Sevenwaters.



Johnny and | were ready at dawn, and Sean stood on the steps to bid usfarewell. | rode the strange,
smdl horse that had once belonged to the Painted Man, and it seemed to me she showed an eagernessto
be off that was more than just the anticipation of exercise and fresh air. Fiachawaited on a post nearby,
his head to one sde. Watching him, the horses shifted uneadily.

"I'm grateful for this, Liadan," said my brother gruffly. "Bring her back hereif you can. And tdl Eamonn|
need to talk to him. Y ou'll have to break the news of Liam's degth. After that, he must surely seethe
urgent need for another council. The dliance must regroup, and swiftly. | must establish my own place,
makeit clear | am my own man. Ask himif hewill come here and see me. But first, make sure Aidingis
sfe”

"I'll do what | can. Now we must go. It'salong way. Farewell, Sean. May the goddesslight your path.”
"Safejourney, Liadan."

A day and anight and part of the next morning it took, and every step of the way | was willing the pace
to befagter, and gritting my teeth every time my son woke and wailed and we must stop yet again to tend
to hisneeds. | bit back words of frustration as my men at armstold me Lord Sean had inssted we stop
to deep, for awhile at least, and that they prepare me a proper meal. A lady could not be expected to
travel rough, asawarrior might. So they set up asmall shelter for me and the child, and stood guard
whilel lay there, open-eyed in the night, watching small clouds cross the face of the waning moon. And
on the morning of the second day we rode across the causeway to Sidhe Dubh, with Fiacha flying
dark-winged above us.

We had passed the outer guard posts with no great difficulty. The men there knew me and recognized my
men a arms, who wore the white tunic of Sevenwaterswith its symbol of interlinked tores. They let us
through with no more than araised eyebrow as Fiacha circled, squawking. Nor were we turned back at
the entry to the causeway. But one of the guards shook his head doubtfully and said, ™Y ou'll not be given
admittance. He's | etting nobody in, and helll make no exceptions, not even for alady.” There was
something in histone that suggested he was not entirely comfortable with the Situation. But clearly they
hed their orders.

So we crossed to the inner gate, the entrance to the long, curving underground way that led up to the
courtyard with itshigh, encircling wals. As before, there were two very large guards with axesin their
hands and two massive black dogs, growling.

"|dentify yourselved"
The guards stepped forward, and the dogs pulled their chains taut.

"The Lady Liadan of Sevenwaters, come to see the daughter of the house," said the leader of my escort.
"Wearedl of that household, and | am amazed that you fail to recognize us, Garbhan, it being lessthan a
season since last we shared ajug of adein thisvery hal. Open your gatesfor us. Thelady hascomea
long way andisweary."

"Theré's no admittance. And no exceptions.”

"I'm not sure you understand.” My man's voice was confident; his hand hovered by hissword hilt. "The
lady iscometo vist her friend. She hasasmall child with her, asyou see. Thisisthe sster of Sean of
Sevenwaters. If thereisany doubt, please send word to the Lady Aiding. | am certain she will welcome

our party.”

"There are no exceptions. Lord Eamonn's orders. Now take yourselves off before | |oose the dogs.”



The dogs appeared al too keen to be loosed, as Fiacha began to swoop down toward them, just
beyond reach of their snapping jaws, and fly upward again to repesat the maneuvre, accompanied by
derisive croaks of challenge. Johnny awoke and began to cry.

| edged my little horse forward. "Leavethisto me" | told my men. | attempted the sort of tone Liam
might have employed. "Fetch Lord Eamonn,” | said. "Hewill sseme. Tell him Liadan is here and must
gpesk with him. Tell him | have information for him and that it'simportant and that | will not take no for
anansver."

"I don't rightly know, my lady. Lord Eamonn's not to be disturbed, and he did say, no exceptions.”
Fachaflew past, so near to the man's face that the lethal beak came close to taking an eye out.
“Tdl him."

"Yes, my lady."

Wewaited. Eamonn did not come down, but after awhile the guard returned and the chain was
unfastened and the gates unlocked, and we rode past the davering dogs and up the long, curving way to
the courtyard. There were many, many guardsall the way up. Enough guards, | thought grimly, to secure
the most difficult of prisoners. Inmy heart, | knew Bran must be here somewhere. He must be il dive
and able to attempt an escape, or why maintain such a presence of armed men? When we emerged into
thelight, the courtyard was bristling with them, and outside the entrance to the house was Eamonn,
looking stern and distant. He stepped over to help me dismount. Johnny was wailing, and the bird added
hisown distinctive voiceto thedin.

"Liadan,” frowned Eamonn, "what are you doing here?'

"What sort of welcomeisthat for afriend?’ | asked him. "We are weary, and | must tend to the child.”
"Why have you come here?’

My men a arms had dismounted, and were listening.

"l have newsfor you, Eamonn. Very important news, which must be passed on in private. And | need to
see Aiding. Perhaps you might provide my men with some de, and mewith aquiet placeto dowhat is
needed for the child. Then, when it is convenient, 1'd like to speak with you aone.

Asheturned to give orders and to clear the small crowd that had gathered, | saw that he did indeed
move somewhat warily, like aman not quite recovered from aseriousinjury, such asaknifethrust. A
serving woman came to usher me indoors and find me a quiet corner to change and feed my son. Food
and drink were brought on atray. Therewasno sign of Aiding, and | did not ask.

Time passed. Johnny had his mesal, and was quiet, and the sun moved overhead outside the narrow
windows. The serving woman returned with two others, clucking and admiring the child and offering to
take himfor awhile, so | could rest.

"I'dliketo see Aiding,” | sad. "Isshe here?'

"My lady's not well. | shouldn't think shelll see anyone,” said the oldest of the women, who was holding
Johnny in her arms.

"Maybe | could help,” | ventured. "I have skillsin heding. What seemsto be the trouble?”



"Best ask Lord Eamonn.”
llBut_ll
"Begst ask him."

Reuctantly, | let them bear Johnny away to the kitchens, for he seemed content in their company, and |
was indeed weary and at something of aloss. Fiachaflew after them, much to the women'saarm. With
such aguard, | reasoned my son would be safe enough for now. | looked out of the window, down into
the courtyard, straining for asight of anything unusud, anything to suggest there were indeed some very
gpecid prisonersin thisfortress. But apart from the presence of so many armed men, al seemed quite
unremarkable.

At last Eamonn sent for me. Hewasin the hall, seated on his oak chair, and once the servant was
dismissed, we were done.

"Well, Liadan, please take a seet. A cup of wine, perhaps? Thiscomesall theway from Armorica It's
rather fine. | did not expect such avisit. Thisisnot agood time.”

"Such news has no good time. My Uncle Liam is dead, dain by the Britons on the way to his meeting
with the Ui Neill. Someone betrayed us, and the aliance is much weakened. Sean bid me bring you these
tidings mysdlf, and ask if | might take Aiding back with me, for he needs her support. And he wantsto

Speak with you urgently."

"l see" Hislook of shocked concern seemed entirely genuine. "Thisisgraveindeed. When did this
happen?’

"A few days ago. Sean wantsit kept quiet, for obvious reasons. We sent word to your grandfather, and |
have cometo tell you. Beyond that, it is not known. But once Northwoods chooses to make his coup
public, then the enemies of the dliance may seek to move againgt us."

Heraised hisbrows. "I did not think you so knowledgesable in Strategies and dedlings, Liadan.”
"I'mlearning fadt," | said.

"Aiding cannot go to Sevenwaters. She is—indisposed.”

"May | seeher?If sheisill, | canhdp.”

"Not thistime. I'm afraid you will not be able to see her, and she most certainly cannot travel.”

"Then shemust begravely ill. I'm aheder, Eamonn. Y ou should let metend to her. Aidingismy friend,
and my brother's betrothed. Y ou should let me help her, if | can.”

"Y ou will not remain here long enough to help. I can have no guestsin the house. Aiding will recover well
enough without your ass stance. She has smply been—obstinate—and has made hersdf ill. Y ou cannot
seeher.”

| did not reply. The conversation was like some sort of game. A smdll risk here; asmall gain there. It was
hard to make strategic moves when one did not know therules.

"Tdl Sean that Aiding isunable to makethejourney," he said. "Convey my sympathy to him for hisloss.
Herose asif to leave, and there was another awkward silence. "Y ou will need anight'srest, | suppose,
before riding home. | am surprised you brought your child with you al thisway, Liadan. Still, he appears



to have westhered it well enough.”

"Youll find that gutter scum have asurprising inner strength,” | said quietly. "A capacity for endurance
beyond the ordinary."

Hetook a moment to react. "What did you say?"

"I'm hereto trade with you, Eamonn. | have cometo buy your prisoners.”

| had thought him pale, but this turned his face white as adead man's mask.
"l—see," he said carefully. "Does your brother know of this escapade?”

"Sean isnot aware of my intentions,” | said, my heart beginning to thump. "But he knows| am here, and
expects me home promptly, with or without Aiding."

"And just exactly what prisonersdid you havein mind?’

"Theré's no need to play games with me, Eamonn. | mean the Painted Man, and another of hisband
whom you hold captive. | am hereto ded with you for their release into my hands and our safe passage
out of Sdhe Dubh."

"Ded?How, ded?"
"A bargain. I'm sure you have made many before."
He rose and began to pace to and fro, to and fro.

"Y ou amaze me, Liadan. Even after what has happened, even after al that has passed between us, | ill
believed you capable of some sound judgment. That man isevil, ascourge. He should never be let loose
again. And hewill not be. Now tell me," and he stopped right before me and put his hands on my
shoulders, and | breathed deep, willing myself not to flinch away, "how could you know he was here?
How could you discover such athing? Nobody knew."

"At least you do not pretend that heis not your captive. | suppose your sense of pride preventsthat. The
source of my informeation is confidential.

But at least one other of the family of Sevenwaters knowswhat | know and will reved it if harm comesto
r.rell

"Harm?Why should | harm you? Y ou are no threat to me and besides— no, let me avoid sentimentality.
I'll put it to you plainly, Liadan. Nobody caresif thisman livesor dies. Y ou could tell theworld | held him
prisoner, tortured and beat him, intended to execute him. Theré's not asingle soul would raise afinger to
help him. Heis an outcast, beyond hope."

"Yourewrong,” | said softly. "Y ou are so wrong. Such aman can command greet loyalty, asyou will
discover to your cost."

"Huh! Theloydty of other wretcheslike himsdlf, and misguided girlswho find a perverse excitement in
the arms of amonster of depravity. | cannot believe you gave yourself to him when you could have—"

"When | could have had you? I'm sorry you cannot believe that, Eamonn, for it hasfilled your whole mind
with bitterness until you cannot rightly see what you are doing, or why. This hatred is eating you up, 0
that you injure your family and friends, and set adark curse on your own future. It isnot too late for you
to retreat. Not quite.”



"If you had accepted me, my path would have been different,” he said bleskly. "If you find you didike
what | have become, you have only yoursdf to blame.”

"Your actionsare your own," | said, holding back my anger. "Y our choices are your own. Each of us
carriesaburden of guilt for decisons made or not made." | saw alittleimage of my Uncle Liam, lying on
the track with an arrow in hischest. ™Y ou can let that rule your wholelife, or you can put it behind you
and move on. Only amadman lets jea ousy determine the course of his existence. Only awesak man
blames othersfor hisown errors. Now, will you ded with me?"

"I cannot imagine what you think you can offer me," he said tiffly. "But | suppose awoman dways has
one service she can provide for aman. And there was atime, not long ago, when | might have paid much
to possess your body. | would have paid with my pride, and my reputation, and everything | own. But
not now. Not now that | have him in my grasp. Watching him suffer isworth infinitely moreto methana
night in your bed. Though it would be interesting doing it just to make him squirm. Unfortunately, he's
past that now."

"What do you mean?' | could not prevent my voice from shaking, and | thought he was aware of my
dam.

"Did you know your outlaw hero is afraid of the dark? Did you know heturnsto jelly if he'sshut intoo
long?1 found that out. It took mealot of digging to discover it. He keeps his secretswell. You'l find him
not quite asyou left him, | fear. Asfor the other one, he'slooking quite untidy."

Breathe, Liadan. "I think you misunderstand what | mean when | say bargain,” | told him, taking asp of
my wine, just o my hands had something to do, to still their shaking. "It is not so much amatter of what |
can offer in return for their freedom. It is more a case of what you are prepared to give in order to buy
my dlence”

"Silence? What slence? What do you mean?"

"I have information that could be very damaging to you, Eamonn. Information that, should it reach the
ears of my brother, or of Seamus, would cut you from the alliance and cause you to be looking over your
shoulder for aman with aknife for the rest of your days. Information that, should it become known to the
Ui Nelll, would ensure you never sat at acouncil table with them again. And your lands are avkwardly
placed. Right in the path of traffic out of Tirconnell. Y ou should listen to me."

"I don't believe what I'm hearing." He sat down again, Saring a me. "How could you possibly have any
information that your brother does not aready know? A girl, a homewith achild, shut away in the heart
of theforest? Thisis nothing but abluff.”

"A bluff. All right, let'stry some detail. And do not forget, the band of the Painted man is privy to many
secrets and has an ear in many camps. My sources of news may be different from Sean's, but they are
every bit asaccurate.”

"Goon," hesaid in afrozen voice. At that point, aman entered with atray on which he bore another
flask of wine and a platter with bread and cheese and diced mesats. He set this on atable, and Eamonn
dismissed him with ajerk of the head. When the man was gone, he went to the door and did the bolts
closed.

"All right," he sad. "What information?’

The sun danted in the windows. It was past midday; two whole days since | had seen that vision of Bran
being dragged from thishall, since | had heard Eamonn saying, Put the mongrel in the dark. Now was



the moment when | must hazard al on aguess, must hope that Finbar and | had stumbled on the truth.

"I know the price you paid Northwoods," | said with hard-won steadiness. "I know it wasthe
information you gave our enemy that caused my uncle's death. Y ou betrayed the aliance, Eamonn. You
sacrificed Liam for the sake of your own twisted desire for vengeance, because of jealousrage. And |
will tell Sean, and Seamus, unlessyou give mewhat | want.”

"Thisisoutrageoud" His voice shook with shocked fury. ™Y ou can have no proof of this. | cannot
imagine how you might have concocted such atae, or who would believeyou if you told it.”

"I have proof. A witness of great credibility, who knows the exact purpose of my visit here. If you refuse
me, your secret will soon be known, whether | return home safely or not. Y ou'll be finished, Eamonn.”

Hewassilent for awhile. "What guarantee can you give methat thisinformation will not become public,
evenif | agreeto your ridiculous request?’ he asked, and asmdl flame of hope began to burn inside me.
"Y ou might get what you want and il tell. What undertaking can you give thet otherswill remain silent?”

"Y ou know me better than that,” | said. "Once, not so long ago, you told me | was the only woman you
would ever take for your wife, or wordsto that effect. | think you meant it at the time. Now, | seeyou
have lost any respect you ever had for me. But once we werefriends. If | give you my word, I'll keepit. |
will ensurethe silence of others. But | will not put my brother at risk. | will remain slent only aslong as
you honor our agreement.”

"l can't believethis. Itisasif you have turned into some—some mongter, like the man you protect. You'd
better tell me your terms.”

Ah, no, | thought. It is you who are become a monster; a man who will betray, and torture, and
murder, for no reason more than jealous obsession. You, whom | might once have wed. "Very
well," | said. "Y ou will respect thedliance. Y ou will honor your commitment to my brother in future and
be honest with him and share your defenses asyou did with Liam."

"Arﬂ?'
"That's the long-term agreement. The instant you bresk it, | tell them.”
"And what about the short-term?"

"Fird, you fetch Aiding here. My men a arms will take her back to Sevenwaters, now, this afternoon.
Shewill remain there until spring, until she and Sean are married. She will not return here. Y ou will attend
the wedding, and smile, and give them your blessing.”

"Aiding isunwdl. She cannot trave.”

"I'll bethejudge of that. | think she will go. My men know how to convey alady across country and look
after her."

"Y ou spesk asif you do not intend to accompany her. What isthe rest of this demonic bargain, Liadan?'

"l will remain hereuntil Aiding issafely away from Sidhe Dubh. It should not take long. Then you will
release these two prisoners. Y ou will provide the three of us, and my son, with safe conduct to your
borders.”

He gave ahallow laugh. ™Y ou must indeed think me wesk."



" think you have enough common sense left to know when you are backed into acorner,” | said
carefully. "Will you do as| ask?'

"Y ou give me very little choice. But | am not entirely without pride, though you seek to humiliate me at
every turn. | will let Aiding go. | would be afool not to agree or to refuse the first part of the bargain. |
wonder if you will tire of watching me, year by year, to seeif | sumble? That could grow tedious.”

"I am the daughter of Sevenwaters. My brother deserves my loyalty and my support, and he will have
them. Our family understands the importance of this, if yours does not."

"Y ou should perhaps restrain your tongue. | have not yet agreed to the other part of this bargain.”
"Theded isdl or nothing. If you will not release the prisoners, | will make no agreement.”
"l need time."

"Y ou cannot havetime. If | wished to do so, | could give my brother this news right now, while you
watched. | could open my mind to his, and | could tell him. If you tried to harm me, he would know
immediately. | would not hesitate.”

"A pox onyou, Liadan! Curse you and your sorceresssways!"
"Will you release these men?' It was becoming harder and harder to keep contral.

"Very well," he said suddenly. " Take your wretched lover and his bizarre companion. See what use they
areto you after their brief but eventful sojournin my custody. But there can be no safe conduct. There's
not aman in my garrison, nor anywhere in my lands, who would convey the Painted Man to the border
without sticking aknifein hisback. Once outside these walls, you're on your own."

"Y ou're saying you will let us go, so that your archers may shoot us down before we set foot on the
road? That won't do. | need better than that. Do you want me to talk to my brother? Shall | cal to him?

"No. WEell play alittle game, | think. When Aiding isgone, if sheisableto go, I'll set you atask of hide
and seek. Firgt you find your outlaw. Then you get him out. WEll help with that, or you'll bedl night at it.
Therell be no 'foot on theroad.' Let him go out the way he once camein, over the marshes. Don't they
say no mission is beyond him? That should be easy, then. Across the hidden way, with awoman and a
amall child, and aman without the full use of hishands. Smple, | should think. Y ou'll seewhat sort of a
hero heisthen. We might perhaps set you atime to achievethis. Y ou'll need to be gone by dusk, | think.
After that, well come down with torches and start shooting again. My men don't get much excitement
these days.”

"That is—evil," | whispered, staring a him. Wasthis the man with whom | had once danced at Imbolc, a
man | had once considered agood choice for ahushand, if | had been able to teach him to smile? Wasit
indeed | who had changed him so completely, smply by saying no? My heart was cold. "Isnot this
bargain on my terms?’

"Not quite. Y ou might decideto tell your secret now, to try to convince your brother of what you know,
a adigance. Y ou might do it, and destroy my life. But as soon as you took that step, the Painted Man
would die. Y ouwould not save him that way. And your brother cares nothing for the outlaw. Heis
merely another piece on the board to be won or lost."

| ran my tongue over lips suddenly parched. "Very well. We have reached agreement. Now send for
Aiding"



"Y ou will not spesk to my sigter of this. That much must be understood.”
"It's understood, Eamonn. Now send for her, and for my men a arms.”

Aiding looked sick and wretched. Her small, freckled face was ashen white, and | could see the bones
benegath the skin. Her eyeswere purple and swollen, and her curling red hair unkempt.

"Liadan," she whispered, heedless of her brother's grim looks and of the Sx men at armswaiting in the
hall. "Oh, Liadan, you came! Wher€'s Sean?"

"Waiting for you at Sevenwaters,” | said camly, though | could have wept to see the state my friend was
in."Your brother has given you permission to go. These men will see you safely there. I've asked the
women to pack you alittle bag, and your horseisready. Youll leaveright away."

"Oh, Liadan, thank you. Oh, thank you, Eamonn!”

It wasjust aswell, | thought, that she was at such an extreme of distress and exhaustion that it did not
occur to her to ask any questions. No doubt they would cometo her later when she was dready on her

way.
"My lady—" The leader of my guards was frowning with concern.
"Theseareyour orders,” | told him firmly. "Leave now, sraightaway.

Make your way back to Seven-waters as quickly as you can; but remember the Lady Aiding has been
ill, and will need torest, as | did. Tell my brother | will come later."

"Our orders were to guard you." He sounded doubtful. "If we depart, you have no safe conduct.”

"Lord Eamonn can provide what protection | need,” | said. "'l will remain here awhilelonger. Tel my
brother Lord Eamonn will be in touch. Now go, and you should be there by dusk tomorrow."

"Very wdl, my lady."

| climbed the steps to the place where the sentries paced. | looked out over the causeway and the long,
graight track that was the only safe way out of Sidhe Dubh. | stood there watching until Aiding's auburn
hair and the leather helms of the men at arms had vanished into the distance. Then | went to the kitchens
and reclaimed my son and fed him, | bound him to my back again, ready for travel. Out in the courtyard,
Eamonn waswaiting.

"| thought I'd watch thisgame," he said. "But | find | haven't the somach for it. Don't worry, my guards
have instructionsto let you wander about. If you need keys, or a strong man to loosen abolt or two, just
ask and they'll help you. But you enjoy thiskind of thing, don't you, Liadan?1'm told you prowled about
the placelike alittle cat in heat last time you were here. Off you go, then. There's not so long till dusk
after dl. Oh, and do something about that bird of yours, will you? If it swoops down on my guardsjust
one moretime, its next gppearance will be on the supper table, neatly enclosed in piecrugt.”

We had walked across the courtyard as he spoke, and Fiachaflew over our headsto dight on the shafts
of an empty cart that stood there.

"Off you go then,” Eamonn repeated, asif dismissing atroublesome child.

| had no doubt where this search must be undertaken, and | feared what it might reveal. | made arapid
decision and looked direct into Fiachas bright, knowing eye. Go, | told him. Fetch help. Go now. |



need help before dusk.

Hewas gone, swift as an arrow from the bow, adark streak soaring into the sky and away southward,
ever southward. Then | picked up my skirts and walked down into the underground way, forward into
the shadows.

It was difficult for the guards, | think. They had their orders, and they would obey them. Still they glanced
at one another and muttered among themsdves as | searched their underground domain, through one
dark cdll after another, gritting my teeth to keep back the tears, trying to till my drumming heart and
quiet my breathing as| blundered into empty room after empty room.

"Wherearethey?' | demanded. "Tel me!" But they shuffled their boots and kept their mouths shut. The
Painted Man could expect nothing from Eamonn'sfolk, save fear and loathing.

Behind the small cells| already knew of, there was an iron-bolted door. | asked for assistance, and abig,
gray-haired man with muscleslike heavy knotted cords came forward to open it for me. There were
rough steps leading downward.

"l need alantern." Johnny waswriggling on my back, now tired of the restriction to his movements.
Having so recently learned to get about on his own, he was eager for fresh explorations and new
adventures. | would not think of Johnny and the path across the siwamp. | would think only of what came
next, right now.

"Lord Eamonn said nothing about lanterns.”

"l need alight. It's pitch-black down there. | could fall and break the child's neck. Would you take that
story back to your wife tonight?"

Nobody moved. Grimly, | gathered my skirts and went forward down the steps. One. Two. It was so
dark | could not see my hand before my face.

"Here, my lady."

Light flickered on the onewalls. The gray-haired guard was on the step behind me, asmal lanternin his
hand. | reached out for it.

"I'll bear it for you. Y ou take carefor the child. These sepsare old and uneven.”

There were ten steps, and a narrow passageway deep under the earth. It was very quiet. If ratsor
beetles made their home in this buried place, there wasno sign of it. Thedim light revedled iron rings,
bolted to the cobweb-shrouded walls. At the end of the passage, another door, more of agrille, fastened
with aloop of heavy chain. The placewasairless, ifling.

"My lady." The guard spoke under his bresth, awkwardly. "These men are outlaws, scarce worth the
trouble of tossing on the midden. Y ou should leave this, and save yoursdf and the child. Y ou'll never get
away across the marshes. Try it and you're as good as dead, and your babe with you. Giveit up. Wed
see you got home safe. None of us wantsthis on his conscience.”

"Givemethekey," | said. He put it into my hand without another word.

Beyond the grilled door was another small space, and there | found Gull. | heard his breathing just before
the light revealed his dark festures, now asickly gray, his staring eyes bright with fever, hisclothing
ripped and stained. Hiswrists were locked in iron shackles above his head, so that he could not move
from where he was held, sagging, againgt hisrestraints. Filthy, bloodstained rags were roughly wrapped



around his hands.
| moved forward, clenching my teeth.
"Unfasten this man's hands and be quick about it!"

"Liadan," Gull croaked, asthe guard reached up to the shackles. Then he sucked in his breath as his
wrists were suddenly released, and hisarmsfell by hissdes asif therewereno lifeleft in them.

"Youll beinalot of pain while the feding comesback,” | said, as he sank to the floor with awheeze of
agony. "But there's no time. We must get out of here. Where's Bran? Where's the chief?"

Gull moved his head from side to side, weakly, to indicate he did not know.
"Y ou must know! Somebody must know! We have only until dusk to get away from herel”

"Can...wdk. Can...go." Gull struggledto al fours, then to his knees, then stood up, swaying. "Ready
..togo."

"That's good, Gull. That's very good. Seeif you can put your arm around my shoulders—watch out for
the boy—that'sit. I'll hep you." | turned to the guard. "Tell me where heis. Please tell me. Would you
seedl of usdie before the sun sets?!

But the man was slent, hiseyes chill as he watched Gull's saggering, shivering effortsto walk. Theair
was thick and close around us, and each breath was a struggle. Johnny whimpered. If we left now, there
would still be some daylight left. If weleft now, there would be a chance to be out of sght before dusk. |
might search and search until it wasindeed too late and till not find him. Put the mongrel back in the
dark where he belongs.

"Best to go back up,” muttered the guard.

"Not yet," | said. "Stand still. Keep quiet.” For it wasthere, asmal cry in the darkness, afeding of
dread, asummoning of will to endure what was beyond endurance. Where are you'?1 could not tell if it
was my own imagination that conjured it or if | truly heard the cry of that lost child who had haunted my
thoughts sincefirst | began to learn the truth about the Painted Man:

Thevoice of my mind whispered into the darkness. I'm here. Stretch up
Silence. Helpless, shivering slence.

Reach out your hand to me, Johnny. | will help you. Show me where you are. It was not my son to
whom | spoke, my son now blessedly silent, held warm and safe against me. Gull leaned on my shoulder,
and | felt the trembling control he exercised over his damaged body to remain upright, to quiet his
breathing so that | could listen. Where are youl? Give me your hand. Reach up just a little farther.

There was no sound, not that | could hear. Not in the outer world, nor in the shadowy realm of the mind.
But | knew. Suddenly, | knew. | walked out through the grilled door, with Gull stumbling beside me, and
the guard following with the lantern and a scowl on hisface. Halfway aong the dim subterranean

passage, | hated.

Y ou could hardly seeit. It was very nestly fashioned, flush with thefloor, the only sgnsof itsexistence
thefaint line around the edges, and asmall depression in the stone where the trapdoor might be lifted.
Eamonn's ancestor had indeed possessed an unusua and inventive mind.



"Open thistragpdoor.”

"It'snot ajob for aman on hisown."

"Openit, curse you! Fetch another man if you need one. And hurry!"

They were dow, painfully dow, as| waited, shivering. Hold on, | told him. I'm here. Not long now.

The trapdoor was heavy, asolid dab of rock a handspan thick. The mechanism seemed finely tuned and
expertly maintained. But it took al the strength of the two guardsto lift it. At last it sSsood open.

"Givemethelantern,” | said, and they put it into my hand. | placed it on the edge of the rectangular
opening in the floor and looked in.

It was asmdl enough space. Just big enough to take aman who was not particularly tal, if hisknees
were doubled up to hischin, and hisarms bent over hishead. Air could get In, but not much. There
would be no light. No space to move. A tomb, in which aman might stay aivefor atime. How long
would depend on what strength he could find deep insde himsdf. If you took him out occasiondly, and
fed him, and let him breathe before you put him back in, he might survive to entertain you for quite some
time

"Bran?' | wasfoolishindeed if | expected an answer. He appeared dead, hisfeatures ghastly pae, his
curled-up form devoid of any movement. "Get this man out. Quickly.”

They did, for their orders were to help me, up to a certain point. But nobody had ordered them to be
gentle, and by the time the limp figure had been dragged from the tiny hole where they had stowed him
and deposited at my feet, till curled around himself, he bore afew more bruises than before. | knelt by
him, and Gull, stifling acurse, squatted beside me.

"He'sdive" | said, my fingersfeding the place at the base of the neck, where the blood flowed weakly,
my ear catching hisfaint breathing, so dow, so dow. Thelantern cast littlelight, but | could seethe
bruising was extensive, and blood was encrusted on his head, where anew, soft growth of brown hair
crept over the bold markings of the skin.

"Blow to the head," muttered Gull. "Deep. Hard. Cameclose. . . finish him. What now?"

"Weget out of here)" | said firmly, while my tears banked up behind my eyes and my inner voice chanted
over and over, Breathe, Liadan. Be strong. Be strong. "Then well see” | turned to the guards. "Pick
this man up and carry him. And don't hurt him. Y ou've done enough damage. Take us outside.”

"Damage? No such thing as enough damage for the likes of him," growled the second guard, and they
werelessthan careful asthey hoisted Bran's helpless form from the ground and bore him away up the
steps, leaving usto follow as best we could. | supported Gull and carried the lantern, and at length we
emerged again into the underground way, where the torches burned bright, so bright they hurt my eyes,
and Gull shielded hisface with one damaged hand, while silent men stood watching our halting progress.

"Our orders are to take you down to the edge and leave you."
"You'd better doit then,” | told them.

Bran's body was as limp as asack of grain, suspended between the guard who held his shoulders and the
one who supported hisknees. His head |olled to one side. There were bruises on bruises; no part of him
seemed undamaged. What was left of his clothing was tiff with blood and filth. More entertained now
there were lights and voices, Johnny babbled away chearfully.



"Comeon," | said to Gull. "Down here. Y ou know where. Then we're on our own."

"Own," he echoed, and | wondered how much he had understood between the fever and the agony of his
tortured hands. He had lost fingers from both, | could see that; how many were |left, the bandages
concedled. "Across," hesaid. "Other sde”

Aswe stumbled down the underground way and out past the growling dogs and were led around the hill
on anarrow track not far above the water's edge, | made myself consider the possibilities. If Bran came
to himsdf and could walk ... if Gull could find the path, and the fever did not cloud hisjudgment ... if
Johnny kept ill and quiet, and did not distract us ... if help came before dark, then maybe we would live
and not be shot down like fugitives escaping judtice. If... there were atogether too many ifs. It cameto
me aswe hdted on the northern side of the hill, with the sun aready low in the sky and the daylight
beginning to fade, that thiswasthe redlity of Bran'slife and Gull's, that their whole existence was made up
of momentslikethis, when the odds appeared impossible, and one must indeed be the best, must find
solutionsto the most difficult problems, and discover insde onesdf a strength amost Otherworldly, in
order merely to survive.

"Sure about this?' They had dropped Bran unceremonioudy at my feet again, and now the big guard
took a step back, speaking quietly. High above on the fortresswall, men were gathered, watching. "Not
too late, even now. Leave these carrion and make your way home with your littlelad.”

"You'd better go." | knelt and took Bran's head on my lap. "L ord Eamonn will want to hear your report,
no doubt."

"At least save the child. Y ou can't survive such acrossing. That mongrel's near dead, and the other can't
rightly walk agtraight line. Try that path, and you're al gone. Y ou could leave the boy behind. There are
folks here would care for him and see him safe home.”

Something flashed into my memory: my Uncle Finbar's voice, long ago, saying to me, The child isyours.
And you -want the man aswell. . . hasit occurred, to you that perhaps you cannot have both?

"Wewak thisway together,” | said, dmost to mysdlf, my hand moving gently over Bran's shaven skulll,
where the new growth of curling hair softened thefierce, ravenlike pattern. "All of ustogether.”

The guard said no more; and soon Eamonn's men had withdrawn within the fortresswalls, save for two
guards with adog, who patrolled nearby. We were |eft there by the edge of the dark, quaking bog: Bran
sprawled helpless on the stones, | seated by him with the child sill on my back, and Gull standing, Staring
out across the wide expanse of marshland to the distant hillsin the north. He was swaying dightly.

"Snake," he muttered. "Otter. Others. Other side.”
"Y ou think they'll be thereif we can get across?'

"Others. Get across." He staggered from one foot to the other and sat down suddenly. "Head. Sorry.
Hands"

"I would tend to themif | could. When we get there—when we reach a place of safety, I'll be ableto
relieve the pain quite well for you, and give you an infusion to bring down the fever | sent for help, but |
cannot be sure that help will come, Gull Do you understand™

"Understand,” he echoed faintly

"We have only until dusk to get away As soon asthe sun sinks, Eamonn's archers will begin to shoot, and
they will come down with torches We have only one pathway to follow If Bran—if the chief does not



cometo himsdf intime, | don't know what wewill do"

At that moment Johnny decided to make his presence known, and there was no choice but to unfasten
his bindings and open mv dressto feed him It seemed Gull was not entirely dazed by hisfever, for he
moved quickly enough to support Bran's head and shoulderswith hisknees, while | busied mysalf with
the child And finally, with Johnny at the breast, and the light fading to the ddlicate shade of fresh lavender
bloomsdl around us, and no sound but the harsh cry of herons out on the boglands, with Bran lying il
and distant as some carven warrior on atomb, | found I could no longer hold back my tears What had |
done Why had | thought | could ignore the warnings of the Fair Folk themsalves | had believed,
somehow, that | could save these men, could make afuture for them, and for myself Now it seemed we
would al perish, and Johnny aswell Him | might have pro tected, but for my wretched pride

"Dying," Gull observed bleakly "Blow to the head Won't wake Hed cdll for the knife, if he could"
"Wdll, hecan't," | snapped, my tearsforgotten "It's not his decison He cannot die | won't alow it"

The small shadow of achuckle "Broke the code, the two of you Walt till | tell Snake ™ Hiswordstrailed
off inagasp of pain

"Gull, were going to haveto try this'
"Understand Wak Carry I'm strong enough”

"I don't doubt it And you know the way, for you led my sister across once But you are hurt and
exhausted, and hewill not be able to help you"

"Strong enough Carry"

"Then we must go now, as soon asthe child isfed Dusk is gpproaching fast, and it ssemsno help can
reech usintime"

Gull gave asort of grunt and rolled Bran onto hisside "Ready,” he said "Y ou'll need to help Hands, no
good Not now" For it isindeed not possible to grasp aman'sarm or afold of his clothing and hoist him
onto your back when your hands are as badly damaged as Gull'swere The dightest touch made him
wincewith pain

Step by step That was the only way to do it Take it in very small stages, and try not to think too far
ahead, for to do that would make the heart fail and the last vestiges of courage die Put Johnny in his
binding and fasten him on my back, astightly as| could He was quiet for now Then, bend to lift Bran's
shouldersfrom the ground, try to help Gull to get his own shoulder undernesth and lever the helpless man
up Gull's hands were quite useless He could bend an arm around, and shove with his knees, but he could
neither hold nor grip | bit back my words How can you carry him? What if he dips? Between us, we
dropped him three times before, laborioudy, Gull got to his knees, and then precarioudy to hisfeet, with
his friend balanced across his shoulders, head on the left, legs on the right, arms dangling Gull held his
own arms hooked up behind, the mangled hands pointing stiffly skyward in their bloody wrappings From
the battlements above, there was a scatter of derisive applause

"That'sgood,” | said encouragingly "That's redly good, Gull We need to go now"

Many birdswere calling now, out over the wilderness, flocking to roost in whatever desolate corner of
thisinhospitable country they caled their home The setting sun turned the pools of open water asred as
blood

"Go now," said Gull, and we looked at each other and looked away | saw thetruthin his



fever-brightened eyes Thisway was degth

"| think we might share aflask of very strong drink on the other side,” | said My words were confident, it
was the tremor in my voice that gave me avay

Then Gull stepped out onto the surface of the bog, very carefully, his bare feet moving from one clump of
grassto the next, right, then right again, then left And | followed in hiswake, my skirtstucked up into my
belt, the child gtill mercifully slent | felt cold swesat break out dl over my body, | heard the quick, uneven
sound of my own breathing, sensed the thudding of my heart One step, another We moved forward
dowlv, so dowly | did not dare to ook behind to gauge the distance an archer might shoot with accuracy
to find histarget by torchlight And then we came to a place where the clumps of vegetation were farther
gpart, adridefor aman, or for along-legged woman like my sister Niamh For me, ajump | hesitated, as
Gull moved on ahead | could not say, Wait, lest | startle him and he lose hisfooting. Quick, Liadan, |
told mysdf, or he'll be out of sight and then ... | jumped, landing avkwardly, my boot diding on the
wet foliage. | put my arms out for balance and, teetering, regained my footing. Around mein the dark
brown of the marsh mud, there were little sucking and plopping sounds, hungry sounds. Gull's progress
was steady enough, though still very dow. A step; apause; another step. He was bent well forward
under Bran's dead weight; it must be difficult for him to seethe way.

"Liadan?" Hisvoice came back to me, strangely disembodied in the emptiness.
"I'm here”
"Nearly dark.”

"I know." Later, if the clouds held back, there would be alittle light. But thiswould be awaning moon,
too faint, and too late. "We must go on as best we can.”

He made no reply, but moved forward again, and | could see how his bare feet balanced on the
unpredictable surface, the toes curling, the foot adjusting the set of the body's weight. | could see how,
even with his hands mangled and helpless, he still kept acareful control of the burden he bore, bending to
left or to right, forward or more upright, to maintain a secure stance. After dark, he would no longer be
ableto find theway. Then it would hardly matter what strength he had, or what skills he employed.

Asthelight faded, | began to fed short, sharp stalbs on my hands, and on my ankles, and on my face and
neck. There was alittle high-pitched droning sound that came and went. Swarms of biting insects were
arising from the swampy land, no doubt overjoyed to discover alarge and juicy meal. Johnny began
suddenly to cry, asharp wailing of distress. There was nothing | could do to help him, and his small,
panicky voice rang out unanswered over the marshes. And in the distance, | thought | heard another cry,
hollow, unearthly, halfway between a scream and a song. Perhaps this voice foretold another degth, asa
young man a arms had once said. | told myself not to be foolish. But the sound was till there, ringing in
my head, vibrating in the sickly swamp air, howling in the purple light of the dusk al around me. Thewall
of the banshee. Johnny was screaming in protest now. It wasthefirst timein his short life he had cried
out, and nobody had come straight away to help him with whatever he needed: dry clothes, sheltering
arms, kind words, alotion of wormwood and chamomile to take away the smdl, buzzing creatures that
were hurting him and hurting him and would not stop.

"It'sdl right, Johnny," | muttered as | wobbled for balance on aridiculoudy small patch of dry ground.
Surely Gull didn't expect meto jump acrossto there' ? It wastoo far; it wasn't fair. | could not leap so
far, not with the child on my back. If only Johnny would stop crying; if hewould just stop ... | peered
ahead in the haf light. On the other side of the wide, unbroken expanse of black mud, Gull had stopped
walking. He was standing very gill, and | sensed that he had his eyes closed. He was saying something,



but | could not hear thewords. It wastoo far. | would land in the mud halfway across, and the swamp
would swallow me and my child, and it would be over. My throat was dry, my body clammy with swet.
My head throbbed. | can't do it... | can't. . . Then Gull spoke again, and | heard him. "Liadan? Still
there?'

“I'm here. But | don't think I can . . ."
"Need help. Hands. Can't hold.”
Danagive me strength. He must not let go; he must not. Surely we had not come so far for nothing.

"I'm coming," | caled, and jumped, willing my body across the impossible space. | landed alittle short of
the larger idet of dry ground where Gull stood, my feet sinking down into soft mud, my body sprawling
forward on the grassy ground. | gripped the foliage hard as| fdlt the voracious clutch of the bog around
my legs, tugging me down. Johnny was sobbing in shuddering gasps, telling me hissmall tale of woe, that
the world was suddenly different, and that he wanted me to make it better, right now please. My face
screwed up with effort as my hands grasped and clawed on the wet leaves, and then, with adecidedly
unpleasant sound, the clinging mud released me. | crawled away from the edge and got to my feet beside
Gull. Thelight was dmost gone; | could barely see hisface before me.

"Put your hands up," he whispered, and his voice betrayed the pain | could no longer read on hisfeatures
in the darkness. "Take the weight for me. Not long. Rest. Hands."

| stood behind him and reached up to put my own hands against Bran's limp form. Then Gull attempted
to unhook his arms from where they were bent up to hold hisfriend secure on his shoulders, but the
cramp was so bad, he was hard put to move them at dl. Still stoical, he bit back a scream of pain ashe
brought his bandaged hands dowly down. Now that we were standing still, Johnny seemed to anticipate
aswift responseto his protest, and his voice grew louder and moreinsistent.

Gull staggered sideways and regained hisfooting. All | could do to help him was make sure Bran did not
fal from where he lay baanced; we would never get him up again, for one error on thissmall, safe patch
of ground would send him rolling down into the sucking mud.

"We can't go on, canwe?"' | asked Gull bluntly.

"Go on." Hetried to flex hisfingers and sucked in his breath. Bent his elbows experimentdly, with a
groan. "Go on ... no choice. What else?'

"We can't seetheway. And therésalimit to how long you can hold him."
"Can't stay. Men. Torches. Go ... other Side.”
But it was dark, and we could not go.

"Perhaps you should put him down." My heart was cold, but | forced mysdlf to say it, dthough it seemed
as good as admitting we had failed. Going on was pointless. If Gull collapsed, which appeared more
likely by the moment, the men were both gone. And that would be the end for Johnny and me. Without
Gull to guide us, we could go neither forward nor back.

"Can't put down. Never ... up again.”
"All right. Let methink for alittle. Perhgpsthereisan answer.”

"Men. . . torches" repeated Gull in avoice now bardly audible.



"They would not crossin the dark to pursue us." Eamonn had said only, We will light torches, and We
will shoot. Nothing about coming after us. "Would they?!

"Ligten," said Gull. And now, between Johnny's sobs, between the strange gurgling song of the swamp
and the strident croaking of frogs and the endless buzzing of the blood-sucking insects, | could hear
men's voices, distant enough, but coming ever closer. Peering back in the darkness, | thought | could see
lights, moving dowly toward us over theinky surface.

"Put him down," | said heavily, "for we can go no farther." At leas, if wemust die, | would do so with my
arms around the two of them, Johnny and hisfather, and with the best of friends by me. Thereit was
again, an egrie counterpoint to thelittle sounds of night: that distant, mourning wall that turned the spirit to
ice

"Strong," Gull whispered. "Strong. Stand. Carry.” And he lifted hisarms again, and stretched them up to
support the other man's body. On my back, Johnny fell suddenly silent.

"Sorry," | choked. "Of course | will not give up. How could | think of such athing? Our missonisbut
haf completed.”

Then dl a once there was another sound, aharsh cry, and thistime it came from the other side, in front
of us. A sgquawking, cawing sort of cry. The voice of araven. My heart lurched.

"Maybe hdp hascome,” | said through dry lips. "Maybe help has come at last.”

Now we could see, northward across the marshland, asmal, dancing ball of light, an odd, flickering
shape that seemed to be flying swift toward us and caling out in Fiachasvoice asit came. Nearer and
nearer, above the dark surface, this apparition moved, and asit came close | heard arustling and
cresking inits path, asif die very bog itself were changing asit passed. Gull stood beside me, mute. As
for Johnny, he was quiet now, but hisfists maintained atight grip on my hair. There had been atogether
too much jumping and bouncing around, those little hands told me, and | had better make sure there was
no more.

Gull exclaimed softly in aforeign tongue, and | spoke under my breath. Dana, mother of the earth,

hold us safe in your hand. For as we watched, we saw that the light was like aburning torch in the
shape of aflying raven, not so much abird as an Otherworld firein the semblance of abird. And asthis
light passed over the bog, strange plants rose out of the mud, long branched, strong tendriled, and wove
themselves together with clinging fronds and tangling twigsto form anarrow pathway above the surface;
apathway that led ahead of us, straight to the north, straight to the low hills and to safety. Thelight, which
might or might not have been Fiacha, hovered above, showing usthe way.

| cleared my throat. "Just aswell you didn't put him down," | said. "Comeon."

"On," said Gull, and stepped onto the delicate-looking tangle of foliage, scarce two handspanswide. It
cresked under hisweight, but held firm. | moved after him, and Johnny made a sound of protest. | began
to sing to him, quite softly, so asnot to distract Gull, who must still move with greet caution, for therewas
acondderable way to go, and he must support his burden and maintain astraight path. | sang the old
lullaby, asong so ancient that nobody could remember what the words meant. Thislanguage might still be
known somewhere: perhaps amidst the standing stones with their cryptic markings, that had looked onin
dlenceas| lay with Bran in the rain and made this child. Perhapsin the hearts of the oldest oaks that
grew in the deep, secret places of the forest of Sevenwaters. | sang, and Johnny was quiet, and we
moved steadily on to the north. The ball of light flew from one side to the other, sometimes behind,
sometimes in front, always keeping pace. It was Fiachaal right. Once, | looked back, for the voices of
Eamonn's men could Hill be heard somewherein the darkness. And | saw that in our wake, where we



had walked across a narrow, safe pathway of twisted growth, now there was no path, only aline of
bubbles on the surface of the mud. And in time the voi ces behind us faded, and the lights di sappeared,
and we were donein the night with our strange guide.

Aid had come, as| had been told it would, when we were at the extreme of need, when our own
strength was all but exhausted and we had run out of solutions. | was bone weary and my head throbbed,
but now | allowed my mind to condider, cautioudy, what must be done when we reached dry land. Gull
had said Bran was too far gone to wake. He had said the chief would ask for the knife if he could. If |
wereto refusethis, it must be with good reason. | had got it wrong with Evan and had prolonged his
suffering. Thistime, if | said | could heal him, | must do it. | must bring him back.

"Other sde," said Gull, up ahead of me. The cawing, flapping bal of brightnessthat was Fiachawasin
front of him, and Gull's figure was slhouetted againgt the light, bent over, his poor hands till helplesdy
pointed upward, and the unconscious man held firm by hisfriend's broad shoulders and supporting arms.
These men had such strength, such powers of endurance, it was no wonder smplefolk believed them to
be something more than mortal. They shared abond of brotherhood, aloyaty that meant your own life
was of little consegquence when your comrade wasin trouble. Thisthey had without ever acknowledging
it, even to themselves.

"Yes" | replied. "We must keep on until we reach the other sde. And hope there will be help close at
hand, for Eamonn's men can il use the road, and may do so now."

"No," said Gull. "Other side. Look."

Startled, | looked up and forward, and felt my parched lips stretch into agrin, and my eyesfill with tears.
Not ten strides ahead of us there was abank doping upward, and at the top aline of scrubby bushes
growing, and somebody was standing there with alantern. We had reached the other side, the four of us.
We had doneit.

Chapter Fifteen

It was hard, at the last, to maintain the careful pace along the narrow, mysterious way; hard not to givein
to the sudden tide of eation that swept through body and spirit and made one want to run forward,
laughing with relief. But Gull walked steadily on, each pace calculated precisely, and | came after, step by
step, for the burdens we bore were precious and must not be let go until we were sure, quite sure, that it
was safe.

Thefigurewith the lantern stood very ill. A tall man robed and hooded in black. After what Gull had
said, | had hoped some of them would be close by: Otter or Snake or Spider; with luck afew of them,
and horses. We made our dow way acrossthe last patch of swamp, and | could hear the woven
pathway sinking back into the mud behind me as| went. None would use thisway again. And at last |
saw Gull step onto dry land and stagger afew paces up the bank. He bent to roll Bran off his shoulders
onto the earth, and | walked forward until 1 was next to him and looked up.

Fachaflew, abright ball of flames, to dight on the shoulder of the tall, hooded figure; and the moment he
landed, the light was gone, and he was an ordinary raven again, if any raven can be considered ordinary.

"Well," said Ciaran gravely. "Y ou are here, and he il lives. Thiswas bravely done." He glanced at Gull
and then back at me. "There'shelp close at hand.”

"Th-thank you," | ssammered, my fingers touching Bran's brow, feding how cold he was, sensing how
little time was | eft. "Fiachafound you then. | did not expect that you yourself would come. Thefour of us
oweour livesto you."



"Facha. That'sapt.”

"Why did you help us?' | asked him. "Why did you do this? Doesn't it go against what she—what your
mother would want?"

Heregarded me levdly, with something of the look of my Uncle Conor. "We owe you adebt, Niamh
and|. Now itisrepaid in part, at least. Asfor thebird, | am his custodian; but he makes hisown
choices."

"You didn't answer."

"Let uscal for help. Thisman iscloseto death. Y ou must move him beforeit istoo late” Hegavea
short, piercing whistle, and Fiacha a croak. "Y ou must work fast if you areto save him.”

"I know. How did you do this? How did you—7" | gestured back toward the swamp, where there was
now no trace of any pathway.

"A druid'sskillsliein manipulating whet isdready there" Ciaran said. "Wind, rain, earth, fire. They liein
understanding the margins between world and Otherworld; they lie in the wisdom of growing things.
What | have donetonight is not so much. Trickslearned in the nemetons, no more. There has been no
high magic here. But | am no longer adruid; and Conor will redlize, one day, that histeaching was only
the beginning for me. Hewill discover, intime, exactly what | can do.”

"You are his brother,” | whispered.

"If he had chosen to tell me that when first he began to teach me, things might have been different. Now it
meansnothing.”

"Areyou telling me you intend to follow the Lady Oonagh's path? A descent into evil, for the sake of
power? And yet you guard Niamh like atreasure; you came to save me and—and the child.”

His stern features were softened by the most fleeting of smiles. Up the bank, there were men's voices,
and theflare of atorch.

"My mother thinks me asuitable tool for her purpose,” he said quietly. "And indeed, she hasmuch to
teach me. Conor himsdf indtilled in me athirst for learning. Besides, what isthis but agreat game of
strategy? Now your men are here, and | must go. Niamh cannot be lft for long."

Therewasalump in my throat. Hewas my last link with my sister, and | sensed avery long farewell. "'l
wishyouwel," | said. "1 wish you what joys are possible. And—and that you should not choose the
pathway to darkness."

"I am pledged to guard your Sster before dl s

"Tell Niamh | hold her in my heart," | said softly, not at al sure he would even tell her he had been here
or that he had seen me and my son.

Ciaran'svoice was very grave. | thought he spoke now amost againgt his better judgment. "I hesitate to
say it," hesad, "but if you wish to keep your child safe, | think you should take him away. Asfar asyou
can go. There are those who would do much to ensure he might never grow to be aman and aleader.
Still, the two of you do not appear to be lacking in protectors.”

As he spoke, there came through the bushes a number of men, men with strange, exotic markings on the
skin of their faces and limbs and bodies, men clad in outlandish garb made from wolfskins and feathers



and metd, with hemsthat gave them the semblance of Otherworld creatures, haf human, haf beast. | felt
astupid grin of relief spreading across my face as| sat with Bran's head on my lap and Gull dumped
bes de me on the ground. And when | looked back toward Ciaran, he was gone.

"Sweet Jesud” It was Snake, he of the skin garment and the patterns on wrist and brow. "What
happened to him?' He squatted down by Bran, his fingers reaching to touch the crusted wound to the
head. "Deep blow; daysold. Y ou know what hed say."

There was amurmur from the men who encircled usin the darkness.
"AsK her," Gull said weskly. "Ask Liadan."

Snaketurned hisfierce, bright gaze on me. "Think you can save him?" he queried. The men went very
quiet.

Now that | was Sitting down, | felt extremely weak and terribly tired. Snake's voice seemed to come
from along distance, and my own sounded Strange.

"Of coursel can,” | said, my tone of certainly entirely feigned. "But we must hurry. We must get him to
safety firgt. Off Eamonn'slands. | want to go to that place where we camped before. Y ou know where
mean. The place of the standing stones. Where you can go underground.”

Snake nodded. "Quitearide," he said.
"I know. But we should go there. And Gull needs help, too. His hands are badly hurt. And—"

Johnny began to cry again, softly thistime, asif to say, Why isn't anybody listening to me? I'mtired
and wet and hungry, and | did tell you before.

There was another murmur of voices, and someone let out alow whistle.

"A child!" Snake exclamed under hisbreath. "Y ours? Y ou came across there with achild on your
back?'

"My son."

Another whidtle.

"Where's hisfather then?' asked someone rather boldly from the back of the group,
"None of your business," snapped avoice | recognized as Spider's.

"Thisishisfather,” | told them, thinking they had better know the truth now, to save complications. "And
liketodie, if we are not on our way soon. Therésvery littletime. Y ou'd better strap the chief up to one
of your stronger men, so heis not jolted too much. Isthere ahorse for me?”

For amoment, they did not move. | had stunned them into silence. Then Snake began to rap out orders.
Spider, hislong fingers gentle, came over to touch the baby's small head and offer to carry him for me.

"Thank you," | said, "but he's used to me, and he'stired and scared. Later maybe.”

| had thought | had enough strength I eft to ride. But when two men cameto lift Bran up, very carefully,
and Otter took my hand to help me to my feet, my knees gave way and my head spun, and there seemed
to be many-colored stars dancing before my eyes. Then there was abrief dispute about who would
convey me and my child before him, until Snake, who appeared to bein charge, nominated Spider, and



Spider, grinning, lifted us onto histall horse and sprang up behind.

It was along and weary journey. We stopped twice, in concealed places among rocks, and after arest
and food and plenty of attention, Johnny grew cam again, asif our perilous adventure were merdly
another dight variation in hisdaily routine. He is his father's son, | thought with some bitterness, and the
tale of Cu Chulainn and Conlai came back to me. It would be up to me to ensure that our own tale did
not follow such apattern.

Bran was borne behind Otter, tied to his back as we had once done with Evan the smith. When we
stopped, | had them prop him up againgt atree trunk, and | made them fill acup and try to get some
water into him. | could have wept to see him lalling there so helpless. | knew quite well what he would
say if he could see himsdlf. This man has no further use, hewould say. | watched the fierce-eyed
Snake carefully wiping away the crusted blood from the deep head wound, and the hard-bitten Otter
tucking awarm cloak around the chief's sprawled limbs, and | sent asilent pleato Diancecht, the great
heder of the Tuatha De Danann. Give me the strength to achieve this task. Give me the skill. |
cannot lose him. | will not.

Gull could not ride. He sat before alarge, silent man they called Wolf, on alarge, slent black horse.
When we paused to re<t, | examined hiswounded hands. | could not do much without my healer's bag,
without herbs and ointments and instruments, without clean bandages and time. But | told Snake, quietly,
what things | would need when we reached our destination; and he replied that anything | required would
be found, oneway or ancther. | thought it best not to inquire too closdly asto quite what this meant.

Gull had logt three fingers from one hand and two from the other. The wounds had been cauterized
cleanly; still my heart was cold a the thought that this was Eamonn's doing, Eamonn whom | might once
have wed. It did not matter who had struck the blow, him or another. It was his mind that had conceived
thiscrue punishment.

"Barbaric,” | muttered as | wound agtrip of cloth, torn from my shift, around Gull's hand. "An act of
insane vengeance." But in the back of my mind, | heard Eamonn's voice, blesk aswinter. If you didike
what | have become, you have only yourself to blame. A shiver ran through me.

"Put meinmind of the amith,” said Gull. "When the chief cut off hisarm and you seded it with ahot
blade. Came close to fainting right away. Same sort of thing, this."

"Y ou endured agreat ded for him."
"What about you? Y ou're an exceptional woman, Liadan. No wonder he broke the code for you.”

"Surely he must have broken that particular rule before. A man of hisyears cannot be quite so strong in
sdf-denid," | observed, tucking the ends of the bandage nestly in place.

"Known him since he wasllittle more than alad. Never seen him go with awoman. Not once.
Sdf-control. Important to him. Maybe too important. With you it was different. Y ou stood up to him.
Moment he saw you, it was only a métter of time."

| did not reply, but | wondered greatly. Could it be that for Bran, too, that night of enchantment we had
shared had been the firgt time? Surely not. These things were different for aman. A man thought less of it
than awoman did, and besides, aman like him would hardly be short of opportunities. | found | was
blushing and turned my face awvay from Gull.

"Liadan?' Hisvoice was soft. "We're dl with you, lass. We can't afford to lose the chief. Without him,
were nothing.”



"Y ou've been s0 strong.” My voice betrayed my weariness. "Without you, I'd have given up.”
"Y ou wouldn't, you know." Histone changed suddenly. "Want you to tell me."
"Tdl youwhat?' But | knew what was coming.

"What are my chances? How much isthis going to hold me back? No trade but combat, you understand.
If | can't fight, if | can't get out of atight spot, or into oneif | need to, I'm finished. Tell methe truth. How
doesit look?"

"Why were you there anyway? | thought it was supposed to be a one-man misson.”

"Y ou knew that? Y es, he went on his own, and chose not to give us any useful information, the fool.

Y ou'd think he wanted Northwoods to finish him off. Next we heard, he was on hisway back to Erinina
little boat sailed by men in green. Knew that was unlikely to be part of the plan. | tried to be a hero.
Rescue mission. | was even more fool than hewas. Nearly came off, though. Eamonn wasjust alittle too
clever for us, played us off one againgt the other. Thisisthe result. Now tell me.”

"You'll be ableto draw abow, left handed. Y ou'll have to teach yoursdlf again. You'll be abletoride, if
you keep exercising your hands while they heal. Y ou will not be able to wield asword or scale steep
walls, or use your fingersto choke the life out of aman. But you will be able to teach others the skills of
combat. And you can learn to be aheder. | would teach you mysdlf. This band needs such aone.”

"| thought maybeyou . . ." he began, and fdll slent.
"That depends,” | said. "It depends on him. On what he wants."

Gull was quiet for awhile, gazing at his bandaged hands. "What would the chief say? How would herate
my usefulness?'

"Hell think you worth kegping, | imagine. Especidly after | tell him how you saved me and his child. How
you bore him across the marshes on your back."

Gull looked a me very directly. "It was you who saved us," he said softly. "But for your courage, we
would have died in Eamonn's dungeons. Are you sure? Are you sure you can bring him back?"

"It was you who would not let me give up hope out there," | whispered.

We went by concealed ways, as once before, and if from time to time aman or two rode away aone, to
rgjoin the group sometime later bearing asmall bag or bundle they had not had before, nobody was
asking any questions. It was close to dawn when we reached the place of the grest barrow and
dismounted under thetall beechesthat sheltered itslow entrance. Spider helped me down. Johnny had
ridden thelast part of the journey on the back of ayoung man they cdled Rat, and seemed none the
worsefor it, hisgray eyesintent as he looked at the changing shapes and colors around him and tried to
make senseof it all.

"Right," said Snake, as men departed without need for orders, to tend to horses, and set awatch, and
make a cooking fire. "Where do you want the chief? Insde, for shelter?"

"No," | said, glancing at the tiny, strange faces on the lintel of the ancient doorway. "Not in there. Y ou
know how he—best use the barrow for your men, since many can deep there safe and dry. Can they
make asmdll shelter for us under the trees, perhaps at the other end near the water? Dry, and private,
but somewhere he can see the sky when hewakes. I'll need alittle fire and lanternsfor later; and |
suppose awatch must be kept. I'll need aman to help me."



"WEell takeit in turns.” They were unstrgpping Bran now, lowering him gently from Otter's horse, while
Otter himsdlf flexed hislimbs and stretched his back, and got down with some caution.

"Herbs" | said. "l need someone to gather them. | must make a poultice for the head wound, and a
healing tea. Gull can use both aswell. I'll need salf-hedl. And herb of grace, that will still bein bloom, and
| know it grows here. If you can find wild thyme and caamint, | will bresk the leavesinto asmal bowl
and st it by him. These herbs help dispel sorrow; we must remind him of the good things he choosesto
relinquishif hewill not return to us™

Snake nodded. Heissued quick orders, and the men transferred Bran to aboard, and bore him off to the
other end of the barrow. Horses were led away, supplies unpacked. A quiet orderliness was apparent as
the men went about their business. | heard Johnny's smal voice, the wordsincomprehensible, the tone
confident.

"| should attend to my son," | said, thinking whoever had him had better know what babies could or
could not est, and where they might or might not be safe. " Those insect bites—there isawash that can
be made up, with figwort—"

"Hell dowell enough,” grinned Snake. "Rat comesfrom abig family; helll make agood nursemaid for
you. I'll tell him about the figwort. Y ou go down and explain what you want for the chief. Then you'd
better rest, and the child with you. Long ride, for agirl."

"It was. It seemsalifetime, since | left Sevenwaters. We owe you agreat deal. How did you know when
to come, Snake, and where?"

"Knew where they were, him and Gull. We watch that place, Sidhe Dubh, watch it constantly, ever snce
Eamonn turned hisback on afriend once before. He had an dly in the north, known to the chief, aman
who'd done us afew favors from time to time, given us shelter and safe passage when nobody ese
would. Thisfellow had a solid agreement with Eamonn over astretch of land, or he thought he did. Paid
for it infine cattle, bargain sealed. Then one night the men in green came down on his outpost and burnt it
to the ground with the guards ill in it. What made it worse was that one of them had hisfamily there,
wife, small daughters, paying avist. Burnt to desth, the lot of them. When the chief heard thet, he said it
just went to show, sonsawaysturn out like their fathers. Old Eamonn, this one's father, he sold out his
dliesto the Britons"

"l know."

"Y ouwould, | suppose. Anyway, Eamonn's neighbor called usin to help, and we did. Accounted for his
troop in amanner designed to put fear into him. The chief couldn't resst hisown little touch, severed
hand and so on. Came off aman long dead, you understand. Effective, but not pretty. It'sthe chief's

way."

"But," | could not avoid saying, "the talesthey tell of you, of the chief and dl of you—they attribute acts
of crudty every bit as bad asthisto the band of the Painted Man. How can you judge Eamonn if you do
the same yoursd f?'

Snake frowned. "Were professonds,” he said eventualy. "We don't kill women and children. We don't
make mistakes and burn the innocent along with the enemy. Besides, you can't believe thetales. If we
were responsible for everything they pin on us, wed haveto bein fifty places at once. Ak Rat what he
thinks of Eamonn Dubh. It was his mother and little Sstersdied in thet fire."

| looked over to the place where the fire now sent along plume of smoke into the early morning air,
down the hill alittle. Rat sat with Johnny on hisknee, hisfingers busy with some sort of gamethat had my



son bouncing up and down with excitement. The child'sfair skin was dotted with angry pink swellings
where the marsh insects had attacked him; Rat's tricks diverted the small hands from rubbing these spots
and worsening theitch. | could see how this young man got his name. His eyes were set close together
over along, sharp nose, and histeeth were uneven in awide, smiling mouth.

"He'sagood lad, Rat," said Snake. "Learnsfast, for al hisfoolish looks. Now go to the chief and leave
young Johnny with usawhile. Well cal you when breskfast's reedy.”

"Y ou didn't answer the question. How did you know when to come?”

"Got amessage. Red-haired fellow, had avery strange look about him. We were aready close a hand,
knowing they were in there but not how to get them out, sSince Eamonn had strengthened his defenses.
Fellow told usto go down by the track and wait under cover for asignal. Not long after, there you were.
Likemagic."

"Indeed,” | agreed, and then | forced my weary body to move and went down to the other end of the
barrow, where the smooth rocks overlooked the till pool. Where the standing stones, carven with signs
50 old even adruid could not interpret their meaning, were mute guardians of the deep mysteries of the
earth. And as | walked by them | thought | heard a voice saying, Good. Good. Thiswas no place of the
Tuatha De, with their gods and goddesses, their dazzling beauty and terrifying power. It was aplace far
older and darker. A place of the Old Ones who had been my own ancestors, if the tale of the outlaw
Fergus and his Fomhoire bride were to be believed. | beievedit. | fet it within meas| touched ahand to
the stones of the great barrow. Therewas adow vibration from deep inside the earth, and it said again,
Good.

Solittletime. So little time to bring him back to himsdf before he perished from hiswounds or from
despair or from smplethirst. Bran could not drink. The men had made a shelter by the rocks, canvas
stretched to form aroof, the front open so you could look out over the serene pool or watch the littlefire
that burned between stones. He lay there motionless on alow palet.

"Y ou need to watch the child with that fire," one man warned. "We built it high, just in case."

But asit was, I'd no need to worry about Johnny. They brought him to me to be fed and to deep; and |
tucked him up on the bed of bracken they had made, and covered him with arug made from afox's pelt.
Hisown little blanket, sewn with such love, had been | eft behind in Sidhe Dubh. Asfor hiswaking time, |
would glimpse my son in the arms of one or another big lesther-clad nursemaid, or perhaps cradiedina
nest hammaock or borne high on broad shoulders, or sitting by Rat on the leaf-strewn ground, holding a
piece of crust in one hand and exercising hisfine new teeth. The insect bites subsided; someone had
indeed found figwort. Rat informed me the child was very advanced for hisage, and | agreed with him. |
accepted that Johnny had suddenly acquired more uncles than any lad might possibly need, and | |€ft
them to it, though not without regret. He was so smdll; and so fearless.

Asfor Bran, | dared not |et the others know how scared | was. | had poulticed the head wound, so that
he wore a neat bandage around the skull over the fast-growing curls. It was Gull who helped me, refusing
to go and rest; Snake, too, hovered nearby. We sat Bran upright, and held his head up, and put a
moistened spongeto hislips. But the liquid ran down his chin and onto the blanket, asif he had lost the
will to hep himsdlf.

"How long can he go without water?" asked Gulll.

"Onemore day, maybe." | tried to disguise my distress, but my shaking voice betrayed me. | could see
how the flesh had fallen away from Bran's cheeks, leaving the bones stark and prominent under the
boldly patterned skin. | could fed how skeleta hisfingerswere, how frail hiswrist, where the smdl image



of awinged insect stood out on the dry, palid skin. | could hear how faint and dow his breathing rasped.
How long Bran had been held in that cramped, underground tomb, Gull could not say, for he had lost
count of the dayswhile they werein Sidhe Dubh.

"I need you to do something for me," | told Snake, who stood at the foot of the pallet.

"Anything."

"I want you to send someone out and try to find my father. He is lubdan of Sevenwaters, but he was
once called Hugh of Harrowfidld, a Briton. HEs avery tal man, strongly built, with red hair. Hard to
miss. He traveled across the water, midsummer last, and is overdue to return to Sevenwaters. He could
be on hisway back; should be, if the news from home reached him. | know that if he'sto be found, your
men can doit. They'll need to make haste."

"Condder it done."

"Thank you," | said. "Later, | want the men gathered here. We must— we must try to call the chief back.
Somehow, we must make him understand that he can't go yet; that he's needed here.”

"I'll fetch them. Ask usfor any help you need, Liadan. Y ou mustn't wear yourself out. Let us be strong
foryou."

| touched hiswrist gently, where the bracelet of painted snakeswove its way around hiswell-muscled
arm. "You dready are, Snake, you and the rest of them.”

| kept my misgivingsto mysdlf. | had no doubt this was the task Finbar had once spoken of, atask of
healing that would stretch my skillsto their limit. But Bran lay asif lifeless, gone degp within, asif he had
fled of hisown will to that tiny, dark prison where Eamonn had confined him, dmost asif he believed that
that was where he belonged. As | watched the sun rise in the sky and steady and pass over, | knew he
was dipping away from me. He had once said of himsdlf, Fit to live only in the darkness, and Go back
in your box, cur. So a the last extreme, that was exactly what he had done. He carried his prison inside
himself, and the door was bolted. To find it and unlock it meant making a path through dark memories,
secrets he had told me were best left buried.

Stll, I was not done. Perhgps we might summon the strength to call him back, dl those of uswho loved
him. That would be thefirst step. Asfor the second, | could not take that without guidance, for it wasa
task to make the boldest heart quall.

Snake was gone; Gull kept watch by Bran'sside. | went out to Sit on the rocks above the pool where
once Bran and | had lain in each other's arms, heedless of therain. | looked into the dark water with a
feding of growing certainty, and | caled slently to my Uncle Finbar.

Uncle? | am here, and | have something to ask you.

Here, under the standing stones, the response was ingtant, though dim, an image barely visble on the
surface, hardly a picture of aman, more atrick of the light that made you think there might, just possibly,
be someone there.

Liadan, you are safe then.

I'm safe. But heis not, not yet. He is gone far inside himself, and | need to know if | amright, if |
can find himagain. | believe thisis the task you spoke of, and | will do it. But it scares me, Uncle.
| fear what | will discover.



The man in the water nodded gravely. Be warned, Daughter. He will use all his strength against you,
and his strength is formidable. He will fight you every step of the way. It's a cruel task, for you
must unfasten the bindings of his

heart and lay it bare. Ther€'s great pain there, a pain he does not want to share with you. Thereis
a frozen child who hides within a prison of lost dreams. Find him, take him by the hand, and lead
him forth from that dark place.

| was chilled to the bone. He spoke like a voice from another world.
/will doiit.

If I could help you, | would, child. But thisisyour task. And you must begin now. The longer you
delay, the farther he flees fromyou, until there is no way back.

Thewater rippled, and he was gone.
| called Snake, and he joined me by Gull in the shelter.

"Right," | told them. "I think there are two partsto it. There's asummoning to bring him out from where
he's hiding. Then theres ahedling, a putting together so he will stay with us. Thefirgt part, you dl help me
with. I'll do the second part done.”

"Not alot of time," Gull commented quietly.

"I know that. It must be finished by dawn, or helll escape us. Y ou should call the men now, and Il
explainit tothem.”

"Liadan," said Snake awkwardly, "Y ou know hed hatethis."

"What do you want meto do? Leave himto die of thirgt; let him perish done and wandering in some
place we cannot see? Or maybe help him on hisway with alittle sharp knife? Isthat what you think |
should do?'

"There's not aman here would say that, except the chief himsdlf. If he could stand outside himself and see
this, he'd bethe first oneto draw the blade across histhroat. We're dl behind you, Liadan. None of us
wants to be the one who hasto explain thisto him when he comes back, that's al."

"I will explainit to him. Now go, fetch the men.”

We sat by Bran's side, waiting. He had not gtirred; hisface was pae and cam, asif degping. Therewas
no outward sign he lived, save the dight, dow riseand fdl of hisbreathing. Hisfingerswerelimp and
cold, and | tucked the blanket over them, still gripping his hand in mine. | wondered if somewhere, deep
down, he could fed that | had not let go.

The men came in ones and twos, soft footed despite their heavy boots. Most were armed. All wore the
drange raiment of their caling, the skins and feathers and decorations that were their pride and identity.
All were solemn. They gathered around the pdlet, Sitting, crouching, standing in silence. Not quite the full
complement; even a such atime, the watch must be maintained.

"Very wel," | said. "He can hear us, make no doubt of it. He has ahead wound, abad one; but men
have recovered from worse, and heisvery strong, you know that. But he cannot swallow, and aman
does not last long without water. We must bring him out of thisdeep.”



"What if he doesn't want to come out?' Thiswasthe big, dark-bearded fellow, Wolf. | had not heard him
speak before; hisvoice was guttura, heavily accented.

"That'sjustit," | said. "Hethinksit not worth returning to us. We must persuade him otherwise. He needs
to know how you value him; he needs to be reminded what good things he has done for you, and what it

meansto you. He must be made to recognize what he has given, and what he can give. Only you can do

thet."

They looked at one another and moved uneasily.

"We'refighting men,” said Rat, who stood holding Johnny againgt his shoulder and patting his back, "not
bards nor scholars.”

Another man spoke gpologeticdly. "Can't think what wed say."
"Y ou remember thetdes| told you?'
Therewere nods and half smiles.

"Wl then, it'sjust like that, only shorter. Each of you tellsalittletale, atae of the Painted Man. Well do
itinturn. And with our tales, we cal him back. Smple, redly.” | caught Gull looking at me quizzicdly,
and | suspected he knew my brisk confidence wastotally assumed. Underneath, | was cold with the fear
that we might fail. Their faces began to brighten with hope.

"That'sgood," said one man admiringly. "Fancy thinking of that. Yourearareone. Can | gofirst?’
"Surely."

The taleswere many and varied. Some were poignant, some funny, some the stuff of high tragedy. There
wasthe story of how Bran had saved Dog from the longships, and how, said Snake, even though poor
Dog was dead now, held certainly returned the favor; for if Dog hadn't hit me on the head that day in
Littlefolds, I'd never have met the Painted Man and there would have been no Johnny. And, Snake
added, now that the chief had me and hislad, he'd have to be acomplete fool not to want to wake up.
There were tales from the south and tales from the north, tales from Cymru and Britain and Armorica
There weretalestold by Norsemen and Ulstermen and Gauls. All sorts. But they had onethread in
common. In every tale, the Painted Man had reached out his hand to an outcast, aman with no place to
go intheworld, and welcomed him to aband of comrades, a code, and a purpose. Gull whispered his, a
story of blood and loss, of anguish and despair.

"Y ou called me back to life when | sought to end it. It was your hand stayed mine when | would have
giveninto the darkness. Now | step into your path. | bid you hat and return to us. Y our work is not
finished. We need you, friend. Now itismy turnto cal you back."

We had woven our net of words al afternoon. It was afine, strong net, like the men who made it. Now
dusk was coming on.

"Listento Gull," | said, holding back tears. "Ligten to usdl.” | had told them Bran could hear. Now |
doubted the truth of that for, try as| might, | could not sense the smallest spark of thought in him, the
weekest fragment of visonin hismind. If he were not aready gone, he had the most powerful of barriers
inplace.

"Bran," | said softly, my fingers moving againgt the sunken flesh of his cheek, "we love you. We are your
friends. We are your family. Come out. Come back from that dark place. Wak out from the shadows,
dear one."



Gull made alittle movement with his bandaged hand, and then one by one the men came forward to
touch Bran'sarm, or grip his shoulder, and here or there | saw a surreptitious wiping away of tears.

When they dl had gone but Gull and Rat, | took Johnny in my arms and went out by the fire to feed him,
and alowed mysdlf to weep. As| sat there, Snake came back with Wolf, and they changed Bran's
clothing and sponged his body. While they worked they talked, cheerful, practical talk about an armorer
in the north who had developed anew process for tempering iron and what afine, precise type of sword
he was making and what price might be negotiated for such asuperior kind of weagpon. | knew their talk
wasfor the chief, and | recognized their efforts. But | was weary, weary to the point of sickness, and sad
beyond measuring: and | closed my eyeswhere | sat. Then, unbidden, anightmare was on me, wals
closingin, utter darkness, no sense of time or space, no sound but the thumping heart and labored
breathing, and | was scared, | was scared Uncle would beat me again, | could fed the stinging painin my
back and my legsfrom last time, | could fed the ache in my arms from when he made me hold the rock
up over my head . . . I'd been weak, and I'd dropped it, and if the belt hurt it was my own fault because
you only got punished if you were not strong enough . . . my noseran and | sniffed without thinking, and
my heart raced ... no sound, that was the rule, no sound or there wastrouble ... it was hard not to cry
when you had wet yoursdlf and you were hot and thirsty and scared and nobody came. . . when al you
could do was count up to ten, over and over again . . . when you waited and waited for her to come
back for you because maybe, just maybe, if you were brave enough, she would still come, evennow . . .

| cameto myself abruptly, my head throbbing, my heart thumping. Theterror wasred, asif | werethere
inthat smal, dark space mysdlf, and | blinked and forced mysdlf to breathe dower, forced my eyesto
seethe till water of the pool and the soft willows gray-blue in the twilight. | felt the warm weight of the

baby inmy arms.
"Liadan?" Gull was besde me, hisfegtures near-invisblein thefading light. "All right?'

| nodded. "Y es. He'sthere, Gull. Not far away. There just below the surface and too frightened, or
somehow too ashamed, to come out. He heard us; | know it."

"How can you know?" Gull asked, hisvoicefull of wonder.

"|—I hear histhoughts. Share his memories and fedings, when helets mein. It'sagift, and acurse. It
might help meto reach him, help meto unlock whatever barrier thisisthat he's built around him. But |
need to know. | need to understand what makes him hidelikethis. | think—I think, whatever it was, it
happened when he was very young. When hewas quite smal. Did heever tdl you . . .7

"Not him. Lives by the code. No past, no future. He never said athing. Seems to me the man was born
old. I wish | could help.”

"Never mind,” | said, my heart sinking. "I must just do my best to reach him. I'll need to be alone tonight.
I'll put Johnny to bed in the shdlter, then you should leave us. All of you."

"I'll g¢and watch out here."

"Oh, Gull, with those hands you should bein an infirmary, in good care. Y ou take too much on yourself.
At least get some deep.”

"What about you? Y ou can't go on forever." He put his hand on my shoulder. "Wed look after you, you
know. If he—wed look after you and the boy."

"Stop it!" My voice rang out harshly. "Don't say that! He'sgoing to live. I'll have no words of defeat
here”



Therewas abrief slence. Then Gull said, "Made for each other. Incapable of failure, the two of you. No
doubt the lad'll grow up to be a great leader. How could he not? Now, I'll have them fetch you a bite to
egt; then fawell do asyou say But therell need to be aguard Can't hurt, since not one of uswill deep
tonight”

| had thought to send them al away to the barrow so that we were donein the place of our destiny, by
the dark pool under the moonless sky There were old things stirring, | felt their presence in the shadows,
and knew thiswas anight of changing | had thought that in the darkness Bran might reach out to me as
once before, and | might seize hishand and hold on until morning

But thiswas not aplace for lone acts of desperation, this was a place of fellowship Snake brought food
and deand inssted | stay out by thefireto eat it And when | was seated on aflat stone, with abowl of
stew on my knee, others came out of the night to stand around me silent | looked at young Rat anew,
since hearing hisown tale The fire set by Eamonn's men had done him agreat wrong Spider and Otter
were not there, they had been absent al day

"Got something to ask you," said Snake diffidently
"What?'

"Say you work wonders, and he comes out of thisWakes up sudden, saying where am |? How do you
think he can live with what's happened And what about you and the child? He wants you Y ou want him
But held never agree to keep you herewith us, no life for alady, nor for alittle lad Hed never risk you
that way And hell never giveit up It'sdl he knows, the only way he can judtify going on'Y ou planning to
fix him up and ride away off home again? That'd be acrud ending for al parties, that would"

"Y ou ask methat serioudy >"

"Maybe not Can't see you doing such athing But you know how heis Hewon't et you stay Pack you off
home and then go and get himsdlf killed as soon as he can That'd be my prediction”

Therewas aslence Gull glanced at me, and at Snake, and it seemed asiif he wanted to speak but would
not

"What isit, Gull?" | asked him
"I've been thinking," he said cautioudy

"Come on then, out with it" Snake's attention was caught immediately "If you've got aplan, let's hear it
Timesshort"

"A planIt'shardly that A notion, no more Kept on going through my head dl the way across that
godforsaken swamp Once | thought of it, it stayed there and got bigger | know we can't go back and live
inthe world again, farmers, fishermen, and so on But we do have skills seamanship, tracking by stedlth,
all kinds of combat We know how to plan araid and execute it faultlesdy We know how to get in and
out of placesin ways nobody else even thought of Weve our own methods of solving problems and of
getting information There's many achieftain, both in this country and over the water, would pay infine
cattle and slver piecesto have his men taught such skills'

Once again, Gull had astonished me Wolf was listening round eyed

"Where" asked Snake bluntly "There's not a corner of Erin where we're welcome for more than anight
or two Settle down, and before you know it some lordling we've offended comesin with his henchmen to
torch our camp and butcher usin the night We've dways got to be mo steps ahead Always on the move



Eventhisplaceisn't safe, not for long™

| cleared my throat "Bran told me once—he said to me, he had resources He had a place Where isthat
place>"

"Know nothing about that," said Snake "Not the settling type, our chief* He and Wolf both looked at Gull
"No need to keep secretsfrom Liadan,” Gull said quietly " She's one of us'
After amoment Snake nodded, and Wolf gave agrunt of agreement

Gull turned back to me " The chief told you then ™ he said, glancing over at the man Iving motionlessin the
open shdlter

"Hedid A long time ago What kind of placeisit, Gull?'

"Anidand North It'sawild, inhospitable place Easy to guard Not so easy to reach Beautiful, initsway
Y ou could build a camp there Folk could come and be taught”

"Likethat idand in the story,” said Snake absent!}, hismind clearly racing ahead of hiswords"Theidand
of that warrior woman, you know? What was her name’ And you'd be there as well, you and the boy
Likethetde"

"I'll tell you now, | have no intention of imitating the exploits of Scathach, or of her daughter,” | said dryly
"But you areright Whatever unfolds, | intend to stay by him"

"What chieftain would pay good slver to such asus?' Rat asked "What about our reputation’ These lords
must be careful of their dliances There's not aone of them would place am trust in such aventure”
Despite hiswords his eyes shone with hope

"Astothat," | said dowly, "I think it is possible your enterprise might, in time, be accepted. All you need
isagtart. The patronage of ahighly regarded |leader. Perhaps also some additional resources; that could
be discussed. My brother could give you both.”

"Y our brother?" Gull raised hisbrows. "Thelord of Sevenwaters? He would deal openly with such as
lﬁl

| nodded. "'l believe so. My brother once spoke of trading in specidized services. Certainly he
understands the value of what you can offer. It was on my brother's mission that Bran was taken prisoner
thistime. Sean owes me afavor for that, and for another—transaction | carried out for him. | believe he
will agrea”

Snake gavealow whidtle.

"Y ou might consider broadening your scope,” | went on. My mind waswarming to theidea. "An army
needs surgeons and hedlers, astrologers and navigators, aswell aswarriors. And men must learn that
thereismoreto life than killing and destruction. | have no wish to be the only woman on thisidand.”

"Women?' Wolf'stone was awed. "There would be women there?"

"l see no reason why not,” | said. "Half of theworld is made up of women." The men looked over a
Bran and at one another.

"Work to do," said Snake, getting to hisfeet. "Thinking. Planning. I'll go and put it to the rest of the lads.
Wheat aturnaround. But who'sgoing to ask him?"



"Perhaps you should draw straws,” | said.

The men were dready deep in debate as they walked back to the main camp, leaving me done with Gull.
The bright mood of enthusiasm faded abruptly; before there could be any contemplation of afuture,
tonight's battle must be won.

"Gull," | said, "thisisdark of the moon.”

He nodded without spesking.

"If I cannot reach him tonight, it isall over. Best leave me done now. No lights. Let thefiredie.”
"If youresure."

"I amsure. | promise| will cdl if | need you. But keep the others away. No interruptions or | may lose
him."

He took the lantern and moved down beyond the fire, leaving me in darkness. Johnny dept. | put my arm
across Bran and laid my head beside his on the pallet, my face close to his own. His breathing was
shalow, with an interminable pause before each inward gasp. At each turning point something still drove
him to that effort of will. | closed my eyes and dowed my own breathing, so that we shared the rise and
fdl...in...out... life... death . . . and | willed myself back down the path of time, through the secret
byways and crooked paths of memory. | reached with al the strength of my mind to find him in that
twisting labyrinth. And at last, now, through veils of shadow, through layers of darkness, he began to let
me through.

No air, can't breathe, heart thudding, blood running swift, out of control, out of contral. . . one
and two and three, four and, five and six . . . how long, how long before the next time. . . how
long beforeitislight again . . . do not seek to find this man, herein the box, inthedark. . . he's
long gone.. . . long

gone. ..

The thoughts faded and were lost. | reached out further, deeper into the shadows. Tell me. Tell me. It
was asif my own mind flowed into his and became a part of him, while my body was a shdll, untenanted.
Show me.

Sory. Tell me a story. Long tale, many nights. There was a boy who set out on a crooked pathway
.. .he thought he knew where he was going. . . four, five, six. . . but he was lost, lost in the dark,
and nobody came . . . he was wandering an A falling . . . falling away down . . .

I will hold your hand, no matter where you go; no matter what you are, | told him. | will never let
go of what | love, not until the end of time and beyond. Look up, dear heart. Look up and follow
the light. Come out to me.

Dog, with his guts spilled. Evan, so strong and in the end so helpless. Gull shut up in that place
with a butcher. These men followed him, and their reward was suffering and death. They followed
himinto the shadow . . . so many lost. . . a crushing burden . . . count them. . . count the stonesin
Sdhe Dubh, the layers of darkness over his head, weighing him down . . . gutter scum, unworthy
of hope. . . fleefromhim, for histouchisdeath. .. hisloveisa

Curse. ..

If you will count, count the stars, dear one. How many stars in the sky, looking down on us as we



lie in each other's arms and taste joy'? How many gleaming fish in the lake where | splash our son
in the water and hear his shrieks of gleering out in the clear air'? A fine little salmon you made,
that night in the rain. How many times does the heart beat, how fast does the blood run when at
last we touch, and touch again, and breathe the same desperate, longing breath? Count those
things, for they are the stuff of life and of hope.

Hope.. . . thisman is forbidden hope. Touch this man, and he will draw you down into the box
beside him, into the darkness. Words spin by like dry leaves, whispering into emptiness. . . he
cannot hear them. . .

Hewas|eaving me again, escaping my grasp, fleeing down thelong, dark way to his place of hiding,
deep within. How could | follow? How could | find him, once the shadows concealed him again? |
summoned al my strength, and reached after him. The story. Tell me. A boy. A man. He went on a
journey. Tell me histale.

When it came, it was tenuous indeed, alittle thread of thought. But it wasatae: hisown tae.

Tell. . . tell the story. . . there's a man, and they finish beating him, and someone in green puts him
in the hole in the ground and shuts the door. It's dark. It'stoo dark, and small. But he must go on,
because. . . because. . . he can't think why, but he must. He knows how to go on; he's done this
before. He's done it before over and over. Counting, to keep the other things out; counting, one,
two, three. . . There'sa child, and he's being jostled up and down in her arms, and he doesn't like
it. She's crying and running, and that makes him cry too. Then she says, "It's all right, Johnny.
Now crouch down small and keep very quiet. It's not for long, sweetheart. I'll come back for you
assoon as| can. Don't be frightened; just keep really still and quiet, no matter what you hear."
She puts himin a hole in the ground, and shuts the door. Thumb in mouth, hand over head, knees
up, heart thumping. One, two, three, he counts as he hears the crashing and screaming outside, as
he smells the burning and the blood. Four, five, six. Over and over he repeats the numbers, a
talisman of protection. One, two, three. . . one, two, three ... So dark. So long. Too long. And then
—and then. ..

The thoughts wavered and were gone. | fet asweary asif | had fought a battle; my head throbbed, my
hands shook, my eyeswerefull of tears. | lifted Bran's cold hand to my lips.

"All right,” | whispered shakily. "It'sagtart.” But | could make little sense of it. Had his mother
abandoned him long years ago? The Margery my mother had spoken of with such love and respect?
How could that be?

Show me more, | begged with the voice of the mind and tried to let him fed, without words, that
whatever his past had been, we loved and needed him now. Such amessage | could have passed to
Sean, or Conor, or Finbar in aflash. | might have reached such aone as my father or Niamh or even Gull
with alittle more difficulty, though they would have felt no more than alightening, a sense of well-being,
and would not have known what | did. |

had worked thus with my sister at Sidhe Dubh, when despair came close to overwhelming her. But
wounded though he was, Bran was aman of immensely strong will, and he wasfighting against me as
Finbar had predicted. And aready | was exhausted from my efforts. Come out!

My heart thumped. The Old Ones were cometo help me. Their voices called from the depths of the
earth, soft and strong.

Come forth from the darkness. Would you leave your son fatherless, your woman alone and
grieving? Would you cast your men adrift without purpose? Come out and answer this challenge.



"Do not heed them."

| jerked upright, clutching Bran's hand convulsively. Thiswas adifferent voice, and its owner stood eexily
lit a the foot of the pallet. It wasthe Lady of the Forest, her face agleam of white in the darkness, her
cloak midnight dark save for its sheen of blue. The flame-haired lord stood behind her, hislight dimmed
to an eldritch glow. Ther expressonswere stern; their eyes coal. | trembled to see them here,
remembering their fury when | had refused them. Bran lay by me quite helpless, and my little son was
here, with only meto defend him.

"Do not heed these voices," thelady said again, "they lead you astray. They are old and confused, an
ancient, twisted people of the rocks and wells. Thereis no meaning to their words."

"Forgiveme," | said, shivering, "l think they are my own ancestors, for the folk of Sevenwatersare
descended from amortal man and awoman of the Fomhoire. Those you call twisted seek only to aid my
task. Timeisshort. If you are not cometo help, then | must ask you to leave us aone.”

Thelord's brows rose to extravagant heights. He made asiif to speak, but she stopped him.

"Liadan," she said, and therewas asorrow in her voice, "thismanisdying. Y ou will not cal him back. It
iscruel to hold him thus. Let him go. Helongsto be released. The man is damaged and broken, no fit
mate for adaughter of Sevenwaters. He cannot protect the child. Let him go and bring the boy back to
the fores.”

| clenched my teeth and kept my silence.

"Heed us, girl." Asthe lord spoke, small sparks arose from his hair and from hisrobe, so that he was
haloed with golden light. It touched Bran's wan features with a ghastly semblance of hedth. "Dark forces
gtretch out toward your child. There are those who would do anything to prevent hissurvival. We can
keep him safe. We can ensure he grows strong in body and spirit, fit for the task that lies ahead. Y ou
must bring him back. Or . . ."

| saw the seed of an ideaforming in those changeable eyes, and quick asaflash | sprang up and
snatched the deeping Johnny from hisnest of bracken to hold him tight in my arms.

"Y ou're not taking him!™ | spat, as alarm and fury surged through me. "Fair Folk or no Fair Folk, you
won't sed my son and leave me with some changding! And you won't dismisshisfather either. They are
mine, the two of them, and I'm keeping them both. I'm not afooal. | know the danger. | know about Lady
Oonagh and—and—"

| went back to the pallet, where | could stretch my arms around my small family, where | could make a
strong wall of loveto hold the three of ustogether. "WEell be safe. Well keep each other safe)” | said
defiantly. "I know it. We have many protectors here. Asfor the prophecy, if it'sto come about, it will
come about whatever | may do. It will unfold asit mug.”

As| spoke, there was athickening of the air, adarkening of anight aready profound inits blackness. A
chill ran through me that was beyond cold, afreezing clutch deep in the bone. There was another
presence here; one that now stood by the pallet, watching. In the darkness | thought | could detect a
flowing robe and a deep hood, and within that hood, where aface might be, nothing more than ancient
bone with blank holesfor eyes.

"Y ou may chooseto defy us,” said thelady gravely. "But you cannot deny her . If she comesfor him, he
must go. Itishistime. Shewill take him from you, however strong your hold. Let go, Liadan. Releasethis
broken spirit from the fetters of life. Itisnot love, but selfish crudty, to hold him thus. The dark one



waits. Shewill give him therest he craves”

| gritted my teeth, and blinked back my tears. My voice, when | found it, was atiny whisper. "Not true.
He can't go. We need him here. | can hold on. | can."

The dark figure shifted, and | glimpsed a hand outstretched, a hand that was no more than bone and
snew.

"Go away," | breathed, "dl of you. Leave this place now. | care nothing for who you are or what you are.
| defy your powers and your demands. | am ahedler; my mother taught me her craft with love and
discipline. Thisman will not die, not whilel hold him in my arms. While | warm his heart with my own, he
will not leave me. Y ou cannot take him. Hes mine."

And when the hooded one would not go, but lingered there, beckoning with her skeleta fingers, | began
to sng. | sang very softly, asif | werelulling achild to degp. Over and over | hummed my smal tune, and
my fingers stroked the new growth of hair on the patterned skull of my falen warrior, and | gazed into the
dark and spoke defiance with my weary eyes. He's mine. You can't have him.

"Foal of agirl,” muttered the bright-haired lord. "Wretch of amorta. That so much should rest on
them."

But the lady stood and watched me, considering. | wondered why they did not smply use their magica
powersto make me give up my son, or to rob Bran of hislast breath, or indeed to drive every Briton
from the Idandsif that was what they wanted. Johnny gave alittle deepy cough and asigh.

"Asyou say, child," said thelady. "It will unfold. Y our choice may determine whether it unfolds at great
cost, with blood and darkness. Y our vision is so short you cannot see who may be trusted, and so your
decisons areflawed. But it isyour own choice, not ours. Our timeisnearly at an end; it isyour kind that
will guide the course of events and influence the turn of the tide. Whatever happens, we will fade and
conced oursaves, asthe Old Ones did. Wewill belittle more than amemory for the sons and daughters
of your children's children. The pathway you set herewill be along one, Liadan. We cannot choose for
you."

Awake. The voice of the earth called, sang, groaned deep with the weight of ages. Awake now, warrior

Tearsfilled my eyes, and | whispered my response. "'l will wake him. Trust me." | turned back to the tall
beings who stood before mein the darkness. "For me there is but one choice,” | said steadfastly.

"Y our son's blood will be on your hands." The fiery lord's voice shook with afury beyond mortd rage, a
noise like thunder; yet the deeping babe did not gtir. ™'Y ou want too much. Y ou want more than you can
have." Hefaded, until dl that | could see of him wasafaint outlinein little sparks.

"Itsalongtde" saidthe Lady of the Forest. "We thought it would be smpler. But the patternis
branching. We did not think the children would leave the forest. Y our sister was corrupted. You are
smply stubborn. There'stoo much of your father in you. So we must wait longer than we anticipated. But
you will seeitsunfolding, Liadan. Y ou will see what you have wrought tonight.”

| wept as she too faded away, wept because | knew what | must do and because her words gave voice
to aterriblefear and agnawing guilt that | had tried to ignore since | rode out to Sidhe Dubh, since | first
sensed Bran was in trouble and needed me. What if | was wrong? What if my pigheadedness brought
death for my son and unleashed evil on the folk of Sevenwaters once more? Who was| to defy the
warnings of the Fair Folk themselves?



| felt something. The smallest twitch againgt my hand whereit clutched Bran's, asif hisfingerstried,
weakly, to curl around mine. Had | imagined it? Now his hand was limp and till again. Perhapsit was
Johnny who had moved, tucked snug now next to hisfather on the pallet. But | was sure, | was amost
sure of what | had felt. | could not give up. | would not. | must start again, right now, for time was
passing swiftly, and I thought Bran's breathing dower and shdlower than before, the breath of aman who
walks steadily down hisfina pathway. The hooded one had retreated, but | sensed she il waited, out
there in the darkness. Perhaps she could be patient, for in the end would she not take al?

"Helpme,”" | whispered, and the voices came back, deep and sure. Come out from the shadows,
warrior. A mission awaits you. Walk forth from the darkness. | closed my eyes once more.

Tell. . . tell thetale. . . there'sa boy, bigger now. He's got a lot of bruises from the beatings. It's
because he's no good, gutter scum, that he must be punished. Uncle says so. When Uncle gets
really angry, he shuts the boy in the box. In the box it's dark. And small, smaller all the time as he
grows. He learnsto be quiet. He countsin his head. He learns not to cry, not to sniff, not to move,
until the lid opens and light streams in, blinding and fierce. They drag him out, cramped and
stinking, for more punishment.

There's a woman. The man beats her, too, and they do the thing, the grunting, pushing, sweaty
thing. Uncle makes him watch. Uncle makes him watch a, ot of things. The boy tells himself he
will never do that. It's a dark thing, mindless, animal, dark astheterror of the box. Do that and
he will be Uncle himself. Ther€'s a dog, for a bit. The dog wandersin one cold night and decides
to stay. It's mangy, stark ribbed, wild-eyed. The boy dleeps warm that winter, curled by the dog in
the straw of the outhouse. By day the dog follows him, padding quiet in his shadow.

One fine spring morning Uncle beats the dog for killing chickens, and the boy holdsit asit dies.
As the boy buries the dog, he makes a vow. When | am a man, he swears, next winter or the one
after, 1 will do what must be done here and move on. | will move on and. never ook behind me.

| felt tearsrolling down my cheeks to dampen the linen beneath Bran's head and mine. Hold on, dear
one. Could he hear the voice of my mind through the shadows that beset him? I'm here beside you, with
my arm around you. We need you ken, Bran. Come back to us. This dark dreamisover.

Andfaintly, sofaintly, | thought | sensed aresponse, like asigh, abreath, afragment of thought.
...Liadan...don'tgo...

Then there was sudden light, out by the smothered fire, and the sound of footsteps, and Bran was gone,
hisinner voice abruptly sllenced, the tenuous link instantly broken. | sprang up, furious, and staggered out
of the shelter, for | had not realized how my efforts had exhausted me, nor how long | had sat there
unmoving. It must bewdl into the night. How dared they disturb us?1 had given dtrict ingructions. How
dared they do this?

"I told you!" | snapped as Gull came up toward me. "'l told you not to come here tonight. What are these
men doing?'

"Sorry," Gull said ruefully. There was something in his voice that made me wait for more. "Thought you'd
want to be interrupted for this."

Down by the remnants of the smdll fire four men were standing. One of the men was Snake, and one of
them was Spider, | could see from the long, thin legs and the awkward way he gestured with his hands,
and there was broad-shouldered, barrel-chested Otter, and atall man with hair asred as an autumn
sunset. As| walked forward this man turned toward me, and it was my father.



| ran to him and he hugged me close, and | soaked his shirt front with my tears, and the other men
watched usin dlence, until Gull said diffidently, “Well go, if you want.”

"It might be best," | sniffed. "'|—I have to thank you for carrying out my mission so quickly and so
successfully. |1 did not hope—"

"Not so difficult,” said Otter gruffly. "lubdan here was on hisway back dready. Waylaid him, that'sall.
Heavy hand with agtaff, your father's got, excuse me for mentioning it." He was rubbing the back of his
head cautioudy.

"I must speak with you done, Liadan,” said my father. "Y ou know, | suppose, that Liam isgone. We
must return hometo Sevenwatersin the morning.”

"What do you mean, we?" demanded Snake incautioudly.
"Liadan can't go." Gull'stonewaslevd, find. "We need her here.”

"With respect,” said my father very quietly, in the tone men had learned to fear, "that will be up to my
daughter and to me. | hope you will extend usthe courtesy of alittle time together in private.”

"The chief'sdying,” said Snake, hiseyeslike dits as he looked my father up and down, perhaps weighing
hisage againg hissze. "He needs her, she can't go."

| stepped between them and took each by adeeve. "Enough,” | said, with what firmness | could muster.
"I need my father to help me now. Asfor the other matter, | will give you my answer at dawn. Now go.”

"You sure?' queried Snake under his breath.
"You heard Liadan,” said Gull. "Now move. Do as she says."
Within moments my father and | were done.

"Wadl," lubdan said, lowering histdl form to st on the rocks and stretching out his booted legs before
him. "I didn't expect to find you here. What am | to do with you, Liadan?Y ou seem to have developed a
tagte for breaking rules and flouting conventions. Don't you understand the danger you arein here?"

"Forget that for now," | replied tersely. "There's afar more pressing matter to be attended to."

"What can be more pressing than the need for usto get back to Seven-waters, with Liam dain and Sean
aone, with our neighbors gathering and jostling for advantage? We should be there, not here with this
rabble”

"I know you must go home," | said quietly, " Sean needs you more than he redizes. Hefaces agreat
challenge and must be supported. And—and he needs level heads about him, men of experience who
can judge which alies may be trusted and which must be watched. Y ou must go soon. But | havea
terrible task here, Father, and I, too, need your help. Snake spoke the truth: Bran is dying. He has come
close to abandoning hope atogether, for he believes himsdlf not worth saving. He clings by the merest
thread. | need your help to keep that thread intact, until | can grasp his hand and bring him back. Mother
sent you across the water to find truth for us. | need to know what truth you discovered. | need you to
tell menow, quickly.”

"I understand your urgency, Liadan; | recognize the bond you share with this man, and the trust you place
inhim. And | know your judgment issound. Still, you expect quite alegp of faith from me, Daughter. Are
not these the very same outlaws who snatched your sister away and came so closeto losing her? True,



they have treated me with unexpected courtesy. To hear them speak of you, one would imagineyou a
creature part queen, part goddess. But why won't they tell me anything about how you came to be here,
o far from home, and so soon after the loss of your uncle? How can | not fear for your safety?'

"These men would lay down their livesfor me and for my son, every one of them. We are safe here,
Father."

"Y our son? Johnny, too, is here? But—"

"Please, Father. Please tell me what you have discovered. | need to know what happened to Bran; what
happened to his mother. Did you learn Margery's story?"

"| did, Daughter, and asad and twisted tale that turned out to be. | pursued it through the settlements of
Harrowfield, back through eighteen years| followed it. | cannot tell you the full tale, but in the village of
Elvington, which lies over the hillsfrom Harrowfield, | uncovered apart of it long kept secret.”

"Tel me. No, better still, come with meto st by hissde and tell the two of us. He—he believeshis
mother left him, that she abandoned him. That is a deep wound his spirit has carried al these years. But
my mother told me Margery loved her son, and | cannot believe she left him willingly."

"Tell you both?' Father looked perplexed, aswe went to stand by the still, gray-faced figurein the
shelter. "How can he hear us? Surdly this man haslost any awareness of the world around him. Surely he
is beyond saving. Y our love, perhaps, makes you expect miracles. But miracles are rare, sweetheart. |
have seen men like this before—"

"Stopit!" | cried. "Stopit! If you have only defeat and degth to tell, you might aswell not have come here
at al! 1 need your help, not your words of doom. Now tell usyour tale.” | took up Bran's patterned hand
inmine and held it against my cheek.

Father was staring a me, his blue eyes very bright. "I've noticed,” he said, "the way men move to obey
you without question here in his encampment of outlaws. Indeed, they speak your name with a respect
verging on awe. Y et the situation perplexes me. No man wants to see his daughter hi such circumstances.
Y ou must forgive my plain words. | speak thus because | hate to see you hurt. Y our mother's judgment
was without fault. | never told her what to do. Y our own choices are—difficult for meto accept. But |
made you a promise once, and | intend to keep it though it's costing me dear to see you thus.”

"Tel thetde"

"Very wel. It'satdeof ill chance, of lost opportunities; atae that doesindeed give strength to thisman's
argument that | mysalf bear some respon sibility for what he has become. For that, | can make amends.
The past | cannot dter; that tale is aready written. It began in the year when Margery's son was three
yearsold, and she traveled with friends to Elvington for the winter fair.”

| listened to his quiet, measured voice. Outside, Gull had returned to keep vigil by thefire, adark figurein
the deeper blackness of the moonless night. Beyond the circle of light, shadows gathered under the tall
beech trees and between the ancient stones and across the unruffled surface of the dark pool.
Somewhere out there, a hooded presence waited, silent and il asif she were hersalf no more than
shadow.

"Y ou know dready," said my father, "how my friend and kinsman John waskilled in my service, crushed
inarock fal, while guarding your mother. | set him that task, but it was Richard of Northwoodswho
ordered the killing. Margery took her husband's loss very hard. They were devoted to each other, and to
be robbed of her man when their son was still no more than an infant was cruel indeed. She became



withdrawn and quiet, and it was only her smal Johnny who gave her the strength to carry on. In him she
saw the future John had been denied; in him she saw her own purpose.

"Her child wasthefocus of dl her attention, for atime, while the wound of her losswas il fresh. Asyou
know, | left Harrowfidld mysdf within ayear of John's death, while Margery was till in mourning. Intime
she was persuaded by her friendsthat it would be good for her to venture forth alittle and be seen. Soin
the winter when Johnny was three years old, she traveled with asmal party from Harrowfield to
Elvington for the Yule-tidefair. Not such avery long ride. It can be done quite easily in aday, or more
gradudly with a stop overnight. That was what they did, since the child traveled with them and tired more
eadly.

"It is here that the story beginsto grow confused. My brother told me the party was ambushed by raiders
somewherein the hills above Elvington. Who these attackers were, or what their purpose, remains
unsure. Perhaps they were Pictish tribesmen from over the border, come for sheep. When a group of
well-dressed folk rode across their path, it must have seemed an opportunity too good to miss. Later that
day, a shepherd found the travelers bodies lying by the track, near one of the isolated cottages, every
man and woman daughtered. But not the child. He was not accounted for, although they did search. It
was odd. The notion that the Picts might have taken him, as dave or hostage, was soon dismissed. He
was smply too young, too much trouble for men on the move. But no smdl body was found. Wild dogs,
they decided eventualy. Wild dogs had carried him off somewhere, asthey might arabbit or fawn. There
was no point in looking any farther. The news came back to my brother, and with regret he accepted it.

It was asad end for Margery, who had come to Harrowfield as a new bride with such hopes.

"That might, indeed, have been the end of thetale. Six years passed. John's and Margery's names faded
into the history of Harrowfield, as did indeed my own: Lord Hugh, who had once been master of the
estate and who had abandoned them for a green-eyed sorceress from over the water, awitch whose
brothers were haf man, haf beast. So the yearswent by. My brother married. The work of Harrowfield
continued. Edwin laid claim to Northwoods and began to build its strength again.

"And then, at the folkmoot, where aleader passes judgment in matters of dispute or wrongdoing, my
brother Simon was presented with a bizarre case. There was, at first, no reason to believeit part of the
sametade. A man had been murdered at an isolated cottage in the hills above Elvington, acrue and
viciousfellow loathed and feared by neighbors and villagefolk dike. It waslike an execution, nestly done
with asmall, precisely placed wound straight to the heart, the instrument of desth a narrow, toothed
knife, an implement more commonly used for boning fowl. It had been awhile before anyone found the
body. Nobody liked to go out there. Rory could be amonster when held adrop of alein him, proneto
violent rages, and with atogether too much of an eyefor the young girls. When Smon told me the man's
name, | remembered him well enough. He'd been up before me on serious charges, accused of raping the
daughter of alocal miller and getting her with child. He didn't care for the penalty | set him; | never heard
such an ugly tirade of threats and curses. | ordered substantiad reparation paid to the girl'sfamily, and |
banished him from my landsfor five years. It seems he chose to return as soon as he heard | was gone.
And now he was dead. Hed no wife; not by that time. She'd smply disappeared, and folk said, no
wonder. He used to beat her, and the theory was, one time held gone too far and had to dispose of her
quietly. Nobody asked. Nobody dared. So who killed him?Who'd attempt such athing, let done carry it
out so efficiently? Many wished him dead, but al feared to do it. There was nobody; nobody but the
child

| should have guessed this was the next part of it, for Bran had told me. |
will do what has to be done here and move on. "Tell me about the child,” | said.

"Therewasaboy," said my father. "Some folk said he was Rory's son and some that he was afoundling,



somebody's bastard, a brat nobody wanted, who had wandered into the cottage one day and been
alowed to stay. An extra pair of hands. Nobody could remember when he came there. They couldn't
recal Rory'swoman with ababy, not her. They just spoke of seeing this scrawny little wretch of aboy,
al over bruises. Like aghost he was, but no weskling. The lads would tease him, and held turn on them
like someferd creature; and in timethey learned to fear him and to leave him done.

"So herewas Rory with atidy little wound to the heart and not atrace of the boy to be found. The
people of Elvington presented it to my brother in theformal setting of the moot. What was to be done?
Was the murderer to be pursued? And what about Rory's cottage, and his chickens? Who would get
those?

"Simon ordered inquiries to be made. He had never been close to John, himsdlf, and had hardly known
Margery. But they were kin; and if the boy lived, he should be found. It was not so much amatter of
bringing him to justice, for Rory'slosswas ablessing to the folk of Elvington. It was more amatter of
seeking out the truth and righting past wrongs. There was a search, and they turned Rory's cottage and
outhouses upside down doing it. Not much there. The man drank away any profit he made on his
chickens. But they did find something odd, and it began to awaken more memories among thelocals.
Under the floor of the outhouse there was allittle root cellar, dug into the earth and shored up roughly
with boards. And when one or two of the village folk saw that, they began to recdl things from the odd
time they'd been up there for alaying hen or afew eggs.”

| nodded. "They used to shut him in there for punishment,” | said.
My father stared at me. "How could you know that?"

"Hetold me. Not in words. He showed me. Y ou said he was beyond any awareness of the world. But
you'rewrong. Hismind still races. It isflooded with evil memories. He wasimprisoned, not so long ago,
inasmall, dark space. Now he seems trapped there forever if | cannot lead him out. | have used my
ability to see what he sees, to link my thoughts with his own. Thisway | hope to reach him beforeit istoo
late. Now tell me, what did folk say about this discovery?'

"Y ou take my bregth away, Liadan. This, surely, isagift far greater than even Conor can summon, a
perilousgift.”

"Tel me, Fether."

"They started to remember. Times when the lad was nowhere to be seen, and Rory had told them a
mongre was best kept in hisbox until helearned to obey. Times when they'd been at the door and heard
small sounds from benegath the floor, adight movement, atiny scratching. A rat, said Rory. One of them
had seen it, had seen Rory'swoman get the child out of there, shaking, shivering, silent, his clothing soiled
from where held rlieved himsdlf. Filthy pig, shed said, and dapped hisface. The strange thing was, he
didn't utter aword. No tears. No attempt to protect himself either. Just stood there and waited until shed
finished. That made her angry, and she hit harder. People didn't like going up there; they didn't like what
they saw. But nobody would protest. Terrified of Rory. Besides, they said, what happened in aman's
own home was nobody e seg's business.”

"How did they find out who the child was?'

"Ah, the search reved ed that. Hidden away within the cottage was an item that made it quite plain.” He
reached into his pocket and took out something smal and soft, made of afine strong fabric with asilky
finishtoit. He unfolded it on the blankets between us, so that it lay across Bran's heart. There was not
much light, but | could see traces of fine embroidery, leaves, flowers, little winged insects. "Therés no
doubt who thisbelonged to,” said my father. " Sheld afine hand with the needle, had Margery. Youll



have seen such patterns on the blue gown your mother wore. . ." Hisvoice trailed off, for that wound
was dill fresh.

"Indeed,” | said softly.

"Margery's people were beekeepersin the south,” he said. "Thiswas her small pouch, where she kept
her valuables. Sheld have had alittle slver for thefair. That was gone, of course; Rory squandered
whatever came hisway. He couldn't sell this, nor its contents, they were aclear sign of her identity, and
al knew she had met her end in those parts. It's unbelievable that Rory knew who the boy was and
chose to keep it secret. He would have known as soon as the search took place; perhaps he himself
joined in, dongside my brother's men. Why didn't he bring the child out and have him conveyed hometo
Harrowfield? But Rory choseto let them believe the tale about wild dogs. For some reason he decided
to keep the boy. Such men relish what power they have. | suppose he found this small dave amusing.
Rory knew the child was my kin, and he had nothing but hatred and resentment for me after what | had
doneto him. That, no doubt, is the source of this man's bitterness toward me. Hed have grown up
hearing nothing but ill of meand mine,

"What wasin the pouch?" | asked him.

My father passed me asmall metd object, on afinechan. | hed it in my hand, feding rather than seeing
the locket, slver | thought, chased with delicate patterns around an enamelled center.

"What'singde this?"

"Two locks of hair. One brown and curling, the other fair and silk fine. Thefirst is John's; the second

bel onged to their daughter who died soon after birth. The locket was a gift from John when they first
knew she was with child—agift of hope. Margery woreit dways. They littleimagined it would become a
symbol of death and loss. How it cameto bein Rory's cottage, nobody knows."

"Ah," | said, "but he remembers, and so | know."
"How can he remember? He was bardly three yearsold.”

"Her voice. Her hands. She hid himin theroot cdllar. | suppose they were close by this cottage that
gtands adonein the hillswhen they came under attack. To go inside, to try to hide, would be pointless; the
Picts are no respecters of property, and would have flushed them out by fire or smply hacked their way
in. But she could conced the child for long enough. She bade him be still and quiet as she lowered him
down into thetiny, dark space under the floor. He did as she told him, though he didn't like the dark or
the strange sounds coming from outside. | suppose she tucked her precious thingsin with him—the
purse, the silver pieces, the locket that held the love of those she had lost. Then she went outside and ran
to divert their attention, the way amother bird flutters and dips her wing and draws the hunting beast
away from the nest where her young wait hel pless. So she died, and the child kept silent. Kept faith,
though the time stretched on and on. He waited and waited, and at length his small prison was opened.
But the hands that came to release him were not his mother's. They were the hands of amongter; and it
was then the darkness truly engulfed him."

My father nodded gravely. "I cannot but believe you, for thisfits nestly with thetdefolk tdll. | asked my
brother why did people not question the appearance of a child so suddenly, where another had
disappeared. But there were no good answers to be had in Elvington. It seemed the child was kept
hidden for aconsderable time. Folk heard crying, sometimes. Instead of arousing their curiosity; it had
the opposite effect. They're a superdtitious breed in those parts. Said it was a ghogt, the ghost of the child
taken by wild beasts. That kept people away. Later, when the boy came to be seen around the cottage
and in the village, nobody thought it might be the same lad. They said the brat didn't seem like the son of



gentlefolk.”
"They let him be beaten and abused dl those years, and nobody did athing about it.”

"It requires great courageto interferein the affairs of aman such asRory. Big, strong, vicious, aman with
areputation. All feared him. Simon knew nothing of thisat the time. Had he known, he might perhaps
have taken some action to intervene. But he had his own problems. | fedl the respongbility for this,
Liadan, fed it asaheavy weight. That John's son was subjected to such cruelty so closeto home, is
unforgivable. And 0, you see, your man was right when he blamed me. If he has become an outcast, he
may well lay the responsibility at my feet. | could not have prevented his mother's desth. But | could have
protected him."

"The past cannot be rewritten, Father."
"That'strue. But the future can be shaped—if he survives."

"Hewill survive. He need only recognize that once he was loved, that once he was the child of aman and
woman of great integrity who would have given anything to see him grow up safe and happy and make
something of hislife. He need only seethat, and he will be set free.”

"| cannot bdieve that he has heard us."

"Youwill need totell it to him again. Y ou will need to tell him what this meansto you. Perhaps he hears.
At leadt, our wordsfill the silence. What of the next part of the story?”

"Rory waskilled. Nobody wept for him. All they wanted was the cottage, and the chickens. Did the boy
kill him?'

"He administered punishment. Efficiently, aswith everything he does. He waited until he wasaman, and
then he took control and walked away from the nightmare. But it was still there, seared like abrand on
hisspirit. Even now he carriesit with him."

"A man?Was he not barely nineyears old?'

| nodded. "Old enough to walk his own path. Why wasn't your brother able to find out what had become
of him after that?'

"Hetried, but his resources were limited. Simon was beset with difficulties. Edwin had taken afirm grip
on Northwoods by then, and the feud was alive again. My defection, asthey saw it, certainly madeit no
easer for Harrowfield to remain neutral. And Simon was not trained to run the estate as | was. He had to
learn quickly. Elaine helped him agreet dedl; she has more of ahead for it than he ever will. But folk
remember. | was not forgiven for what | did, and the demands on my brother were heavy. Even now,
theselong yearslater, his path islessthan smooth.”

"What do you mean?"

"Hetook the news of Sorcha's death very hard. Although he has awife and his people's respect, his
heart dways belonged to your mother. The whole of that tale has never been told and never will be. |
thought him close to despair. He asked meto stay, but clearly that was not possible. | fear for him,
Liadan. Harrowfield has no hers, and Edwin of Northwoods watches closdly.”

"No heirs?'

"They have no sons. The closest of the blood are myself and Sean. And—this man." He glanced down a



Bran's hollow-cheeked face.
"Y our words disturb me, Father. Would you go back?Would you lay claim to Harrowfield again?’

"My brother needs hel p. He needs someone with a strong hand and a clear head; someone who can
reestablish his defenses, and makeit plain to Northwoods that Harrowfield is not for the taking. Had
Liam lived, my path would have been plain. But | cannot leave Sean to dedl with the affairs of
Sevenwaters done. Heisyoung yet and overhasty, for dl his strengths. In time he will be afine and
capable leader, but for now he needs my help to rebuild his aliances and establish his place. We must
gart again with the Ui Neill. My first duty iswith my son. Nor have | forgotten my daughters. | wish to
seeyou safe and settled. And Niamh, | did not do well by her, and | must be sure her futureisin good
hands."

"But what of your brother? Might not Harrowfield be lost if you wait? If Edwin moved to grasp Simon's
holdings, our campaign for the Idandswould surely be doomed.”

"Indeed. It isadilemma, for it would befolly for me, or for Sean, to try to hold estates on both sides of
the water. But thereis another possibility.” He was looking at the unconscious man again.

"Bran?' | whispered, shocked. "That's—it's unthinkable, surely.”

"I would suspect,” said lubdan evenly, "that for aman such asthis, nothing is unthinkable and nothing
impossible. Isn't that what they say about him?"

"Y es, but—"

"Thisman ismy kinsman's son; hewasbornin the valley. Heis, to dl accounts, both strong and
resourceful, if somewhat misguided. It could be argued that Harrowfield is his destiny, Liadan, and
yours™

"He has so much to come to terms with; he could not be faced with that, not yet."

"Y ou think he would lack the courage to return there, to the place of his nightmare? That does not tally
with the leader his men speak of with such respect, aman who risesto every chdlenge. It doesnot taly
with thelove and loydty you givehim."

| swallowed. Hiswords both terrified and enthralled me. Thiswasamission: abright future. But firg, the
fetters of the past must be broken.

"Father,” | said, "l need to be aone now, alonewith Bran. Gull will find you a placeto rest. Just tell me
onemorething."

"What isit, Daughter?'

"Tdl mequickly, give me apicture of John and Margery, before these horrors overwhelmed them. How
it waswith them and their little son.”

"John thought Margery the finest thing in the world. The most precious. Saw her on her father'sfarm,
gathering honey. Brought her north with him. The love between them shone bright from the first. He was
aman of few words, some called him taciturn. But you could seeit in his eyes when he watched her. You
could seeit in the way they touched one another. She lost one child soon after birth, and they grieved
together. Then Johnny was born, and lived. John was so proud. He was not ashamed to play with his
small son, to throw him up inthe air, and catch him in strong hands as the child squedl ed with excitement.
Therewas afirein the house once, and I'll never forget John's expression as he raced upstairs to rescue



his son, nor the look in Margery's eyes as the two of them came out safe. Margery watched over the
child and loved him. Folk said hewas very quick to learn. Early to crawl, early to walk, early to form
words. Margery was teaching him to count. She'd put arow of white stones out on the floor and play a
little game: one, two, three. There was never achild raised with such love, Liadan.”

"Thank you, Father," | said. "It isthese things, perhaps, that have guided him through the shadows thus
far. Tonight, | will tell him this. Now you should go."

"Thisman isindeed fortunate, as| was," said my father quietly. "To gain thelove of suchawomanisa
pricdess gift. | hope he undersandsitsvaue.”

I
"We have both received such agift, heand I, | said.

"I've one more smdl taleto tell, and then | will do asyou bid. There was something Margery said,
something she told me before | left Harrow-field. Her son was born on Midwinter Day, just before
dawn. | have good cause to remember that. She said, achild born at midwinter comesinto the world on
the shortest day of the year. From that point on, the days stretch out. And so achild born at midwinter
walks awaystoward the light, dl hislife. The child wasthere, in her arms, when shetold methis.
Remember that, Johnny, she said to him. Sorcha, aso, was amidwinter child, and for her thissmal
prophecy was surely true. But it seems this man has forgotten and seeks out only the darkness.”

"It s|ems s0. That isthe surface. Deep ingde, thereisasmall light that till burns. Tonight | will find it."”
"You arevery certain.”

"Third rule of combat. Never doubt yoursdlf. Now be off with you, for time runs short.”

"Liaden."

"What isit?"

"You makethisseem so smple”

"Theworldissample, | think, initsessence: Life, death, love, hate. Desire, fulfillment. Magic. That,
perhaps, isthe only complicated part.”

Hefrowned. "Y ou seek to hedl hiswounds, to reach him, and somehow change his vision of the past.
That isdangerous, Liadan. Besides, did you not say yoursdlf, the past cannot be rewritten?”

"l know the dangers. | am armed against them. Armed with love, Father. | do not seek to make these
wounds vanish asif they had never been. | know he will ways bear the scars. | cannot make his path
grow broad and straight. It will dwaystwist and turn and offer new difficulties. But | can take hishand
and walk by hissde”

Chapter Sixteen

Gull had put out the fire and quenched his lantern. | suspected both he and my father stood guard not far
off in the blackness. Shivering in the autumn air, | took off my boots, gown, shift, smallclothes. Then |
dipped under the blankets and lay down next to Bran. On his other side, Johnny dept on, asmall, warm
presence tucked close to hisfather. The darkness was profound, blotting out al signs, al landmarks. Up,
down, left, right, al were gone. Y ou could not tell if the walls were out there or right beside you, shutting
youintight.



Closer, bregthed the ancient voices. Closer. So | entwined my body with Bran's, flesh on naked flesh,
and | clasped my armstight around him. | could fed his heart beating against mine; my breeth kept pace
with hisown. That's better, the voices seemed to murmur. Say dose. Don't let go. Tonight thereisno
light but you.

And thistime | heard him straightaway, dmost asif he had been waiting for me.
...dark...toodark.. . one two, three...toodark. ..

Tonight is dark of the moon. There have been such nights before. This oneis different. | am here
with you.

...toodark...cant...toolong...

She said she would come back for you, but she couldn't come back, Johnny. She couldn't come,
though she wanted to more than anything. | have come for you instead. Did you ever ask why
didn't she come?

His heart began to race, and | stroked his skin with the tips of my fingers and willed us both to stay cam.
Hismind wasfull of images of darkness. hurt, pain, pictures haf complete, distorted, jumbled together;
knife, blood, screams, hands letting go. Degth. Loss. . . . she never came back . . . she never came. . .

She loved you. She gave her life so that you would be safe. She did not abandon you, Johnny.

.. .gutter scum. . . dlattern's mongrel. . . my own mother didn't want me. . . scarce fit for the
midden . ..

Those are lies. Let me show you. Take me back, Bran. Take me back before.

Thereis no before. She left me. Be very quiet, Johnny. . . quiet as a little mouse, sweetheart, no
matter what you hear . . . wait for me ... | will come back for you assoon as| can. . . her hands,
pushing me down, down where it's dark. Her hands letting go. Shutting the door. She never came
back. That isall thereis. Thereis nothing else.

Ah, but | have come for you. She could not, but she loved you and wished you safe. Take my hand,
Bran. I'mvery close. Sretch out your hand to me.

Outside the shelter, around the pool, the trees rustled, but there was no wind.
...it'sdark. | can't seeyou. ..

Take me back before. Do it, Bran, do it.

| told you, there is nothing before that. Her hands, letting go . . . nothing more.

Who taught you to count, one, two, three, all the way to ten'? A clever child. A child like your own
son, eager for knowledge, thirsty for adventure. Who set out the white stones for you and taught
you numbers?

... 0ne, two, three, four . . . her fingers pointing, her nails scrubbed clean, her hands small and
fine. .. | reachten, and she claps her hands. | ook up, pleased with myself, and she's smiling. Her
hair is like sunshine; her eyesfull of brightness. Good, Johnny, good. What a clever boy! Shall we
doit again? Let's put our little pigsin two rows; that's right. Now the farmer's going to count
them, half to go to market, half to fatten up for the winter. How many in thisrow . . . one, two,



three. .. but shewent away . .. shelet mego. ..

She would never have left you willingly. She hid you, and then she gave her life for you. Didn't you
hear the story my father told'? Tour mother was the bravest of women. She wanted a life of joy
and purpose for her small, midwinter son; she wished himto walk ever toward the light. As for
your father, his pride in you shone from his face as he held you high in his strong hands. . . you're
going up, up into the sky . . .going up so high, knowing those hands will always catch you.

Always, he would catch you. Every time. His eyes were as gray and steady as your own, and as
true. Go back, Johnny. Go back before.

Up, up, and down. Up, up and down. Flying up in the sky. Falling into his hands. He smiles.
Curling hair, weathered face. Eyes alight with pride. | shriek with excitement. No more, son, he
grins. You'll wear me out. One last time, up, up and down. Then arms around me, warm, strong. |
put my head on his shoulder, thumb in mouth. Good. Safe.

| felt adrop of water on my face, warm in the chill of the night. But it was not | who was weeping. |
dared not lift my head to look. | dared not move away from where | lay pressed close against him, lest |
destroy something asfragile asasingle filament of cobweb. | drew adeep breath and felt the weight of
utter exhaustion descend on me, near overwhelming. Around us the whole grove was tirring, foliage
rustling, twigs cracking, water rippling; the very stones seemed to cry out in the blackness of the night.

"Help me,” | whispered into the dark. And | hummed alittle of the old tune, just the refrain with its small
arch of melody. The strange wind gusted over the top of the barrow, releasing a powerful voice, adeep
sound that lay on the margins of hearing, acry older than the oldest memory of humankind. Ringing from
the great mound, sounding from the depths of the earth, vibrating forth from the standing stones, acall
that could not be ignored.

Come out, warrior! Amission lies before you, a mission lifelong, whose challenges are many,
whose rewards are beyond measure. Come forth now and show us true courage. Show us true
strength of spirit, as once you did, long years ago. For the strength of the child is the strength of
the man. The child and the man are one.

The cry ceased, and the rustling died down to a hush, a profound silence of deep anticipation. Something
was expected of me, | could fed it, something more. Bran lay as dtill as before. Outwardly, nothing had
changed, but for the dow tears that trickled down hisface and onto mine, so that we shared the same
grief for good folk whose lives had been cut short, the same sorrow for lost opportunities. | had to do
something, but | wastired, sotired | thought | could deep forever, tucked up warm with my man and my
son, the deep, innocent deep of alittlechild. . . but no, I must not givein to that. It was near dawn, and |
did not have him, not yet. The silence was complete, save for thetiny whisper in my mind. Do it. But
what? What? If he had not awoken to that ancient clarion call, what could | say that could pos

U sbly be more compelling? | had done everything and gtill he did not stir. My father had said, you make
this seem so smple. But it wasnt, it was the hardest thing | had ever done. . . and yet perhaps, after dl,
the answer was very smpleindeed.

Come, Johnny. In my mind, | held out my hand, and reached down to the child crouched in the small,
dark space. Hewould not look up a me; hisfingers covered hiseyes, asif, while he blocked out the
light, hewould himsdf remaininvisble. Take my hand, Johnny. There are ten steps up, see? But
maybe you do not know how to count to ten. You do? Then we'll walk up one at a time, and count
them as we go. When we get to the top, the night will be over. Take my hand, Johnny. Reach up



just a little farther. Yes. Yes, that's good. Good boy. Now count. One, two, three. . . four, five. . .
well done. . . six, seven. . .

"...notfar now...youcandothis...nine...ten...good, dear heart.

The voices of the Old Ones echoed mine, deep, sonorous, wise. Good. Good. Then, suddenly and
totaly, weariness overtook me. | fell into adeep dumber, and | dreamed awonderful dream inwhich |
lay here by Bran's sde and fdlt the sdt tears on his cheeks, adream in which he stirred and put hisarm
around me, and touched hislipsto my temple, and was himsdlf again. In my dream | wound my arms
around his neck and felt his body warm and dive against my own, and | told him I loved him, and he said
yes, he knew that.

Abruptly, | wasawake, and it was light, not the soft light of early dawn but later, much later, the full
brightness of morning. How could | have alowed mysdlf to fall adeep, how could 1?1 reached out, and
my hand touched the small, deeping form of my son, cocooned in the blanket as the two of uslay onthe
pallet together. Had | half woken and fed him and dumbered again unaware? How could | do such a
thing? | reached out farther. Bran was gone. My throat went dry, and chill fingers clutched at my heart.
He could not have woken and got up. That was impossible after so long without food and water; he
would be too weak. That meant—that could only mean ... | sat up and remembered belatedly that | was
completely naked. | reached for my gown, where | had dropped it by the palet last night. My hands
were shaking. | could not find it nor my shift. There was an old shirt there, which would cover meto the
knees, and | dragged this over my head, and stum bled out of the shelter. Three men were seated by the
newly kindled fire: Gull, Snake, and my father. Their heads turned as one toward me.
"Where—what—?" was the best | could manage.

My father read my expression quickly and got up to take my handsin hisand to spesak reassuringly. "All's
well, Liadan," he said. "Take a deep breath now. Heisawake and in hisright mind. Youreaspdeasa
ghogt, Daughter. Here, St by usalittle.”

"l—l—where?'

"Not far, we're keeping an eye on him. Down yonder.” Gull jerked his head toward the far end of the
pool away from the barrow.

"Hewouldn't let uswake you," said Snake apologeticaly. "Not in the best of moods, isthe chief, aswe
predicted. But he'sdive. You've doneit."

"Heisup, and waking?' | could not believeit. He had been near desth. Surdly this was some crudl
dream. "He shouldn't be out of bed. How could you let him—?"

"Gave us no choice. Near bit our heads off. But he's had plenty of water, and as| said, he'sbeing
watched. Best |eft done for now."

"Fetching ouitfit,” remarked Gull, looking me up and down. | blushed. "Where are my clothes?’
"Somewhere being spruced up for you. WElI find you some fresh ones. Y ou'll be needing them.”
"I must go—I mus—"

"Maybe not yet," said Gull. "Gave us orders. Leave him aone. Later, maybe."

My father cleared histhroat. "I've spoken with him at some length, Liadan. | told the story as you bid me.
Y ou should perhaps heed these men's advice and give him time.”



"I don't think s0," | said, and | walked away under the beechesin my bare feet and my ill-fitting shirt;
down to the northern end of the pool where a grest tree had falen long ago. Now its massive trunk was
overgrown with fine mosses, and its cracks and crevices, its small, shadowy passages held thelairsand
hiding places of amyriad of tiny creatures.

| suppose | had not redlly believed it, not quite, until | saw him, seated on the rocks beyond thistree with
his back to me and an obstinacy in the set of the shouldersthat | recognized well enough. Hewore his
old clothes of indefinable color, and they hung on him like the garments of afar larger man. Hewas
looking down, and hi his hands he turned the little silver locket over and over. | longed to run forward, to
wrap my arms around him and reassure mysdlf that thiswasred and not somefalsevison. But | went
cautioudy, my bare feet making no sound. Still, this man was an expert at what he did. He spoke without
turning, halting me when | was ten paces away. His voice wastightly controlled.

"Y our father leavesthismorning. Y ou'd best pack up and go with him. Best for you. Best for the child.
Theres nothing for you here.”

It took every scrap of will | had not to burst into tears, not to give him the opportunity, again, to tel mea
woman cried when it suited her, just to get what she wanted. It took every bit of restraint | could muster
not to walk up and dap him on the cheek, and point out to him that while I might not want gratitude, | did
not expect to be dismissed like a hireling whose task iscomplete. | had learned alot sincefirst | met him.
| had learned that the most evasive, the most difficult quarry must be taken with care and patience and
subtlety.

"l—I remember you told me once," | said, holding my voice as steedy as| could, "that you would not lie
to me. Did my father happen to mention a promise he made me?"

Therewas along pause before he replied.

"Don't make this more difficult for thetwo of us, Liadan," hesaid, and as| came closg, | could see how
his hands were trembling where they held the locket.

"Did he?!
IIY$II
"Very wel. So you know that this choice will be my own and not my father's.”

"How can there be achoice? It isno more than common sense that you should leave me. What future
cantherebefor...for..."

| came up to him and moved to stand before him, three paces away. If anyone were to bresk the code
thistime, it would not be me.

"Look at me, Bran," | said. "Look a me, and tell me you want meto go. Tell methetruth.”

But he stared down &t his hands and would not. Y ou must indeed think meweak," he muttered. " After
this, | will forfeit any respect.”

And despite al hisefforts, | could seethe mark of atear on hisface, gleaming on the patterned side,
where he had not been able to hold it back.

"l wish | could dry thesetears," | said softly. "1 wish | could make this better for you, but | don't know



There wasthetiniest slence; a heartbesat of time, while the trees and rocks and the very currents of air
seemed to hold their breath. Then he reached out his hand, blindly, and took my arm, and pulled me
toward him. | stood there with his head against my breast and my arms wrapped around his shoulders, as
he set free the rest of the tears he had held back for so long.

"There, Bran. It'sal right. It'sal right now. Weep, dear heart.”

It was along time, or ashort time. Who can say? The men |eft us undisturbed, and the tall beeches
looked onin silence, and the sun climbed higher in acool autumn sky. It isnot such aterriblething for a
grown man to weep. Not when he has eighteen years of grief and sorrow within him; not when at lat,
after such along and painful journey, he has found the truth. Eventualy he was done, and | used a corner
of my disreputable attire to wipe hisface for him and said, rather saverely, ™Y ou should not even be out
of bed. Did you have anything to eet this morning, or were you too busy giving orders?

| moved to seat mysalf by him on the rocks, close by, so that our bodies touched.

"It was indeed wondrousto wake," he said shakily, "and find you lying there beside me, and not astitch
of clothing between us. Both wondrous and frustrating since | was so wesk dl | could do was look at
you. Even now, | can scarcelift my arm to put it around you, let alone take advantage of thisinteresting
garment you wear. | suspect thereislittle between it and yourself."

"Ah," | said, and felt ablush rise to my cheeks. "Y ou're acquiring asense of humor. | like that. There will
be other mornings."

"How can there be, Liadan? How can there be time for us? Y ou cannot live among the men, traveling by
stedth, always looking over your shoulder, outcast, pursued. | could never subject you, or him, to that
risk. The decision lies outsde what you or | might want for ourselves. Y our safety must be the first
consideration. Besides, how could you stay with me after what has happened? | alowed mysdlf to be
taken by—that man; | alowed Gull to be maimed, and you to endure the most appalling trestment, you
and my son. Now | am reduced to a shivering, weeping shadow of aman. What must you think of me?”

"I have not changed my opinion of you sincelast we met," | said steadily.

"What are you saying, Liadan?" Still he stared at the ground and would not meet my eyes. | dipped off
the rock where we sat and went to knedl before him, giving him no choice but to look at me. | put my
hands around his, and the silver locket was held, protected, by the two of us.

"Remember,” | said quietly, "you asked me back at Sevenwaterswhat | wanted for mysalf?1 said you
were not ready to hear it. Do you think you are ready now? How much do you remember of what has
happened here?!

"Enough. Enough to know we walked through years, not days. Enough to know you were there beside
me. It isthisthat makesit so hard. | should order you to go and let that be an end of it. | know what is
right. But—but | find thet thistimeit is, after al, beyond meto bid you farewell. | hold my mother'slove
in my hand here and know love endures beyond deeth. That a heart once given isgiven forever."

| nodded, with tears dangeroudy close. " She hid her most cherished things," | said. "Thislocket, with the
tokens of her lost ones. Her smdll purse, bearing the symbols of who she was and whence she came.
And her little son. She gave her lifefor you. John gave hislifein the service of hisfriend and kinsman.
Thet isthetruth.”

He nodded soberly. "I have been wrong about some things. Y ou will not hear me recognizing Hugh of
Harrowfield asahero, but | find the man has some good points. He was very straight with me. | respect



that. Heismorelike you than | could haveimagined.”
"He'sknown for hishonesty.”
“Liadan."

| looked into his eyes. Hisface was starkly pale, hisfeatures drained, exhausted. But the eyeswere
giving me another message entirely. They were hungry.

"I haven't answered, have 1?7 Haven't told you what | want? Do | need to say it, Bran?"
He nodded, without saying aword.

"I told you | had not changed my opinion of you, not Since you came to me at Sevenwaters and we so
nearly forgot the rest of the world for atime. What has happened these last daysisapart of our journey
together. Together we suffer and endure and change and walk forward again, hand in hand. | think you
strong beyond belief; a timestoo strong for your own good. | seein you aleader, aman of vison and
daring. | sseamanwho isill afraid to love, and to laugh; but who islearning both now that he knows
the truth about himsdif. | see the only man | would have for my husband and the father of my children.

Y ou and no other, Bran."

Helifted his hand and reached out to touch my cheek, very carefully, asif he must learn how to do this
again, now that everything had changed.

"Thisisa—aproposd of marriage?' he asked me, and there was the very smallest trace of asmile at the
corner of hismouth, something | had never seen before.

"l suppose s0," | said, blushing again. "And, asyou see, I'm doing it properly, on my knees."
"Hmm. Thiswould, however, be a partnership of equasyou're offering,

| imagine?'

"Undoubtedly."

"I cannot speak thewords. | cannot bring mysalf to refuse you. And yet, how can | accept? Y ou ask the
impossible." Hisface was bleak again. "Y ou ask meto subject those | love best to alife of danger and
flight. How can | agreeto such athing?'

"Ah," I said, "1 would not have told you this, not yet; but you give me no choice. It seemsthereisaplace
for you—for us—in Britain, at Harrow-field. A place and amisson. So my father tellsme. His brother's
hold on the estate weakens, Edwin of Northwoods watches closdly, thinking to broaden his own domain.
My father cannot return there to help them, but you could go. It need not be now; but it is something to
consder. Thisisyour father'sland, Bran; these are your father's people. Y ou scorned Lord Hugh once
for turning his back on Harrowfield to follow his heart. Now he gives you the chance to do what he
cannot: to help Simon strengthen and unite these good folk once more.”

There was alengthy silence, and | began to regret my words. Perhaps | had been right before. Perhapsit
wastoo soon to tell him.

"Hugh of Harrowfield would trust me with this?' Bran asked softly.
| looked into his eyes. There was no mistaking the light newkindled there, aflame of hope and purpose.

"Hewould trust John'sson,” | said. "And o, intime, would the folk of Harrowfield, when you proved



yoursdlf."

"Y ou would do this?Y ou would come with me, dl the way to Britain? Live among foreigners, away from
your family?"

"I would not be away from my family, Bran. Wherever the three of ustrave, that ishome. Besides, you
forget. | am haf Briton mysdf. Smon of Harrowfield ismy uncle; thesefolk are both mine and yours.”

He gavealittle nod; his hand tightened on mine. "'l can scarce believethis" hesaid. "And yet | do believe
it. My mind dready jumpsto what can be done and how we will achieveit. | fear to returnthere itisa
place of darkness and terror. And yet | long to return and make things right again. | long to prove what
seemed impossible: that | can be my father's son.”

Hiswords made me want to weep; | was still bone weary from the night before and from changes that
came so fast | could scarce keep up with them.

"The men," Bran said suddenly. "What about the men? Where will they go?1 cannot leave them aone,
without a place and a purpose.”

"Wdll, now," | said, "it may be these men are more resourceful than you think. Let's go up to thefire. Can
you stand? Walk, with my help? Good. Use my shoulder for support. Go on, do it. Nobody expects you
to exhibit godlike strength, excepting maybe yourself. That head wound aone was enough to kill aman.

Y ou've been starved for days, and you're all over bruises. | want to see you drinking some water and
egting alittle porridge. Y our men have a proposition to put before you, one that will interest you and
answer many of your concerns. They have kept watch for their chief most faithfully, Bran. Y ou might
perhaps manage a kind word or two. And | must bid my father farewell, for heisneeded a home. Later,
we will speak with him further of thesethings."

"|—" He stood swaying, chak faced, like aghost of himsdlf.
"Come, dear heart. Lean on me and let uswalk this path together."

They knew him very well. And so neither Gull nor Snake nor any of the others sprang up to offer support
aswe walked dowly and carefully toward the fire. Nobody made any fuss or any comment. But there
was aplaceto St for thetwo of us, and water to drink, aswell asae, and plain oaten porridgein
earthenware bowls. My father was till there, but he was dressed for departure.

"Y ou have something to tell me, | understand,” Bran said, with aforbidding scowl on hisface, once he
was seated. Around us many men were gathered, dl of them, | thought, except the few who kept
obligatory watch on the perimeters of the camp. There was an air of deep expectancy about them, but
this was soon shattered by the arriva of Rat, bearing my wailing son.

"Y ou'd better go on without me," | said, taking the child into my armsand rising to my feet. "Thisismen's
business, | suppose.”

"You beong here" Bran said quietly. "Wewill wait for you." He turned back to look at Gull, with his
bandaged hands; at Snake, whose patterned features bore the pallor of more than one deepless night; at
Otter and Spider, who had ridden out on amission; at big, grim Wolf and at young Rat, guardian of what
was smalest and most precious. "I've got afew thingsto say to you dl," he began.

As| fed Johnny in the shelter, | watched these men, and | hoped they would not speak of Eamonn and of
what he had done. It was clear my father had not yet learned the truth; and indeed, he must be kept in
ignorance of it. The balance would indeed be delicate now between the partners of the dliance, and |



must lose no timein telling Bran what bargain | had struck with his enemy to secure hisrelease.

Johnny was soon finished and wriggling on my lap, ready for more adventures. | set him on the ground,
obsarving that his clothing had changed somewhat from the neat shirt and leggingsin which he had
traveled out from Sevenwaters. It seemed so long ago, it was asif the whole world had changed since
that day. Someone had been busy with the needle, and now my son wore asmall jacket of deerskin, and
boots of the same soft hide, neatly sewn with narrow strips of leather. A kind of tunic went underneath
the jacket, covering him down to the boot tops. Its fabric was woven in stripes, blue, brown, a deep red.
A fine cloth; someone had sacrificed a garment of his own for this small masterpiece to be created.
Johnny began to creep out of the shelter, and | plucked him up in my arms and ventured forth.

"I'll take him for awhile," said my father as| came up. "Y ou will not wish meto be present, | imagine, for
your planning.”

"You should stay, | think." As| spoke, | glanced questioningly at Bran. "For this plan, if it goes ahead,
will involve my brother, and so yourself. Y ou should know of it."

Bran's scowl deepened.

"She'sright,” Gull said. "Either this goes ahead with the help of Seven-waters, or things stay asthey are.
Therésnorisk intdling him."

"I'm not liking the sound of this," said Bran. "Come on then, out withit." Histone wasfierce; but when |
went to sit by him, and dipped my hand into his, | could fed histrembling and knew the control he must
exert to appear as he did. His scowl gave a clear message. | am the Painted Man. Think me weak at
your peril.

So they told him. They laid it out before him, asmy father sat on the ground with his grandson between
hislegs, playing alittle game with twigs and leaves. One after another, they spoke. It had been well
rehearsed. Gull outlined the bare bones of the plan. Snake eaborated alittle. There were no emotive
arguments, no talk of women and settling down. Simply aneet structure of logic, of advantagesto be
gained and profits made, and of how certain problems might be overcome. Otter came next. He could
have known of the plan only snce hisreturn last night, but he set out full details of how the venture would
be paid for and how my brother might be involved, and of how gains could be shared among al after the
costs of running the establishment were covered. Of how, intime, Sean'sinvestment could be repaid, in
glver or cattle or services.

Bran had not said asingle word, and his expression gave nothing away. Asfor my father, it was aswell
he sat alittle gpart, watching Johnny, for | could see the shocked look on hisface and how he struggled
toremain quiet.

"Thereésameatter of accommodation.” Now it was the turn of big Wolf, usually aman of very few words.
"I'm told theré's acroft or two on thisidand, and some stone walls to keep the sheep from the cliffs.
Well need more. Smple, low, built for wild weether. I've some skill in building. | could teach the rest of
you. Weld set it up thus—" He sgquatted down and began to draw with a stick on the earth, and dll
watched him with deep concentration. ... thatch, well tied . . . practiceyard . . ."

| wasweary again, and | laid my head on Bran's shoulder, dmost without thinking. His hand tightened on
mine, and | caught my father's glance. Already it held the shadow of another farewell.

They finished. There was asilence in which nobody seemed to wish to spesk firdt. It was lubdan who
brokeit.



"Y ou wish meto put this—proposition—to my son when | return to Sevenwaters? Y ou are aware, |
suppose, that Sean has come to the leadership of histuath but recently and bears aheavy load for one so

young’?’

Bran gaveanod. "Lord Liam was astrong leader, aman of balance. No doubt helll be missed in these
parts. But your son has the ability to do better, in time. He has vision. There's no need for you to speak
to him of this. | must consider it firgt. If | decide to go ahead withiit, I'll set up ameeting. I'veinformation
for Sean, information he sent me to gather.”

"I could, | suppose, take it back for him," my father said. Histone wasless than enthusiastic.

Bran frowned. " Such intelligence is best not shared, unless srictly necessary. Therisk isminimized if one
man tellsit direct to the other. I'll meet with Sean when the timesright.”

Someone whistled softly. And Gull said increduloudy, ™Y ou're telling us the mission was a success after
everything? That you got what he needed? That you kept it to yourself, even when—"

"No missonistoo difficult for the Painted Man," | put in quickly. "I'm surprised you don't know that by

"Back to work now, the ot of you," said Snake, getting to hisfeet. "There's much to think about and to
congder. The chief will give us hisanswer when he'sready. Go and prepare lubdan's horse, and those of
you who are escorting him, check your weapons and supplies. He needs to be away."

"Here" said Rat, crouching down by my father, and reaching out his handsto Johnny. "I'll take him now."
He picked up the child, and Johnny's smal arms went trustingly around his neck.

My father got up. "Very well," he said, in adistant sort of tone, and he put out hisbig hand to touch his
grandson's cheek, gently. Then Rat was off, jogging away to the main encampment with hissmal friend
bouncing and squeding excitedly in hisarms. The men dispersed, al but Gull, for when he made to follow
them, Bran took him by the arm and said, "No. Y ou gay."

So there we were, the four of us by the small fire, with so many words unspoken between us, it was hard
to know where to begin. Eventually, Bran looked up at my father and spoke quietly.

"Liadan hastold me of your proposition for Harrowfield. Thereis much that can be donethere, | think.
Alliances rebuilt; borders secured; defenses strengthened.”

"Y ou may wish to take timeto consider it,” my father said cautioudy. "Such aroleis somewhat diento
you, | expect. But you are my kinsman, and Simon's; you have avaid claim to be involved with the
edtate, and an ability that seems beyond dispute.”

"Thereisno need to consider,” Bran said. "We accept the chdlenge. For theimmediate future, | want
Liadan and my son safe away from these parts. We will ride north and may be gone for sometime. My
men must be settled and established in their new endeavor; that will not be asmple matter. Oncethat is
done, we will go to Harrowfield: Liadan and I, and Johnny. | must spesk plain to you. It isnot for Lord
Hugh that | agreeto this, but for my father and my mother and for the place that gave mebirth. | wish to
lay somethingsto rest; thus can it be done and anew beginning made.”

Father's blue eyes were coal. But the little inclination of his head was an acknowledgment of Bran's
strength; | could tell he was both surprised and impressed.



"Good," hesaid. "I will ensure Smon isadvised, discreetly, of what we intend. The newswill hearten
him. | am alittle uneasy about the immediate future. | would ask you to undertake to keep my daughter
safe, and my grandson. But such aquestion seems ingppropriate here."

| felt Bran's hand tense in mine, heard his sharp, indrawn bresth.

"Itisquite appropriate, Father,” | said. "As| havetold you, these men are skilled in such things. Y ou trust
my judgment, do you not?"

"Liadan'swell protected with us," put in Gull, and he, too, was angry, "safer than ever shed bein the
houses of someyou cal friends.”

"What do you mean?"

"Nothing, Father. Gull smply refersto the ability of these men to pass unseen, to avoid detection, and to
employ unusual methods of defense. Y ou must not be concerned for me. | had never thought | would go
far away from Sevenwaters, but thisistheright choice, the only choice.”

"Y ou would take my daughter from me then," lubdan said, watching Bran closdly.
Bran looked back at him, hisgray eyes steady and clear. "I take no morethan isfredly given,” he said.
"You'd best be off," said Gull. "It'safair ride. Our men will escort you asfar asyour borders.”

"Theresno need." Father'stonewas cool. "1 am not yet so advanced in yearsthat | cannot defend myself
or despatch an enemy.”

"So we've heard,” said Bran. "Nonethel ess, there are dangers you may not know of. Who knows what
traps may await asolitary traveler? My men will accompany you.”

"I'd like aword with my daughter done," said lubdan, unsmiling, "if that'salowable.”

Bran rdleased my hand. "Liadan makes her own decisons,” he said. "Asmy wife, shewill continueto do
0."

Gull's brows rose, but he said nothing.

| walked down to the water's edge with my father, watching as he picked up a smooth white stone and
skipped it across the water, one, two, three.

"Will thiswork, do you think?' he asked. "A school for warriors? A home for the outlawed?’

"That'sup to him. It will be modified, no doubt, amended and improved to suit hisown ideas. Itisanew
path for him; he has many changesto cometo termswith."

"He needs you. They need you. That much | comprehend. Y our choice till shocksme. | think | made an
error in watching you grow. Y ou are so like your mother in every way that | did not expect surprises
fromyou. | never redlly thought you would leave the forest. But then, | once made such achoice mysdif,
againg al the rules. And you are my daughter aswell ashers. That you will in time return to my home, to
Harrowfidd, fillsme with pride and hope. | wish | could watch my brother's face when first he seesyou.
But | cannot imagine Sevenwaters with both your mother and yoursdlf gone. It will be asif the heart of
theplaceisilled.”

"Conor, no doubt, would agree with you. But the heart of the forest bests very strong and very dow,
Father. 1t would take far more than thislossto hdlt itsrhythm.”



"I have other concerns. There are secrets here that puzzle and disturb me, veiled references, apart of the
tdetha isuntold.”

"It must remain untold, Father. I, too, am bound by apromise.”

"Y ou told me Niamh survived and was taken to a place of safety. She's my daughter, Liadan. | spoke of
righting wrongs. Thereisawrong there that must be attended to, | believe. | would welcome Niamh
back home. If you are able to tell me where sheis, you should do so. Y our mother wished, very much,
that we might make amends.”

"I'm sorry,” | said quietly. "I have an ideawhere she might be, but | can't tell you. Only that | know sheis
safe and well looked after. She doesn't want to see us, Father. She doesn't want to come back."

"I loseyou dl then," he said flatly. "Niamh, and Sorcha, and you. And the little one aswell.”

"Therewill beatribe of children at Sevenwatersin afew years. And you will see me fromtimeto time,
and Johnny; I'll make sure of that. Y ou'll be busy, Father, too busy for sorrow and regrets. Now you
must go home to Sean and Aiding and give them your support. The three of you must work hard to keep
Sevenwaters strong. Y ou will hear from usin due course. And wish Sean well from me."

"1 will, sweetheart.”
"Fether."
"What isit?'

"I couldn't have done this without you. However far | travel, I'll never forget that | am your daughter. |
will dways be proud of that."

Then they called him, and he hugged me, quickly and hard, and was gone, atdl, flame-haired figure
striding away to the camp, where men waited with horses. | sood by the pool, gazing acrossits silvery
surface, and as | looked, an image appeared, areflection in the till waters. a stately white swan, floating
there with folded wings. A reflection with no redlity, for on the surface there was nothing, not asingle bird
swam on that mirror-calm water. | blinked and rubbed my eyes. Theimage remained, featherslikea
midwinter snowdrift, graceful arching neck, eyes colorless as clear water, deep, SO deep.

You've done very well, Liadan. It was my Uncle Finbar'svoice. You are a master at this, and. |
salute you.

It isyou who are the master. You showed me this skill.

| could not have done what you did; challenged the dark one and pulled a man back from the
brink of death. Your strength amazes me. Your courage astonishes me. | will watch your path, and
his, with interest. Don't forget me, Liadan. You'll need me later. The child will need me.

A sudden chill passed over me. What do you mean? What do you see?

But out in the water, the beautiful inverted form of the swan fragmented and spread across the surface
and was gone.

Three days later we were ready to move on. | had had to be very strict and make sure Bran ate and
drank and rested; for if | had left him to go his own way, he would have tried to force his damaged body
to beitsold sdf again immediatdly, with disastrous results. However, he wasted not an ingtant. When
obliged to rest, he would till be planning, and giving orders, and chafing to be up and active again. Asfor



the nights, although my inclination was quite otherwise, | dept gpart from him, sharing the bed of bracken
with my son, and Bran made no comment. | had been bold that night, bold enough to strip naked and
warm hisflesh with my own. Now | felt alittle awkward, for what was between uswas new and fragile,
and there were many men about. Besides, it seemed to me some things must wait until he had regained
his strength.

Plans were made. The band was to split into three groups. There was work to be done. Otter's group
was to go south on amission unspecified. Snake's group was headed northwest, toward Tirconnell. Our
own group was to ride north to the place under consideration and have alook at it before the final
decision would be made. Wolf would assess the difficulty of accessfor men with building materias. Gulll
would see what skillswere available locally and judge what reception might be given to such aventure.
At an gppointed time, the others would meet up with us, and the future of the band would be determined.
He'd make no decisonsin ahurry, Bran told the men. Too much wasriding onit.

I'd had to work hard to stop him rushing off south the moment he thought himsdlf fit to get up on ahorse,
seeking vengeance in blood. I'd had to explain the bargain | had made to get him and Gull out of Sidhe
Dubh. How I'd promised sllencefor their release.

"A promise made to such amanisnothing," he said, tight-lipped. "After what he did to you, death istoo
good for him. If I do not despatch him, your father or brother surely will when they learn the truth.”

"They won't," | said. "Not from me, and not from you or Gull or any of these men. Thistae cannot be
told. | gave Eamonn my word that we would keep silent and with good reason. He may be aturncoat, a
man who can be blinded to what isright by his own desires and hisown lust for power. But nobody can
deny that heisastrong leader. HEswedlthy, influentid, and clever. And he has no heirs, not yet. If he
were gone, it would lay his estates open to astruggle for control that would plunge the aliance into
disarray and confusion. Seamus Redbeard is old, and his child isan infant. There would be claimants
from everywhere. It would be abloodbath. Better if Eamonn remains. We need only continue to watch
him." My degper misgivings | would not tell him. For | recalled the warnings of the Fair Folk, and
Ciaran's own words. Somewhere out there was someone who would stop at nothing to prevent my child
from growing to aman. Someone who, for her own reasons, did not want the prophecy to befulfilled. |
had seen the ook on Bran's face as he watched his small son deeping, or borne high on Rat's shoulders,
looking about him with bright-eyed intelligence. | had seen Bran's hard features dight with awonder new
discovered, and | knew | could not tell him.

"Y ou cannot have any faith in Eamonn Dubh,” he said, frowning. "Might not he turn against your brother
a any time?'

| smiled. "I don't think s0. My brother weds Eamonn's Sister in spring. I've ensured that will happen. And
Eamonn knows | am watching him. | drove a hard enough bargain for my silence and yours.”

"l see," said Bran dowly. "Y ou are adangerous woman, Liadan, a strategist of some subtlety. But you
frugtrate me. There will dways be anitch in my handsfor this man's neck. If ever | meet him
face-to-face, | cannot answer for what | might do.”

"Where were going, you'l be too busy to giveit amoment'sthought,” | told him.
"Y ou assume we're going ahead with this venture, then.”

"I know you could not bring yourself to deny the men their dream.” He looked at me, and that little
attempt at asmile played about his severe mouth again. "'l see | can have no secretsfromyou,” hesaid. "l
had only to seethelight in their eyes, and hear the hope in their voices, to know what choice must be
made. But | could not tell them so, not then. Such atactic would have appeared weak. Besides, this



waiting isagood test for them. It forces them to assess every aspect of the project, to sound out the
strengths and weaknesses, and to address the problems.”

"I know," | said.

Panning was complete, and there was but a day to our departure. It was morning under the great
beeches, now quite bare againgt a pale sky. The westher was fair, though cold. With luck, we would
cover the distance quickly, even with ababe among us. Thislast day wasfor find consultations among
the leaders of each group, and for packing up the camp and erasing all trace of our presence once again.
That process would ater once the venture went ahead. These men would have to become accustomed to
waking in their own beds, to women'sfaces at their firesde, to settling. It would be an end to the pattern
of flight and constant change. Hard for them, but not so hard, maybe, if they put their mindstoit. |
thought about Evan's woman, Biddy, with her two boys. Maybe she was gill waiting, somewherein
Britain, for her man to come back for her. She/d sounded a strong, capable woman. They'd need afew
like her. | thought | might mention that |ater.

| sat by the pool with Johnny on my Iap, dreaming alittle as| threw tiny pebblesinto the water. Johnny
liked the plop-plop they made and seemed content to Sit quiet, watching. Behind me in the encampment,
the work of the day unfolded with the customary order and discipline. It felt very strange to know that
tomorrow | would ride away and never go back to the forest save asavistor; that, intime, | would live
on my father's estate and raise my son among Britons. | hoped my mother would not have thought thisa
betrayd. | hoped the Fair Folk had been wrong about what it would mean.

Best go now.

The old voice startled me; | had not thought to hear those ancient ones speak again now that Bran was
saved and our path set.

We are going, | said slently, in the morning. We will not return here.
Go now. Go. It was dow and deep, as always, but thistime the words were awarning.
Now? You mean—now, straight away'? But why?

| wasfoolish to ask maybe. In an ingtant, the Sight was on me, and there was ayoung warrior fighting,
and | thought it was Bran until | saw the features plain of any pattern save the most subtle of markingson
the brow and around one eye, the merest hint of araven mask. Hewasinjured; | saw the pallor and
heard the rasping breath. He lunged forward, and in one swift movement his opponent dashed the sword
from hishand, and | saw in the young warrior's eyesthat he recognized his death right before him. His
eyeswere gray and steady; his expression without fear. | clagped my armstight around the child on my
lap, and he gave asqued of protest. The vision changed, and therewasagirl, agirl crying, her whole
body racked with sobbing; her two hands up over her facein afutile effort to contain her grief. Her
curling hair was a deep red, her skin pale as new milk. As she wailed her anguish, afire arose around
her, its crackling flames hungry, consuming; and | had a strange sense that it was her very criesthat
whipped thisfireto ever-greater fury. Then, abruptly, the vison was gone.

Best leave now, said the voice once more, and was silent. Such awarning cannot go unheeded. | sought
out Bran and told him, not everything | had seen, but that the Sight had shown me our departure must be
immediate. They were wdll practiced. Before the sun began to sink in the west, we were gone, riding off
in our three separate directions with slent efficiency. My own band traveled north, going by secret ways.
We stopped when it grew dark, for Bran inssted the child and | should deep. We camped under rocks,
partway up ahill. | fed Johnny; Bran and Wolf stood guard; Rat made a smdll fire and prepared food.
Gull was settling the horses, for he ingsted on doing his share of work, damaged hands or not.



After awhile Bran came back up the hill to crouch down beside me. Johnny had finished drinking; | held
him againgt my shoulder ashefell adeep.

"I'msorry,” | said quietly, "to disrupt your plans. We could have stayed another day, probably. The Sight
does not always show true; and these voices can be mideading.”

"Maybe not,” said Bran, in astrange tone. "Come out here; | want to show you something.”
| followed him out to a place on the rocks where therewas along view i

back to the south. In daylight, | imagined, one might be able to see asfar asthe great forest of
Sevenwatersitself. Now al was dark, al but acertain place, not so very far behind us, where ahugefire
blazed.

"Strange, isit not?' Bran observed. "A lightning strike, maybe? But the sky is clear; no sgn of ssorm. And
there's been rain; trees and bushes and the very grasses do not burn thus, with aconsuming heet, savein
time of great drought. See how thisfire moves and takesal in its path? Y et the night is still. Passing

Srange.”
"It'sthere, isn't it?" | whispered, shivering. "In that place where we were?"

Bran put hisarm around me rather cautioudy, asif hewere il learning what he might dlow himsdf to
do.

"But for you, we'd al have been inits path tonight,” he said. "Y our gift isa powerful one. Y ou saw my
death once. Do you remember that?"

"YS,"

"It seemsto methat you have prevented that; that you have held back desath; that you have changed the
course of events. Not much scares me, Liadan. I've trained mysdlf to face whatever comes. But this
scaresme.”

"It frightens me, too. It leaves me open to—to many influences, to voices | would sooner not hear, to
contrary visons. It can be very hard to know when | should heed them and when to go my own way.
And yet, | would not be without it. But for this gift, | could not have brought you back."

He did not reply, and the silence drew out so long | began to be worried.
"Bran?' | asked softly.

"I wonder," he said hesitantly, "1 did wonder if perhaps you—if maybe you regretted that. Had second
thoughts, | mean. Now that you have seen—now that you know these things about me, things| have
never told anyone ... | am not the man you once thought meto be. | did think maybe. . ." Heran out of
words.

"Why?" He had astonished me. "Why would you bdlieve such athing, that | would not want you, thet |
might love you any less because of that? | have told you; you are the only man in the world | want by my
sde. Nothing will ever changethat. | cannot makeit any clearer.”

"Then—" He stopped himsdlf again.
"Then what, dear heart?'

"Why would you. . ." he spoke so quietly | strained to hear. "Why would you wish to deep apart, why



shun my bed, after that night, that longest of nights when | woke and found you there beside me, a gift of
such precious worth it wiped away alifetime of shadows? | acheto fed that moment again and thistime,
to hold you close, and touch you, and—I have no wordsfor this, Liadan.”

Perhapsit wasjust aswell it was dark. | was laughing and crying at the same time and could hardly think
what to say to him.

"If | were not holding the child,” | said shakily, "I would show you thisinstant how my body burns for
yours. It seemsto me you have ashort memory. | recal an afternoon by the lake of Sevenwaterswhen it
was only our son'sintervention that brought the two of usto our senses. Asfor theselast days, | thought
only to spare your hedlth. Y ou have been through a severetrial. Y ou are still bruised in body and mind. |
did not wish to—to demand more than you might—"

| sensed aferocious scowl in the darkness. ™Y ou thought me incapable?
Wasthat it?'
"l—wdl, | ... 1 am aheder, after dl, and it isonly common sense—"

He stopped my words with akiss, afirm, no-nonsense sort of kiss. It was briefer than | wished; Johnny
was between us and in danger of being squashed,

"Liaden?'

Y

"Will you share my bed tonight?"

| felt ablush riseto my cheeks. "Morethan likely," | told him.

The goddess blessed us, | think. Someone looked kindly on usthat night, for Johnny fell adeep and never
woke until morning; and the others took themsalves off and arranged awatch, and we heard not a
whisper from the three of them. Asfor me and my man, welay closely entwined under the shelter of the
rocks, and we showed no more restraint than we had that afternoon by the lake, for it had been along
time. We clung and gasped and wept in our need for each other, until at last we dept, exhausted, sharing
ablanket under the great bowl of stars. At dawn we woke from the sweet warmth of shared deep, and
neither of us stirred save to touch softly, and brush lips againgt flesh and whisper little words, until we
heard Rat busy with the fire, and Gull making some comment about where we might have got to.

"Therewill be other mornings,” | said quietly.
I

"Until now, | don't think | ever redlly believed that." Bran was getting up, reluctantly, covering hisfindy
decorated body with the plain traveling clothes he favored. | watched unabashed, marveling a how lucky
| was.

"Wemust bdieveit," | said, and at that moment Johnny awoke and began to call ingstently for his
breskfast. "We must believe in afuture, for him, for these men, and for oursalves. Surely loveis strong
enough to build that upon.” | think it wasfor the Fair Folk | spoke, more than for us. But if they heard
me, they gave no sign of it. | had made my decision. | had changed the course of things. If that meant |
would never hear from them again, so beit.

So we rode away northward, without any fuss, aquiet, orderly band of travelers dressed in clothing that



would draw no attention, aman whose face was a study in light and shade, whose features bore the bold,
fierce pattern of the raven, and were a the same time fair and young. Which side you saw depended
smply on how you choseto look at him. A woman with dark hair plaited down her back and strange,
green eyes. A black man with odd-looking hands, and agull'sfeather In hisbraided hair. A youth bearing
achild, and alarge, slent fellow on alarge, silent horse. Ever northward we rode, to the rugged coast
that looks out toward Alba, home of warrior women. Behind usthe land of Ulster awoke to the morning,
an autumn sun hazy bright over soft green valley, and sparkling lake, and the dark loveliness of the great
forest of Sevenwaters. Behind us afire burned out, and a plume of gray smoke marked the site of its
destructive force, aforce Otherworldly inits precison and itsfury. Perhaps the Sorceress believed us
dead, perished in itsfurnace. But we turned our backsto it and rode steadily away, and aswerode |
heard it in my head once more, though the place of the barrow was far behind us now, the deep,
humming sound of the west wind as it moved over the top of the ancient mound and passed acrossthe
narrow gperture | eft there for the mysterious piercing entrance of the midwinter sun. It waslike the
sonorous, ancient note of agreat instrument; a salute of recognition and of farewell. Well done,
Daughter, breathed the voices of my ancestors. Ok, bravely done.



