Chapter One

Every sunmmer they came. By earth and sky, by sun and stone | counted the days.
I'"d clinmb up to the circle and sit there quiet with my back to the warnth of
the rock | called Sentinel, and see the rabbits come out in the fading Iight
to ni bbl e at what sparse pickings mght be found on the barren hillside. The
sun sank in the west, a ball of orange fire diving beyond the hills into the
unseen depths of the ocean. Its dying |ight caught the shapes of the dol nens
and stretched their strange shadows out across the stony ground before ne. 1'd
been here every sunmmer since first | saw the travelers conme, and |1'd | earned
to read the signs. Each day the setting sun threw the dark pointed shapes a
little further across the hilltop to the north. Wen the biggest shadow cane
right to ny toes, here where | sat in the very center of the circle, it was
time. Tormorrow | could go and watch by the track, for they'd be here.

There was a pattern to it. There were patterns to everything, if you knew how
to look. My father taught me that. The real skill lay in staying outside them
in not letting yourself be caught up in them It was a mstake to think you
bel onged. Such as we were coul d never belong. That, too, | |earned from him
I'd wait there by the track, behind a juniper bush, still as a child rmade of
stone. There'd be a sound of hooves, and the creak of wheels turning. Then I'd
see one or two of the |ads on ponies, riding up ahead, keeping an eye out for
any trouble. By the time they came up the hill and passed by nme where | hid,
they'd rel axed their guard and were joking and | aughing, for they were close
to canp and a sumer of good fishing and rel ative ease, a tine for mending

t hi ngs and maki ng things. The season they spent here at the bay was the

cl osest they ever came to settling down.

Then there'd be a cart or two, the old nmen and wonen sitting up on top, the
smal l er children perched on the | oad or running al ongsi de. Danny Wl ker woul d
be driving one pair of horses, his wife Peg the other. The rest of the folk
woul d wal k behind, their scarves and shawl s and neckerchiefs bright splashes
of color in the dun and gray of the |andscape, for it was barren enough up
here, even in the warnth of early sumer. |I'd watch and wait unseen, never
stirring. And last, there was the string of ponies, and the younger | ads

| eadi ng them or riding al ongside. That was the best nmoment of the sumer: the
first glinpse | got of Darragh, sitting small and proud on his sturdy gray.
He'd be pale after the winter up north, and frowning as he watched his
charges, always alert |est one of them should make a bolt for freedom They'd
amnd to go their own way, these hill ponies, until they were properly
broken. This string would be trained over the warmer season, and sold when the
traveling fol k went north again.

Not by so much as a twitch of a finger or a blink of an eyelid would | let on
| was there. But Darragh would know. Hi s brown eyes woul d | ook sideways,

twi nkling, and he'd flash a grin that nobody saw, nobody but me where | hid by
the track. Then the travelers would pass on and be gone down to the cove and
their sumer encanpnrent, and |'d be away home, scuttling across the hill and
down over the neck of land to the Honeyconb, which was where we lived, ny
father and I.

Father didn't nuch like me to go out. But he did not |ay down any
restrictions. It was nore effective, he said, for ne to set nmy own rules. The
craft was a hard taskmaster. | would di scover soon enough that it left no tine
for friends, no tinme for play, no time for swinmng or fishing or junping off
the rocks as the other children did. There was nuch to | earn. And when Fat her
was too busy to teach ne, | must spend ny time practicing nmy skills. The only
rul es were the unspoken ones. Besides, | couldn't wander far, not with ny foot
the way it was.

| understood that for our kind the craft was all that really mattered. But



Darragh nade his way into nmy life uninvited, and once he was there he becane
nmy sunmer conpani on and ny best friend; ny only friend, to tell the truth. |
was frightened of the other children and could hardly imagine joining in their
boi sterous ganes. They in their turn avoided ne. Maybe it was fear, and naybe
it was sonmething else. | knew | was cleverer than they were. | knew | could do
what | liked to them if | chose to. And yet, when | |ooked at my reflection
in the water, and thought of the boys and girls I'd seen running along the
sand shouting to one another, and fishing fromthe rocks, and nmendi ng nets

al ongside their fathers and nothers, | wished with all ny heart that | was one
of them and not nyself. | wished | was one of the traveler girls, with a red
scarf and a shawl with a long fringe to it, so | could perch up high on the
cart and ride away in autumm tine to the far distant [ands of the north.

W had a place, a secret place, hal fway down the hill behind big boul ders and
| ooki ng out to the southwest. Bel ow us the steep, rocky pronontory of the
Honeyconb jutted into the sea. Inside it was a conplex network of caves and
chanmbers and conceal ed ways, a suitable hone for a man such as ny father

Behi nd us the slope stretched up and up to the flattened top of the hill,
where the stone circle stood, and then down again to the cart track. Beyond
that was the land of Kerry, and farther still were places whose nanes | did
not know. But Darragh knew, and Darragh told ne as he stacked driftwood neatly
for a fire, and hunted for flint and tinder while | got out a little jar of
dried herbs for tea. He told me of |akes and forests, of wild crags and gentle
m sty valleys. He described how t he Norsenmen, whose raids on our coast were so
feared, had settled here and there and narried Irish wonen, and bred children
who were neither one thing nor the other. Wth a gl eamof excitement in his
brown eyes, he spoke of the great horse fair up north. He got so caught up in
this, his thin hands gesturing, his voice bright with enthusiasm that he
forgot he was supposed to be lighting the little fire. So | did it nyself,
pointing at the sticks with nmy first finger, sumoning the flame. The
driftwood burst instantly alight, and our small pan of water began to heat.
Darragh fell silent.

"G on," | said. "Did the old man buy the pony or not?" But Darragh was
frowning at nme, his dark brows drawn together in disapproval. "You shoul dn't
do that," he said.

n \Mat ?u

"Light the fire like that. Using sorcerer's tricks. Not when you don't need
to. What's wong with flint and tinder? | would have done it."

"Why bother? My way's quicker." | was casting a handful of the dry leaves into
the pot to brew. The snell of the herbs arose freshly in the cool air of the
hi I I si de.

"You shouldn't do it. Not when there's no need." He was unable to explain any
further, but his flood of words had dried up abruptly, and we brewed our tea
and sat there drinking it together in silence as the seabirds wheel ed and
screanmed over head.

The summers were full of such days. Wen he wasn't needed to work with the
horses or help around the canp, Darragh would cone to find ne, and we expl ored
the rocky hillsides, the clifftop paths, the hidden bays and secret caves
together. He taught me to fish with a single line and a steady hand. | taught
himhow to read what day it was fromthe way the shadows nmoved up on the
hilltop. When it rained, as it had a way of doing even in sumer, we'd sit
together in the shelter of a little cave, down at the bottom of the |and

bri dge that joined the Honeyconmb to the shore, a place that was al nost
underground but not quite, for the daylight filtered through from above and
washed the tiny patch of fine sand to a delicate shade of gray-blue. In this
place | always felt safe. In this place sky and earth and sea met and touched



and parted again, and the sound of the wavelets |apping the subterranean beach
was |ike a sigh, at once greeting and farewel|. Darragh never told ne if he
liked my secret cave or not. He'd sinply come down with ne, and sit by me, and
when the rain was over, he'd slip away with never a word.

There was a wild grass that grew on the hillside there, a strong, supple plant
with a silky sheen to its pale green stens. W called it rat-tails, though it
probably had sone other nane. Peg and her daughters were expert basketweavers,
and nade use of this grass for their finer and prettier efforts, the sort that
m ght be sold to a lady for gathering flowers maybe, rather than used for
carrying vegetables or a heavy |oad of firewood. Darragh, too, could weave,
his long fingers fast and ninble. One sunmer we were up by the standing
stones, late in the afternoon, sitting with our backs to the Sentinel and

| ooki ng out over the bay and the far pronontory, and beyond to the western

sea. Clouds were gathering, and the air had a touch of chill to it. Today I
could not read the shadows, but | knew it was drawi ng close to sumer's end,
and anot her parting. | was sad, and cross with nyself for being sad, and | was

trying not to think about another wi nter of hard work and cold, |onely days. |
stared at the stony ground and thought about the year, and how it turned
around like a serpent biting its own tail; howit rolled on like a relentless
wheel . The good times woul d cone again, and after themthe bad tines.

Darragh had a fistful of rat-tails, and he was twi sting themdeftly and

whi stling under his breath. Darragh was never sad. He'd no time for it; for
him life was an adventure, with always a new door to open. Besides, he could
go away if he wanted to. He didn't have lessons to learn and skills to
perfect, as | did.

| glared at the pebbles on the ground. Round and round, that was ny existence,
endl essly repeating, a cycle fromwhich there was no escape. Round and round.
Fi xed and unchangeabl e. | watched the pebbles as they shuddered and rolled; as
t hey noved obediently on the ground before ne.

"Fai nne?" Darragh was frowning at ne, and at the shifting stones on the earth
in front of ne.

"What ?" My concentration was broken. The stones stopped nmoving. Now they |ay
in a perfect circle.

"Here," he said. "Hold out your hand."

| did as he bid ne, puzzled, and he slipped a little ring of woven rat-tails
on ny finger, so cunningly nmade that it seemed without any joint or fastening.
"What's this for?" | asked him turning the silky, springy circle of grass
around and around. He was | ooking away over the bay again, watching the small
curraghs come in fromfishing.

"So you don't forget ne," he said, offhand.

"Don't be silly," | said. "Wiy would | forget you?"

"You mght," said Darragh, turning back toward ne. He gestured toward the neat
circle of tiny stones. "You m ght get caught up in other things."

I was hurt. "I wouldn't. | never would."

Darragh gave a sigh and shrugged his shoulders. "You're only little. You don't
know. Wnter's a long tine, Fainne. And—and you need keepi ng an eye on."

"I do not!" | retorted instantly, junping up fromwhere | sat. Wo did he
think he was, talking as if he was ny big brother? "I can | ook after mnyself
quite well, thank you. And now |I'm goi ng hone."

"Il walk with you."
"You don't have to."

"Il walk with you. Better still, I'Il race you. Just as far as the junipers
down there. Come on."

| stood stolid, scowing at him



"I"ll give you a head start," coaxed Darragh. "I'll count to ten."
| made no nove
"Twenty, then. Go on, off you go." He smled, a broad, irresistible snile

I ran, if you could call my awkward, linping gait a run. Wth ny skirt caught
up in one hand | nade reasonabl e speed, though the steep pebbly surface

requi red some caution. | was only halfway to the junipers when | heard his
soft, quick footsteps right behind ne. No race could have been | ess equal, and
both of us knew it. He could have covered the ground in a quarter of the tine
it took nme. But sonehow, the way it worked out, the two of us reached the
bushes at exactly the sane nonent.
"Al'l right, sorcerer's daughter," said Darragh, grinning. "Now we wal k and
catch our breath. It'Il be a better day tonorrow "

How old was | then? Six, maybe, and he a year or two older? | had the little
ring on ny finger the day the traveling fol k packed up and noved out agai n;
the day | had to wave goodbye and start waiting. It was all right for him He
had places to go and things to do, and he was eager to get on his pony and be
off. Still, he nade time to say farewell, up on the hillside above the canp,
for he knew | would not come near where the folk gathered to load their carts
and nake ready for the journey. | was nunmb with shyness, quite unable to bear
the stares of the boys and girls or to forman answer to Peg's shrewd, kindly
guestions. My father was down there, a tall, cloaked figure talking to Danny
Wal ker, giving himnessages to deliver, commissions to fulfill. Around them
the folk left a wide, enpty circle. "Well, then," said Darragh

"Well, then," | echoed, trying for the same tone of nonchal ance and failing
m serabl y.

"Goodbye, Curly," he said, reaching out to tug gently at a |l ock of my |ong

hair, which was the same deep russet as ny father's. "I'll see you next
sumer. Keep out of trouble, now, until | cone back." Every time he went away
he said this; always just the sane. As for ne, | had no words at all.

The days grew shorter and the dark time of the year began. Wth Darragh gone
there was no real reason to linger out of doors, and so | applied nyself to ny
work and tried not to notice how cold it was inside the Honeyconb, col der

al rost, than the chill of an autum wind up on the hilltop. It was an aching
feeling that | odged deep in your bones and lingered there |ike a burden. |
never conpl ai ned. Father had shown me how to deal with it and he expected ne
to do so. It was not that a sorcerer did not feel the heat of the fire or the
bite of the north wind. A sorcerer was, after all, a man and not sone

O herworl d creature. What you had to do was teach your body to cope with it,
so that disconfort did not make you slow or inefficient. It had to do with
breat hing, nmostly. More | cannot say. My father was once a druid. He said he
had put all that behind himwhen he left the brotherhood. But a nan does not
so easily discard all those years of training and discipline. | understood
that rmuch of what | |earned was secret, to be shared only with others of our
kind. One did not lay it bare before the ignorant, or those whose m nds were
cl osed. Even now there are some matters of which | cannot and will not tell
There were many chanbers in the Honeyconb. W |it |anps year round, and in ny
father's great workroom many candl es burned, for there he stored his scrolls
and books, grotesque and wondrous objects in jars, and little sacks of

pungent -snel | i ng powders. There was a dried basilisk, and a cup nade froma
twisted, curling horn, its base set with red stones. There was a tiny skul
like a |l eprechaun's, with enpty eyes. There was a thick grinoire whose | eather



cover was darkened with age and I ong handling. In this roomny father spent
days and nights in solitude, perfecting his craft, |earning, always |earning.
I knew how to read in nore than one tongue and to wite in nore than one
script. | could recite many, many tales and even nore incantations. But |

| earned soon enough that the greatest magic is not set down in any book, nor
mapped on any scroll for man to deci pher. The nost powerful spells are not
created by tricks of the hand, or by m xing potions and philtres, or by

chanting ancient words. | learned why it was that when ny father was working
hardest, all he seenmed to be doing was standing very still in the center of an
enpty space, with his mul berry eyes fixed on nothing. For the deepest magic is
that of the mind, and you will not find its lore recorded on parchment or

vel lum or scratched on bark or stone. Not anywhere. Father owed his first
learning to the wise ones: the druids of the forest. He had devel oped it

t hrough dedi cati on and study. But our talent for the craft of sorcery was in
our bl ood. Father was the son of a great enchantress, and from her he had
acquired certain skills which he used sparingly, since they were both potent
and perilous. One nust take care, he said, not to venture too far and touch on

dark matters best left sleeping. | could not renember ny grandnother very
well. | thought | recalled an el egant creature in a blue gown, who had peered
into ny eyes and given ne a headache. | thought perhaps she had asked

guestions which | had answered angrily, not liking her intrusion into our
ordered domain. But that had been | ong ago, when I was a little child. Father
spoke of her seldom save to say that our blood was tainted by the line she
cane from a line of sorcerers who did not understand that sone boundaries
shoul d never be crossed. And yet, said Father, she was powerful, sub-tie and
clever, and she was ny grandnother; part of her was in both of us, and we
shoul d not forget that. It ensured we would never live our lives as ordinary
folk, with friends and fanily and honest work. It gave us exceptional talents,
and it set our steps toward a destiny of darkness.

| was eight years old. It was Mean Gei mhri dh, and the north wi nd beat the
stunted trees prostrate. It threw the waves crashing against the cliff face,
forcing icy spray deep inside the tunnelled passages of the Honeyconb. The
pebbly shore was strewn with tangles of weed and fractured shells. The
fishernen haul ed their curraghs up out of harm s way, and fol k went hungry.

"Concentrate, Fainne," said ny father, as ny frozen fingers funbled and
slipped. "Use your mnd, not your hands."

| set nmy jaw, screwed up nmy eyes and started again. Atrick, that was all this
was. It should be easy. Stretch out your arns, |ook at the shining ball of

gl ass where it stood on the shelf by the far wall, with the candl es' gl ow
reflected in its deceptive surface. Bridge the gap with your mnd; think the
di stance, think the | eap. Keep still. Let the ball do the work. WII the bal

into your hands. WIIl the ball to you. Conme. Cone here. Cone to ne, fragile
and delicate, round and lovely, cone to nmy hands. It was cold, ny fingers
ached, it was so cold. |I could hear the waves smashing outside. | could hear
the glass ball smashing on the stone floor. My arns fell to ny sides.

"Very well," said Father calmy. "Fetch a broom sweep it up. Then tell me why
you failed." There was no judgnent in his voice. As always, he wished ne to
judge mysel f. That way | would |l earn nore quickly.

"Il + let nyself think about something else,"” | said, stooping to gather up the
kni f e-edged shards. "I let the link be broken. I'msorry, Father. | can do
this. I will do it next tinme."

"I know," he said, turning back to his own work. "Practice this twice fifty
times with sonething unbreakabl e. Then cone back and show ne."



"Yes, Father." It was too cold to sleep anyway. | might as well spend the
ni ght doi ng sonet hi ng useful .

| was ten years old. | stood very still, right in the center of nmy father's
wor kroom with nmy eyes focused on nothing. Above nmy head the fragile bal
hovered, held in its place by invisible forces. | breathed. Slow, very slow

Wth each outward breath, a tiny adjustnment. Up, down, left, right. Spin, |
told the ball, and it whirled, glowing in the candlelight. Stop. Now circle
around ny head. My eyes did not follow the steady novenent. | need not see it
to know its obedience to ny will. Stop. Now drop. The infinitesinml pause;
then the dive, a sweep before ne of glittering brightness, descent to
destruction. Stop. The diver halted a handspan above the stone floor. The bal

hung in air, waiting. | blinked, and bent to scoop it up in ny hand.
Fat her nodded gravely. "Your control is inproving. These tricks are relatively
easy, of course; but to performthemwell requires discipline. I'mpleased

wi th your progress, Fainne."

"Thank you." Such praise was rare indeed. It was nore usual for himsinply to
acknow edge that | had nastered sonething, and go straight on to the next

t ask.

"Don't become conpl acent, now.
"No, Father."

"It's time to venture into a nore chall engi ng branch of the art. For this,
you'll need to find new reserves within yourself. It can be exhausting. Take a
few days to rest. We'll begin at Inmbolc. What apter tine could there be,

i ndeed?" His tone was bitter

"Yes, Father." | did not ask himwhat he neant, though it troubled nme deeply
that he seened so sad. | knew it was at Brighid s feast that he first met ny
not her; not that he ever spoke of her, not deliberately. That tale was well

hi dden within him and he was a masterly keeper of secrets. The little |I knew
| had gl eaned here and there, a norsel at a tinme over the years. There was a
remark of Peg's, overheard while | waited for Darragh under the trees behind
t he encanpnent, unseen by his not her

"She was very beautiful,"” Peg had said to her friend Molly. The two of them
were sitting in the nmorning sunlight, fingers flying as they fashioned their
intricate baskets. "Tall, slender, with that bright copper hair down her back
Li ke a faery worman. But she was al ways—she was always a little touched, you
know what | mean? He'd watch over her like a wolf guarding its young, but he
couldn't stop what happened. You could see it in her eyes, right fromthe
first."”

"Mm" MIlly had replied. "Grl takes after her father, then. Strange little
t hi ng. "

"She can't help what she is," said Peg.

And | renenbered another tine, one sumer when the weat her was especially
warm and Darragh finally grew inpatient with ny persistent refusal to go
anywhere near the water.

"Way won't you let nme teach you how to swi n?" he'd asked me. "lIs it because of
her ? Because of what happened to her?"

"What ?" | said. "What do you nean?"

"You know. Your nother. Because she—well, because of what she did. That's what



they say. That you're frightened of the water, because she junped off the
Honeyconb and drowned hersel f."

"OfF course not," | replied, swallowing hard. "I just don't want to, that's
all." How could he know that until that nmonent, nobody had told me how she
di ed?

| tried to dredge up sone menory of my nother, tried to picture the |ovely
figure Peg had described, but there was nothing. All | could renenber was

Fat her and t he Honeyconb. Sonething had happened | ong since and far away,
somet hing that had damaged ny nother and wounded ny father, and set the path
forward for all of us in a way there was no denying. Father had never told ne
the tale. Still, it was an unspoken | esson built into everything he taught ne.

"Time to begin," said Father, regarding nme rather severely. "This will be
serious work, Fainne. It nmay be necessary to curtail your freedomthis
sunmer . "

"l-yes, Father."

"Good." He gave a nod. "Stand here by nme. Look into the mrror. Watch ny
face. "

The surface was bronze, polished to a bright reflective sheen. Qur inages
showed side by side; the sane face with subtle alterations. The dark red
curls; the fierce eyes, dark as ripe berries; the pale unfreckled skin. M
father's countenance was handsome enough, | thought, if somewhat forbidding in
expression. Mne was a child's, unformed, plain, a little pudding of a face. |
scowl ed at ny reflection, and gl anced back at nmy father in the mrror.

sucked in ny breath.

My father's face was changi ng. The nose grew hooked, the deep red hair frosted
with white, the skin winkled and blotched |ike an ancient apple left too | ong

in store. | stared, aghast. He raised a hand, and it was an old man's hand,
gnarled and knotted, with nails like the claws of sone feral creature. | could
not tear ny eyes away fromthe mirrored i nage.

"Now | ook at me," he said quietly, and the voice was his own. | forced ny eyes
to flicker sideways, though ny heart shrank at the thought that the man
standing by me mght be this w zened husk of ny fine, upright father. And
there he was, the sane as ever, dark eyes fixed on mne, hair still curling

gl ossily auburn about his tenples. | turned back to the mrror. The face was
changi ng again. It wavered for a nmonent, and stilled. This time the difference
was nmore subtle. The hair a shade lighter, a touch straighter. The eyes a deep
bl ue, not the unusual shade of dark purple ny father and | shared. The

shoul ders sonewhat broader, the height a handspan greater, the nose and chin
with a touch of coarseness not seen there before. It was ny father still; and
yet, it was a different man.

"This time," he said, "when you take your eyes fromthe mrror, you will see

what | want you to see. Don't be frightened, Fainne. | amstill nyself. This

is the danour, which we use to clothe ourselves for a special purpose. It is
a powerful tool if enployed adeptly. It is not so nuch an alteration of one's
appearance, as a shift in others' perception. The techni qgue nust be exercised
with extrene caution.”

When | | ooked, this tine, the man at ny side was the man in the mrror; ny
father, and not ny father. | blinked, but he remained not hinself. My heart
was thunping in ny chest, and ny hands felt clanmy.

"Good," said nmy father quietly. "Breathe slowy as | showed you. Deal wth
your fear and put it aside. This skill is not learned in a day, or a season
or a year. You'll have to work extrenely hard."

"Then why didn't you start teaching ne before?" | nanaged, still deeply



unsettled to see himso changed. It would al nost have been easier if he had
transformed hinself into a dog, or a horse, or a small dragon even; not
this—+this not quite right version of hinself.

"You were too young before. This is the right age. Now cone." And suddenly he
was hinsel f again, as quick as a snap of the fingers. "Step by step. Use the

mrror. We'll start with the eyes. Concentrate, Fainne. Breathe fromthe
belly. Look into the mirror. Look at the point just between the brows. Good.
W1l your body to utter stillness . . . put aside the awareness of tine
passing ... | wll give you some words to use, at first. In time you nust

learn to work without the mrror, and wi thout the incantation."

By dusk I was exhausted, my head hollow as a dry gourd, ny body cold and danp
with sweat. We rested, seated opposite one another on the stone floor.

"How can | know, " | asked him "how can |I know what is real, and what an
i mge? How can | know that the way | see you is the true way? You could be an
ugly, winkled old man clothed in the d ampur of a sorcerer.”

Fat her nodded, his pale features sonber. "You cannot know. "

"But - "

"I't would be possible for one skilled in the art to sustain this guise for
years, if it were necessary. It would be possible for such a one to deceive
all. O alnost all. As | said, it is a powerful tool."

"Al nost all?"

He was silent a noment, then gave a nod. "You will not blind another
practitioner of our art with this magic. There are three, | think, who wil
al ways know your true self: a sorcerer, a seer and an innocent. You | ook

weary, Fainne. Perhaps you should rest, and begin this anew in the norning."

"I"'mwell, Father," | said, anxious not to disappoint him "I can go on
truly. I'"mstronger than | |ook."

Father smled; a rare sight. That seemed to nme a change deeper than any the
@ anmour could effect; as if it were truly another man | saw, the man he m ght

have been, if fate had treated himnore kindly. "I forget sometines how young
you are, daughter," he said gently. "I ama hard taskmaster, am| not?"

"No, Father," | said. My eyes were curiously stinging, as if with tears. "I'm
strong enough. "

"Ch, yes," he said, his nmouth once nore severe. "I don't doubt that for a

nmonent. Cone then, let's begin again."

| was twelve years old, and for a short tinme | was taller than Darragh. That
sumer my father didn't let ne out much. When he did give nme a brief tine for
rest, I crept away fromthe Honeyconb and up the hill, no longer sure if this
was al | owed, but not prepared to ask permission in case it was refused.
Darragh woul d be waiting for me, practicing the pipes as often as not, for Dan
had taught himwell, and the exercise of his skill was pleasure nore than
duty. W didn't explore the caves anynore, or wal k al ong the shore | ooking for
shells, or make little fires with twigs. Mst of the tine we sat in the shadow
of the standing stones, or in a hollow near the cliffs edge, and we talked,
and then I went home again with the sweet sound of the pipes arching through
the air behind nme. | say we tal ked, but it was usually the way of it that
Darragh talked and |I listened, content to sit quiet in his conpany. Besides,



what had | to talk about? The things | did were secret, not to be spoken. And
i ncreasingly, Darragh's world was unknown to ne, foreign, |like sonme sort of
thrilling dreamthat coul d never come true.

"Why doesn't he take you back to Sevenwaters?" he asked one day, sonmewhat
i ncautiously. "W've been there once or tw ce, you know. There's an old auntie

of my dad's still lives there. You' ve got a whole famly in those parts:
uncl es, aunts, cousins by the cartload. They'd make you wel cone, |'ve no doubt
of it."

"Why should he?" | glared at him finding any criticismof my father
difficult, however indirectly expressed.

"Because— Darragh seenmed to straggle for words. "Because—well, because
that's the way of it, with famlies. You grow up together, you do things
toget her, you learn fromeach other and | ook after each other and—and—

"I have nmy father. He has ne. W don't need anyone el se.™

"It"'s nolife," Darragh muttered. "It's not a life for a girl."

"I"'mnot a girl, I'ma sorcerer's daughter,” | retorted, raising nmy brows at
him "There's no need for me to go to Sevenwaters. My hone is here.”

"You're doing it again," said Darragh after a nonent.

"What ?"

"That thing you do when you're angry. Your eyes start glowing, and little
flashes of light go through your hair, like flames. Don't tell me you didn't
know. "

"Well, then," | said, thinking | had better exercise nore control over ny
feelings.

"Well, what?"

"Well, that just goes to show That I'mnot just a girl. So you can stop

pl anning ny future for me. | can plan it myself."

"Uh-huh." He did not ask ne for details. W sat silent for a while, watching
the gulls wheel above the returning curraghs. The sea was dark as slate; there
woul d be a storm before dusk. After a while he started to tell ne about the
white pony he'd brought down fromthe hills, and how his dad woul d be wanting
himto sell her for a good price at the horse fair, but Darragh wasn't sure he
could part with her, for there was a rare understandi ng growi ng between the
two of them By the tine he'd finished telling ne | was rapt with attention
and had quite forgotten I was cross with him

| was fourteen years old, and sumer was nearly over. Father was pleased with
me, | could see it in his eyes. The G amour was tricky. It was possible to
achi eve sone spectacular results. My father could turn hinself into a
different being entirely: a bright-eyed red fox, or a strange waith-Iike
creature nost resenbling an attenuated wi sp of snoke. He gave nme the words for
this, but he would not allow me to attenpt it. There was a danger init, if
used incautiously. The risk was that one might |ack the necessary controls to
reverse the spell. There was al ways the chance that one night never come back
to onesel f. Besides, Father told ne, such a transformation caused a naj or
drain on a sorcerer's power. The further fromone's true self the senbl ance
was, the more severe the resultant depletion. Say one becanme a ferocious sea



nonster, or an eagle with razor-sharp talons, and then managed the return to
oneself. For a while, after that, no exercise of the craft would be possible.
It could be as long as a day and a night. During that time the sorcerer would
be at his, or her, nost vul nerable.

So | was forbidden to try the major variants of the spell, which dealt with
non- human forns. But the other, the nore subtle changing, that | discovered a
talent for. At first it was hard work, |eaving nme exhausted and shaken. But |
applied nmyself, and in tinme | could slip the @ amour on and off in the tw nkle
of an eye. | learned to conceal ny weariness.

"You understand,"” said Father gravely, "that what you create is sinply a
deception of others' eyes. |If your disguise is subtle, just a convenient
alteration of yourself, folk will be unaware that things have changed. They
will sinmply wonder why they did not notice, before, howutterly charm ng you
were, or how trustworthy your expression. They will not know that they have
been nmani pul at ed. And when you change back to yourself, they will not know
they ever saw you differently. A conplete disguise is another matter. That
nmust be used nost carefully. It can create difficulties. It is always best to
keep your guise as close as possible to your owmn form That way you can slip
back easily and regain your strength quickly. Excuse ne a nonment." He turned
away from ne, suppressing a deep cough

"Are you unwel I ?" 1 asked. It was unusual for himto have so nuch as a
sniffle, even in the depths of wi nter

"I"'mwell, Fainne," he said. "Don't fuss. Now remenber what | said about the
G amour. |If you use the mpjor forms you take a great personal risk."

"But | could do it," | protested. "Change nyself into a bird or a serpent. |'m
sure | could. Can't | try, just once?"

Fat her | ooked at nme. "Be glad," he said, "that you have no need of it. Believe
that it is perilous. A spell of last resort.”

It was no longer possible to take time off fromny studies. | had scarcely
seen the sun all sumer, for Father had arranged to have our small supply of
bread and fish and vegetabl es brought up to the Honeyconb by one of the |oca
girls. There was a spring in one of the deep gullies, and it was Father

hi nsel f who went with a bucket for water now | stayed inside, working. | was
training nyself not to care. At first it hurt a lot, know ng Darragh woul d be
out there sonewhere |ooking for me, waiting for nme. Later, when he gave up
waiting, it hurt even nore. 1'd escape briefly to a high | edge above the
water, a secret place accessible only frominside the vaulted passages of the
Honeyconb. Fromthis vantage point you could see the full sweep of the bay,
fromour end with its sheer cliffs and pounding breakers to the western end,
where the far pronmontory sheltered the scattering of cottages and the bright,
untidy canp of the traveling fol k. You could see the boys and girls running on
the shore, and hear their |aughter borne on the breath of the west wind,
mngled with the wild voices of seabirds. Darragh was there anong them taller
now, for he had shot up this last winter away. His dark hair was thrown back
fromhis face by the wind, and his grin was as crooked as ever. There was

al ways a girl hanging around himnow, sonetimes two or three. One in
particular | noticed, a little slip of a thing with skin brown fromthe sun
and a long plait down her back. Werever Darragh went she wasn't far away,
white teeth flashing in a smle, hand on her hip, |ooking. Wth no good reason
at all, | hated her.

The | ads used to dive off the rocks down bel ow t he Honeyconb, unaware of ny
presence on the | edge above. They were of an age when a boy believes hinself
i nvinci ble, when every lad is a hero who can slay whatever nonsters cross his
path. The | edge they chose was narrow and slippery; the sea bel ow dark, chil



and treacherous. The

di ve must be calculated to the instant to avoid catching the force of an

i ncom ng wave that would crush you agai nst the jagged rocks at the Honeyconb's
base. Again and again they did it, three or four of them waiting for the
nmonent, bare feet gripping the rock, bodies nut-brown in the sun, while the
girls and the smaller children stood watching fromthe shore, silent in

antici pation. Then, sudden and shocking no matter how often repeated, the

pl unge to the forbiddi ng waters bel ow.

Twice or three times that sumer | saw them The last tine | went there, | saw
Darragh | eave the | edge and clinmb higher, ninble as a crab on the crevices of
the stark cliffside, scranbling up to perch on the tiniest foothold far above
the diving point. | caught nmy breath in shock. He could not intend—surely he
did not intend—? | bit my lip and tasted salt blood; | screwed ny hands into
fists so tight my nails cut ny palms. The fool. Wiy would he try such a thing?
How coul d he possibly—?

He stood poised there a noment as his audi ence hushed and froze, feeling no
doubt some of the sane fascinated terror that gripped me. Far, far bel ow the
waves crashed and sucked, and far above the gulls screamed a warning. Darragh
did not raise his arns for a dive. He sinply | eaned forward and pl ummeted down
headfirst, straight as an arrow, hands by his sides, down and down until his
body entered the water as neatly as a gannet diving for fish; and |I watched
one great wave wash over the spot where he had vani shed, and another, and a
third, while ny heart hammered with fear, and then, nuch farther in toward the
shore, a sleek dark head emerged fromthe water and he began to swm and a
cheer went up fromthe boys on the ledge and the girls on the sand, and when
he cane out of the water, dripping, |aughing, she was there to greet himand
to offer himthe shawl from her own shoulders to dry hinself off wth.

I did not concentrate very well that day, and Father gave me a sharp | ook, but
said nothing. It was nmy own choice not to go back and watch them after that.
What Fat her had taught me was right. A sorcerer, or a sorcerer's daughter
could not performthe tasks required, could not practice the art to the full,
if other things were allowed to get in the way.

It was close to Lugnasad and that sumrer's end when ny father told ne his own
story at last. We sat before the fire after a |l ong day's work drinking our

ale. At such tines we were nostly silent, absorbed with our own thoughts.

was wat chi ng Father as he stared into the flames, and | was thinking how he
was | osing weight, the bones of his face showi ng stark beneath the skin. He
was even pal er than usual. Teaching me nust be a trial to himsonetinmes. No
wonder he | ooked weary. | would have to try harder

"You know we are descended froma |ine of sorcerers, Fainne," he said

suddenly, as if sinmply following a train of thought.
"Yes, Father."
"And you understand what that means?"

| was puzzled that he should ask me this. "That we are not the sanme as
ordinary folk, and never can be. W are set apart, neither one thing nor the
other. W can exercise the craft, for what purpose we may choose. But sone
el ements of nmagic are beyond us. W may touch the Gt herworld, but are not
truly of it. We live in this world, but we never really belong to it."

"Good, Fainne. You understand, in theory, very well. But it is not the same to
go out into the world and di scover what this nmeans. You cannot know what pain
this hal f-existence can bring. Tell ne, do you renenber your grandnother? It
is along time since she cane here; ten years and nore. Perhaps you have
forgotten her."



I frowned in concentration. "I think | can renmenber. She had eyes like ours,
and she stared at ne until my head hurt. She asked me what 1'd | earned, and
when | told her, she laughed. | wanted her to go away."

Fat her nodded grimy. "My nother does not choose to go abroad in the world.
Not now. She keeps to the darker places; but we cannot dism ss her, nor her
arts. W bear her legacy within us, you and I, whether we will or no, and it
is through her that we are both | ess and nore than ordinary folk. | had no
wish to tell you nore of this, but the tinme has come when | must. WIIl you
listen to ny story?"

"Yes, Father," | whispered, shocked.

"Very well. Know, then, that for eighteen years of ny existence | grew up in
t he nenetons, under the protection and nurture of the wi se ones. \Wat cane
before that | cannot renmenber, for | dwelt deep in the great forest of
Sevenwaters fromlittle nore than an infant. Oak and ash were nmy conpani ons;
slept on wattles of rowan, the better to hear the voice of the spirit, and
wore the plain

robe of the initiate. It was a chil dhood of discipline and order; frugal in
the provision for bodily needs, but full of rich food for the mnd and spirit,
devoi d of the baser elenents of man's existence, surrounded by the beauty of
tree and stream |ake and nobssy stone. | grew to |love |earning, Fainne. This
love | have tried to inmpart to you, over the years of your own chil dhood.

"The greater part of my training in the druid way | owed to a man call ed
Conor, who becane | eader of the wise ones during ny time there. He took a
particular interest in nmy education. Conor was a hard taskmaster. He woul d
never give a straight response to a question. Al ways, he would set ne in the
right direction, but |eave me to work out the answers for nyself. | |earned
qui ckly, and was eager for nore. | progressed; | grew older, and was a young
man. Conor did not give praise easily. But he was pleased with me, and just
before I had conpleted ny training, and nmight at last call nyself a druid, he
allowed me to acconpany himto the great house of Sevenwaters to assist in the
ritual of Inbolc.

"It was the first tine | had been outside the nenmetons and the depths of the
forest. It was the first time | had seen folk other than ny brethren of the

wi se ones. Conor performed the ritual and lit the sacred fire, and | bore the
torch for him It was the cul mnation of the long years of training. After
supper he allowed nme to tell a tale to the assenbl ed conmpany. And he was proud
of me: | could see it on his face, clever as he was at concealing his

t houghts. There was a gl adness in my heart that night, as if the hand of the
goddess herself had touched ny spirit and set ny feet on a path I mght foll ow
joyfully for the rest of ny days. Fromthen on, | thought, | would be

dedi cated to the way of |ight.

"Sevenwaters is a great house and a great tuath. A man called Liamwas the
master there, Conor's brother. And there was a sister, Sorcha, of whom

wondr ous things were said. She was herself a powerful storyteller and a fanous
heal er, and her own tale was the strangest of all. Her brothers had been
turned into swans by an evil enchantress, and Sorcha had won them back their
human formthrough a deed of imrense courage and sacrifice. Looking at her, it
was hard to believe that it might be true, for she was such a little, fragile
thing. But | knew it was true. Conor had told me; Conor who hinmself had taken
the formof a wild creature for three |ong years.

They are a fanmily of considerabl e power and influence, and they possess skills
beyond the ordinary.

"That night everything was new to ne. A great house; a feast with nore food



than | had ever seen before, platters of delicacies and ale flowing in
abundance, lights and nusic and dancing. | found it-difficult. Alien. But I
stood and wat ched. Watched a wonderful, beautiful girl dancing, whirling and

| aughing with her |ong copper-bright hair down her back, and her skin gl ow ng
gold in the flare of the torches. Later, in the great hall, it was for her
told nmy story. That night it was not of the goddess nor ny fine ideals that |
dreaned, but of N anmh, daughter of Sevenwaters, spinning and turning in her

bl ue gown, and sniling at ne as she glanced ny way. This was not at all what
Conor had intended in bringing ne with himto the feast. But once it had begun
there was no going back. | loved her; she loved ne. W net in the forest, in
secret. There was no doubt difficulties would be raised if we were to nmake our
i ntentions known. A druid can marry if he wishes, but it is very unusual to
make that choice. Besides, Conor had plans for me, and | knew he woul d not

take the idea well. Niamh was not prom sed, but she said her famly night take
time to accept the idea of her wedded to a young nman whose parentage was
entirely unknown. She was, after all, the niece of Lord Liamhinself. But for

us there was no alternative. W could not envisage a future in which we were
apart. So we met under the oaks, away from prying eyes, and while we were
together the difficulties nelted away. We were young. Then, it seenmed as if we
had all the time in the world."

He paused to cough, and took a sip of his ale. | sensed that telling this tale
was very difficult for him and kept ny silence.

"In time we were discovered. How, it does not matter. Conor's nephew cane
galloping into the nenetons and fetched his uncle away, and | heard enough to
know Ni amh was in trouble. Wien |I reached Sevenwaters | was ushered into a
small room and there was Conor hinself, and his brother who was ruler of the
tuath, and Nianh's father, the Briton. | expected to encounter sone
opposition. | hoped to be able to nake a case for Nianmh to becone ny wife; at
| east to present what credentials | had and be afforded a hearing. But this
was not to be. There would be no marriage. They had no interest at all in what
| had to say. That in itself seened a fatal blow But there was nore. The
reason this match was not allowed was not the one |I had expected. It was not
nmy | ack of suitable breeding and resources. It was a matter of blood ties. For
| was not, as | had believed, sone | ad of unknown parentage, adopted and
nurtured by the wi se ones. There had been a long lie told; a vital truth

wi thheld. | was the offspring of a sorceress, an eneny of Sevenwaters. At the
sane time | was the seventh son of Lord Colum once ruler of the tuath."

| stared at him A chieftain's son, of noble blood, and they had not told him
that was unfair. Lord Colum s son; but. . . but that neant.

"Yes," said ny father, eyes grave as he studied nmy face, "I was hal f-brother
to Conor, and to Lord Liamwho now ruled there, and to Sorcha. | bore evil

bl ood. And | was too close to Nianh. | was her nother's hal f-brother. Cur

uni on was forbidden by law. So, at one blow, | lost both my bel oved and ny
future. How could the son of a sorceress aspire to the ways of |ight? How
could the offspring of such a one ever beconme a druid? It was bright vision

bl i nded, pure hope sullied. As for N amh, they had her future all worked out.
She woul d marry another, sonme chieftain of influence who would take her
conveniently far away, so they would not have to think about how cl ose she had
cone to besmirching the famly honor."

There was a dark bitterness in his tone. He put his ale cup down on the hearth
and twi sted his hands together.

"That's terrible,” | whispered. "Terrible and sad. |Is that what happened? Did
t hey send her away?"

"She married, and traveled far north to Tirconnell. Her husband treated her
cruelly. | knew nothing for a time, for I was gone far away in search of ny
past. That is another story. At last N anmh escaped. Her sister saw the truth
of the situation and aided her. | was sent a nmessage and canme for her. But the

damage was done, Fainne. She never really recovered fromit."



" Fat her ?"

"What is it, Fainne?" He sounded terribly tired; his voice faint and rasping.
"Wasn't my not her happy here in Kerry?"

For a while | thought he was not going to answer. It seened to nme he had to
reach deep within himself for the words.

"Happiness is relative. There were tinmes of content; your birth was one. In
that, N anh believed she had at |ast done sonething right. W knew the choice
we had made went agai nst natural |aws; that choice condemmed us to a life in
exile, here where nmen neither knew us nor judged us. Sone would call such Iove
an abomination. Yet it was the only fine thing, the only true thing in ny
life. I had not the strength to deny it. N anmh's eyes grew bright once nore; |
t hought she was well again. | was ill prepared for what happened in the end.

It seens she never recaptured what she had |ost. Perhaps her final answer was
the only one she had left."

"It is a very sad story," | said. "But I"'mglad you told ne."
"It has been necessary to tell you, Fainne," Father said very quietly. "l've
been giving sonme consideration to your future. | think the tine has come for

you to nove on."

"What do you mean, nove on?" My heart began to thunp in alarm "Can | begin to
| earn sone ot her branch of the craft? | ameager to progress, Father. | wll
work hard, | promse.”

"No, Fainne, that is not what | mean. The tine is com ng when you nust go away
for a while, to make yourself known to the famly of whom| told you, those
who have by now conpletely forgotten that N amh ever existed to cause them
enbarrassnent and inconvenience. It is time for you to go to Sevenwaters."

"What!" | was aghast. Leave Kerry, |eave the cove, travel all that way, to end
up in the mdst of those who had treated ny parents so abom nably that they
had never been able to return to their honme? How coul d he suggest such a

t hi ng?

"Now, Fainne, be calmand listen."” Father |ooked very grave; the firelight
showed me the hollows and lines of his face, a shadow of the old man to cone.

I bit back a flood of anxious questions. "You're getting older," he said. "You
are the granddaughter of a chieftain of Uster, the other side of your |ineage
does not change that. Your nother would not have wi shed you to grow up al one
here with ne, knowing no nore than this narrow circle of fisherfol k and

travel ers, spending your whole life in practice of the craft. There is a wider
wor | d, daughter, and you must go forward and take your place in it. The folk

of the forest have a debt to repay, and they will do so."

"But, Father— Hi s words made no sense to ne; | knew nothing but the terror of
bei ng sent away, of leaving the only safe place | knewin all the world. "The
craft, what are you telling ne, the craft is the only inportant thing, |'ve
spent so long learning and I'mgood at it now, really good, you said so

your sel f =

"Hush, Fainne. Breathe slowy; nake your mind calm There is no need to

di stress yourself. Do not fear that you will lose your skills or lack the
opportunity to use themonce you are gone fromhere. | have prepared you too

wel | for that to occur.”

"But —Sevenwat ers? A great house, with so many strangers-Father, | . . ."lI
could not begin to explain how nuch that terrified ne.

"There is no need for such anxiety. It is true, Sevenwaters was a pl ace of
grief and loss both for me and for your nmother. But the folk of that famly
are not all bad. | have no quarrel with your nother's sister. Liadan did ne a



great favor once. If it were not for her, N amh would never have escaped t hat
travesty of a marriage. | have not forgotten it. Liadan followed her nother's
pattern in choosing to wed a Briton. She went against Conor's will; she allied
herself with an outlaw and took her child away fromthe forest. Both Liadan
and her husband are good people, though it may be some time before you see
them for they dwell now at Harrowfield, across the water. It is appropriate
that you should nmeet Conor. | want himto know of you. You will be ready,

Fai nne. You'll go next summer; we have a full year to prepare. Those things
whi ch | cannot teach you, nmy mother will." Hs lips twisted in a nmirthless
smile.

"Ch," | saidin a small voice. "lIs she com ng here? My grandnot her?"

"Later," Father replied coolly. "It may not be greatly to your liking or mne
but nmy nother has a part to play in this, and there is no doubt she has nany
skills you'll find helpful. In a place Iike Sevenwaters you nust be able to
conduct yourself in every way as the daughter of a chieftain would. That you
can never learn fromme. | acquired deep know edge in the nenmetons, but |
never di scovered how to go out into the world as Lord Colum s son."
"I"'msorry, Father," | said, aware that my own distress was nothi ng beside
his. "I had thought—+ had thought one day |I mi ght become |ike you, a great
schol ar and nage. The | essons you have

taught me, the | ong seasons of practice and study, won't all that be wasted if
| am sent away to be some kind of —+ine | ady?"

Father's lips curved. "You will use all your skills at Sevenwaters, | think,"
he said. "I have taught you the craft as my nother taught me—eh, yes," he
added, seeing ny eyes widen in surprise, "she is an adept, unparalleled in
certain branches of nmagic. And such as she is need not be present in body in
order to teach.”

I thought of the | ocked chanber, the long times of silence. He had indeed kept
his secrets well.

"I don't invite her here lightly, Fainne. My nother is a dangerous woman. |'ve
kept her away fromyou as long as | could, but we need her now It's tinme. You
shoul d have no m sgivings. You are ny daughter, and | am proud of your skills
and all you have achieved. That | send you away is a sign of the great faith |
have in you, Fainne, faith in your talents, and trust in your ability to find
the right purpose for them | hope one day it will become clear to you what
mean. Now, it's late, and we've work to do in the norning. Best get sone

sl eep, daughter.”

There was a sadness in his eyes, and in the set of his shoulders, but | did
not know how to confort him Peg and Molly and the others, they were free with
hugs and ki sses, with tears and | aughter, as if such matters were sinple. It
hurt ne to see ny father's sorrow, it hurt nore that | was powerless to nend
it.

"Good night, Father," | whispered, vowing inwardly that | would work harder
than ever, and do nmy best to please himby mastering whatever skills he chose
to teach me

| was deeply shocked by what nmy father had told me, and inwardly nuch
troubled. Still, a year was a long tinme. Anything could happen in a year

Per haps | woul d not have to go. Maybe he woul d change his mnd. Meanwhil e,
there was nothing for it but to continue with the practice of the craft, for
if the worst happened and ny father did send ne away by nyself, | wanted as
much skill as | could master to help ne. | put aside ny msgivings and applied
nysel f to work.

The weat her was quite warm but Father still had a persistent cough and a



shortness of breath. He tried to conceal it, but | heard him late at night
when | lay awake in the darkness.

| was practicing without the mirror. Gadually | had reduced the incantation
to a couple of words. | made ny eyes blue, or green, or clear w nter-sky gray.
| shaped themlong and slanted, or round as a cat's, thick-1ashed, bul bous,
sunken and old. As the season passed | noved on to the other features: the
nose, the nouth, the bones of the face. The hair. The garnments. An old crone
intatters, nyself in future guise, maybe. A fishergirl with her hand on her
hi p, and her cone-hither smle, white teeth flashing. A Fainne who was |ike
nmysel f, alnost a twin, but subtly changed. The |ips sweeter, the brows nore
arched, the | ashes longer. The figure slighter and nore shapely. The skin pale
and fine as translucent pearl. A dangerous Fainne.

"Good," said my father, watching nme as | slipped fromone guise to the next.
"You've an aptitude for this, there's no doubt of it. The senblance is quite
convi nci ng. But can you sustain it, | wonder?"

"OfF course | can," | responded instantly. "Try ne, if you will."

"I'"ll do just that." Father was gathering up a bundle of scrolls and letters,
and a tightly strapped goatskin bag whose contents might have been anyt hi ng.
"Here, carry this. The walk will be good for you."

He was al ready meking for the passageway to the outside, his sandal ed feet
noi sel ess on the stone fl oor

"Where are we goi ng?" | was taken aback, and hastened after him still in the
gui se of not-nyself.
"Dan heads back north in the nmorning. |'ve business for himto conduct on ny

behal f, and messages to be delivered. Stay as you are. Act as you seem
Maintain this until we return. Let ne see your strength."

"But—won't they notice that | am-different?"

"They' ve not seen you for a year. Grls grow up quickly. No cause for
concern."

" But - "
Fat her gl anced back over his shoul der as we cane out of the Honeyconb onto the
cliff path. H's expression was neutral. "Is there a probl en?" he asked.

"No, Father." There was no problem Only Dan and Peg and the other men and
worren with their sharp looks and their ready comments. Only the girls with
their giggling whispers and the boys with their jokes. Only the fact that |
had not once gone right into the encanprment w thout Darragh by nmy side, not in
all the long years Dan Wal ker's fol k had been spending their sumers at the
bay. Only that going anmong people still filled me with terror, even though

was a sorcerer's daughter, for my clever tricks scarcely outweighed ny
linping, awkward gait and crippling shyness.

But then, | thought as | followed ny father's striding, dark-cloaked figure

al ong the path and down the hillside toward the cove, today | was not that
girl; not that Fainne. Instead, | was whatever | pleased. | was the other

Fai nne, the d anmour wapping me in a soft raiment of graceful ness, snpothing
my curls into a glossy flow of silk, nmaking ny wal k straight and even, draw ng
the eye to ny long curling |ashes and ny denure, pretty smle. They woul d see
me, Dan and Peg and the others, and they would adnmire ne, and never notice

t hat anyt hi ng had changed.

"Ready?" Father asked under his breath as we cane along the path and caught
sight of the cluster of folk preparing |livestock and bel ongi ngs for next
nmorning's early departure. Dogs were racing around yappi ng, and children
chased each other in and out between carts and ponies and the | egs of men and
worren about their tasks. As we came cl oser and were seen, people drew back as
was their habit, |eaving a neat untenanted space around ny father. He was
unperturbed, striding on forward until he spotted Dan Wl ker naking some fine
adjustments to a piece of harness. A couple of |ads were bringing their ponies



up fromthe shore, and they glanced ny way. | put a hand on one hip, casually,
and | ooked back at them under ny |ashes as | had seen that girl do, the one
with the teeth. One |ad | ooked down, as if abashed, and noved on past. The

ot her one gave an appreciative whistle.

"And drop this off at St. Ronan's," ny father was telling Dan WAl ker. "I'm
grateful to you, as al ways."

"I't's nothing. Got to go that way regardless, this year. It's close enough to
Sevenwat ers. Can't pass those parts without calling in on the old auntie, 1'd
never be forgiven. She's getting long in the tooth, but she's a sharp one,

al ways has been: Got any nessages for the folk up there?" The question was
thrown in as if quite by chance.

Father's features tightened al nost inperceptibly. "Not this tine."

| took a step forward, and then another, and | was aware that Peg and the
ot her wormen were wat ching ne from where they hung clothing on the bushes to
dry, and | saw that now Dan's eyes, too, were fixed on ne, appraising.

| ooked away, down toward the sea.

"Grl's turned out a credit to you, G aran," Dan said. He had | owered his
voice, but | heard himall the same. "Wo'd have thought it? Right little
beauty, she's turning into; takes after her nother. You' d best be finding a
husband for her before too |ong."

There was a pause.

"No offense,"” Dan added wi t hout enphasis.

"The suggestion was inappropriate,” ny father said. "My daughter is a child."
Dan made no comment, but | could feel his eyes following ne as | wal ked over
to the line of ponies tied up loosely in the shade under the trees, cropping
at the rough grass. | could feel many eyes follow ng nme, and they were not
anused or pitying or scornful, but curious, admiring, intrigued. It made ne
feel quite strange

| reached up a hand to stroke the long nmuzzle of a placid gray beast, and the
| ad who had whistled before appeared at ny side. He was a gangling, freckled
fell ow sonewhat ol der than nyself. | had seen himmany tines with the others,
and never exchanged so nuch as a word. Behind hima couple nore boys hovered.
"His nane's Silver." This was offered with diffidence, as if the speaker were
not quite sure of his possible reception. There was a pause. Sone response
fromme was clearly expected. It was all very well to maintain the danour, to
keep nyself as this not-quite-myself that they all seemed to want to | ook at
and talk to. My techniques were well up to that. But | nust also act in
keeping; find the words, the smles, the little gestures. Find the courage.
slipped a hand into the pocket of my gown, repeated the words of an old spel
silently in ny head, and drew out a wrinkled apple that had not been there
when we |eft hone.

"Is it all right if I give himthis?" | asked sweetly, arching ny brows and
trying for a shy smle.

The boy nodded, grinning. Now | had five of themaround me, leaning with
studi ed casual ness on the wall, or half-hiding behind one another, peering
around for a better | ook without being conspicuous. | put the apple on the
pal m of nmy hand, and the horse ate it. His ears were |aid back. He was uneasy
with me, and | knew why.

"I's it true you can nake fire with your hands?" blurted out one of the |ads
suddenl y.

"Hush your nouth, Paddy," said the first one with a scow .

"\What are you thinking of, asking the young | ady sonething |ike that?"



"None of our business, |I'msure," said another, though doubtless he, |ike al
of them had exchanged his fair share of specul ative gossip about what we got
up to, those long lonely tinmes in the Honeyconb.

"It's nmy father who's the sorcerer, not me," | said softly, still stroking the
horse's nmuzzle with delicate fingers. "I'mjust a girl."

"Haven't seen you out and about much this sumer,"
"Keeps you busy, does he?"

comment ed the freckl ed boy.

| gave a nod, allow ng nmy expression to become crestfallen. 'There's only ny
father and ne, you see." | imagined nyself as a dutiful daughter, cooking
sustai ni ng neal s, mendi ng and sweeping and tending to ny father, and | could
see the same imge in their eyes.

"A shame, that," said one of the lads. "You should cone down soneti nmes.
There's danci ng and ganes and good tinmes here in the canp. Pity to miss it."

"Maybe— began the other boy, but | never heard what he was about to say, for
it was at that point ny father called nme, and the |lads nelted away quicker
than spring snow, |leaving me alone with the horse. And as | turned to foll ow
nmy father obediently back home | saw Darragh, over on the far side of the
horse lines, brushing down his white pony. Acife, her nane was; he'd argued
long and hard with Dan to be allowed to keep her, and he'd had his way in the
end. Now Darragh glanced at ne and | ooked away, and not by so rmuch as a twitch
of the brow or a nmovenent of the hand did he give ne any recognition

"Very good," my father said as we wal ked honme in the chill of a rising west
wi nd. "Very good indeed. You're getting the feeling of this. However, this is
just the beginning. 1'd Iike you to devel op a degree of sophistication. You'l

need that at Sevenwaters. The folk there are sonewhat different fromthese
fishernen and sinple travelers. W nust begin work on that."

"Yes, Father." For all his words of praise, he seened tired and sad, as if
somet hi ng wei ghed on him | saw a |l ook in his eyes that | recognized well, a
| ook that told me he was pl anni ng, cal cul ating, seeing things so far ahead
could not hope to understand. What was it he wanted me to do at Sevenwaters?
Was it so dangerous there that | nust cloak nyself in magic every waking
nonment ? | wi shed he

woul d expl ain. But that was never his way. If there was a puzzle to be sol ved,
| was expected to do it myself.

"W m ght start sooner than planned, | think. As soon as Dan's fol k are away
we' Il take the next step. You can have one day's rest. You' ve earned that
much; we cannot afford nore. Use the day w sely."

There was no choice in it; there never had been. "Yes, Father," | said, and as
we nmade our way up the cliff path and into the dark tunnels of the Honeyconb,
| let the d anmour slip away and was once nore ny linping, clumsy self. | had

done what ny father asked. Wiy, then, did | feel so unhappy? Hadn't | proved
could be what | pleased? Hadn't | shown | could nmake people admire nme and bend
themto my will? Yet later, Iying on ny bed, | stared into the darkness and
felt an enptiness inside ne that bore no relation whatever to spells, and
enchantnents, and the mastery of the craft.

It was a night of restless dreanms, and | awoke before dawn, shivering under ny
wool | en bl anket, hearing the how of the wind, and the roar of the sea as it
pounded t he rocks of the Honeyconb. Not a good day to be abroad. Perhaps Dan
Wal ker and his folk would decide to stay a little longer. But it never did



happen that way. They were as true to their time as birds flying away for the
winter, their arrivals and departures as precise as the nmovenent of shadows in
a sacred circle. You could count your year by them The golden tinmes. The gray

times. It seemed to nme the voice of the wind had words init. I will sweep you
bare . . . bare ... | will take all. . . all. . . And the sea responded in
kind. I am hungry . . .give ne.

| put ny hands over my ears and curled up tight. It was supposed to be a day
of rest, after all. Mght | not sleep in peace, at |least until the sun rose?
But the voices would not go away, so | got up and dressed, not sure what the
day m ght hold, but thinking I would nmake nyself very busy indeed, and try to
ignore the sick, enpty feeling in ny stomach. It was as | pulled on ny boots
that | heard, very faintly through the blast of the wi nd, another sound. A
note or two, fragments of a tune over a steady, solid drone. The voice of the
pi pes. So, they were not gone yet. Not stopping to think, |I grabbed ny shaw
and was away, out of doors and up the hill toward the standing stones, ny hair
whi pped this way and that in the wild weather, the

sea spray pursuing me as far fromthe cliffs as its icy fingers could stretch
Darragh stopped playi ng when he saw me. He'd found a sheltered spot anong the

stones, and sat with his legs outstretched and his back to the great dol men we
called the Guardi an, not disrespectful exactly, just blending in as if he

bel onged there, the sanme as the rabbits. | stunbled forward, pushing ny hair
back fromny eyes, and sat down beside him | clutched nmy shawl closer around
me. It was still barely dawn, and the air held the first touch of a distant
wi nter.

It took ne a while to catch ny breath.

"Well," said Darragh eventually, which wasn't much hel p.
"Vell," | echoed.

"You're abroad early."

"I heard you playing."

"I"ve played up here often enough, this sumer. Didn't bring you out before.
W're |l eaving this nmorning. But | suppose you knew that."

| nodded, sudden misery near overwhelming ne. "lI'msorry," | munbled. "I've
been busy. Too busy to come out. |-

"Don't apologize. Not if you don't mean it," said Darragh lightly.

"But | did want—+ hadn't any choice,” | told him

Darragh | ooked at me straight, his brown eyes very serious and a little frown
on his face. "There's always a choice, Fainne," he said soberly.

Then we sat in silence for a while, and at length he took up the pipes and
began to play again, some tune | did not recognize that was sad enough to
bring the tears to your eyes. Not that |I'd have cried over so foolish a thing,
even if 1'd been capable of it.

"There's words to that tune," Darragh ventured. "I could teach you. It sounds
bonny, with the pipes and the singing."

"Me, sing?" | was jolted out of nmy msery. "I don't think so."



"Never tried, have you?" said Darragh. "Qdd, that. |'ve never yet net a soul
wi t hout some nusic in them | bet you could sing fit to call the seals up out
of the ocean, if you gave it a try." H's tone was coaxi ng.

"Not me," | said flatly. "I've better things to do. Mre inportant things."
"Li ke what ?"

"Things. You know | can't talk about it."

"Fai nne. "

"What ?"

"I don't like to see you doi ng that—+that—doi ng what you were doi ng yesterday.
| don't like it."

"Doing what?" | lifted ny brows as haughtily as | could manage, and stared
straight at him He | ooked steadily back

"Carrying on with the lads. Flirting. Behaving |like some—some silly girl. It's
not right."

"I can't imagine what you nean," | retorted scornfully, though | was struck to
the heart by his criticism "Anyway, you weren't even |ooking at ne."

Darragh gave his crooked grin, but there was no mirth init. "I was | ooking,

all right. You nade sure everyone woul d be | ooking."

| was silent.

"My father was right, you know, " he said after a while. "You should get wed,
have a brood of children, settle down. You need |ooking after."

"Nonsense," | scoffed. "I can | ook after myself."

"You need keeping an eye on," persisted Darragh. "Maybe you can't see it, and
maybe your father can't see it, but you're a danger to yourself."

"Rubbi sh,” | said, bitterly offended that he should think ne so inadequate.
"Besi des, who would | wed, here in the bay? A fisherman? A tinker's |ad?
Hardly."

"You're right, of course," Darragh said after a nmonent. "Quite unsuitable,
it'd be. | see that." Then he got to his feet, lifting the pipes neatly onto

his shoulder. He had grown a lot, this last year, and had begun to show a dark
shadow of beard around the chin. He had acquired a small gold ring in one ear
just like his father's.

"I"d best be off, then." He | ooked at me unsnmiling. "Slip you in ny pocket and
take you with ne, I would, if you were a bit smaller. Keep you out of harms
way. "

"I'"d be too busy anyway," | said, as the desol ation of parting swept over ne
once again. It never got any easier, year after year, and knowing | would
nmysel f be | eaving next autumn made this tine even worse. "I have work to do.
Difficult work, Darragh.”

"Mn" He didn't really seemto be listening to ne, just |ooking. Then he
reached over to tweak my hair, not too hard, and he said what he al ways sai d.
"Goodbye, Curly. I'll see you next sumrer. Keep out of trouble, now, until I
cone back."

| nodded, incapable of speech. Somehow, even though | had | earned so nmuch this
season, even though | had cone close to a mastery of my craft, it seenmed al

of a sudden that the sunmer had been utterly wasted, that | had squandered
somet hing precious and irreplaceable. | watched ny friend as he nmade his way

t hrough the circle of stones, the wind tugging and tearing at his old clothes
and whi pping his dark hair out behind him and then he went down the other
side of the hill and was gone. And it was cold, so cold | felt it in the very
marrow, a chill that no warmfire nor sheepskin coat could keep at bay. | went
hone, and still the sun was barely creeping up the eastern sky, dark red
behi nd stormtossed clouds. As | wal ked back to the Honeyconb, and Iit a
lantern to see nme in through the shadow passages, | nmade ny breathing into a
pattern. One breath in, long and deep fromthe belly. Qut in steps, like the



cascades of a great waterfall. Control, that was what it was all about. You
had to keep control. Lose that, and the exercise of the craft was pointless.
was a sorcerer's daughter. A sorcerer's daughter did not have friends or
feelings; she could not afford them Look at ny father. He had tried to live a
different sort of life, and all it had brought himwas heartache and
bitterness. Far wiser to concentrate on the craft, and put the rest aside.

Back in ny room| made nyself picture the traveling folk loading their carts,
harnessing their horses, setting off up the track northward with their dogs
runni ng al ongsi de and the lads bringing up the rear. | made nyself think of
Darragh on his white pony, and forced nyself to hear his words again. | don't
like to see you doing that. . . you nmade sure everyone woul d be | ooki ng.
you're a danger to yourself. . . If that was how he saw ne, it was surely far
better that our paths were separating now. Qurs was a chil dhood friendshi p,
unt enabl e once we were grown, for we were of different kinds, he and I, Kkinds
that cannot be joined for long. Oher girls nmght sit on the cart, and flash
their smles, and think of a life like Peg's and Molly's, full of |laughter and
nmusi ¢ and famly. Gher girls mght |ook at Darragh and think of a future.
was not like other girls. Yet | felt the loss of himlike a deep wound, as if
a part of nme had been torn away. Year after year, season after season | had
waited for him pinning ny hope and happi ness on his return. It had seened to
me, sometines, that | was not fully alive unless he was there. Now ny
grandmot her was coning, and | was being sent away; everything was changi ng.
Best if |I put Darragh fromny thoughts and just get on with things. Best if |
learn to do without him Besides, what could a traveling boy understand about
sorcery, and shape-changing, and the arts of the mind? It was a different
world; a world beyond his wildest inmaginings. It was a world in which
finally, one nust be strong enough to nove forward quite al one.

Chapter Two

That day | set all nmy things in order. | tidied nmy narrow bed and fol ded the
bl anket. | swept the stone floor of nmy bedchanber, which was one of many caves
in the Honeyconb's maze of chambers and passages. | put away ny shawl and

out door boots in the small wooden chest which housed ny few possessions. Qur
life was very sinple. Wrk, rest, eat when we nmust. W needed little. Deep in
t he chest, half-hidden under w nter bedding, was Ri ona. She was the only
possession | had that was not a strict essential of life. Riona was a doll.
When fol k spoke of ny nother, they would say how beautiful she was, and how
sl ender, like a young birch, and how rmuch my father had | oved her. They'd say
how she was always a little touched in the head, though it had shocked them
when she did the terrible thing she did. But you never heard themtal k about
her talents, the way they'd mention that Dan was a chamnpi on on the pipes, or
Mol |y the neatest basketweaver, or how Peg's dunplings were the tastiest
anywhere in Kerry. You' d have thought nmy nother had no qualities at all, save
beauty and madness. But | knew different. You only had to |l ook at Riona to
know ny nother had been expert with the needle. After all these years Riona
was nmore than a little threadbare, her features sonmewhat blurred and her gown
thin in patches. But she'd been made strong and neat, with such tiny, even
stitches they were near invisible. She had fingers and toes, and enbroi dered
eyel ashes. She had | ong woollen hair colored as yellow as tansy, and a gown of
rose-hued silk over a lace petticoat. The necklace Ri ona wore, wound three
times around her small neck for safekeeping, was the strongest thing of all

It was strangely woven of many different fibers, and so crafted that it could
not be broken, not should the greatest force be exerted on it. Threaded on

this cord was a little white stone with a hole init. I did not play with
Riona in Father's presence. O course, now!| was too old for play. It was a
waste of tine, like taking silly, dangerous dives off the rocks when there was

no need for it. But over the years Riona had shared countl ess adventures wth



Darragh and me. She had expl ored deep caves and precipitous gullies; had
narrowy avoided falling fromcliffs into the sea, and being | eft behind on
the sand in the path of a rising tide. She had worn crowns of threaded dai sies
and cl oaks of rabbit skin. She had sat under the standing stones watching us
as if she were a queen surveying her subjects. Her dark enbroidered eyes held
a know edge of ne that could at tines be disturbing. Riona did not judge, not
exactly. She observed. She took stock

That day | felt a strong need to be occupied, to channel ny thoughts into the
strictly practical. So, when ny chanmber was bare and clean, | went to the

pl ace where we kept our small supply of food, and took the fish the girl had
brought, and a few turnips. The fish was already gutted and scal ed. My father
and | were not cooks. W ate because it was necessary, that was all. But | had
time to fill. So | made up the fire, and let it die down, and then | roasted
the turnips in the coals, and baked the fish on top. Wen it was ready | took
a plateful down to the workroomfor ny father. But the door was bolted from
the inside. | could not hear his voice chanting or speaking words of magic.
The only sound was the harsh cawing of a bird within the vaulted chanber. That
meant Fi acha was back. My heart sank, for | disliked Fiacha intensely. The
raven cane and went as he pleased, and when he stayed in the household he

al ways seened to be staring at ne with his little, bright eyes, sunmm ng ne up
and finding ne | ess than inpressive. Then he'd be suddenly gone again, without
so nmuch as a by-your-1leave. Perhaps he brought nmessages. Father never said. |
did not like Fiacha's sharp beak or the dangerous glint in his eye. He pecked
me once when | was little, and it hurt a lot. Father said it was an accident,
but I was never quite so sure.

| left the food outside the door. There was a rul e which need not be spoken

t hat when the door was | ocked, one did not seek admittance. Sone el enents of
the craft must be exercised in solitude, and ny father sought always to deepen
and extend his know edge. It is too easy for an outsider to judge us wongly,
to see a threat in what we do, sinply because of a lack of insight. Qur kind
are not al ways nade wel cone, not in all parts of Erin, for folk tell tales of
us which are half truth and half a junble of their own fears and
superstitions. It was not by chance that ny father had cone to live in this

di stant, renote corner of Kerry. Here, the folk were sinple souls whose lives
turned on sea and season, whose world had no place for the |luxury of gossip
and prejudice. They had accepted himand ny nother as just two nore dwellers
in the bay, quiet, courteous folk who left well alone. And everyone knew a
settlenent with its own sorcerer was the safest of places to live in. My
father had quickly denonstrated that, for one sumer, soon after his arrival
in Kerry, the Norsenmen canme. Al along the coast there were tales of their
raids, the brutal killings, the rape, the burning, the stealing of wonen and
children, and there were tales of the places where they'd cone in their

| ongshi ps and sinply noved in, taking the cottages and farnms and settling down
as if they'd a right to. But there was no Viking settlenent in our cove.

Ci aran had seen to that. Folk still told the story of how the | ongships with
their carven prows had cone into view, rowing in hard toward the shore with so
little warning there was no time to flee for cover. The sunlight had flashed
on the axes and the strange helns the men wore; the nmany oars had di pped and
spl ashed, di pped and spl ashed as the fisherfolk stood frozen in terror

wat ching their death come closer. Then the sorcerer had wal ked out onto a high
| edge of the Honeyconmb with his staff of yewin his hand, and raised it al oft,
and an instant later, great clouds had begun to roll in fromthe west, and the
swell had risen till white-capped breakers began to pound the shore. The

| ongshi ps had begun to struggle and list, and the neat rows of oars were
thrown into confusion. Wthin noments the sky was dark with storm and the
ocean boil ed, and the fol k watched round-eyed as the vessels of the Norsenen
cracked and split and were torn asunder each in its turn. Later, children
found strange and wondrous objects cast up on the shore. An arm et w ought

wi th snakes and dogs, curiously patterned. A necklace in the shape of a tiny,



| ethal axe threaded on twisted wire. A bronze bow . The shaft of an oar

fi ne-fashioned. The body of a man with pale skin and long, plaited hair the
col or of wheat at Lugnasad. So, there was no Viking settlenent in our cove.
After that ny father was revered and protected, a man who could do no w ong.
When ny nother died they grieved with him Al the same, they gave hima wi de
bert h.

Al that |long day ny father stayed in the workroomw th the door bolted. Wen
at last he energed to take up the plateful of food and eat it abstractedly,
not noticing it had gone cold waiting for him he | ooked pale and tired.
Sitting by the remmants of nmy small cooking fire, he picked at the congealing
fish and had nothing to say. Fiacha had followed himand sat on a | edge above,
staring at me. | scow ed back

"Best go to bed, daughter," ny father said, and coughed harshly. "I'm not good
conpany tonight."
"Father, you're sick." | stared with alarmas he struggled for breath. "You

need hel p. A physic, at least."
"Nonsense." His expression was grim "There's nothing wong with nme. Go on
now, off to bed with you. This will pass. It's nothing."

He had not convinced nme in the slightest.
"Father, please tell ne what's wong."

He gave a brief laugh. It was not a happy sound. "Where coul d one begi n? Now,
enough of this. I'mweary. Good night, Fainne."

So | was dismssed, and | left himthere, unnoving, staring into the heart of
the dying fire. As | wal ked away to ny chanber, the sound of his coughing
foll omed ne, echoing stark through the underground caverns.

She arrived one norning late in autum, while Father was away fetching water.
| made ny way out, hearing her calling fromthe entrance. W had few visitors.
But there she was; an old |lady wapped in shawl s, trudging along on foot with
never a bag or basket to her nanme. Her face was all winkled and her eyes so
sunken you coul d scarce see what color they were. She had a crown of

di shevel ed white hair and a very | oud voice.

"Well, cone on, girl! Invite me in. Don't tell ne | wasn't expected. Wat's

G aran playing at?"

She bustl ed past ne and on down the tunnel toward the workroomas if the place
bel onged to her. | trotted after, hoping my father would not be too |ong.
Suddenly she whirled back to face ne, quicker than any old | ady had the right
to nove, and now she was gazing intently into ny eyes, as if assessing ne.

"Know who | am do you?"

"Yes, Grandnother," | said, for although she seenmed quite different fromthe
el egant woman | renmenbered, | could feel the magi c seeping fromevery part of
her, powerful, ancient, and it was plain to me who she nust be.

"Hrm You've grown, Fainne." Cearly uninpressed, she turned her back on ne
and continued her confident progress through the darkened passages of the
Honeyconb. Before the great door of the workroom she halted. She put her hand
out and gave a push. The door did not budge. Carven fromsolid oak, and set in
a heavy frame which fitted tightly within its arch of stone, this entry was
seal ed by iron bolts and by words of power. My father guarded his know edge

cl osely. The old woman pushed agai n.



"You can't go in there," | said, alarmed. "My father doesn't |et anyone go in.
Just him and sonetimes me. You'll have to wait."

"Wait?" She lifted her brows and gave an arch snile. On her ancient features,
it | ooked hideous. Her eyes bored through nme, as if she wi shed to read ny

t houghts. "Has your father taught you this trick, how to come out of a room
and |l eave it | ocked fromthe inside?"

| nodded, scow i ng.
"And how to unl ock such a door?"

"You needn't think I'mgoing to open it for you," | told her, mnmy voice grow ng
sharp with anger at her temerity. | felt ny face flush, and knew the little

fl ames Darragh had once noticed would be starting to show on the edges of ny
hair. "If ny father wants it |ocked, it stays locked. I won't do it."

"Bet you can't." She was taunting ne.

"I won't open it. I told you."

She | aughed, a young girl's laugh Iike a peal of little bells. "Then I'll have
to do it nyself, won't 1?" she said lightly, and rai sed a gnarl ed, knobby hand
toward the heavy oak panels. She clicked her fingers just once, and a bright
border of flane licked at the door, all around the edges. Snoke billowed, and
| began to cough. For a noment | could see nothing. There was a poppi ng sound,
and a creak. The snoke cl eared. The great door now stood ajar, its surface

bl ackened and blistered, its heavy bolts hangi ng usel ess where they had fallen
away fromthe charred wood.

| stood in the doorway, watching, as the old woman took three steps into ny
father's secret room

"He won't be happy,"” | said tightly.

"He won't know," she replied coolly. "G aran's gone. You won't see him again
until we're quite finished here, child; not until next summer nears its end.
It's just not possible for himto stay, not with nme here. No place can hold
the two of us. It's better this way. You and | have a great deal of work to
do, Fainne."

| stood frozen, feeling the shock of what she had told me like a wound to the
heart. How coul d Fat her do this? Wiere had he gone? How could he | eave ne
alone with this dreadful old woman?

She was standing in front of the bronze mirror now, apparently admring
herself, for she took out a conmb froma pocket in her volum nous attire and

proceeded to drag it through her wild tangle of hair. Despite myself, | noved
cl oser.

"Didn't Caran tell you about me, child? Didn't he explain anything?" She
stared intently at her reflection. | came up behind, drawn to gaze over her

shoul der into the polished surface.

The wonman in the nmirror stared back at me. She mi ght have been sixteen years
old, no nore. Her hair was a glossier, prettier version of mne, curling
around her shoulders with a life of its own, a rich, deep auburn. Her skin was
ml k-white, so pale you could see the faint blue tracery of veins on the
pearly surface. Her figure was slender but shapely, with curves in all the
right places. It was the figure | had tried to create for nyself that day when
| went down to the canp. | had thought nyself skillful, but beside this, ny
own efforts were paltry. This woman was a master of the craft. | |ooked into
her eyes. They were deep, dark, the color of ripe mulberries. They were ny
father's eyes. They were ny own eyes. The old woman sniled back fromthe
mrror, with her red, curving lips and her small, sharp white teeth.

"As you see," she said with a mirthless chuckle, "I'"ve a lot to teach you. And



we' d best start straight away. Making you into a fine lady is going to be
quite a challenge."

For as long as | could renmenber, it had been the two of us, my father and |
wor ki ng together or working separately, the day devoted to the practice of the
craft. Qur meals, our rest, our contacts with the outside world were kept to
what was strictly essential: the fetching of water, the gathering of driftwood
for the fire. Fish accepted fromthe girl at the door. Messages entrusted to
Dan Wal ker. | had had the sumers with Darragh. But Darragh was gone, and

was grown up now. Those times were over. My father and | understood each other
wi t hout nmuch need for words. Sonetines he would explain a technique or the
theory behind it. Sonetimes | would ask a question. Mstly, he let me find out
for nmyself, with a little guidance here and there. He let me nmake nmy own

m st akes and learn fromthem That way, he said, | would becone nore

responsi ble, and retain those things | nost needed to know. Indeed, in tine
this discipline would | ead not just to know edge, but to understandi ng.

Soneti mes, when we had nastered a new skill or solved a particularly
chal | engi ng puzzle, | could persuade himto conme walking with me up to the
stone circle, or out along the clifftop. During these brief respites | would
coax himto speak of matters outside the craft, and I might glinpse a snile on
his lips, awarmth in his eyes. | treasured such tines as rare jewels, for

| oved my father, and wi shed above all to dispel the sadness that seenmed to
shadow hi m even on the sunniest day. | strove to please himin every way I
could, and especially by study and hard work, which he seened to val ue above
all. I wanted to make hi m happy and perhaps, once or twice, | did. It was an
orderly, well-structured exi stence, if somewhat outside the patterns of

ordi nary fol k.

My grandnother had quite a different method of teaching. She began by telling
me Ci aran had negl ected ny education sorely; the |east he could have taught mne
was to eat politely, not shovel things with my fingers like a tinker's child.
When | sought to defend ny father, she silenced nme with a nasty little spel
that made my tongue swell up and grow fuzzy as a ripe catkin. No wonder she
had said she could not live in the sane place as her son. One of our nopst
basic rules was that the craft nmust never be used by teacher against student,
or student against teacher. My father woul d have recoiled fromthe idea of
using magic to inflict punishnent. G andnother enployed it with no qual nms

what ever. | hated the way she spoke of him of her own son

"Well," she observed as she watched ne eating ny fish, her eyes follow ng each
scrap as it traveled fromplatter to lips, "he's taught you shape-shifting and
mani pul ati on and sl ei ght of hand. How much good will those skills be to you
when you sit at table with the fine folk of Sevenwaters? Can you dance? Can
you sing? Can you snile at a man and make his blood stir and his heart race?

t hought not. Don't gape, child. Your education's been quite inadequate. |

bl ame those druids, they got hold of your father and filled his head with
nonsense. It's just as well he called nme when he did. Before |I'mdone with

you, you'll be expert at the art of twisting a man around your little finger—
clumsy, plain thing that you are. I"'man artist."

"I have learned much fromny father,” | said angrily. "He is a great sorcerer
and deeply respected. |I'mnot sure we need your—artistry. | have both lore
and skills, and will inmprove both as well as | can, for my father has given ne

a love of learning. Wy spend time and energy on table nanners?”

She | aughed her young woman's | augh, so incongruous as it pealed fromthat

wi zened, gap-toothed nout h.

"Ch dear, oh dear. It stanps its little foot, and the sparks fly. The first
thing you need to learn is not to give yourself away |ike that, child. But
there's nmore, so nuch nore. | know your father has given you a grounding in
the skills. The bare bones, so to speak. But you can achieve great things at
Sevenwaters if you nmake the nobst of your opportunities. 1'Il help you, child



Believe nme, | know these people.™

From that point on she took charge. | was used to | essons and practice. | was
used to working long hours, and being perpetually tired, and keepi ng on
regardl ess. But these | essons were so tedious. Howto eat as neatly as a wen,
intiny little norsels. How to giggle and whi sper secrets. How to hold nyself
upright as | wal ked, and sway my hips fromside to side. This one was not
easy, with ny foot the way it was. In the end she grew exasperated.

"You'll never walk straight in your own guise," she told me bluntly. "You'l
never dance wi thout making a fool of yourself. No matter. You can use the

d anmour when you will. Make yourself as graceful as you want. Have the
loveliest feet in the world, if there's need of them The only problemis, it
gets tiring. Keeping it up all the time, | nmean. It wears you down. Why do you
think I"'ma winkled old hag? Qur kind live long. Too long, | sometines think

But 1'mthe way | amfrombeing charmng for Lord Columall that tine, keeping
hi m dancing to ny will." She gave a sigh. "Ah, now, there was a nman. Shane
that little upstart Sorcha thwarted ne. |f she hadn't done what she did,
there'd have been no need for all this. It would all have been mine, and in
his turn, Caran's. Your wetched nother would never have existed, and nor
woul d you, pet. Think what | could have achieved. It would all have been ours,
as it should have been. But she did it, she outwitted me, she and those—those
creatures that call thenselves fancy nanes. O herworld beings. Huh! Power went
to their heads a long time ago, that's their problem Shut our kind out. W
were never good enough for them and don't they love rem nding us of it? Wll,
we'll see what the Fair Folk make of nmy little gift to them They'll be

| aughi ng on the other sides of their faces when your work is done, girl."

| hesitated to ask her what she neant. She was quick to ridicule and to punish
when she t hought ne slow or stupid.

It was too |ate, Gandnother said, for me to learn to play the harp or flute.
| refused to sing, even when she puni shed ne by taking away my voice. | did
wel | enough without it, being used to | ong days of silence, and in time she
abandoned her efforts to extract any form of nusic fromne. She discovered
very quickly that nmy skills in reading and witing far surpassed her own. My
sewi ng was another matter; she pronounced it rudinentary in the extrene.
Materials were found in a flash, fine silks, gossaner fabrics, plain linen to
practice on first. By lantern light | stabbed nmy fingers and squinted ny eyes
and cursed her silently. | learned to sew. She watched ne a little

qui zzi cally, and once she said, "This brings back sonme nenories. Ch, yes."

There were ot her |essons she taught nme, lessons | would blush to relate. It
was necessary, ny grandnother said, for | was a girl, and to get anywhere in
the world | nust be able to attract a man and to hold him It was not just a
case of learning a certain way of wal king, and a particul ar manner of

gl anci ng, or even of knowing the right things to say and when to remain
silent. Nor was it sinply a matter of using the G amour to rmake oneself nore
beautiful or nore enticing, though that certainly hel ped. G andnother's
teaching was a great deal nore specific. It nade ne cringe to hear her
sonmetines. It nade nme hot with enbarrassnment to be required to denonstrate

bef ore her what | had | earned. The thought of actually doing any of it made ne
recoil in horror. She thought me very foolish, and said so. She rem nded ne
that | was in ny fifteenth year and of marriageabl e age, and that | had better
make the best of what little | had in the way of natural charns, and | earn how
to use the craft to enhance themas required, or I'd have no hope of making
anything of nyself. It was plain to ne, as | struggled with these | essons, why
nmy father had summoned her to guide nme. If it was true that | needed to
acquire these skills, to know these intimte secrets, then it was equally

cl ear he could not have taught ne them hinmself. There are sone things a girl
cannot discuss with her father, no matter how close to himshe nmay be. But |

| ay awake at night, wondering at his decision, for G andnother was a crue



teacher, and her presence in the Honeyconb cast a cold shadow on ny days and
filled my nights with evil dreams. Why had he gone away, so far | did not even
know where he was? Was that in itself some kind of test? He had never left ne
before, not even for a single night. | was heartsick and |lonely, and I was
worried about him He was nmy world, my famly, my only constant. | needed him
he surely needed ne, for there was no ot her on whom he bestowed that rare
smle which it up his sonber features and showed me the nman for whom ny

not her had left the world behind. Was he afraid of G andnother? Was that why
he had left me to her nmercies? My dreams showed hi m gaunt and white, coughi ng
pai nfully somewhere in a dark cave all by hinself. | wi shed he would cone
horre.

Autumtm advanced into winter, and the | essons went on at a rel entl ess pace.
"Very well, Fainne," G andnother said one day, quite abruptly, as we sat in
the workroomresting. Al afternoon she had nade ne turn a spider into other
forms: a jewel-bright lizard; a tiny bird with fluttering w ngs that

bl undered, confused, into the stone walls; a nouse that cane cl ose to making
its escape through a crack until | clicked nmy fingers to change it into a very
smal |l fire-dragon, which puffed out a very small cloud of vapor, flapping its
| eathery wings in mniature defiance. | was exhausted, as linmp in nmy chair as
t he spider which now hung, still as if dead, in its web high above ne. "Tine
for a history lesson. Listen well, and don't interrupt if there's no need of
it."

"Yes, Grandnother." Obedience was the easiest course to take with her. She was
i ngenious in her methods of punishnent, and she disliked to be chall enged.

far preferred Father's nethods of teaching which, though strict, were not

unki nd.

"Answer my questions. Who were the first folk in the land of Erin?"

"The O d Ones." This type of inquisition was easy. Father had inparted the

| ore over long years, and he and | were fluent in question and answer. "The
Fomhoi re. People of the deep ocean, the wells and the | ake beds. Fol k of the
sea and of the dark recesses of the earth.”

Grandnmot her gave a perenptory nod. "And who came after?"

"The Fir Bolg. The bag nen."

"And after then®"

"Then came the Tuat ha De Danann, out of the west, who in time sent the others
into exile and spread thenselves all across the land of Erin. Long years they

ruled, until the coming of the sons of MI."

"Very well. But what do you know of the origins of our own kind?" Her eyes
wer e sharp.

"Qur kind are not in the lore. | know that we are different. W are cursed,
and so we are ever outside. We are not of the Tuatha De. Neither are we norta
men and wonen. W are neither one thing nor the other."

"That much you've got right. W' re outside because we were put there. One of
us transgressed, |long ago, and they never let us forget it. Know that story,
do you?"

| shook ny head.



"We're their descendants, whether they like it or not. Fair Fol k, or whatever
they choose to call thenmsel ves. Gods and goddesses every one, superior in
every way, drifting around as if they owned the place, as they did, of course,
after packing the others off back into their nooks and crannies. But soneone
dabbl ed in what she shouldn't, and that started it all off."

" Dabbl ed? I n what?"

"I said, don't interrupt.” She glared at me, and | felt a sharp, piercing pain
inm tenple. "Back in those first days we could do it all, had every branch
of the craft at our fingertips. Shape-shifting, transformation. Healing.
Mastery of wind and rain, wave and tide. We were gods indeed, and no wonder
the O d Ones crept back to their caves with their tails between their |egs.

But there are sone byways of the craft that should not be tanpered with, not
even by a master. Everyone knew that. It's perilous to touch the dark side;
best | eave it alone, best stay well away. Unfortunately there was one who |et
curiosity get the better of her. She played with a forbidden spell; called up
what shoul d have been left sleeping. Fromthat day on there was an evil |et

| oose that was never going to go away. So she was cast out, and part of her
penalty was to be stripped of the ability to use the higher el ements of nagic:
the powers of light, the healing, the flight. Al she had |left was the dross,
sorcerer's tricks: she could nmeddl e, and she could performtransformations, a
frog into a man maybe, or a girl into a cockroach. She had the d anour
Precious little, conpared with what she'd | ost. She attached herself to a
nmortal man, since none of the high-m nded ones'd have her, not after what
she'd done. And you know what that means."

This time an answer seened to be expected. "That she herself would becone
nortal ?"

"Not exactly. Qur kind live long, Fainne; far beyond the human span. But it
did nean she in her turn would die. She would survive to see her fanmily perish
of old age before she herself nmoved on. Her descendants bore the blood of the
cursed one, through the ages. Every one of us has her eyes. Your eyes, girl
Every one has the craft, but narrowy, you understand. Some things will always
be beyond us. That rankles. That hurts. It should be ours. The puni shnent was
unj ust; too severe."

| opened my nmouth, thought better of what | was about to say, and shut it

agai n.

"Thi nki ng of your father, are you?" she said, unsmling. "Thinking he seenms to
mani f est a sonewhat w der range of talents than those | described? You're
right, of course. |I chose his father well: no I ess than Colum Lord of
Sevenwat ers: They're druid folk, that famly. Look how they live, shut away in
their precious forest, surrounded by those Ot hers. They've got the bl ood of
the O d Ones, mxed with the human strain. G aran's different. Special. He
shoul d have ruled there after Colum Isn't he the seventh son of a seventh
son? But | was foiled. Foiled by that wetched girl and her cursed brothers.
They're the ones you need to watch out for. The ones with the Fomhoire streak
in them"

| frowned in concentration. "Why woul d that be dangerous, G andnother? The
Fomhoi re were not users of high magic."

"Ah. There's high magic, and there's sorcerer's magic, and there's another
kind. You mght call it deep nagic. That's what the fol k from Sevenwat ers
have, and we don't, child. Not all of them mind. Mst of themare sinple
fools |ike your nother, weak-wlled and weak-m nded. How ny son ever fell for
that enpty little featherhead, | cannot understand. Ni amh ruined his life; she
weakened himterribly. But now there's you, Fainne. You're ny hope."

| had | earned that snapping back was pointless, though her disnissal of ny
not her wounded nme. "Deep magi c?" | queried. "What is that?"



"The magic of the earth and the ocean. That's where those folk came from Iong
ago. That's why they cling to the Islands. They are no sorcerers. They don't
work spells. But sone of them have the ability to speak to one another in the
m nd, wthout words. You don't know how hard | tried to devel op that. Wre
nmysel f out. Either you have it or you don't. One or two of themcan read the
future. Powerful tools, both of them And sone of them have healing skills far
beyond a physician's."

"I's that all?"

"Al'l, she says!" Her |augh nocked ne. "lIsn't that enough? Those gifts shut ne
out of achieving ny goal for nigh on two generations, girl. They took my son
fromme and turned himsoft. But nowit's different. | have you, Fainne, and

have a new goal, a far grander one. You've got a little bit of everything in
you, thanks to your nother. That was the one good thing she did for you,
pathetic wetch that she was. |'ve never understood it. If C aran had to throw
hi nsel f away on one of the Sevenwaters brats, why not choose the other sister?
A child of that l|iaison would have had rare skills indeed. Never mind, Fainne.
You bear the blood of four races. That has to count for sonething."

This time | found it inpossible not to challenge her. "I don't like you to
speak of ny nother that way," | said, glaring.

"No? | speak only the truth, child. Besides, what would you care? You scarcely
renmenber her, surely. But | suppose all your attitudes come from your father
He'll hear no ill spoken of his beloved Nianmh. To himshe was a princess, a
creature of perfection who couldn't set a foot wong. He let |osing her eat
hi m up. Now, Fainne." Her tone had changed abruptly. "You' ve done quite well
so far, child; we should be ready in tinme if you keep your mind on |earn-

ing. Tonmorrow |I'Il outline what is expected of you at Sevenwaters. Al this,
you understand, the airs and graces, the easy conversation, the skills of the
bedchanber, all this is only a tool, part of the means to an end. Tonorrow
"Il begin to explain what that end is. You' ve quite a task ahead of you,
granddaughter. Quite a task. Now, off to bed with you, you'll need all the
rest you can get."

That night, alone in ny chanber with a candl e for conpany and the ocean

roaring outside, | opened the wooden chest and brought out Riona. She seened a
little crunpled from bei ng squashed under bl ankets, and | thought | detected a
trace of a frown on her neatly stitched features. | untangled her yellow hair

and refastened the ties at the back of her gown. Tonight, suddenly | did not
feel so grown-up anynore, and as | blew out the candle and |lay down on ny bed
| kept Riona by ne, sonething | had not done for a long tine.

"Is it true?" | whispered into the darkness. "Is that all ny nmother was, a
stupid girl who blighted ny father's life? Is that why he doesn't want to tal k
about her? But he said he loved her. If he would tal k about her, then maybe
woul d renenber her. Maybe | would remenber sonething. Sone little thing."
Riona did not reply. Her presence by me was conforting, nonetheless. My
fingers touched the strange woven neckl ace she wore, stroked the cool snooth
surface of the white stone threaded on it.

"Perhaps it's best," | said, to her or to nyself. "Perhaps it's best that I
don't know. She was one of them the human kind, the famly of Sevenwaters. |
am of the other kind; I amny father's daughter. Best if | never know " But ny

hand brushed the soft silk of Riona's skirt, and as | fell asleep | was seeing
my mother's fingers, the swift flash of the needle as she sewed the little
gown with tiny, even stitches. A gift for her daughter, to renenber her by; a
small friend to confort me in the darkness when she was gone.

The next norning Grandnother set things out for ne.

"Now, Fainne," she said, watching ne very closely as | stood before her in ny



pl ai n gown and servi ceabl e shoes, ny hands cl asped behind ny back. "Wy do you
t hi nk your father wants you to go to Sevenwaters? |Is not that the one place he
longs to obliterate fromhis nenory, yet cannot? Wiy woul d he send you there,
his only daughter, into the heart of his enemy's territory?"

"I amthe granddaughter of a chieftain of Uster," | told her. "Father said
the fol k of Sevenwaters have a debt to repay. He thinks | nust learn to nove
inthat circle, since there is no real future for ne here in Kerry." A shiver
went through nme. It occurred to ne for the first tine that | might never
return to the Honeyconb. The thought terrified me. "I trust nmy father," | went
on as steadily as | could. "If he wishes ne to travel to U ster, then that
must be the right thing."

Grandmot her grinaced, awakening a network of deep winkles in her ancient

skin. "Your confidence in Caran's judgnent is touching, ny dear, if ill
founded. H's decision is sound enough, it's his reasons that | eave sonethi ng
to be desired. | put that down to his druid training. That wetch, Conor, has
alot to answer for. He and those brothers of his robbed nmy son of his
birthright, and nuddl ed his head with foolish ideas, so he doesn't know what's
what anynore. They should never have survived what | did to them But that's
besi de the point. Your father only told you half the truth, Fainne. Caran's
sick. Very sick. He's sending you away because he sees a day, quite soon, when
he'll no longer be here to provide for you."

| felt the blood drain frommy face. "Wat?" | whispered foolishly.

"Don't believe ne? You should. I"'min the very best position to know this.
Ciaran won't | eave his precious little apprentice here with the fisherfolk, to
become another wife with a gaggle of squalling brats at heel. He can't |eave
you with me; | come and go as | please. So he's left with only one option

Your uncle, Lord Sean of Sevenwaters; Conor, the archdruid; the elusive

Li adan; those are the only famly you' ve got. Your father sees no
alternative."

"You mean—you mean this cough, this pallor, you nmean he i s—dying?" | forced
the word out. "But—but how can this be? Qur kind are not |ike ordinary nmen and
worren, we live | ong—how can he be so sick? He said he was well. He said there

was not hi ng wr ong—

"OfF course he said that. But there are sonme nal adi es beyond nortal renedy,
Fai nne; some sicknesses that can strike even the nost powerful mage. He didn't
tell you the truth because he knew you woul dn't agree to go, if you knew "

"He was right," | said, gritting nmy teeth. "I won't go. | cannot |eave him
How could he not tell nme?" The two of us had been so close, had shared such
long tinmes of perfect understanding, of wordl ess cooperation. Hurt | odged deep
within me like a cold stone.

Grandnmot her was calm "Let nme explain something to you," she said. "It's not
the human fol k of Sevenwaters that matter, child. It's the power behind them
those Gtherworld creatures with their fancy manners, and their grip on the
rest of us. You will go to Sevenwaters, if not for your father, then for ne.
|I've a task for you to undertake, a mssion for you to conplete. This is big,
Fai nne. Far bigger than you imagine."

"But Father said-—=

"Forget that. I'mhis nmother. | know what |'mtal king about. There's one
reason for you to go to Sevenwaters, and one reason alone. My reason. Wiy do
you think | came here, Fainne? |'ve been watching you, these |ong years;
waiting until you were ready for this. You will conplete what | started. You
wi || achieve the success | ong denied our kind. You'll show the Fair Fol k that



t he outcast can be strong, strong enough to deny themtheir heart's desire.
You will thwart their long schene. They will fall together, the fol k of
Seven-waters and their G herworld shadows. That's your task."

| gaped at her. "But—but, G andnother, the Tuat ha De Danann? Who coul d
chal | enge such power? | would be crushed."

She grinned sourly. "I didit, and I'mstill here. Alittle battered, but I
have ny will. And | nearly succeeded. They're much weakened since the Islands
were lost to the Britons. They had a plan for that girl, Sorcha, and her
muddy- boots of a lover. They have a plan for Sevenwaters. | nearly ruined the
first. But the girl was too strong for ne. | forgot the Fonmhoire streak. Never
do that, Fainne. Watch out for it. Now you'll thwart the second plan. The Fair
Fol k want the Islands back. They want it all played out in accordance with the
prophecy. Down to the last word. And it's all set to happen when anot her year
has run its course. So |'ve heard."

"Prophecy?" My head was spinning, quite unable to cone to terns with the
horror, the grandeur and the folly inplicit in her words.

"Didn't Caran tell you anything? The |Islands were taken by the Britons
generations back. Ever since then, Sevenwaters has warred wi th Northwoods.
Until the Islands cone back to the Irish, both Fair Folk and human fol k renain
in disarray. They need them The high and m ghty ones want the |slands
guarded. Watched over. That's the only way they can protect thenselves from
what's to come. The prophecy said it would take a child who was neither of
Britain nor of Erin, but at the sane time both. And there's sone nonsense
about the

mark of the raven. Well, they've got himat last, the | eader |ong hoped for
grandson of that wetched Sorcha. He's grown up, and ready to do battle with
Nort hwoods, and he's got a formidable force lined up behind him It won't be
 ong now. Not next sunmer but the one after, that's what's being said. Your
task is to stop them Sinple, really. You must nake sure they don't fight, or
if they do, make sure they lose. Just think of that. W, the outcast ones, at
| ast gai ning the upper hand over the Fair Folk. I'd like to see the
expressions on their faces then."

| was so astonished | could barely speak. "But how could | achieve such a
t hi ng? And why has Father never spoken of this? It would be inpossible, for
one girl to stop an arnmy. | would not attenpt such a task. It's ridiculous."

"Who are you calling ridiculous?" The old wonan fixed me with her berry-dark
eyes.

| felt nmy backbone turn to jelly, but | tried to hold firm "I would not
attenpt such a thing without Father's approval,” | said. "It is inpossible to
bel i eve he woul d support such an idea."

Grandmot her' s gaze sharpened. Her expression alarmed nme. | felt a prickle of
fear go up and down ny neck.

"Ah," she said, in a very soft voice that clutched at me like a chill hand.
"You'll go, Fainne. And you'll do exactly as | bid you do, fromnow on. | wll
not see ny plans thwarted a second tine."

"I won't," | said, trembling. "I won't leave nmy father. | don't care how
strong your magic is. You can't make me do it."

Grandnot her | aughed. This tine it was not the tinkling bell-like |laugh, but a
harsh chuckl e of triunphant anusenment. "OCh, Fainne. You're so young. Wit
until you begin to feel the power within yourself, wait until men commt
murder for you, and betray their strongest loyalties, and turn against what is



dearest to their spirits. There's no pleasure like that. Wait until you
recogni ze what you have within you. For you may be Ci aran's daughter, and
carry the influence of his druid ways and his excess of conscience, but you
are ny granddaughter. Never forget that. You will always bear a little part of
me sonewhere deep within you. There's no denying it."

"You cannot nake ne do bad things. You cannot force ne to act against ny
father's will. | nust at |east ask him"

"You'll find | can do just that, girl. Exactly that. Fromthis
nmonent on, you will performwhatever tasks | set you. You will pursue ny quest

to the bitter end, and achieve the triunph that was denied nme. You think
perhaps, that if you di sobey ne, you will be nade to suffer. A slight headache

here; a bout of purging there. Warts nmaybe, or a nasty little boil in an
awkward spot. |'mnot so sinple, Fainne. Act against ny orders, and it is not
you who will be punished. It is your father."

My heart thumped in horror. "You can't!" | whispered. "You wouldn't! Your own
son? | don't believe you." But that was not true; | had seen the |ook in her
eyes.

She grinned, revealing her little pointed teeth, a predator's teeth. "My own
son, yes, and what a di sappointnment he turned out to be. As for nmy will,

you' ve already had a denonstration of that. Your father's malady is not sone
ague he picked up, or the result of nerves and exhaustion. It's entirely of ny
doi ng. | have been planning for sone years, and watching the two of you. He
senses it, maybe; but | caught hi munawares, and now he cannot shake me off.
So he sends you away to what he deens a place of safety. Straight off to
Conor, his archeneny. lronic, isn't it?"

"You're lying!" | retorted, torn between horror and fury. "Father's too quick
with counter-spells, he'd never let it happen. There's no sorcerer in the
worl d stronger than he is." My voice spoke defiance while nmy heart shrank wth
dread; she had us trapped, the two of us, trapped by the | ove we bore each
other. It was she who was strongest; she had been all al ong.

"Weren't you listening?" she asked nme. "Ciaran could have been what you say.
He coul d have been the nost powerful of all. But he threw it away. He | et hope
destroy him He may still practice the craft, but he hasn't the will now He
was easy prey for me. You'll need to be extrenely careful. I'll give you sone
i nstructions before you | eave. The slightest deviation frommy orders, and
your father goes a little further downhill. You' ve seen how he is. It wouldn't
take many mi stakes on your part to make himvery sick indeed; al nost beyond
saving. On the other hand, do well, and he may just get better. See what power
" mgiving you."

"You won't know." My voice was shaking. "I'Il be at Sevenwaters, and you said
yoursel f you cannot read minds. | could disobey and you woul d be none the

w ser."

Her brows rose disdainfully. "You surprise ne, Fainne. Have you not mastered

the use of scrying bows, the art of mrrors? I will know "

| wapped ny arns around nyself, for there was a chill in me that woul d
remai n, now, on the brightest of sumrer days. My father sick, suffering,
dyi ng; how could | bear it? This was cruel indeed, cruel and clever. "I
suppose | have no choice,” | muttered.

Grandnmot her nodded. "Very wise. It won't be long before you're enjoying it,
beli eve ne. There's an inordi nate anmount of pleasure that can be had in

wat ching a great work of destruction unfold. You'll have a neasure of control
After all, you do need to be adaptable. I'll give you sone ideas. The rest you
can work out for yourself. It's amazing what power a wonan can enjoy, if she

| earns how to make herself irresistible. I'll show you how to identify which



man in a cromd of fifty is the one to target; the one with power and

influence. | did that once, and | nearly had everything I wanted. | came so
close. Then that girl ruined everything. I'll be as glad as G aran will be to
see her famly fail, finally and utterly. To see themdisintegrate and destroy

t hensel ves. "
She funbled in a conceal ed pocket.

"Now. You'll need every bit of help you can get. This will be useful. It's
very old. Alittle amulet. Bit of nonsense, really. It'll protect you fromthe
wrong sorts of influence." She slipped a cord over ny neck. The token threaded
on it seenmed a harnmless trinket; a little triangle of finely wought bronze
whose patterns were so snall | could hardly discern the shapes. Yet the nonent
it settled there against ny heart, | seened to see everything nore clearly; ny
anxi ety faded, and | began to understand that perhaps | could do what ny
grandmot her wanted after all. The craft was strong in me, | knew that. Maybe
all | needed to do was follow her orders and all would be well. | closed ny
fingers around the anmulet; it had a sweet warnth that seened to flowinto ne,
conforting, reassuring.

"Now, Fainne," Grandnother said al nbst kindly, "you nmust keep this little

t oken hi dden under your dress. Wear it always. Never take it off, understand?
It will protect you fromthose who seek to thwart this plan. G aran woul d say
the powers of the mind are enough. Comes of the druid discipline. But what do
t hey know? |

have |ived anong these folk, and | can tell you, you'll need every bit of
assi stance you can get."

What she said sounded entirely practical. "Yes, Gandmother,” | said,
fingering the bronze amul et.

"I't will strengthen your resolve," G andnother said. "Keep you from running
away as soon as things get too hard."

"Yes, G andnother."

"Now tell nme. |Is there anyone you' ve taken a dislike to, in your sheltered
little corner here? Got any grudges?"

| had to think about this quite hard. My circle was sonewhat linted,
especially of late. But one image did come into nmy mind: that girl with her
sun- browned skin and white-toothed snile, wapping her shawl around Darragh's
shoul ders.

"There's a girl," | said cautiously, thinking | had a fair idea of what was
comng. "A fishergirl, down at the cove. |I've no great fondness for her."
"Very well." Gandnother was | ooking straight into my eyes, very intently.

"You know how to turn a frog into a bird, and a beetle into a crab. Wat would
you do with this girl?"
oo

"Scrupl es, Fainne?" Her tone sharpened.

"No, Grandnother."” | had no doubt she had told me the truth, and | nust do as
she asked. If |I failed, nmy father would pay. Still, a transformation need not
be forever. It need not be for long at all. | could obey her, and still do

this my own way.

"Cood. Just as well the weather's better, isn't it? You can wal k down this
afternoon and stretch your |egs. Take that dour excuse for a raven on an
outing, it still seens to be hangi ng about. You can do it then. You'll need to
catch her alone.”

"Yes, G andnother."

"Focus, now. Renenber all you're doing is naking a slight adjustnment. Quite
harm ess, in the schene of things."

| tinmed it so the boats were still out and the wonmen indoors. If | were seen
at all, two and two would nost certainly be put together. | |acked the skil
to command invisibility, for, as ny grandnother had told ne, we had been



stripped of the higher powers. Still, | was able to slip fromrocky outcrop to
wi nd- whi pped bushes to stone wall w thout drawi ng attention to myself, crooked
foot or no, and it appeared that Fiacha knew quite well what | was doing, for
he behaved exactly |like any other raven that just happened to be in the
settlenent that day. Most of the time he sat in a tree watching ne.

The girl was outside her cottage, washing clothes in a tub. Her gl ossy brown
hai r was dragged back off her face, and she seened nore ordinary than | had

renenbered. Two very small children played on the grass nearby. | watched for
alittle, unseen where | stood in the shade of an outhouse. But | did not
watch for long; | did not allow too much tine for thought. The girl | ooked up
and said sonmething to the children, and one of them shrieked with | aughter

and the girl grinned, showing her white teeth. | noved ny hand, and nade the
spell in ny head, and an instant later a fine fat codfish was flapping and
gasping on the earthen pathway, and the brown-skinned girl was gone. The two

i nfants appeared not to notice, absorbed in their small gane. | watched as the
fish twisted and jerked, desperate for life. | would leave it just |ong enough

to show | was strong; just |long enough to prove to ny grandnother that | could
do this. Then | would point ny finger and speak the charm of undoi ng. Now,
maybe. | began to focus ny mind again, and sunmon the words. But before

could whi sper them a woman canme bustling out of the cottage, a sharp knife in
her hand and a frown on her lined features. She was a big woman, and she
stopped on the path right before ne, blocking ny view of the thrashing fish.
And while | could not see the creature | had changed, | could not work the
counter-spel .

Mope, | willed her. Myve now, quick.

"Brid!" she called. "Were are you, girl?"

Move envoy. Ch, please.

"Where's your sister gone?" The woman seened to be addressing the two infants,

not expecting a reply. "And what's this doing here?" Before ny horrified gaze
she bent and scooped up sonmething fromthe path. If only she would turn a

little, all | needed was a glinpse of silvery tail or staring eye or gasping
mout h, and | could change the girl back. | would do it, even if it neant al
knew the truth. If | did not do it, | would be a nurderer

"Who' s been here?" the woman asked the children. "Tinker |ads playing tricks?
['"lI'l have something to say to your sister when she gets back, nake no doubt of
that. Leaving the two of you alone with a tub

of wash water, that's asking for trouble. Still, this'll go dowmn well with a
bit of cabbage and a dunpling or two." She made a qui ck novenent with her
hand, the one that held the knife, and then, only then, she half-turned, and
saw the fish hanging linp in her grip, indeed transforned into no nore than a
wel cone treat for a hungry famly's table. | was powerless. It was too |late.
The greatest sorcerer in the world cannot bestow the gift of life. A freezing
terror ran through ne. It was not just that | had done the unforgivable. It
was sonething far worse. Had | not just proved ny grandnother right? | bore
the blood of a cursed line, a line of sorcerers and outcasts. It seened |
could not fight that; it would nanifest itself as it chose. Wre not ny steps
set inevitably toward darkness? | turned and fled in silence, and the woman
never saw ITe.

Later we heard news fromthe settlenent of the girl's di sappearance. A search
was mount ed; they |ooked for her everywhere. But nobody nentioned the dead
fish, and the children were too little to tell a tale. The incident becane old
news. They never found the girl. The best they could hope for her was that
she'd run off with some sweetheart, and nmade a life el sewhere. Odd, though



she'd been such a good | ass.

After that, it becane nore difficult to get to sleep. Riona stayed in the
chest. | could imagine her snmall eyes |ooking at nme, |ooking in the darkness,
telling me truths about nyself with never a word spoken. | did not want to
hear what she might have to say. | did not want to think about anything in
particular. | knew a |lot of mnd games, tricks Father had shown ne for
focusing the concentration, strategies for shutting out what was not wanted.
But now, none of them seened to work. Instead, my mind repeated three things,
over and over. My grandnother's voice saying, Scruples, Fainne? Darragh
watching as | made the fire with nmy pointing finger. Darragh frowning. You're
a danger to yourself. And a little image of a red-haired girl, weeping and
weepi ng, frenzied with grief, eyes squeezed shut, hands clutching her head,
nose stream ng, voice hoarse and ragged wi th sobbing. She, of themall, |
wanted out of ny mind. | could not bear to witness so wild a display of

angui sh. It nade ne want to scream It nade ne want to cry, | could feel the
tears building up in nme. But our kind do not weep. Stop it! Stop it! | hissed,
willing her away. Then she raised her blotched and tragic face to nme, and the
girl was nyself.

After an endless winter and a chill spring, sunmer came and the traveling fol k
returned to the cove. | passed ny fifteenth birthday. This year, when | m ght
have roaned abroad free of Father's restrictions, | did not clinb the hill to

see the |l ong shadows mark out the day of Darragh's arrival. But | heard the
sweet, sad voice of the pipes piercing the soft stillness of dusk, and | knew
he was here. Part of ne still |onged to escape, to nake ny way up to the
secret place and sit by ny friend, |ooking out over the sea, talking, or not
tal king as the mood took us. But it was easy, this tinme, to find reasons not
to go. Most of themwere reasons | did not want to think about, but they were
t here, hidden away sonmewhere inside ne. There was that girl, and what | had
done. It didn't seemto matter that ny grandnother had made me do it; it
didn't seemto nake a difference that | had intended only to scare her, that |
had been prevented from changi ng her back in time. It was still |I who had done
it, and that made me a nurderer. | knew what | had done was an abuse of the
craft. And yet, all that |I had, all that | was, | owed to ny father. To save
him | nust be prepared to do the unthinkable. I had shown nyself strong
enough. But | did not want anyone to ask me about it. Particularly Darragh
And there was another, even nore conpelling reason: sonething ny grandnother
had sai d one day.

"There's a further step,"” she'd told me. "You did well. You did considerably
better than | expected, in terms of the end result. But it's easy to tanper
when you hate; easy enough, when you don't care. You may need to do nore than
that. Tell ne, Fainne, is there anyone who is a special friend? Anyone you are
particularly fond of ?"

| thought very quickly, and bl essed my grandnother's failure to master the
skill of m nd-reading.

"Nobody," | said calmy. "Except Father, of course.™

Grandmot her grinmaced. "Are you sure? No friends? No sweetheart? No, | suppose
not. Pity. You do need to practice that."

"Why? Why should |? What do you nean?"
She sighed. "Tell ne, what things are nost inmportant to you?"

| framed my answer with care. "The task | have been set. That's all that is
i mportant."



"Mn Seenms easy, doesn't it? You go to Sevenwaters, you insinuate your way
into the household, you work your magic, and the task is conplete. But what if
you becone friends with then? What if you like then? It may not be so easy
then. That's when the real test of strength begins. These folk are closely
tied with the Tuatha De, Fainne. You will not hurt one w thout wounding the
ot her."

"Li ke then?" My amazenment was quite genuine. "Becone friends with the famly
t hat destroyed my nother, and took away ny father's dreans? How could I?"
"You'd be surprised.” Grandnother's tone was dryly amused. "They're not
nmonsters, for all they did. And you've encountered few fol k here, shut away
with G aran at the end of the world. He did you no favors by bringing you to
Kerry, child. You'll need to be very canny. You'll need to renmenber who you
are, and why you're there, every nmonment of every day. You cannot afford to
rel ax your guard, not for an instant. There are dangerous fol k at
Sevenwaters. "

"How wi I I I know who—=2"

"Some will be safe. Some are harm ess. Some have the power to stop you, if you
gi ve yourself away. That's what happened to ne. See that it doesn't happen to
you, because this is our last chance. You'll need to beware of that fell ow

with the swan's w ng."

"What ?" Surely | had not heard her properly.

"He's the danger. He's the one who can cross over and come back when it suits
him Watch out for him"

| was eager to know what she meant. But try as | nmight, she would tell me no
nore that afternoon. Indeed, she seenmed suddenly in a very ill tenper, and
started to punish me with sharp wasp-1like stings for each small error in the
casting of a spell of substitution. It becanme necessary to concentrate
extremely hard; too hard to ask awkward questi ons.

| learned about pain that sumrer. My grandnother's earlier tricks were nothing
to the punishments she inflicted on ne when she thought nme defiant or

st ubborn, when she caught nme dream ng instead of applying nyself to the task
in hand. She could induce a headache that was like the grip of an
earth-dragon's jaws, an agony that turned the bowels to water and drained
what ever will | m ght once have sumoned to aid nme. She could pierce the belly
with a thousand | ong needl es, and cause every corner of the skin to itch and
burn and fester, so that one screaned for nercy. Al npst screaned. She knew
was young, and she would stop just before the torture became unbearabl e. Wat
she thought of my strength of will she never said. | endured what she did,
since there was no choice. My father could not have known she would treat ne
thus, or he would never have left nme to her nercies. | |earned, and was
afraid.

She showed ne, one night, a vision that struck a far deeper terror in ne.

"Just in case," she said, "you think to change your mnd once you are gone
fromhere. Just to erase that last little glint of defiance fromyour eyes,
Fainne. You think | lied to you, perhaps; that this is all sonme kind of

el aborate fantasy. Look in the coals there, where the flame gl ows deepest red.
Sl ow your breathing, and shut out all else as you have been taught to do. Look
hard and tell nme what you see.”

But there was no need to put it into words. She nust have read in ny face the
horror | felt as | stared into the fire and saw the tiny inage of ny father
his strong features contorted, his body twi sted with pain, his chest racked
with a coughing that seened fit to split himasunder. Bl ood dribbled fromhis
gasping mouth, his hands clutched blindly at the air, his dark eyes stared
like a madman's. My whol e body went cold. | heard nyself whispering, "Oh no,
oh no." | might have begged her then, if | had had the strength to find words
for it.



"Ch, yes," Gandnother said, as the vision faded and | slunped back to crouch
on the rug before the hearth. "It matters nothing to ne if this is my son or a
stranger, Fainne. Al that matters is the task in hand."

"My father," | stamered. "Is he—?"

"What you see is not now, it is the future. A possible future. If you want a
different picture, it is up to you to ensure you obey ny orders and perform
what is required of you. Defy ne, and he'll die, slowmy. You'll do as | tel
you, and you'll keep your mouth shut about it. | hope you believe nme, child
You'd be a very silly girl if you didn't. Do you believe nme, Fainne?"

"Yes, G andnother," | whispered.

The warm days passed, and the voices of children floated up on the sumer
breeze and made their way, |aughing and shrieking, into the shadowy inner
chanmbers of the Honeyconb. The curraghs sailed out of the cove in the dawn and
returned at dusk, laden with their gleam ng catch. Wnen nended nets on the
jetty, and brownski nned | ads exerci sed horses along the strand, high-stepping
over the nmounded seaweed. | |ay awake, night after night, listening to the

di stant |anment of the pipes. Though Fiacha cane and went, there was no sign at
all of Father, and | began to fear | mght never see himagain. That hurt ne
terribly; and yet | did not want himto see what | was becom ng, to w tness ny
ill-use of the craft, and so in a way his absence was a relief. | hoped he
woul d never have to learn the truth, that in sending me forth he sacrificed
his only child to the nost fool hardy and inpossi ble of quests, where his own
life was the price of failure. As for Grandnother, to her I was no nore than a
finely tuned weapon, a tool nmany years in the fashioning, which she would now
enpl oy for a purpose of such grandeur | still struggled to come to ternms with
it.

The sunmmer was nearly ended. G andnmot her had nmade practical preparations of a
sort. My small storage chest now held two gowns of a slightly better standard
than nmy usual garb of old working dress and serviceable apron. | had a new
pair of indoor shoes as well as ny wal ki ng boots. A man had nmade them
specially, nmuttering to hinself as he took nmeasure of ny m sshapen foot. This
was a trial. | would have blistered the cobbler's fingers for him but |
needed the shoes.

| had not asked ny grandnother how | was to travel to Sevenwaters. It was a

l ong way, | knew that because Darragh had told me; nearly the I ength and
breadth of Erin. But | had no i dea how many noons such a journey m ght take.
Per haps ny grandnot her would work a spell of transportation, and send ne north
in an instant with my baggage by ny side. In the end there was no need to ask,
for one day G andnother sinmply announced that it was tinme to go.

"You'll travel north on Dan Wal ker's cart," she said, checking the strap which
fastened ny storage chest. "Very practical, if not altogether stylish."
"Practical ?" | echoed in dismy. "Wat's practical about it?"

"You'll arouse a great deal |ess suspicion if you turn up with the traveling
folk," she said dryly, "than by manifesting yourself in your uncle's hal

am dst a shower of sparks. This way nobody'll notice you. Wat's one nore | ass

anong that great gaggle of people? Not nervous, are you? Surely |I've worked
that out of you by now. Use the damour if you nmust. Be what pl eases you,
child. These folk are only tinkers, Fainne. They're nothing."

"Yes, Grandnother." Her words did little to settle the nervous churning in ny
stomach. | knew | must be strong. The task | undertook for my grandnother, her
terrible work of vengeance agai nst those who had slighted our kind, nust be
pursued with the utnmost strength of purpose. My father's very life was in ny
hands. | could not fail. | would not fail. Still, | was barely fifteen years
old, tortured by shyness and quite unused to the world at large. It was this,

| suppose, that nade ne such a subtle weapon. | nust have seened as i nnocuous



as some little hedge creature that scuttles for cover at any imagi ned danger

| took ny |l eave of Grandnother. If she still harbored any doubts, she kept
themto herself.

"I almpst wish | was conming with you," she sighed, and for an instant | caught
a glinmpse of that other manifestation she was fond of, an alluring, curvaceous
young creature with auburn hair and pearly skin. "There nust be fine men in
those parts still, though there'll never be another Colum And | could stil
cast my net, make no doubt of it." Then, abruptly, she was herself again. "But
| can see it wouldn't do. They'd know ne, d amour or no. The druid would know
me. So would that other one. This is your tinme, child. Remenber what |'ve
taught you. Renenber what |'ve told you. Every little thing, Fainne."

"Yes, G andnother."”

W wal ked out of the Honeyconb to the point where the cliff path stretched
ahead all the way down to the shore and along to the western end of the cove,
where Dan Wal ker and his fol k woul d be making ready for departure. And there,
dar k- cl oaked, ashen-faced, stood ny father, staring silent out over the sea.
My heart gave a great |urch.

"I mght walk down with you," G andnother said. "See you on your way."

It's not easy to cast a spell over a fellow practitioner of the art. You need
to be quick or you'll encounter a barrier or counter-spell, and your efforts
will be entirely wasted. This was exceptionally quick. In an instant, w thout
so nmuch as a gl ance at each other, both Father and | threw nets of immbility
over Grandnother, so that she was held there in place fromboth Ieft and
right, feet rooted to the rock, nouth slightly open, eyes frozen in piercing
annoyance.

"She'll be angry,"” | remarked to Father as we set off down the path, he
carrying ny small wooden chest on his shoulder, | clutching a roll of bedding
for the journey. Fiacha flew overhead.

"I"ll deal with it," Father said calmy. | glanced at himand thought I
detected a shadow of amusenent in his dark eyes. But he was thin, so thin, and
he seenmed far ol der than he had | ast autunm, his cheeks hollow, his severe
nmout h bracketed by new |lines of pain. "Now, Fainne, we don't have |long. Are
you well? This will have been a difficult time for you, a time of great

change. It was hard for me to | eave you thus; hard but necessary. Are you
ready for this journey now, daughter?"

| picked my way with caution down the narrow, steep pathway. It had been
raining, and the surface was treacherous. Questions raced through ny head. How
could you let your own nother do this to you? And, Wiy didn't you tell ne the

truth? And, strongest of all, WIIl | ever see you again? | could not ask any
of them for G andnother would know, and it would be ny father who was

puni shed for it. | longed to throw nmy arns around himand blurt out the whole
truth, and be a child again in a world where the rul es nmade sense. | could not
tell himanything.

"Yes, I"'mready," | said, feeling an odd sensation behind ny eyes, as if |
were about to cry.

"Sure?"

"Yes, Father."

So we wal ked on in silence, and it seenmed to nme that although we wal ked quite
slowy, as if reluctant to reach the end, we were very soon down on the |evel
track that skirted the strand, and Dan and Peg and the jostle of bright-clad
folk were in sight along the path.

"Father," | said abruptly.

"Yes, Fainne?"



"I want to say—+ want to thank you for being such a good teacher. To thank you
for your wi sdom and your patience—and—and for letting ne find things out for
nysel f. For trusting nme."

He said nothing for a nonent. Wen he did speak, his voice was a touch
unsteady. "Fainne, it is difficult for me to say this to you."

"What, Father?"

"I - you need not go, if you do not wish to do so. If, in your heart, you fee
this way is not for you, you have that choice."

"Not go?" My heart thunped. Now, now that it was too late, he told ne | could
stay, and | was forbidden to say yes. | cleared ny throat. | had never lied to
hi m before. "Wen we have conme so far, not do this for you? Do |l not owe it to
my nmother to go back to Sevenwaters and beconme what she would wish me to be?
Surely | must go." And, oh, how !l longed to tell himl would give anything to
stay with himin Kerry, and have things be as they once were. But he was ny
father, and for his own sake | must find the courage to | eave him

"I wi shed—+ sinply wished you to understand that ultimtely, what occurs, what
devel ops, is for you to determ ne. And—and, Fainne, this my be a far greater
a far nmore nmoment ous unfol ding of events than either you or | have ever

envi saged. So inportant that | would not dare put it into words for you. W
are what we are by birth and by bl ood. Over that, we have no control. W
cannot break the nold of our kind. But one always has the choice to practice
the craft, to one end or another, or to stand aside. That choice you do have,
daughter."

| stared at him "Not practice the craft? But—but what else is there?"

Fat her made no reply, sinply gave a little nod. Hi s expression renai ned

i npassi ve. He had ever been a master of control. W began to wal k again, our
| ast wal k together around the cove, with the plunes of spray dashing the
Honeyconmb behind us, and the renote cries of the gulls above us, and ahead,
Dan Wl ker advancing toward us, a hand reached out in greeting and a grin on
hi s dark, bearded face.

"Well, Ciaran. You've brought the lass, | see. Gve that bundle to Darragh
young |l ady, and we'll see you settled on the cart. Al ready to go?"

| nodded nervously, staring at the ground. | did not even | ook at Darragh as
he cane up and plucked the roll of bedding out of ny hands. The wooden chest
was | oaded uncerenoni ously onto one cart, and | found nyself hoisted up on the
other one, to be seated next to Peg's friend, MIlly, and several small girls
with rather |oud voices. Father stood al ongside, and | thought he seened even
pal er than before, if that were possible.

"I"ll take good care of her, C aran," said Dan as he | eapt up on the first
cart and took the reins in his hand. "She'll be safe with us."

Fat her nodded acknow edgnent. At the back of the assenbled folk the | ads were
herdi ng ponies into line, whistling sharply. Dogs added their excited voices.
Fiacha retreated to a vantage point atop a dead tree, and the gulls scattered.
"Well," said Father quietly. "Goodbye, daughter. It may be a long tine."

Now that the final parting was come, | could hardly speak. The task ahead was
so daunting it could hardly be imagi ned. Change the course of a battle. Beat
the Fair Folk at a ganme they had been practicing for nore years than there
were grains of sand on the white shore of the cove. A nonentous unfol ding of

events ... | must conplete the task ny grandnother had begun, | mnust do it at
any cost, to repay himfor the years of patience and the priceless gift of
know edge.

"Goodbye, Father," | whispered, and then Peg called to the horses, and gave a



practiced flick of the reins, and we were off. | |ooked back over ny shoul der
watching my father's still figure growing snaller and smaller. | renenber
colors. The deep red of his hair. The ashen white of his stern face. The |ong
bl ack cl oak, a sorcerer's cloak. Behind himthe sea swept in and out, in and
out, and the sky built with angry clouds, slate, purple, violet, dark and
nmysterious as the hide of some great ocean creature. A wind began to stir the
beat en branches of the | ow bushes that bordered the track, and the little
girls huddl ed toget her under their blanket, giggling and whispering behind

t hei r hands.

"It'll pass,"” said Peg to nobody in particular

"Al'l right, lassie?" queried Molly rather awkwardly. | gave a stiff nod, and
wi nced as the cart went over a rock. Then we rounded a bend in the road, and
Fat her was gone.

Chapter Three

It was not a time for |ooking back, so | gritted my teeth and got on with
things as best | could. The worst of it was the constant noise: nei ghing,
bar ki ng, the squeak of cart wheels and folk chattering all at the sanme tine
like a gaggle of geese. | longed to cast a spell of silence. | was tenpted to
put nmy hands over ny ears. Wth an effort, | did neither.

W made a stop by the way quite early on, so Dan Wal ker could see a nman about
a horse. The carts were drawn up in the shelter of tall elns, and the wonen
made a little fire and boiled a kettle for tea. But the horses stayed in
harness, and were watered froma bucket. Al too soon we would be on the road
agai n.

The noi se went on. The smaller children ran about |aughing and yelling and
getting wet in the nearby stream Peg whistled; MIlly humed to herself. The
ol der girls were conducting a conversation about the horse fair, and which of
the lads they'd met | ast year m ght be there again. The boys were joking as
they went anong the animals with their clanking water buckets.

| sat under the trees and inagined the dimstillness of the Honeyconb, where a
whol e day mi ght pass with barely a word spoken; where the only sounds were the
whi sper of sandalled feet and the distant roar of the ocean

"Cone with ne."

Darragh's voice interrupted my thoughts, and then Darragh's hand was grasping
m ne and hauling me to ny feet, before | had a chance to say yes or no.

"I'"ve got sonething to show you. Cone on."

He pull ed me back under the trees and, faster than was confortable, up a

preci pitous grassy hillside to a vantage point crowned with a little cairn of
stones. W had already traveled a | ong way up fromthe coast; the track had
been hard for the horses, and at tinmes folk had clinbed down and wal ked

al ongside the carts. Peg had told ne to stay where | was, and | had not argued
wi th her. Perhaps they thought | would not keep up, because of ny foot.
Darragh was meki ng no such concessi ons.

"Now, " he said. "Look out that way. That's your |ast sight of the Kerry coast.
You'll want to renmenber it. There's no sea at Sevenwaters, just lots and lots
of trees."

It was far away; already so far. There was no crash of waves, no roar of
power, no sound of seabirds squabbling on the shore as the fisherfolk gutted
the catch. Only the gl eam of sunlight on distant water; only the pearly sky,



and the land stretched out in folds of green and gray and brown, dotted here
and there with great stones and clunps of w nd-battered trees.

"Look further out. Qut beyond that pronontory there. Tell ne what you see.”
Darragh put one hand on ny shoulder, turning me slightly, and with the other
he pointed to what seenmed to be a stretch of enpty ocean. "Look carefully.”
There was an island: a tiny, steep triangle of rock, far out in the

i nhospitable waters. If | squinted, | could detect plumes of spray as waves
dashed its base. Another small isle lay close by. Even by ny standards, it was
a desol ate spot.

"You can't see them from our cove," Darragh said. "Skellig rocks, they cal
that place. There's folk live there."

"Live there? How coul d they?"

"Christian hermits. Holy nen. It's supposed to be good for the soul, so they
say. The Norsenen put in there once, killed nost of the brothers, smashed what
little they had. But the hermits went back. Strange sort of life, that'd be.
Think of all you'd be mssing."

"It would be quiet, at least," | said somewhat testily, still staring out at
t he specks in the ocean, and wondering at such a choice.

"Finding it a bit nuch, are you?"
| said nothing.

"You're not used to folk, that's all it is. It'll get easier as we go. You' ve
no need to be scared of us."

"Scared?" | bristled. "Way would | be scared?"
Darragh thought for a nonent. "Because it's all new?" he ventured. "Because
you're used to the quiet, just you and your father shut up al one doi ng what

you do? Because you don't |ike being | ooked at?"

Msery settled on me like a small, personal gray cloud. | stared out toward
the sea in silence.

"True, isn't it?" said Darragh

"Maybe. "

"Perhaps you'd rather be a hermt living on a rock in the sea, feeding
yoursel f on seaweed and cockl es? You'd not have to think about a soul besides
yoursel f then."

"What's that supposed to mean?" | snapped.

"No nore nor less than it says."

"There's nothing wong with a life like that," |I said. "At least it's-safe.”
"Funny way of looking at it. Wat about the cliffs? What about the Norsenen?
What about starving to death in winter? O mght you point your little finger

and turn one of the brothers into a nice fat codfish naybe?"

| froze, unable to look at him There was a difficult silence.



"Fai nne?" he asked eventually. "Wat's wong?"

And | knew that his words had been innocent, a joke, and that it was nmy own
m nd that had put the fear into ne.

" Not hi ng. "

"I worry about you. There was someone el se there this sunmer, wasn't there?"
"My grandnother. On a visit."

"Uh- huh. And that was why you woul dn't come out ?"

"Part of the reason."

"And what was the other part?" He was frowning, his dark brows drawn together.
"I+ can't do ordinary things anynore. | can't have—friends. | can't let that
get in the way. It's hard to explain. This is bad enough, going on the cart,

mxing with folk, having to talk and |isten and—+ just can't do those things
anynore. |-+ can't let anyone close."

Darragh did not reply. | stared at the ground, know ng he was |ooking at ne,
but unwilling to neet the expression in those too-honest brown eyes.
"I"'msorry," | whispered

"So aml," he said slowy. "Sounds pretty odd to nme. You m ght think yourself
too fine for the likes of us. But there's folk of your own kind, where you're
going. Famly. It'Il be good for you, Fainne. They'll welcome you. Folk are
not so bad once you get to know them And—t's only right, to have famly and
friends around you. | don't understand how you could do w thout them™

| drew nmy shawl cl oser around ny shoul ders. "No, | suppose you wouldn't," |

said. "But our kind don't have friends."

Then we turned and made our way back down the hill, and he took my hand on the
steepest bits, and neither of us said a word until we were nearly under the
el ms and could hear Ml ly | aughing at some joke of Peg's.

"You have, you know," Darragh said softly. "Sonetines you get friends w thout
asking for them And once you've got them they' re not so easy to lose."

"I"'mgoing a |l ong way away," | said.

"I"'ma traveling man, remenber?" said Darragh. "Al ways on the nove, that's
ne."

The journey was long. | learned to shut out sonme of the noise by repeating in
nmy head, over and over, the recitation of question and answer that Father and
| had perfected during the |ong years of ny chil dhood.

Wio were the first folk in the land of Erin?

The A d Ones. The Fonhoire.

And who cane next?

So it went, as the carts trundl ed al ong under gentle autum rain and crisp
westerly breeze, and sonetines, when we were running late, under a great arch
of stars.

Whence did you cone?

From t he Caul dron of Unknow ng.



For what do you strive?
For know edge. For wi sdom For an understanding of all things.

The lore was all that | had to keep ne going. The lore was control and
direction, am dst the noisy children and the chattering wonen and the const ant
conpany, nore conmpany than | was likely to want in a lifetinmne.

Peg was ki nd enough in her rough way. She never asked ne to help with skinning
rabbits, or fetching water, or washing the children's clothes. She tried to
find me a quiet corner to roll out ny bedding, once she saw how | edged away
fromthe other girls and pulled the blanket over ny ears. Wen we stopped for
a single night, we'd sleep in the carts, with a sort of awning over that gave
hal f-shelter. The boys slept out under the trees, next to the horses. There
was a snell, with so many fol k close together, and it was never really quiet.
Oten | lay awake | ooking up at the sky, thinking of Father back home, and
listening to the small cracklings and rustlings around e, the horses
shuffling, the sigh of children rolling over in their sleep, the snores of

ol der folk worn out by a long day on the road. At dawn they'd be up again and
soon ready to be off, the packing a well-practiced, speedy process. It seened
to me we were covering a great distance, despite many stops to sell baskets,

or collect a pony, or sinmply to visit old friends. | lost count of the days
after a while. There was a time when we cane down t hrough a desol ate sort of
valley with what | ooked like snmall |akes at the bottom and | nanaged to

wayl ay Darragh for a nmonment as he came by the back of the cart where | was
sitting.

"Are we nearly there?" | asked him softly so that nobody el se coul d hear
"Nearly where?" asked Darragh.
"Nearly at Sevenwaters," | whispered.

Darragh gave his crooked grin and shook his head. "Scarce hal fway yet," he

said. "lIt's a long way north, and east as well, before we reach the forest.
Quite different, it is, in those parts. Still, you'll get a rest soon, and a
bit of fun."

"Fun?" | scowed at him bitterly disappointed that we had so far still to go,

and furious with nyself for having asked.

"That's right. Best days of the year. Down the bottom where the valley opens
out, we'll be stopping a while. Resting the horses. Miking a proper little
canp. Not far fromthere, you come to the Cross. That's where they hold the
best horse fair in the country. Ganes, races, music, plenty of food and drink
finest conpany you're likely to meet anywhere. Get to know sone great folks
there, you will." He was watching me closely. "Don't | ook so anxi ous, Fainne.
"Il 1ook after you."

W stopped by the | akeside, and the nenfol k went a certain distance al ong the
shore, out of sight. The day was not so cold, for all the autumm was passing.
Not that it was ever any trouble getting the children into the water, it was
washi ng themthat was the problem | watched as the wonen and ol der girls
stripped and scrubbed the little ones, to the acconpani nent of squeal s of
protest and rmuch spl ashing. The bath gave way to a sort of water fight, and
then Peg and Mdlly and the other girls took off their own clothes w thout so
much as a word of warning, and proceeded to wash thensel ves with a shared

sliver of soap and a volley of ribald corments. | | ooked away, feeling a
strange m xture of enbarrassnent and envy. Things seemed so nuch easier for
them | did not like the water. At home, | had never swmin the sea. My baths

had been taken in a small tub before the fire, and | had fetched and war ned



the water myself. Always, | had perforned my ablutions in conplete privacy.
Even G andnot her had respected that. Still, | knew | was dirty and did not
snell as | would wish to, and | did have two clean gowns in ny little chest.
But this—+this was too hard

Peg scranbl ed out of the water, her body still |ean and shapely for all her
brood of children.

"Come on, lass," she said with a snile. "Last chance to get spick-and-span

before the fair. The water's not so chill, once you're in." | - | don't know"
"Come, child, nobody's looking. There's a little cove there, a bit nore
private. Not used to this, | can see. |I'll keep a watch out for you." So, ny
cheeks hot with enbarrassment, | picked my way down to the water's edge,

separated fromthe others by a curve of shore and a few willows, and stripped
of f ny clothes while Peg, who had donned a fresh gown and was now conbi ng and
re-plaiting her long dark hair, sat on a fallen tree trunk nearby and warned
off the children if they came too close. The water was freezing. To make

t hi ngs worse, the bottomwas soft, oozing nmud, and it was easy to | ose your
footing. And it grew deep so quickly. | glanced over and saw the other girls
swi mm ng, brown arns flashing, wet hair |ike graceful weed across naked

shoul ders. Farther down the lake it sounded as if the boys were swi nging from
a tree branch into deep water. | washed as quickly as | could, using the scrap
of soap on body and hair, grateful for the chance to rid nyself of the sweat
and grine of the journey, terrified that | mght take one step too many, and

plunge in over ny head by m stake. Peg was | ooking the other way. | could be
drowned before she noticed. Nobody knew | could not swim Nobody but Darragh
To sink beneath the water, to gasp and strain and be unable to fill the chest
with air, that would be a terrible way to go. It would be like ... it would be
the sane as ... | willed that thought out of my mnd, unfinished.

When | cane out Peg handed me a cloth to dry nyself, and then there was Ml ly
with a gown in her hands, a gown that was not nmine, for it was a bright
honespun, striped in blue and green, and over her shoul der she had a
neckerchief with a little border of blue ribbon

| stood shivering with the cloth hugged around nme, barely covering ny
nakedness.

"I have another gown in ny chest,” | managed. "I don't—= "This'll be easier,"”
said Peg in a no-nonsense sort of voice. "Good color for you, the blue. Here,
put your arms up, lass. That's it."

They had everything, even a clean shift for underneath, and stockings with
bl ue borders. Wien | was dressed, Peg turned ne around and began to brush out
nmy hair. "I don't-"

"There, child. No trouble. No trouble at all. Wat a head of curls. |'ve a
nice bit of the blue ribbon left, fromsew ng those kerchiefs—Mll, see if
you can find it, will you—that'll be just right to fasten the end of this

plait. Your nother had a fine head of hair. Lovely color, like dark clover

honey, it was."

| said nothing as her deft fingers began to plait nmy hair, as fast and ninble
as could be, and tie it with the bright blue ribbon M|y produced froma
basket tucked in the depths of the cart.

"There," said Peg, holding me at armis |length and | ooking ne up and down. " Not

so bad, was it? Now let's wash these things, and we'll be on our way. Plenty
of time to dry themout in the norning. Proper canmp tonight; a good fire,
chance to relax and enjoy ourselves. You'll like it, lass. See if you don't."

Soon we were back on the cart and trundling on between ever flatter fields.



There was a snell of the sea in the air again. The little girls had fallen
unusual ly silent, staring at ne with their big dark eyes. Mybe, | thought,
they were tired out fromtheir bath. Then one of them spoke up

"You | ook pretty," she said, and exploded in a fit of nervous giggles. The

ot hers shushed her, and they maintained silence for a few nonments, and then
all three burst into hilarity again. And because |I could not tell if she had
meant it, or was nerely teasing ne, | said nothing at all

It was just as Darragh had told ne. W reached |evel ground and a fork in the
track, and all of a sudden there were peopl e everywhere, nen on horseback

boys | eading ponies, farners with carts piled high, strangely dressed fol k
with juggling balls or colored birds in cages. There was an encl osed cart,
with a black-clad fell ow seated norosely in front, driving a skinny old horse.
Besi de them a younger man wal ked, and as he went he extolled the virtues of
various elixirs for sale: love philters, magic potions of strength, curses to
set on an eneny. "Cone one, cone all," he shouted with great vigor and greater
confidence. "lIlls cured! Fortunes predicted! Look for the G and Master under
the old oaks north of the racing ground. Satisfaction guaranteed.” | stared as
they made their way past us, and | wondered what the fellow had in his

m xtures. A few herbs and a dash of honey? Nothing nmuch of value, | suspected.
But there were those who ran after his cart, babbling with excitenment. Mre
fools they, | thought. They'd soon be parted fromwhat little silver they had,
and for nothing.

W did not share the road long with the ever-increasing throng, but took a
side way to the west, and soon reached a sheltered stretch of sward fringed by
el der trees and bordered by a swift-running stream Here we halted and canp
was set up. This tine the carts were fully unpacked, serviceable shelters
erected, and a solid fireplace of stones constructed in the center of the open
space, with roomaround it for folk to sit in confort. The horses were
unharnessed, then loosely tethered in the shelter of the trees, and the boys
began the task of brushing them down, each in turn, and checking for any

possi bl e damage after the journey. | gathered we were to stay here for the
duration of the fair, going up the road each day to do business and returning
to our canp at night. | could hear the sea, a soft, persistent washing in and

out of small waves.
The wonen and girls had a big tent now, and in this | was given

my own corner, which Peg showed ne, winking. As | rolled out ny beddi ng and
checked the | ock on the wooden chest, | managed a whi spered thank-you, and she
gave a crooked grin, the inmage of her son's. As soon as ny things were set out
neatly | made nmy escape, out of the tent, between the trees, and down a little
track to the west. It wasn't far. A short wal k on the pebbly path, between
scrubby bushes, up a gentle rise, and there it was. The breakers rolled lazily
into lick at the pure, w de beach that stretched between high pronontories to
north and south. Farther out there were plunmes of spray, and dark rocks slick
with water. A great reef, it seened, guarded this peaceful bay. The setting
sun noved ever closer to the vast expanse of water, and touched the sand to
pal e gold. Here and there on the shore figures could be seen: two boys
gal l oping their ponies neck and neck in a wild race along the margin of |and
and water; a lad on a black horse, out there sw mm ng, breasting the power of
the swell, then coming in to shore, dripping, to shake off the excess in a
shower of silver. There were fol k wal king, a couple hand in hand, a girl
bending to pick up shells.

| sat there awhile, watching. | sat there | ong enough to beconme calm to slow
nmy breathing, to tell myself | could manage, | woul d manage. Perhaps, when
they gathered around the fire in the evening, they would not think it amss if
| retired early to sleep. Maybe, when they went up to join the great throng at
the horse fair, | mght remain behind here and wal k al one on the shore, or sit
and watch the slow pattern, always changi ng, always still the same. Perhaps



that m ght be possible. If it were not, | would have to use the @ anour
I ndeed, G andnother would think it foolish that I had not done so by now, to

cover ny awkwardness, to mask ny fear of strangers. | thought it foolish
nysel f, really. But there was sonething held ne back. | renmenbered Darragh's
frown, and Darragh's words. | don't like it when you do that. | thought of the
little girl's voice. You look pretty. | had decided, alnost, that she was

joking. But for a noment her words had warned nme. If | used the d anour
everyone would think I was pretty. But it was not the sane.

In the event, there was no escaping the evening's festivities. My hal f-framed
excuse was brushed aside by Peg, who bustled ne out into the circle of folk
seated on rugs and old boxes and bits and pieces around the fire. She sat ne
down between Molly and herself, put a cup of sonething steam ng and fragrant
into ny hands, then settled herself down for the fun, all, it seenmed, in the
twi nkling of an eye. There was sinply no chance to object.

Around the fire were many faces, old and new. The snmaller children sat
drowsi ng on parents' knees, or slept curled in blankets close by a watchful
sister or brother. The ol der folk were given pride of place, the nost
confortable seats, the nearest proximty to the fire's warnth. Everyone was
there: Dan Walker with his little dark beard and the gold ring in his ear; the
group of youths | had encountered on my visit to the canp, back hone; Darragh
hinself, talking to a couple of brightly clad girls | had not seen before.
There were other folk I did not know, though clearly they were invited guests.
The two girls seened to have brothers, or cousins, and there was an ol der
gray-haired man sitting by Dan and sharing the hot drink froma great kettle
set by the fire. | sipped cautiously. It was good, but strong, sonething like
a cider with spices and honey.

"What about a tale or two?" sonmebody asked. "Who's got a good story? Brian?
Di ar nui d?"

"Not me," said the gray-haired nman, shaking his head. "Got a toothache. Can't
talk."

"Huh!" scoffed another. "Have sone nore to drink, that'll soon

cure it."

"Fellow at the fair, pulls teeth neat and quick," Mlly suggested. "You need
to visit him he'd have it out for you before you could so much as squeal . "
"That butcher?" The man paled visibly. "I'd as soon get ny old worman to | ay
hold of it with a pair of fire tongs."

There were several suggestions as to what other renedi es he m ght have
recourse to, none of themvery practical. Then Dan \Wal ker spoke up

"I"lIl tell a tale,"” he said. There was a chorus of approval, then silence.
"It's about a man called Daithi, Daithi O Flaherty. No relation, you
understand, of the distinguished fanmily of that name that lives in these
parts." There was a roar of appreciative laughter. "A farmer, he was. Well,
this Daithi got an idea he mght go and see his sweetheart, just to pass the
time of day, you understand. He was nmaking his way along the road when he
heard a little noise, tap tap-pity tap, fromdown under the bushes by the
track. Daithi was a sharp

fellow He didn't make a sound, but crouched down quiet-1like, and peered under
the twigs to see what it was. And bless me if he didn't spot a tiny wee
fellow, all dressed in a pointed hat and a fine snmall apron of |eather, and by
hima pitcher with a little dipper laid by it. The small one was tappi ng away
at a boot he was nmaking, a boot the |length of one part of your finger, fit
only for a clurichaun such as hinmself. As Daithi watched, holding his breath,
the wee fell ow put down his cobbler's tool, and went to the pitcher, and he

di pped the ladle in and got hinmself a drink of the liquor; and then he went
back to his work, tap tappity tap

"Best handle this careful, said Daithi to hinself. So he kept his voice soft,



not to startle the little man.

'Good day to you, fine sir,' he spoke up, as polite as can be.
" "And you, sir,' replied the small one, still tapping away.

" "And what might it be that you're a-fashioning there? asked Daithi
"' "Tis a shoe, to be sure,' said the clurichaun, with a touch of scorn. 'And
what m ght you be doi ng, wandering the track instead of doing your day's

wor k?

" Til be back to it soon enough,' replied Daithi, thinking, Unless | catch you
first. "Nowtell ne, what is it you have in your fine wee pot there?

" 'Beer,' said the little man. 'The tastiest ever brewed. Made it meself He
licked his lips.

' '"Indeed?' said Daithi. 'And what m ght you use, for such a brew? Malt, would
it be?

"The clurichaun rolled his eyes in disdain. "Malt? Malt's for babies. This
drink's brewed from heather. None better.'

"'"'Heat her?' exclained Daithi. 'You can't brew beer from heather.'

" "Ah,' said the wee fellow. ' 'Twas the Dubh-ghaill showed ne. Secret recipe.
"Tis me own family makes it, and no other.’

" 'Can | taste it then?
" "Surely,' said the clurichaun. '"But it's shocked | am that a fine farner
such as yourself would be thinking to pass the tine of day drinking by the
road, when it's his own geese are out of the yard and running riot all over
hi s nei ghbor's garden.’

"Daithi was shocked, and nearly turned away to run back down to the cottage
and see if the wee man was right. But at the last instant he renenbered, and

i nstead his hand shot out to grab the clurichaun by one | eg. The jug went
over, and all the beer spilt out on the ground.

" "Now,' said Daithi as sternly as he could, 'show me where you keep your
store of gold, or it'll be the worse for you.'

"Well, the clurichaun was rightly trapped, for as we all know, you need only
hol d onto such a one and keep himin your sight, and he has to show you his
treasure. So on they went down to Daithi's own fields, and into a place with
many rocks still to be shifted before it would be good for planting. The
clurichaun pointed to one of these big stones toward the south end of the
field.

" "There,' said the little fellow. 'Under that, there's me crock of gold, and
bad cess to you.'

"Well, Daithi tried and he tried to shift the rock, pushing and heaving, and
all the while holding onto the clurichaun, and eventually he knew he'd not get
it out without his spade. But there were so many stones there; a whole field
of stones. He'd need to mark it sonehow, before he went for the spade. Daithi
felt in his pocket. There was a bit of red ribbon there that he'd got froma
traveling man, and planned to give to his sweetheart for a surprise. He fished
it out, and tied it around the rock where the gold lay buried.

" '"There,' he said. He frowned at the wee nman. 'Now, before |I let you free,'
he said, knowing well the trickery of such folk, 'l want your word. You're not
to nove the treasure before | come back with the spade. And you're not to take



the ribbon off this rock. G ve ne your pronise.

" 'l promise, sure and | do,' said the clurichaun with absolute sincerity."
There was a ripple of laughter fromthose in Dan's audi ence who knew t he end
of this story.

" "Al right then,' said Daithi

" "WIIl you let me go, so?" the wee nman asked, polite as can be. So Daithi

rel eased him and the clurichaun was off in a flash. Daithi went home for his
spade, and rushed back to the field with his mnd full of all the things he
woul d do when he laid his hands on that crock of gold. And as he cane around
the corner and cl apped eyes on the field, what did he see? Every single stone
inthat field was wearing a red ribbon, neat as could be. And try as he m ght,
and

dig as he would, Daithi O Flaherty never did find the clurichaun's treasure.”

There was a ripple of satisfied applause. Even | had enjoyed the story, though
it had | acked the grandeur of those ny father told. Then the gray-haired man,
apparently cured of his toothache, volunteered a song. It was a fine,
uplifting tune about how hard it was to nmake a living in the bitter cold and
harsh | and of Ceann na Mara, and how he loved it so well, regardless, that his
heart would always call himback there. There were nore tales: funny, sad,
touching. At the end, Darragh was persuaded to play his pipes. This time he
did not choose one of the heart-stopping lanments | had heard so often ringing
across the hillside above the cove. He played nusic for dancing, and the young
folk got up and made a circle, and there was a stanping of feet and a cl appi ng
of hands, and the bright whirl of skirts and fringed shawl s in the warm gol den
light of the canpfire. | sat and watched and sipped ny drink. Darragh played
on. He was not |ooking at the joyful dancers, or at the older fol k seated
confortably, renewing friendships after a year's parting. He was | ooking at

me. CGet up and dunce, his eyes said, challenging. Wy don't you? And deep

i nside nme, sonething wanted to do just that. The nusic spoke to the blood; it
called to feelings best |eft unwoken. But | had been well trained. | spoke to
nmysel f severely. You, dance? Don't be silly. You'll never dance, not without
maki ng a, fool of yourself. Besides, you are what you are. You are outside
this, and always will be.

After that it was easy enough to get up, have a quiet word with Peg, and
retire to the tent

"Enj oyed yourself, did you, lass?" Peg queried. | gave a little nod that could
have neant anything, and fled to my dark corner and privacy. Qutside the mnusic
pl ayed on. At sonme point, Darragh's pipes were joined by a whistle and a drum
In ny owmn snmall patch of stillness, | unfastened the wooden chest and,
rummagi ng through the contents, | found Ri ona and took her out. Her features
could barely be discerned in the shadows.

Did my nother dance? | asked her. |Is that what this once was, a dress for

danci ng? My fingers touched a fold of the rose-colored silk that made up
Riona's small gown. Surely only a lovely, confident girl would wear such a
fabric. And yet, that same girl had becone the fragile creature of Peg's

wor ds, the woman who had abandoned her little child and the young man who

| oved her so desperately, the woman who had sinply stepped off the cliff one
day and gone down, down through the wild spray into the icy grip of the ocean
surge as it hamrered the rocks of the Honeyconb. Her own family had done this
to her; her father, her uncles, her brother who still ruled as |ord of
Sevenwat ers. Darragh's talk of famly was rubbish. They had as good as killed
her, and they had all but destroyed ny father. In their way they were as bad
as ny grandnother. Now | nust confront them and sonehow | rnust conplete the
task my grandnother had laid on me. How could I think of tales, and nusic, and
fun, when | had that ahead of ne? Dan Wal ker and his kind were sinple folKk.
Even the stories they told were sinple. |I did not belong with them and it was



foolish to believe | ever would. | rmust keep nyself to nyself and make sure
drew no undue attention. In time the journey would be ended, and | could begin
the work that was required of ne.

But it was not so easy. It seened to me there was a small conspiracy afoot to
bring me out of nyself, and make nme a part of everything whether | wanted it
or not. They were up early next morning, with folk already eating their
porridge as | energed, bleary-eyed, fromthe tent. There was a comunal water
trough. | splashed ny face, having | earned soon enough not to be too fussy.
"Eat up quick," advised one of the girls as she hurried past ne, tying her
hair neatly back in a kerchief. "lIt's quite a walk. And trading starts early.
Mutely, | accepted a bow of porridge and retired under the trees to sit on a
fallen branch and eat. | was tired. It had been a late night. | did not want
to go anyway. But they all seened so busy; there was nobody I could ask. The
poni es nmust | ook their best; Dan was inspecting them as the boys noved around
putting the final touches on: the intricate plaiting of a mane here, the
careful brushing of a tail there. Peg was sorting out the best of the baskets,
and giving the girls instructions about trading and nore instructions about
not getting into trouble. Maybe there was no need to ask if | could stay

behi nd. Maybe they would just forget ne. A sudden wave of homesi ckness swept
over me, a longing to see Father and be back in safe, famliar, quiet Kerry
once more. If only | could just pack up a little bag and set off by nyself,

retracing the way until | came up the hill where the standing stones narked
t he passing of tine, and found nyself back in the cove again.
But | could not go. The only way was forward. | felt powerless and sad. | felt

truly outside, as if there were nowhere | bel onged.

"Best clean that bow and get ready to go, lass.'
t houghts. "W'll be away soon. Busy day."

Peg' s voice broke into ny

| looked up at her, fram ng the words. Then Darragh appeared behi nd her
dressed in his best, green neckerchief jaunty, boots polished to a high shine.

"It's too far for Fainne to walk," he said to his nother

"Lass'll do well enough," Peg said, |ooking at himsidelong with a rather odd
expression. "She's not a cripple.”

"I + woul d—= was as nuch as | got out. Two pairs of eyes regarded ne intently,
and | knew they knew what | was trying to say.

"Tell you what," said Darragh casually. "I'Il take Fainne with ne. Wn't hurt
Aoife to carry one nore. I'll drop her off near the oaks, make sure we find
you before | head off for the sale lines. Be easier for all concerned.”

"If that's what you want," said his nother dryly. "Don't be |ate,

NOW.

"No, Mam " grinned Darragh, and advanced to where | stood scow ing under the
trees, enpty porridge bow in hand. "Ready?" he queried with a lift of the
br ows.

"I don't even want to go," | grunbled.
"Well, you can't stay here on your own, so there's no choice really, is
there?" he said lightly. "You'll need a kerchief on your head, it's w ndy

riding. Best plait up your hair, too. WWant ne to do it for you?"

"I certainly do not!" | snapped. "I'mnot a baby. I'lIl do it nyself."



"Don't be long," he said calmy.

One of the other girls offered to help with ny hair, and because | was in a
hurry, | let her. This | regretted soon enough

"Special treatment, huh?" she queried as her fingers worked their way through
the thick, intractable mass of russet curls.

I could not | ook at her, to quell her gossip with an expression of disdain.
was forced, therefore, to reply. "Wat do you nean?"

"Cetting a ride with Darragh. He's never done that before, taken a girl up to
the Cross with him Too many |asses after him that's his problem Very

careful, is Darragh. Doesn't play favorites."

| could scarcely think of what to say. | might have sl apped her face, if she
had not had hold of my hair.

"There's no favorites about it," | whispered angrily. "He's just being

hel pful, that's all, because | can't walk very fast." | noved ny right foot

slightly, to show the boot that was a different shape froman ordinary one.
"That ?" said the girl, offhand. "That's nothing much. You' d keep up all right.
CGot a bit of ribbon, have you?"

| handed her the blue ribbon, over ny shoul der

"No. You're favored all right. Not like himto hang around waiting, first day
of the fair. He's always the earliest one off, straight after sun-up. Horse

mad, Darragh is. Wait till he turns up at the Cross with you behind him Break
a few of the |asses' hearts, that will."

"You're wong, |I'msure," | said, feeling ny cheeks grow hot with
enbarrassnment. "It's just that—that | amnot one of you. A-a stranger, a

guest. He's being polite. That's all."

The girl tied the ribbon neatly and firmy. "Maybe," she said, |eaning around
with a little grin that narked her out as another of Peg's seeningly endl ess
brood. She must, therefore, be Darragh's sister. | could not even renenber her
nane. "And maybe not." And then she was off in a flurry of red skirts and a
twi nkl e of gold earrings, before | could even think of saying thank you.

She was conpl etely wong, of course. Darragh and | were old friends, that was
all. And Darragh thought I would be a nuisance and get into trouble if he did
not play watchdog. Anything else was far too difficult to contenplate. | tied
the little kerchief with its blue border over ny newy braided hair, and went
out to where he waited, with no sign of inpatience, while Aoife cropped
tranquilly at the grass. It seemed as if Dan and the nmen and the other | ads
were al ready gone. Peg and Mol ly were organizing bigger children to carry
younger ones, and maki ng use of a couple of old horses to bear baskets and
babi es.

Darragh was | ooking at me with an odd expression, alnmpst as if he were going

to | augh.
"Quite the little traveling girl," he remarked. "All you need's a finishing
touch, and you'll blend right in. Here." He reached under his jacket and

brought out a bundle of silk-soft cloth, neatly folded. As | took it in ny
hands it flowed out of itself and was reveal ed as a dazzling shaw of nany
colors, closely patterned with tiny creatures, delicate and jewel -1ike,

| eaf-green lizards, vivid blue birds, golden butterflies and exotic, rainbow
fish with fronded tails. The shaw was fringed with | ong shining tassels,
somewher e between gold and silver. It was the nost beautiful garnment | had
ever seen.

"I can't wear this," | said, staring at it. It seened fit only for a princess.

"No?" said Darragh, and he plucked it out of ny hands and put it around ny
shoul ders, tying the ends in front. "Cone on," he said. "I prom sed not to be



|ate. Not scared to ride a pony, are you?"
"Of course not!" | retorted.
"Well, then."

Wth himhelping, it wasn't too hard to scranble up on Aocife's back. 1'd

t hought | would have to cling on behind him as his sister had said; but he
put me up in front, sitting across like a |lady, and held onto me with one arm
whil e the other hand kept a light hold on the reins. It seened to ne, as we
went, that Aoife knew what he wanted al nost w t hout being told. Wen there was
a fork in the track, Darragh would say a quiet wrd, and she'd go one way or
the other. He'd touch her with his knee, or put a brown hand on her gl ossy
white neck, and she'd understand strai ght away what he want ed.

"Al'l right?" he asked nme once or twice, and | nodded. In fact, it was better
than all right. It felt like old times; like the days of silent conpani onship
we had shared as children. Those times were lost now | knew that. But for as
long as this ride mght take, | could pretend that nothing had changed.

could feel the soft touch of the wonderful shawl with its vibrant pattern of
life, enfolding me like a talisman of protection; | could al nost believe | was
one of the traveling folk, riding to the fair as bold as could be, and behind
me, with his armaround ny waist, a fine fell ow who was the best piper in al

of Kerry. Here | was, riding on the whitest and cl everest pony you ever saw,
with the wind in nmy face, and the strange, stark shapes of distant hills on
the one side, and the waters of a vast inlet on the other, bordered by a rocky
shore, with here and there a little beach and a boat or two drawn up for

saf ekeepi ng. There were not so many fol k about, not now. Perhaps we really
were |late. Darragh didn't seem bothered, and Aoife nade her way as if she were
the only creature of inportance on the road anyway. W had passed Peg and

Mol Iy and the children, and Darragh's sister had wi nked at ne.

After a while | said to him "Wat's your sister's nanme?"

"Wi ch one?"

"The one with the red skirt, and a bold sort of way with her. The next one
down fromyou, | think."

There was a little pause. "Wy don't you ask her?" said Darragh

| made no reply.

"They don't bite, Fainne," he said, but there was no reproach in his tone.
"That'd be Roisin. Been giving you cheek, has she?"

"Not really."

"You need to watch out for her. She'll say just what she thinks, if she's a
mnd to."

"Mn" | said. "I've noticed."

"She's a good girl, though. They all are.™

Al too soon we were there. | had never seen so nmany people all in the one

pl ace, nor heard such a din of voices. There was a sort of order init, if you
| ooked cl ose enough. The real business was over where the horses were, with
little groups of farmers and traveling men and a feww th the air of a loca
lord or a naster at arms, checking teeth and inspecting hooves, and conducti ng
i ntense, private conversations. Nearer at hand, folk were trading for a
variety of goods, and chattering, and there was a snell of sonething good
roasting over a little fire, and I could see the covered cart of the G and
Master and his vol uble henchman. From a di stance, someone called out to
Darragh. We cane to a halt under a stand of great trees.

"Well, then," he said, and slipped from Acife's back, light as a feather

"Here we are."” He lifted me down, and stood there with his hands around ny

wai st. "Ah," he said. "Asmle. That's a rare treat."

| reached out to pat Aoife's well-grooned flank. "Not selling her, are you?"
queri ed.

"Her? Not likely. Couldn't part with her, not now. She's ny |uck."



| nodded. "Someone's calling you," | said.

Darragh took his hands away. "Not sure | can go," he said, frowning. "Mams
not here yet, and | said |I'd nake certain | found themfor you. And up there's
no place for a girl," jerking his head toward the horse |ines.

Anot her voice yelled out, "Darragh! You' re needed here!™

"You'd better go," | said, with nmore courage than | felt. "I can wait here
under the oaks and | ook out for the others.”

Darragh's brown eyes regarded ne very closely. "Sure?"

"I"'mnot a child. | think | can be relied on to wait a little and not get
lost."
"Prom se you'll stay out of trouble."

"Don't be ridicul ous.
"Promse, or I'll be obliged to wait here with you."
"Darragh!" This tine it was Dan \Wal ker who was cal ling.

"This is stupid. Al right, | promse."
"See you later, then." He tweaked the corner of my kerchief, turned on his
heel and was gone, with Aoife wal king obediently beside him steady as a rock
in the seething, noisy press of the crowd.

| did nean it, when | promised. | really did. But you can't hel p who you are,
and what you are. Sonetines things happen, and you have to act, you sinply
cannot stop yourself. That was how it was, that nmorning at the Cross.

| melted into the shadows under the big trees, wishing | had the power to
command invisibility. For now | could stand here unobserved, brilliant-col ored
shawl or no, since all attention was on the Grand Master's cart. It was being
opened and unpacked not ten strides away fromme, to much crani ng of necks and
ooh-ing and aah-ing fromthe crowd assenbl ed around it. The | anky assi stant
was doi ng nost of the work and all the talking, while the Master hinself stood
there in his tattered apology for a wizard's cloak, staring down his beak of a
nose and doi ng his best to | ook haughty and nysterious. There was | ess magic
in that lugubrious fellow, | thought, than | had in nmy smallest ringer. You
could see at first glance that he was a fake, and it was astonishing that folk
seenmed to be taken in by it.

The assistant was a very busy man. Soon the area to each side of the cart was
a gaudy array of banners and netting, with many little cages hung on poles, in
each of which was a strange creature that mght be obtained for a price, to
anuse a sweetheart or make a neighbor jealous. | edged a little closer, but it
was hard to see without being seen. In the cage nearest to ne there was a
forlorn-1ooking bird, an o sort of thing with ragged plumage. It edged from
side to side on its perch, the nmovenents jerky, the eyes round and wild. Bel ow
it, some furry creature sat, with a clawed hand curled around the bars of its
smal |l prison, and its head | eaning over as if feigning sleep. On the other
side, something was uttering shrill screeches, and folk were pointing, with
l[ittle exclamations.

"Now, nmy fine ladies, nmy estimable lords, ny fortunate young ones!" The
assi stant was shouting; essential over the racket. "Come cl oser, come closer
and the Master will show you the amazing renmedi es we have for you this year



some tried and true, sone wondrous new di scoveries, all astonishingly
effective.”

He went on in this vein for sone tine. | glanced around. There was still no
sign of Peg and Molly and the others. | noved closer. | could see the source
of the noise now a brightly colored bird tethered to a perch on the far side
of the cart. Behind it were nore caged creatures. Doves. Finches. A

pal e-furred hare, confined very close, so close it could not turn, let alone
flex its strong legs and spring as was the way of its kind. There was a boy
there, poking his finger in at it, and the creature had not even the roomto
flinch away. | | ooked into its eyes: blank, staring eyes where panic had
overtaken reason. The bird screamed again, and it seemed to ne it was crying
out the rage and the fear of all of them for being shut up and put on show
and | ooked at, for being a thing of beauty shackl ed and gawked at and enjoyed,
and then thrown away wi thout further thought.

The man was goi ng on about a potion of strength. He pretended to drink a
little, and then chose a big fellow fromthe crowd to cone up and fight him
The result was inevitable. The two of them made a pretense of sparring, and
then the Master's assistant felled his much | arger opponent with a careful tap
to the jaw. The giant collapsed, and the crowd gasped. After a short pause,
during which a child was heard to say, "lIs he dead Man?," the fell ow began to
groan, and was hauled to his feet, rubbing his jaw and rolling his eyes. There
was a babble of excitenent, and an eager jostle of buyers. | wondered how nmuch
they had paid the large man for his perfornance.

"And now," said the henchman, apparently buoyed by his success, "the Master

hinself will denonstrate the use of the new, all-effective |ove philter. Made
with his very own hands, this potion of power will transformthe nost

reluctant sweetheart into . . . dear friends, you cannot imagine. It nust
speak for itself. Good folk, here is ... the Master."

W were supposed to cheer, | think. | still could not see properly. But if I
nmoved any closer, | would be right in the crowd, and fol k would | ook at ne and
press up against nme and naybe talk to me and . . . My fingers clutched the

amul et for reassurance. Use the d anour, child, said nmy grandnother's voi ce,
somewhere in nmy head. Be what you Iike.

| did it quickly, before | could change ny m nd. Peg and Molly weren't there.
Darragh was busy. Nobody would notice a thing. | chose the form| judged | east
likely to draw any attention, a nuch ol der version of nyself, a woman of

m ddl e years, in plain working clothes, shawl ed and scarved and

straggl e-haired. | could have been anyone. |ndeed, there were many others just
like nme in the throng. Not a soul noticed as | noved quietly down to stand
near the front, where | could see the man who called hinself the Master
scanni ng the crowd, while maintaining his pose of disdain.

"The Master's |ooking," said his assistant portentously. "Looking, searching
for a fellowthat's lonely; for some poor soul with no sweetheart. What about
you, sir?"

"He's taken!" retorted a sharp femal e voice fromthe back of the crowd.
Everyone | aughed.

"Ah," said the assistant as the Master pointed a bony finger. "Here's a
fellow. What is your nane, sir?"

The man was red with enbarrassnent, but grinning at the same tinme. "H s nane's
Ross," offered a hel pful friend, spluttering with laughter. "A few sheaves
short of the full stack, but a fine man for all that." It sounded as if they'd



made an early start on the ale.

"You' d like a pretty sweetheart, now, wouldn't you, Ross?" asked the assistant
as he hauled his victimup on the cart steps where all could view him "Let's
see if we can find one for you. Wich of you |l adies wants to test our new
elixir, now?"

There was a shuffling of feet, and a silence. Seeningly there were no takers.
| was not surprised. The man they had chosen was skinny and none too
cl ean-1 ooki ng, and he had a bul bous nose with a drip on the end.

"Come, now," coaxed the henchman. "Who'll try it? There nmust be a lovely | ady
here who'd Iike a bit of fun? No? Then the Master hinmself nust beg."

The bl ack-cl oaked man had al ready descended fromthe cart, and had begun to

pace al ong the front where fol k stood cl ose-packed. | had been watchi ng him
while others had all their attention on the fell ow who was doing the tal king.
The Master had in his hand a fine gold chain with a small, shining object

strung on it, and he was dangling it to and fro, to and fro.

"There might be alittle something init, for the girl that's bold enough,"”
hinted the assistant. The Master paced back and forth. The little chain swing
left and right, left and right. He halted. He paused. He stretched out a
finger and pointed.

"Ah!" excl ainmed the assistant. "W have a willing taker. Come up, ny dear
cone up and sip this exquisite potion, nade fromcarefully sel ected herbs and
berries and just—a—tittle" he made a circle with his thunb and first finger
"of the nmpst secretly guarded of ingredients. Just a tiny sip."”

The girl they had chosen was very young, certainly younger than nyself, and
poorly clad, with a gown rmuch nmended. For all that, there was a delicate bl oom
about her that might catch a man's fancy. Nobody rai sed an objection when the
men |l ed her forward. It seenmed she was there al one. Nobody noticed the way she
stared at the little gold chain swinging to and fro, to and fro, as if that
were all she could see. Nobody but ne. | felt anger building in ne.

The Master put the gold chain away in his pocket. The young girl stood there

before him her pure features blank of expression. On the other side, the man
wi th the bul bous nose | eered across at her, then rolled his eyes back to his

friends in the crowd, who sniggered and poked each other in the ribs.

The Master bent over and whispered in the girl's ear. Al that | heard was
"Drink this, my dear." But there had been nore. | could guess what it was.

She took the little cup in her hand and drank. There was a hush of
expectation. For a noment, nothing happened. Then she turned, expressionless,
and took a step over to the man, Ross. She twi ned her arnms around his neck
and pressed her body against his, and planted a long kiss on his lips. The
crowmd cheered and appl auded. | watched the way the man's hand groped at her
skirts, and the way his tongue

went, disgustingly, in her nouth. | waited for the Master to click his fingers
or wave his hand before the girl's eyes, and undo what he had done. Instead,
he wat ched the fellow | ead the young girl down the steps and away through the
crowmd. A rush of other nen clustered around the cart, eager to buy. | was
outraged. It was nothing but a sham an old trick, easy as |long as you picked
a susceptible subject. Sinply done. Sinply undone.



But this man had not undone it. He had let that little girl go, with that
fellow, and—as | said, you are what you are. Sonetimes you just have to act.
The rainbow bird sat on its perch just by the Master's shoul der, stil

shri eking abuse, as well it might do. | looked it in the eye, and spoke a word
in ny mnd

The tether that held it broke apart. Nobody saw. The bird shrank, and swell ed,
and changed. For a noment, in the commtion of jostling buyers, nobody
noticed. Bright feathers becane shining scales. Caws and beak di sappeared.
used ny imagi nation. The creature grew |l ong and sl ender and si nuous. The
serpent coiled around the perch, feeling the strength in its muscul ar neck
feeling the venomin its forked tongue. Feeling the alnost forgotten power of
freedom

A child spoke up again. "Wat's that, MnP"

The Master froze in his place as a creeping, tw ning presence fl owed across
hi s shoul ders and around his neck, above the tattered bl ack cl oak

"Aaah . . ." he managed, a nmere thread of sound. Hi s assistant backed away.
The crowd retreated. Anpbngst them the man Ross halted and stared back, stil
clutching the girl by one arm | took a step forward, maeking sure the Master
coul d see ne.

"Undo it," | said very quietly.

H s eyes bulged at ne. H s face was purple. Maybe the coils were tight. | did
not care.

"Call that girl back here and undo what you did," | said again, softly so that

only he and his assistant could hear ne. "Do it now or you' re dead. Don't
think I care what happens to you."

"Aaaah . . ." the Master gasped again, rolling his eyes toward his assistant.
The serpent shifted its grip, and its tail slid off the perch to curl neatly
around the Master's arm Now he was bearing its full weight. The snmall,
triangul ar head was poised just in front of his eyes.

The assistant noved, called out. "You! You there! Bring her back!"

The crowd parted for the nman and the girl. Terror held folk away fromthe
cart; fascination kept them cl ose enough, for this fair's entertai nnment woul d
be the stuff of fireside tales for many a long winter to cone. The assi stant
grabbed the girl's other arm and wenched her away fromthe | eering Ross. He
didn't have to pull very hard. Ross had bl anched at the sight of the serpent's
wi cked little eyes. He faded back into the crowd.

The girl was led up close. Her expression was quite blank; the terrifying
creature mght just as well have been a hedgehog or a sheep

"Undo it," | hissed. "Hurry up. O I'll make it bite." | was not at all sure
could do this, but it sounded good. The Master raised a shaking hand, and
clicked his fingers once before the girl's blank face. She blinked and rubbed
her eyes. Then she saw the snake, and screaned.

"It's all right,” I told her, under cover of the crowd's excited response. "Go
hone. Go on. Find your famly, and go hone."

"Dad," she said in a panicky voice, as if renenbering something. "Dad' Il kil
me." She | ooked around wildly, spotted someone away toward the horse |ines,

and was off at a run

"Erggh . " cane a strangled sound. | had not forgotten the Master. Not
entirely. And | nust act fast, and then di sappear, for | caught a glinpse of
Roi sin on the edge of the crowd, and knew the others must be there, and would
be searching for ne.



| looked the serpent inits small, bright eye. 1'd been quite pleased with
this creation. But a serpent could not fly, after all. | spoke the word, and
it changed. The Master gave a yelp of pain as the rainbow bird clanped its
claws momentarily on his shoulder, and then it spread its gaudy w ngs and rose
somewhat unevenly into the air, circling the cromd with a scream of derision
before it flew off eastward. Everyone was | ooking up, craning to see the
phenonenon. | hadn't long, but | was good at this sort of thing. Cage doors
sprang open, latches fell apart, bolts dropped fromtheir fastenings. Not al
could be safe; some | had to change. The hare becane a fine, healthy little
pony, which | slapped on the runmp and sent in the general direction of the
horse lines. He'd do well enough. The clawed, furry creature transforned into
a squirrel, that streaked across the open ground and straight up into the
oaks, where it proceeded to nake itself quite at home. The finches, the doves,
they would be all right. Perhaps they had not been captive long, for they flew
off quickly to take their chances with the winter, and the trapper, and the
hawk. But there was one captive left. The little ow, whose cage was open
whose path to freedomlay before it, stood quivering on its perch, lifting one
foot and then the other, unable sonehow to nake that first nove. And now fol k
were noticing, pointing, staring, and the Master and his henchman were
advancing on me where | stood willing the creature to nmove its wings and fly.

| fancied | heard Peg's voi ce sonewhere beyond the oaks, calling nmy nane.

Fly, stupid, | told the bird. | could not transformthis one; it was too
fragile and too terrified to survive that. A quick decision was required.
turned to the Master.

"Gve me this oM. O I'Il tell all these people what a fraud you are. How al
your renedies are fakes. | can do it."

He | ooked down his nose at ne. "You?" he hissed, quiet enough for folk not to
hear. "A farmer's wife? | don't think so. Now clear off, or I'll have you

whi pped for ruining my performance and stealing ny aninmals. Go on, off wth—=
He stopped abruptly as | fixed nmy gaze on his neck and applied another little
spel | .

"Ah ... aaagh . "
"You see?" | said sweetly. "The serpent is just a fancy touch. |I've no need of
that, to kill you gradually from strangulation. Gve nme the bird."

He gestured wildly with one hand and clutched his throat with the other. The
assistant lifted down the small cage and its inhabitant, and | took it.

"Good," | said calmy, and released the spell. The Master staggered back,
chal k-faced, as his assistant was besi eged by gesticul ati ng, confused
spectators. Now that they were sure the serpent was gone, they had questions
t hey want ed answer ed.

The Master was staring at ne.

"Who are you?" he breathed with real fear in his eyes.

"I ama sorcerer's daughter, and nore of a master than you will ever be, with
your cheap tricks,”" | told him "Don't try that again, fooling a little girl
i nto behaving |ike sone wanton for hire. Don't even think of it." | gestured

toward my own neck, as if to warn himof the consequences. Then | caught si ght
of Mdlly, and beside her Roisin, and | nade nyself vanish into the crowd,
where | was just another farmer's wife out for a day of amusenent.

| retreated to a quiet corner behind an enpty cart, and sat down on the grass.
| spoke the words in silence, and was nyself again, a little traveler girl



striped dress, blue-bordered kerchief, long red plait, linping foot. A girl
wearing the nost beautiful shawl at the Cross, a shawl with a proud pattern of
wonder ful creatures of all kinds. A girl bearing a broken cage, with a crazy
ow init. Cearly, that part would not do

| spoke to the creature very quietly. It seemed near-stupefied with fear, its

only movenent the strange, mechanical lifting of its feet, left and right,
left and right.

"Don't be scared,” | told it, quite unsure of whether it could even hear ne,
| et al one understand. "You can go now. Fly. Fly away free." | reached very

slowy into the cage, expecting at the | east sone serious damage to ny
fingers. The bird made no nove but its mindl ess pacing. Perhaps it really was

mad. Maybe it would be kinder to wing its neck. | could hear Peg's voice
agai n, over the noise of the crowd.

"Come on," | said. "Gve me a bit of help, can't you?" | put ny hand around
the creature, pinning the wings so it could not hurt itself with flapping, and
lifted it out carefully, head first. I could feel the frantic drumming of its
heart, and the fragility of its body, all little bones and feathers. | used

both hands to hold the bird nore or less upright on the ground before ne,
faci ng the open.

"Trees," | said. "Oaks. That's what those are. Fly. Use those wings. Of you
go." | took ny hands away. The bird stood there, trenmbling. At least it had

stopped its pacing. "Go on," | said, giving it the tiniest push away.

It turned its head and | ooked at ne.

"By all the powers!" | whispered in exasperation. "Wat am | supposed to do?
can't keep you, |'ve got to go, and besides—

The bird stared at me with its big, round, rmad eyes.

"Haven't | got enough to worry about?" | asked it. "Ch, cone on, then." The

pat heti c bundl e of feathers could not sustain a transformation, that | knew
frombitter experience. Mdre than one rat or beetle had been sacrificed to
Grandmot her' s quest for perfection in the art. But a | esser change m ght be
possi bl e. And nmy gown had deep pockets, since a traveler girl mght need to
carry a needle and thread, or a handy knife, or a spare kerchief or two. |
reached out and passed ny hand over the creature's ragged form "There,"
said, picking it up in my hand. Now it was around the size of a nouse: the
claws like the little thorns of a wild rose, the eyes tiny, dark and sol em.
It blinked at ne.

"I hope you're not hungry," | said in an undertone. "I hope you understand
keep still and keep quiet.” And | slipped the very small bird into ny pocket,
and went out into the fair.

"Fainne!" yelled Roisin, before | had gone five paces across the grass. "Were
were you? Mamis going frantic, said she couldn't find you anywhere! \Were were
you?"

"Nowhere much," | said. "She'd no need to worry."

"That's not what Darragh said."

| 1 ooked at her sharply. "And just what did Darragh say?" | asked her, shocked
out of ny shyness.

Roi sin grinned. "Said, given half a chance, you'd find trouble."
"Nonsense," | told her. "As you see, |I'mfine. Were are we goi ng now?"
"To sell the baskets. Once they're all gone we can | ook around, see the

sights. Not on our own, though. Mamwon't allow that." She | ooked at ne
si deways, brows raised.



"Sorry," | conceded. "I didn't know. "
"Uh- huh," said Roisin, sounding just |ike her brother

It was all the talk of the day. | sat watching as Peg and Ml ly and Roi sin and
the other girls haggled over their wares and pocketed their profits, and the
tal e of what happened that norning grew ever nore el aborate. We'd seen the
Grand Master and his assistant pack up and |leave the fair entirely, not

wi t hout nmany del ays, for there were customers dissatisfied, and expl anati ons
required. Eventually they nade their escape, and this in itself was cause for
surprised conjecture, for they'd been a fixture of the fair for many a season
Peg said. Folk swore by their renedies. As for herself, she'd never seen the
need for any of those potions. What you couldn't do by yourself, you couldn't
do. Fol k should accept that, and stop trying to be what they weren't. The
fell ow brought the crowds, that was the only good to be said of him Set up
close to the Master's cart, and your sales would be steady enough

| kept well out of it. Roisin asked me what |1'd seen, and | told her not nuch,
because there'd been tall people standing in front of me. Just a lot of fuss,
and some birds flying off. That was all. But all norning folk were talking
about it. They were saying the nagic went wong for some reason. A curse,
maybe. The creatures had gone mad, and there was a snake near killed the
fellow, and sone large animal with claws |ike knives. Never seen anything |like
it. And there was sone worman gave the Master quite a tongue-lashing. Wuldn't
want to get on the wong side of her. Fierce as a sorceress, she was, for al
she was just some farnmer's wife. And then, all of a sudden, no sign of her

But the fell ow was scared, you could see it. Face the color of fresh cheese,
he had, and a red mark all around his neck

The baskets sold out early and Peg was well pleased. She'd nore back at the
canp, she said, and other things as well, kerchiefs and bits and pieces. W'd
bring themup tonmorrow. Qur afternoon was free. But, Peg told us sternly, no
nonsense. None of us was to go off alone, and we rnust be back before the sun
touched the oaks, for it was a long walk to the canp, and she didn't want the
children tired out. She and Mbolly woul d pack up, and enjoy a few tankards of
cider and a chance to catch up with friends.

Again, | seemed to have no choice. Roisin had attached herself to nme and, in

t he conpany of two other girls, was |eading ne out into the press of bodies,
eager for sone fun. Sudden panic overtook ne. There were so many people, so
close, and they were all strangers. Horrible, leering men |like that fellow,
Ross, nmen reaching out hands to pinch and touch, nmen saying things |ike "How
about it, sweetheart?" and then guffawing as if they'd nade the wittiest joke.
Woren scream ng abuse at unruly children. Stall hol ders advertising their wares

in voices |like braying horns. | could not excuse nyself, for there was nowhere
to go. | had not the power to work a spell of transportation. Father had
refused to teach nme that, saying | was not ready. | toyed with the idea of

turning the ot of theminto beetles or spiders. At least, then, the little
creature in ny pocket would be able to have its dinner. But |'d no quarre
with Roisin or Peg or Molly. Or with Darragh. No, |I'd have to do sonething
el se. Use the d anour, Fainne. It had worked before, giving just enough
confidence to get by for as long as | needed it. And nobody had noticed a
thing. It would be quite safe.

| did it gradually, as we threaded a way through the crowd. It was not so rnuch
of a change. The hair fromtight-curled russet to snoother red-gold like fine
cl over honey. The eyes lighter, bluer, wider, the | ashes |ong and dark. The
brows delicately arched, the |lips sweet and red. The figure not so very
different: just alittle curve here and a little curve there, and a change in
the slope of the shoulders. Lastly, the feet. Straight, beautiful, perfect
feet, in neat matching boots. Feet for dancing.



W got roasted nuts to eat froma dark-skinned fellowwith a little brazier.
They were paid for with a kiss. Not by nme; even the d anpbur was not enough to
make ne so bold, so soon. It was Roisin pecked the man on one cheek and then
the other, with a wicked little snmile. Then there was cider, and that was free
for all the folk who sold their wares at the fair. But we were lured by the
sound of a whistle and a bodhran and sonme expert on the spoons, and we were
drawn into a great circling and weaving of folk that noved to the jigs and
reels ringing out over the sward. The men were starting to return, their

busi ness done for the day, and Roisin and the others had an eye out for
certain lads they fancied.

Nobody noticed that | was different. After all, | had not becone a farner's
wife, or an old crone, or a water-dragon. Al | had done was inprove upon
nmysel f as subtly as | could. As Father had told ne, it is not yourself you
change with the Ganour. It is other folk's perception. So, that afternoon,
did not adopt a disguise. 1'd no wish to disappear and have Roisin and the
others out looking for ne. | sinply wanted to be able to fit in, to join in,
to be rid of the terror that came of being nyself and al ways out of place.
Besides, | told nyself, it was good practice for Sevenwaters.

Roi sin had a sweetheart. He appeared on the edge of the crowd, and |I saw him
wat chi ng her, then naking his way through to put his hands over her eyes from
behi nd, | aughing, and ask her to dance. He'd a very determ ned jaw on him and
strong shoul ders. Not long after, a fell ow asked ne, and | said yes, and
managed the sort of smle ny grandnother had taught ne.

It was a strange feeling to be graceful. The nusic seened to carry ne al ong,
and | was floating fromone partner to another and smling wthout even
trying. It was hot, and | took off ny kerchief. The bl ue

ri bbon was lost, and ny hair came unplaited. |I felt the long red-gold flow of
it over nmy shoulders, and the striped skirt whirling around nme, and saw the
silken fringe of ny beautiful shawl glittering in the afternoon sun. | felt

t he drumm ng of the bodhran deep inside nme, pushing ne along. | sensed the
eyes of folk on me, admiring, and | didn't mind a bit. | danced with the
freckled lad fromour own canp, the one with a pony naned Silver, and he
grinned a lot and said nothing at all. On the other side of the circle, Roisin
was still with the sane young man; they' d eyes for no one but each other.
danced with an older man, a farner with a fine, silver-buttoned coat and sharp
eyes. He asked ne ny nane, and | told him He asked would he see ne again
tomorrow, and | said maybe. He held ne closer than | liked, and | did sone
very fast thinking. The nman went suddenly rather pale, and excused hinsel f

qui ckly. I hadn't done any real harm He'd retch up the food he had in him
and be better in the norning.

The sun was near the tops of the great oaks and clouds were gathering. | was
not ready to go. Here, | was the center of sonething. | was nyself and

not -nmysel f, both at once. It was around ne that it all noved, the men with
their hungry eyes, the lilt and throb of the nusic, the bright flare and flash
of scarf and shaw and flying hair, a circle of movenent and | aughter and
light.

A tall fellow was asking nme to dance, urged on by his friends. In the

di stance, | could see Roisin bidding her young nan farewell. And beyond them
on the far side of the circle was Darragh, standing very still, watching ne.

H s expression was not angry, not exactly. It went beyond that. It was the

| ook of a man whose worst fears have been realized before his eyes. He gave a
jerk of his head as if to say, conme on, tine to go. Then he noved away and was
lost in the crowd. He wasn't even going to wait for ne.



"Excuse me," | whispered to ny woul d-be partner, and | slipped away as quietly
as | could, shedding the danmpbur as | went, l|inping over to the place where
Darragh had left ne before, close by the great oaks.

Aoi fe was standing under the trees in the shade. Darragh was by her

grimfaced and silent. He Iinked his hands to give me a lift up onto the
pony's back, and vaulted up behind me, and we were off at a very quick pace

i ndeed. He didn't say anything at all until we were well on the way, passing
the little curraghs drawn up by the inlet, with the clouds growi ng dark in the
sky above us. There was nobody el se in sight.

"Can't take ny eye off you for a noment, can |?" he remarked.

"I don't know what you're tal king about."

"I thought you pronmised to stay out of trouble. Now | ook at you."

"What do you nean, |ook at me?" | snapped, hating it that he was cross with
me. "I went to the fair, | sold baskets, | went dancing with your sister, and
now | ' m goi ng hone. Just |ike everyone else. Isn't that what you want?"

There was a sil ence.

"Well, isn't it?" Even to ne, ny voice sounded shrill. He was making nme quite
unconf ort abl e.

"What | want doesn't seemto cone into it," said Darragh quietly.

"That's nonsense,” | retorted, not understandi ng what he nmeant. Wé rode on in
silence as drops of rain began to fall. Aoife tw tched her ears.

"OfF course it's good to get out anmong fol k and enjoy yourself," he said
eventual ly. "There's nothing wong with dancing. But not—not like that."

"Not |ike what?"
"Not maki ng an exhibition of yourself. Doing it for the attention. Mking the
fellows | ook at you as if they wanted a bit nore than just a dance.

Doi ng—doi ng whatever it is you do."

| bit ny Iip and said not hing.

" Fai nne?"
"I didn't cause any trouble," | said, with what dignity | could sunmon,
wondering why it was that he had the ability to upset ne so much. "All | did

was enjoy nyself. And besides, it's none of your business."

There was anot her awkward sil ence, punctuated by the sound of approaching
hoof beats. The freckled youth on his gray pony rode up behind us and cane
al ongside, grinning at ne. "Want conpany?" he asked, and then he gl anced at
Darragh. | saw his expression change, and then he touched his heels to the
pony's flanks and was off ahead at a sharp canter

"Anyway," said Darragh as we turned to the right and away fromthe inlet,
"what about before that? | heard a story about a wi zard, and escapi ng ani mal s,
and a near-riot, and birds turning into snakes."

"l heard that too."
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"So what ?"

"Come on, Fainne," he said, exasperated, and he drew Acife to a halt. "Don't
tell me that was nothing to do with you. Someone said a man was

hal f-strangled. Now tell nme the truth.”

| said nothing. |I didn't have to, for at that nonment a small, bedraggled form
put its head out of mny pocket, perhaps thinking the jostling and jolting was
over at last. The tiny bird hopped out and settled on the back of Acife's
neck, reaching its beak down in a vain attenpt to preen its tattered pl unage.
Aoi fe stood steady as ever, a jewel anong ponies.

"What in the nane of Brighid is that?"

| cleared ny throat. "I think it's some kind of ow. It wouldn't fly away, and
I could hardly leave it. | had to make it snaller, so people wouldn't notice."
"I see.”

"The man was a fake, Darragh. He tried to make a girl do something horrible.
By trickery. His potions are worthless. He cared nothing for these aninals,
they were cruelly caged, and-would you have ne stand by, and not act when
can?"

Darragh sighed. "I don't know. | don't know anynore." Wthout any visible
signal from her rider, Aoife began to wal k again, and the tiny ow wobbled a
little. | put my hand down to steady it. Grasshoppers, | thought vaguely.
VWrms. Small beetl es.

W were nearly back at the canmp before he spoke again.

"What you need is a constant guard, night and day. | don't know what your
father was thinking of, sending you away on your own. It was |ike—tike giving
an infant a lighted torch and telling it to go out and play. You're not only a
danger to yourself, you're a danger to everyone else as well. And the worst of
it is, you don't even knowit."

"What woul d you know?" | muttered, thinking how happy | had been when we
passed this spot in the norning, and how miserable | was now. He had taken al
the joy out of the day.

"I do know, Fainne," he said quietly. "I know you better than anyone. | w sh
you would listen to me. What you do is—+s not right. You' re blighting your own
future. It's not the right way for you. I w sh you would heed ne."

Part of ne longed to tell himl was sorry; sorry our day was spoiled, sorry we
had quarrelled, so sorry that next sumrer he would go back to Kerry and

woul d not be there. But | could not say those things, | could not afford to
listen to himlest | lose the courage to go on; to do what ny grandnother had
said | must do. My father's |ife depended on it. And Darragh had wounded ne
deeply, for his good opinion was everything to ne. Wrds tumbled out of ne
before I could stop them hateful, hurtful words. "You don't know How could
you? How coul d you ever understand what | have to do, and why? It's like—t's
like some stray dog trying to interpret the novenent of the stars. Inpossible,
and ridiculous. I wish you would |l eave ne alone! | can't listen to you. And
can't be your friend, not anynore. | don't need you, Darragh. Not now, and not
ever."



Once it was said, it could not be taken back. W finished the journey in stony
silence. He dismounted without a word and hel ped ne down politely, and | took
the very small ow in ny hand and slipped it back in my pocket. | |ooked at
him and he | ooked at nme. Then he took Aoife's bridle and | ed her away, and
was al one.

Chapt er Four

The rain set in, and one of the children had a cough. | offered to stay behind
and tend to her, and Peg accepted gratefully. But she left Roisin as well, for
conpany, she said. Being nursemaid suited nme. The little girl was no trouble.
Besides, it was wet for wal king, and | would not contenplate riding with
Darragh again, let alone talking to him The very thought of himnade ne
wretched. | knew how badly | had hurt him Funny, it seened to be ny own heart
t hat was achi ng now.

VWhile the child rested, | occupied nyself with ny other small charge. It had
spent the night perched on a side support of the tent, tiny, still and silent.
Maybe it didn't want me to know that it could fly. It did not sleep all day,
as an ordinary o should. Instead, it kept its eyes hal f-open watching ne,
and seened happy to accept the small norsels | produced: grubs, beetles, and
the like. In the quiet of the night, while the folk lay wapped in sl eep,

had seen it, twice, lift its ragged wi ngs and swoop, deadly and noi seless, to
seize some small wriggling creature fromthe earth, then return to the perch
to eat its nmeal tidily with m niature beak and tal ons.

"You're a fraud," | whispered as | sat by the child s bedside with the ow
perched on my finger, and dangled a freshly dug worm The little bird stared
intently, then opened its beak and gave a snap. The worm di sappeared. "A
conplete fraud." The bird closed its eyes to slits, ruffled its feathers, and
appeared to go to sleep. Then | heard hoof beats outside, and returned it
hastily to its dark corner

Roi sin's voice could be heard, and a man's. | glanced out of the tent, then
retreated back inside. | inmagined Roisin only saw her young man once a year

It was not the easiest way to conduct a courtship, if that was what it was. |
sat quietly, hearing their voices, but not catching the words. My nind was far
away. | was thinking of Father, and how he had | ost both his sweetheart and
his dreans. | was thinking it was just as well | was going to Sevenwaters now,
and not later. Sone things could hurt you. Some people could wound you. There
was no roomin ny life for that. And there was no roomin any other kind of
life for me, or for nmy kind. | knew that already. | just had to keep telling
nmysel f, that was all, and the pain would go away in tine.

The rain had al nost stopped. Fromout by the fire, Roisin called ne.
" Fai nne?"

| energed fromthe tent. The young man was building up the fire, and Roisin
was making tea

"Come and have a drink. It's getting chilly. This is Aidan. Aidan, this is
Fai nne. Darragh's friend."

Not anynore, | thought, forcing a smle

"Happy to make your acquai ntance, |'msure,"” said the young man, and | nodded.
"Ai dan's got sone news, Fainne." Roisin sounded unusually hesitant. | stared
at her. | could think of no news that might possibly be any concern of mne

"Sounds as if Darragh's finally made up his mnd," she went on



"About what?" | asked, accepting a cup of her steam ng chanomile brew.

"Diarmuid O Fl aherty, and his horses,"” said Aidan, who had settled on one of
t he benches with his arm around Roi sin.

"Didn't he tell you?" queried Roisin, as | made no response.
| shook ny head.

"Just that O Flaherty's been on at him and on at Dad, these two years, to |let
Darragh stay up there at the farmand help train his horses. Ever since
Darragh worked his nagic on an animal none of O Flaherty's nen could touch
That was a good while back. He's got that way with them Darragh, |ike nobody
el se. Some of the best stock cones out of O Flaherty's. It'd be a great chance
for Darragh.

But our kind doesn't settle. He always said no. Rather be on the road or back
in Kerry, horses or no horses."

"Looks like he's settling now," observed Aidan. "Maybe there's a lass init.

O Fl aherty's daughters are a bonny enough pair."

Roisin glared at him As for me, | sat there with nmy cup in nmy hands and said
not a word.

"Bit of a surprise," said Roisin. "Dad' s pleased, and sad too. He knows it's a

great opportunity. But we'll all mss Darragh."
"Not so hard maybe," said Aidan. "You'll see himat fair time. That's the
pattern of it for us here in Ceann na Mara," he expl ai ned, |ooking at ne.

"Sumers in the hill country, winters on the coast. O Flaherty's got big
hol di ngs. Wd into that famly and you'd be falling on your feet, that's
certain.”

"Who sai d anything about weddi ng?" scoffed Roisin, digging himin the ribs.
"Folk'll be saying it."

"Fol k can say what they want. That doesn't mmke it true. | never thought
Darragh would do it. Surprised us all." She glanced at me. "Thought you'd have
been the first to know "

After that things noved very quickly. O Flaherty was to be off hone the next
day, and he was taking Darragh with him Folk gathered in the evening around
the fire, but the air was biting cold and nobody was in a festive nmood. | said
| was tired and stayed in the tent. People talked quietly and drank their ale.
There were no tales, and not rmuch | aughter. Later soneone asked Darragh to
play his pipes; but it was Dan \Wal ker who entertained themw th a couple of
tunes. | could not see, but | could tell fromthe sound of it. The playing was
nore expert than Darragh's, but it had not the same heart.

Mich |l ater, when all were asleep and a gentle rain had begun to fall again, |
heard him a long way of f, down on the shore in the dark. He was playi ng

al one; playing sone kind of farewell, to his folk and his famly, to the sort
of life that was in his blood and in his being. 1'ma, traveling man,
renenber? he'd said. Always on the nove, that's ne. The | anent rang forth over
the enpty strand and the dark surging waters, piercing the very depths of ny
spirit. This would have been easy once. | would sinply have got up and wal ked
down to the shore to sit by Darragh as he played. There woul d have been no
need for words between us, for ny presence woul d have been enough to tel

himl was sorry | had hurt him He would have understood that he was still ny
friend. Things were different now | had changed them and now ny friend was
leaving nme forever. It was better that way; better for me, far better for him
Why, then, did it hurt so much? | curled ny hand around ny grandnother's
anmulet, feeling its warnth, feeling the reassurance it gave ne that the path |
had chosen was the right one, the only one. | rolled the blanket around
nmysel f, and curled up tight, and put ny hands over ny ears. But the voice of
the pipes cried out in nmy heart, and would not be sil enced.



Along time later | cane to Sevenwaters. It was past Mean Fomhair and there
was a misty stillness in the air. There had been many days on the road, too
many to count. Qur party had split in two, |eaving one cart at a canp not far
inland fromthe Cross with most of the folk. Wthout the old people and the
children we noved nore quickly, stopping only at night. Dan drove the cart,
Peg sat by him and Roisin kept ne conpany. For all their kindness, ny

t houghts were on the task ahead of ne; beyond that | could see nothing. | told
nysel f sternly to forget Darragh. Wat was past was past. | tried very hard
not to think about Father

W canped a night or two at a place called dencarnagh where there was a great
house and many armed nen in green tunics going about their business with grim
purpose. Already, there, | saw nore trees than ever before, all kinds, tal

pi nes dark-caped in fine needles, and | esser forns, hazel and el der, already
drifting into winter's sleep. But that was nothing to the forest. As we noved
along a track with great heaps of tunbled stones to left and right, you could
see the edge of it in the distance where it crept across the |andscape,
shrouding the hills, snothering the valleys. Above it the m st clung, danmp and
t hi ck.

"That's it, lass,"” announced Dan Wal ker. "The forest of Sevenwaters."

"Going right in, are we?" inquired Peg. Her tone was | ess than enthusiastic.

"The old auntie'd kill ne," Dan said, "if | passed by these parts without a
visit. Besides, | promised Ciaran |'d deliver the lass safe to her uncle's
door. "

"If that's the way of it, that's the way of it," said Peg.

"You'll get a good neal there, if nothing else," Dan said, |ooking at her

si deways. "Auntie'll see to that."

Going right in, as Peg had put it, proved nore difficult than | coul d have

i magi ned. W cane across grazing fields and up a slope to a rocky outcrop. The
forest was before us, encircled by hills, stretching out |ike a huge dark

bl anket. It was daunting; a place of nystery and shadows, another world,

cl oaked and secret. | could not conprehend how anyone coul d choose to live in
such a place. Wuld it not suffocate the spirit, to be deprived of the w nd
and the waves and the open spaces? In ny pocket the small ow stirred. And
before us on the track, where there had been nobody at all, suddenly there was
a troop of armed nen dressed in the same dark colors as the stones and trees
around us. Their |eader stood out, for over his jerkin he wore a tunic of
white, enblazoned with a blue synbol: two tores interlinked.

"Dan Wl ker, traveling man of Kerry," said Dan calmy, getting down off the
cart w thout being asked. "You know ne. My wife, ny daughter. W' ve cone from
d encarnagh. 1'm hopeful of Lord Sean's hospitality for a night or two."

The nmen came around both sides of the cart, poking and prodding at the
contents. They had swords and knives, and two of themwere arned with bows.
There was a grimefficiency about the whole

exerci se

"Tell your people to step down while we search,"” said the | eader

"We're traveling folk." Dan's tone was mld. "There's not a thing in here but
pots and pans and a basket or two. And the girls are weary."

"Tell themto step down."

W did as we were told. Standing by the track, we watched as a nethodica
search took place, through every single itemon the cart. Even ny little
wooden chest was not spared, | did not like to see the nmen at arns tal cing out
Ri ona and touching her silken skirts with their big hands. Eventually they
were finished. The | eader ran his eye over us. Roisin winked at him but his
face remained i npassive. He | ooked at me and his expressi on sharpened.



"Who's this girl?"

He was scrutinizing me closely, and | was scared. These were druid folk,
weren't they? Maybe he could look into ny eyes and read ny grandnother's il
intent there. Maybe they would stop me before | had even started, and then ny
father would be punished. Quick as a flash | used the d anour, subtly, to give
my face a sweetness and ny eyes a dewy innocence. | |ooked up at the
man- at -arns through ny |ong | ashes.

"She's Lord Sean's niece fromKerry," said Dan. "Fainne. Entrusted to nme for
saf ekeepi ng on the journey here. She's to stay on awhile at Sevenwaters when
we travel back."

"N ece?" said the man, but his voice had softened a little. "I don't know
anyt hi ng about any niece."

"Send a message to Lord Sean, if you will. Tell himhis sister's daughter is
here. He'll let us through.”

The arned men retreated to confer in private. There were glances in ny
direction, and nore than one in Roisin's as well

"Wirse than last tinme," commented Peg. "QGuard's increased. Miust be sonet hi ng
af oot . "

"They'll let us through," said Dan

There was quite a wait. The first night was spent canped by the guard post,
while a nman rode off down a near-invisible forest track bearing a nessage for
my uncle. The next norning, very early, we were roused by the sound of nuffled
hoof beats on the soft soil. While | was still putting aside ny blankets and
rubbing the sleep fromny eyes, two nmen rode up and di smounted on the track
and Dan Wl ker went forward to greet them Two gray dogs, the size of snall
poni es, stood guard by the horses.

"My lord."

"Dan Wal ker, isn't it? No need for formality. | trust you' ve slept safe here."

The man who spoke must be my uncle Sean. He had an authority about hi m which
marked himinstantly as a | eader. He was of middle years, not so tall, but
strongly built, with dark curling hair pulled tightly back fromhis face. H's
cl othes were plain and serviceable, but of fine quality, and he, too, wore the
synmbol of the linked tores. The other nman, standing behind him | could not
see.

"I hear," said ny uncle, "that you've brought us an unexpected visitor."

Dan Wl ker gave a little cough. "Prom sed her safekeeping to your door, ny
lord. She dwells close by the place we make our summer canmp. The girl's called
Fai nne. "

Because | could put it off no longer, | wal ked across to stand by Dan's side.
| looked up at nmy uncle Sean and gave a guarded snile
"Good norning, Uncle," | said very politely.

H s expression changed as if he'd seen a ghost. "Brighid save us," he said
softly. "You're your nother's daughter, sure enough.”

Then one of the very large dogs pushed past possessively to plant itself
squarely in front of him growing lowin its throat as it fixed its fierce
eyes on ne.

"Enough, Neassa," ny uncle said, and the hound fell silent, but still she



wat ched ne. "You're nost welcone to our hone, Fainne." He |eaned forward to
ki ss ne on one cheek and then the other. "This is quite a surprise.”
"I"'msorry if it's inconvenient."

"You'll certainly find us in sone upheaval at present, for we are in the mdst
of a mmjor endeavor. But there's a welconme for you at Sevenwaters,
nonet hel ess. It will be best if you ride back with us. W' ve brought you a

suitable mount. Dan and his folk can follow at nore leisure, with an escort."”
"No need for that," said Dan. "Besides, | did undertake to bring the lass al
the way to Sevenwaters itself. My instructions were quite particular."

Lord Sean's eyes narrowed just a touch. "An escort is required for all coning
in, and for all going out, friend or no. It's as much for your own protection
as anything. The days of slipping into Sevenwaters for a wedding or a wake are
| ong gone. These are dangerous times. As for ny niece, she is assured of
safety with her famly. You would not question that, surely?"

Dan gave a wy smile. "No, ny lord,"” he replied.

"You may wish to take a little tinme to ready yourself." My uncle | ooked at ne
nore cl osely, perhaps observing the runpled gown, the unplaited hair. "A bite
to eat, maybe. But don't be too long. It's quite a ride."

He drew Dan slightly away, as if to confer out of earshot, and now | could see
the other man, his silent conpanion, waiting at a short distance, holding the
bridles of three horses in his hand. This was a nuch ol der man, with soft,

gl ossy hair that had once been chestnut brown but now was frosted with white;
hair in which many small plaits had been woven and tied with col ored thread.
He had a
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curiously unlined face and serene, agel ess gray eyes; he wore a long white
robe that shifted and changed about him although there was no wind. He bore a
staff of birch; and the pal e norning sun shone on the golden torc around his
neck.

"You know nme, | think." The voice was a druid's voice, soft, like nusic, a
trap to the ear and to the nind

"You are Conor, the archdruid?"

"I am Call ne Uncle, if you don't find that too confusing."
"l-yes, Uncle."

"Cone cl oser, Fainne."

| did so reluctantly. | needed time to prepare for this; tine to collect
nmysel f, to sunmon what strength would be required. But there was no tinme. |

| ooked straight into his eyes, knowing | had his nmenory of my mother to help
me. This man had engi neered her downfall. He had sent her away fromall that
she loved, and in tinme that had been her death sentence. He |ooked at nme with
his calmgray eyes, and | felt nmost unconfortable, alnost as if he were seeing
right inside ne. But | stared back, unblinking; | had been well trained.

"Sean was wrong," said Conor. "I think you're rmuch nore |ike your father."

Even in autum, with | eaves spread thick and danp under our horses' feet, the
forest was dark. It seemed to stretch out its hand as we rode deeper and
deeper in, enveloping us in shadows. Sonetines there were voices. They called
t hrough the air above us, high and strange, but when | |ooked up, all | could
see was a whi sper of novenent on the very edge of my vision, anong the bare
twi gs of the beeches. It was like cobwebs in the air; it was |like a shroud of
m st noving faster than the eye could follow | could not hear the words. The
two nmen rode on unperturbed; if they perceived these tricks of light and



shade, it seemed they accepted themas a famliar part of this inpenetrable,
nmysterious | andscape. It was secret, enclosed. It felt like a trap

The pace nade no concessions to nmy weariness, and | clung on grimy, grateful
nmy horse seemed to go the right way w thout any pronpting. Nobody had asked ne
if I could ride; and I was not about to tell them | had never gone on

hor seback wi t hout Darragh behind me doing all the work. The dogs raced ahead,
seeking out scents in the undergromh. My uncle Sean kept up a friendly
conversation as we went. At first it was just polite talk. | thought he was
trying to put ne at ny ease. He let nme know there was a council taking place,
with many visitors at the house; that it was a tinme when they needed to be
particularly careful, and that he knew | woul d understand that. He nentioned
he had a daughter around nmy age, who would help ne settle in. Hs wife, ny
aunt Aisling, would be delighted to see me, for she, too, had once known ny
not her.

"You understand, we had no idea you were conming until the fellow rode in |ast
ni ght," he added gravely. "Your father has been sparing with his nessages.
W' d have wel comed the chance to see you earlier. But Ciaran was effective in
[imting contact with our famly. W never saw them again, after—after what
happened. "

"My father had his reasons,” | said into the rather awkward sil ence.

Sean nodded. "They could not have returned to Sevenwaters together, that was
certain. | remain unconvinced that what he did was right. Still, he has sent
you honme now. | welcone that. You will find folk rather curious when first you
arrive. Miirrin, ny eldest daughter, will [ook after you and hel p you dea

with their questions."”

"Curious?"

"It's a long tine ago now. Your nother's departure and natters leading up to
it have beconme the stuff of tales here; alittle like the story of your

grandmot her, and the tine ny uncles spent under a spell, as creatures of the
wild. Already folk can scarcely discern the margi n between history and | egend.
That's the way of things. Your arrival will spark conjecture. Folk will talk

for a while. They do not know the truth of what happened to your nother. The
whol e situation calls for careful handling."

| did not reply. | was becom ng ever nore aware of the silent presence of the
druid on ny other side; of the way he seemed to be watching ne, although his
eyes were fixed on the track ahead. It felt as if he were assessing nme without
saying a single word. It nade me very uneasy.

"W m ght make a brief stop," said Sean, halting his horse in a small

clearing. There was a stream with ferns growing by a pool, and light filtered
t hrough from above, giving the npbss-cl oaked tree trunks an eerie green gl ow
The tall elms wore mantles of ivy. "I'lIl help you down, Fainne."

I could not suppress a groan of pain when ny feet touched the ground, and
cranps seized my body.
"Not used to riding," Sean observed, gathering up pieces of wood to nake a
fire. "You should have told us."

| rubbed my sore back, then | owered nyself with some difficulty onto the
saddl e bl anket provided. | was indeed weary; but | would not drop ny guard,
not with that man gazing at me with his bottom ess gray eyes.

Sean had rapidly stacked a neat pile of fallen branches. Being |ord of
Sevenwat ers did not seemto have stopped himfrom acquiring practical skills.



The dogs fl opped down, |ong tongues hanging pink fromtheir great open nouths.

"Wod's a bit damp," Sean observed, glancing at Conor. "Want to light it for
ne?"

| looked at the druid, and he | ooked at me, his pale features inpassive.
"Why don't you light it, Fainne?" he said wthout enphasis.

| knew at that noment that, whatever | might have to do to outwit this man, |

was never going to be able to lie to him | could not plead girlish ignorance
or attenpt some kind of bluff. This was a test, and there was only one way to
pass it. | raised ny hand and pointed a finger at the pile of small |ogs and

twi ggy kindling. The fire flared, and caught, and began to burn, steady and
hot .

"Thank you," said Sean, lifting his brows. "Your father taught you a few
t hi ngs, then."

"One or two," | replied cautiously, warm ng ny hands at the blaze. "Snall
tricks, no nore."

Conor sat down on a large flat rock, on the far side of the fire. The fl ames
showed me his face strangely shadowed, his pallor accentuated. The eyes, now,
were sharply focused on ne.

"You know that Ciaran followed the druid way for many years," he observed.

"Followed it with rare prom se and great aptitude."

| nodded, clenching my teeth in anger. It was all very well for himto say
that; he had encouraged ny father and lied to him letting himbelieve he
could becone one of the w se ones, when all along he nust have known his
student was the son of a sorceress. It had been a cruel thing to do.

"You say your father has taught you a few tricks. Wat of C aran hinsel f? How
does he live his life? Does he still exercise those skills he possessed in
such abundance?"

Why woul d you care? | thought savagely. But | forned my answer with caution
"W live a very sinple life, a solitary life. He searches for know edge. He
practices his craft. He enploys it only rarely. That is his choice."

Conor was silent for a while. Then he asked, "Wy has he sent you back?"
Sean glanced at him frowning slightly.

"A reasonabl e question." Conor's tone was nild. "Why now? Why woul d he choose
to bring up a daughter on his own, and send her away after-what is it—fifteen
si xt een years?"

"Per haps he thinks Fainne has a better chance of a good marriage, of sone

reasonabl e prospects, if she lives here with the fanmily for a while," Sean
sai d.
"That's only practical. She has a birthright, like all the other children of

Sevenwaters, for all—= he stopped hinmself abruptly.

"Fai nne?" Conor was not going to let his question go unanswered.

"W thought it was tine.'
gave not hi ng away.

This seemed to me a good answer. It was true; and it

"So it appears," said Conor, and that was the end of it for now He did not



ask, Time for what?

Al too soon we were back on our horses and riding forward again.
"lt's alittle awkward, Fainne," Sean said after a while. "I nust be bl unt
with you, and you may not like this. To reveal your father's identity to our
ki nsmen and allies and to the conmunity of Sevenwaters would create a
difficulty. It would be extremely awkward for this stage of our negotiations.
But I've no wish to lie about it."

"Li e?" My astonishnment was quite genuine. "Wy would you need to |ie?"

He gave a grimsnile. "Because even now, all these years later, folk still do
not know the truth. Not the whole truth. That N anh becane di sturbed in her

m nd, that she fled to the south and was | ater w dowed, that they do know.
Wthin our own household, a little nore, maybe. But it's thought, generally,
that she retired to a Christian convent and later died there. The sudden
appear ance of a daughter must somehow be expl ai ned, for anyone who knew ny
sister must recogni ze you instantly as her child."

| felt Conor's eyes on ne, brooding and intent, though |I was |ooking away.

"Way not tell the truth? My parents | oved each other. | know they were unwed;
but that is not such great cause for shane. It's not as if | were a boy, and
out to claimlands or |eadership."

Sean | ooked at Conor. Conor said nothing.
"Fai nne," Sean seened to be choosing his words with care, "did your father
ever explain to you why he could not wed your nother?"

I held nmy anger in check. "He does not willingly speak of her. | know their
uni on was forbidden by blood. | know that ny father left the forest, and the
wi se ones, when he discovered the truth about his own parentage. Later, he
found her again, and that was how | cane to be. But it was too late for them"™

There was a little silence.

"Yes," said Sean. "Dan \Wal ker brought us news of ny sister's death, though as
ever he told only what Ciaran had bid himtell, no nore. It's a long tine ago.
You nust hardly renenmber her."

| tightened nmy lips and did not reply.
"I"'msorry, Fainne," Sean said, slowing his horse to a walk as we traversed a
gushing streamon its way down the hillside. "Sorry you did not have the
chance to know her. For all her faults, my sister was a lovely girl, full of
life and beauty. She'd have been proud of you."

You think so? Then why did she | eave us on our own? Wy did she choose that
way? "Maybe," | said.

"To the matter in question," Sean went on. "It's a little awkward. Your nother
was wed to a chieftain of the U Neill, a very powerful clan with two warring
factions. In recent years we have been called upon to assist the | eader of the
northern branch in his venture against the Norsenen, and this has taken a tol
on our resources and our energies for a long tine. Eventually Aed Finnliath
triunphed. The invaders have been swept clean fromthe shores of U ster, and

t he peace sealed by a narriage between Aed Finnliath's daughter and a nobl e of
the Finn-ghaill. Qur support of this venture was essential not only for our
own security, but to rebuild our ties with the U Neill of Tirconnell, which
were set back by the failure of your nother's nmarriage. This has taken



pati ence and di pl omacy of the highest order, in addition to the diversion of

our forces fromthe venture nost dear to our hearts. The northern U Neill are
seated this day at our council table at Sevenwaters while we formulate a
strategy for our own enterprise. This will be the npst inportant canpaign of

our lives. Your arrival presents a difficulty. The husband we so carefully
chose for Niamh proved a cruel nman, and it was to escape himshe fled froma
pl ace of apparent safety, all those years ago. That fact is not known outside
our famly. We let folk know that she was alive; it was generally believed
that she had devel oped a sickness of the mind, and had retreated to a house of
prayer. Her husband died soon after; there was no need to speak of what he had
done. Only a handful of people knew she went to join your father. Myself; ny
sister and her husband. My uncles. That is all. Even ny wife does not know the
full story. That Niamh left Fionn U Neill for another man, that she bore a
child by a partner forbidden to her, these things are best kept secret, for
your own sake as well as that of our alliance.”

"I see," | said tightly.

"I"'msorry if this is distressing for you." Sean's tone was kind; that only
seened to make me feel worse. "It makes no difference to your wel cone here,
Fai nne. You bear no responsibility for the actions of your parents. You are a
daughter of this household and will be treated as such."

"You just prefer ne to pretend | have no father, is that it?" These words were
out before | could stop them before | could veil the anger in ny voice. How
dare they? How dare they ask ne to deny ny strong, clever, w se father, who
had been everything to nme?

"This hurts you," said Conor. "He was a youth of outstanding qualities. No
doubt he became a man to be proud of. W understand that. N anmh and G aran
were young. They made a mi stake, and they paid for it dearly. There is no need
for you to pay as well."

"This can be handled with no need for lies." It appeared that Sean had al ready
made the decision. "W can sinply provide folk with as much of the truth as
suits our purpose. There is no reason why N amh shoul d not have wed again
after her husband's death. W will let it be known that your father was a
druid of good famly. W will say that N amh bore her daughter in the south,
some time after Fiona's untinely passing. You are now returned to your
rightful home and the protection of your fanmily. That nust be expl anation
enough. Few peopl e outside the nenetons knew of Ciaran's existence, |et alone
his true identity. As for our guests of the alliance, we will not draw undue
attention to your presence while they are in the house. Eanonn could be a
probl em"

"A pity Liadan is not here," observed Conor

"We'|l need to let her know," Sean said. " ' 1'll do that. You | ook weary,
ni ece. Perhaps you should ride with nme the [ast part of the way."

"I"'mfine," | said, gritting my teeth. It was asking a lot: that | go into
some dank, dreary place where endl ess trees bl ocked out the west wi nd, deny ny
father, let sone girl tell me what to do and be ny watchdog, and take care not
to draw attention to nyself, all because of their precious alliance. It was
becom ng rapidly apparent to ne that | would have to listen hard and | earn
quickly if I were to have any chance of achieving the task nmy grandnot her had
set me. The nmen of Sevenwaters were clever and confident; these two would be
form dabl e opponents, and there mght well be nore |ike them when we got

there. There were conplications here | could not even guess at, alliances and
strategi es and power plays. | had |l earned nothing in Kerry to prepare nme for



this. Who was Eamonn? Wy woul d he be a problen? My father had never nentioned
such a person. | would find out. And for now | would play Uncle Sean's gane.
But inside ne, | would never forget whose daughter |I was. Never. These were
the men who had snatched away ny father's hope and quenched ny nother's
dreans. Maybe they had put that behind them but | would not forget it.

W crossed a |l ot of streans gurgling downhill under the trees. Then we cane
out fromunder a stand of willows, and before us there opened a great,

shi meri ng expanse of water, its surface clear and light in the sun and dotted
with little islets and the forns of drifting birds: geese, ducks, perfect
white swans. W halted

"The | ake of Sevenwaters," said Sean softly. "Qur keep is on the far side, to
the east. The track is easy fromhere. You're doing well, Fainne."

| took a deep breath and tried to ease ny aching back. | was glad to see the
water; to be free of that endl ess prison of trees closing in around nme. The
| ake was very beautiful, with its pearly sheen, its w de surface open to the
sky, its little quiet coves and its unseen, secret life.

"Seven streans flowinto the | ake," said Conor. "They are its |ifeblood. There
is only one way out; the river that flows north and then eastward to the great
wat er. The | ake nourishes the forest. The forest guards the fol k of
Sevenwaters, and it is their sacred charge to defend and protect it and al

the nysteries it holds. This you will come to know in tinme."

"Maybe," | said. And maybe, | thought, you will cone to know that all is not
as it seens; that for some, the path does not always lead to |ight and order
You may learn that |ife can be cruel and unjust.

"You could let her go now," said Conor
n \N]at ?II

"You could let her go now. The ow . See how she | ooks out and turns her head
skywards. She's ready to go back."

| stared at him mute, and the small owl clinbed out of ny pocket to perch
teetering a little, on the back of the horse's neck. The bird was sonewhat
steadier now, for | had tended it carefully enough. But this was no Aoife. The
horse shuddered and shied, and | gripped its nane and clung on to keep from
being thrown. In an instant nmy uncle Sean had the creature's bridle in his
hand and was hol ding her still, with cal m ng words.

"What is that?" he asked, in a tone rem niscent of Darragh's.
As for Conor, he sat there silent. Having stirred up trouble, he now left ne
to deal with it.

"It was captive. |I—+traded for it. That was all. It wouldn't fly away."

"I have never seen an oWl so small, yet fully grown. There's sone nagic in
this, surely." Sean's tone was quite matter-of-fact. | should not, | suppose,
have been surprised at that, for this was Sevenwaters, a place where old
nmysteries were kept safe.

"She won't go until it's undone,"” Conor said, noving his horse closer. "Shal

| ?" He reached out a hand and passed it gently over the tiny creature, and

i mediately the bird was itself again: still small, still somewhat bedraggl ed,
but ow -size, and strong enough to make its own way in the woods. Sean was
having difficulty controlling the wld-eyed horse.



"Go safe now," said Conor, and obediently the creature spread its tattered
wi ngs and flew, with never a sound, with never a | ook back; up, up into the
treetops, and away into the shadowy enbrace of the forest. | said not a word.

"You did well, bringing her honme." Conor's tone was tranquil

"I didn't bring her,” | said rather crossly. "She gave ne no choice."
"There's always a choice," said the druid.

There were altogether too many of them Grls everywhere: spilling down the
steps of the stone keep where at | ast we ended our journey, bigger girls
tugging at their father's hands, chattering and | aughing as their nother cane
out to greet me, tiny girls running about and teasing the huge dogs.

"Enough, daughters,"” said Sean with a smle, and in an instant they
di sappeared, as obedient as they were exuberant. | had not been able to count,
they were so quick. Five? Six?

"I"myour aunt Aisling," said the slight, rather severe-I|ooki ng wonan who
stood on the steps. A neat veil kept her red hair in place, and her freckled
face was intent and serious. "You' re very wel come here, as no doubt ny husband
has told you. It's a busy time. W have nany guests in the house. Miirrin wll
| ook after you."

"Where is Miirrin?" inquired nmy uncle as we nmade our way inside. The horses
had been quickly led away. As for Conor, he had quite sinply vani shed. Perhaps
the bevy of little girls had been too rmuch for him

"We'll find her," said ny aunt in capable tones. "You' d best get back to the
Council. They're waiting for you."

"The representative fromlInis Eala should be here today," ny uncle said.
"Perhaps we can conclude this on tinme after all." He turned to ne. "I'Il |eave
you now, niece. That was a long ride for a novice. You' d best rest those

aching linbs. Miirrin should have a potion or two that will help. Perhaps
we'll neet again at supper.”

They seermed to think Miirrin was the answer to everything. | formed an inmage
of her in ny mind that was conpletely at odds with the girl we tracked down
some time later, at work in a very small, rather dark room at the back of the
house.

The first thing | noticed was how tiny she was; little and slender, with big

green eyes, and her father's dark curls tied roughly back fromher face, to
keep them from her work. She was choppi ng up what | ooked |ike toadstools, with
a rather |arge, dangerous-I|ooking knife. She was concentrating hard and

hunm ng under her breath. Around her were shelves crammed with jars and

bottl es; bunches of drying flowers and herbs hung overhead, and a plait of
garlic festooned the wi ndow. Behind her a door stood open to a little garden.

"Muirrin," said her nother, with just a touch of sharpness. "Here is your
cousin Fainne. Did you forget?"
The girl | ooked up, her |arge eyes unsurprised.

"No, Mother. I'msorry | was not there. | had a nmessage fromthe cottages—this
i s needed urgently. How are you, Fainne? |'myour cousin Miirrin. El dest of
six. You'll have net ny sisters, | should think?" She gave a wy snile, and

found nyself smling back.



"I"mrather busy," Aunt Aisling said. "Perhaps —?"

"OFf you go, Mother. 1'll ook after Fainne. Are her things here, for

unpacki ng?"

| expl ai ned sonewhat reluctantly about Dan WAl ker and the carts and ny little
chest, and by the tine | had finished, ny aunt was gone.

"Sit down," said Miuirrin. "I need to finish this, and give it to sonmeone to
deliver. Then I'll show you around. There, by the fire. Want sone tea? The
water's boiling. Use the second jar on the left—that's it—t's a mixture of
pepperm nt and thyne, quite refreshing. Cups over there. Could you nake ne
some too?" While she tal ked her hands kept up the steady, neticul ous chopping
of the bronze-col ored fungi on the stone slab before her. | watched as she
nmeasured spices and strained oils and finally poured her dark
pungent-snelling mxture into a small earthenware jar, which she corked
neatly.

"Here's your tea," | said.

"Ch, good. I'Il just wash ny hands and—excuse nme a nmonent, wll you?" She
stuck her head out the door to the garden. "Paddy?" she call ed.

A roughly dressed | ad appeared, and was given the jar, and a set of

i nstructions which she had himrepeat several tines to ensure no errors.

"And tell themI'll be down nyself later to check on the old man. Be sure you
tell them™
"Yes, my lady."

| had been glad enough to sit and watch her. Now, as she seated herself and
took her cup between snall, capable hands, | found it hard to know what to
say. She was so confident, and so sel f-contai ned.

"Well," she ventured. "A long journey. You'll be wanting to wash, and rest,
and have sonme time to yourself. And you'll be stiff fromriding, | expect.
have a salve for that. What if we talk a little, and then I'lIl show you your
room and get you some spare things, and | eave you on your own until later?
need to go down to the cottages; tomorrow, perhaps, you nmight cone with ne.
Today, the main thing will be protecting you frommny sisters. They do nake a

| ot of noise."
"l noticed."
"Not used to so nmany fol k?"

| relaxed a little. "It was very quiet at home. There were fishernen, and in
sumer the traveling fol k cane. But we kept ourselves to ourselves."

Mii rrin nodded, her green eyes serious.

"You'll find it quite the opposite here. Especially now The house is full of
people, for the Council. And they don't |ike each other. Suppertinmes can be
quite interesting. You'll need to find out who's who, learn a few nanes. |'1|

hel p you. But not yet. First things first."
"Thank you. Did you say six sisters?"
Miirrin grimaced. "It's indeed so; nyself and five nore, and never a |ad anong

us. It's just as well my aunt had boys, or Sevenwaters woul d be scratching for
an heir."



"Your aunt? That would be—?"

"Qur aunt Liadan. My father's twin. He had daughters. She had sons. The tuath
will go fromuncle to nephew, as it has done before. My father is not
di scontent with that."

"What are your sisters' nanes?"

"You really want to know? Deirdre, C odagh, Maeve, Sibeal and Eilis. You'l
| earn those qui ck enough. They'll keep rem nding you which is which, until you
do."

I got a lightning tour of the house, which was nore confortabl e inside than
its grim fortified exterior suggested. Miirrin kept ne

clear of the council room whose doors were closed. The kitchen was bustling
with activity: birds being plucked, pastry rolled, and a huge iron pot
bubbling over the fire. The heat was fierce, the snmell delicious. W were
about to nove on when a perenptory voice fromthe hearth stopped us in our
tracks.

"Muirrin! Bring the girl here, lass!"

There was a very old woman seated on a bench by the fire. This was no

di shevel ed crone, but a gaunt upright creature with dark hair pulled back into
a big knot at the nape of her neck, and a fringed shawl around her bony

shoul ders. Her skin was winkled, but her eyes were very shrewd. It seened to
me nobody woul d dare set a foot wong in the kitchen while she was there.

"Well, it can't be N amh," she said as we approached. "So it nust be N amh's
daughter, for it's her to the last hair of her head. Now that's sonething
never thought 1'd see.”

"This is Janis," said Miirrin, as if that should nean something. "She's been
at Sevenwat ers | onger than anyone." She turned back to the old woman. "Fainne
has come all the way fromKerry, Janis. | was just taking her to rest."

The dark eyes narrowed. "Kerry, eh? Then | know whose cart you cane in on. So
where's Dan? Why isn't he here to see ne? Were's Darragh?"

This, then, was the auntie nuch nentioned.

"Dan's on his way," | said, "and Peg too. But Darragh's not com ng."

"What ? How can the | ad be not com ng? Stopped to look at a |likely piece of
horsefl esh, has he? Playing for a wake?"

"No," | said. "He's not conming at all. He's left the traveling life and
settled on a farmin the west. Training horses. A great opportunity. That's
what they say."

"And what do you say?"

"Me? It's nothing to ne."

She was unconvi nced. "Training horses, eh? That woul dn't keep him off the road
for long. Must be a lass in it sonewhere. Wat else would it be?"

"There's no lass,” | said severely. "Just a chance to better hinself. He made

a w se choice."

"You think so?" said the old wonan, staring at ne with her piercing dark eyes.



"Then you don't know my Darragh very well. He's a traveling man, and a
traveling man never settles. He mght try; but sooner or later the road calls
him and he'll be off again. Different for a woman. She night yearn for it,
but she can manage without it for the sake of a man, or a bairn. Wll, go on
then, off with you. Miuirrin, make sure the lass gets her nother's old room
Put the little ones up the north end. And don't forget to give the bedding a
good airing."

She spoke as if she were the mstress of the house and Miirrin a servant. But
Miirrin smled, and when we had made our way upstairs to a neat chanber whose
narr ow wi ndow | ooked out to the edge of the forest, the first thing she did
was make up the fire and check the strawfilled mattress and woollen quilts. |
decided nmy ideas of what life would be like in a great house such as
Sevenwaters were badly in need of revision

I had no wish to be grateful to Miuirrin. | did not want to become her friend.
I could not afford to be anyone's friend, if | were to carry out ny
grandmother's will. But | was forced to adnmit my cousin showed good judgmnent.
What | | onged for nost was to be al one. The need to neet so nmany new peopl e,
and smle, and be polite, had taken its toll on me. Miirrin sinply checked
that | had all | wanted, and left me with a promse to return later. The
chanber was to be mine alone, two beds or no. It would not hurt Deirdre and
Cl odagh one little bit to nove, she had told ne with a snile

Later, there was a polite tap on the door, and a man brought in ny little
chest. It felt very strange to unpack in the roomthat had once been ny

not her's. Perhaps she had shared it with her sister, the Aunt Liadan they al
spoke of. | had few bel ongings. | took out one of the good gowns and laid it
flat, for later. | extracted a crunpled and cross-1ooking R ona and sat her in
t he wi ndow enbrasure, |ooking out over the forest. Here, there seenmed no
special reason to hide her. It was a house of girls; probably there were dolls
here aplenty. In fact, she seemed nore at honme here than | did. |I could not
rest, despite my aches and pains. My mind was too busy trying to nmake sone
sense of it all. The magnitude of the task before me meant | had no time to
waste. | nust find out as nuch as | could, and then | nust fornulate sone sort
of plan. | could not be idle. Gandnother would | ook, and she would find nme. |
had been a fool to doubt that. It was a branch of the craft | had little
aptitude for, one which had frustrated and el uded ne. But she, with her dark
mrror, her bow of still water, she had the skill to search and the eye to
see. Wien she sought me there would be no place to hide.

It took time. It took courage as well. There were so many people, and so nuch
noi se, and apart from Miirrin nobody seened to understand how nuch | hated
that. It nade ny stomach clench tight and my head ache and ny fingers long to
make sonme mischief of their own. But |I did not use the craft. Instead

wat ched and |istened, and soon enough, with an applicati on which was second
nature to ne after years of Father's tutelage, | learned the intricacies of
the famly and their allies.

There were the folk of this household, the keep of Sevenwaters, which was the
center of nmy uncle Sean's vast tuath. Hml could tolerate. Sonetines he
seened a little distant, but when he spoke to ne it was as to an equal, and he
took the tinme to explain things. | never saw himbeing | ess than fair to any
of his household. | was forced to rem nd nyself that it had been he, anong

ot hers, who had bani shed ny nother fromher honme. It did not seemto ne that
Uncl e Sean woul d be dangerous, except maybe on the field of battle, or in a
debate of strategy. Then there was Aunt Aisling. Just watching her made ne
tired. She was perpetually busy, supervising every aspect of the household
with a whirlwi nd energy that totally consunmed her day. As a result, the place
nmoved with a seanl ess efficiency. | wondered if she was ever happy. | wondered



why you woul d have so many children when you scarcely had time to bid them
good mnorni ng before you were off again to attend to some nore pressing
busi ness.

Thi s keep had once been the only nmajor settlement in the forest of

Sevenwat ers. But now there were others, established by ny uncle and tenanted
by his free clients, whose own bands of arned nmen he could call upon in tine
of need. Thus the tuath had been made | ess vul nerable, with strong outposts
serving as a rem nder, should powerful neighbors think to stretch out a hand a
little further than was appropriate. These free clients were part of the
Council, as were the richly clad | eaders of the U Neill in their tunics

bl azoned with the scarlet synbol of the coiled snake. In the househol d of
Sevenwat ers there was a brithemand a scribe and a poet. There was a naster at
arnms and a fletcher and several blacksmiths. But it was others, unseen others,
who intrigued ne nore.

Aunt Liadan was ny nother's sister, and Sean's twin. My father had said she
lived at Harrowfield. | had not realized how far away that was. Strangely, she
dwelt in Britain anong the enem es of Seven-waters, for her husband was now
master of an estate in Northunbria which had once bel onged to her father. When
they were not living there they were at Inis Eala, sonme renmpte place far

north, surely so distant it was hardly worth thinking of. But when nmy uncle
Sean spoke of his sister it was as if she lived as close as a skip and a junp
across the fields. Conor tal ked of her as of an old and respected friend. |
tried to renenber what my grandmother had told nme. | thought she'd said
somet hi ng about wi shing Ci aran had chosen the other sister, because their
child woul d have been cleverer, or nmore skillful. It had not been the nost
tactful of remarks to nmake to ne. But that was G andnother for you.

Li adan and her husband had sons. | started to |earn about themnot |ong after
my arrival. For all nmy efforts to retreat to ny roomfor sonme tine alone, to
shrug off the danour for a little, or to repeat in peace the secret

i ncantations of the craft, | had not been able to avoid a regular influx of
smal |, curious visitors. As Miirrin had predicted, | soon learned to

di stinguish them for all their matching nops of red hair and lively freckl ed
faces. Sibeal was the odd one out; dark, like her eldest sister, and quiet.
And she had very strange eyes, clear, colorless eyes that seened to | ook
beyond the surface of things. Eilis was very small, and very m schi evous. You
had to watch her. Maeve was in the niddle, and had a dog that foll owed her
everywhere |like a devoted slave. And Deirdre and C odagh were tw ns. Wen they
grew a little older, it would be just like having two nore of nmy aunt Aisling
runni ng around maki ng sure everything in the household was perfect. | began to
under st and soon enough why Miirrin spent a great deal of her time in the
stillroomworking, or down at the cottages tending to the sick

On this particular day | had the twins in ny room seated one on each bed, and
Maeve as well, with the dog. The dog, at |east, was quiet, though its huge
bul k bl ocked the little fire's heat fromreaching the rest of us.

"I's this your doll? Can | hold her?" Maeve had queried i mediately on comi ng
in, and had picked Riona up before | could answer. Her confidence took ne
aback, and | did not reply.

"Did your nother make it?" asked C odagh. Deirdre glared at her

"Yes," | said.

"What's her name?" queried Maeve, inspecting Riona' s rose-pink skirt, and
screwi ng up her nose at the strangely woven neckl ace.

"R ona."

"Muirrin made me a doll once. But it's not as nice as this one. Can | play
with her?"

"She's not for playing with," | said, and I went over and took Ri ona out of



the child s arns. | placed her carefully back where she bel onged, gazi ng out
of the wi ndow, down to the margin of the forest.
"Baby," said Deirdre, making a face at Maeve.

"I amnot a baby! Eilis is a baby. Coil's a baby. I"'mten years old. I'm
grown-up. "

Deirdre lifted her brows and gri maced.

Maeve burst into tears. "I am | aml | am aren't I, Fainne?"

These children confused nme. Their life was as different frommnine as a

| apdog's froma wolf's. W had nothing in common, nothing at all. What kind of
girl mght | have beconme if |I had grown up anong thenf? Maeve was still crying.
"You can play with Riona, if you like," | said magnani nously.

"Don't want to now," pouted Maeve, but she took Ri ona down again, and sat
there hiccuping with the doll in her arns.

"Here," | said, handing her ny hairbrush. "She could do with a tidy-up."
turned to the older girls. "Who's Coll?" | inquired.

"Qur cousin." Clodagh liked to explain things; she enjoyed sharing her grasp
of affairs. "That nakes himyour cousin too, | suppose.”

"Aunt Liadan's son?"

"One of them She's got heaps.™

"Four, actually,” put in Deirdre. "Coil's the smallest one."

"There's Cormack, he's fourteen and thinks he's quite a warrior. There's
Fintan, but we don't see him he stays at Harrowfield. And there's Johnny."
Thi s name was spoken in a very special tone, as if referring to a god.
"I"'mgoing to marry Johnny when |I'mold enough,"” said Deirdre in tones of
great assurance.

Her twin glanced at her with a wy expression. "No, you're not," said d odagh.

"I amso!" Deirdre | ooked as if she were about to expl ode.
"No, you're not," repeated her twin firmy. "You can't marry your first
cousin, or your nephew, or your uncle. Janis told ne."

"Why not ?" denmanded Deirdre

"Your children would be cursed, that's why not. They'd be born with three
eyes, or ears like a hare, or crooked feet or sonething. Everyone knows that."

"What's wrong, Fainne?" asked Maeve suddenly, |ooking up at ne. "You've gone
all white."

"Nothing," | said as cheerfully as | could, though O odagh's words had set a
chill on ny heart. "Tell nme. These boys, these cousins. Don't they live rather
a long way away? But you seemto know themquite well."

"We see them sonetines. Not Fintan; he's the heir to Harrowfield, and Aunt

Li adan says he's just |like his grandfather, and would rather be on the estate
plowing fields or settling argunments than spending his time traveling all the
way to U ster. And Cormack stays at Inis Eala nost of the time. But Aunt

Li adan brings Coll when she visits. Terrible conbination, Coll and Eilis.
Not hi ng' s safe when those two get together."

"\What about the other one? Johnny, is that his nanme?"
"Johnny's different." C odagh's voice had softened. "He's here a lot, |earning
about Sevenwaters, all the people's names, and how to run the farms, and al
about the alliances and the defenses and the canpaigns."”

"Johnny's a good rider," put in Meve.

"What woul d you expect?" O odagh said with no little scorn. "Look at the way



he was brought up, anmong the best fighters in all of Uster. He's a rea
warrior, and a great |eader, even if he is only young."

"So, he is a fearsome, wild sort of man?" | queried.

"Ch, no." Maeve stared at ne, brows raised. "He's lovely."

"So | ovely," added O odagh, grinning, "it's amazing he isn't wed al ready. Sone
day soon he'll turn up with a beautiful, highborn wife, | expect."
"You don't know what you're tal king about," grunbled Deirdre. "I do so,"

retorted C odagh
"Do not!"

"I's it true what they say," | ventured, "that this Johnny is the child of the
ol d prophecy? Do you know about that?"

"Everyone knows that story," sniffed Maeve, who was plaiting Riona's yell ow
hair into an el aborate coronet.

"Well, is it true?”

The twins turned their small faces toward ne.

"Ch, yes," they said in chorus, and Deirdre gave a sigh. | did not think I
could ask nore, w thout seem ng unduly inquisitive. | kept silent, and after a
while they grew bored with ne, and went off to bother soneone el se.

So, there was Uncle Sean and his girls, and Aunt Liadan and her boys. A
much- bel oved grandfather had died recently and been laid to rest under the
oaks. And there was Conor. The druids dwelt deep in a secret part of the
forest, as is the habit of the wise ones. But Conor was part of the Council
and therefore remai ned at Sevenwaters while the di scussions proceeded behi nd
cl osed doors. |ndeed, he was the nost senior nenber of the fanmily, and nmuch
deferred to. And there was another uncle, Aunt Aisling's brother. HmIl net on
the very first day, by chance, as | wal ked down the stairs with Miirrin on ny
way to supper and passed himcomng up. |I'd have thought nothing of this

well -built, richly dressed nan of middle years, pleasant featured, brown

hai red, but for the way he suddenly froze when he set eyes on me, and turned
white as chal k.

"Uncl e Eanonn," said Miirrin as if nothing at all were amss, "this is ny
cousin Fainne. Ni anmh's daughter. FromKerry." A well-rehearsed statenent,

whi ch said just enough, and invited no awkward questi ons.

The man opened his nmouth and shut it again. Expressions warred on his
features: shock; anger; offense; and, with a visible effort, polite wel cone.
"How are you, Fainne? I'msure Miirrin is helping you settle in here. This

vi sit was—dnexpect ed?"

"Father went out to neet Fainne this morning,"” Miirrin said snmoothly. "She'l
be staying here awhile."

"I see." Behind the now well-controlled features, | could tell his mnd was
wor ki ng very quickly indeed, as if putting the pieces of a puzzle together

wi th speed and purpose. | did not rmuch like the look of this.

"We'd best go down now. We'll see you at supper, Uncle Eanonn."

"I expect you will, Miirrin."

That was all; but there were nore than a fewtinmes after that when | saw this

man wat ching ne, at the table when other folk were engaged in talk, or across
the hall when people gathered in the evening, or in the gardens wal ki ng. He
was influential, | could tell that fromthe way the men of the alliance seened
to defer to him Mirrin told ne he was nmaster of a huge estate, two really,
that curled right around the west and north of Sevenwaters. He had acquired

d encarnagh as well as Sidhe Dubh, and that neant he controlled nore nmen and



nmore |and than Sean did. Al the same, he was fanily and therefore no threat.
But he watched nme, until | grew annoyed and began wat chi ng hi m back. | had no
doubt what ny grandnother would think of this man. She woul d say, Power is
everyt hi ng, Fai nne.

Ti me passed, and Dan Wl ker and his fol k noved on. | had scarcely seen them
for I was caught up, despite nmyself, in the daily routine of the famly, and
when | was not needed | fled to ny chanber or out into the garden for precious
time alone. It began to be clear to ne why the druids chose to renmain so

i sol ated, emerging only at the times of the great festivals, or to performa
handf asting or a harvest blessing. To keep the lore in your mnd, to tap into
your inner strengths and maintain your focus required silence and solitude,
for themas for us. For a druid it required al so the conpany of trees, for
trees are powerful synbols in the | earning of the wise ones. In a | andscape

al nost devoid of trees, | had |learned their names and forns before | was five
years ol d. Sean had questioned my father's wisdomin choosing to live in
Kerry, so renote, so far from Seven-waters. To ne, it becanme ever plainer that
nmy father had known exactly what he was doing. Perhaps, at first, he went away
in order to protect nmy nother. But | recalled those |ong years of study, of
silent meditation, of self-inposed privation, and | knew that if we had not
dwelt there in the Honeyconb, near encircled by wild sea, canopied by

rai n-washed sky, watched over by the cryptic forns of the standing stones,
woul d never have beconme what | was. Father had taught ne well and | had

| earned eagerly. What he had intended for ne |I still did not understand, for
he had spoken of it cryptically, like the druid he still was at heart. He had
said he hoped | might find the right purpose for ny gifts, and had given ne
the tools to do so. The irony of it was that he had forged a weapon like a
true master; his nother's weapon. Perhaps he had never really escaped the

| egacy she left him for in this had he not done exactly as she w shed? She
had used the | ove we bore one another to twist me to her will. She need only
show nme that inage of ny father coughing, choking, suffering, to ensure
turned my hand to the nost fearsone of tasks.

Despite ny longing for home, | grew slowmy nore accustomed to the pattern of
life at Sevenwaters, and it becane harder and harder to renenber why | was
here. The nenory of Grandnother's threats seened alnpbst |ike a fantasy of the
mnd. Distractions were many. At tinmes | |ooked at the bustling donestic scene
around ne, and thought of the magnitude of the task | had been set, and said
to nyself, This cannot be true. These things cannot exist together in the sane
worl d. Maybe | am dreaning. Let me be dreani ng

Aunt Aisling, busy as she was, had no intention of letting ne di sappear to do
as | wished. | would help Miirrin with her healing work; | would assi st
Deirdre and Cl odagh with their reading and witing, as it appeared | was very
capabl e at both, and the girls' education had been somewhat negl ected
recently, since everyone was so occupied. | could supervise the little ones at
sewi ng, since | was apt at that too. | should learn to ride, properly, for one
never knew when one mght have to depart in a hurry. And | needed new cl ot hes.
| wondered what Aunt Aisling thought | would get up to if she did not organize
every single nonent of ny day.

Miirrin hel ped. Often, when | was dispatched to assist her in the stillroom or
wal k with her on sone errand of nercy, she would | ook at me with her wide
green eyes, and tell me | nmight as well sit in the garden and have sonme peace
and quiet, while she got on with things. Then she would work at her m xing and
bl endi ng, her drying and preserving, sonetinmes al one and sonetimes assisted by
smal | Sibeal, an earnest, silent child. And | would sit on the stone bench in
the herb garden, wrapped in ny everyday shawl, for | had fol ded Darragh's gift
neatly and laid it away in the very bottom of the wooden chest, safe from
prying eyes and eager little hands. | would sit there alone in the chill of



| ate autum, and ran the litany through ny mind. | could al nost hear ny
father's voice.

Whence canme you?
From the Caul dron of Unknow ng.

So it unfolded, |onger than the day, |onger than the season, greater than the
cycle of the year, as old as the pattern of all existences. And sonetines, as
| let the famliar recital of lore unfold, I would play with things just a
little, scarcely conscious of what | did. There night be a subtle change in
the manner in which the noss grew over the ancient stones. There night be nore
bees clustering on the |ast bloons of the |avender, and sonmewhat fewer snall

bi rds perched on the bare branches of the lilac. Pebbles on the ground m ght
roll into the shape of an ancient synbol. Ash; birch; oak; spindle. Nothing
grand. Just enough to keep nmy hand in, so to speak

My daily life remained an effort, even when it grew nore famliar. It was
exhausting. | knew | would never get used to the people, the conpany, the need
to speak the obvious and listen to the tedious, the need to participate. If
you are brought up to solitude and silence, you never lose the craving for it.
Sonetimes | was tenpted to pack a little bag and wal k away, forest or no
forest, Grandnother or no G andnother. But such a venture was dooned to
failure. The place was bristling with armed nen, and the girls were forbidden
to go past a certain point without an escort. In these tines, Codagh told ne
very seriously, one could not be too careful

The Council drewto a close. | had watched to see who the representative from
Inis Eala mght be, for I wished to | earn nore of Aunt Liadan and her husband,
and the fabled Johnny. But | detected no new faces at supper, and saw no
riders come into the yard on the day ny uncle Sean spoke of it. In the end
asked Miuirrin outright.

"Are not the folk of Inis Eala represented at the Council?" | tried to sound
casual . "And what about Harrowfield? If Johnny is the heir to Sevenwaters, why
is not he or his father present? Do they play no role in this undertaking,
whatever it is?"

Miuirrin glanced at ne as she stirred a pot over her small fire. "Harrowfield
is not part of this," she said. "That estate has al ways

remai ned outside the feud; they distance thensel ves from North-woods, who is
our true eneny, for all they share a border. That has not changed since Liadan
and the Chief took control there. For that reason, the Chief never cones to

Sevenwat ers. He wal ks a delicate path, though, for he still maintains a keen
interest in the affairs of Inis Eala. And Inis Eala was nost certainly
represented at the Council. This venture cannot go ahead w t hout them™

"The Chief?" | queried.

"Aunt Liadan's husband. Everyone calls himthat. His real name is Bran, the
raven. "

"Who cane fromliInis Eala for the Council ?" | asked. "I saw nobody arriving."
Now Miuirrin wore a little frown. "Wy does that interest you?"
she queri ed.

"I"'mjust trying to |l earn about the famly. Johnny seens very inportant. And



Aunt Liadan was ny nother's sister."

"Yes, it's a pity she was not here to neet you," said Miirrin, tasting a
little of her mixture and naking a face. "Ch dear, 1'll need honey, | think.
Could you reach it down, Fainne? It's no wonder you didn't see the man they
sent. The Chief's folk are masters of invisibility." She saw my expression
and | aughed. "Ch, no magic involved, | assure you. It's their trademark and
great skill to cone in and out unseen and to adopt what di sgui ses they nust,
so they are not renmenbered. That's another reason the Chief doesn't cone

hi nsel f. You'd always renenber him A man canme and left. That's all."

"Way woul d you al ways renenber the—the Chief?"

"You'll know if you ever meet him But he would not conme to a Council of this
kind. As | said, he is at pains to appear neutral. Besides, he has too many
enem es and even now is not fully trusted by all of Father's allies."

"Real | y? Then why are his folk fromlInis Eala involved? Isn't that risky for
hi n®"

"Because of Johnny." She did not speak this nanme in the awed tone her sisters
used. But she was deeply serious. "Johnny's a synbol. The son of the raven. He
must |l ead this venture, and he cannot do so without his father's support.

Besi des, the Chief's unique skills and Johnny's special forces are an
essential part of the canmpaign. It can't work without them That's what Fat her
says."

"And where does your uncle Eanonn fit into all this?"

"Just that he has the |l argest and best-equi pped force of fighting nmen in al

of Uster," said Miuirrin airily. "Hold this, will you, while | strain it

t hrough. Thanks. He has to be part of it. They all do. It's Father's job to
keep them from each other's throats |ong enough for the whole thing to work. A
bit like being the eldest sister, |I should think it is."

| was bursting with questions, but felt |I could ask her no nore without
arousi ng suspicion. Instead | watched and listened, for my father had trained
me to solve puzzles. The man Eanmobnn was a cl osed book; difficult, w thdrawn.
He would sit at the supper table next to Aunt Aisling, and he would be very
qui et, alnost unnaturally so. One nmight think his failure to contribute to the
conversation was caused by overindul gence in the good ale provided, for he
woul d sit there drinking solidly all evening, and staring into space, and
eating little. But his eyes gave himaway. | could tell he was |istening
acutely and storing up whatever m ght someday be of value to him And still |
caught himwatching ne, tine after time, as if | were the final piece of his
puzzl e and he had not yet decided where to put ne. | |ooked at himunder ny

| ashes. Hi s gaze remmi ned unwavering. He's the one, | thought. He's the one
Grandmot her would tell ne to target. Find yourself a man of influence, Fainne.
A worman can do wonders with such a nan as her tool. The very idea terrified
me. It made ny stomach churn and ny skin turn to goose bunps.

One by one, the partners of the alliance made their farewells and | eft
Sevenwat ers under arned escort. For their own protection, was the explanation
given, as Sean's nmen in their forest-colored garb rode off at front and rear
with the visitors close-guarded between. How could you work side by side,

pl anni ng some sort of mmjor campaign, | asked Miirrin, if there was such a

| ack of trust between you? Mght not your ally turn and stab you in the back?

"Ch, it's not just that," said Miirrin. "It's the forest. The forest knows its
own. Others cannot go in and out in safety. Paths change. Roots grow over the



track. Voices |ead people astray, and msts rise." She spoke as if of everyday
matters, and | felt the hairs on the back of ny neck prickle.

"Voi ces?" | echoed.

"Not everyone hears them" she told ne. "But the forest is very old. Entrusted
to our family in ancient times. W are its guardi ans.

W are by no neans its only dwellers.™

| nodded. "I've heard the tale," | said cautiously. "Didn't one of

your —eur —ancestors wed a wonan of the Forhoire?"

"That's what they say. And from her came the secret of the Islands. They are
tied up together: the Islands, the forest, the trust

the Fair Folk laid on us, long ago. If one part fails, all fails. You may know
of this already."

"Alittle. I"'d like to learn nore."
"You' d best ask Conor. He tells the tale better than anyone."
But | was avoiding Conor. Still he remai ned at Sevenwaters, but

he had made no effort to seek me out, instead spending rmuch of his time in
conference with Sean, or talking with Miirrin, or seated silently in the
garden gazing out toward the forest. | had the inpression he was waiting.

My mind was on other things. Uncle Sean had decreed | nust learn to ride
properly, since one never knew when one night need to do so at short notice.

It was a huniliating experience. The horses didn't trust nme. And everyone
could ride, even Eilis who was barely five years old. Al very well for her, |
t hought crossly, watching her canter around the yard on her little black pony.
She' d been brought up to it. | was alnost tenpted to nake the pony shy and
throw her off. Along time ago, in another world, Darragh had offered to teach
me to ride and | had refused. Now | regretted it bitterly. Aoife would not
have trenbl ed and edged away from ne. Darragh woul d have been patient. He

m ght have made a joke of it, but he would never have | aughed at ne the way
Eilis did. Not that the stable |lads weren't eager to help, but that had nore
to do with the way | smiled at themthan any natural kindness. Since ny
arrival at Sevenwaters | had not once gone forth anong fol k without clothing
nmysel f in that magical garb of beauty and sweetness the d amour allowed. No
wonder folk said | |ooked like nmy nother. Wthout the guise of the d anour, |
woul d be paral yzed by ny own awkwardness. But here in the stable-yard I was
tempted to shrug it off and show themjust what a plain, shy thing | really
was. | could have used a trick or two to put themin their place. But I
resisted the urge and just got on with things. By the end of the norning |I was
tired and frustrated, and my teachers were scratching their heads in

puzzl enent .

"The horses just don't take to you," remarked one of the stable hands. "Never
seen anything like it." Beside him the mare | had been riding rolled her eyes
and shi ver ed.

"Never mind," | said. "Thank you for your tine."
"I't's an honor, mny lady," the lad said, blushing furiously. Then | fled. | was
supposed to be taking Eilis and Maeve back to the house to get cleaned up and
start on sone needl ework. But suddenly that was nore than | could face, and
slipped quietly away behind the stables, desperate for a few nmonents al one.
There was a place where you could sit in peace, a back door with three steps
com ng down. Just a little respite with no unwanted conpany, that was all
needed.

But there was conpany. On the steps sat Eanonn, dressed for riding, booted
| egs stretched out before him arms folded, his eyes fixed on the mddle

di stance and his expressi on shadowed, as if deep in thought. He wore a dark
green tunic over his riding clothes.



"Ch," | said, taken aback. "Ch-I"msorry .

He rose to his feet. "Fainne, | think | have preenpted your place of refuge.
In any case, | should go. |I'mreturning honme today. | have many matters to
attend to."

Frozen with shyness, d anour or no @ anour, | could not think what to say to
himor howto act. Automatically, | spoke in the soft, breathless sort of

voi ce ny grandnot her woul d have recomrended for such a situation, and | noved
as she had taught ne, for | could not think what el se to do.

"Pl ease—stay if you wish. | did not intend to disturb you. You're right, this
is a place to flee to when things—when things becone difficult. But—+ don't
mnd sharing it. You, too, desire peace and quiet? A spell away fromthe
hubbub of affairs? You seema very busy man." | noved forward hesitantly, and
felt nmyself blushing delicately, with no need for the craft.

"Please," he said. "Sit down. You have been riding, have you not? You'll be
tired."”
"I am somewhat weary," | said with a rueful snmile, and seated nyself

gracefully on the top step. He stood by me, his expression guarded as al ways.

"You' ve never learned to ride? That's unusual for a girl of your age,"
observed Eanonn

"I know," | said with conmplete honesty. "And indeed | have no

wi sh to learn, but Uncle Sean says | nmust. | would prefer to spend ny time on
ot her pursuits.”

"Qt her pursuits?”

He seened to want to talk to me. Perhaps G andnother's advice on how to dea

with nmen was sounder than | had thought. | was not sure what his preferred
answer to this question nmight be. | nmade a

guess.

"Sewi ng, reading, studying. | amnot accustomed to so many

folk."

He gave a nod of approval. It seenmed | had judged himwell

enough.

"You have not, then, grown up in a famly such as ny sister's? Wre you raised
in your father's househol d?"

It was a m stake ever to underestimate such a man. | felt the blush deepen
and | owered ny eyes. "l—excuse ne, this distresses nme. You would need to ask
my uncle Sean. | find it painful to speak

of this."

Eamonn squatted down beside me, clearly concerned. But | had not nissed the
searching expression in his dark eyes.

"I"'msorry," he said. "l've upset you. | had no intention—= "It's all right."
My voice wobbled a little. "I+ don't care to speak of these things. | have
led a rather sheltered existence, until | canme here. Alife of quiet and

contenpl ation. "

"For a long time | believed your nother had drowned on ny own |and, through ny
own negligence," Eanonn said. "| |earned eventually that she had survived and
was in a house of prayer. They said she was in fragile health. But—forgive ne,
but to be blunt, nobody nentioned a daughter."

"I never knew ny nother,"” | said in a whisper. This conversation was
unsettling me. | could not understand what he wanted. If he wi shed to |learn
secrets that mght be of strategic advantage, he could hardly expect to get
them from ne.

"She was very like you," said Eamonn. "N anmh was much admired as a girl



I ndeed, there were never two sisters so unlike." H's nouth twisted. H s face
was quite close to nmy own.

"You will no doubt be pleased to return hone at last," | said.
He stared back at ne, silent.
"Your own family will be missing you," | added.

"Aisling is all the famly | have
| ooki ng down at the ground.

he said after a monent, and now he was

| paused. "You surprise ne," | said. "No wife? No children? Perhaps ny | ack of
exposure to the world limts my understanding of such things, but are you not
anxious for an heir to your estates?"

He gave the tiniest of smles. "You are very direct, Fainne. Startlingly so."
| enpl oyed Grandnot her's teaching again, nmaking a delicate gesture of
confusion, fingers up to nmy lips. "I"'msorry. | had no wish to offend you.

grew up in solitude, and never |earned the art of conversation. Please ignore
what | said."”

"It is unusual, | suppose," said Eanmonn, noving around to sit by nme on the
steps. "Once, | inmagined | could have those things. After all, a nman considers
them no nore than a basic right. But everything changed."

" How?"

He | ooked down at his hands, now tightly cl enched together

"Ah. Now you venture into those matters of which |I cannot speak. W nust each
keep our secrets, | think."

"I'"'msorry, Eanmonn."
He gl anced at ne, brows raised.

"You woul d prefer | called you Uncle Eanbnn? It doesn't seem al t oget her
appropriate.”

"I ndeed not, Fainne. And after all, | amnot your uncle, though |I night have
been. | should go. My men will be waiting. It's a long ride to Sidhe Dubh."

"That is where you live?"

"And at d encarnagh. You would prefer that house. It's nore of a place for a
wonan. "

"And 1'd better go back to the children," | said. "They must be tidied up and
gi ven some sewing to do. Aunt Aisling keeps us all busy. | don't mind. It's
just that they're so |oud."

Eamonn smled. It inproved his appearance markedly. A pity he was so old. N ne
and thirty at least, | thought. A der than my father

"You like quiet, then?"

| nodded. "I might have better stayed in the south, and dedi cated

nmyself to a life of peace and contenplation,” | said softly, pleased that
| had not had to lie.

"You woul d not then wish for a famly of your own, soneday?"
Eanmonn asked gravely.



| guessed at what G andnother woul d think appropriate here. "lIndeed yes," |
breat hed, nmaking ny face the picture of exquisite young wormanhood, on the
brink of discovery. "A husband, a fine son, a lovely little daughter to watch
over—doesn't every girl long for

t hat ?"

There was anot her pause. "I hope," said Eanmonn, "I hope Sean chooses wi sely
for you. | would not see such a—+ hope he exercises sound judgnent on your
behal f. Now | must be off. Good luck with your riding. I'msure you wll

become as acconplished at that as no doubt you are at everything el se.™

"You flatter nme," | said.

"I doubt that very much. Goodbye, Fainne. Perhaps we can tal k again, when next
| visit Sevenwaters."

"I"'d like that," | said, and watched himgo. | had nmanaged, at | east.
Grandnmot her woul d probably have approved. So why had this interchange so

di sturbed ne that ny stomach seemed to tie itself in knots whenever | thought

of it? | went through all | had said, and could find no error init. But I
kept seeing Darragh's face as he watched nme dancing at the fair, the face of a
man who feels sonehow betrayed. And all | could think of was how glad | was

that Darragh could not see me now, that he would not know what | nust do, and
what | nust becone.

Chapter Five

The forest was |ike a cloak of darkness around the keep and its snall
settlenent. As the year noved forward and the weather grew damp and chill, |
found it hard to shake off the feeling of oppression, of being shut in a trap
that woul d draw cl ose around and smother ne. The forest protects its own,
Miirrin had said. It seemed to me the forest lived and breathed, and sensed an
intruder in its mdst with destruction in her heart. G andnother had set
things out for me with devastating sinplicity. Make sure they don't fight, she
had said, or if they do, make sun they lose. To lose the battle was to | ose
the Islands. To lose the Islands was to bring ill on the forest, and on al

the dwel l ers therein, whether of human world or Gtherworld. It seenmed to ne
the forest knew this, as a living being knows a great truth. Foolish thoughts,
| said to nyself briskly, as | added a log to the small fire in nmy room After
all, it was only trees. Trees can be cut down and burnt. Trees can be cl eared
to make room for crops or grazing. Stupid, to give those fears too much

wei ght. And yet, in the lore, trees could not be underestimted. To Conor and
his kind they were powerful symbols. To Miuirrin and her famly they were a
sacred trust, to be protected at all costs. In its turn, the forest guarded
all who dwelt at Sevenwaters.

| stood by ny wi ndow | ooki ng down, watching the rain driven sideways by the
gale, seeing the leafless fornms of great oak and beech shudder under the
storm s onsl aught, yet stand firmtogether. It was nearly dark, and | had lit
a candl e, which struggled to remain alight

there in the window. Its flickering golden glow touched Ri ona's enbroidered
features to life, and turned her silken gown the shade of autumm rose. There
was the strangest of feelings about this spot, close by the narrow w ndow. |
had felt it before: some power, sone significance, as if a person had waited
here endlessly, as if what they felt was so strong that the nmenmory of it stil
lingered there in the cold air, before the flickering candle. The sense of it

chilled me. | noved away to sit on the bed, and Riona's eyes watched ne.
Fears, | told nyself, too many fears. | nust rid nyself of them so the task
could unfold. If the forest was a threat, then I nust confront it. | nust

answer the voices, and challenge the silent sentinels. Did not ny task strike
at the heart of the Fair Folk thensel ves? And yet | quailed at the prospect of
wal ki ng al one under the oaks, lest | hear their voices. Wthout know edge of

t hose whom | nust defeat, | could achieve nothing. WAs | not a sorcerer's



daught er ? \Where was ny courage?

The weat her cleared; storny days gave way to crisp, frosty nornings and coo
aft ernoons under a pale sun that gave no respite to the ache deep in the
bones. The little girls stopped squabbling and went outside to play, not too
far fromthe house. The last of the season's work was conpl eted, roofs

repai red, wood stacked, winter supplies carefully stored away. In the yards,
men with sword and spear and dagger rehearsed, endlessly, the | ethal dances of
war. Mre horses cane in, and the stable | ads were too busy to bother with a
lady's riding | essons. Sean seenmed grim and preoccupied, striding about with
the two great dogs padding silent behind him O her nen came, and consulted
with him and left. Supplies were brought in on carts and put away before
anyone could get a look at their nature. Often Conor would be there with his
nephew, checking things and offering grave advice. It was not so unusual for a
druid to involve hinself in a mlitary canpaign, especially when it touched on
somet hing so dear to his heart.

For my grandnot her had been right about the great venture planned for sumer.
It was indeed no I ess than the final onslaught on the Britons of Northwoods,
the clan that had laid hold of the Islands sacred to the old faith,
generations since. This was the sunmer when the |slands would be returned at
last to their rightful guardians. Not owners; that term was not appropriate.
The fam ly were custodians only, of forest, l|ake, and Islands. This ancient
trust had been laid on

our ancestor by the folk of the Tuatha De Danann, when first he set foot in
the forest of Sevenwaters. There had been a terrible neglect of that trust,
and Nort hwoods had laid hold of the Islands. Over countless years, the feud
for control of these specks of land far out in the sea had been waged, and
sons of Erin and Britain alike had laid down their lives for the cause. This
woul d be the | ast onslaught. North-woods woul d be driven out, his forces
shattered. The tine was right; the child of the prophecy was anong them and a
warrior fully fledged. Wth himto | ead, and an array of allies such as had
never before been nustered, the venture could not fail.

Al this | learned by listening and observation. The training ny father had

i nparted had nade ne skillful at both. Indeed, there were tinmes when
overheard rather nore than | wi shed to; tinmes when | wondered nuch about the
history of this great fanmily and the secrets which seemed woven into it. There
was a day when | had fled the children's chatter and taken nyself off to a
secl uded corner of the garden to sit in silence on an old stone bench. The air
was chill; | was well wrapped in my warmcloak. | held nmy grandnother's amul et
in my hand and tried to fix my mind on the task she had set me and how | m ght
achieve it. Sometinmes when | touched the small bronze triangle | saw her face
in my mnd, and heard the fierce whisper of her voice, Don't forget, Fainne.
Don”t forget your father. | renenbered her punishnments, and did not doubt her
power. At times ny spirit quailed at the inpossibility of the quest which |ay
before nme. The amul et hel ped in these monents of doubt. Its small formin ny
hand was al ways reassuring; while I held it | could believe nyself capabl e of
al nost anyt hi ng.

That day | was sitting on nmy bench in the shadow of a tall winter-brown hedge,
when | heard voices: ny uncle Sean's, and Conor's. They were wal king along a
gravel path on the other side of the trimed beeches, and they paused right
behind me so | could not fail to hear their words. Just in case they should

decide to cone around the corner where they could see ne, | used a little
spell to blend nmyself nore fully into the hedge-shade, to dapple ny clothing
to the colors of dry winter |eaf and dark clutching twig. | |istened.

have asked nysel f many questions about Ciaran's reasons for this, but
no answers cone to ne," Conor was saying.

"It's plain enough to me, Uncle," Sean replied. "Even C aran



must understand his daughter has no future in a renote settlenent somewhere on
the fringes of Kerry. He can't bring her north hinself; he knows he can never
be received here, for all he shares our own blood. So he sends the girl to us,
hopeful that we will see her settled, find her a good husband, secure for her
a future befitting a daughter of Sevenwaters."

There was a little silence.

"There's something wong here." Conor's tone was thoughtful, as if he
struggled with sone chall engi ng puzzle. "C aran had no | ove for Sevenwaters
nor for his famly when he stormed out of the place all those years ago. He
repudi ated all of us, and the brotherhood as well, as soon as he | earned who
he was. He set the seal on that decision in taking Niamh for hinself, even
after he understood that was agai nst natural laws. In doing so he effectively
cut her off fromall of us. Wiy would he choose, now, to throw his daughter on
our nercy? Even as a child C aran was a subtle thinker. There's a plan in this
somewhere, and it's not a sinple wish to see his daughter wed to sone likely
nobl eman. "

"Wth respect, Uncle, | think you' re wong. | think G aran is doing exactly
what N anmh woul d have wanted. My sister loved this place and her famly; she
also loved the life it offered her, the fine things, the nusic and danci ng,

t he conpany and festivity. Nianmh was no hermit. It grieves me that | wll
never know if my sister forgave what we did to her, if she died still bitter
that we chose so ill for her. Could not Fainne's presence here be seen as a

ki nd of forgiveness?"

"You wish it could be so," Conor said quietly. "You overl ook what the girl is,
I think; what |egacy she bears. She is N amh's daughter, certainly; | see that
in the toss of the head, the sudden silences, the quickness to take of fense.
But she is C aran's daughter too. You know what that means. Keeping Fai nne
here may be a risk to us. W nust tread cautiously, | think."

"Come now, Uncle, Fainne has sone skill in magic, that is true, but any druid
could do what she did that day in the forest. G owing up alone with her father
all these years, it is not surprising she has gl eaned some know edge from hi m
There's nmore of a danger on another front; Eanonn's been asking me questions |
don't know how to answer."

"What questions?" Conor's tone was suddenly sharp
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"About the girl's father, who he was, his background. The answers | gave
Aisling did not satisfy her brother; he would not accept sinply that the man
was a druid of good parentage. He pressed nme for nore."

"Hrim " said Conor. "Way would this interest Eanonn, do you think?"

"Everything interests Eanmonn. He makes a point of knowing all there is to
know, just in case it may conme in useful sonmeday. No doubt that is how he's
made hinmself a man of such wealth and influence.”

They were nmoving away al ong the path again. Soft as a whi sper of breeze,
rose and kept pace with themon ny own side of the hedge. | was well practiced
at wal king silently, linping foot or no.

secrets there," Conor was saying. "What was the full story that day
when N anh fled from Si dhe Dubh and sonmehow nmade her way to Ciaran's side?
That's a matter of great shane to Eanonn; he's never forgiven hinself for
al l owi ng such a breach of security in his own hone."

"It's not that story I'd like to hear," said Sean. "I'd like the truth about a
time nmy sister Liadan went to visit Eanonn, and ended up in some outpost with
two wounded nen and a conpany of outlaws. There's a tale there that concerns
me deeply. It has caused me grave misgivings all these long years."



"Yes; they've kept that secret well, Liadan and her Bran. All this tinme. A
certain doubt still lingers concerning Eanonn's involvenent in those matters."

"Still, heis my wife's brother. He is famly now "

"I ndeed. And an inpeccable ally fromthat day forward. It raises interesting
guestions."

They fell silent. | would have to stop wal ki ng soon; the end of the hedge was
cl ose, and they would see ne, spell or no spell. | had not mastered the art of
invisibility.

"Don't worry about the girl," said Sean. "She's a good child, I'msure of it.

Alittle magic, a few special abilities, where's the harmin that? Look at
Li adan, after all."

Conor | aughed, but there was no gladness init. "You're wong. This girl's as

powerful as her father was, | suspect. | see it in her, | feel what she is
every time | go near her. Such potency in a girl too young to harness it with
proper judgnment could be disastrous for us. | know one thing. 1'd greatly

prefer a mage of such talents as nmy ally than as nmy eneny."

They noved on and | stayed behind. Conor was a druid; not surprising, then
that he sensed my abilities and distrusted me. If only | really were as

power ful as he thought; then naybe | would be stronger than ny grandnot her,
and coul d sonehow say no to her and still protect ny father. But Conor was
wrong. My own use of the craft was puny and weak besi de G andnother's. Defy
her, and | had no doubt both I and ny father would be destroyed. Sonewhere at
t he back of ny m nd were her words, It wouldn't take very many nistakes on
your fart to make himvery sick indeed. She had said that she would know if |
failed to carry out her orders, and | would be a fool to disregard that.

must nake some progress or ny father would suffer

I chose a cloudl ess day, a day when for once Aunt Aisling had set me no tasks.

Now was the tine. There was nothing to be afraid of, | told nmyself as | put on
nmy out door boots and took ny shawl off the peg behind the door. Nothing at
all. Just take it step by step. Today's step was to face those forest shadows,

and establish that they were nothing to worry about. Tricks of the Tuatha De,
no doubt, set there to keep people in fear and stop them from aski ng awkward
guestions. My grandnother had al ways said that the Fair Folk were too big for
their boots. Arrogant. They thought thensel ves better than everyone el se; | ook
at the way they had cast out their own without an inkling of howit felt to
have a curse on your line forever nore. It was tinme someone stood up to them
But, as with all that | did, carefully. My purpose nust be kept secret unti
the very last, or failure was certain.

| wapped the wooll en shawl around ne. Ri ona was watching. No, she seened to
be saying. That won't be enough, and you know it. | frowned at her. But | went
tothe little chest, and took out the beautiful silken shawl with its
scattering of tiny bright creatures and its fringe that danced in the |ight
like an ever-noving waterfall, and | tied it around my shoul ders.

"Satisfied?" | nuttered. Riona did not answer, since she could not. But her
expression seened to be saying, That's better. Best hold onto what you' ve got
left, since it's not nuch. | stared at her, wondering where that thought had
cone from and what it was supposed to nean. Then | picked her up and put her
inthe little chest, and shut the |id.

It was the nmiddle of the day, and still the frost crunched under ny boots. On
the | ake a few ducks fl oated, dipping for what norsels night be found. Snoke
fromthe small cottage fires hung in the air; turves were stacked in orderly
piles by the | ow doorways. | passed the settlenment quickly, and nade ny way
besi de the stone walls of the grazing fields toward the nmargin of the forest.



And there by the track were two of ny uncle Sean's nen, |eaning on their
staves and watching as | approached.

| gave themmy best snmile. "Good day to you."

"Good day to you, ny lady. Best you don't venture any further alone."
"I"'mnot going far. Just a little way along the | ake shore. I won't be long."
"You'd need to have a man or two with you. Lord Sean's orders."

"Ch, but-"

"Sorry, my lady. Can't let you go off on your own. Not safe."

They were both tall and broad, and the expressions on their faces told ne
argunent was pointless. The one on the left had the slight | ook of a duck
about him with a full nouth and his hair pulled tightly back fromthe brow
The other was nore like a frog. | sunmoned up an incantation and raised ny
hand.

"I"ll walk with the young | ady. That solves the problemto everyone's
sati sfaction, and no harmdone." And there was Conor, standing on the path
behi nd me, where a nonent ago there had been nobody.

"Yes, my lord."

The presence of an archdruid, it seened, automatically guaranteed safety. The
nmen-at-arnms stood aside and let us pass. W wal ked on in silence down the path
that | ed beneath the canopy of |eafless branches. Underfoot, the fallen | eaves
of oak and ash, beech and birch had rotted away to a thick, dark fabric of
nmoi st fragnents in which strange fungi sprouted and creeping things busied
thenmsel ves. | drew the shaw cl oser about ne.

"You have a particular purpose in this venture out." This was a statenent
rather than a question. "And you would prefer to go alone. But as you see,

that is not possible. The days when the children of Sevenwaters could roamthe
forest freely, without fear, are gone. There have been many changes here."

| nodded.

"I will not intrude, Fainne. My nephew is wise to place restrictions on
nmoverent through the forest. There's a need for conplete secrecy until after
the sumrer. | inmagi ne you understand that."

"Besides," | said, "the forest itself is not always benign, so I'mtold.

Strangers are not always safe here. Miirrin said it protects its own."
There was a silence as we wal ked al ong toget her under the trees.
"True enough," said Conor after a while. "But that should not concern you.

After all, you are one of us."
| held back my bitter response. You think | will swallowthat lie., as ny
father did? "Still," | said quite truthfully, "I am not accustoned to so many

trees. They nake me—dneasy."

"In that case, a druid nay be your best conpanion.”

| did not reply, and we went in silence until we cane to a clearing anong

bar e- branched rowans, still hung here and there with the | ast shriveled
remmant of the season's fruit. In the center of the open space was a huge fl at
stone, moss-encrusted. There was a stillness about the place that set it
apart. The only sounds were the occasional call of a bird high above, and the
trickling of some small unseen streamas it found its way down to the | ake.
"This place is suitable,” said Conor. "I will neditate awhile, for | too

wel cone a respite fromthe bustle of affairs. You nmust do what you will. No



hurry." He settled hinself cross-legged on the rock, his white robe flow ng
around him his back as straight as a small child's, and closed his eyes.
There seened to be nothing for it but to sit down, as far away fromhimas the
breadth of the stone allowed, and do the sane. | knew enough of nmagic, and
trances, and Otherworld powers, to realize one could not sinply walk out in
search of manifestations and expect themto be conveniently there at one's

di sposal. It was necessary first to calmand slow the senses; to concentrate
them on a chosen synmbol or famliar snatch of the litany; to allow tinme. Even
then you might not get what you expected. It helped to be in the right place,
and it was a great deal easier when there were no distractions. The high

| edges of the Honeyconb were good; the roar of the ocean and the scream of the
gull's woul d weave thenselves into a tineless, solitary sort of peace. The
little cave down under the rocks, where sea and earth and filtered Iight net
and touched and shifted in delicate balance, that was best of all. | |onged
for its watery blue shadows and the soft hush of wavelets on pale sand. In
that place was rest for the heart. But Kerry was far away, and in the forest
of Sevenwaters you could not hear the song of the sea. Here, you nust think of
the rock; a rock so massive and old it night be part of the very body of the
earth, as if one sat safe in the lap of Dana herself. | would concentrate on
the rock, and forget the trees. Slow the breath; feel it deep in the belly,
feel its power through every part of the body. In and out. Pause. In and out.
Slow and slower. | amhen. The earth holds nme. Once | sat with ny back to the
standi ng stones, and becane one with the eternal patterns of sun and noon. Now
| feel the strength of this rock beneath nme, and its ancient-purpose through
all corners of ny being. Pulsing in the blood; beating in the heart; anchor
and stay of mnd and spirit. | amof the earth, and the earth is in ne.

A long time passed, or a short tinme. Wthout noving, wthout opening ny eyes,
| knew there was sonething there. It fluttered down to sit, ow -sized and a
little threadbare, on the nossy surface not far fromne. It fixed its strange
round eyes on me, then blinked. There was a sudden change; not a flash, for
there was no light. Not an explosion, for there was no sound. Just a sort of
ripple of the air, an adjustment in the fabric of things. Instead of an ow,
there was a small human-1ike being of around Eilis's size. But this was no
child. | could not tell if it were man or wonan, for it was clad in a
vol um nous cl oak of feathers, brown, gray, black, tawny and striped, and wore
a hood of simlar hue, so that only its face could be seen, round and ow -eyed
with a snub nose and bushy brows, and beneath the cloak a pair of neat small
feet in bright red boots. There was no need to nove or open ny eyes. The eye
of the spirit saw cl ear

Good cross-over, fire child, said the apparition. Learn froma druid, did you?
Fromny father. It seened to me | spoke without making a sound.

That explains it. A great loss to the wise ones; he nade sonme very poor
choices. So did your nmother. At least, that's howit seemed at the tinme. But
it all worked out for the best. Matters took a twist and a turn. Happens
soneti nes.

Who are you? Are you one of the—are you one of those that call thenselves Fair
Fol k?

The smal |l being gave a rich giggle which ended in a hoot.

Flattery'll get you nowhere, it remarked rather archly. Fair or foul, it's al
the sane to ne. Want to ask ne anything, I'lIl answer you. | owe you a favor.
That surprised nme. Why woul d you choose to rescue nme? Not part of any plan
was it?

M ght | not have wanted to set you free, just because it seenmed the right
thing to do? | asked, somewhat affronted. An act of natural kindness?



Not renowned for that, are you? Kindness? You're a girl who'll throw away
treasure, if she thinks it's in her way. Seens to us you don't give a toss
what casualties you | eave behind you

What do you nean, casualties? Wiat is this, an inquisition? | did not comne
here for this.

You use your craft cleverly; you have the techniques at your fingertips. But
you use it unwi sely. You don't count the cost.

What cost? But in the back of ny mind there was the tiny, clear inage of a
codfish thrashi ng about on the earth, gasping and drowning in the cold dry

air. That picture had never really gone away. | had sinply got better at not
seeing it. And | recalled R ona, staring at ne, and that odd little voice that
was not a voice, saying, Best hold onto what you've got. | thought I could

hear, very faintly, the keen of the pipes.

You'd want to be careful, said the small personage in the feathered cape.

Is that sonme sort of threat? | chall enged.

Anot her hoot of laughter. Threaten? Me?

Vell, what is it then? What are you trying to tell ne?

You' ve a big job ahead of you. The biggest, fin child. Don't waste the craft.
Don't splash it around. Came close a couple of tinmes, didn't you? Save your
strength for later. You'll need all you've got, and nore.

| thought very hard for a nmoment or two. What are you telling ne? | don't
understand. Surely this small creature could not know my purpose here.
Probably it was all sone trick to make nme tal k. They must think ne sinple

i ndeed.

Qdd, isn't it? said the creature, squatting down on the stone beside ne. It
was quite inpossible to tell what |ay beneath the extravagant feather
covering. Its eyes changed; the dark pupils growi ng round, the yell ow border
shrinking. Even in the Iong plans of the Fair Folk, things don't always work
out. That girl Liadan, she wasn't accounted

for in the scheme. They realized too | ate what her inportance was. By then
they couldn't change her mind for her; she up and went her own way, abandoned
us, left the forest, never cane back save for a social call or two. Took the
child with her, and near confounded the whole thing. But the child will cone
back. They always do. The forest calls them Look at you. You cane back. Now
what are you going to do?

Wiy would | tell you? I don't know who you are. Why should | tell anyone?

| could help, fire child.

| don't need help. | don't want help. Wiy do you keep calling ne that?

When you're angry, sparks fly. Doesn't that nean something to you?

It neans | have been remiss in nmy control. It will not happen again.

Pi gheaded, aren't you? Let ne know if you change your m nd

I won't. | work alone, as ny father does.

Hrm Look what happened to him Shoul d have cone back here, where there was a
place for him if you ask me. He was a fool

I'"mnot asking, and I won't hear you insult him He is a fine nan, w se and
honor abl e, and expert at what he does.

You're doing it again. Flickering. You' re a |oyal daughter. Mke sure
loyalty's not your downfall. Best ask your questions now, if you've got any.



There's rain com ng

Wt hout opening ny eyes, | could see the sky above us, pale blue and
conpl etely cl oudl ess.

Very well. | thought | mght as well use the opportunity, whether or not the
answers were of any value. Wiat lies on the Islands? What is their inportance
to this famly, and to the Fair Fol k?
The ow - person blinked. Ask the druid.

"' m aski ng you

Ask the druid to tell you the story. He's got a flair for it. The Islands are
the Last Place. Pity you don't have the gift.

What gift?

The gift of seeing ahead. It'll all begone, soon enough. In your
granddaughter's tinme, or her granddaughter's. The trees. The | ake. Al

there'll be is a handful of barren fields for sheep to pick on, and a dried-up

pond with a few sickly eels in it, gasping for breath. Nowhere to go. Nowhere
for my kind, or their kind, or even for your kind. Wthout the Islands, it'll
be the end of us all.

| thought the Islands were no nore than rocks in the sea. If—f, as you say,
all is to be laid waste, how can they hel p anyone survive? Surely they can
sustain no life?

The little creature gave a huge sigh that shivered through all its feathers. |
told you. It's the Last Place. The druid' |l explain.

| don't want to ask him

He wants you to ask him He's waiting for you to ask him He's been waiting
since the very nmonent your father storned out of Sevenwaters, and the wi se
ones lost their future | eader. But you know that, don't you?

| did not reply. The feathered bei ng was unconfortably close to the mark.

Any nore questions? Rain's com ng. Want to know what your aunt Liadan said
when she heard G aran's daughter had turned up at Seven-waters? Want to know
how your father's doing, all alone in Kerry? Want to hear a tale about pipers

and weddi ngs?

Stop it! How can you know so much, anyway? It might be all lies, put out just
to confuse and distress ne.

Di stress? Thought you weren't capable of such a feeling. How do I know so
much? What sort of a question is that, froma sorceress hal f-fl edged? Didn't
your father ever teach you how to scry?

| hesitated.

Vel ?

Yes. But I'mnot very good at it.

The smal |l being gave a nod. There's sone in your famly have quite a talent in
that direction, it said. Wat you need's a seer. And then it happened agai n,



that slight changing of the way matters were, and there was a flap of wi ngs,
and sil ence.

Deep in trance, | could not nmove or open ny eyes. By the tine | had conpl eted
t he sl ow sequence of shallowi ng the breath and coning back to the conscious

m nd, of reawakening the body and, finally, energing into the tine and pl ace
of now and here, there was not a bird in sight. Just the quiet clearing, and
the archdruid stretching his arnms above his head, and rising gracefully to his
feet with the ease of a man half his age. The day was clear and the sun stil
shone, glittering on the | ake water down the hill between the wll ows.

"Ready?" Conor asked nme quietly. | nodded and we began the wal k honeward.

It should not have taken | ong. We had cone only far enough to be sure of
solitude and quiet. | was distracted, ny mnd repeating that strange
conversation, and trying to puzzle out how rmuch of it was real, and how nmuch
the product of a rather effective meditation conmbined with ny natural unease.
After a while | began to notice that, although | was certain we had sinply
retraced our steps along the track, now we were wal king through a different
kind of terrain, where surely we had not been before; a steep sort of hillside
tunmbl ed with many boul ders. There was the sound of a streamvery close at

hand. It began to rain, fat droplets spattering, then a shivering gust of w nd

foll owed by sudden, drenching sheets of water. | could have sworn the sun was
still shining. | pulled my shawl up over ny head in a futile attenpt to keep
dry.

"I'n here, Fainne!" yelled Conor through the downpour, and, seizing ny hand, he
pul l ed nme sideways off the narrow path and down into the shelter of the rocks.
It was a | ong way down, through a very |ow opening into a place where there
was a real cave, with a broad shelf above the stone floor, and a snall, round
opening in the roof which et in the Iight. Sonmewhere close at hand water
gushed noisily.

"The stream" said Conor, stating the obvious. "One of the seven. Rain swells
it quickly. Are you very wet? | suppose we could make a small fire."

"Wth what?" | said touchily, surveying the bleak, danp interior of the
chanmber. Qutside, it sounded as if the rain was coning down in buckets. There
was a thing about druids, and rain.

"We could inprovise," he said with alittle smle. "Between us, we could cone
up with sonething."

"Maybe." My tone was | ess than accommodating. | did not |ike being tricked. |
did not like being cold and wet and stuck in a little cave with an archdruid,
famly or not. "But there's no need. This must pass quickly. The day seened
fair enough."

"It did, didn't it?" remarked Conor. "Still, 1'd prefer it if you didn't catch
cold." He took off the cape he wore over his long robe, and put it around ny
shoul ders. It settled there, soft and warm and not even the tiniest bit danp.
"That's better."

I could not hold my tongue any longer. "If you're deliberately trying to annoy
me," | snapped, "you're succeeding."

He smiled. "And if you are deliberately avoiding extricating your-

self fromthis situation, because you don't want ne to see how nmuch you
al ready know, then you're wasting ny time and your own."



| scow ed at him "What do you nean?"

"Coul d you not use a spell of transportation, and be safe before your little
fire in the keep? Safe behind cl osed doors?"

"In fact, no," | told himcrossly. "Father said | wasn't ready to learn that."
Conor nodded. "Very wise of him It's all too easy, if you know how, to rush
of f home every tine things get too nmuch for you. Well, you may not know t hat
spell just yet. But there are others."

"You mean, | could turn you into a frog, since you seemto |like the wet

weat her so nuch?"

"Well, yes. You could try. But |I'm sonmewhat ol der than you, and while | don't
make a habit of using sorcerer's tricks, that doesn't mean |I'mignorant of
them | think you might find it just alittle difficult. You'd have to be
exceptional ly quick."

| glared down at the stone shelf on which we sat. The sound of the downpour
was all around us; cascadi ng past the around openi ng above us, roaring outside
t he narrow passage through which we had entered. Bel ow us, on the cave fl oor
wat er was running across the rock and pooling in the center. The walls were
dri ppi ng.

"I wanted himto stay,"

Conor said softly. Despite the din | heard him

clearly. "I asked himto stay, but he would not. He was very young, and hurt.
He should not have left us. There's never been another with such aptitude;
wi th such breadth of skill and such depth of intellect. I found it hard to

forgive nyself. It is part of the trust, part of the guardianship, that each
generation gives a son or a daughter to the w se ones."

"Surely there have been others," | said, wondering how he could tell barefaced
lies and still sound so convincing. He nust know the restrictions placed on
our kind. He must conprehend what Ciaran was, and how that fettered him Yet
he spoke like a father who had | ost a bel oved son. "There are ny cousins:
Sean's daughters, and ny aunt Liadan's sons. Surely one of them—?"

"The apt are not easily found. It is not a vocation you choose for yourself.
It chooses you. | thought once that Liadan would take that path, Liadan or her
son. But she broke the pattern. And as for

Johnny, he coul d have been anything he wanted to be. But she took himaway.
Johnny is a warrior and a | eader of fighting nmen, young as he is. Liadan made
her own path. Both the strange inhabitants of Inis Eala and the good fol k of
her husband's estate in Britain see her as die heart of their conmunity. And
she is a skilled healer. Miirrin fulfils that role at Sevenwaters. But there
is no druid."”

| was silent, watching the pool on the floor as it deepened and spilled over,
a great bowl of water swirling dark into the corners of the cave. | did not
wi sh to show | was frightened

"Did you know," said Conor conversationally, "that | nyself was close to
twenty years old before | entered the nenmetons? | had studied, of course, and
made a start on the lore and the discipline. But | left it very late. By that
age, Ciaran was close to conpleting his apprenticeship. 1'd be nore content if
| believed it had not been wasted. The water seens to be rising."

| nodded.

"Who were the first folk in the land of Erin?" he asked softly.

"The A d Ones. The Fomhoire. People of the deep ocean, the wells and the | ake
beds. Folk of the sea and of the dark recesses of the earth."

"And after then?"

"The Fir Bolg. The bag nen."



"Coul d you go on?"

"As long as you wanted. | suppose it would be one way to die: reciting the
lore as you slowy drowned."

He | ooked at the cave floor. The water was not only dripping dowmn the walls,
now it was gushing in through the | ow entrance, a sort of streamof its own.
There woul d be no getting out that way. The |l evel was clinbing ever close to
our | edge. The roar outside went on unabat ed.

"It does seemto be getting deeper,"” observed Conor

I clenched ny teeth together and tried to look as if | didn't mind a bit. |
racked ny brains for an appropriate spell, but nothing came to mind. It was ny
father who was good with the weat her

"Not frightened, are you?" Conor asked, edging back a little on the | edge. The
wat er was splashing up close to our toes. "Didn't he bring you up in Kerry, in
some place where the waves are as tall as oak trees? |'msure that's what |
heard young Maeve saying."

"Yes, well, | may be used to | ooking at the water, and smelling the water, and
hearing it, but that doesn't nean | want to be init," | said tightly.
"No. 1'd say fire is your elenment,"” said the druid calmy. "I seemto be

getting wet feet. Shall we attenpt an escape?" He rose to stand, |ooking up at
the small round hole in the cave roof above us. It would be possible,

t hought, to squeeze out. Just. If one could scranble up first. The water was
around ny ankles, and rising fast.

"What do you think?" inquired Conor, and at that nmoment a cascade burst

t hrough the openi ng above his head, a sudden violent waterfall that continued
relentlessly, making it inpossible to hear and difficult to see. The | evel
rose with alarmng rapidity to ny waist; | felt ny gown dragging ne down. M
heart was thunping, and even if | had wanted to turn into a fish or a frog and
save nysel f, sheer terror woul d have made it inpossible.

Conor was yelling into ny ear. "Cone on! |I'Il help you! Take a breath, and go
on up!"

"What ?" Up through there, up through that pounding, drenching downflow, wth
water in my nose and eyes and ears, and no idea what was on the other side?
The very thought paral yzed ne.

"Quick!" shouted Conor, and he grabbed ny armas ny foot slipped on the |edge,
under the water, and | cane close to di sappearing beneath the surface. "Quick
while we can still see where it is.”

Wl

"Are you Ciaran's daughter, or aren't you?" he said, and putting his arns
around ny waist, he lifted me up toward the circle of light, through which

wat er poured down unabated. | took a breath, remenbering to fill ny chest
slowy frombottomto top, and then | reached out and haul ed nyself up as hard
as | could against the weight of the descending water. | clutched at the

slippery rocks, scrabbled for a root or branch or anything that m ght give
purchase, held ny breath until nmy chest seenmed close to bursting, cursed the
need for a | ong gown, kicked out with my booted feet and found a little | edge
in the rock, pushed upward . . . and at last, found air. | gripped at the
exposed roots of a wllow, gasping and choking, and scrambl ed out onto rocks
over which water ran and ran, funnelling down through the narrow opening into
the cave.

"Conor!" | screamed, |eaning over and peering back down into

t he darkness beneath the torrent. "Conor!" There was no reply. | |ooked around
wildly, thinking a rope would be handy, or a little | adder, or even a small



lantern, if | could get it to light. Light. Fire. At |east then he could see
the way out. | clicked nmy fingers, muttering. There was a pop and a fizz, and
alittle cloud of steam "Ch, come on," | said, and did it again. A ball of

fl ame appeared, and hung in the air above the dark hole in the rocks. Hurry
up, Fainne, | thought grimy. The man's old enough to be your grandfather, and
he did save you first. | |ooked around again, and was just in tine to grab a
stout branch of ash wood as the flood swept it by. | clutched the tree roots
with one hand as the water washed around nme, and reached down with the stick.
Surely the cave nmust be near full by now How long could an old man hold his
breath? | noved the stick around, ny fingers gripping tight against the
sucki ng of the water. There had never been such rain. Cursed forest. Wrds ran
t hrough nmy head. W think you don't give a toss what casualties you | eave

behi nd. A pox on the Fair Folk and their owish friends. Wiat did they know? I
cast about with the stick again, searching for something, anything. \Where was
he? The rain ran down ny face, washing it clean, washing everything away. WAs
this howit felt to weep?

The stick jerked in nmy hand. | let go the tree roots and put both hands on the
ash branch, wedging ny foot between the roots to keep from being swept away
over the rocks and down the steep bank. Overhead, the orb of fire naintained a
steady glow, lighting the way up. | pulled as hard as |I could, feeling the
strain arching through nmy back. Come on, come on, old man. Not far. Not very
far.

A long, pale hand appeared, gripping the stick, and then another, energing

t hrough the cascade to grasp at the nuddy roots beside ne. | bent and grabbed
his arm and pulled again with all mnmy strength. There was a splash, and his
head emerged fromthe water, small plaits plastered danply to his cheeks,
nmout h open and gasping like a fish. Somehow, he still managed to | ook
dignified.
"Manannan save ne," he spluttered, "that's an experience |'d gladly not
repeat. G ve ne your hand again, Fainne. Not as agile as | once was ... ah
that's it. By all that's holy. And ny staffs gone as well."

"Come on," | said, getting to ny feet with sonme difficulty on the treacherous
surface. "Let ne help you. W're best off these rocks and onto sone dry | and,
if there's any to be found."

"Very wi se, Fainne," he said, coughing explosively as he gazed at the ball of
[ight hovering above the hole in the ground. Water still poured in. Further
down the hill, there was now t he sound of a gushing exit.

I munbled a word, and the flames died. "Cone on," | said again, and we made
our stunbling way, arnms |inked for safety, over the rocks and al ong the
remmants of a hillside track, now crunbling away in many small | andsli des,
until we found a stand of pine trees, and a space under them needl e-carpeted,
thi ckly canopied, and nercifully dry. W sat on the ground side by side,

br eat hi ng hard.

"I't"ll come back," | observed eventually.

"What will?"

"The staff. You needn't worry. They always nmake their way back. That's what
Fat her said."

"Did he? I've never lost it before. There are tales. Maybe they are true, and
maybe not . "

"Why did you do that? Why woul d you do such a thing? They tell ne not to use
the craft unwi sely, and then you—you go and nearly kill yourself. And you're
an archdruid. Wy?"

"Way did | do what, Fainne?"

"That. The rain and—and everything. At your age you shoul d know better."

"Why assune it was ny doi ng?"

| 1 ooked at himsideways as | took the shaw off ny shoul ders and wung it



out. The dye had not run; still it bore its brave pattern of all that was fine
and fair and | ovely. "Father always said you were good with weather."

"Uh- huh."” Now that he had his breath back, Conor seenmed renmarkably his old
self; alnmost as if nothing at all had happened.

"Father's good with weather too," | said cautiously. "He commanded w nds and
waves once, at the cove. The folk there think hima hero."

"I"'msure that is no less than the truth,"” said Conor very quietly. "A hero
makes errors, and beconmes strong. But he'd be the last one to recognize it.

Li sten. The rain's stopping. Shall we go hone?"

W wal ked. My boots squel ched, and ny gown felt like a | ead weight. | had | ost
Conor's cape sonewhere in the water, and had only ny wet shawl to keep out the
chill. The rain dwindled to droplets, then ceased altogether. The w nd died

down. On the shore, where the track enmerged fromthe trees, a long, strong
pi ece of birch wood | ay washed up, its smooth pale surface carven with many
tiny synbol s.
"You were right," Conor said, bending to pick it up. It seemed to ne the staff
rose to settle in his hand, as if coming home. Interestingly, as we made our
way al ong the last stretch of track, between the forest and the outer fields,
| felt my clothing drying, and ny hair no | onger heavy and danp, and ny boots
once nmore watertight and confortable. As for Conor, you'd have thought he'd
been for no nore than a fair weather stroll

I was thinking hard. | was piecing together what had happened; trying to | ook
beyond the physical and i medi ate, and to perceive the | ess obvious, as ny
father had taught me to do. The darkness of the cave, under the earth. The
ascent through water, the energence through a narrow opening, into light and
air. The fire. That part | had nade nyself. The hand stretched out in
friendship, in kinship. And the strange sense of peace which had settled on ne
now, against all that was logical. | stopped wal king.

"What is it, Fainne?" asked Conor quietly, not |ooking at ne.

| was not sure how to frane the question

"I don't think you can do that," | said eventually, scowing at him "Perform
an—an initiation, | suppose it was—w thout sonmeone's agreenent. | shouldn't
think it works, unless your apprentice has done the right preparation, and
enters into it in a spirit of goodwill. Besides— | stopped nyself. It was not

for me to renmind himthat the offspring of a line of sorcerers could never
become a druid. That he nust know al r eady.

"Besi des what, Fainne?" He was smiling; Dana only knew what he was thinking,
t he devious ol d nman

"Nothing." | scuffed the earth with ny boot, feeling nmy anger rising.

"Just —you nust know how pointless this is, with me. You know whose daught er
am | cannot be—+ cannot be part of this. The forest, the famly, the-—the
br ot herhood. You nust realize that."

Conor began to wal k again, steady and quiet in his old | eather sandal s.

"I did not plan this," he said. "I don't suppose you believe nme, but it is the
truth nonethel ess. Perhaps it was, as you say, a test; if so, you have passed
it, I think. Atest set by others than nyself. It may take tine before its

nmeani ng becomes plain to us. You might use this as the basis for neditation
and consi deration, Fainne. There's always sonething to be | earned from such an
experience."

"What ?" | snapped. This wasn't fair; he sounded just like ny father. "That an
archdruid can drown as easily as the next man, maybe?"



"You know better than to ask nme what. You are the only one who can di scover
what | esson this carries, for yourself. Perhaps it pertains to the question
who am 1, or what am|l. One can spend a lifetine seeking answers to such
guestions. You are right, of course. It held all the synbols of a druid's
passage into the brotherhood; even thus do we give our kind a new birth, a new
energence into light, fromthe body of our nother the earth. Ask yourself why
such an experience was bestowed on you."

"An error, surely. Perhaps they—whoever they were—nistook ne for someone

el se.™

Conor chuckled. "I doubt that very much. You are your father's daughter. Now,
| have something to ask you, Fainne. A favor. I'd like you to help ne."

W had cone to the path by the cottages.

"If it's anything to do with water, the answer's no."

He grinned. "I'd Iike you to assist me with the cel ebration of Sanmhain. You
have been taught the ritual, | assune?"
"Yes, but—you rmust understand, ny father and I, we are no druids. Wat has

happened t oday changes not hi ng. "

Conor | ooked at me gravely. "You doubt yourself. But this you could do with
ease. This, and a great deal nore, | think."

"Il + don't know," | stanmered, finding it all too easy to convey confusion

for I felt a sudden longing to confess everything to this calmold man; to
tell himthe reason | was there, and what mny grandnot her had done, and ny fear
for my father. You loved himtoo. Help nme. But | could not tell.

"Thi nk about it, Fainne. You'll have choices to make while you' re here.
Choices that will be far reaching, perhaps beyond what you imagine."

If you knew what | imagine you would trenble with fear. "I'll consider it," |
sai d.

Conor gave a nod, and we wal ked up to the keep in silence. Wen | got back to
nmy chamber | took off the shawl, which was quite dry, and put it away in the

chest. | hesitated before | took out Riona and set her back in the w ndow.
Then | built up the small fire to a rich, rosy glow of heat, and sat before
it. It had been the strangest of days. In a way, | had achieved what | set out
to do. | had confronted the forest and | had survived the experience. | had

heard a voice fromthe O herworld, perhaps not the one | had expected, but a
voi ce nonet hel ess. But | had | earned nothing. The nessage the owish creature
had gi ven ne had been no nessage. The words were neaningless. | had not asked
Conor the questions | wanted answered. And yet | felt a warnth inside nme, as
if I had got sonmething right at last. It didn't nake sense. A pox on al

druids. They were just too confusing. Like ows that talked, and clothing that
dried itself in a flash, and dolls that followed you with their eyes and spoke
to you in your head. | gave a huge yawn, and another, and | curled up there
before the fire, and slept.

Quietly, unobtrusively, in the same way as a shadow noves under the winter
sun, the druids came to Sevenwaters. They were not many: one old graybeard, a
few much younger, men and wonen with plaited hair and pale, calmfaces.
Inscrutable, like their |eader. They were housed in an annex near the stables,
preferring to be outside the stone walls of the keep, and closer to the
forest. They waited.

Sanmhain is the darkest and nost secret of the great festivals. In Kerry Father
and | had performed our own ritual, just the two of us, and because of what we
were, the formof it was subtly changed. Not as folk mght think. W may be
sorcerers, but we are no devil worshippers. W are not necronancers or
practitioners of the black arts. W acknow edge the old deities. W salute the
elements, fire, air, water and earth. The fifth, which is the pure essence of
spirit, we cannot approach. W reverence the passing of the year and its



turning points. But we use our abilities for our own ends; we do not adhere to
the druid way. Still, what we do is in many aspects very close. | understood
the cerenmony and what ny own role in it would be. Conor had shown insight,
was forced to concede. He had known my father well enough to be sure | would
have | earned the |lore, and understood the neaning behind it. He was right; if
all you | ooked at was education, | was well skilled to beconme a druid.

Besi des, what other prospects did | have? | was unlikely to snare a man of
weal th or influence as a husband, whether or not the truth was told about ny
parentage. Either | was the bastard child of a forbidden coupling, or

possi bly worse, | was uncharted waters, a girl whose paternity was unknown.
Maybe the story was put about that | was a druid' s daughter, but who could be
sure? | mght have been fathered by a leper, or a petty thief, or sone

O herworl d creature, a clurichaun maybe. What chieftain with an eye on his

bl oodl i ne woul d so nuch as | ook at nme?

That night it was especially hard to remenber why | was at Sevenwaters. As |
have said, the celebration of Samhain is secret. The druids had cone forth,
this year, only because all knew it would be the last time before the fina
battle. The festival narked the start of a new year, the year in which the
Britons woul d be swept fromthe Islands, and the bal ance at |ast restored.

Per haps, Conor remarked, our very next Samhain would be cel ebrated as once
before, under the sacred rowans that crowned the Needle, far out in the
eastern sea. If he could witness that, he said, he would depart this life
gladly. H s words sent a shiver up ny spine, but | said nothing.

The ritual would still be observed deep in the heart of the forest, where the
druids lived their solitary existence, watched over by those other inhabitants
with their strange voices and hal f-glinpsed mani festations. Back in the
nenetons there remnai ned a number of Conor's brethren to fulfill this purpose.
Those who had come to Sevenwaters would performa cerenony to which senior
menbers of the famly would be invited, and afterward they would energe to
acknow edge and greet the household at |arge, and share with themthe ritua
feast of Samhain. In this way, all would be included. But the sacred words

t hensel ves, and the manner of their saying, only an inner circle m ght w tness
that, and I may not tell it fully here. The smaller girls were excluded.
Knowi ng their conplete inability to be still for nmore than a few nonents,

t hought that a wi se decision

Sanmhain is a dangerous tine. For the three days that mark the turning of the
year and its descent into darkness, barriers are put aside, and the margins
bet ween worl ds becone less clearly defined. It no | onger becones so difficult
to see the manifestations of the Other-world, for their shadows | oomclose in
this time of chaos. Things seemother. In the light of the Samhain bonfire,
you m ght | ook at your nei ghbor and see, suddenly, the face of a friend |ong
dead. You nmight wake in the norning and find things disturbed. Stock wander,
even when closely fenced. Strange lights can be seen in the darkness of the
ni ght, and snatches of an ancient nusic half-heard. If you wanted to practice
scrying, this would be the time to try it. You' d alnost certainly see

somet hing. You might then wish you'd left well alone.

There was a part in the ritual for the youngest druid, and that part |
fulfilled. It was no difficulty to speak the words with meaning and heart.
Conor's own voi ce had a sol entm power that seenmed to go straight to the spirit.
| had agreed to help him | reasoned that if | were to do ny grandnother's
will, I nust earn this man's trust; | nust find a place in this household. |
told nyself | was sinply playing a part; that it neant little to ne. But as
the cerermony unfolded in the candlelit chanmber which had been set aside for

t he purpose, it becane inpossible to ignore the presence of unseen others
anong us, sonewhere in the shadowy corners, or in the flame of the ritua

fire. Part of the ritual is the solem repetition of names: the names of those
who have departed this |life and noved on; those who might, tonight, be able to
hear our words, for at Samhain their spirits are no nore than a breath away.
Sonehow t his touched ne nore deeply than anything that had cone before, and



despite nyself, for atime | did forget that | did not truly belong here, and
never could. | forgot Grandnmother. We stood together as a famly, the living
hand-fast in our circle, and the others threaded between and around us.

There were many; so many, even in the tinme of those here present. So much
sorrow. They lingered close, the lost folk of Sevenwaters, binding and
strengthening the fabric of this famly.

"I speak to you, ny brothers," Conor said quietly. "Diarm d, ever bold and
headst rong. Cormack, twi n and conrade, |loyal and true. Liam once naster of
this hall. You |l eave your legacy in the fine man your nephew has becone,
anot her such as yourself."
"Sorcha, daughter of the forest," said Sean. "Heal er unparalleled, and great
in spirit. lubdan, man of the earth, steadfast and wise. My hand is in yours;
you guide ny steps."
"Eilis, my nother," Aisling said. "In ny birth you gave your life. | never
knew you, but | |ove and honor you."

And then they | ooked at ne, and ny words cane unprepared. "N anh," |

whi spered. "You danced at I|nbolc, and shone bright. You are my nother, and a
daught er of Sevenwaters. W hold you close, as we hold all those departed.”
"And al so the sons of this household, nmy brothers who lived but a brief span
inthis world," added Miirrin, taking her nother's hand. "Small Liam and
Seanus; precious as bright stars in the firmanment; |ovely as beads of dew on

t he hawt horn; you live as bright flames in our mnds and in our hearts.

Toni ght we draw near and touch you, dear ones."

' Through the shadows we feel your presence beside us," Conor said, raising his
hands, "for on this night there is no barrier between us. Share our feast; be
wel conmre and wal k anong us."

He proceeded with the ritual. In turn the salt, the bread, the wi ne and honey
were shared anong those present, and the spirits' portion cast into the
flames. | moved around the circle, playing nmy part as the druids did.

recogni zed that the terrible losses this fanmily had sustai ned were ny own

| osses, and theirs mine. | knew the dead were there still, within us. Their

| egacy was in the deeds and the choices of those who lived. Did ny nother | ook
t hrough the veil between this world and the other, and snmile at what she saw?
What path woul d she have nme tread?

The circle was unwound, and the ritual conplete. "Cone," said Conor. "The good
fol k of the household await our company. Let us feast together, and prepare
ourselves for the tinme of

shadows. "

W made our way to the great hall, where all the folk of household and
settlenent were assenbled. It was a big gathering. The nunbers living at
Sevenwat ers had been augnmented by many warriors, and others with a part to
play in the preparation for war. Blacksmiths, arnorers, nen skilled with
horses, and those who dealt with supplies and the novenment of |arge nunbers of
folk at speed, and quietly. The old woman was there, Dan Wal ker's aunt. | saw
her watching ne with her dark, penetrating eyes.

Benches were set out, and some were left enpty for what Qther-world visitors
m ght care to join us. The doors stood open, for
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toni ght no entry was barred, no passage refused. The hearth fires were col d.
Qutside, in the clear space between keep and stables, a great bonfire burned,
sendi ng its sparks dancing high. The noon was full, and snmall clouds noved
across its pale, glow ng surface.

"Morrigan watches from behind her veil,"” said Conor. "Conme with me, Fainne
Let us rekindle these fires, and set our feet forward into the new year."



He had set the bonfire alight nuch earlier, using his hands and an

i ncantation. Gthers had kept it going by nore earthly means, with a regul ar
supply of well-dried ash fagots. Now Conor took up an unlighted torch, and
thrust it into the flanes until it flared and caught and burned golden in the
ni ght .

"This is the fire of the new year." Hi s voice was strong and clear, his eyes
full of a serene hope. "This is the year of the reckoning. W neasure the days
of darkness, and take stock. We prepare for the tinme of sunlight and joy, and
for the day of victory. | pledge to the folk of the forest, on both sides of

the veil, that before Samhain next the Islands will be restored. The child of
the prophecy will lead us, and we will fulfill our sacred trust. This I
pl edge. "

Then he put the torch into my hand.

"You know what to do?" he asked nme softly.

| nodded. | had the strangest feeling, as if sonmehow | had done this before;
as if a scene fromthe past were being repeated, but with subtle differences.
My feet noved of themselves. | bore the flam ng torch into the great hall and
before the assenbled folk, | reached out and touched it to the logs laid ready
on the nassive hearth. They flared and burned bright. Then | wal ked t hrough

t he house, taking care to stay clear of the tapestries, until | had lit every

single fire, even the small one in ny own chanber. Qut of the corner of ny eye
I thought | spotted a little snmle on Riona's enbroidered nmouth, but when
turned to | ook, she was gazing out the wi ndow as sol erm as ever.

My duty discharged, | returned to the hall. Tonight, suddenly, | did not fear
the crowd of folk there, the talk and the brightness. There was wi ne and oaten
bread, and sonme cold neats, and a little of the fine soft cheese made from
ewes' mlk. Only a little, for there would be no fresh mlk fromnowto
springtime, and the bulk of our butter and cheese was |laid away in the caves.
The [ ast of the surplus stock had been slaughtered and the | ate crops gat hered
in. Breeding animals, the best of flock and herd, were confined in the barns
or inthe walled fields close by the settlenent. What little grain lay stil
inthe fields would be left now, for the spirits. It was a tine to exchange
the Iight of the sun for the warmh of the hearth fire, the action of farm and
forest and field of war for the snaller sphere of household and famly, and to
pl an for what was to cone.

It was not exactly a celebration. Folk tal ked quietly anmong themnsel ves. Even
the little girls were nore subdued than usual. It was well past their bedtine,
and Eilis sat on Aunt Aisling's knee with her thunb in her nmouth |ike a baby.
Maeve, who had followed ny progress through the house step by step with
round-eyed admiration, went to sit near the hearth, |eaning drowsily against
her big dog. Sibeal was next to the old woman, Janis, who seened to be telling
her a story. The older girls were noving about busily, making sure goblets
were refilled and platters repl eni shed.

"You did very well tonight, Fainne." It was Miirrin, comng up with a w ne

flask to refill my cup. "Alnost as if you were called to it, | thought. It is
quite an honor, to help with the ceremony itself. It is even nore of an honor
to light the fires. | have never seen Conor entrust it to other than a druid."
"Real | y?" | said, and took a sip of the w ne.

"He val ues you, Fainne. You should not take that lightly. O all of them of
all the swan-brothers, Conor is the only one who remains here in the forest.
He keeps the nenory of the old tinmes alive. He does not let us forget who we
are, and what we nust do. He sees a part for you in that, | have no doubt of
it."

"Maybe," | said. "Miirrin, you said to ne, your parents had daughters, and



Aunt Liadan had sons. But—
She gave a half-smile. "There were twi n boys. Between Maeve and Si beal. They

lived for less than a day. | was about seven when they were born. | held them
for a while. They had such little hands."
"I"'msorry. | should not have spoken of it. You said your father was content

t hat Johnny would inherit. But | did not know they had had sons and | ost
them™

"Their grief was terrible. Father has come to terms with it. He is very
strong. He |l oves and respects Johnny. Wth Mther it is slightly different."
She hesitated.

"She is not happy that a nephew should be the heir?" | asked.

"She woul d never say so. She is a good wife, devoted to my father and

dedi cated to the seanl ess operation of his household. She would never say it
outright, but she believes she has failed, in not giving hima healthy son
And there is a—a reservation, that is all | would call it. She likes Johnny.
One cannot do otherwise. He will be an ideal ruler of Sevenwaters. But she
al so has sone doubts."

"Doubts?" | asked her as we sat down together on a bench in the corner. "Wy
woul d she have doubts, if Johnny is the perfect creature everyone makes him
out to be?"

She grinned. "He is perfect. I'msure you will agree when you neet him
Mot her's feelings have nore to do with his parentage. He's a cousin, of
course, but—=

"I's it Johnny's father Aunt Aisling objects to?"

"Not objects. | would not put it so strongly. My nother abides by ny father's
decisions. It is just that—there is very ill feeling, between ny uncle Eanmonn
and the Chief. Nobody ever says what it is, or was. My nother, | think
bel i eves that her brother can never approve of Johnny as a future nmaster of

t hese | ands. That makes her uneasy for the future. The Chief has never cone
here, not since he and Aunt Liadan went away. \When he needs to see Father

they nmeet somewhere else; a different place every tine. |'ve only nmet hi monce
nmysel f. And Uncl e Eanonn does his best to stay away when Liadan is here. It's
as if they can only keep the peace if they never come face-to-face."

"How odd. How |l ong has this been going on?"
"Since Johnny was a baby. Nearly eighteen years, it would be."

"I see," | said, although | didn't, really. There were indeed secrets here;
interesting secrets. "lI'msorry, Miirrin. Sorry about your little brothers."
This was no nore than the truth. | had seen the [ ook of desolation on Aunt
Aisling's small, freckled features as their nanes had been spoken

' Thank you, Fainne. You're such a kind girl. 1'"mglad you have cone here.
Sisters are all very well, but it's wonderful to have a friend | can talk to.
Mot her will conme to terms with nmy father's plans for Sevenwaters in tine.
First the battle nust be won. Then we work for the future." Her face was
alight with hope and purpose.

"Excuse me," | said. "I feel suddenly quite weary. Do you think Uncle Sean
would mind if I went to bed now?"
"Ch, Fainne, you poor thing! I'msorry, | forgot you worked so hard, hel ping

Conor and carrying that big torch around—go on, off with you. 1'Il make your



excuses. "

| fled to ny chanber and bolted the door, and | shrugged off the d anmpur, and
changed my good gown for a plain, serviceable old night shift. I lifted Riona
down fromthe window, and sat by the hearth with her beside nme. My finger
touched the graven surface of the amulet strung around nmy neck, noving across
its tiny inscriptions. Although the snmall fire burned bright, the room was
cold: colder than the frost at dawn; colder than the touch of the sea spray at
m dwi nter; but not as cold as the chill that seized ny spirit and woul d not
let go. It was the frozen grip of uncertainty. | took up the poker, thinking
to stir the fire to greater warnmth. | touched the iron to the coals, and
instantly a great sheet of flame shot up, lighting the whole chanber a vivid
orange-red, filling ny nose and mouth with pungent, suffocating snoke. The
very air seemed to spark and hiss around nme, and ny heart thunped with fright.
The flame di ed down again, the fire glowed purple, dark as mul berries, and
there within its depths was ny grandnother's winkled face, crowned wth
licking flames, her penetrating eyes starring out at ne, and in the crackle of
burni ng wood, | heard her nocking voice.

Shame on you, Fainne. Have you forgotten your father's suffering? Have you

| ost your discipline so quickly, that you play at being a druid, and forget
your purpose ?

| did not seemto be able to speak. My heart raced, my skin was clammy with

sweat. | had known that she would seek ne out. | had known that she would
cone, sooner or later. But not now. Not like this. "I-I-" | stanmered,
struggling for sone vestige of control. "I haven't forgotten, | swear |
haven't-"

Oh, Fainne. So weak. So easily fooled. Wiy did you save the druid fromthe
flood? Wiy not | eave your father's nenmesis to drown there in the dark? Oh yes,

| was watching. Your will is not as strong as you thought.
"Conor plays his own gane." My teeth were chattering. Let her not show ne ny
father's image, not that. "I have his neasure; | will outwit him He's an old

man. "

He's a druid. You' re not convincing nme, Fainne. Must | cone there in body as
well as spirit, to apply a- little spur to your will? Have you forgotten why
you are there, child?

"N-no, G andnother."
Then why are you wasting time dream ng before the fire?

"It—+t's been necessary to earn these people's trust," | faltered. This was no
good at all, | nust get a grip on nyself quickly. Her eyes were |like knives,
they seemed to pierce deep inside me, seeking out every little secret. "To

appear their friend; to play the part of famly. My nmother— | broke off.
Toni ght, | had alnpst felt N anmh watched ne, through the veil of shadows.

Tour nother woul d be ashaned of you. G andnother's voice was cold and hard as
stone. She despised these folk for what they did to her, and to G aran. You're
| osing your will, Fainne. And you know why.

"What do you nean?"

These fol k are subtle. They give you the senblance of wel conme, the outward
form of acceptance. Conor lulls you, until you believe, alnpbst, the sanme lie
he fed your father. You start to think perhaps you can do it, after all

Per haps you may break through to the light; follow the way of the w se ones,
until you become what he is. Huh! Look at yourself, Fainne. Look at yourself
wi t hout the clothing of the G anmour. You are apart; you are not one of these
fol k. You bear my |egacy, the blood of the outcast, and Conor knows it. He
plays a little game with you, that is all. Even your father seeks sinply to



use you to his own ends. That is the way of it for our kind. There is no |ove.
There is no light. There is no acceptance. The path is but confusion and
shadows. At least give it sone purpose.

"You say, no love. But | love ny father, and he | oves me. That nust count for
somet hi ng. "

That's sentinmental nonsense. Ciaran thought he | oved your mother. That was his
bi ggest nistake. If he |loved you he woul d never have sent you here. Tour
father knows, and | know, that you will never be other than what you are. Now
pay attention. Look into the fire.

"I am | ooking."
Look agai n.

| obeyed, and the flames changed, curled around and spread out and showed ne,
right in the glowing center of the fire, a tiny, clear inage: ny father bent
over, coughing as if his chest would burst with it, and bright bl ood seeping
out between the fingers he held over his mouth. | blinked, and the inmge was
gone. My heart turned col d.

Saw t hat clear enough, didn't you? That was your doing. That's right now, what
you see. It's hard for a man to swallow, with a cough Iike that. No wonder
he's so thin. Hard to breathe, sonmetines. And it's cold in Kerry in the
wintertine. Her eyes bored into ne.

"Pl ease!" My voice cracked with anguish. | could no | onger stop nyself from
beggi ng her. "Please don't do this, it's not ny father's fault. Please don't
hurt himlike this! | amdoing what you want, | am | have plans. You're

puni shi ng him for nothing."
Pl ans are one thing. Action is another. \Wat have you done, since you cane
here? Have you used the craft? Have you found a nan to be your tool? What have

you done?

"I+ went into the forest and sought out the Fair Folk. | spoke to one of
them™

And?

"Il + took a man's interest," | stanmered, clutching at straws in ny

desperation. "An influential man. He is part of my plan.”

If you took his interest, where is he tonight?

"Gone home, for now But he said he | ooked forward to seeing nme again." It
wasn't enough, | know it wasn't. My father's strangl ed coughi ng echoed in ny
head, a death knell.

Not good enough, Fainne. Pitifully gradual. ~Renmenber that codfish? You did
that easily enough. It is the next stage that is the real challenge. You have
been foolish to et these folk begin to wormtheir way into your heart. Best
act soon, before you forget how You'll |ose your will otherw se. You will
simply becone one of them WMaybe you enjoy seeing your father suffer

"Stop it! Anyway, it wasn't easy. | see that fish in ny nmind, every night

before | fall asleep. That was evil. It was a misuse of the craft."
She was expendabl e, Fainne. They all are. \Were's your backbone, girl? Now
show nme. Show ne you still have it in you. Show nme you don't care about these

fol k. They are the people who sent your nother from her home, into the arns of
a man so cruel she never recovered fromit. They are the fol k who planted hope
in your father's heart, only to tear it fromhim They care nothing for yon.
Not hing. All that matters to themis their precious forest, and their Islands,
and, the will of the Fair Fol k. Tour nother died. She killed herself, because
of what these people did. Have you forgotten? Are you instead drawn into their
strange understandi ng of the world, so you val ue sone so-called prophecy, sone
garbl ed pi ece of bard's imagining, nore highly than a woman's very existence?
Step outside that, Fainne. Were is your rage? Show ne your strength.



| felt it then, welling within me, the craft in all its power, flowing forth

into every part of my body. | could do what she wanted. | knew | could; | need
only use what Father hinself had taught me. Yet he had said . . . "Sonetines,"
| whispered, "it shows greater strength of will not to act..."

What's that? Some druid's nonsense? Be true to yourself. Acknow edge your
heritage. Show you can still do it. How I ong now, since you really used the
craft? Show ne, Fainne. Alittle fire, maybe. Just a small one. But hot. G ve
thema fright. Unsettle them Can't do it, can you? Lost the anger. Lost the
will. So much for the | ove you professed for your father. That neans

"I can! Even now ny fingers feel the flames within nme! But—but there seens no
real purpose in this - it's just trickery-"

You ask me about purpose? Tonight, of all nights? Has not your nother waited
for you to conme, year after long year between worlds, so she m ght see you

t hrough the veil on Sanmhain night? Watching as at |ast you show her brother
and her uncle, and all these folk, that they cannot walk forward blithely on a
path awash with the blood of the innocent? Toni ght your nother sees you,
Fainne. Do it for her. They took away her power; they forced her into darkness
and despair. Take it back for her. Show her what her daughter can do.

The craft was fierce in me now, a flame that seemed to hurry nme forward, yet

for sone reason | still fought it. These were ny nother's own peopl e, whatever
they had done. "I-1 can't be sure-"
If you cannot summon up the will for this, you are a poor student indeed. You

shoul d not hesitate, not even for a monment. Ciaran |ost his treasure, Fainne;
his sweetheart and his hope. He lost his very identity. And you have denied
him in agreeing to be fatherless here at Sevenwaters. You know that | will
make himsuffer if you fail to obey my comrand. Now do

it. Show your father that you have not forgotten him Find the fury within
you. Make the fire.

For a nonent | closed ny eyes, unable to neet the power of her gaze any
| onger, and when | opened them again the fire had died dowmn to gl owi ng coal s,
and she was gone.

"Father," | whispered. "Father, hold on, wherever you are. Be strong."

| picked up Riona and put her away in the chest, right down the bottom
underneat h Darragh's shawl. Right down in the darkness where she could not

see. | closed the lid. Then I went over to the window It was very late. | had
been sitting alone a long time. There seenmed to be nobody about, but there
woul d be guards; there always were. The fanmily, the druids, the fol k of
househol d and settl ement would have retired to their beds by now Al was
quiet. | blew out the candle and closed nmy eyes. | breathed sl ow and deep
sumoni ng the eye of the spirit; slow and deep, building with gradual power
like the swells of the great ocean itself. In my mind | watched the bonfire
Conor had made, still burning down below the walls of the keep. | saw it clear
and small. There were guards stationed near the fire, alert in the dark

edging closer to warmthenselves. It was a still night, and cold enough to
freeze a man through sheepskin coat and woollen cloak and all. | thought about
that fire, seeing it as plain as if it were right before ne. Great logs in the
heart of it, glowing gold and orange, crunbling to dark ash. G nders rising in
the strong draft of it, dancing in the air like glowi ng insects. A spark or
two. Snoke curling. In the nmorning there would be nothing nmuch left. | could
make a fire. All | had to do was point nmy finger. But this would be different.
An accident. Nothing to do with ne. Had | not been in ny room asl eep, on the



far side of the keep? Fromnmy wi ndow | could not even see the courtyard where
the fire had so unfortunately got out of control, and spread where it should
not. Eyes tight shut, | held the fire in ny mnd. The change was quick. It had
to be, before the guards could rush in with sticks and sacks and beat out the
flames. A sudden flaring up, the licking along the ground, catching at

what ever m ght be induced to burn. Men shouting, nmen running. The flanmes were
a

| ovely color, red-gold like the autum sun on dark cl over honey. See,
Grandnmot her ? See what | can do? The flanes caught at the wattles of the

out bui I di ngs and stretched hungrily up toward the sky. They sang. They
shrieked. They roared. And there were other noises, not inside ny head now,
but all too real out there in the night, sounds of people yelling, and

cl anki ng buckets, and nmy uncle Sean's voice shouting directions. Horses

nei ghi ng, a crashing as sonething | arge was toppled or dragged out of the way,

a sudden terrible sound of pain, a man scream ng, scream ng, on and on. | did
not want to hear this. | put ny fingers in ny ears, but it nmade no difference.
There were nore snmashing noi ses, and the sound of hooves on the stones of the
path. | opened ny eyes and now | could see, bel ow ny wi ndow, nen | eading

terrified horses out to the safety of the fields, and running back into the
mayhem The glow fromthe confl agration spread their shadows | ong and dark
across the stretch of green between keep and forest. | stood very stil

i ndeed. There was no need to undo the spell. They would put the fire out. The
animal s were saved. | was glad about that. The househol d woul d be unsettl ed.
Such an event, on Sanhain ni ght, mght suggest the archdruid' s hope for the
com ng year was ill-founded. It would sow the seed of uncertainty. It had

wor ked very well indeed. Wy, then, were ny hands shaking like birch | eaves in
an autumm gale? | clutched at the little anulet around ny neck, to steady

t hem

There was a hamering on ny door
"Fai nne! Are you awake?"
It was Miirrin. | had no choice but to open the door and |l et her in.

"What is it? What's happening?' | tried my best to sound hal f-asl eep and
conf used.

"Ch, Fainne! Haven't you heard the noise? There's been a terrible fire. One of

the druids is dead, and others badly hurt. And we can't find Maeve. | was
hopi ng—+ was thi nking she m ght have been with you. But | see she's not here.
Oh, Fainne, what will we do if-—= At this point the self-contained, capable

heal er of Sevenwaters put her hands over her face and broke into fl oods of
tears. | felt a terrible shiver right through ny body, that had nothing at al
to do with the | ateness of the hour or the chill of the season

"I'"ll help you look for her," | said, the unsteadi ness of ny voice ow ng
nothing at all to artifice. "Let me get ny cloak. |I'msure she's

all right, Miirrin. By the tinme we're back downstairs they'll have found her
believe ne." Brighid help ne, why didn't | stop it in tine? Wiy didn't | make
it stop as soon as the flanes began to lick at the walls? Wiy didn't |
renenber where the druids were sl eeping?

If there was an answer to these questions, | did not have it. Instead, as we
hast ened down the stairs and outside into the yard, a very small voice spoke
up inside ne. It's the same again. The sanme as that other time, with the fish.
You can't help yourself; it's in the bl ood

| felt, that night, alnobst as if there were two of ne. There was the Fai nne
who busi ed herself helping Miirrin, hunting for Maeve everywhere, through al
the house, out in the garden with lantern in hand, down in the settlemnment



where old fol k and babes were now awake and fearful, and young folk all gone
up to punp water and pass buckets and beat out flames. Stock were huddl ed
together in the outer fields, boys and dogs doing their best to keep sone
order in the chaotic herd of terrified beasts. W asked everyone, but nobody
had seen Maeve. And when we had made our way back up to the snol dering remnains
of the burnt outbuildings, we were just in tinme to see Sean bringing her out;
his face was like an old man's in the torchlight, and Miirrin gave a wordl ess
cry of anguish before she ran toward her father and the Ilinp, doll-like figure
he held in his arns.

And all the time the other Fainne | ooked on frominside ne. Nobody could see
her. Nobody could hear her little voice but me; the little voice that was ny
grandmot her's voice. You did this. See how strong you can be. Tonorrow your
father will breathe easier

| put ny hands over my ears, and | breathed deep, once, twice, three tinmes.
Then | forced nyself to nove forward and opened ny mouth to ask a question
whose answer | dreaded to hear. But there

was no need to ask.

"Right," Miirrin was saying briskly, though her face was tear-streaked and
white. "Take her up to the chanber next to mne, and you' d best put the
injured men in the room al ongside. Carry her carefully. W'Ill need a great
deal of clean linen, and folk to hel p us.

Hurry, now. '

So, Maeve still lived. |I cleared ny throat.
"Wh-where's the dog?" | ventured. "She m ght want her dog,
when . . ."

"The dog's dead," Sean said heavily. "She's not allowed to have him sl eep
i nside; he cane down for warmh, and the druids gave hi m house room"

"She was | ooking for the dog?" | whispered as we wal ked in grim procession
back to the keep. In the distance somewhere, a man was still crying out in
pain. "In the fire?"

Sean gave a nod. "Sonehow we missed her. She nust have slipped in to try to
fetch himout."

"What happened? |Is she badly hurt?" | forced nyself to ask him

"It seens she tripped, and in seeking to break her fall, she has laid her
hands on a I ength of iron which once bolted the door there, not knowi ng how it
hel d the heat. Her hands are—they are damaged." My uncle's voice shook. "Her
hair was in flanes. W put themout. Face and hands will bear the marks of
this, if she survives it. | cannot forgive nyself. How could | let such a

t hi ng happen?"

Chal k-faced, Miirrin ordered everything with speed and efficiency. Linen
water, herbs. A clear space with pallets set out in rows. Folk to fetch and
carry. There was a young druid with terrible burns on his |legs and feet. For
all the discipline, he could not still his screanms, and the sound of it tore
through me. As for the oldest, the pallet on which he lay was shrouded with
white fromhead to foot. This wi se one would not return to see m dw nter under
t he bare oaks. Soneone had placed a sprig of yew on the snowy |inen that
covered him There were five nmen hurt; some with burns, others dizzy and
gasping fromthe effects of the snoke. In the roomwhere they laid them Conor
nmoved fromone to the next, bending to nurnur soft words, to hold a hand or
touch a brow. They took Maeve into the adjoining chanber and | hovered in the
doorway, helpless, as they laid her down. For once Aunt Aisling seened at a
conpl ete | oss. She knelt beside her daughter, staring blankly at the singed
hair and the blistering face and hands, as the sound of the child s |abored
breathing rasped in the candlelit room



Miirrin was lighting nmore lanmps. | could see her hands shaki ng.
"Fat her," she said.
Sean | ooked at her.

"There are too many hurt for me to tend to here," she said quietly. "And this
may be beyond ny skill. W need Liadan."

My uncle nodded. "It is fortunate that she is at Inis Eala and not in Britain.
At | east she need not travel across the sea to reach us, and so will be here
sooner. What can you do for Maeve?"

Miirrin hesitated. "1'Il do my best, Father," she whispered. "Now you shoul d
go. | hear nmen calling for you. You too, Mother."

"I should stay with her." Aunt Aisling s voice was unrecogni sable; thin and
quavering and not at all like herself. It frightened ne that things could

change so quickly. "What if she wakes, and—
"Il call you straight away," said Miirrin with comrendabl e firmess. "I

prom se. You're right, she will want you beside her. But I'mgoing to give her
a draft for the pain; she won't wake for a while. Folk will need you
downstairs, to tell themwhat to do, and to reassure themthat all wll be
well. This will unsettle everyone."

"You're right, of course.” Aisling rose to her feet, a small, slight figure in
her neat gown. Wthout the veil, her hair was bright as nmarigolds in the Iight
of the candles. "I nmust go down." | saw her square her shoul ders and swal | ow

her tears, and then sonmebody called her fromthe other room and she was gone.
"Can | —+s there anything | can do?"

Miirrin glanced at ne. "Not really, Fainne. This is a job for skilled hands;

and there are plenty of helpers to fetch water and cut herbs for nme. But.

She was | ooki ng beyond ne now, and through the doorway into the passage. |

t ur ned.

They stood there still and frozen as a row of little statues. Deirdre,

O odagh, Sibeal and small Eilis, in their nightgowns, barefoot on the stone

floor. Eight big, fearful eyes were fixed on nme for sone sort of reassurance.
On nme. Behind me Miuirrin spoke firmy

"It's all right, girls." She had nmoved up cl ose, blocking the viewinto the

chanmber. "There's been a fire, and Maeve's hurt herself. |I'mlooking after
her. Now Fainne will take you back to bed, and tell you a story, and in the
nmorni ng you'll hear about everything." She | owered her voice. "Fainne,

pl ease?" Her tone revealed the terrible fear beneath the calmy capabl e words.
"I want Mother," whined Eilis, rubbing her eyes.

"Can we see Maeve?" asked Deirdre, standing on tiptoes to try to get a | ook
"What's wong with her?"

There was nothing for it but to do as | was told. "Come on," | said in an
imtation of Miirrin's own style. "Your nother's busy, and so is Miirrin.
know a really good story about a man who caught a clurichaun, and anot her

about a white pony. And you," glancing at the exhausted, tearful Eilis, "can
have Riona in bed with you tonight. If you' re good."

Behi nd us, the door closed gently. In the other chanber a man still sobbed in
pain. | heard Conor's soft voice, measured and cal m

"Fainne," said C odagh quietly as we noved away. "Wo's that crying?"

"A man was hurt," | said, thinking there was no point at all in lies. "One of

the druids. They're looking after him He's very badly burned."

Then there was silence, which was an extrenely rare thing for them Not one of
themsaid a word until we were all five in my own chanber, and | was sharing
out bl ankets and finding places on beds and nmaking up the small fire. It was



good to fill the mind with practical and inmedi ate things.

| told themthe story of the clurichaun, and then the other one, and | tucked
Riona in beside Eilis. Soon enough they were all asleep, all but C odagh who
still sat before the fire, holding ny silken shaw between her hands, touching
the small creatures with surprisingly careful fingers.

"This is so lovely," she said, softly so as not to wake the others. "Did your
sweet heart give it to you?"

"I"'mnot the sort of girl who has a sweetheart,” | said. "It was given ne by a
friend." And fortunate it was that he left ne when he did. At |east he could
not see what | had done tonight.

" Fai nne?"
" MmP"
"I's Maeve going to die?"

| shivered. It was as if | could see the child as she had sat, there in the
wi ndow, plaiting Riona's yellow hair while her great dog lay snoring before
the fire.

"I don't know," | said. "Muirrinis a skillful healer, they all say so. And ny
uncle said Liadan will come, though it could be a long time, to get a nmessage
there and bring her back to Sevenwaters."

Ol odagh stared at ne. "Ch no," she said. "Father talks to her. She'll be on
her way al ready."

"Tal ks to her?"
"Like Deirdre and | do. Can't you do it? Tal king w thout speaking, | nean.
Father can tell Liadan things straight away, even when she's at Harrowfield,

which is far away in Northunbria. She'll cone here as fast as she can. Aunt

Li adan can heal anyone."

"Well, then," | said grimy, "l suppose that nmeans Maeve has a good chance of
recovery. Now, we nust get sone sleep. You'll have to squeeze in here with ne.
| hope your feet are not too cold."

But while she slept at last, | lay open-eyed as the early light of dawn crept
in the window, and the house began to stir again around us. | lay and stared
at the stone walls, and | thought about my nother. | wondered if her unhappy
spirit wandered here, somewhere, watching me, watching everything | did. \Wat
had Fat her said? There were times of content. . . your birth . . . she

bel i eved she had at |ast done sonething right. But in the end, she had not
been able to believe it. Perhaps her final answer was the only one she had
left.

That woul d be one way out. To slice the wists, or leap fromthe roof, or cast
oneself into the cold enbrace of the lake. But | could not do as she had. That
woul d destroy ny father utterly. | nust do ny grandnother's bidding. | owed

hi m everything, and | could not let her torture him Yet how could I reconcile
that with what | had done tonight? Twice, now, | had killed. And there was the
terrible thing | had done to Maeve, and to that young druid. How high a price
nmust be paid for ny father's safety? Tonight's evil work surely had no bearing
on the battle and the Fair Fol k. Why had she nade ne do it?

She didn't make you do it, the unwanted voice within nme whispered. You did it
all by yourself. It's the bl ood you bear. You can't help yoursel f. Besides,
this is no nore than appropriate punishnent, for what they did.

It is not appropriate that a child should be hurt, | told myself.

Wong. It was apt. You have unsettled your uncle, and put doubt in the hearts



of the people. You have weakened the druid. Three steps toward the |ong goal
It's as apt as can be.

|-+ don't think | want to be who | am

And what do you want to be? Atinker's wife with a child in your belly and
three at your feet, and a life on the road? Think you've got a choice, do you?
That's what your father thought. Look what happened to him And you fee
sympat hy for these fol k?

| willed this voice to stop tormenting me, but it would not. The voice was ny
own, and could not be silenced. The children slept quiet around nme, and as the
light of dawn filled the roomw th a golden brightness, it seened to ne
shadows crept into ny mnd and ny heart, and the sun itself was powerless to
drive them away.

Chapter Six

Fire is a fearsone thing. It starts as the nerest spark, the tiniest w sp of
snoke. It grows and gains power and spreads, until it becomes a great

confl agrati on consum ng whatever it can find. Unchecked, it will take all. The

destructive force of what | had unleashed terrified me. It was not just the
work of the flames thensel ves, the ruined buildings, an old man snatching his
| ast breath in a snoke-filled nightmare, young ones suffering as they clung to
life. It was not just Maeve, who now hovered on the margin between this world
and the next. It was the way they were all caught by it, the way the thing

t hat had happened spread as the flanes thensel ves do, to touch and wound every
singl e person at Sevenwaters. |f ny grandnother w shed ne to unsettle the
househol d and to sow the seed of doubt over their endeavor, she nust have

t hought this a great success. | did not want to consider what ny father would
have thought. | tried to imagine himusing the craft to do what | had just
done, but | could not. There was the tine they all spoke of, when he had
driven the Finn-ghaill away fromthe cove. Men had been drowned because of
what he did. But this was different.

| watched as the little flickerings of uncertainty spread, as the wetchedness
began to show itself in different ways, as the household shifted fromthe pure
hope and inspiration of the Samhain ritual to a nobod of anxious introspection
Meal ti mes were subdued. Tal k was sparse. Small disagreenments flared which were
not always resolved with speed. Sean was w t hdrawn and silent, and Aisling
nervously
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busy. Conor remmined but one day after the fire, and then departed for the
nenetons, with four of his brethren bearing the body of the ancient one
between themon a board. He nust break the terrible news to his folk hinself,
he told Sean quietly, not leave it to reach themthrough idle talk. Their

ol dest nust be sent on his way with the appropriate ritual, and his body laid
to rest where it bel onged, under the oaks.

It was clear Conor wanted to stay, for though sone had recovered quickly,
there were still three men remaining in Miirrin's care, and prospects for the
youngest | ooked gri mindeed, unless he could cling on until my aunt Liadan
arrived. Their faith in her healing abilities astoni shed me. Liadan was only a
woman, after all, Fomhoire blood or not. What could she do that Miirrin and
her hel pers could not?

He would return as soon as he could, Conor said. He knew his injured folk
woul d be of fered the sick-maintenance due to them both by |aw and ki nshi p.
Meanwhi |l e he had obligations to those left in the forest, and these he nust
keep. The chill formality of his words set a di stance between himand his
nephew t hat had not been there before. | had thought Conor tireless. | had
seen him endure near-drowning with an equaninity nost nmen of one-and-twenty



woul d be hard-pressed to sunmon. But the fire had shaken him He wal ked out of
Sevenwat ers | eaning heavily on his birch staff, his hood drawn up to shadow
his features. There was no reading his expression. The small procession nade
its way down the path under the winter trees and away. Conor had not spoken to
me since the night of the fire. Wether he knew, whether he guessed, or

whet her he had sinply been too distracted to notice nme, there was no way of
telling.

Miirrin was a strong girl, though she was such a little thing. In the sickroom
she ordered all, and there was constant activity. Wnen sponged fevered brows,
changed dressings, brewed concoctions of herbs over the fire. Men brought
firewood and carried buckets. But the place was quiet, save for the sound of
pai nful breathing, or Miirrin's voice giving soft, precise instructions. As |
passed by the doorway | closed ny ears to the voice of the young druid,

moaning in pain. | did not visit Maeve's sickbed. But the eye of the mnd
showed me her face, glistening with pus-filled blisters all down the left

side, and her staring, terrified eyes.

The children were very unsettled, and Aunt Aisling seemed hel pless to do nuch
about it. Instead she nmoved through the strict routine of her household as if
adherence to this would stop her fromfalling apart altogether. She did not
weep, not where folk could see her. It was only when she had been sitting
alone with Maeve, while Miirrin snatched a bite to eat or a brief rest, that
she allowed the tears to flow It would be visible later in her pallor and her
reddened eyes.

The terrible thing | had done haunted ny thoughts day and night. | had broken
one of the nost basic rules of the craft. | had been pushed into anger, and
had let it get the better of ne. | knewit was wong. And yet, | did not know
what else | could have done. As time passed, the inner voice, the one | did
not like to hear, cane often to torment ne.

You' ve grown up, it nurnured. You' ve learned it's true. Qur kind camonly
tread the path to chaos and destruction. W are forbidden the light. Wy are
you surprised? You were told this. Even your father told you.

My father does not enmploy the craft thus, to awaken sorrow, |

told mysel f.

Do not make himyour pattern. He | ost hinself, when he lost her. He is
pat hl ess. Hope was his weakness, and he let it destroy him

Every night as | lay open-eyed longing for sleep, this voice whispered to ne,
harder and harder to ignore. It was as if | carried nmy grandnother inside ne,
atwin self, and | thought she grew ever stronger, and drew ever closer to
snuf fing out the other Fainne, the girl who had once brewed tea on a little
fire, and sat quiet under the standing stones, and ridden on a white pony. |
was losing that girl fast. The walls of Sevenwaters and the great bl anket of
the forest seened to tighten on me day by day, and | felt the last little bit
of Kerry being slowy squeezed out of nme. It hurt. It hurt so much | did
foolish things to try to nake it better. |I kept R ona by ny pillow, wapped
warmin a beautiful shaw with noon-bright tassels. As | lay there |I could
touch its silken folds and dreamof a future forbidden me. As | stroked the
doll1's woollen hair I could picture a past unknown to me, in which a young
not her sewed a treasure for her small daughter, with love in its tiny neat
stitches. My fingers noved against the fine, strong cord of Fiona's strange
neckl ace, and sonet hi ng whi spered deep within me, Hold on. Hold onto what
you've got left. There was nagic in this little token; not the skillful

clever magic | had at nmy own conmand, but a deeper, ol der kind which spoke of
fam |y and belonging. This cord with its curiously tw ned fibers of nmany hues
and textures was full of power. | could feel it pulling me, coaxing ne,
tugging me gently toward a pathway | could not foll ow

Not so long ago |I'd have been glad folk were too preoccupied to bother about
me. |'d have wel coned the chance to be alone, to recite the lore or neditate



in silence or practice spells of transference or mani pul ation. But now | was

adrift. | could not neditate. My mind refused to rid itself of unwel conme
t houghts. The lore no | onger seemed to help ne. It rem nded ne of the druid
lying in pain along the hallway, and the other gone to his long sleep. | vowed

I woul d not exercise the craft, lest | discover again that | could use it only
to destroy.

Nobody had time for me, and nobody had tinme for the children. The result was
inevitable. | would be sitting alone, pretending to be busy with one thing or
anot her, and they'd conme creeping in on sone pretext. C odagh, wanting help
wi th her penmanship. Deirdre, |ooking for Codagh. Eilis, tears rolling down
her cheeks, and a graze on her knee that Miirrin was too busy to | ook at.
Sibeal like a little shadow, with no excuse at all. She would sinmply drift in
and settle by me without a sound.

| was forced to dig deep. 1'd learned a few stories on the road fromKerry.
Not all were suitable for small girls' ears, so | nmade sone adjustnents here
and there. My tales were well received, and | was obliged to invent nore. |
knew no ganes to speak of, but the girls taught ne ringstones and some tricks
with fingers and cord. They tried to teach ne a song, but | pleaded that | had
no singing voice, so they sinply performed it for me instead. Together we
wrestled with our sewi ng. Sheets were hemmed and gowns mended. Aunt Aisling

t hanked me for keeping them anmused and out of everyone's way. | was able to
say, quite truthfully, that | was happy to help. The day was full. The
children's chatter shut out the voice of the mnd. Their conpany exhausted ne,
and sl eep became possible.

Still, | could not be with themall the tinme. Miirrin said little, but | knew
Maeve was not inproving, and nor was the young druid. | heard Sean say it was
a mracle they'd managed to keep himalive this | ong, and he hoped Liadan
woul d have sone sort of answers when she got here. Miirrin was very pale, her
eyes shadowed and a little frown al ways on her brow Wen the girls were not
sl eeping or with ne, they could usually be found in the hallway outside the
si ckroom

standing or sitting in a row, quite silent. Once, | would have considered
their solem stillness a rare blessing. Now | was not so sure. It gave them
too much tine to think. They started to ask questions | did not want to
answer. Wiy did such a bad thing happen to Maeve? Wen woul d she be able to
cone out and play agai n? Wiy was Mther angry all the tinme, and why did she
and Father snap at each other?

In the end Miuirrin ordered themnot to wait outside the door. Maeve was too
sick to be seen, and she was doing her best. They'd just have to put up with
it, she told themquite sharply, and retreated back into the sickroom
shutting the door in their faces. Eilis burst into tears. Sibeal retreated
into herself. Deirdre muttered. And C odagh said, "Miirrin's never cross.
Maeve nust be going to die. And that man too."

On the fourth day after the fire it rained so hard | was rem nded of ny
sojourn in the cave with Conor. There was no wi nd. The sky was gray as sl ate,
and the water came down in a torrent, roaring on the roof, sheeting across the
pat hways, turning the fields to an instant quagmre. If Liadan were indeed on
her way south, this was sure to delay her arrival at Sevenwaters. Spirits
already | ow plunmeted further. Eilis got it into her head that Meve's

si ckness was somehow her fault, because she had once called the dog a big
dirty brute that belonged in the stableyard. She began to cry, and could not
be conforted by sweetneats or stories or any sort of blandishments |I could
think of. After a while Sibeal's eyes began to spill synpathetic tears, and
then the others started, until my chanber was awash with m sery. Sorrow was a
contagi on that had spread to every corner of this great house. It crept into
my own heart, where guilt and doubt already warred with the |ong purpose | was
bound to follow. It sapped nmy strength and tore at nmy will. | thought | could



scarcely bear to be a nonment |longer here in this famly, here in this house,
trapped by the rain, snothered by the forest, drowning in tears, incarcerated
with the thing | had done. | thought | would give anything to get away, j ust
for alittle; just to breathe and grow strong again.

Rescue came from an unexpected quarter. The girls were working thensel ves into
a state of complete msery, and | ventured out in search of sonmething to

di stract them for | was running short of ideas. | wal ked al ong the upper
hal | way, deep in thought, scarcely aware of
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where | was going. | went past the sickroom and did not ook in. But |I heard
sounds. One coul d not block them out, however hard one tried. As | reached the
stairs my legs felt suddenly weak, and | sat down on the top step and put ny
head in ny hands. If only I could stop thinking. If only I could shut out the
voi ces that tornmented ne. We thought you didn't give a toss what casualties
you | eft behind.

"Fai nne?"

| took nmy hands away and | ooked up. Three or four steps bel ow ne stood Eanonn,
dressed in riding clothes. Hi s brown hair was dripping wet, and his face wore
an expression of friendly concern

"You don't look well," he commented with a small frown. "You nust be

exhausted. | heard you are helping with the little girls. I'"'mvery sorry to
hear what happened. | cane as soon as Aisling' s nessenger brought me the
news. "

| found it hard to nmask ny surprise. "It's rather wet,"” | said bluntly. "

t hought nobody woul d venture out in such weather. Aunt Liadan will be del ayed.

That's what they're saying."

There was a flicker of expression, gone too fast to be read. "I thought I
m ght be needed here," said Eanonn.

"I"'msure Aunt Aisling will be glad to see you," | said politely. "She's been
much upset. Maeve is very sick."

He nodded. "And are you glad to see nme, Fainne?" he asked quietly.

"Yes," | said, and it was true. He was outside all this, the weeping, the
stone walls, the stifling darkness of the forest. | could | ook at hi mand not
be rem nded of what | had done, because he had not been a part of it.

"Ah," he said, and he reached out his hand to tuck a wayward strand of ny hair
behind ny ear, a curiously intimte gesture. "That's a remarkabl e thing about
you, Fainne. You always say what you think, straight out."

| felt nyself blushing again. "Perhaps | |ack the refinenent of manners a girl
shoul d possess in a household such as this. | do speak ny mnd. | have never

| earned otherwi se. But | would not wish to enbarrass you by sayi ng sonet hi ng

i nappropriate.”

"You don't enbarrass nme, ny dear," he said with a half smle. "I like your
honesty. Now conme, you should not be sitting on this cold stone floor. Let us
go in search of a fire, and sone al e perhaps. And then |I have a proposal for
your consideration."

He put out a hand to help me to ny feet, and | took it. Hi s hand was dry and
warm and his grip very strong. | had no idea what he was about to tell ne, but
anyt hing was better than facing that little chanber full of weeping girls.



Their sadness only conmpounded ny shane for what | had done.

The kitchen was the only place that was really warm so we settled there in a
corner. It was hardly private; serving nen and wormen cane in and out, chickens
wer e bei ng plucked and puddi ngs w apped for boiling, and there was a steady

st ream of danp-I| ooki ng nmen-at-arms passing through for a quick tankard of ale,
a hunk of oaten bread, and a monent or two before the big fire. At least, with
so much noise and activity, a quiet conversation m ght go unheard, if not
unobserved. The old woman, Janis, sat exactly where | had first seen her, bolt
upri ght on her chair, dark eyes sharp on everything and everyone. | poured ale
fromthe jug, and put a tankard in Eanpbnn's hands.

"Thank you, Fainne," he said gravely. "Now tell nme. | have not yet seen ny
sister, or your uncle. There's flooding in one of the outer settlenents, and
Sean is gone to see what can be done for the folk there. I'"minfornmed Aisling
i s indisposed. The situation here nakes ne a little uneasy. You have observed
this at every stage. Is the child likely to die? And the druid? How was it
this fire took hold so quickly, and could not be stopped before so nmuch harm
was done? It's unlike Sean to allow such a thing to happen. |I'm concerned
about the state of his security here.”

| stared at him "You nean you suspect sone form of mschief? The infiltration
of an enemy?"

"I don't know what | suspect. The circunstances seemed—unusual, that was all

I would not like to think another such accident m ght occur to underm ne us.

At such a time we cannot afford even one slip. Wiat if this fire had touched a
store of weapons, or carefully conserved supplies? | want you to tell ne
exactly how it happened.”

"I can't. | had retired for the night when the fire broke out. And ny chanber
is on the other side. By the tinme | came down, the danage was al ready done."
That was no nore than the truth.

"And the child?"

"She is badly hurt. Burned on her face and hands. The druid is worse. But
there is still sone hope. They expect ny aunt Liadan any day." | did not mss
t hat change of expression that seemed to flash across Eanonn's features
whenever this nane was nentioned. Whatever had been between them so |ong ago,
had left an inpression that still lingered painfully just beneath the surface
"They say she is a wonderful healer. Miirrin believes she can nmake the
difference.”

"I see." Under firmcontrol now, his features were inpassive. "Wat of ny
sister? She, too, is unwell?"

"Aunt Aisling is very upset. That's to be expected. She's deeply concerned for
Maeve. "

"Not surprising.”

"She is much distressed. The girls feel it. She has little time for them and
finds their presence a burden. She fears greatly to | ose another child. The
househol d relies on her strength, | think, and finds itself somehow adrift
while she is so distracted by grief. She does all that nmust be done, but she
is—hAot really there."

Eamonn nodded. "Perceptive of you. |I felt this as well, fromthe way | was
recei ved here. Life goes on, but not as before. Let us hope—tet us hope Sean's
sister can indeed work miracles.”

"They certainly seemto think so. It's said she possesses sone powers beyond
the ordinary."

He gave the grimest of smiles. "Oh, yes. That much is certainly true. It's
her judgnment that |lets her down. Now, to the imediate situation. |'ve a



suggestion to nmake, one which should suit my sister well, | think. But |I need
to know, first, if you are in agreenent."

| raised ny brows in question

"I"'ve a fine enpty house at 4 encarnagh, with plenty of folk to maintain it.
Too big by far for a man on his own. Gardens to walk in, horses to ride,
warnth and space. These children are wearing you out, and upsetting my sister
They could conme back with me, and remain there until the situation here is
resol ved one way or another. And you m ght acconpany them not as nursemaid,
you understand, but to provide another famliar face. This would pl ease ne
greatly, Fainne. I'd like to see the color back in your cheeks. 1'd wel cone

t he chance to show you nmy hone. And there are wonen there who can tend to the
children. You'd have tine to rest and recover yoursel f. Wat do you think?"

"I + don't know," | stanmered, for this had taken ne by surprise. "The girls
would like it, | expect; Elis is always tal ki ng about your fine stables.
But— | could not tell himwhat was in nmy mind; that his suggestion offered ne
the chance to do exactly what ny grandnother would wi sh, and that the very

t hought of that turned me cold with nmisgivings. "I'll do as Aunt Aisling

wi shes, of course,” | said rather weakly. Aunt Aisling would refuse, |

thought; it did not seemat ail appropriate that | should be included in such
a famly visit.

"That's settled, then," Eanponn said. "lI'll speak to Sean as soon as he
returns. | doubt if he'll object. It's a practical solution. W nmight |eave in
the norning, if this rain eases.”

"Maybe," | said, managing a smle. "That way, we'd be gone before Aunt Liadan
arrives."

H s gaze sharpened. "What do you nean?" he demanded
Across the kitchen, the old wonan was wat chi ng us.

"I + sinply heard the two of you take steps to avoid one another,” | said. "I
meant no harmby it." | did not |like the sudden edge to his voice.

"It is no joking matter."

"I have of fended you. |I'm sorry. \Whatever was between you and nmy aunt Liadan
still hurts. | see that."

"These things are past. | don't speak of them" H's nouth was tight, the brown

eyes full of bitterness.

I was lost for words. It seemed | had strayed into deeper waters than | knew
how t o navi gate.

"Fai nne! There you are!" It was C odagh, running across the kitchen fromthe
i nner doorway with the others behind her. There were still red eyes and

bl ot ched conpl exi ons, but at |east the weeping had stopped. "Ch, hello, Uncle
Eamonn. Where were you, Fai nne?"

"Nowhere," | said with a weak smle. Tiresome as the girls could be, there
were nonments when they had their uses. "Your uncle Eanpbnn's got an idea. W'l
tell you all about it. But it's only if your father agrees, nmind."

Sean had some reservations when finally he returned home and was asked

perm ssion. There was enough upheaval already, he said, and besides, | had
barely settled in at Sevenwaters. It was a little soon for another nove. And
t he weat her was inclenment. But Aunt Aisling overruled him

"It's a practical enough suggestion,"” she said briskly. "It would suit ne
well. The girls are best out of Miirrin's way for now. You could stop at St
Ronan's for one night, and break the journey. It's not such a very long ride."

"It's long for Fainne," put in Elis, who had been listening hard. "She can't
even ride properly, and all the horses are scared of her."

"Eilis!" her mother exclained. "That's |ess than kind. You rnust learn to guard
your tongue."



"It's true, though." Deirdre spoke up in unaccustoned defense of her small
si ster.

"As to that," Eanmonn said casually, "I have brought a horse for Fainne. A nare
of exceptional tenperanment, highly suitable for a young |lady. W'Ill take it
gradual ly. There's no cause for concern.”

Sean and Aisling both glanced at himsharply. | |ooked at the floor, sonewhat
enbarrassed but just a little pleased as well. Cdearly, there had been nore
forward planning than his casual invitation had suggested.

"I see," said Sean, frowning. "I"'mnot at all sure about this."

"The girls should go." Aisling seened to have made her decision. "This house
is not the best place for themjust now, there is too much sadness here. It's
best if they go, Sean."

"W mght leave in the norning, | thought, if the rain clears." Eanonn seened

keen to press what advantage he had.

"Very well," said Sean gravely, glancing at his wife. "But there's no rush.
The girls must have tinme to say their farewells."

"Excuse me— Aunt Aisling turned away abruptly and nmade for the door, al nost

at a run. | thought she was choki ng back sudden tears.

"Come, girls,” | said briskly. "We'd best have a | ook at your things, and nake
sure your boots are clean and your cloaks dry." | glanced at Eanonn. "Thank
you for being so thoughtful," | said quietly.

H s expression was very serious. It usually was. | thought it would be quite a

chal | enge to persuade such a man to | augh. Grandnot her had no trick for that.
"I't's nothing, Fainne," he said.

"The garden's nice at d encarnagh," observed Deirdre when we were back
upstairs. | had opened ny wooden chest and was sorting through ny pitifully
smal | store of bel ongi ngs, wondering what mnight be judged suitable for such a
visit. "There's a pond with fish init, and a nmaze of hedges, and nut trees."
"And lots and lots of horses,"” said Eilis. "I wonder if Uncle Eamonn woul d | et
me ride that black one?"

"Your legs are too short. Wait ten years or so, then he mght consider it,"
said Deirdre dryly.

"Fai nne," said d odagh

"What ?" | asked absently.

"I think Uncle Eanonn |ikes you."

"OfF course he likes her," said Elis, puzzled. "He's our uncle, he likes al

of us."

"He's not Fainne's uncle," said C odagh. "Besides, | nean |likes her. You

woul dn't understand, you're too little."

"You mean, sweethearts sort of |ikes?" Deirdre's eyebrows shot up. "But he's
ancient. O der than Father."

"I"'mright," C odagh said. "See if I'mnot."

"I think you should go off and do sone packing," | said sternly. "Sort your
things out. We might be |leaving tonorrow, after all."

Si beal did not speak often. Now, her voice was soft, but her words sent a
chill through every corner of ny body. "Wat if Maeve dies, and we're not

her e?"

The twins went very quiet, their freckled faces white. Eilis's |lower |ip began
to trenbl e om nously.



"Don't say such things." | kept my voice as steady as | could. "lsn't your
aunt Liadan comi ng, and her the best healer in all of Uster? O course Maeve
won't die. By the time we get back she'll be as good as new, see if she
isn"t." It was a credible imtation of Peg Wal ker's briskly positive style.
But how could | hope to convince them if | did not believe it mysel f?

"Fai nne?" Cl odagh's voice | acked its usual confidence.

"What ?"

"W need to see Maeve. Before we go. Miirrin said we couldn't. But we have to.
W1l you ask her? She'll listen to you."

Four pairs of around eyes were fixed on me with the sane expres-

sion. | had no doubt O odagh spoke for all of them and | wondered afresh
about messages of the mind, and just who had inherited which special skills.

"I 4+ don't think— | stamrered.

"Pl ease, Fainne," said Sibeal in a little, polite whisper

"Very well,"” | said. "I'Il ask her. But you nust do two things for nme. First,
go to your own quarters and tidy up your things. Set aside what you plan to
take with you. And stay away fromthe sickroomuntil | call you. Don't wait

for me outside the door. You know how Miuirrin hates that."

They di sappeared wi thout a sound. | was shivering, nmy heart cold with dread.
had used every excuse | could find since the night of the fire to persuade
nmysel f that | need not go into the sickroomand see what | had done. Miirrin
had no use for ne. She had plenty of helpers far nore skilled. | was not
really famly anyway. It would be an intrusion. | was better occupi ed | ooki ng
after the children. Mst of the excuses were true enough. But the reason | had
not gone was none of these. | had stayed away because | feared that, once

saw what was in that room | would not have the will to go on with the task
set me. And if | failed in that, ny father would die in agony. But today there
was no choice. | had promised. | had to go. | had to go now, right away,
before | lost what little courage | could sumon. It was just a matter of
maki ng ny feet go straight down the hallway, one after the other, and when |
got to the doorway, instead of wal king past quickly and trying not to hear the
sounds, | would sinmply go in and

| picked Riona up and tucked her under nmy arm And there was the shawl which
had been w apped around her, the wonderful, sundrenched shawl . How coul d

wear it? It would be like letting Darragh see what | had done, |ike pretending
I was worthy of such a gift, when what | saw before ne confirmed that it was
true, that ny kind was capable only of destruction and m schief. But sonething
made ne put it on, all the sane. Over the top | wrapped ny serviceable woollen
shawl, so that only the silken fringe showed, just a little at the bottom
Then | wal ked al ong the hall and tapped at the door, and | went in, ny heart

t hunping and my skin clamy with sweat.

"Fainne!" exclaimed Muirrin in surprise. She was stirring something in a
little pot by the fire. Maeve lay on a raised pallet, and Aunt

Ai sling sat beside her, shielding the child fromny sight. There was a small,
warmfire on the hearth, and a pleasant snell of herbs. Over by the w ndow two
servi ng wormen were busy folding newWy washed |inen. This room adj oi ned the
other, where the injured druids lay, but | could not see through. It was

qui et, save for the sound of a nman's voice reading or reciting softly.
"I"'mglad you came,"” Miirrin said to ne in an undertone, nodding toward her
mother. "See if you can nake Mother go and rest. She's wearing herself out,
and to no good purpose. There's little for her to do here. Now you' ve cone,

per haps she'll go."

I made nyself walk forward to the bed; forced nyself to | ook down at the child



who lay there in a sort of restless half-sleep. Her hands were heavily
bandaged. | could only guess at the damage she had inflicted on them
clutching at hot iron in her headl ong flight. But the wapping had been taken
from her head, and on one side her bright hair was all frizzled and burned
away, the left eyelid grossly swollen, brow and | ashes gone. A hideous, o00zing
pat chwork of purple and red and brown spread |ike a canker fromthe eye al

t he way back past the small ear. On that side, her face was a nonster's.

made nyself keep looking. |I controlled ny expression. After a little, | found
I could speak.

"Il sit with her awhile, Aunt Aisling. You should go and rest. Eilis was
asking for you. She'd dearly love to show you the little cloth she's henmed.
She's very proud of it."

Aisling stared at me, her blue eyes quite blank. For a nonment, | think she
scarcely knew who | was.

"I"ll stay here with Maeve. It's all right, Aunt. You can go." | used the
craft subtly, to make ny voice nore convincing. | conveyed the nessage that
she could trust nme. Inside, | shuddered at my own duplicity.

Aunt Aisling blinked and seemed to come to herself. "I suppose that woul d be
quite suitable," she said reluctantly. "Thank you, Fainne. Miirrin, I'Il be

back later."

For a long time | sinply sat there staring at the child. To | ook at her was to
puni sh nyself. But all the guilt in the world would not right the wong | had
done her. If these people knew, if they understood | was responsible, | would
i ndeed be outcast. | would be hated and reviled as ny grandnother had been. No
matter that | nust act

thus to prevent ny father's suffering. No matter that | rnust carry out a task
of such magnitude that none of their Iives would ever be the sane. | stared at
the child and knew | had stolen her future. Wat | had done was every bit as
bad as what Conor had done to my father. |If Maeve lived, she would be scarred
and hi deous. | thought nyself plain and awkward, with my tight-curling hair
and ny tw sted foot, my gangling height and ny shyness. But ny skin was snmooth
and pale, ny hands deft and free of blem sh, ny body healthy, for as Roisin
had said, the linp was nothing. | was not disfigured. Not like this. It was at
that nmoment | vowed to myself | would never again use the @ anmour to make
nmysel f 1 ook beautiful. | would thank the goddess | was so |ucky, and go forth
as nyself. Gently | let the veil of |oveliness go, knowing that in the nature
of things, folk would see nothing odd in the change.

"She's waking up,” Miirrin said quietly. "These drafts are effective, but they
don't last very long. W're all short of sleep. The pain's been bad. WII you
stay while | put on the fresh dressing?"

I nodded and retreated back fromthe bedside. Clutching Riona to ny chest,

wat ched as the child awoke, her damaged eye slitted by the swelling of the
flesh around it, the other round and fearful, watched as Miirrin bathed her
burned skin with cool herbal waters, |istened as her faint, thready whinpering
grewto a thin, painful keening sound while a poultice of onion skins was laid
agai nst the burned skin of face and scalp and tied there with a bandage of
clean linen. | held it in place while Miirrin made the knots, and | felt
Maeve's cries vibrating through ny owmn head, as if they would | odge there
forever. Then the beddi ng was changed, as a strapping serving woman lifted the
child in her arns as carefully as a basket of new eggs. By the tinme Maeve was
safely returned to her pallet and attenpting to sip froma cup Miirrin held to
her lips, | was cold with horror

"Now, Maeve," said Miirrin calmy, "you have a visitor. Fainne is here to see
you. Did you notice? Drink up, all of it, mnd, and then she'll sit with you
awhil e. She might even tell you a story."

The child swal |l owed obediently, |aboriously. This draft m ght give her another



short spell of rest. | wondered at Miirrin's strength of will. She did not
weep with fear at her own hel pl essness. She did not rail at the gods for thus
striking her sister down. She did not collapse with exhaustion or ask ne why |
had left it so long to visit the

child. She sinmply went on quietly doing what had to be done, accepting that
matters were as they were, and taking her place in the schene of it with a
purpose that left no place for doubt. And yet, it took its toll. You could see
that in her shadowed eyes.

Maeve | ay back on her pillows with a little wheeze of outgoing breath that

m ght have been a sigh. Her eyes turned toward ne.

"Well, Maeve," | said as steadily as | could, seating nyself on the stool by
her bed. "I've brought sonmebody to see you." | lifted Riona up so that the
child could | ook at her butter-yellow | ocks, her shrewd dark eyes and
delicately enbroidered nouth. The pale pink skirts fanned out over the stark
linen of Maeve's coverlet. The child's lips stretched in atiny smle

"Good," | said. "She's glad to see you, too. |I've a favor to ask. 1'mgoing to
visit your uncle Eanonn, and I'I|l be away awhile. Riona can't go. But | don't
want to | eave her on her own, seeing we're so new here. | was hopi ng maybe

you' d | ook after her for me while I'maway. You' d need to keep her conpany,
see that her hair's neat, maybe give her a corner of your bed at night. Could
you do that?"

The little, painful smle was there again.

"Good," | said, and | unwound the strange necklace the doll wore, know ng
somewhere deep within ne that while | mght give up ny small conpanion to
someone who needed her nmore, | could not let go this last link to my nother. |

slipped the necklace into the pocket of nmy gown and tucked Riona in beside
Maeve, under the covers. She fitted snugly into the crook of the child s arm
as if she bel onged there. The expression on her enbroidered features seened

al nost beni gn.

"Now I'Il tell you a story, and then | have to go. Wuld you like a story?"

A very faint response. "Mm " That was all she could manage. On the far side
of the chanber, Miirrin sat down by the fire, and one of the wonen put a
tankard between her hands. She stared into the flames as if suddenly too weary
to nove.

What sort of tale do you tell to a child as she | ooks across the room and sees
death waiting in the shadows? | knew plenty, but none of them seened right.
What trickery can anuse a little girl as her skin twists and tightens and
works itself into a crippling fabric of scars? How do you keep her heart
strong and her spirit clear when you nust

speak fromthe dark turmoil of your own guilt? My fingers toyed with the
little edge of fringe that hung down bel ow ny everyday shawl . Sil ken and
sunny. Menory of innocence. The delicate, |lacy pattern of wavel ets | apping the
sand in the tiny secret cave. Notes of a nelody arching through the stillness
of the dawn.

"The folk | traveled with when |I came here, they tell a lot of tales around
the fire at night. That's to help keep out the cold, you understand? The
smal l est children sit in front, and the old nmen and wonen, where it's warnest.
Then there's the bigger lads and girls and the grown up folk, that's another
circle. And beyond that, there's the creatures. Dogs that guard the canp, and
ducks and chickens in little coops, and the horses. Enough horses to nmake a
fine big circle all of their own. If those horses could speak, they' d have a
tale or two to tell. Some of the stories are noble and grand, and sone of them
are silly, and sone of them can make you cry and | augh at the same tinme. I'm
going to tell you a story about a boy and a white pony. It's a new one. You
are the very first person to hear it. You and Riona."

Maeve gave a little sigh, and turned her head slightly toward ne, as if not to
m ss a single word.



"Well, now," | said, "this boy was one of the traveling folk. He'd grown up on
the road. That was what he was used to. No fine houses or soft beds for him
no servants to cook or wash, no clients to tend the beasts and work in the
fields. Just a cart and a pair of horses, and the sky and the sea, and the way
stretching on before him full of adventures. He didn't settle long. It's in
the nature of a traveling man to be always on the move, you see."

Maeve was trying to say something. | bent ny head to catch the faint words.

name?"

| swall owed. "His name was Darragh. He traveled with his nmother and fat her
and his sisters and brothers, and sone cousins and uncles and aunts, and his
old grandfather as well. There were plenty of folk, and even nore horses,
because that was what they did. They'd catch the wild ponies or buy them
cheap, and train themup fine for riding, and sell themat the Cross. That's
where they hold the best horse fair in all of Erin."

The room was very quiet. Not only was the child absorbed in the tale, but
Miirrin's gaze was now i ntent on ne, and the serving

worren had put down their work and seated thenmsel ves on a bench near the w ndow
to listen.

"Now Darragh had a rare gift with the horses. It was sonething about him

somet hing you could never quite put your finger on, but the creatures trusted
him It's a hard thing for a pony to go away fromhis herd and be anong nen,
you know, hard and frightening. Like saying goodbye to your famly. Like going
somewhere so different it could be another world. They call it breaking a
horse, to tane it so that it will take a saddle, and subnmit to a rider's wll.
Sonetimes what they do can seemquite cruel; tying a creature, naking it lie
down and accept a man's mastery over it. Breaking its spirit, that's what it
is. That's the only way, the traveling men say, if you want the horse to be of
any value to a buyer. Nobody wants a beast that can't be trusted to obey.
"Darragh didn't like to speak of breaking. He'd a different approach entirely.
If the other nmen thought his methods a little odd, they never said so, because
it was always the horses Darragh had brought in that were the npbst sought
after, and fetched the best prices at the Cross.

"There was one tinme when they were canped under a hill, and the men and | ads
went out to watch for wild ponies, thinking to take a few to prepare for the
next autum's fair. The ponies were grazing on the sweet grass of the
hillside. They were edgy, ears twitching, tails swishing, as if they sensed
somet hing was afoot. Ready to bolt at the | east excuse, they were. Their coats
were the colors of the |andscape, black, gray, brown, the shades of rock and
lichen and bark. But there was one who stood out. She nobved anong themlike a
| ovely full noon between dark clouds, her coat as white and shining as
anyt hi ng you' d ever see. Her mane and tail fell like the silken fringe of a

| ady's shawl, lustrous and gl eani ng

" "That one's mine,' said Darragh in a whisper

" "Her?'" muttered his father, who knew nore about horses than nost people
could learn in a lifetine. '"Not likely. Look at her eye. That creature's mad.
There's a pride and an anger in her neans you'd never break her. Mre likely
she'd be the death of you. Pick one of the others.'

"But Darragh had made up his mnd. The usual thing, once they'd chosen the
ones worth taking, was to come back with their
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own horses, and the dogs, and cut the ponies out fromthe herd to take back to
t he encamprent. There they'd be confined, and subject to the usual discipline,
until they were docile enough to be ridden



"Darragh knew the white pony was different. He'd seen what his father had
seen: the wildness in the eye, the flare of the nostrils, the proud carriage
of the beautiful head. She was |ike some princess of the old tales, al oof and
unt ouchabl e, and very much herself. And frightened. She had sensed his
presence there. This pony could not be seized and driven by sticks, with
hounds yappi ng at her heels. That woul d i ndeed send her nad. This princess
could only be taned by | ove.

"I't was as well the traveling folk were canped in those parts over the sumer,
for Darragh needed tinme. He told his nother he mght be away a bit, and to let
his Dad know, but not quite yet. Then he went up the hill very early in the
norni ng, when the mst still slept in the hollows and crevices and only the
bol dest birds sang out their challenges to the first rose tint of the dawn. He
went soft-footed, wthout company, with a little halter in one pocket and a
scrap of bread and cheese in the other, and his eyes and ears open. The white
pony was on her own under the rowan trees. She was dream ng; and so quiet was
Darragh, coming up to her, that she never heard a whisper until he was quite

close, sitting on a rock as still as he could. She |ooked at him He made no
nove, though truth to tell it was freezing cold and he was hard put not to
shake and shiver. But he kept still, and nade sure his gaze was on the grass
or the trees or the sky slowy lightening to a faint lilac, and after a while

she seemed alnost to forget him dropping her head to crop at the grass. But
she'd her eye on him he knew it.

"It was a long process. On one hand, Darragh was wearing her down with his
pati ence. On the other, she was trying himto the extent of his persistence.
Everywhere the white pony went, there was Darragh, silent, still, not trying
anyt hi ng, just keeping close by her. She'd run, she'd run swift as the west
wi nd, up the valleys and over the passes and across the fields of shimering
grass, and Darragh would run after her as fast as his human | egs could carry
him and get left behind tinme after time. But always, eventually, he would
find her. He had ever been a lean fellow, and he grew thinner. There'd be a
bite to eat at a cottage here, or a handful of berries there, but it wasn't

much. Hi s boots were nearly worn through. Back at the encanmpment, his folk
counted the days as they passed.

" '"Boy's a fool,' said his dad. 'l told himhe'd never break that pony. Anyone
can see she's crazy.' His nother didn't say anything. She had her own opinion
but she kept it to herself.

"Darragh was exhausted. He'd run fromdawn till sundown, and his ankl e was
hurt, and there were blisters on all his toes. Many days had passed since he
first set out from honme, and now they were back on the hillside where it had
all started. The pony was watching him and he was close, very close to where
she stood. He coul d al nost hear what she was thinking: that she found his
behavi or very strange i ndeed, and coul d not understand what he wanted of her
That she should be over the hill to the east, with the herd, but for sone
reason she was here with him She should go, the others were waiting, but.

but .

" "Well, then,' said Darragh, and he took one step forward, and laid his thin,
brown hand very gently on the white pony's neck. ' I'moff hone. You' d best go
back to your own fol k. Keep out of trouble, now.' And with that, he turned and
was of f down the hill to the

camp. "

| paused. Al was still in the room even the voice fromthe neighboring
chanmber had ceased its steady cadence. Qutside, birds were calling.

"That can't be the end," said Miirrin.

| glanced down at Maeve. She was still awake, her face turned expectantly to
ne.

"Indeed no," | said. "Darragh went home, and soaked his feet in a bucket of



warmwater, and ate a big bow ful of stew, and then he rolled up in his

bl anket and slept fromdusk until well after cockcrow. His sister, Roisin was
her name, had to wake hi mup, so sound was he sleeping after all that running,
and all that sitting quiet, and all that trying to think the way a pony woul d
t hi nk.

" '"CGet up, Darragh,' she hissed in his ear. 'Look. Look over there.'

"He rolled out of his blanket again, blinking and rubbing his eyes. And there,
delicate and graceful in the nmorning sunlight, stood the white pony, waiting
for himon the far side of the canp anong the baskets and barrels and bits and
pi eces. She put her beautiful head a little on one side, and | ooked at him
with the eyes his father had
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called crazy, and she gave a soft whinny, as if to say, |I'mhere now, what
conmes next?

"The sunmer after that, Darragh's father asked himif he planned to sel

Aoi fe, for so the white pony had been naned. He'd get a good price for her at
the fair, for she was a creature of exceptional intelligence, though in truth,
she was only at her best when Darragh hinself was on her back. Still, he'd
taken a girl for a ride on her once, and her manners had been perfect. But
Darragh woul dn't part with her

"'l can't,' he told his dad. 'She's not mne to sell.’
" "What nonsense is that?' his father queried. 'You caught the creature, you
tamed her. O course she's yours. | know five men who would pay in good silver
for such a nare.'

" '"That's not the way of it,' Darragh answered, stroking Aoife's snowy coat
with gentle fingers. 'I chose her, and she chose nme. There's no catchi ng about
it, and no owning. She's free to go if she wants. Besides, | could never part
with her, not now. She's ny |uck.'

"As time passed, Darragh becane much sought after for his way with horses.
It's not everyone has the ability and the patience to tane a wild creature
with | ove al one. He never parted with Aoife, nor she with him They becane a
sort of legend, the two of them People would point and whi sper as they saw
the dark young man with his little gold earring, riding by their cottages on
t he beautiful white pony.

'That boy's half horse hinmself,' somebody woul d say.

" "Not what |'ve heard,' said another. 'They say the creature's a faery pony.
Turns into a beautiful girl at night, and back into itself by day. No wonder
he woul dn't give her up.'

"But Darragh only grinned his crooked grin, and nudged Aoife's flank softly,
and the two of them noved on into the dusk. And that's the end of the story,
for now'

Maeve seemed to be asl eep, her breathing quieter, and Riona still clutched
tight in her arms. | tucked the coverlet over her small form

"I's that a true story?" asked the big serving woman with sonme hesitation. She
had sat entranced throughout ny tale.

"True enough,” | said, thinking it was just as well ny kind could not weep, or
| woul d be naking quite an exhibition of nmyself by now "lIndeed, | rode on
that pony myself once. She's every bit as clever and as lovely as the tale



descri bes. "

"You tell it well."™ Miirrin got up fromher chair and stretched

wearily. "It makes you sound |ike—ike another person entirely."

| did not reply. Al the fine tales in the world, all the sweet nenories,
could not make things right again. Not for Maeve; not for any of us. | was
gl ad Darragh had gone away. | was glad | would never see him again. \Wat boy
in his right mind would want soneone like me for a friend?

"Muirrin," | said, renmenbering belatedly why I was there. "You heard we are
all going to dencarnagh, the girls and |?"

"I did," said Muirrin with a wy snmile. "A surprise, that was. | wonder what
i nspired Uncle Eanonn to this sudden gesture of famly support?"

"I think he's just trying to be helpful,” | said. "That's as may be. The girls

have never gone there before except on formal visits with Mther or Father
Uncl e Eanonn is a stickler for everything proper. He always works by the
rules.”

"This isn't breaking any rules. He is their uncle, after all.”™ "Mm" Mirrin
regarded nme quizzically. "As long as you know what you're up to."

"I + must ask you a favor," | said. "The children want to see Maeve before
they go. It seems to be inportant. | was sent to persuade you to let themin,
just for alittle.”

Miirrin frowned. "It will only upset them and that will upset Meve. Perhaps
you do not realize how sick she is, Fainne. She has been badly shocked, and is
quite weak. | don't want to risk further contagion in these wounds; that could

finish her. Forgive nme for being blunt, but | nust do everything | can to help
her hold on until Aunt Liadan arrives. This is not a good idea."

"Please let themvisit." | used the craft, as subtly as | could, to make ny
words sound convincing. "I don't wish to distress you, but—but Sibeal said,
what if Maeve dies, and we're not here? They are thinking of that. I'll warn

themto keep their comments to themsel ves, and not to upset her. Pl ease,
Miirrin."

Now Muirrin was | ooking at ne very closely indeed, and she had a strange
expression on her face, as if she were trying to puzzle out a page of words
witten in a | anguage both famliar and

unknown.
"Very well," she said after a noment or two. "l can hardly say no when you put
it like that. 1'll send for you when she wakes. The girls

nmust | eave before the bandages are changed again. They can't be here for that.
Fai nne— She bit back her words.

"What ?" | asked.
"You seem-di fferent, that's all."

"What do you mean, different?" | was alarmed. Surely she had not noticed ny
use of the craft?

"I don't know," Miirrin said. "It's as if sonmetinmes you were one person and
sonmetines another. As if there were two of you. Sounds silly, doesn't it?
nmust really be tired."

"I'sn't one of me enough?" | said lightly, but | knew | had been carel ess. |
had overl ooked the strange powers sonme nenbers of ny famly possessed. | had
forgotten about the Fonhoire streak. Fromnow on | woul d be nore wat chf ul

As if to ease the way for our departure, the clouds dissipated and the sun
rose on a clear, cold norning. Horses and ponies were readi ed before the main
doors, and a great many nen-at-arms, whose dark green tunics blazoned with a
bl ack tower nmarked them as of Eanpbnn's househol d, assenbl ed thensel ves into an



i npressive escort. This tine, it seemed, none of the nen of Sevenwaters were
toride with us. Eanonn was famly and so, | assuned, was spared the indignity
of being seen across the borders by ny uncle's guards. Family could be
trusted. So Darragh woul d have ne believe; the nessage had been inplicit in
his blithe talk of the joys of growi ng up surrounded by sisters and brothers.

It just went to show, | thought bitterly, howlittle | was really accepted
here; Eanobnn m ght pass as he |liked, but they would not even let nme take a
stroll into the forest w thout an escort of armed men. Yet | was bl ood Kin,

and Eanpbnn was not.

The little girls were very quiet indeed. Visiting Maeve had been difficult for
them hol di ng back their coments and their tears of dismay, even harder. They
had done bravely, the four of them and | had made sure | told themso, later

when the door was closed on their sister's pain. There were tears enough then

but they were as much in anger as in sorrow.

"It's not right!" C odagh had nmuttered, frowning furiously as she

stared down at her clenched fists. "Such things should not be allowed to
happen. How can the gods let it happen?"

"It's not fair," Deirdre had added, glaring at nobody in particular

The smaller ones had nothing to say. Sibeal was a shadow of a child; Eilis
sucked her thunb. In the norning they came down in their cloaks and riding
boots, and were hel ped onto their ponies, and soon enough we were on our way
deep into the forest and headed for d encarnagh

Chapt er Seven

Anyt hing | knew about horses | |earned from Darragh. But | had not always
listened to his tales as attentively as | mght, and so | did not know ruch.
The little mare that carried me safe to Eanmonn's house was very old in horse
years, but still as steady as a rock. | knew she was ol d because Eilis told ne
so. You could tell by the teeth, she said. The horse was silver-gray, and
gentl e of eye, and like Aoife, she seemed to know where she was goi ng w t hout
being told. She did not trenble and edge away from ne as the other creatures
in m uncle's stable had. OF course, now that | had shed the d anour any

ani mal woul d have been nore ready to trust nme. But | thought it was nore than
that. This mare seermed in sone way different, special

"Where did you get her?" | had asked Eanonn early on, wondering whether a
great lord and owner of wi de |ands would travel to a horse fair, or send a man
to drive bargains for him or shun such commonpl ace events entirely and sinply
breed his own fine stock

"She was left behind, a long tine ago." Eanonn rode beside nme, as if to make
sure | did not stray. Perhaps he doubted ny ability to handl e even such a

wel | -trained creature as this. "By a lady. She's a fine beast, and remarkably
sound for all her years. Under-used."

"Has there been no lady to ride her, until now?" | ventured.

He gl anced at ne. "That is indeed true. For many years there has been no

m stress at d encarnagh. And since Aisling wed your uncle, ny other holding at
Si dhe Dubh has been a place of nen. It is a long time now "

"Why did you not return the horse to her forgetful owner?"

asked him
| thought he was not going to answer. His nmouth tightened, and the brown eyes
turned chill. Once again | had blundered into forbidden territory.

"There was no opportunity,” he said at |ast. "She never cane



back. "

| did not press himfurther. He had the sanme | ook on his face that had
appeared when | spoke the nane Liadan. | wondered if the horse had been hers.
d encarnagh was a pretty place. | had not noticed nuch when I had canped here
before with Dan Wal ker's fol k, save that the house was solid and fine, and
extremely efficiently guarded. Then, ny head had been full of thoughts of
Sevenwaters and what | nmight find there. Now, | had time to observe and
listen.

Thi s house had been fitted well for a famly. Eanmonn's own nother had grown up
here, until she was wed to his father and went away to Sidhe Dubh. Later

there had been a bride in the house, the young w fe taken by Eanonn's
grandf at her, Seamus, in his old age. There had been a child; but it seened he
had not lived to see his seventh year, and the old man had never quite
recovered fromthe sorrow of that. Wen Seanus died his w fe had gone back to
her own fol k. Now both d encarnagh and Si dhe Dubh bel onged to Eanonn hi nsel f:
a mddl e-aged man with no wife and no heirs, and seemngly no inclination to
acquire either. That was strange. Even | knew enough to realize the sudden

dem se of such a man, always possible in the nature of things, would lead to a
time of inmense instability and great risk to his nei ghbor, Sean of

Sevenwat ers, whose own | ands were near-encircled by Eamonn's. There woul d be
chieftains and petty kings fromall over U ster claimng some form of kinship
and vying for the tuath. In the mdst of preparation for their great battle
for the Islands, that would be the last thing they needed. Besides, what of
Eamonn hinsel f? Did he not care that he had no son to inherit his vast

hol di ng, his two fine houses, his personal arny of warriors, his grazing |ands
and his various other enterprises?

There was an opportunity here that m ght be used, a secret G andnother woul d
want ne to uncover, | was certain of it. That secret still nmade Eanonn's face
tighten and his eyes darken when ny aunt's nanme was nentioned, these |ong
years after. Common sense told nme that if G andnother wanted these folk to be
defeated, it would not be achieved by superior numbers or mlitary strategies
or even by a spectacul ar display of magical power, even supposing | had the
mastery for such a thing. Defeat would only come fromw thin thensel ves, by
the division of ally fromally, and brother fromsister. | knew that w thout
ever reading it in any book, or hearing it fromany teacher. | knew it from
the way nmy grandnot her had played upon ny love for nmy father, and used it to
trap me. The strongest weapons were those of the heart: hate, hurt, fear

Love, too. That could be used nobst cruelly. G andnother understood that. Did
not she herself act out of the desire to weak vengeance on those who had
slighted our kind? Her hatred was a force nore powerful than any arny. It
seened to be so easy for her to command nme, to make ne do bad things even when
| didn't want to. | would never have hurt Meve, never; the child was

i nnocent, she had barely begun her life. | would never have done that. But |
had done it, with a click of the fingers and the summoning of a charm as if
it had no nore significance than the lighting of a little canpfire to boi
water. And now, even as | quailed before the prospect of conpleting ny
grandmot her's task, it canme to ne that if | failed to progress as she w shed,
there were others she coul d nmake ne damage. Wich m ght be next? Fey, watchful
Si beal with her deep eyes, volatile Deirdre who had as nmany npods as an autum
day? Practical, perceptive C odagh or Aunt Aisling' s baby, tiny Eilis? Al had
become dear to ne despite ny best efforts to remain apart; as dear as sisters.
Wuld | not risk themall if | did not keep to G andnother's pl an?

I knew what she woul d have ne do here at d encarnagh. She herself would have
handl ed it expertly. | could al nost see her, in her guise of glossy auburn
curls and sweetly curved figure, of innocent smile and wi de nerry eyes,
danci ng attendance on her victim blinding himto reality with her dazzling
butterfly charm always staying just out of reach, so that he blundered off
the path of safety in his desperate pursuit. | knew how to do that. She had
shown ne in quite sone detail. But | would not, not if there were any ot her



way. There

was sonet hing tawdry about achi eving a goal by such neans, however inportant
that goal might be. It was a branch of the craft | would far rather |eave
untouched. | would wait a little; I would seek a different way. And so, for
now, | settled at dencarnagh with the sinple gratitude of a prisoner
delivered unexpectedly into freedom and | watched the girls play ball on the
grass, and chase each other through the maze, and roast nuts on the fire in a
chanmber cozy by candlelight, and | felt the chill on nmy spirit ease just a
little.

| had expected to continue as before: conpanion to the girls by day, watcher
by night, perhaps included in adult conversation fromtinme to time if it
happened to suit nmy host. | had no talent at nusic; | could not entertain. One
could scarcely recite the druidic lore in conpany after supper. Those talents
| did possess were not for sharing. | hoped to have a little time to nyself,
to set my thoughts in order. | did not wish to think beyond that.

But Eanmonn had different ideas, and he made them clear as soon as we cane to
d encarnagh. The girls were worn out by the ride and went to bed early. | too
had planned to retire, for | had a fine chanber all to nyself and | |onged for
solitude and quiet. Lately, since the fire, even ny nights had rarely been
spent alone, for it was common for one child or another to tiptoe in, woken by
a nightmare and seeki ng conpany to keep out the dark. That they cane to ne was
ironic indeed, and did nothing to inprove ny opinion of nyself. But here, the
children had been accommopdated in a well-appointed chanber for four, with
their very own maidservant, and, said Eanmonn as the two of us stood before the
fire together that evening, | would be able to sleep undisturbed. The hall at
d encarnagh was much smaller than the great space at Sevenwaters, and the
fire's warmh spread to every corner. The furniture was polished to a gl oss

you could see your face in, with skillful carving on the chair backs; little
creatures and scrollwrk. | sipped the goblet of fine wine | had been given
and nodded wi thout speaking. "I have observed how ny sister enploys you at

Sevenwat ers, " Eamonn said evenly. "Your origins may be obscure, but you are
her husband's ni ece, nonethel ess, and should be treated as such. To use you as
a convenient servant is not at all appropriate. Here, you are ny

guest . "

"I+ H's words had taken ne aback. | realized, to ny own surprise, that | had
cone to accept the tasks nmy aunt set nme quite readily. Indeed, | al nost
enjoyed them "Aunt Aisling has never been |less than kind. The children are no
trouble. But | thank you for your courtesy. | will look forward to sonme qui et
time, some time on ny own." "I nust confess," said Eamonn carefully, "that
that is not entirely what | intended. Al though you shall nobst certainly have
solitude and peace here, if that is what you crave. My notives are not
entirely selfless. | imagine you are aware of that."

| glanced quickly at him and back down at ny wine cup. Did that nean what |
t hought it meant? Surely not.

"I did hope," he went on, "that we mght spend sone time together. | have the
busi ness of the estate to attend to, of course, and the children seemto val ue
your conpany. Still, there are the evenings. And if this clear weather holds,
we might ride out together. There's fine | and here: grazing fields, wooded
val l eys, a waterfall. 1'd enjoy show ng you that."

"Ride?" | queried. "That's hardly ny strong point." "You did well enough on
the way here, Fainne. You're quick to learn, | think."

| smled. "That has been said of ne."

Now he was | ooking at ne very directly, and there was a brightness in his eye
that my grandnot her woul d have recogni zed well. "I'ma good teacher,"” he said



softly. "You'll discover that, when you know nme better."

| felt a hot blush rise to ny cheeks. "I've no doubt of that," | nurnured. He
did nean that. | could scarcely believe it. For | had not enployed a single
one of the little tricks G andnother had showed nme, not since we rode away
from Sevenwaters. | had offered himno encouragenment whatever. Yet his neani ng
seened clear. This was both strange and worrying. As early as was within the
bounds of good manners, | pleaded weariness and retired to the solitary safety
of my chanber.

The weat her held fair, though cold. My cousins explored the |ong, |ow house
with its walls of solid stone and its cunningly thatched roof, they

i nvestigated byre and barn, they hel ped feed the chickens and took little
treats to the inhabitants of Eanmonn's well -appointed stables. Eilis was
cultivating the friendship of a | ong-Iegged bl ack horse which dwarfed her
conpletely. | could see she had hopes of riding forth on this daunting
creature as soon as she could

talk her uncle into giving perm ssion. | envied her confidence. C odagh worked
out the way through the maze, and showed the others with a certain air of
superiority. Deirdre fell into the pond chasing a ball, and had to have al

her clothing cleaned and dried before the fire. They kept thenselves well
occupi ed, and sniles returned to their anxious faces. Sibeal renmained quiet.
She had brought her small witing tablet from Sevenwaters, and while her
sisters chased each other down the paths, or threw their ball, or fed carrots
to the horses, she could be seen naking careful letters on the waxen surface
with her little stylus. | was the one to whom she brought her work for
correction, a fact that did not go unnoti ced.

"You have sone skill in witing, then?" Eanonn asked nme |later as we sat in the
hal | after supper. There had been others present before the meal: his brithem
his factor, his naster-at-arns, and several other men of the household, with
one or two wives as well. But Eamonn, it seened, did not eat in conpany. This
was not a place |like Sevenwaters, where all sat together over supper, and the
tal k was vigorous and punctuated with | aughter; where the children joined
their parents at table, and the working folk shared the fruits of their |abors
with chieftain and | ady. Here, the small group of trusted advi sers net
together to discuss serious matters: territorial disputes, cattle trading, a
problemin the arnory, the dispatch of men to collect goods froma vessel that
had | anded somewhere. The wonen contributed little but | could see | was under
keen observation. It was nmen's talk. | listened carefully, but could not make
a great deal of sense of it. It was odd enough to have been included in this
group. My presence gave rise to a few rai sed eyebrows at first, and even a

wi nk fromone fellow, though |I noticed they made sure Eamonn saw none of that.
Then, when it was tine for the neal to be served, they all nelted away as if
on unspoken comand, and | was left with Eanonn, sitting in some splendor at a
tabl e whose fine oak shone mirror-bright. | refrained fromcoment, although I
woul d i ndeed have been far nore confortable supping with ny cousins and their
waiting woman in their own quarters, or snatching a bite in a corner of the

ki tchens or wherever the rest of the folk of d encarnagh ate. | thought of
fish roasted over a small fire, with a turnip or two thrown in for good
nmeasure. | did not belong in this man's conpany, and | did not understand what
he expected of nme. | enployed the table nanners G andnot her had

taught me, and said little, and at length the neal was over and we went to sit
by the fire, with the flask of wine on a little table. That was when he
commented on ny hel ping Sibeal with her letters.

"I can read and wite, yes," | said cautiously. "I can render Latin into
Irish, and Irish into Latin. | can scribe a fair half-uncial. The teachi ng was
excellent."



"You woul d be well trained, | suppose, in a house of prayer; though
understand a holy sister cannot expect the | evel of education provided for a
young man in such an establishnent. They clearly intended you for a future
within those walls. And yet you have not energed a convert to the Christian
faith."

"How do you know that | amnot?" | asked him wondering how far this
conversation might devel op before I would have to lie.

"I know Conor was inpressed by your skills and knowl edge, and that he put a
word in Sean's ear about maybe recruiting you to join his brothers and sisters
in the nemetons. Sonmehow you have held onto the ways of your father. I'mtold
he was a druid. | found that interesting."

| made no response. The wine was good; it warmed the heart, and made the head
alittle light. Eanonn seened to be able to down cup after cup and show no
ef fect whatever.

"Do you want to know what | think?" he asked.

| said nothing.

"I think it would be sonething of a waste."

"What woul d?"

' That you shoul d beconme a druid. You love children, that rmuch is plain. |

t hi nk you woul d not be averse to—to the opportunities a fuller life m ght
provide for you."

| looked at himas levelly as | could nanage, not so easy after the wine. "One
m ght say the fullest life is that of the spirit,"” | said severely. "The
spirit, and the mnd. | was brought up to believe that."

"But you don't believe it, do you, Fainne?" He had noved closer, and | felt
wary all of a sudden, unconfortable, as if he were sounding me, scenting ne,

the way a predator fixes on his quarry. It frightened me that | had all owed
himto gain control so quickly.

"I don't know," | said, swallowing. "I'monly fifteen years old, and ny future
is uncertain. There will be choices to make. | suppose ny uncle Sean will

gui de ne."

"Still," he said smoothly, and his hand cane out to pick up the wi ne flask

fromthe table, and to brush against nmy armin passing, as if quite by chance,
"no choice should be made blindly. It would be wise to explore the
possibilities, before fixing a course. Wuld it not?"

"Maybe," | said, willing nyself to stop shaking, willing nmy heart to stop

t hunpi ng.

"There's no need to be frightened of ne," said Eanonn.

| could not attenpt an answer to such a statenent, and so | ignored it. M
hand noved up over the anul et, hoping desperately for sone inspiration. | took
a deep breath. Perhaps the only defense was to attack. "May | ask you a
guestion?" | said.

"By all neans."

"It seens to me this is a house for a famly. A confortable, pleasant house;
it is full of brightness. The little girls Ilike it here; it is safe, and they
feel that."

Eamonn inclined his head slightly in apparent agreenent, but his eyes were
wary.



"The master of such a house nust be a careful steward,” | went on. "It is

i mmacul ately kept, and maintained in all its prettiness and confort. It is a
house—+t is a house intended to please a woman, and to shelter her children
And yet you have chosen to have neither here. That seens odd to ne."

There was a silence, and | began to regret nmy bold words.

"I"'msorry if | have offended you," | added.

Eamonn gl anced at me, and away. "You do indeed speak what is in your mnd. As
for dencarnagh, it was ny grandfather's honme before it cane to nme. Seanus
Redbeard, they called him He married late in life, a second tinme, and

i mproved upon the anmenities here to please his young wife. It was always a
fine home. | do not live here; | visit fromtinme to time, and | have fol k who
maintain it for me. My other place is quite different."

"A fortress surrounded by marshl ands? That's what |'ve heard."

"I ndeed. You might think that a nmore appropriate setting for a solitary man of
m ddl e years."

"Still, you have chosen to keep G encarnagh as it is. The garden nust be
lovely in spring. Wiy would you take such trouble, when you are scarcely here
to see it?"

Another little silence. "There would be an easy answer to that. | could say,
so that such as yourself and my nieces could enjoy it, when you visit."

" But ?"

He grimaced. "Does it matter why?" he asked. "Hope dies, and still one finds
onesel f going through the paces. d encarnagh is an enpty shell, Fainne. A
shrine to what could never be. And yet, | cannot bring nyself to let it go. It

woul d be—+t would be |ike the final death of dreans. Dreans that shoul d have
been buried | ong ago."

| stared at him "That's terrible," | blurted out, shocked out of any fear
m ght have felt. "How can you say that?"

"Al'l I wanted," he said softly, staring down at the wine in his cup, "all
want ed was what any reasonable man wants. A wife, a son, ny hone and | ands,
the chance to provide for my folk and fulfill nmy duty. | never set a foot
wrong, Fainne. | followed the rules at every turn. And then, at a snap of the
fingers, it was stolen fromne, not by a nan of superior standing, that I

m ght al nbst have understood, but by a miscreant who'd better have died in the
cradle than lived to see the light of day." His fingers clutched the cup so
tight the knuckles were white. "Robbed of everything that mattered. Robbed
even of the opportunity for vengeance. Wirse still, forced into an unholy
alliance with a creature whose very nane | despise. And yet, | keep this house
bright and fresh, as if spring walked in its halls, when the snows of

m dwi nter blanket the fields outside. As if, even now, there were a chance she
m ght cone back."

He had rendered ne speechless. | sat quiet, waiting for ny heartbeat to sl ow,
thi nking | had been wrong about nmore than one thing. Thinking that, after all,
Grandmother's little tricks would have been no hel p whatever here, for this
man had only ever wanted one woman, and that was the one he could not have.

"You—you speak of ny aunt Liadan, do you not?" | asked eventually.

"Did Sean tell you that?" he snapped.

"No," | said as calmy as | could. "I guessed. You meke it plain enough, for
all your allusive speech. You can scarcely bear to hear her name spoken; and
yet you seemto be telling ne you still |ove her."

"Love?" His tone was bitter. "I once thought | understood that word. Not any



longer. There is a giving and a taking between nmen and women. Perhaps that's
all there ever is. It cannot have been | ove that made her act as she did. Mire
like some sort of perverse lust, that drove her to forget who she was, and
what she had prom sed."

"It has been a long time," | ventured. "You still seemso angry."

It was at this point that he appeared to recall where he was, and who he was
talking to. I saw himdraw a deep breath, and force his features to relax just
alittle.

"I"'msorry, Fainne. |I cannot believe | spoke thus to you. | forgot nyself, and
can only ask for your forgiveness. You are too young to be burdened with such
fool i shness. "

He was a stickler for the rules. That was what Miirrin had said. It nmust pain
him to realize that he had thus revealed hinself to a mere girl, and one of
relatively short acquaintance. | framed ny answer carefully.

"I have not been raised as other girls have. Please don't let this trouble
you. "

"You speak from your innocence," he replied, frowning. "This was incorrect of
me, undi sci plined and i nappropriate.™

"I don't think so," |I said quietly. "For it seens to ne this is a burden that
has gone unshared for a long time. Wuld you carry it to your grave?"

"Fai nne! You shock nme. | may be an old nman by your standards, but |'ve no
intention of expiring quite yet."

"Nonet hel ess,” | said, "you go to battle this sumer. An endeavor of great
peril, of high risk. It seenms you care little for the future of your nanme or
your estates. Perhaps you do not fear death. Still, it is best to rid your
spirit of such hatred. The goddess calls at what time she will, not at the

time you choose to step across the margin."
"You're a strange girl, Fainne," said Eanonn, and he took ny hand in his and

raised it to his lips. "I do not know what to make of you."

"Nor | of you," | said, withdrawing ny hand. "I don't know what you want of
ne."

"Right now," he said, unsmiling, "I think it's time you retired to bed. Take a

candle fromthe shelf there, by the door."

Wpoow

"Best if you go, Fainne. |'m poor conpany tonight."

So | left himstanding by the fire with the wine flask beside him and
wonder ed how many cups he woul d need to drain, before he

could win hinself a brief oblivion

| stood before the mirror. It was a fine mirror; the polished bronze sent back
the Iight of the candle flanes, glowing with a golden warnth. Around the rim
the netal was finely chased with an intricate pattern, link within link, a
triple chain with here and there an oval of enamel, inset. Scarlet, sun-gold,
deep blue like the fathom ess ocean. It was a rich man's mrror. My reflection
stared back at me, her form softened by the rosy tint of the metal, an autumm
girl. I looked at nyself, and heard Eanonn's words. |'m a good teacher, he had
said, and when | thought about it, there was not nuch doubt which arts he
bel i eved he could share with ne. The girl in the mrror was not the sort of
girl to fill a man with desire. Her hair curled tightly; it was the col or of
flame, bonfire red. Her eyes were the intense deep purple of the ripest
berries. The lips were severe. It was a hernmit's nmouth, suited to reciting the
lore, or praying in seclusion. These were not lips for kissing, or whispering
sweet words, or singing songs of love. The skin was pale, the cheeks w thout

bl oom But mny body had been changi ng al nost w thout my noticing. | was
devel opi ng curves here and there, so that the awkward, gangling girl now went
in and out in all the right places. The tw sted foot was still there. There
was no cure for that |egacy of a forbidden coupling, | thought savagely. But
despite that, | looked . . . not unpleasant. | smiled at nyself in the nmirror
and the little amulet that hung around ny neck sparkled back at me, catching
the candlelight. My snmile faded. It was foolish to believe | might ever be



ot her than what | was. Looks were nothing. Were had | ooks got ny nother? Sold
off to the highest bidder, and m serable for the rest of her short life.
Nonet hel ess, in Eanonn's suggestive remarks and sidel ong gl ances there lay the
seed of a solution to ny problem the beginnings of a strategy for achieving
my grandnmother's goal. | could hear her telling ne so. This man is powerful.
And he is corruptible. Get close to him make himwant you. Use him Fainne.

But | could not do it. The prospect sickened ne. It was a msuse of the craft
and | knew that | could not nmake nyself go through with it. | slipped ny

ni ght robe over ny head and clinbed into bed, conscious of the mirror stil

gl eam ng softly across the chanmber, in the light fromthe little hearth fire.

| lacked the will for it. My body shrank fromit. How could | do it, when the
very words the man spoke made ne shudder? It was sinply wong. To mani pul ate a
man thus, so that he panted after you like a hound after a bitch on heat, to
bend himto your will so that he would do anything for you, that was to |ose
the I ast shred of self-respect. | did not think | would ever understand nen,
let alone wish to lie with one and do all the things G andnother had told ne
men and wonen did together. The very thought disgusted nme. There had to be
anot her way. Com ng here had been a m st ake.

Aren't you forgetting sonething? said the snall inner voice. What about your
father? Seize this chance, Fainne. Already the alliance bal ances on a knife
edge. Choose the weakest point, for that is fragile indeed. This man talks to
you. Make himtal k again. And renenber, it's in the bedchanber that a nman
speaks his nost secret thoughts. | blocked ny ears with nmy fingers, as if that
woul d silence the voice within me. | curled into a tight ball under the
covers. But there was no Riona to help ne keep the voice at bay. There was no
way to silence its relentless nessage. | did not need to ook into the mrror
to see nmy father's inmage, wheezing and gasping for breath, using every vestige
of control he possessed to keep fromcrying out in pain as the seizure laid an
iron grip around his chest, robbing himof life-giving air. | felt the small,
hard form of the anul et warm agai nst ny breast. You nmust go on, said the

voi ce, over and over. For your father. You owe him To the end, Fainne. Right
to the end.

The rain cane back, and there was no riding out. Eamonn taught nme to play
brandubh, a somewhat nore sophisticated gane than ringstones. | was happy with
this. The degree of concentration required to anticipate the opponent's next
strategi c nmove neant one could not maintain one of those difficult
conversations at the sane tine. Sitting opposite one another, with small table
and game board between, meant no touching. The playing pi eces were wondrously
carved, the board itself decorated with intricate wooden inlay. W started
with practice ganes, and when he could see | understood the rules we began to
play in earnest. Qur third proper game went on long into the night. The rest
of the household was abed, and the two of us sat alone before the fire. Eanonn
drank steadily, as was his habit. | sipped at nmy wine, but took as little as |
could. A clear head was required for the gane on the board before us, and al so
for the subtler, unspoken gane that continued between us in glance and
gesture. Before dawn the bl ack pi eces had vanqui shed the white, and | had won.
Eamonn was quite taken aback.

"Well," he remarked with a little frown, "I see | will have to watch you,
Fai nne. "
Through a wi de yawn, | could not resist saying, "You did tell ne you were a

good teacher."

"And you said you were a quick |earner. That was true. You are al nost too
qui ck. "

"You woul d rather | allowed you to beat me?" | asked, raising nmy brows.

"OfF course not." His response was sharp. "You surprised ne, that's all. A



worman's mnd is not usually able to grasp the intricate patterns of such play
and use themto advantage. Next tinme | will be on ny guard. | underestinated
you as an opponent."

"And you don't like losing." These words canme out before | could stop them

He narrowed his eyes at ne. "One day your outspokenness will get you into
trouble,” he said softly. "It mght be wise to curb that tongue just a little,
i n other company. But you speak no nore than the truth. | don't accept defeat
easily. | go into any venture expecting to win."

"And do you often | ose?"
"In the long term never."
"But - "

"A man who takes what is mine can expect retribution in kind. He may forget
what he has done. But | do not forget."

"What if such a man becanme an ally?" | asked. "Wuld you not then face an
i mpossi bl e choi ce?"

There was a pause. His fingers gripped the wine cup as if he were squeezing
the breath fromhis eneny's throat.

"Such a man can never be considered an ally," he said tightly. "One would
better place trust in sone O her-world nmonster than in such as him The nornal
codes of kinship and loyalty do not apply. Better that such a creature had
never been born."

H s bleak tone alarned ne. | regretted asking the question. | picked up ny
candl e, and he seened to conme back to hinself.

"It's very late. Alnost day. You'd best lie abed in the norning, you'll be
weary. "

"I may do so. But | amused to |ong days and early rising. Thank you for the
gane. | enjoyed it." And I had. It was good to exercise the m nd on sonething
ot her than the inpossible challenge G andnmother had set me. It was good to

have to concentrate so hard that the i mage of Maeve's burned face faded from

my mnd for a little. Wien | went home, perhaps | could teach Father . . . no,
best not take that thought any further. | nust indeed be tired.

"Are you feeling faint?" Eanonn queried, stepping forward to take ny arm "You
| ook pale. 1've kept you up nmuch too late."

"It's nothing. It will pass.”

"Good night, then. O perhaps it should be good norning." Usually he would
give a grave nod or clasp ny hand in his on taking |leave of ne. This tine he
bent forward and gave nme a little kiss on the cheek. There was nothing in it,
it was light and quick. But | saw the ook in his eyes.

"Good night," | said hastily, and retreated to ny own chanber. | lay in bed
under my soft woollen blankets and fine Iinen, so weary | should have fallen
asl eep the nmoment ny head touched the pillow, but unable to stop nmy mind from
wor ki ng busily. It was quite obvious what G andnot her woul d have ne do now.

I ndeed, it was beconing apparent that the task she had set ne night not be so

i npossible after all, if only I could force nyself to do what nust be done

wi th Eanmonn. But how could |I? How could | bear it? As dawn broke outside and a
cock began to crow extravagantly in the yard, | fell asleep with nmy probl ens
still turning and tangling in my mnd

| did not sleep long. There was a break in the wet weather, and the girls were



anxious to be off out of doors, despite the bitter cold of the day. Visitors
had arrived, and were already shut away with Eamonn in his council chamnber.

He, too, must have had little sleep. There were fine horses being tended to in
t he stabl es, and good cl oaks being hung to dry before the kitchen fires.

Nobody seermed willing to say who the visitors were. Maybe nobody knew
W went out wal king, the five of us, clad in heavy, hooded capes and strong,
Wi nter boots. The sun was struggling to enmerge fromclouds still heavy with

rain, and the breeze was biting, but the girls had smles on their faces. They
were glad to be out in the open again.

"It's good here," observed Deirdre. "You can go for a wal k without sone

man- at-arns forever |eaping out and barring the way."

Eilis was jumping over puddles. One, two, three—unp! One, two, three—splash!
She woul d need a change of cl othes when we returned. As we made our way down a
pat h between neatly clipped hedges of yew, toward a snmall grove of bare-Iinbed
hazel trees, | observed that there were indeed guards. There was no | eaping
out, as Deirdre had put it, sinply a discreet presence at a suitable distance.
Men in green, well armed and silent. One night be allowed to wander, but not
unwat ched. It was for our safety, | supposed. Still, it riled me. | thought
about Kerry, and the way Darragh and | had cl anbered around the cliffs |ike
little wild goats, and scanpered back and forth in the path of the advancing
tide, and never a thought given by our folk as to whether we mght be safe, or
when we m ght cone hone. They knew we woul d be safe because we were together
My heart ached with the longing to be that small girl again. But there was no
rewiting the past; there was no stopping the turning of the wheel

Deirdre wanted to clinb trees. She tucked her skirts into her belt and haul ed
herself up with inpressive agility and an unl adyli ke di splay of Ieg.

I mredi ately Eilis was clanoring for a boost up

"Babi es," scoffed C odagh as she lifted her small sister to reach the bottom
branch, but the glint in her eye meant she was not to be outdone by her tw n,
and soon the three of themwere scranbling about |ike squirrels, and sw nging
perilously fromthe |eafl ess branches.

Si beal was seated on a flat-topped rock, near where the rain-swollen stream

cane down into a small, round pool. Today the water was coated with foam the
current strong even in this place of tenporary repose. Sibeal sat

cross-1 egged, her hands still in her |ap, her back very straight. It was a
pose of neditation, like Conor's. Her gaze was fixed on the water. | settled

quietly on the rocks beside her

Sone tine passed. Sounds rose and faded: the l|aughter and shrieks of the
others, the creaking of branches, the calls of birds; the voice of the water
itself as it cascaded down into the receiving cup of the pool. The sun showed
its face abruptly between the clouds, and light touched the surface of the
water, piercing, dazzling inits pure brilliance. The froth of bubbles turned
to gold; the wet rocks gl eaned

On the other side of nme, someone was squatting; soneone about the sanme size as
my cousin, but covered with feathers. Sonehow, it was possible to speak

wi t hout maki ng a sound.

You agai n.

Di sappoi nt ed? Who were you expecting?

| did not come out here searching for O herworld beings.

Uh-huh. If the voice of the mnd can express disbelief, this was what the
creature conveyed. And | did not conme to your call, but to hers.

My—y cousin's? She call ed, you?

She opened the way, so | could cross over. Wiat she sees is sonething el se
entirely. She looks in the water. She sees what will be, and what may be. |I'm
here for you.



Why woul d you seek ne out? | was confused enough already. The last thing
needed was another cryptic dial ogue that posed nore questions than it gave
answers.

You're mixed up. | feel it. You ve lost your way, if you ever had one. And you
don't know who to ask for directions.

I need no directions. | find ny owmn way. My father taught me to solve ny own
pr obl ens.

And you will. We've no doubt of that. But you're wasting tine. Wat about a
little advice?

Tour advice ? | think not. | don't even know who you are. What you are.

The small ow -like creature ruffled its feathers, dislodging one or two of
them which floated through the air before nme, delicate, tawny fragnments |ike
autumm's | ast skeleton | eaves. On ny other side, Sibeal still sat notionless,

cl ear gaze fixed on the water

What | am echoed the creature. What we are. Have a look at us, Fainne. |If you
can't guess, with that headful of druidic lore, your education's been wasted.
Us? | asked, and as the voice of the m nd spoke, | saw wi thout opening ny eyes
a noverent of the | andscape, a changing and unfolding, as if the streamn et,
the great boul ders, the crevices of the earth winkled and shifted to revea
what had been there all along, if one had only known how to | ook. They
gathered around me in a circle, silent. None was taller than a hal f-grown
child; each was different, each in some way resenbled a known creature, a
frog, a squirrel, a piglet maybe, though some seened as nmuch like small plants
or bushes as anything; each was uniquely itself. They were not aninal, and
they were nmost certainly not human. | |ooked closer. There was one with a
single eye in the mddle of its forehead, and one had but a single leg, and
hopped al ong on a small crutch fashioned of birch wood. One had deep winkles
over its whole body, like an old, dried-up apple; and one seened covered from
head to toe in a gray-green, fuzzy noss.

You are—-you are—+ hesitated.

Go on. The ow -like creature nodded encouragi ngly. Wwo were the first folk in
the land of Erin?

You were? | ventured.
There was an approvi ng chorus of chuckles, murmurs, hoots and grow s.

W are the O d Ones. It was the nossy, rock-like creature that spoke. Its form
was solid, without discernible linbs, and yet it had a face of sorts: a crack

of a mouth, and reddish |ichen patches which m ght have been eyes. W are your
ancest ors.

What! | al nost spoke al oud, so taken aback was |I. You? How could that be?
There was a ripple of laughter around nme. Sibeal did not stir.

Tour ancestors, and your cousin's. But she does not see us. \Wat she sees is
quite other. You seem shocked. The owl -creature fixed its |arge around eyes on
nme. You never asked the druid for the story, did you? What were you afraid of?
The story tells of a union, long ago, between a man of the Gael s and one of
our own. The line of Sevenwaters sprang fromthat coupling. And you are a
child of Sevenwaters.

| don't think so. | frowned. | was not raised to |love the forest, as these
folk do. My path is different.

There was one creature here that seened nmade of water; its form changed and
flowed within itself as | watched, and through the shifting fluidity of its



shape | could see the rocks and grasses beyond. Its formwas not unlike that
of a small child, with fronds of dark pond weed for hair.

They all cone back. Its voice was |ike the babbling of a brook over snooth
pebbl es. The children cone back to the forest. But it's not enough. Not
anynor e.

You have come back, said the ow -creature. You nay wish to deny it, but you
are one of us.

That's nonsense. They were trying to trick me. Trying to nake ne reveal ny
purpose here. I'ma nortal girl, that's all. | amfart Irish and part Briton
A mxture. I"'mas far fromyou as—as—

As a stray dog is fromthe nysterious patterns of the stars? Wasn't that it?
Ah, now |I've made you angry. And |'ve proved ny point.

What poi nt? What do you nean?

See those little flanes that flicker across the surface of your hair when you
| ose your tenper? | don't know any nortal girls who can do that trick. Now
listen. W know what you are.

OCh yes? The conversation was beginning to alarmnme. | repressed the urge to
use the craft. | would not reveal nyself thus. And what is that?

The npbssy one spoke again. As you said, a mixture. A very dangerous nixture. A
bl end of four races. Wy did your father send you here? Wiy come now, at the
very end of things?

These words chilled nme. | nust try to take control of the situation, as best |
coul d.
Tell me, | said. The Fair Folk want a battle won, don't they? The Isl ands

regai ned? Is that what you nmean by the end of things? But they have great
power already. Are not the Tuatha De gods and goddesses, able to change the
patterns of wi nd and wave, able to strike down whole armies and to rout the
strongest of opposition? Wy don't they sinply take the |Islands back

t hensel ves? What is the need for human folk to die, generation on generation
inthis long feud? This famly has | ost many sons. And what has it to do with
such as you? Wth—-+tesser fol k?

There was a hunm ng and a whispering and a nuttering all around the circle of
strange snmall beings. Eyebrows twi tched; tails swi shed; feathers were ruffled
and noses winkled in derision

Lesser fol k? The nobssy creature spoke in its deep, dry voice. They thought us
| esser, when they banished us to the wells and the caves, and the depths of
the sea; to the wild islands and the roots of the great oaks. But we renain,
despite all. We remain and are wi se. Tines change, daughter. The order

changes. It is thus with the Tuatha De. Wth the comi ng of the sons of MI,
their star began to wane. A neasure was set on their days. Tour father and the
archdruid are anong the |last of the wise ones in this land. Well may Conor
mourn the | oss of his aptest pupil, for there will not be another such, not in
the tine of any nortal man alive on this earth today, nor in the time of his
children's children, nor of their children's children

sets his hand to games of power and influence, he quests for far horizons and
weal th beyond i magi ning. He thinks to own what cannot be possessed. He hews
the ancient trees to broaden his grazing | ands; he mnes the deep caves and
toppl es the standing stones. He enbraces a new faith with fervor and, perhaps,
with sincerity. But he grows ever further fromthe old things. He can no

| onger hear the heartbeat of the earth, his nother. He cannot snell the change
in the air; he cannot see what lies beyond the veil of shadows. Even his new
god is formed in his own inage, for do they not call himthe son of man? By
his own choice he is cut adrift fromthe ancient cycles of sun and noon, the
ordered passing of the seasons. And without him the fair Folk dwi ndle and are
not hi ng. They retreat and hi de thensel ves, and are reduced to the clurichaun
with his little ale jug; the brownie who steals the cow s milk at Samhain; the
hal f - heard wailing of the banshee. They become no nore than a menory in the



mnd of a frail old man; a talc told by a crazy old woman. W have seen this,
Fai nne. That time conmes, and soon. Axes will be set to the great forest of
Sevenwaters, until there is but a remmant of what was. An old oak here and
there, hung with a wi sp of gol denwood. One lovely birch by the water's edge,
where once a famly of clear-eyed children spoke their nother's nanme, and
great Dana's nane, in the one breath. The lake itself no nore than a dried-up
pond. There will be no refuge for them And when they pass, so too does our
own kind. W have seen this.

The calm neasured words chilled me to the marrow.
Can't this be stopped sonehow? | asked.

W have seen it. It is what will be. In such a world there is no place for us.
Around nme, the creatures sighed as one.

Then why is it so inportant to win back the Islands? Surely it does not matter
whet her the prophecy is fulfilled. The mark of the raven, the chosen | eader
and so on. You're saying it will all be lost anyway. The years of trust, the
guard kept on the forest by the people of Sevenwaters, all for nothing?

Ah. That's just the point. All will be lost in time; the | ake, the forest,
druid and lord and Fair Folk alike. Al that you see. It is the unseen that
nmust endure. The seed that waits within the shriveled fruit of autumm; the
jewel held safe within the silent stone. The secret hidden deep in the heart.
The truth carried strong in the spirit. Wen the Islands thenselves are no
nore than a menory for humanki nd, that kernel nust survive. For this reason
the battle must be won, the Islands reclained, before it is too late. A

nmust be played out in accordance with the prophecy. That is as the goddess
hersel f decrees. The Islands are the Last Place. There is preserved what is
nost precious. There it is guarded until the wheel turns, and the tinme cones
agai n when man hears the heartbeat, and tunes to the life within. In the

com ng of the child of the prophecy, cones the keeper of truth, the Watcher in
the Needle. This nmust unfold, or we are all lost indeed. Believe ne, the

Tuat ha De woul d not seek the help of human fol k unless they nust. It hurts
their pride sorely, to be forced to denean thenselves thus. But it is only

t hrough humanki nd that the prophecy can be fulfilled, and the nysteries kept
saf e.

Just a monent. The Watcher in the Needle? | don't recall any nmention of that
before. What does it nean? You speak in riddles.

The npbssy being widened its crevice-like nouth at me. Perhaps it was trying to
smle. You should be used to that, child. Isn't your father a druid?

W cannot tell you what will come to pass, said the ow -creature. Prophecies
and visions are never as sinple as they seem There's a battle, and bl ood, and
death. There's sacrifice and weepi ng. That pan's obvious to all. But it's not

the killing that's inportant. It's the keeping. The unspoken part. The keepi ng
of truth, in tines of darkness and ignorance. Wthout that, we're all gone,
and you are right. The years of loss and pain will have been for nothing.

Why woul d you tell me this? | was shivering. If these words were true, then
t he quest my grandnot her had set ne was surely an abom nation. You know who
am and who ny father is. You rmust know of mny grandnother, and what she did.
Are you not very foolish to trust nme with your secrets?

You think so? The watery one spoke, its voice soothing and calm Has it never
occurred to you that every girl has two grandnot hers?



Then, with a flurry of movenent, a folding and conceal nent, they were suddenly
gone.

"Did you see her?"

Si beal's voice startled me so much | alnost fell into the pool
"See—see who?" | stammered.

"The Lady. Did you see her?"

"What |ady?" | stared at her, wondering at the deep cal m of her expression
Clearly she had been quite unaware of my strange conpani ons.

"The Lady of the Forest. Didn't you see her at all? She was right there, just
across the pool, on the other side."

| shook ny head. "I saw no lady," | said. "Does she cone to you often?"

"Sometines." Sibeal got to her feet, brushing down her skirts. "She shows ne
pi ctures."

"Pi ctures?"
"In the water. | saw Maeve."
Fear gripped ne. | did not speak

"She was grown up, older than Miuirrin. But | knew it was her. | could tell
because of her face."

"Her face?" | echoed stupidly, not sure | wanted to know.

"Yes, the scars. And her hands were still hurt, she had gl oves on, pretty
ones. Shall we go back to the others now?"

"No. Tell me the rest.”
"What rest?"
"Maeve. Was she-was she all right? What was she doi ng? Was she happy?"

Si beal glanced at nme, apparently surprised. "She had a little baby. She was
singing to it. Wiy do you ask?"

"Why do you think?" | exclained, exasperated, and forgetting she was only a
little girl. "OF course | want to know You see what's to conme, don't you?
This way we know she will live, and recover, and have some sort of a future!

O course | want to know "

"Don't cry, Fainne," said Sibeal solemly, and offered ne her small linen
handker chi ef .

"I"'mnot," | said crossly, annoyed to have |lost control so easily. Anyway, |
could not have cried even if | had wanted to. Wth our kind, the tears just
seened to build up and build up inside, never to be rel eased; an ocean of
tears, flooding the depths of the heart.

"The only thing is," she went on as we began to walk slowy back up to the



hazel thicket, "you never can be sure if what you see is going to cone true,
or if it's just sonmething that m ght cone true. O it could be just a—fust a
synbol . "

"You know what that neans?" | queried, anused despite myself.

"Li ke a skull for death," Sibeal explained gravely. "Or a ring for a prom se.
Li ke sunlight for joy, or shadows for nystery."

"Forget | asked," | said. "Are you sure you're only eight years ol d?"

"I think so," answered Sibeal in puzzled tones.

| dined al one that night. Eanmonn had waylaid me as | returned to ny chamber to
exchange ny nuddy boots for soft indoor shoes and attenpt sone tidying of ny
di sheveled hair. As if he had sensed nmy presence, he stepped neatly out of the
council chanber as | passed, and closed the door pronptly behind him But |
had been trained in observation, and | registered a nmomentary glinpse of two
men standing by the table within. | even caught a snatch of conversation

"It's the son who is the key," said the taller man, the one with flaxen hair
brai ded back from his face, and shoul ders set uneven, as if he bore an old
injury ill healed. The other was shorter, older, with stern features and an
iron-gray beard. The cl osing door shut off the reply.

"Fai nne," said Eanonn am ably, |ooking ne up and down. "You've been out, |

see. Had a pl easant norni ng?"

"Thank you, yes." His scrutiny nade ne acutely aware of my flushed cheeks, ny
wild hair and crunpled gown, and the fact that | was still breathing hard
after playing chase all the way back fromthe thicket. "The girls were
climbing trees.”

"Did you sleep well?"

"Wel |l enough. Yoursel f?"

He grimaced. "Rest eludes nme these days. It matters little. | suggest an early
ni ght tonight, Fainne. | cannot dine with you, | regret. We are in council as
long as these men remain here. | nust confess to a certain inclination to show
you of f. But under the circunstances that would be unwi se. My guests will be
gone in the norning. We might perhaps manage that ride | nmentioned, if your
cousins will spare you for the day."

"Maybe," | said, not sure if | was nore relieved at the prospect of a rel axed
early supper with the girls, followed by a good sleep, or alarnmed at the idea
of a day out in Eanobnn's conpany. "You're busy. 1'Il leave you to get on with
it." | turned to go, and felt his hand close around nmy wist. For a man of his
years, he was indeed quick

"You are not angry? Not offended that | must exclude you?"

| spoke without turning back. "Wiy would | be offended? This is your house;

this is your business. | have no expectation of sharing either." It sounded
rather harsh, once the words were out.
"No?" said Eanmonn softly, and rel eased ne. | heard the door open and cl ose

again behind me, and | fled along the hallway to ny

own chanber, filled with confusion. What sort of place was this, that one
nmonent you were out in the fields chatting to O herworld creatures that seened
to tell you the end of the world was coming, and the next monent you were

pl ayi ng sone sort of game you didn't understand with a man who was ol d enough
to be your father? Way couldn't | be five years old again, and the biggest of
my worries the need to nmove ny | egs fast enough to keep up with Darragh? Not
that that had ever been a real concern; not once had he failed to wait for ne.
Not until the day | told himl didn't need hi manynore, and sent hi m away.

So much for an early night and a good sleep. | was tormented by evil dreans;
dreans fromwhich |I awoke with an aching head and a sweating body, dreans
which | could not remenber, save that they left ne nore wetched and confused
than before. Al | could recall was running, running as fast as | could, and



never quite being able to reach what it was | was pursuing.

The day started well enough. If | had expected to ride out alone, just the two
of us, | had not thought logically. There had to be guards, of course, nen
clad in green tunics who acconpanied us in silence, at a distance. After all
there was a battle pending, and an alliance whose nmenbers scarcely seened to
trust one another, let alone the opposition. | had the sane little horse that
had brought me to d encarnagh; with her, | found |I could al nmost enjoy riding
W commenced a tour of the enclosed fields, the higher grazing | ands, the neat
smal |l settlenents each with its own well-nmanned fortifications. The country
was nostly open: gentle hillocks, w de, grassy valleys, with here and there a
waterway fringed by willow and el der. There were trees aplenty, but the place
| acked the oppressive, snothering stillness of Sevenwaters, and | liked it
better. | liked even nore the fact that Eanonn seened quite content to explain
it all to ne, with never a suggestion that the outing was intended for any

ot her purpose than to show nme what any guest night be shown. | was mnuch
relieved and began to enjoy nyself, for it was a fine day, and a fine estate,
and there was a great deal to catch the interest. W |ooked at hives and spoke
wi th the beekeeper about the curative properties of different flowers, and how
these m ght be preserved and concentrated in the honey. We inspected a little
damand a nmill wheel. W stopped at one of the najor settlenments, a big rath
with a sturdy outer wall of sharpened stakes, enclosing village and small

fort. Here one of Eanpbnn's free clients, who was | eader of the conmmunity,
provided us with a repast of ale and fine | oaves and nutton cooked with
garlic, and gave us the chance to rest a little.

"You're linping," observed Eambnn as | seated nyself on a bench, and eased ny
foot alittle in its heavy boot. "Have you hurt yoursel f?"

"I't's nothing." | could not avoid the curtness of ny tone. | hated this foot,
so twisted and ugly. And | hated nyself for minding so much. But | would not
use the amour to put it right. Not after that tine at the fair. Not after
Maeve.

"Are you sure? Perhaps we should return home straight away. | would not w sh
to tire you."
"I said, it's nothing. This foot is—+s a little damaged, that's all. | do walk

somewhat crooked. Had you not noticed?"

Earmonn just shook his head slightly, and gave a hint of a smile. Then he
returned to polite exchanges of news with our hosts.

W were riding away fromthe settlement, and Eanonn was speaking quietly to
one of his nen-at-arns. Now he rode back to ne.

"Wuld you like to see the waterfall ?" he asked. "There should be a good fl ow
after all this rain. Not too tired?"

| shook ny head.

"Good. It's up the hill to the west there.”

As we rode off in that direction | saw that all but two of our guards remai ned
behi nd, seemi ngly under instructions to wait where they were until we
returned. The path went up and up under the intricate network of bare birch
and ash, and energed onto an open, rocky slope. My little horse picked her way
along the difficult track with delicacy. Above us the w nter sky was

cl oudl ess, a huge inverted bow of duck-egg blue, and | was aware of an

i Mmense vista to ny right, fields and trees and stone walls and, far to the
east, the blanket of dark trees that marked the border with Sevenwaters.

"Don't | ook yet," said Eanonn over his shoul der

| was a little alarned at the way the hillside sloped away on one side of the
path, and sharply up on the other, and could only trust to the sound instincts
of my mount. My anxiety drove other thoughts fromny nind; and it was only
when the sound of rushing water grewto a roar in the ears, and the path
broadened to a wi de grassy shelf edged by great rocks, that | realized the

| ast guards had been | eft behind. Eanonn hel ped ne down, and it seened to ne
his hands lingered at my waist a little Ionger than was strictly necessary.



The noi se of the water was everywhere, echoing fromthe rock walls, drunm ng
in our ears, vibrating in the very ground on which we stood. There was a fine
spray in the air, and a sheen of danpness on everyt hing.

"Come and | ook," Eanonn said, raising his voice to be heard over the din.
"Over here. But be careful. It's slippery.”

Standing at a particular point on the slick stone surface, right at the edge
of the level area, you could see it. The lip of the fall was just around the
corner and about a man's hei ght above us. You could watch the sudden vi ol ent
descent, a whirling veil of water crashing and splashing its way down and down
to some unseen pool far below The cliff was softened by ferns and nosses and
tiny plants clinging to its cracked and creviced surface. | stared at the
spilling, spraying torrent, and all | could think about was the |ledge in the
rock above the Honeyconb, and my nother taking a single step into space, and
falling, falling down through pitiless air to the rocks and the boiling surf
bel ow. | thought of the craft, and the trick I had learned with a glass ball
Drop. Stop. Now gently down. Nobody had halted her descent. No great hand had
reached out to catch her softly in its palm and set her sweetly back on the
earth. Here is your second chance. Now |live your |ife anew. Instead, she had
been all owed to go. Perhaps what purpose she had was already fulfilled. To be
arich man's toy. To break nmy father's heart. To bear a daughter whose m nd
was as confused and unhappy as her own. Once that was done, what matter if she
shattered her poor, beautiful, fragile self on the hard rocks of the
Honeyconb?

"Fai nne! "

Perhaps | had shut ny eyes. Perhaps | had been swaying, or ny crooked foot had
slipped just a little on the treacherous surface. As Eanonn called out, | felt
his arms around ny wai st again, grasping me firmy, pulling me backward.

"Careful,” he said sharply. "Don't frighten me like that."
But I was the one who was frightened now. For he had not |et go,

now t hat we were safe back on the grass. Hi s hands still held me fast, and he
was close, so close | could feel the warnth fromhis body, and hear his
breat hi ng over the sound of the water.

"I would not want to | ose you, so soon after | have found you,"

he said softly.

"I + don't know what you nean," | whispered. | wanted to pull away, to break
free of his grip. But | feared to offend him He turned me to face him

"I thought—$or a moment | thought—o, forget |I spoke."

"You t hought | would junmp?"

"Fall, perhaps. You are unsteady on your feet today."

"I told you, it's nothing."

"I"mconcerned that | have asked too nmuch of you. Let nme see this foot.

Per haps we can inprovise a little padding for the boot, or—

"I told you. It is not an injury. My foot is malformed, it has been al ways.
will never wal k straight."

"Show me." He took his hands fromny wai st and went to seat hinmself on the
rocks, folding his arns and observing nme cal my.

"I =4 How could | tell himthis was the nost painful thing anyone could ask mne
to do? How could | explain how it shamed ne to reveal this deformty? If

Gl odagh was right, this marked ne as a child who shoul d never have been born
And the man hardly knew me. He understood not hi ng.

"Why are you afraid, Fainne?" Eanponn asked softly.

"I"'mnot afraid!'" | snapped, and with shaking hands |I untied ny boot and eased



it off my foot. | unrolled nmy stocking, and hobbled over to sit by him
"There," | said abruptly. "I can't imagine why you would want to see." MW
cheeks felt hot with enbarrassnent.

Then he was kneeling beside ne, and his hands were novi ng agai nst ny bare
foot, seenmingly heedless of its oddity, stroking the arch of it, follow ng the
i nward curve, his fingers noving to encircle ny ankle, warm and strong.

"This is not such a deformity that it would blind a man to your other charns.
But it troubles you, | see that," he observed, still |ooking down at the foot,
t hough his hand seened to be nmoving up nmy leg, under ny skirt, in a way that
was quite unsettling. "So much that you seemdifferent today. Myre renote.

Li ke a creature poised for flight. Are you frightened, Fainne? | have told
you, | ama good teacher. | would be gentle with you, and go slowy. There is
no need to shy away."

Still his hand noved, stroking ny calf, lifting the skirt, straying as if by
chance to the knee, and higher

"You are afraid.” He withdrew his hand, and cane to sit by me once nore, but
closer. | hoped ny sigh of relief was not too audible. "I will not rush you.
Onl y—you nust understand, for a man, there is an urgency in such matters, a-a
need that is hard to deny. It can at times be painful to exercise
self-control ."

"But you will do so," | managed, ny voice squeaki ng with nervousness.
"You might nmeet ne hal fway."
"I + don't understand you."

"No? You cannot be unaware of mny meani ng, Fainne. Your words, your glances,
have | ed me to believe you woul d not be averse to ny attentions. Do not deny
it. Since first I net you at Sevenwaters, | have seen it in your face, and in
those nysterious dark eyes. In the lift of your brow and the toss of your

head, in the way your body sways as you wal k. A man woul d have to be a nonk
not to want you. A man would have to be nad, not to wish to touch that

snow pal e skin, to feel the purity of that flesh against his own, to | ook down
on you lying in his bed, with only the dark flane of your hair to hide your
nakedness, and to know that you were his alone, a bright jewel never to be
shared. | have not the strength to deny that |onging, Fainne; | nust make this
plain to you, fear or no fear."

| was quite unable to forma reply. My heart thunped with shock. | had done
this, without even trying? | had nade himfeel thus, wthout even enpl oying
the damour? Surely | msunderstood his words.

"I have shocked you, and for that | amsorry. But here, there are no prying
eyes, no listening ears. You spoke very plainly to me. You seened to be saying
it was time to forget; time to nmove on. | don't knowif | can do that, Fainne.
But you could help ne. Wth you, | mght begin to w pe away the past."

"I+ don't think -2 | had folded ny arns tightly around me, as if to stop
nmysel f doing something | would regret forever

"Come now. | give you nmy word. | will do nothing you do not

enjoy. You need but tell me and I will stop. But you cannot lie to me. | know
you want me. | see it in the way you blush, like a sudden flare of fire under

the translucent skin of your cheek. | hear your need for ne in your



br eat hi ng. "

He was well practiced. Before | could say a word, | was neatly trapped in his
arnms, nmy hands against his chest, ny legs across his own so that | was al nost
on his knee, and he was giving ne a kiss that seened quite expert, not that I
had any grounds for comparison. It was a kiss that began gently and becane
harder; a kiss that started with a soft neeting of lips, and grewinto a wet,
i nti mate probing of tongues, a hungry, suggestive kiss that left me breathl ess
and shivering. Under nmy hand his heart was racing, and his own hands were
novi ng adeptly, one on ny back, holding ne to him the other on ny inner
thigh. There were sone very odd sensations in parts of nmy body | did not want
to think about, and the touch of his fingers made nme gasp and shudder

"Ch, Fainne," he murnured. "Come, cone closer. Put your hands on ne,

sweet heart. Put your hand here, let ne show you."

And suddenly, G andnother's teaching was no help at all. Indeed, so shocked
was | that | could scarce remenber a word of it. | sinply knew this was w ong.
It was so wong | sinply could not allowit to happen. To scream or fight
woul d be undi sciplined, and give great offense. | made nyself focus; made
nmysel f treat this as a puzzle to be solved, while his hands caressed ny body
and his lips strayed to nmy ear, and to ny neck, and down toward ny breasts.
could feel, under ny hand, that part of his body he had urged nme to touch. It
was interesting how it changed under ny fingers. | was not ignorant of such
matters, despite nmy strange upbringing. Once, at the cove, | had seen a nare
brought to a stallion; had observed the act with a great deal of wondernent,
and decided it did not appear very enjoyable, for the mare at least. | had
been aware, in Dan Wl ker's encanpnent, of secret trysts in corners, under

bl ankets, or out in the night beneath the trees; of sounds and novenents one
learned to pretend to ignore. But now, with Eanmonn's body hardeni ng agai nst
me, and his breathing becom ng harsh and uncontrolled, and his hand untying ny

bodice to bare ny breasts to the winter sun, | knew | must make this stop.
Eamonn was reaching to undo his belt, he was pressing hinmsel f against ny hand.
What ever the solution was, it nust be quick. | could use the craft as | had

once before, and cause hima lancing pain in the gut, a sudden weakness in the
stomach. That seened a little unkind; and arbitrary enough to be viewed with
suspi ci on.

Now | was lying on the ground, and the whole |length of his body was up agai nst
me, and his hands were becomi ng very insistent indeed. Across the grassy shelf
the little horse gave a soft whinnying sound. Horses. Something about horses.
If I could just think straight for a noment. A stallion could not perform
could not enter a mare, unless his equipnment was altered by desire into a nore
useful sort of tool. An inpressive sight indeed it nmade, when it was.
Evidently it was the sanme for a man. And while | knew no specific spell, |
coul d adapt one quickly; a charmused to nodify the forns of things, to make
soft hard, for instance, or hard soft. Not too sudden though; there nust be no
suspi ci on.

"Eanmonn," | gasped. "l can't do this. It's not right. | always—+ always said
would wait." Under ny breath | nuttered the spell, even as ny hand touched
that nost secret part of his body. "That | would wait until | was wed." The
spell seened to be working with alarnming rapidity. | saw the expression on his
face change fromintense excitement to astonishment to acute nortification. He
lifted hinmself quickly away frommy touch. "lI'msorry," | said. "I know how
difficult this nust be for a nman."

"I ndeed, " he said after a nonent or two. "Indeed."

"I+ just can't do it," | said, sitting up and begi nning to refasten my gown
with trenbling fingers. "I was al ways brought up to believe such actions were
sacred to the nmarriage bed. For a lady, | nmean. | don't wish to offend you, or

to—+to cause you any distress. But | vowed | would never give nyself to a nan,



save after he set his ring on ny finger."

Eamonn seermed to be having a little trouble getting his breathing back under
control.

"I"'msorry," | said again.

"No. It is | who should apol ogize. | expected too nuch of you, too soon.
forgot how young you are. You nake it easy to forget that, Fainne."

"l had no intention—=
"Ah. Now you are not quite telling me the truth. For | think, at

heart, we speak the same |anguage, you and |I. Cone, it is best if we return
hone. You m sunderstood, perhaps."”

"M sunder st ood what ?"

"My position. My obligations. My intentions in inviting you here

to d encarnagh.”

| felt humliation, closely followed by a rising anger, and | spoke wi thout

t hi nking. "You had better be straight in your words, Eanonn. Way trouble to
protect nme by veiling the truth? You nean, you thought | would come here, and
give nmyself to you, and be honored that such a grand man woul d bother to lie
with me? You nean, your intention was nerely to bed me and have done with it?

A man enjoys an untried girl fromtime to tinme, does he not?" | could not keep
nmy voice steady. My lack of control troubled ne. | had thought nyself so
clever, with my little spell. Now | felt cheap and dirty, and worse still, |

had really insulted him He was not a man | woul d wi sh

as an eneny.

But | had underestinmated himyet again. | had read himas a great

deal sinpler than he was.

"You are very beautiful when you | ose your tenper," he said quietly, staring
at me. "Your hair seens like flame in the sunlight. Your eyes glow with
feeling. How can a man | ook at that, and not want you? You are dangerous,

Fai nne. Very dangerous. But |'ve always liked a challenge. Now |l et us enjoy
the ride hone, for it is a fair day. This is not finished between us. W are

two of a kind, you and |I. Let us speak further of this later. I'"'msure we wll
find room

f or—egotiation.”

He hel ped me up onto the horse, and we started back down the hill path, with
me in the lead this tinme. The men-at-arms would be waiting. Qur tine away had
been rather brief. | could imagi ne how they mght interpret that. It would do

nothing to inmprove nmy reputation anong these fol k. The thought sickened ne.

"I told you." Eanmonn's voice cane from behind nme, just audible over the fading
roar of the great waterfall. "I don't take kindly to losing. But | think you
will find this is a gane in which both of us can be winners in the end."

Chapt er Ei ght

That night | retired early, and Eamonn asked no questions. But sleep el uded
me. My head ached, and | tossed and turned, one nonent cold as ice, the next
burni ng hot. There were creakings and rustlings in the house, and the sounds
of guards changing shifts outside, a quiet exchange of words, booted feet
trudging off to the kitchen, their owners perhaps hopeful that there would

still be a fire on the hearth and a bite to eat. In the end | got up and
slipped a cl oak over ny nightrobe, and went out al ong the hallway nyself,
knowing I would not sleep if I lay on nmy bed willing rest to cone. | would
seek out sone chanonmile tea, and | would visit the privy, and if | still could

not sleep I would sinply sit by candlelight and try to put ny thoughts in



order. It was not as if | had any real duties here. |I could rest all day if |
wanted to. Wy el se had | been brought here but to provide Eanmonn with a
little anmusenent, a piquant diversion in his well-ordered exi stence? That was

all it amounted to. | had been stupid not to realize that. No wonder | felt
cheap.

The house was asl eep. Farther along the hall, faint Iight glowed fromthe
kitchen fire, through the open doorway. Perhaps there were still folk about.
But the passage was in shadow, lit only by a candle here and there in a snall

al cove, to make the way safe for such as | who felt the need to wander at
ni ght. The side chanbers were dark. | wal ked softly in nmy door slippers,
careful to disturb no one. I was not in a nood for conpany.

It was a very small sound that caught ny attention, a rhythm c gasping,
ah—ah—ah, under the breath. | paused outside the doorway to a darkened
chanber.

| should have noved on straight away, when | saw them But | found |I could
not. | stood fixed to the spot, staring. The faint light fromthe hall candles
revealed themdinmy. | recognized the wonan. She worked in the kitchens,

Mhairi was her name, a conmely enough creature if alittle slatternly, with a
generous figure and fine dark eyes. She had her back to the wall, and her |egs
apart, and her skirt up around her waist, and Eanmonn was doing to her what he
had been unable to do to nme, up by the waterfall. The effects of nmy spell had
been short-lived. He was not enbracing the wonan; he had his two hands fl at
against the wall, on either side of her head, and he was scarce | ooking at her
as he thrust and thrust with a grimfaced determ nation that | thought was not
far fromanger. Muairi did not seemunwilling; it was her little cries | had
heard, and in the shadows of the room| could see her eyes half-closed, her
face flushed, her lips parted. | could not make nmy |l egs nove to carry me away
fromwhere | had no business to linger. The pace of their nmovenent increased,
and Mairi gave a shuddering nmoan, and then Eanmonn cried out and pushed inside
her one last tinme, and | backed away on silent feet, and fled to the relative
safety of the kitchen, my cheeks hot with enbarrassment and shane.

My dreans did nothing to dispel ny feelings of unease and sel f-disgust, and in
the morning I found | sinply could not go out and about mny daily business as
if nothing at all had happened. Back in Kerry, if we were feeling out of

sorts, there had been a sinple solution. Father would either | ock hinself in
the workroomto westle with his problems in his owmn way, or go wal king out in
the wind and sea spray, with only Fiacha for conmpany. If it was sumer | would
find Darragh, and recite to himny tale of we, or sit beside himin silence
while the world came slowy back to rights. In winter I wuld neditate: |
woul d fix my thoughts on a single phrase of the lore, or a fragment of verse,
and let the rest drop away. In Kerry there was the tine and space for such
things. Here it was different. The girls were always about, and eager for ny
conpany. And Eanonn was here, Eamonn who had made it clear we had unfinished
busi ness. | could not face that, not yet. There were fol k everywhere. There
was no place for stillness.

My head was full of unwel cone thoughts. My mind was so junbled it was no
wonder | could not see ny path ahead. Already w nter was upon us, and | had
achi eved not hi ng, beyond a descent into confusion and sel f-doubt. For that I
could thank the creatures who called thenselves the dd Ones. | did not want
to believe what they had told ne, about the battle and what it night mnean.
did not want to confront that. But | must. A serving wonan brought warm wat er

for washing, and I told her | was indisposed. | w shed to spend the whol e day
alone in ny chanber, | said. No, | did not require food and drink, beyond the
jug of water | had already fetched. | had logs for nmy fire. She was to make

sure everybody knew | was not to be disturbed. Everybody. | would be fine, as

| ong as no one cane to bother ne.



Then | bolted the door and made up the fire, and settled cross-Iegged before
it, with a folded bl anket between ne and the stone floor. It would be a I ong
day, and ny self-discipline had weakened sonmewhat since Kerry. Father always
said cold was a state of nind. One nust learn to deal with the way it nade the
body shiver and trenble and long for wooll en bl ankets and mull ed wi ne. One

must learn to put that aside. | had sat from dawn to dusk under the standing
stones, or on the | edges of the Honeyconmb. But today | needed ny bl anket and
my little fire. I was slipping. | was letting the ways of these fol k get under

nmy skin and change ne.

Time passed. | started with the |lore, because that came al nost wi thout
thinking. Its flow carried me along, to a certain point. |I fixed on fire;
thought of it in all its forns, and | began to go deeper into ny trance, the
breat hing sl ower, the body bathed in light, the m nd beginning to rel ease
itself, just on the edge . . . and there was a polite knock on the door

"Fai nne? Fai nne!"

It was Deirdre. | was far distant now, and heard her voice as if through a
barrier, fromthe bottomof a well. | ignored it, holding onto ny stillness
withall my will.

"Fai nne! "

"Maybe she's asleep.” That was Eilis.

"It's the nmiddle of the day. She can't be asleep."

"Better | eave her al one.'
did say—=

Cl odagh' s voice, the voice of comon sense. "They

"Yes, but-"

"Deirdre. They did say don't disturb her for anything. Not for anything."

"Yes, but-"

Their voices faded. But they had disturbed me. | found | could not return to
my trance, and | felt sick, as one does when torn too abruptly fromthat other
state of consciousness. Now that the words had intruded, they were foll owed by
t houghts and feelings, and ny mnd was retelling ne the events of yesterday
and of last night, and failing to nmake any sense of it. Al right, Eanmonn had
wanted a wonan, and when | had thwarted himwith ny little spell, he had gone
el sewhere. That was | ogical enough. Wiy should |I object to the discovery that
one was as good as anot her? Wy should | care that he had only asked nme here
because he thought | would be easy prey, poor, innocent, adoring thing that I
seened? | could not have it both ways. | would not play G andnother's gane
with him | had al ready decided that, before ever we rode out together. So why
did it matter that he had thought ne so cheap, and had so easily satisfied
hinself with a substitute? What had | believed, that he genuinely thought ne
beautiful ? That I mght prove to be the cure for all his probl enms? Perhaps
that he woul d consider naking me his wfe?

You're nothing, | said to nyself. It's Liadan he wants. To him all other
worren are the sane. Al you were to himwas another virgin for the taking.
You' re nothing. Beneath notice. What man would love a girl |ike you? Best

stick to what you're good at.

| stared across the roomat the cobwebs around the doorway. The big spider in
t he corner was poi sed above the main web, dark and still, waiting. | focused
on her. She shivered and trenbled, and there on the stone wall was a tiny,
jewel -col ored creature that was partway between a bee and a bird, clinging to
the ungiving surface with little, clawlike feet. It |ooked quite
unconfortable there, as if it would sooner have been in sonme rai nbow grove



wreathed in exotic flowers. | willed the spider back in her place, and watched
her scuttle away into hiding, doubtless somewhat shaken

| got up, the ability to be still quite gone for now, and poured nyself a cup
of water. As | bent over, jug in hand, sonething fell into the cup with a
little plop. It was the bronze anmul et from around ny neck, the one G andnot her
had given ne. Wear this always. Never take it off, you understand? It wll

protect you. | fished it out of the cup
and dried it on nmy skirt. The cord on which it had been strung was frayed
through. | would have to find another. For now, | placed the small token

carefully in the wooden chest | had brought with me from Sevenwat ers, down at
the bottomwhere it would be safe. One of the girls would have a bit of cord
or ribbon which | could use.

Per haps the water had settled ne. | felt clearer in the head. And the sun was
com ng through the cl ouds, outside nmy wi ndow. The room seened lighter. |
stretched, and went back to ny place before the fire. |I folded ny hands in ny
lap and closed ny eyes. This time, | would use the eye of the mnd to picture
nmy nmost secret place, the place of nmy heart. Alittle cave, al npst

under ground, but not quite. The light a soft blue-gray, as if light and shadow
were one in this small, nysterious space. The only sound the gentle washi ng of
wavel ets on a pure sandy beach not two strides |long. A place where earth and
sea and sky nobst wondrously and sweetly nmet and touched. My mind was quiet. M
heart was steady. A kind of peace touched ny spirit. Subtly, | began to nove
into that real mbeyond thought, which is the realmof |ight.

Sone tine later there was a tapping at the door, and voi ces again.

"Fai nne! Are you awake?"

Gl odagh, this time. She had changed her m nd about disturbing nme, then. But
her words passed nme without meaning. | rermained still; | was too far away to
be call ed back so easily.

"Fai nne!" The tone was insistent. And then there was another voice, a man's.
"I thought you were told to | eave your cousin alone to rest today."

"Yes, Uncle, but-"

"Didn't your nother teach you to obey instructions?"

A short silence. "Yes, Uncle Eanonn."

"She woul d not be pleased, then, that you have chosen to disregard them now
you are away from hone."

"Yes, but-"

"You heard me, C odagh. Your cousin is tired, unwell perhaps. W should
respect her wi shes. | brought her here to rest, not to be constantly bot hered.
Now find sonething useful to do with yourself. Al of you."

There was a nutinous sort of pause. Then three, or maybe four, small voices
muttered, "Yes, Uncle Eanonn," and footsteps retreated, and there was sil ence.
Al of this | heard, yet remained still in ny secret place, my safe haven
Sonmewhere, deep in ny mind, the thought cane to nme, It's time | took them
horme. Hone to Sevenwaters. Hone to the forest.

By dusk |I had conpleted ny neditation, and come slowy back to here and now. |
felt weary, but different. |I felt | might sleep, and not dreamevil dreams. M
mnd was calm After fasting and silence, ny body seened sonehow cl eaner.



was a little closer to nyself, the self of Kerry, the girl who had in recent
times seened alnmost lost to ne. Perhaps, after all, she had been there all the
time, that girl who coul d nmake deci sions and see ahead, and know when to start
and when to stop. Perhaps | had only needed silence to find her

I would not go down to supper. | wanted to hold on to this feeling. | wanted
tolet it strengthen in me, so | would have the courage to face it all again.
Especially, so that | could go to Eamonn, and thank himpolitely for his
hospitality, and tell himl| wanted to take the girls home, straight away.
There was nothing to be negotiated between us, | would say. It was over before
it ever happened. A mistake on both our parts. A m sunderstanding.

I went to lie on nmy bed with a bl anket over me, and | rehearsed this speech in
my mind. It would be inportant to get it right. Eanonn was a powerful man for
all his shortcomngs, and | did not wish to offend him But we nust |eave. It

was clear to ne now | sinply did not have it in me to do what G andnot her
wanted. | was not what she thought ne to be. | could not be Iike her. Even if
she did as she threatened, and hurt ny father, | still did not think I could

doit. If the Ad Ones were right, this was not just about the w nning or
losing of a battle. It went far beyond that. It was about the difference

between a future, or no future at all. Surely such nmonentous events mnust
unfold regardl ess of anything | might do. | was going to have to tell ny
grandmot her this. | was going to have to refuse to do her will, and live with

t he consequences. Maybe | woul d ask Conor for advice. Maybe | would tell him
the truth, and throw myself on his mercy.

| was feeling drowsy. The fire glowed gold, the candle was steady on its
shel f. The fol k of the household would be sitting down to supper, the children
in their own quarters, perhaps squabbling over whether they should have woken
me or not, for whatever trivial rea-

son it had been. The nmen and wonen in the warnth of the kitchen. The lord of
the tuath alone at his fine table. | willed nyself not to feel sorry for him
H s | oneliness was of his own naking. It was his choice.

Warm and rel axed, | hovered on the verge of sleep. | wondered what the girls
had wanted. They had not come back after Eanmonn ordered them away. Probably
some little drama, a cut finger or a lost kitten. There were plenty of folk to
help them 1 did not understand why they always cane to ne. Now | would sleep
and | woul d dream good dreans, of the sea and the sky, of old friends and
times of innocence. In the norning | would start anew, as bravely as | coul d.

"Fai nne. "

At first | refused to believe it. | squeezed ny eyes tight shut, as if to deny
the fam liar voice | heard right there beside nmy bed in the firelight.

"Fai nne! Get up!"

She was there. Not just her image in the glowi ng coals, not just the subtle
whi sper of her voice inside my mnd, but ny grandnother herself, here with ne,
i nside ny darkened and bol ted chanber. Cold with shock, | turned ny head and
let my eyes verify what ny quaking heart already knew for truth. There she
stood, not two paces fromnme, in her old woman form wld hair, tattered
garnments, clawlike fingers, baleful stare. Her voice was vibrant w th anger

"Up! Qut! Stand before ne and account for yourself, girl!"

| did as she bid nme, shivering in ny nightrobe. My feelings of peace and
confi dence had vani shed the nonment | recogni zed her voi ce.

"H-how di d you get here?" | whispered.

"You think I cannot comand the power of transportation?" she snapped. "You



underestimate me, girl. You'll never escape ny observation. Don't even think
of tricking ne that way. Where is the anul et? What have you done with it?"

Sudden realization struck ne like an icy chill. The amul et; a charm of
protection, she had told nme, and I, fool that | was, had believed her. The
monent | had taken it off, | had becone nyself again. And now here she was,
livid with fury, so brinful of destructive magic that her very fingertips
crackled with it. I chose ny words carefully. "The cord broke. |I have laid the
amul et away for safekeeping. In the norning I will find another cord, and wear
it again. | have not forgotten what you bid me do."

" Show ne. "

| went to the wooden chest, unlocked it, and began nethodically to lift out
fol ded cl othes, nmy hairbrush, other small itenms. My hands were shaki ng. Ri ght
at the bottomwas the anulet, and as | put my fingers around it they
encountered sonmething else; a tiny object long forgotten, left year after year
unnoti ced, perhaps awaiting this very touch. It was like a blowto the heart.
You m ght forget, said a voice deep in ny nenory.

"Well? Do you have it? Show ne!"

| held out ny hand for her, the bronze amulet on the palm She sniffed.

"Very well. Tormorrow. Wthout fail. Rermove this, and you put yourself and our
great endeavor in extrene jeopardy. Renove it and you shed your | ast
protection agai nst these folk. And they are strong. Do you understand ne,

Fai nne?"

"Yes, Grandnother." | understood well enough, if somewhat too late. If | did
not wear her little charm her little spell to keep me working her will, she
woul d be quickly at my side and ready to punish both me and ny father. This
was no talisman of protection, but a mnd-twister, a charmof control. No
wonder | had felt, at tines, that nmy thoughts were not my own. No wonder | had

hat ed nysel f.

"Now, Fainne. | wonder if you have forgotten why you are here."

"No, Grandnother. But-"

"But?" The tone of nmenace in this single word near froze ny will. | took a

deep breath, and another, and | said to nyself, Fire child. Find your
strength, fire child.

"I amno |longer sure | can do as you wi sh, Gandnmother. | have—+ have—=
At that noment | felt a spearing pain through ny right tenple, a pain that
drove me to ny knees and left me retching there on the floor with ill-tasting

bile dribbling down nmy chin, for nmy stomach was enpty fromthe day's fasting.
Wpopen

"What was it you wanted to say, Fainne?" she inquired sweetly.

"I -at |l east hear ne out. You can at |least let me finish, before you punish ne
for ny words."

"I can at least let you finish? On, dear. When will you realize | can do
anything I wi sh? Anything, girl!"

"Anyt hi ng, except the practice of the higher magi c?" | whispered. "Anything,
except the restraint nmy father exercises? That is not quite

"How dare you! How dare you defy nme! How dare you answer back!"

Anot her stab of pain, this time on the left side. | was crouched before her
nmy head in my hands, and the world spinning out of control before ny
tight-shut eyes.

"It's wong." My voice was like a little thread; but my father had taught ne
wel I . Through the agony that pierced ny skull, still I found the words. "What
you want. The forest. The Islands. You' ve got it wong. The battle nust be
won, not |lost. The Islands nust be saved, not thrown away. Wthout that, none
of us can survive. | cannot do this, G andnother. Not for you, not for ny
father. Not for anyone."



"CGet up."

| did not think ny | egs would support ne. The pain was fading slowy, but ny
whol e body ran with sweat, and ny stomach churned. | struggled up to stand,
swayi ng, before her.

"Look at nme, Fainne."

| forced myself to neet her gaze. Her eyes gl owed darkly; she stared back as
if to read the deepest secrets of ny heart.

"They told you this. You talked to them Which was it? The lady with the blue
cl oak and the honeyed voi ce? The one that hovers on the verge of sight,

el usive on the margin between |light and dark? Was it the maiden all rippling
| ocks and robes of froth and bubbles, or the flanme-haired lord with his

i rperious manner and his little m nd games? Wio was it? You nmust not heed
them They are the enem es of our kind. Qur quest is to thwart their |ong
goal, not aid it."

"I think you are wong. And | cannot do it. Find yourself another tool
I ndeed, since you have such power that you can be here by nmy side in an

i nstant, why do you not conplete this task yourself? Beside you, | am nothing.
You are displeased with me. You make that clear. Weak your own act of
destruction, if you will. Seek your own vengeance."

She glared at ne balefully, brows arched in derision

"You're a very silly girl at tines, Fainne. There's a right way for this to
happen, and a wong way. It rmust unfold. It rmust unfold according to the
prophecy, to the very last. Wiy do you think I haven't bid you kill their

| eaders or sell their secrets to the eneny? Way do you think I've left you to
your own devices so long? | want you to insinuate yourself, to creep into
their lives and into their hearts, child. | want themto trust you. | want
themto |l ove you. Then, at the very end, you turn. You turn, smling, and
strike the nortal blow. You re made for this task, Fainne. It's yours and
yours al one."

"I won't do it. Punish ne all you will. | cannot continue to hurt the

i nnocent, and abuse ny craft, and bl under on heedl ess of the consequences.
could not do so even if the goal were one | believed in."

A charged silence. | stood breathing with all the control | could nuster,
wonderi ng where the next bolt of agony would strike.

"Haven't you forgotten sonethi ng?" asked ny grandnother in silken tones. She
pointed to the glowi ng enbers of the fire. | turned. As | stared, the flanes
rose up of themselves, twisting and flickering to make an i mage. There was ny
father, alone in the workroom Around him instead of the neatly stacked

shel ves, the orderly ranks of bottles and jars, the carefully stored scrolls
and manuscripts, there was a chaotic junble, as if every scrap of

par aphernal i a he possessed, every talisman, every grinoire, every secret

i ngredi ent had been tossed together by sonme violent act of fate. He crouched
on the floor in the center, straining to breathe, his chest heaving, his mouth
gaping open in the fight for air. His clothing was in rags. He was like a
skeleton, a fragile collection of bones that seenmed hel d together only by the
tight-stretched, pallid skin. He | ooked up and right at me with ny

grandmot her's i ntense dark eyes.

| turned away, ny heart pounding. | sunmoned all nmy will, but still my voice
trenbl ed.
"I know nmy father," | said. "This is terrible to see, if it is indeed a true

vision. But ny father seeks the path of light, even though it is barred to
him He woul d sooner suffer and die than see the innocent perish, and good



t hi ngs destroyed because | wanted to protect him | know ny father. | know him
better than you do, for all he is your only son."

Then | felt the pain again, in my foot this tine, twisting and burning, as if
the very bones were gripped in an iron fist and squeezed tight. | let out a
gasp of terror.

"You' ve never liked this foot much, have you?" observed G andnother in kindly
tones. "You always wi shed you were nore of a beauty. Wio'd blane you? I can't

i magi ne why you don't enploy the @ anour nore. Still, you're here, in the
house of a man of influence, and himstill unwed. Quite a catch. Just think
Fai nne. Once Seven-waters is defeated this fellow can take all. Al three

hol di ngs in one. Your son could inherit that. C aran's grandson. One of our
kind. He'd be the strongest |andholder in all Uster. And you' d be his nother
Wth power |ike that, who needs beauty?"

There was anot her wrenchi ng wave of agony through my foot, and | clenched ny
teeth tight, not to cry out aloud. The pain ceased.

"There," she said calmy. "Have a | ook at that."

| 1 ooked down, and felt the blood drain fromny face. \Were, before, had been
my right foot, the one whose formwas just a little different, a touch
crooked, a trifle inward-curved, now there was a hideous paw | i ke that of sone
nmonster in an old tale, a travesty of a foot with hairy, swollen skin, and

bul bous toes tipped by twi sted, yellow claws as thick as horn

"I could do nore," she said. "A great deal nore. The hands. The face. The body
itself. Step by step. Men'd be runni ng away screamni ng. You'd never dare put
your foot outside this door again. Still want to defy ny bidding, do you?" She
seated herself casually on the edge of the bed, smling.

| 1 ooked down at the nmonstrosity | wore in place of a foot. | sumoned up a
spell to change it back. | rnmuttered the words.
"Ch, no," said Grandnother quietly. "It's not as easy as that." And before

could finish the incantation, the counterspell was already in place, and ny
hi deous, hairy paw stayed as it was.

"Very well," | said as tears pool ed behind ny eyes. "Perhaps you m ght do your
worst. Perhaps | might be turned into a nonster. Then | would do as mny not her
did, and end it. Slice ny wists. Step fromthe tower at Sevenwaters. Wl k out
into the lake, until the waters closed over ny head. Then what ?"

"Wetched girl. Your father has a great deal to answer for. Here." She snapped
her fingers, and ny foot returned to its former self. | sucked in ny breath,
and bit back the abject thank-you that sprang to ny lips. | would not let her
know how close | had cone to giving in, when | saw what she could do to ne.

"Sit down, child. Put this blanket around you. It's cold. Got sonme nice things
in your chest there, | see. A few good gowns. That's a relief. Can't cone
courting a rich man |l ooking like some tattered fishwife. And what a pretty
little shaw, all over colors. Cones froma tinker's market, does it?"

"I't's nothing." Wth a great effort | kept nmy face and voice inpassive. |

t hought | knew where she was heading. "You can take it if you want," | added.
"It's nothing to nme."

"No? Still, it's somewhat cheap and tawdry for ny tastes, Fainne; the sort of
trifle a traveling man mght give to his sweetheart. | would hardly wear such
a gaudy thing."

"Foolish of ne to suggest it," | said, getting up and starting to lay ny

bel ongi ngs back in the chest.
Behi nd me, ny grandnot her spoke again. "So, you will let your father suffer



and die. You will allow yourself to become a nonster. You care nothing for
your own future. This surprises ne, | nust admit it. You are not quite the
girl 1 thought you to be. But you will not defy ne, Fainne."

"I don't know what you nean. You cannot make nme do what you want. You cannot
force ne."

"You think not? What if you were to see all you loved, all you cared about,
struck down one by one? What if you watched the slow destruction of all you
hol d dear? Watched this, knowing it was in your power to stop it? \Wat then?
Wuld you fail to act, to protect then®"

"I don't know what you nean," | breathed, but a dark horror was spreadi ng
through me as | recogni zed the neani ng of her words. "I have nobody. | care
for nobody save ny father. And | told you, | know what his mnd would be on
this."

"Ch, make no doubt of it, he will continue to suffer. As for the others, |
don't believe you. | have seen you, fromtinme to tinme. 1've seen the | ook in
your eye. |'ve watched you playing with these children, tucking theminto bed,
pretendi ng you were annoyed by their pestering. | see the way your hands
linger on your tinker's trifle there, as if the nenories in its folds were too
precious to let go. Make no doubt of it, Fainne. You will see it all, step by

agoni zing step. An unfortunate fall froma horse. A young girl fallen into the
wrong conpany. A stew eaten by the roadside, with an injudicious choice of
mushroons. A nasty incident with a fishhook. Accidents all. As for you,
perhaps you will be the only one unharned. Your job will be to

wat ch, as they suffer around you. To watch, know ng you could have stopped it.
Knowi ng that, w thout your di sobedi ence, none of it needed to happen."

"Stop! Stop it! How do | know this is true, anyway? You could be lying to ne.

My father mght not be sick at all. | night defy you and all could still be
wel | 1"

"You think so?" She glanced down at ny foot. "If you choose to put that to the
test, | cannot stop you, ny dear. It would be your risk. And you're right, you
cannot know about your father. Not unless you go back to Kerry. And if you do
that, | assure you, his bones will be bleaching on the sand before ever you

reach your little cove. OF course, you could always send a tinker's lad with a
nmessage. " She gl anced toward the wooden chest, where the shawl now | ay neatly
fol ded away. "You might always do that. But who's to say he would get there
safely, the roads being what they are? He'd as |i ke be nurdered by the way for
his little pack of cheap goods, as reach his journey's end."

"Stop it! This is evil!"
"Huh. Evil, is it? You ve nuch to | earn. Good and bad, shade and sunli ght,
there's but a hair's breath between them It's all one in the end. Now tel

me. Tell me everything you' ve done since you came here. Every detail."

"Haven't you been watching me each step of the way? Don't you know al r eady?"

She cackled. "Hardly. | see fragments. A bit here, a bit nore there. Pieces of
a puzzle. A puzzle that concerns me. That's why I'mhere. Now tell nme. Then
we'll work out what cones next. You' ve been wasting tine. There'll be no nore

of that, do you hear?"
"Yes, G andnother."

| told her. Heart clenched tight with m sery, head full of unshed tears,

told her everything. | had to tell her because it was ny fault. | had all owed
these folk to creep under my skin. | had allowed themto charmne, and | had
started to beconme one of them And now, | could not stand by and see Si beal or

Cl odagh or the others hurt. | could not stand by as Aunt Aisling |ost yet



another child. In particular, | could not Iet nmy grandnother devel op any
further interest in Dan WAl ker's famly, wherever the road m ght have taken
them She had set a very neat trap, and | had wal ked right into it.

At last it was all out. The tale of the fire, though | left out how !l felt
about nmy walk in the forest with Conor, and what | had experienced at the

cel ebration of Samhain. The story of what | had said to Eanpbnn, and ny journey
here to d encarnagh, and how thi ngs had unfol ded between us. | said nothing of
the Od Ones, and as little about the children as | could. In particular I
made no nention of Sibeal and her strange, clear eyes, a seer's eyes.

"Mm" said Grandnot her when |I had quite finished. "You nust use this nman

Eamonn, that nmuch is plain. Must and will. | knew his father. This is another
the sane. A very powerful man, Fainne. And a dangerous one. A man w t hout
honor. A man who will not hesitate to stab his brother in the back, if it

shoul d suit his purpose. A man who never forgets a slight."

"You are wong, surely." Odd as Eanpbnn's manner sonetimes seenmed, it was hard
to believe this of a man so bound by convention. Had he not said to nme that he

had never broken the rul es?

"Don't believe it. He is the answer to our problem Use his hatred. Use his
desire. Make hi mwant you so much he will pronise you anything you ask him™"

"That's ridicul ous. Eamonn coul d have any woman he pleased. His interest in ne
is monentary. He does not nean to offer ne marriage. |'mcertain of it."

"Then you nmust change his nmind for him Take control. Use the craft. Make him
burn for you."

"I =+ cannot. This shanmes ne, and deneans him It is—t is not fair."

"Fair? Fair, she says?" G andnother gave anot her cackling | augh. | wondered
how long it would be before someone heard her and came tappi ng on the door to
ask if | were quite well. "Forget fairness. Forget honor. Meaningl ess

concepts, the two of them There's only one thing that nmatters here, Fainne.
Power. Your power over this man. His power to break the alliance. Qur power to
defeat the Fair Fol k. Power and vengeance. The rest is nothing."

"Yes, G andnother."

"Now tell me again. Tell ne what he said about your aunt Liadan. And tell ne
what he sai d about her husband."

"I need not repeat it. | know what nust be done."

"Huh! You? That's a little hard to believe, fromyour performance so far."
"I know what must be done," | repeated grinmy. "You' d best |leave ne alone to
get on with it."

"What ? Get on w th what?"

So | set it out for her, step by inevitable step: a plot that fed on jeal ousy

and obsession, that used subterfuge and treachery to achieve its end. | could
scarcely believe that I must go through with it. But there seened to be no
ot her way. Wien | was finished, my grandnmother smled at nme, little pointed

teeth in a mouth wi zened by age.



"Good," she cooed. "Very good, Fainne. Perhaps you may beconme sonet hing after
all, for all your unprepossessing | ooks."

"G andnmot her, you nust trust me to go through with this. There will be no need
for you to conme again. Do that, and it could be difficult for me to keep their
trust."”

She quivered with mirth. "Gving me orders now, are you? I'Il come if | want,
girl.”
"You're not listening. | give you ny word. | will do as you ask, as |long as-as

| ong as you do not—

"Hurt those you |l ove? Ch dear, love is such a confusing thing for a young
girl, isn't it? W'd all be better off without it. The sooner you realize
that, the easier life will be for you. Never choose your nman for |ove. There's
no future in that."

"Do you agree? WIIl you trust me to carry this out for you?"

"Trust? Huh! 1'll need a safeguard. And mark nmy words, if you can't make this
pl an work, you'll need to take nore drastic action. |I'Il give you a little
time, just long enough. But | want to see progress, Fainne. | want results.
You're right, | don't gladly cone to these parts. Wear the anulet. Then |'lI

know you are safe. Don't take it off. Never, you understand?"

She was staring at nme intently again, as if to see deep within. Thank the
great goddess she had never mastered the art of reading another's m nd, of
speaki ng wi t hout words. And she could only see ne when | wore it. Sweet
Brighid, it was true. | had been stupid. | had been blind indeed.

"Yes, Grandnother. In the norning I will find a strong cord, and put your

t oken back around my neck. | prom se.”

"I hope you're not lying to ne. 1'll know if you do not keep this promnise. And
it will be others who suffer.”

| bit ny lip and refrained fromreply.

"Well, now," she said expansively. "What a pleasant little visit. Take care to
get this right, Fainne. Don't scare ne |like that again. Let ne down, and
wi Il show you how creative | can be, | promise you. Do the right thing, and it

may be a long tine before you hear from ne again."
"Yes, G andnother."

"Farewel |, then."

| watched as she faded, slowy, in the dimlight fromglowing fire and
solitary candle. | stood staring until all trace of the hideous, disheveled
old crone was quite gone. Even then, | passed ny hand through the air once,

twice, three times before | was satisfied there was nothing there. It was dark
out si de now. Supper would be over, the little girls getting ready for bed.
Eamonn woul d be seated al one before the hall fire, with the wine jug for
conpany. Maybe | should start tonight. My heart quailed. Wiy had | believed
had the strength to defy her? Wiy had | let nyself think I mght choose ny
path, mght strive toward |light instead of darkness? There was no choice for
nme, and there never had been

And the amulet. How foolish had | been, not to recognize that for the witch's

charmit undoubtedly was? Wear this always. It will protect you. A
m nd-tw ster, nost potent of controls; through it she could keep watch on ne
and bend ne to her own will. | had read of such a charmlong ago, in the dusty

pages of an old grimoire. Waile | wore it, she could find ne. The nonment | had
taken it off she had known; known and conme hastening after ne, enraged and—and



somet hing el se as well. Alnost frightened. As if a Fainne outside her contro
were infinitely nore dangerous to her than all the Fair Folk in the world. But
that could not be right. As a sorceress | was half-trained, scarce tried in
the nore chal |l engi ng branches of the art, hindered by ny youth and

i nexperi ence. By contrast, ny grandnother was a naster, nore powerful even
than nmy father, for had she not captured himin her own spell of deathly
sickness? | nust have been m staken. | glanced toward the wooden chest. The
amul et was secure. In the norning I nust put it on again. | nust keep ny word.
It was the only way. | would protect them ny father, the girls, the fanmly
and—and everyone who was close to ne. | could not watch her destroy them one
by one.

| heard fol k noving about in the hallway. It was not so verylate. G andnother
had come and gone between the sitting down to supper and the | ast quenching of

candles. | should go and speak to Eanonn now, while |I had the courage. Quickly
| stripped off ny nightrobe and, shivering, dressed in a fresh gown. | pulled
my hair into a ribbon at the nape of ny neck. | put on ny indoor slippers, and

told nyself | would never, ever conplain about ny tw sted foot again.

spl ashed ny face with water fromthe jug, all the while feeling the thud of ny
heart and the cold clutch of fear inside ne. That sensation woul d never be
gone now, not until the task she had set me was conplete. And after that,
not hi ng woul d matter anynore.

| opened the door cautiously, hoping | might slip along the hallway unnoticed.
| took one step out and halted. Sibeal sat on the floor of the passage with
her cl oak around her to keep out the cold. She was so still | could only just
see her there in the shadows. She did not speak, but |ooked up at nme, and ny
candl e flanme flickered small but sure in the water-clear surface of her
strange eyes. She rose to her feet in total silence. As | opened the door

wi der, she noved across |like a small ghost, and cane past me into ny chanber.
| closed the door behind us.

For a nonment she said not hing.

"What is it, Sibeal? Wy were you waiting there?"

'The others said not to tell you. Not now. They said it was too late."
"What? Not to tell nme what?" Could there be anything worse than what had

al ready befallen ne this day? My mind raced through the possibilities. News
from Sevenwaters. Maeve. News fromfarther afield. My father. "Wat is it?

Tell nme!"

The child regarded ne gravely. "W did try to tell you. But you woul dn't
answer. And then Uncl e Eanmonn got cross, and nade us go away."

| grabbed her by both arns and gave her a little shake. "Tell nme!l" | said
through gritted teeth.

"You don't need to hurt me. You don't need to be angry."
| rem nded nyself that she was only eight years old, and that she had waited,
silent in the dark, until | was ready to cone out. "I'msorry. |I'n+4'm

worried, that's all. Is it bad news?"

"No. It's just that that pony was here. The one in your stories. W thought
you'd like to know. We thought you'd like to see. But it's too late now "

If | had felt fear before, it was nothing to the anguish that gripped ny heart



NOW.
"What pony?" | whispered, as if | did not know the answer.

"The white pony. You know, the one in all your stories. He let us pat her, and
Eilis gave her a carrot."

"He?" | breathed.

"The man. The man in the stories, the one with the little gold ring in his
ear. He was asking about you."

"Darragh? Darragh was here today?" My voice shook. He was here, and

G andnot her was here, and she had sai d—she had said, You could send a tinker's
lad with a message. She had said, He's as like to be nurdered on his way.
"Maybe it wasn't him™" | said, clinging to foolish hope. "Wy would he cone
here? He's got work in the west, long mles fromd encarnagh. Maybe it was
somebody el se. Where is he now, Sibeal? Qick, tell ne!"

Si beal 's tone was solem. "CGone. Hi mand the pony both. Uncle Eamobnn sent him
away. Uncl e Eanonn was cross."

"How | ong ago? \Where was he goi ng?"
"Away. | don't know where."
"Whi ch way? East, to Sevenwaters? West? Wich way? How | ong, Sibeal ?"

"What's the matter, Fainne?" Her eyes were w de and questioni ng, al nost
fearful

"I"'msorry, I"'msorry. It's all right. You did well to wait for nme, so you
could tell me. I"'mjust—+'mjust—=

"Upset that you missed hin W thought you would be. That's why we tried to
tell you before. But you wouldn't answer the door."

"I"'msorry," | said again. Sorrier than she would ever know. That he had been
here was strange enough. Wio knew why he had cone? That | had not seen hi m was
cruel indeed. But it was better this way. He was gone, and | would not see him
agai n, and that meant he was safe from G andnother. Perhaps he had been in
these parts to visit the old woman, Janis. Perhaps that was it. In any event,
this was better. Mich better. Wy, then, did it hurt so much that | felt as if
nmy heart were being ripped in two?

"I"'msorry, Fainne," said Sibeal in a little tiny voice. "He went west, |
thi nk. Before sunset. He said he had to get back quickly. But he wanted to
wait until you were better and could come down to tal k

to him Uncle Eanonn nmade hi m go away. Uncle Eanpbnn was really angry."

"I -was he—was Darragh well? Did he talk to you?" Let her tell me everything,
every word, every gesture. Not that it would ever be enough

"He gave ne a nessage for you," said Sibeal solemly. "He nade ne practice
it."

I waited.



"He said, Say farewell to Curly for ne. Tell her to keep out of trouble unti
| come back. He wanted me to get it exactly right."

"But he mustn't come back!" My voice shook as fear seized ny vitals anew. "He
can't! | can't let himcone back!"

"What's wrong, Fainne?" Sibeal's colorless eyes scrutinized nme, their
expr essi on anxi ous.

"Nothing," | muttered. "Nothing. It's all right, Sibeal. You have done well,
very well. | amin your debt. Now, it nust be past your bedtime, and you're
cold. Of you go, back to the others. And, Sibeal ?"

She turned her small, pale face up toward m ne

"Don't talk about this. Please. | don't |like asking you to keep secrets. But
don't speak of this to your uncle, or to the others. It's very inportant."”

She gave a little nod, and slipped silently out the door

| had one night. Only one night before | nust slip the talisman around my neck
and be ny grandnother's creature again. Darragh had come, and | had m ssed
him Darragh had said he would come back. He nust not cone back. | had unti
dawn to find himand tell himso. After that, | could have no nore secrets
fromnmy grandnother. After that, it would not be possible to have friends.

A good pony can travel a |ong way between sunset and bedtime. Across open

| and, when her rider is in a hurry, she can traverse nany mles. Beyond the
borders of @ encarnagh, Aoife mght be, and still noving westward, westward to
the barren shores of Ceann na Mara. One thing | knew for certain. | could not
ask Earmonn for help. A nan who takes what is mne, pays in kind, he had said.

| heard Sibeal's serious little voice. Uncle Eanonn was really angry. There
woul d be no going along the hall and asking politely for the |loan of a horse
and a couple of men with torches. |I nust make this journey al one and

unobserved, and be back in my chanber before dawn. Sonehow | nust cover the
mles, and | nust find him

A great sorcerer like ny father would have used the G amour; used it fully, to
effect a total transformation. He woul d have run through woodl and and pasture
as a fleet-footed deer, or flown on strong wings as an o or some other bird
of the night. | knew, in theory at |east, how this was done. But ny father had
forbidden me to try it. It was too dangerous. One mi ght make the change and be
unable to return. One might be trapped in the altered formforever, or

di sastrously, left as neither one thing nor the other. And it depleted the
craft; sapped the strength. Al the sanme, tine was passing and | was al npst
desperate enough to try. My heart thunping, ny blood racing, | stood by ny

wi ndow | ooki ng out into the night, and wondered if | dared span the distance
fromwoman to bird, from earthbound human creature to wi nged being of the air.
What if | failed, and dropped fromthe sky to crash on the stones bel ow? But
how el se could | be there in time?

The noon peered between clouds. A breeze rustled through the hedges, stirring
the bare branches of the old elnms that sheltered the garden's orderly beds and
i nk-dark fishpond. Qut there, close by the hedge, a horse was standing. The
nmoon caught the shadow gray of her coat, lighting it to a delicate pearl

Per haps the hand of the goddess was on nme this one night. | nmoved as swiftly
as | could. A dark cloak; ny outdoor shoes in nmy hand, for quiet. Then a
spell. Not to alter ny form not nuch anyway. A half-change: merely a shadowy
effect, so | mght pass unnoticed if | were lucky. | noved on silent feet



al ong the hal |l way, past the chanber where Eanobnn sat alone. | went out by the
ki tchens, ducking into a small al cove as the guards passed by | aughing and
joking on their way to a |late supper and good ale. | slipped away before the
next shift cane on duty. | followed the Iine of the hedge until there she was,
the little horse | had ridden before, now waiting in the night for ne
placidly, not at all startled as | appeared right under her nose. How had she
escaped her stable and nade her way here unnoticed? Perhaps she was an

O herworl d creature, for was she not already far ol der than any horse had a

right to be, and still so bright and eager? She had once been Liadan's, after
all, and Liadan was said to possess sonme powers beyond the ordinary. At any
rate the

mare was here and seened willing. That did not solve the problemof how | was

going to get up on her back, and ride without saddle or bridle. It did not
hel p ne know which way to go.

"Come," | whispered. "Cone on. Hurry."

Now she was moving away fromme, down the line of the hedge, blending into the
shadows.

"Wait." | hastened after. By the stone wall that kept wandering pigs fromthe
ki tchen garden, she halted.

"Good," | nmuttered. "Good. You know how it's done, | see that." Pulling on ny
shoes, | scranbled up on the wall and thence to the horse's back, where
perched precariously wi thout saddle or blanket, without bridle or rein to help

me. "All right,” | said softly. "I'"'mgoing to need all the help | can get
here. You'll have to travel fast. And quietly. And not let ne fall off.

Under stand? Now find Aoife. Find Darragh for ne." | put ny hand agai nst her
neck, willing her to hear ne, willing her to know what rmust be done. Fooli sh,

really. It was not | who could whisper in a horse's ear and win her lifelong
friendship. It was not | to whoma wild creature would return, for |ove al one.
But the gray horse lifted her head and pricked her ears, and she noved off
steadily westward, past the hedges, across a little bridge, by the hazel trees

and out into the shadowy night. | tw sted both hands into her mane and gri pped
on with my knees. | would not fall off. I would not. | would get there and
back by dawn. | nust. Wien | found himl would tell himhe nust go straight
hone to O Fl aherty's and never conme near ne again. | would tell himthat, and

bi d hi m goodbye, and then I would ride back to G encarnagh. It was sinple
really.

Ti me passed and the horse noved onward into the night, at first steadily, as

i f the nmoonlight were enough to show her the way. It was cold. It was so cold,
| could not unbend ny fingers for the cranp. My feet were nunb and ny ears
ached with the chill. | could feel spasns of shivering through ny body, |ike
waves of icy water on a bone-cold shore.

Just as well she seened to know where she was going, | thought grinly,
wondering how long | mght |ast before ny frozen body lost the will to cling
on, and | slipped fromher back to the hard ground. One thing was certain. |f
| fell off there was no way | could sunmon the strength to get back on

At first the world of night had seened a silent one. But as we travel ed onward
into the west, | becane nore and nore aware of subtle sounds. Over the quiet
footsteps of the gray mare came a rustling and a creaking, as if the trees
bent to observe our passing. Once | thought there was a di stant how ing, as of
hungry wolves. | told myself | was nistaken. Something hooted in the dark
branches above. A croaking chorus greeted us as we passed a darkly shining



stretch of marshland. Once, there was a sudden whirring of |eathery w ngs, and
a high-pitched ringing as bats flew over our heads and away to sone
subterranean cavern. | was so cold | could barely stay awake, for all the
urgency of the journey. | was so tired | thought | night stop pretending

could hold on, and sinply curl up in the bracken and sleep. A nice long sleep
After all, who'd miss ne?

The horse had sl owed. Her head turned one way and then the other. She took a
step and halted. She took another and paused. | was abruptly awake again, ny
heart thumping with alarm

"You must know the way!" | said to her sharply. "You must! Wiy conme so far, to
give up now? Can't you follow Aoife's tracks as a hound woul d? What's w ong
with you?"

She trenbled a little, standing there in the night. W were on the verge of
open ground; the noonlight showed gentle hillocks studded with groves of snall
trees.

"Go on!" | hissed. "Quick, before we both freeze! Don't you know we must be
t here and back before norning? Go! Please!"

| kicked her sides with ny feet and squeezed with nmy knees. | had so little
strength left, | doubt she noticed. "Oh, please,” | whispered into the

dar kness, but the mare stood unnoving. My mind pondered, on some distant

| evel , what explanation |I mght give Eamonn when | was discovered out here in
the norning, half-frozen, with a horse that did not belong to ne. Maybe

woul d die of cold. At least that woul d save having to nake up excuses.

There was a hooting overhead, and sonething dark flew by with a sudden whoosh
of wings. | thought I felt a small feather drift downward past ny nose. |
sneezed. There was another hoot. The tone of it sent a clear enough nessage.
Cone on then, stupid. We haven't got all night.

The little horse noved forward. Ahead of us the oWl flew fromside to side

waiting on a | ow branch, on a stone wall, on a rocky

outcrop. Inpatient. Come on. Can't you go any faster? The horse began to trot,
and then, when we energed onto sonme sort of real track, to canter. | was
bounced up and down like a sack of grain. | gripped her nane anew and bent

forward, willing ny knees to keep hold. Pain arched through ny | egs and back
| clenched ny teeth tight.

The ow flew onward, and the mare followed. | was put in mnd of Fiacha, the
raven. Just so was his manner of flight: alittle in front, a little behind, a
pause on one side or the other, giving the distinct inpression that he thought
humans unbel i evably, tediously gradual, but that his job was to keep an eye on
them so he had better do it. | wondered where Fiacha was now. Did he perch on
a | edge above the Honeyconb and watch the sorcerer Ci aran as he coughed out
his |ifeblood anong the shattered tools of his ancient craft? O had he been
bani shed by nmy grandnot her, |eaving ny father quite al one? Wiy did they cone,
these creatures of the Ot herworld that guarded us and gui ded us as no sinple
owW or raven had the wit or the will to do? The bird flew onward into the

ni ght, |eading ny horse forward up hill and down gl en, through marshland and
woodl and and safe beyond the borders of d encarnagh

At | ast, under bare-linbed apple trees, we halted. The ow sat above us,
perched on a noss-covered branch, silhouetted agai nst the moon. | saw her
reach down, fussily, to adjust her plumage. | felt as if | had been picked up
and shaken like a churn of cream and set suddenly down again. Every bone in
ny body ached.



The woodl and around us was still. The mare stood i mpbile. The ow nade no

sound. They were waiting for me to do something. | forced my body to nove, and
hal f-slid, half-fell fromthe mare's back to the ground. My |l egs were I|ike
jelly. I stayed on my feet only because ny hand still gripped her nmane. She

stood steady, unperturbed; a rare gift of a horse, this one.

Down a gentle slope before us there were nore trees, and water glinting silver
in the soft light of the noon. And there was another small light as well, a
warm flickering sort of light. |I detected a faint smell of sonething savory
inthe chill air: surely it could not be oaten porridge? Then the mare gave a
little whickering sound, and fromdown the hill there was a reply, a soft
whinny. | saw a figure rise to his

feet beside the glowing camp fire, and turn slowy toward ne. Leaning heavily
agai nst the horse's shoul der, | stunbled forward.

Then a | ot of things happened quite rapidly w thout a single word spoken. Soft
runni ng footsteps and a sharp intake of breath. An arm around me, supporting
my faltering progress to the fireside. A cloak over ny shoulders, blissfully
warm | could not sit down, my body was too sore; a folded bl anket smelling
strongly of horse was produced, and | was eased to a half-lying position, as
close to the fire as was safe. There was a tiny clank of nmetal, as of a
panni ki n being used to fill some other vessel. Then a hand curled ny frozen
fingers around a cup of something hot and fragrant. Tremors coursed through ny
body, my teeth chattered, |I could not have uttered a word even if | had known
what to say. Darragh busied hinself building up the fire, throwing on a | og or
two, blowing on the coals. The flames |icked up; ny face began to thaw. | took
a sip of the beverage he had provided. It was a tea, very hot and very sweet.

| had never tasted anything so good. At |ast Darragh settled hinmself across
the fire fromne, and | ooked at ne direct.

"That's a fine wee mare you have there," he observed. "Learned to ride, | see,

since you left ne."

For a nonent | was speechless. Was that all he could think of to say? On
second t houghts, it was typical

"The way | remenber it, you left me" | snapped, but ny voice cane out sounding
shivery and pathetic. "But yes, | can ride. A bit. Just as well. | have to be
back before dawn."

Darragh | ooked at me. "lIs that so?" he said.

"You don't need to sound like that," | retorted.

"Li ke what, Fai nne?"

"Li ke you know best. Like you think I'mstupid for coning here. | don't know
why | bothered." A new bout of shivering seized ne, and | clutched the cloak

tighter around ne.

Darragh watched ne in silence for a while. The little gold ring in his ear
glinted in the firelight.

"Way did you cone?" he asked eventually.
"T—+o tell you. To tell you sonething inportant."”

Now he was stirring his pannikin over the fire. The savory snell arose again.



Peg and Mol ly and the others al ways cooked an oaten porridge in the nornings.
Kept out the chill, that was what Peg said. He took the pot off the heat, and
brought it around to ne.

"No golden platters here," he said. "No silver spoons. Not used to catering
for fine | adies, you see. But the food's good. Cone on, Fainne. You nust eat."

"I"'mtoo tired to eat."

"Here," he said gently, and settled hinmself by ne. "Eat, and don't talk." He
di pped the horn spoon into the pot, and | found mnmysel f opening ny nouth and
being fed like a bird in the nest. It would have been hum liating, but the
cautious expression on his face, the great care with which he went about the
task, somehow nmade it all right between us. Besides, the porridge was
delicious, and |I discovered | was very hungry i ndeed.

"Good," said Darragh fromtine to tine. "Wll done. Good girl." And soon
enough it was all gone.

"I"'msorry," | said, my voice somewhat stronger. "WAs that going to be your
br eakf ast ?"

Darragh did not reply. He was sitting close by nme, looking into the fire, arns
fol ded. The silence drew out. At |length he spoke with some diffidence.

"Better tell ne. Better tell nme what it is.

"You tell me first. Wiy you came to d encarnagh. What you're doing so far from
hone, and in the mddle of winter. Aren't you supposed to be working for
O Fl aherty?"

"I am On our way back there now, ne and Aoife. He wasn't overkeen to let ne
take the tinme to conme to Sevenwaters. Had to get Orla to sweet-talk him In
the end he said | could go, but I've given ny word to be back there by dark of
the nmoon. Not a lot of time."

| did ny best to take this in. "Who's Ola?" | asked.

Darragh gl anced at ne sideways. "O Flaherty's daughter. The younger one."

"I see.”

"No you don't, Fainne."

"Yes | do. | suppose she's good with horses, is she?"

"Very good," he said, his teeth gleam ng white in the darkness as he grinned.
"A capable rider, for a girl. Understands all the tricks."

"Yes, well, she would, | suppose. And no doubt she's a beauty as well?"
"Ch, yes," said Darragh, stretching out his hands to warmthemat the fire.

"Long gol den hair, cheeks |ike roses, eyes blue as a sumer sky. Same as her
sister. They've suitors lining up fromhere to the Cross, the two of them"™

He was teasing ne.

"Forget | asked," | said crossly. "Now answer the question. Wy are you here?"
"I got anxious. Wrried about you. Seemed to nme you might be in trouble, and
need hel p."

"What ?"

"No need to sound so shocked. Rode to Sevenwaters, was told you were gone.



Cane on to d encarnagh, discovered you' d no need of ne whatever. Now |I'm on ny
way honme. Sinple tale. | nmade a mistake. Not the first."

| could not think what to say, so | remained silent. | was starting to fee

al rost warmat last, what with the fire and the cloak and the porridge. My
body felt better, for all the aching and the shivering. It was nmy mnd that
didn't seemto be working very well. Al | could think of was how short one

ni ght was, and how many things there were to say, and how every tine | opened
my mouth it was the wong words that came out.

"Fainne?" His voice was gentle in the darkness.

Ry

"Tell me. Tell ne what's wong. Wiy would you ride all that way in the dark to
find me? What is it? What can be so inportant that you |l et yourself near
freeze to deat h?"

H s ki ndness cane close to overwhelnming ne. It all flooded back, mny father

Grandnmot her and the amul et, Maeve and the fire, Eanonn. | longed to tell him
everything, every part of it; to unburden nyself of ny guilt and ny fear. But
I could not. He nust stay outside it. |I must keep himoutside it.

"I came to tell you to go hone, and never conme back," | said flatly. "You

mustn't cone back, Darragh. You nustn't try to see nme again. It's inportant."”
There was a pause.

"You rode out here in the dark to tell me this?"

"Yes. It's what must be. Believe ne."

"I see," he said tightly.
"No, you don't." | could not disguise the nmisery in ny tone. "You don't see at
all. But we are friends, despite everything. | nust ask you to trust me, and

do ny bidding."

He narrowed his eyes at ne. "Tell me. What's this fellowto you, the lord of
d encarnagh? Unpl easant piece of work, that one. What's he to you?"

"None of your business. Wat did he say to you?"

"Sent me on ny way, quick smart. Suggested an armed escort to the border. And
me a traveling man. | declined his kind offer. He told me no, | couldn't see
you, today or tonorrow or any day in the year. Said you were there as his very
speci al guest, and you were not to be disturbed. Riffraff such as nyself
shoul d know better than to pester a lady. Wrds to that effect. Made nme w sh
for a noment or two that | was a fighter, not a nusician. Wiat does that nean,
Fai nne? Very special guest?"
"I"'msorry he treated you thus."
| did not know you were there."

My voice was shaking. "I was ill. Indisposed.
"And are you happy to let this fell ow make your decisions for you? Content to
have hi m choose your friends?"

| did not answer.

"Fainne. Look at ne."

| turned my face toward his. He seened very pale, and very serious.

"Wuld you wed this man? Is that what it is? Tell ne the truth.”

"None of your business,” | whispered.

"Ch, yes, it is. Nowtell ne.

Rel uctantly | nodded. "It's not inpossible."



"A bit old for you, isn't he?" said Darragh bluntly.

"Such a match is not unheard of. It's the wonan's age that is nore inportant,
surely, if a man wants to get an heir."

Darragh never got angry. That was one of the good things about him | thought
he cane close to it then. Hi s jaw tightened. But he kept his voice calm

"So, you would wed for a nane and a fortune. You would bear an old man's sons,
for that."

"You woul dn't understand."
"Try nme."
"You coul dn't understand."

Darragh was silent for a nmonent. Then he observed, "Told ne that plain enough
before, didn't you? Something about a stray dog, | think it was."

"I spoke without thinking, that tinme. I'msorry if | hurt you. But this is
something | can't explain to you. I'msinply asking you to stay away, that's
all." Ch, but |I ached to tell himthe truth.

He waited a little. As the night wore on, the air about us was grow ng col der
and colder. Now the small fire, the warm cl oak were not enough to take away
the frozen feeling which seened to come fromdeep inside ne. | thought, if I
were able to weep, ny tears would turn to drops of ice before ever they could
fall fromm eyes. "Do you love this fellow?" asked Darragh flatly, not

| ooki ng at ne anynore.

"Love!" | exclaimed, sitting up in ny shock and suppressing a groan of pain.
"OfF course not! Love has nothing to do with this. Wo'd wed for |ove, anyway?
That's just foolishness. There's nothing in such a match but sorrow and
waste." | thought of ny nother and ny father, and how both their Iives had
been destroyed by the bond between them

"Then you' d advise ny sister Roisin not to wed Aidan, would you? They've pl ans
for a wedding in the autumm, when she's seventeen. Aidan has his own little
bit of land now. You think they'd best not go ahead with it?"

| scowmed at him "That's different," | said.

"How di fferent? You nean, because they're sinple folk, unlike yourself and
your great |ord back there?"

"OfF course not! | thought you knew nme better than that!"

"So did I," said Darragh mldly. "But you keep surprising ne."

"It's different because—because—+ can't tell you. But it is.

"Uh- huh," said Darragh. W sat in silence for a while. The cold seened to cone
in fromall sides. The only parts of ne that were even half warm were ny
hands, which | was holding out close to the fire. The rest of me ached with
the chill, not to speak of the danage the ride had caused. | thought, vaguely,
of how | nust clinb back on the horse before dawn and do it all again.

Darragh sat with his hands around his knees, looking into the flanes. He was
solemm; not his smling self at all



"You haven't convinced nme," he said.
"Convi nced you of what?"
"That you're all right. That you don't need keeping an eye on. | don't believe

it for an instant. Your words are giving nme one story and your eyes anot her
Cone on, now. You can talk to me. There's no secrets between us, you and ne.
What is it that's troubling you so badly?"

"Not hi ng." My voi ce quavered, despite ny best efforts. "Nothing. |I'mjust
telling you, go away and never cone back here."

"And what will you do, when |I'm gone?"
Put on the amulet and finish nmy grandnmother's work, so | can keep you safe.

"Ri de back to d encarnagh, and be in my chanber before they know | was gone,"
| told him "Get on with nmy life. That's no concern of yours."

"I have anot her suggestion," Darragh offered.

| said nothing.

"W wait until dawn, and then | put you up on Aoife, and the two of us go hone
to Kerry. That's what we'll do."

The sinple confidence of this took nmy breath away, and for a monent | was
unable to reply. Longing swept over me. If only | could say yes. If only I
could go home, back to the Honeyconb and to ny father, back to the tinme when
it all made sense, and the worst thing in ny life was having to wait through
the winter until Dan Wal ker's folk returned to the cove. But | could not go.
If | were not wearing ny grandnother's anulet at dawn she woul d appear at ny
side, angry and seeking answers. And once | wore the anulet she could see ne,
whenever she chose. To go back to Kerry was death for ny father, and for
Darragh. Not to work nmy grandmother's will was the end for all of us.

"I can't," | said. "Besides, what about O Flaherty and his horses? Haven't you
a job to go back to? Wat about Ol a?"

Darragh threw a stick into the fire.
"Forget O Flaherty," he said. "Don't concern yourself with that. |'moffering
to take you hone. You're tired, you' re scared, you don't rightly know which
way to turn. | shouldn't think your father would be happy to see you thus."

| forced myself to speak. "I can't go back." My voice was as cold as the chil
t hat numbed ny heart and froze ny unshed tears. "You

must go. You and Aoife. | nust stay here. | know what |'m doi ng, Darragh."
Then he said nothing for a long time, and as the silence drew out | began to
yawn, and ny eyelids began to close, despite the cold, and |I thought dimy
that it was rather a long tinme since | had slept. But |I must not allow nmyself
to sleep. | still had to ride back to dencarnagh, | still had to ..

"Here," said Darragh. He'd found another blanket, not much nore than a strip
of sacking, perhaps used to keep Aoife warm for like the other, it snelled

strongly of horse. "Best rest awhile. You're weary to death. Come on, |lie down
and I'Il cover you up."
"I can't," | protested through ny convul sive yawns. "Told you . . . back by

dawn . . . long way ..



"Aoife's quick," said Darragh. "We'll have you back in plenty of tinme. I'lI

wake you."

"No—you don't understand ..."

"Yes, | do, Fainne."

"But. . ." The blanket felt good, so good. | put nmy head down and cl osed ny
eyes even as | nunbled ny protest.

"Hush now, " said Darragh. "1'll keep watch for you. Rest now "

Sleep rolled over nme like a great wave, sudden and unstoppable. Once or twice
I hal f-woke, aware of the winter cold that pierced through bl anket and cl oak
and gown alike to touch the very spirit with its frosty fingers; aware that |
was trenbling and shivering again, despite the still-glow ng coals and ny
efforts to curl up on nyself as tight as possible. And then suddenly | was
warm wonderfully warm and | was safe and well and sonewhere in the back of
my mnd the sun was shining down on the sparkling water of the cove, and it
was sunmer. Later still | stirred again, know ng the night was passing, but
unwilling to wake fully lest this fair vision be |lost forever. There was an
arm across me, holding the cloak around nme; and the same ol d bl anket covered
the two of us. Darragh |ay behind me, his body curled neatly agai nst my own,
his living warnth a part of me, his slow, peaceful breathing steady agai nst ny
hair. | kept quite still. I did not allow nyself to return to ful

consci ousness. | thought, if it all ended right now, I wouldn't nind a bit.
Let it end now, so | need never wake. And | slipped back into sleep

"Qurly."

| hugged the bl anket around me, and screwed ny eyes shut.
"Fai nne. \Wake up, sweetheart."

| put the blanket over ny face.

"Fai nne. Cone on, now. "

| blinked, and stretched, and gave a groan. | sat up with some difficulty. It
was still dark. Across the fire, Darragh was noving about, and | coul d see
that Aoife wore her saddl ebags and the fol ded bl anket on her back. The gray
mare stood by her quietly. The brightness faded fromny mnd as if it had

never been.

| tried to get to ny feet. It wasn't easy. The ride had done me nore harmthan
| realized

"Darragh. "
" MmP"

"I meant what | said. Go back to O Flaherty's. I'lIl ride to d encarnagh by
nmysel f."

" Uh- huh. "

"Stop saying that!" My voice was as weak and wobbly as a weeping child s. \Wat
was wong with nme? "You can't cone. I'll go by myself."

"Let's see you wal k over here, then."

"That's not fair!" | took a step, and pain lanced up ny back. "I can go. |
will go."

"Sit down, Fainne. If you insist on going back, Acife and I will take you. I



told you."

"Way won't you listen to me?" | protested, sinking awkwardly to the ground
again, for ny legs would not carry me. "You cannot cone. You cannot be seen
with me. Not at d encarnagh. Not anywhere."

"Enbarrass you, does it, to be seen in conpany with a traveling man?" He had
his back to nme, tending to the mare.

"Of course not!"

"You m ght be stupid enough to try to ride. | might |let you, because | was
tired of fighting with you. But you can't ride this mare all the way to

d encarnagh. She's old, and she's gone a long way for you tonight. She's not
fit to carry you back, not in the dark. I'Il take you. Don't worry, | won't
shane you by showing ny face before the great man hinself. Wuldn't want to
spoi | your prospects, now would I?"

| said nothing. What was the point? | would do what | nust do, and every

monent of it | would thank the goddess that he was far away in the west, and
could not see me. Every day | would give thanks that | had been granted this
one chance to send himaway safe fromny grandnother's eyes. But | needed his

help to get back to d encarnagh. | would have to accept it, this once

"Well, now," he said pleasantly after a while. "W'd best be off."
"I"'msorry," | said in a small voice.

"For what ?"

"Sorry that | made the nare go so far in the dark, in the cold. Sorry | tired
her out. | didn't think. Al | thought about was . . ."

"Don't trouble yourself with that," said Darragh. "She's a little weary, but
nothing a rest and a warm stable won't nmend. Not used to such excitenent, poor
old thing. But she's a sound creature. Don't fret over her. She'll make her
way back easy enough, followi ng Aoife's tracks. Seens to me you' ve enough
troubling you already, w thout adding to it."

Then he lifted me onto Aocife's back, and got up behind nme, and we set off into
t he ni ght.

It was a strange ride; silent for the nost part, and qui cker than ny journey
here, for Aoife noved both swiftly and snoothly, with little apparent need for
directions. In her wake the gray mare foll owed, sone distance behind. At one
stage Darragh said, "There's an ow there. Follow ng, or |eading. Do you see
it? Puts me in mind of that raven that's always near your father, wherever he
goes. Like a guardian."”

| nodded in the darkness. "Another of the same kind," | said.
"I see. Fainne?"
"MmP?" | was refusing to let my mind go forward beyond the noment; beyond the

pony's steady pace, and the white gl eam of her coat under the noon, and
Darragh sitting behind me with his armaround ny waist and his own warnth

flowing into me, thawing the chill in ny heart. | felt safe. | thought,
foolishly, I will hold onto this as long as | can; for this will be the very

[ ast time.

"I know you won't cone with ne. | know you won't go back to Kerry. You've told
me |'mnot welcone here. But. . ."

"But what ?"

"I wish you would heed an old friend' s advice. |I wi sh you would at |east not

stay at d encarnagh. You'd be safer back at Sevenwaters. There's good folk
there. Your uncle's a fine man. My father has great respect for him and for
all that famly. And—and you shoul d take your time, before you nake any

choi ces. You're young yet. You have all the time in the world."

Ch, no. | haven't. | have until sunmer. No nore than that. My fate is nmeasured
out over two seasons. But | can buy a |longer span for you.



"Fi ni shed?" | asked him
He did not reply.

"Not so |long ago you were advising me to find a husband and rear a brood of
children, I seemto recall,” | told him "Now you're telling me to wait. Which
isit to be?"

"Don't nock ne, Fainne. If you nust wed, at |east choose a kind nman."

| was silenced. Sonmehow, he had a knack of saying the sinplest things, and
turning me to joy or misery on the instant. W rode on, and |I thought | could
see the very slightest lightening of the sky, as if dawn were not so very far
of f. The frost began to creep into my spirit once nore, as if the best and
truest friend in the world no | onger had the power to stay its icy fingers.

"Darragh,” | said quietly, and even to ne ny voi ce sounded strange, as if |
were fighting tears. But my eyes were dry. | was a sorcerer's daughter, and
strong. | would not weep.

"Yes?"

"I'f you knew the things | have done, you would not want to be ny friend. If
you knew, you woul d understand why | ask you to stay away fromme. Terrible
things. Evil things that don't bear speaking of."

"Why don't you tell me, and let ne judge?"

My heart gave a thud of alarm "I can't. | can't tell you."

"l could guess."

"No, you couldn't. Nobody could guess. It is—t is beyond the inagination of
ordinary folk. Just believe that you are better off well away from ne. Pl ease

bel i eve that."

Aoi fe noved steadily forward, and now there was a distinct gray-ness to the
sky, a change in the pattern of shadows around us.

"I could guess," said Darragh again. Hs hand was rel axed on the reins, his
arm around nme steady and sure. "There was a fire. Auntie

told me. A man died, and another was hurt. A child was injured. Freak
accident. You were always good at making fires."

| sai d nothing.

"You're right, that was a terrible thing to happen. You m ght persuade ne,

wi t hout too rmuch trouble, that you had sonmething to do with it. You'll never
convince ne that you'd do such a thing on purpose. Hurt the innocent, take the
life of a holy man. That 1'll never believe."

"There's nore," | whispered.

Darragh wait ed.

"That girl, in the cove. The fishergirl, the one who di sappeared. Renenber
t hat ?"



He was silent.

Every word was a trial. |I forced themout one by one, ny heart hammering. "I—+
used the craft, Darragh. Used it wongly. | changed her, and she died.
Sonet hi ng went wrong, and she died. | never told anyone, until now After

that, surely you cannot be ny friend."

And now he would go, gladly. He woul d despise ne, and | eave me, and | would
not have to worry anynore, because he would be safe. Too bad if this hurt, too
bad if it felt like a knife in the heart, twisting and turning. | could never
suffer enough to nake up for the things | had done, and the things | must go
on doi ng.

"She was a good little lass,"” said Darragh quietly. W canme down a gentle

sl ope, and between tall elnms, and there in the dawning Iight was the | ong, |ow
house of d encarnagh, and there, not so far away at all, were two guards in
green tunics with weapons at their belts. Aoife halted.

"You must go now," | hissed. "Leave ne here, I'll nake ny own way to the
house. You've cone too far already."

Behi nd nme, Darragh did not nove.

"Darragh!" | whispered urgently. The sky was growi ng ever lighter. | must be
back indoors, with the anmul et around ny neck, before day. That was what | had
prom sed G andnot her. And Darragh nust be gone before we were seen. | feared

Eanonn' s anger.

At | ast Darragh stirred, slipping fromthe pony's back, reaching up to help ne
down. My | egs were unsteady, and he held me by the arnms, frowning as he
scrutinized ny face in the pale predawn |ight.

"Maybe 1'Il ride to Kerry nyself, and fetch your father,"” he muttered. "Maybe
that's what 1'Il do."
"No!" | gasped. "No! Don't do that! Just go, just go and | eave ne! How plain

do | have to put it, to make you understand?"

"You need | ooking after. That's what | always said, and it hasn't changed.
You're mixed up in sonmething that's too big for you. It's not right, Fainne."

| took a deep breath. "Don't be stupid," | said, and | made my voice as cold
as | could. "This is quite sinmple. I want to forget you. | want to w pe every
trace of you fromnmy mnd. | wsh you would go away, and | woul d never see you

again. Believe this. It's the truth."

Darragh went very white, and he took his hands slowy away from where they
held ne. | found | could stand without support, just. H's gaze remmi ned steady
on ny face. H's brown eyes, looking into mne, were deeply searching.

"G ve nme your hand," he said.

| opened my mouth to argue, but found instead that | was putting ny hand out,
and he was taking it in his own. W both | ooked down.

"I don't believe you," said Darragh, as his fingers touched the little circle
of woven grass | wore on ny smallest finger; the tiny token ny hands had
encountered, as if quite by chance, in the nost secret corner of ny wooden
chest, when | had thought to chall enge ny grandnother and had been defeat ed.
This she had not seen, and never would, for it would be safe again in the



chest before the amul et went back around nmy neck. This was a synbol of
i nnocence; and | was no longer fit to wear it. Still, tonight | had borne it
on ny finger to prove that | had not forgotten

"I don't believe you," he said again, and rel eased my hand. "Now, it's al nost
dawn, and you'd better go in. Wn't those guards see you?"

| shook ny head. "There are ways of doing these things."
He frowned. "I don't like this, Fainne. | don't like to | eave you here."

| said nothing. W stared at each other for a nonent, and then | nade to nove
away.

"Well, then," said Darragh gently, and his hand reached out to brush a wayward
| ock of hair back fromny face. His fingers lingered by ny tenple, and

wi thdrew. "Farewell, Curly. Keep out of trouble,
now, until—=
"No!" | exclaimed. "Don't say it! You cannot cone back! Never,

you under stand, never!"

And | turned away fromhim fleeing as fast as nmy bruised body could carry ne
beneat h t he shadows of the elns, casting the spell as | went so the guards
woul d see nothing but a trick of the dawn light, the nerest trace of novenent
agai nst the pattern of bushes and | ong grass, and | never |ooked back, not
once. | ran past the hedge and across the garden, | slipped in by the kitchen
door and away al ong the passage and into ny chanber where the fire was out and
the candl e reduced to a m sshapen lunp of wax. The air was bitter cold, but
not as cold as the deathly chill that gripped ny heart.

| slipped the little ring off nmy finger, and thrust it away deep in the chest
under the silken shaw. | would never wear either again. Then | took out ny
grandmot her's anulet, the triangle of strangely worked bronze, and | sought
for a cord or ribbon, any means by which I mght put it around ny neck, for
woul d not risk her return, not while Darragh still traveled within the
boundari es of @ encarnagh. Once | wore the amulet, she was secure in her
control of me. | need only performher will, and ny dear ones woul d be safe.

| remenbered sonething. A cord, a strange one, that had adorned ny doll,
Riona. | had renoved it for safekeeping, and the little white stone that went
with it. Where had | put that? In the pocket of a gown, | seenmed to recall.
The russet-colored gown. | had it here, folded in the chest. Yes, there it
was, a strong cord woven of many fibers, so strong it seemed unbreakable, its
ends bound with leather. Before, | had found it difficult to untie. Now,
curiously, the knot unfastened with ease. It seemed this thing which had been
my mother's was not unwilling to bear such a perilous charm | placed the
small white stone away in the chest and strung the bronze triangle inits

pl ace. As | fastened the cord about nmy neck |I found | was whispering, Sony.
I'"'mso sorry. The anulet felt lighter now, as if the cord which bore it were
of far stronger stuff than the one which had frayed and broken under such an
ill burden. Perhaps, even at the darkest tines, ny nother's spirit watched
over nme. | shuddered. Better that

she did not watch; better that she did not know | was ny grandnother's too
once nmore. For it seenmed to ne that fromthis nonment on, ny steps would foll ow
the sorceress's path and ny tale would be her tale.

Chapter N ne

| knew what to do. It was a matter of discipline. Control the will and

concentrate the mind. Focus the energy on the task and | et nothing get in the
way. It should have been thus fromthe noment | clinbed onto Dan Wal ker's cart
and | eft the shores of Kerry. It was what | should have done in the forest of



Sevenwat ers, instead of letting the little girls slip under ny guard and
establish a place in nmy heart, against all sense. It was how | shoul d have
protected nyself, instead of listening to a druid, and heeding the tales of
those that called thenselves O d Ones.

There was a strategy to be followed, and its first step was Eanonn. Eanonn was
not so difficult, I told nyself as | washed and dressed wi th unusual attention
to detail, frowning at my ghost-white face and shadowed eyes in the mirror. At
least | did not care about him 1 thought, as | gave ny hair one hundred hard
brushes, and plaited it up on top of ny head so | would | ook ol der, seventeen
at least. It was just a matter of renenbering what to do, and why | was doing
it. Think of ny grandnother's voice, saying, He'd as likely be nurdered by the
road, for his little pack of cheap goods. Think of that, and do her bidding
with the sure hand of a sorceress.

| ventured out, knowing it was |ate and questions would be asked if | did not
appear for a second day in arow | was tired and cold and covered with
bruises. | did not |Iook as a girl should | ook who had been resting for a whole
day and night. Alittle pallor was one thing; the appearance of conplete
exhaustion quite another. At least | was tidy. And I would not use the
Garmour. If I rmust do this, | would do it as nyself.

I was lucky. The girls were nowhere to be seen, and | found Eanonn al one,
frowni ng over docunents in very small script as he sat in an antechanber where
tall narrow wi ndows caught the cold sunlight of this winter norning. | stood
in the doorway watching, thinking his face seenmed worn and lined in the
unforgiving light, noting his brown hair was touched with gray at the tenples,
rem nding nyself that | nust |earn that people were pieces in a gane, no nore,
no less. | made no sound, but suddenly he was aware of me and sprang to his
feet, alnost as if on guard agai nst an eneny.

"Good nmorning," | said politely. "I"'msorry if | startled you."

"Not at all." He recovered quickly, coming forward to guide ne to a bench by
the small fire. It was deathly cold; the tapestries stirred in the draft.
coul d not suppress a shiver

"Come, sit here," said Eanonn. "You're still not well. Have you eaten?"

| shook ny head, and innmediately a serving woman was summoned and di spat ched,

and bread and cold fow and an ale jug were brought on a tray and set by ny
side. The woman was di sm ssed. The door was cl osed.

"Please," | said, "I have disturbed you at your work. Please go on. Ignore ne.
I will be quiet. O, if you wish, | can take this el sewhere. | did not

i ntend—=

Eamonn gave a grimlittle smle. "Not at all. |'m making sl ow progress wth
this; the task is not to ny liking, and | cannot concentrate today. The
interruption is wel cone. Besides, | was just about to send a woman along to

see how you were. Here, let ne pour this for you."

| waited silently while he did so, thinking of Darragh's fingers warm around
my own, renenbering himfeeding ne Iike a child.

"There," said Eanonn. "I've been concerned, Fainne. W did not have the
pl easure of your conpany yesterday."

"As you see, I'mquite well now. " | sipped the ale and crunbl ed the bread
bet ween ny fingers.

Eanonn was unusual ly hesitant. "I did wonder if your indisposition was a



result of -+ thought perhaps | had offended you, distressed you. My behavi or

was not al together appropriate, | realize that."
| |l ooked up at him
"I't was not so nuch your behavior as—t was what you said. | was—+ was

somewhat upset, it's true. But as you see? | amrecovered now. "
"Then | did offend you. | regret that." He sounded sincere enough. He had

seated hinself on the bench opposite and was scrutinizing me closely. | sipped
the ale. In fact | was quite hungry, for the oaten porridge had not gone far
but a hearty appetite was at odds with the picture | wished to create. | left
the bread.

"We must discuss this," said Eanonn, his tone |less than enthusiastic. "Still

| scarcely know where to begin."

| glanced up at him He | ooked like a man who had gone w t hout sl eep, and
sensed the scrolls strewn on the table were the Ieast of his worries. "You
mentioned conpronise,” | remnded him "I believe that's possible between us.
But we won't speak of it this norning. | amstill weary, and you appear
somewhat distracted. If | mght make a suggestion?" "By all neans."

"Perhaps | might rermain here quietly for a while. No need to speak of what
occurred between us. | have sone needlework with me; | will eat and drink, and
occupy nyself with that, for the light is good in this chanber, and I w sh for
no conpany but yours this norning. You can get on with your work, as if | were
not here. Later, after supper perhaps, we m ght speak of other matters."

For a few monments he stared at me in silence. Then he said, "There was a
fell ow here asking for you yesterday. Rough sort of nman. Rode straight in
demandi ng to see you, and reluctant to take no for an answer." He was
frowning. | exerted the utnost control over ny features, and kept my voice
calm "Really?"

"Fine pony he had with him too good a piece of horseflesh for such riffraff.
Pure white. Fellow said he knew you, fromKerry."

"I't would be one of the traveling folk, | suppose. They brought nme north to
Sevenwaters. "

"Unusual arrangenent," Eanonn said, scow ing.

"Maybe. But safer, in its way, for a girl traveling alone than a nore obvious
escort. Folk let the travelers by unhindered. This man is related to a wonan
in my uncle Sean's household. That is all."

"And what is this fellow to you, Fainne? He was very persistent. Foolishly so.
He seened slow to understand, when |I ordered himoff nmy land. Wat's he to
you?"

And all of a sudden there was a note in his voice, and a look in his eye, that
made ne very unconfortable indeed. | remenbered that this was the man who had
nurtured his jealous resentnment for eighteen years or nmore. This was the man
who had said, A nan who takes what is mine, pays in kind. | did not like that
| ook, but ny grandnother's voice was saying, Yes, oh yes. Play on that.

| attenpted a sweetly dismssive laugh. "H n? Nothing at all. They're good
fol k, but sinple. They've a habit of dropping in, asking after the welfare of
a friend, riding away again. It neans little."

"Friend? Surely a lady would not be classed as friend by such as this, a
tinker's boy, no nore?"

"There's no harmin it,"” | said, offhand. "Besides, | amnot so nuch of a
| ady. You recognize that yourself, do not deny it. A man in your position
could not consider such a girl as a wife, after all. A girl whose parentage

is, at the very least, irregular. A girl brought up in isolation, know ng nore
of books and | earning than the ways of a fine household."

"Fai nne-"



"Ah. | broke my own rules. I'Il tell you what we'll do. You'll sit down and
continue deci phering that very small script. 1'll eat what you have kindly
provided for ne, and get on with my sewing. And we won't talk. Not unti

| ater. Agreed?"

Eamonn gave a wy snile, and retreated to his seat by the table.

"Sonmehow, " he observed, "I feel | amnot being consulted here so nmuch as
instructed. "
"This is not pleasing to you?" | inquired, nmy brows raised in imtation of ny

grandnot her's style.
"I didn't say that."

| finished ny breakfast and applied nmyself to needle and thread. It was just
as well my grandnot her had taught ne how to sew. Perhaps the quality of ny
stitchery mght not have satisfied her, but at least | was able to nmake a

sui tabl e picture of donestic conpetence. And the |ight was good. This man had
spoken of white skin and red hair as if both pleased himwell. | sat exactly
where the winter sun would touch my pale cheeks with its brightness; | knew
its rays would catch the burning flame of ny hair and turn it to a dazzling
hal o. | concentrated on ny work, ny fingers noving industriously. | knew

wi t hout | ooki ng that Eanonn's eyes were fixed nore often on me than on the
docunents before him

Time passed in total silence. Al too soon the sun noved across the sky, and
the best of the light was gone. It was not so long until mdw nter. For a
monent | allowed nyself to think of Darragh, and Aoife carrying himback
westward across the mles to Ceann na Mara. He would return to O Flaherty's,
and settle, and perhaps he would wed O'la and raise a brood of small

dar k- hai red sons and beautiful blue-eyed daughters. Al of themwould swim
like fish and ride as if born in the saddle. He woul d have his sister close
by, when she nmarried Aidan. Their existence would be sinmple and happy and ful
of purpose. He'd live to see his children grow

" Fai nne?"
I flinched as if struck, and wenched nyself back from my dangerous thoughts.
I must not do that again. | nust concentrate.

"MmP?" | queried, finishing ny thread with a neat little knot, and biting the
end of f.

"I —not hing. Forget | spoke."

"You broke the rules,"” | said lightly, folding ny work. "No talking. Still
I"ve finished this task. Perhaps |I should go."

"Don't. It is pleasing to ne to have you sit thus quietly while I work. It
seens strange, yet inits way fitting. | used to—+ used to dreamthat it would
be so, with—+ used to imagine howit would be, if | were a married man. How
different it mght be. There was a picture in my mnd, of riding home to Sidhe

Dubh, and—o, this is not appropriate. | should not speak thus to you."

"Tell me," | said quietly.

He stood up and canme over to stand by ne, staring out the tall, narrow w ndow
at the winter |andscape: bare elnms, a well-dug garden awaiting new pl anti ng.
"You will think ne foolish," he said. "Soft."

"No, | won't, Eamonn. | would not judge you."

He gl anced down at ne, his expression bleak. "Then, you understand, | thought

I would wed and sire sons, as any man does. It was at that time | first
encountered the Painted Man; that spawn of evil who was to becone ny |ifelong

nenesis. | did not know, then, that he would snatch fromne all that | held
dear; that he would seize ny very hope of the future and take it for his own.
Then, | still believed nmy life would be like other men's. And, as | felt the

dar kness of that man's influence begin to enter my spirit, I saw a smal



picture, like the one pure imge that would remain true: nmy wife standing in
t he doorway at Sidhe Dubh, with nmy child in her arms. That was ny reassurance
that things were as they should be."

| sai d nothing.

"Fool i sh thoughts, for an old man," observed Eanobnn bitterly. "That's what you
t hi nk."

"It was Liadan you saw, of course."

"OF course. But he took her. It was his sons she bore. Her sons should have
been mne."

This seemed an extraordinary thing to say, so nuch so | could scarcely franme a
response.

"W said we would not speak of these things until later," | managed. "Wy
woul d you choose to tell ne this?"

Eamonn was avoiding my eye. Still he stared out the wi ndow, watching a man go
down the path with a pitchfork over his shoulder and a pair of dogs at his
heel s.

"I don't know," he said after a little. "I suppose, watching you there across
the roomin the quiet, |I felt a sense of—ef Tightness, of the way nmy life
m ght be if things were different."

| said nothing.

"I did not wish to speak of this; | have told you, despite nyself. It is folly
and weakness. One cannot recapture sonething that never was."

| rose to ny feet. "I'mgoing now," | said quietly. "I nmust see the little
girls, and then | should rest again. The ride to the waterfall caused nme nore
aches and pains than | would have imagi ned."

"That was very thoughtless of nme."
t hought | ess. "

Eanonn frowned, staring at nme. "Very

"Nothing to worry about,"” | said lightly. "After supper, perhaps we m ght play
at brandubh again, and talk further of these things."

"l don't think-"

"Perhaps we mght." My tone was firm "And before then, | want you to consider
one question."

He wait ed.

"The question is," | said carefully, "what is it you need to do before you can
nmove on? What is it you are waiting for before you seize hold of your life,
and ensure your return hone will be greeted with open arms and a warm hearth

and the laughter of children? What ghost is it you need to |lay before you do
t hi s?"
"You cannot —

"Ah," | said. "I already have. | have asked the question, and | want the
answer . "

"I will not speak further of these things. They are best |eft untouched."

"I don't think so," I said. "You have lived but half a life. If you throw away

the rest, then your enemny has indeed conquered you. Now |'mgoing. WIIl you do



somet hing for me?"
He inclined his head courteously, but his jaw was tight.

"Put your hands behind your back,"” | said. "And shut your eyes, until | say."
Startled into conpliance, he did as | asked. | placed ny palns on either side
of his face, and felt tension grip his body.

"Eyes shut," | said sternly. Then | forced nmyself to kiss him a kiss which
began as the sweet touching of |ips one nmight expect froman innocent young
girl such as myself. But G andnother had taught nme many things. | knew how to

make this kiss change, with a slight parting of the lips, and a little
flicking of the tongue, into sonething nore, sonething which would nmake a
man's bl ood race and his breathing quicken as Eanonn's did now | waited for
t he nonent when he could no | onger manage to hold his hands behind his back
and at that nonment | withdrew nmy |ips and stepped away.

"Fainne!" he breathed, staring at ne. "\Wat are you trying to do to ne?"

"Nothing," | replied in round-eyed surprise. "I wi shed only to show you that
I, too, believe conpronise is possible. By the way, if in future you have
difficulty with your reading, | would be able to help you. I'"'mwell practiced

at it, and nmy eyes are younger."

| turned my back and left the room and Eanonn said not a word.

It wasn't easy. | despised nyself for what | was doing. | shuddered to imagi ne
what Darragh would think if he could see me. My father had always let ne find
nmy own path and nmake nmy own nis-

t akes, but this would have shocked himdeeply. Still, I found the strength
within me to go on. There was a little inmage of ny father, coughing bl ood.
There was anot her, Darragh and Aoife noving on into the west, and away from
danger. And what about the little girls, each one of themdifferent, each one
in her own way precious? They had given nme their trust w thout question; I
could not expose themto ny grandnother's destructive anger. | need only think
of that, and it was not, after all, so very difficult to go on

| spent a little tine with the girls. They were unusually subdued; Eilis
showed me her sewing, the twins sprawled on the rug before ny fire, and Sibea

sat by the window as still and silent as if she were a girl carven of pale

st one.

"Very good, Eilis," |I said. "Your nother would be proud of you. I'msorry I
could not help with this yesterday. |'ve been ill."

"I helped her," said Deirdre with a touch of smugness. "You were shut in here

all day. You didn't even answer the door. Wat's wong with you?"

"A very bad headache. |'m better now "
"You don't | ook better," observed C odagh. "Your face is white, and you' ve got
bags under your eyes. W thought maybe you'd had a fight with Uncle Eanmonn."

"Uncle Eanonn's in a really bad nood," said Deirdre

| did not reply. Better that | spend less time with themfrom now on. Better
that | step away as quickly as | could, even if it hurt them To stay close
was to put themin danger. Besides, they were getting altogether too clever at
puzzling things out.

"You mssed him" said Codagh into the silence. "Darragh. He was here, and
you mssed him"

"So | heard," | said tightly.

"W never thought they were real." Deirdre lay on the floor, head propped on
one hand, looking up at me where | sat by Eilis on the bed. "H mand the white



pony. Not really real: just a boy and a pony in a tale, having adventures. But
they were. He let us pat Aoife."

"He said he'd been to Sevenwaters, and then he had to | eave again. He saw
Maeve, did you know that? He said she was getting better." C odagh was hol di ng
atwiginto the fire, letting it catch. "Can we go hone, Fai nne?"

Suddenly it was very quiet in the room Al four of themwere |ooking at ne

intently.

"Soon," | said. "Very soon. | have to talk to your uncle Eanonn again first.

['"1'l ask himwhat he thinks, if you like."

Ol odagh gl anced at Deirdre, and an unspoken nessage passed between them

"He'll say no," said Clodagh. "He'll want you to stay at d encarnagh. And you

could hardly stay w thout us. You should have seen hi myesterday, when Darragh

was here. He was furious."

"Darragh was nice," observed Eilis. "He let ne give the pony a carrot."

"Don't you mind?" C odagh asked me. "That you missed hinP"

| drew a deep breath. "It was a shane," | said as firmy as | could. "But I

wasn't well enough to see anyone, not even an old friend. Your uncle Eanonn

did the right thing."

| could feel Sibeal watching me, even though she was behind ne. But she kept

qui et .

"I'f you say so," said Clodagh in a tone of conplete disbelief.

When they had gone | tried to rest, but could not. It came to me, that day,

that the fair visions | had seen while | lay by a little fire, with Darragh's

armaround nme and the warmh of his body against my own, were the | ast good

dreans that would ever visit me. Now, as soon as | dropped into a hal f-doze,

i mges crowded ny mnd: ny nother stepping froma |edge and falling, falling

with her bright hair whi pped by the wind, and the rocks bel ow reaching up in

anticipation of one final, ungiving enbrace; mny father, chal k-pale, retching

bl ood; Darragh lying by the road with a knife in his back and Aoife nudgi ng

himgently, her faithful eyes bew | dered when he failed to wake. And | ater

nore pictures which seemed to me to tell of things that were to conme, or that

m ght cone. A girl sobbing and sobbing, eyes screwed shut, tears floodi ng down

her cheeks, nose running, nouth stretched in a rictus of anguish, her dark red

curls and nil k-pale skin revealing her as nyself, as if | had not known

already. | had seen this before. Wrds cane with the picture: You will not

know how rmuch you have to lose, until it is already gone. And then, a sudden

darkening, as if the whole world had gone awy, and day turned to night by the

force of this grief. Men nuttering and crying out in fear. And a great wave, a

wal I of water from nowhere, a surge so high one | ooked up and recogni zed

death, even as one snatched a | ast shuddering breath. | will sweep you bare
bare . . . | will take all... all..

| noticed, at supper, that Eamonn had changed his clothes and that his hair,

like ny own, bore signs of careful brushing. | observed the serious dark brown
eyes, the square, unconpronising features, the way one | ock of hair kept
falling across his brow | thought that once, a long tine ago, he nust have

been a fine-1ooking young nman, one whoma girl mght well have thought highly
suitable for a husband. When one considered his wealth and the position of
power he held, it was hard to i magine my aunt Liadan rejecting himfor another
man, especially one as unappealing as her strange husband sounded. It did not
seemto nmake sense. | considered what kind of woman she was, to treat a
faithful suitor so cruelly that his whol e existence had been blighted by it.
Then | told nyself, again, that | must renenber nmen and women were just pieces
in the game, to be mani pulated to advantage. It was not appropriate for ne to
feel sympathy for the solem, pale, m ddle-aged man seated silent across the
table fromne, eating little, drinking steadily. It was not appropriate for ne
to feel anything at all. Good girl, said ny grandnother's voice.



We finished our nmeal. The platters were cleared away and wi ne brought. Eanonn
instructed the serving man that we were on no account whatever to be

di sturbed. There were two carven chairs by the fire, with a small table

bet ween. The box with the brandubh pieces, the el aborately patterned board
stood there ready.

"You wi sh to play?" queried Eamonn as he settled hinself opposite ne.

Not this gane, | thought. "Maybe not tonight. |I don't think 1'd be able to
concentrate very well. Wn't your folk junp to certain conclusion, if the door
is closed and they are told to keep away? \Whatever good reputation | nmay have
had will be gone forever."

Eamonn regarded ne levelly. "As you see, | did not bolt the door, nor will I.
You are under no threat fromme, Fainne. | amnot a seducer, whatever opinion
you may have fornmed."

"My nenory of your behavior the other day does not quite support what you
say."

"I have apol ogi zed for that, and do again. | don't know what cane over ne.

| raised nmy brows. "I could hazard a guess."

"You have not made it particularly easy for ne. This norning, you—+ amat a

| oss to understand what it is you want fromne." He poured wine into ny
goblet, refilled his own. The wine was very strong, with a mellow flavor that

spoke of sun-drenched hillsides and neadow flowers. | sipped cautiously,
conscious | nust keep all ny wits about ne.
"First things first,” | said. "Have you an answer to ny question? For it seemns

tone, if the two of us are to nobve on in any way whatever, the past mnust be
dealt with. And | can help you with that. Believe it."
"I cannot see how, Fainne." Eanonn stared into his wine cup as if it mght

hold the answer to sone puzzle. "Wth all the good will in the world, you are,
after all, very young and quite inexperienced. You could scarcely conprehend
what |ies between nme and—

"And Li adan?"

"Her, and others. You said it yourself. That you had been brought up in
i solation, away fromthe halls of nen. You could not conceive of the evil
t hi ngs that have taken place. You are an innocent. How could you help ne?"

"I see." | rose to ny feet. "Then there's no point at all in this, is there?
may as well return to Sevenwaters. The girls have been aski ng when we can go
hone. 1'Il tell themwe can |leave in the norning."

"No." Eamonn was up in an instant, and | felt hand close around my arm "No.
That was not what | neant. Please, sit down, Fainne."

"Difficult, isn't it?" | asked quietly when | was seated again, and he had
undanped his fingers fromwhere they gripped ne, and returned to his place.
"You don't understand what | want, and | have no idea what you want. |'m not
sure you know that yourself. Wiy don't you start by answering the question
gave you?"

Eamonn did not reply. His jaw was tight, as if he clenched his teeth hard to
keep words back

"You dismss nmy question?" | queried. "You think it—what is that word you
favor —+nappropri at e?"

Hs lips stretched in a smle conpletely without mirth. "It was appropriate
enough. | suspect you could give me the answer."

"Maybe. But | want you to give it."
Anot her sil ence.

"I have never spoken of these things," he said after a while, his tone nuted,
al nost apologetic. "Not in all these years. Wy should | do so now? Besides, |



am bound by a promise. | cannot tell you the full truth, and will not."
| said nothing, but waited.

"What you said, one thing you said, has been in nmy mnd all day. That if | did
not act now to change the path of ny life, he would i ndeed have conquered ne.
If you want me to name the ghost | nust lay, it is that one. The Painted Man
He killed nmy men, he stole ny woman, he robbed nme of nmy sons. He took ny
future for hinself. | cannot contenplate another life until | place ny two
hands on that man's neck and squeeze the last breath fromhim | want to see
himsuffer and die. Is this what you wanted to hear? Is it?"

"Tell me." My voice was not quite steady, but | kept control. "Doesn't it
trouble you that the woman you once | oved would then | ose her husband, and
face a future of grief and |oneliness? For you still care about her, do not
deny it."

"Love? You use that word again. The word is neani ngl ess, Fainne. You'll grow

to realize that. Liadan condemmed me to a life of enptiness. Does she deserve
any better? Besides, Inis Eala is bristling with men. Feral creatures |ike
him every one. She could take her pick. Her bed will not stay cold | ong when
he is gone."

"That's a little harsh."”
"You think so? After what she did?"

"Tell me. Is there not the tiniest hope, sonmewhere beneath your lust for
vengeance, that once this man is gone, Liadan will have a change of heart and
cone back to you?" | was watching himclosely, timng my words to his nood.
"I's this why you have remmined so | ong unwed? Did you not say, once, these
halls are kept bright for her?"

"Huh!" 1t was an explosion of scorn. "I'mnot a conplete fool. Nor am|
entirely without pride. She debased and sullied herself by letting that nman
take her. She is no longer a fit partner for a man of quality. That was her
choice. I would not offer her another chance, not if she begged ne."

"Besi des, she is no |onger of an age to bear your sons with any safety.”
Earmonn | ooked at nme, and | willed nyself to gaze steadily back.

"So," | said. "You nmust kill this fellow, the Painted Man. Then you can
forget, and have your life back. If this is all, why did you not take the
initiative years ago? Wiy waste so much tine? You have the resources, surely?
| understand the man is some kind of outcast, rejected by all respectable
folk, for all he holds an estate across the water. And he's a Briton. An
eneny. It should be sinple. Wiy wait so | ong?"

"You think | have not tried?" Eamonn's voice grew harsh, and he got up and
began to pace across the room to and fro, to and fro. "The fellow s slippery
as an eel, and not to be cornered; devious and quite devoid of scruples. Wth
his marriage he put on a thin coat of respectability. In tine he acquired
Harrowfield as well as his bizarre establishment in the north. So now he has
powerful allies as well as enem es. You say | have resources. They are nothing
to his. He is ingenious, a trickster who will turn anything and anyone to his
own advantage. He knows how to slip through the finest net, how to outpace the
swi ftest hound. My pursuit of himhas been relentless, Fainne, through the
years. | have never even cone close. That's the man he is."

"A clever one."

"Clever? Rat-cunning, that's all. Sewer scum"”



"This man is Sean's ally, and the father of his heir. That must be a little
difficult. Wwuldn't it jeopardize ny uncle's venture against the Britons if
the Painted Man were killed? Miirrin told me each of the partners in the
alliance has a vital role to play if Sean's great endeavor is to succeed."
"That's as may be," he said, scowing. "My quest to destroy this man is not
Sean's concern. "

"Still, the warriors of Inis Eala will fight alongside your own forces in the
battle for the Islands. WII not the Painted Man be your own ally then?"

"That man is evil," he said coldly. "He cannot be viewed as an ally, not under
any circunstances. He was marked for death at ny hands | ong ago."

"What are you telling me?" | asked him "Is your thirst for vengeance stronger
than your desire to see the Islands preserved for U ster? How can that be?"
Eamonn nuttered sonething, still pacing.

"What ?"

"I can't discuss this further. |I told you, I am bound by a prom se."

"A prom se to whon®?"
"To her. Don't ask nme, Fainne. This is sonething that cannot be told."

"Very well. | understand what nust be done. It seens to nme you need inside
i nformation. A spy, maybe."

"Nobody spies at Harrowfield. Nobody gets in and out w thout that man's nod.
And he al ways knows. |I've tried. As for Inis Eala, it's inpregnable. Not one
of my men got as far as the settlenent on the |landward side, |et al one over
the water. The Painted Man has a network of intelligence to rival that of
Nort hwoods hinself. He travels often between U ster and Britain, and far
beyond, but he does so in secret. Nobody tracks him Folk used to say he and
his nen were sonme sort of Otherworld creatures, outside the |aws of hunmanki nd.
Sonetimes | find nyself half believing it, fool that I am"

"Right," | said. "No spies. Not hunman ones, anyway."

"What other kind can there be?"

"Ah. 1'll cone to that later. But believe that | can help you. Mre w ne?"

| refilled his goblet; added a drop or two to ny own. Eanmobnn was gazing at ne
in disbelief.

"You, hel p? Forgive ne, Fainne, but | cannot see how "
"No, you wouldn't. I'Il explain in time. First, | have another question."

"I hope it's not as difficult as the last. It seens to ne this is sonewhat
nor e taxing than brandubh.™

"I want you to tell ne honestly why you think nme unsuitable as a w fe. Mke
your words plain."

He opened his nouth and shut it again.

"You think this question inappropriate,” | said coolly. "That much is
obvi ous. "

"Your education has certainly been somewhat |acking," he said, tight-Iipped.
"This is not a question a young wonan asks a nman."

"I have asked it, and | want your honest answer. And if you want to consi der



what is inappropriate, perhaps it is not so appropriate for a man in your
position to take his kinsman's niece out riding alone, and put his tongue in
her mouth and his fingers—

"Stop it, Fainne! You sound al nost—oarse."

"I knew not hing of such matters until you taught nme," | said denurely, hating
the I ook of distaste in his eye.
"I made an error. | have already said |'msorry. You are a |lovely young wonan,

and you have a manner about you that catches the eye, and the inmagination, and
makes a man itch to take you in his arms and do those things of which you so
bluntly remind nme. It is natural for a man to feel thus, Fainne. Even an

i nnocent convent girl must understand that."

| nodded, eyes downcast. "And for a woman to feel the sane. That is what
brings two people together, a stirring of the blood, a longing to be close. |
understand. But | have told you, I will not give nmyself to a man outside
marriage. And you have made it plain enough it is not your intention to wed.
Yet you brought me here; and you do not seem eager to see ne go."

Now he was | ooking into the fire, reluctant to neet nmy eyes. "Indeed no. As |
told you, I find you pleasing as a conpanion, quickw tted, clever, conpetent.
Good with children; patient and sweet-tenpered. And full of surprises. I'm
comng to realize | do not dislike surprises as much as | thought. | cannot

deny that | hoped you m ght—+that you nmight let ne teach you the arts of the
bedchanber, Fainne. This has been in ny nmind, disturbingly so, since first |

saw you with your cousins at Sevenwaters, so out of place in that house, like
an exotic bloomset among wil dfl owers. But marriage? | could not consider it."
My heart was cold with fury. | breathed slowy and carefully. Feelings were

irrelevant. Feelings only got in the way, and stopped you from doi ng what had
to be done.

"So you thought | night stay as sone sort of—unofficial wife, was that it? To
war m your bed, and sit demurely by you as you worked, and be whi sked out of

si ght whenever fol k of consequence cane to visit?"

"No, Fainne." He sounded quite wetched, but this tine | could not sunmon a

shred of synpathy. "I had no such thoughts. | behaved foolishly, from
self-interest, and wi thout thinking things out. A |lapse of judgnent which
will not make again. It was as if you were a bright flame, which | wanted at

nmy hearth to warmne."
"Poetic. But you would not take nme as a wife. Wiy not?"

"I had not thought to wed at all. It seenmed too | ate. Besides,

when a man in ny position takes a wife, she must be a woman of proven

pedigree. Don't imagine it did not occur to me, when first | net you. | nade
inquiries. | asked nmy sister, and | asked Sean. | asked the druid. Al of them

were remarkably evasive about the identity of your father. That was sufficient
to alert ne to an irregularity. A man does not put his prize stallion to sone
wild mare, Fainne. The progeny woul d be tainted, not worth raising."

| swallowed my humliation with great difficulty. | wanted badly to hit him
Instead, | allowed nyself to blush faintly, and took a sip of ny w ne.

"I see. You understand, a good narriage could make a great difference to nme. |

amnot without skills and talents; indeed, | have some you could scarcely
guess at, Eanonn. But in ny uncle Sean's house | amno nore than a poor
relation. Wthout a good match, and a worthy nan to guide ne, | face a future

of obscurity. Servitude, alnost."

Eamonn scow ed. "I would offer you a place here. You would be well cared for.
Everything you wi shed: fine clothes, adornnments, the run of my house and ny
estate, my company when | amhere. | could provide a life of quality for you,

Fai nne. You need not return to be a drudge in ny sister's househol d. And-and
would initiate you gently into those pleasures you spoke of. | think you m ght



not be averse to that."

"But you would not place your ring on ny finger, or give me your nanme, or have
me bear your sons. Rather than endure that shame, you woul d have no sons at
all. Inall things, | would be a poor substitute for her, would I not?" M

voi ce shook, despite ny best efforts.

"Ch, Fainne. |'ve done this badly, and |I've distressed you. Marriage is out of
the question, ny dear. It would be frowned upon by everyone. Such a match
woul d be viewed as foolish and wasteful, an indication that my grasp was
slipping. 1'd become a | aughingstock."

"I'f you do not wed, you have no legitimte sons. \When you die, carrion descend
on your estates and tear themapart. Is that what you want? Have you | ost the
will to fight for what is your own, to preserve a birthright for your
chil dren? You di sappoint me. You have let your eneny win, after all."

There was sil ence agai n.

"Tell me then," said Eanonn, putting his goblet down heavily on the table and
taking both ny hands in his. "Tell me who you really are, and why you cane

here. For one thing is certain, | will not wed a wonan who has no father."

My strategy was fraught with risk, and this was the trickiest part. A nman with
such a strong sense of propriety would recoil fromthe truth. | must tell him
and | rmust keep his interest |ong enough so he woul d hear what canme after
"Very well," | said with a hesitancy that was quite natural, "I will tell you
the truth. You won't like it. I'lIl have to extract a prom se from you,

think. That you will let ne finish. Gve ne your word."

"OfF course," said Eanonn, and his thunb nmoved slightly against ny wist, as if
in the back of his mnd the pleasures of the flesh still held himin their

grasp, despite his better judgrment. If it were so, that gave nme an advant age,
and | rmust use it though it sickened ne.

"Very well," | said again. "This is difficult for ne, you understand? It is
like admtting | amsonmehow flawed. | am not what you have believed ne,
Eamonn. | never told you | was raised in a priory, by Christian sisters. | |et
you believe what you chose, that was all. | grew up with ny father in Kerry,
just the two of us alone. My father taught nme all | know. He was once a druid,
but is no nore, since he met ny nother and took her away. Hi s nane

was—s—€Ci aran, and he is half-brother to Conor of Sevenwaters."

There was a very long silence. Eanonn kept hold of my hands, but now his own
were still as if frozen in tine.

"What ?" he said so quietly |I could barely hear. There was deep shock in his

eyes.
"My father is the child of Colum of Sevenwaters by his second wi fe. She took
hi m away when he was very small; but his father brought himhonme to the

forest, and they raised himas a druid. He is a good man, a w se and honorabl e
man. He has been ny only famly, ny guide and nmentor, all these years."

"But —but that means—do you understand what it means, Fainne?" Now he rel eased
ny hands.

"Ch, yes. It means the union between ny nmother and mny father was forbidden
They were too close in blood, for her nother was his half-sister. But they did
not know that when they fell in |ove. Nobody told ny father whose son he was,
until it was too late."

"But —but your nother, N anmh, she was wed. She was wed to one of the U Neill,
and she was abducted fromny own fortress at Sidhe Dubh. She was taken away
by—by—-the Dagda gui de nme! You cannot tell me that Liadan knew of this

i ncestuous passion, and hel ped her sister flee to the arns of her |over? That
Li adan aided this, with the assistance of +this is abhorrent beyond belief!

That such a thing mght occur in ny owm honme, with my own sister present! Did
Sean know of this?"



"He knew of their love for one another. That was why ny nother was given to
anot her man, and sent away to Tirconnell. She was very unhappy. Her husband
was cruel to her."”

"He puni shed N amh, perhaps, on finding she had conmitted an act of base
depravity. It seens her judgnent was as flawed as her sister's."

| bit back ny rage.

"Now you know who | am Eanonn. This is the truth. You can understand,
per haps, why ny kinsfolk were evasive in their answers."

He seened to have no nore to say, but stood glaring into the fire, arms
fol ded. | though naybe he was considering what a |ucky escape he had had;
t hanki ng the gods that he had not, after all, taken ne to bed.

"Enough of that," | said with a lightness quite at odds with my heavy heart.
"W have other matters to discuss: your eneny; your vengeance. For it seems to
me that is forenost in your mind; so powerful it outweighs your loyalty to
your allies and ki nsnen."

"It doesn't matter," Eanonn said dism ssively. "This is over between us.
Return to Sevenwaters if you wi sh, and take the children. Let all be as
before. | have no future, Fainne. If | choose to spend ny life pursuing a
phantom what concern is it of yours?"

"None, perhaps," | said quietly. "But | hate to see a good man go to waste.
Besides, | said | could help you. | spoke the truth, and I will show you how.
It was necessary, first, for me to explain about nmy father. He was raised as a
druid. After he left the wise ones, he delved further into the real m of
sorcery. \Wen ny nother died, he becanme ny sol e conpani on; and he taught ne a
great many things, as a master teaches an apprentice. This was what | neant
when | spoke of skills."

"This is no longer of interest to ne."

"You promi sed to hear me out."

Eamonn stood there stony-faced. | poured a goblet of wine and put it in his
hand, and he drained it. | doubt he was even aware of what he did.

"I'magi ne a set of scales,” | said evenly. "On one side hangs your chance to
finish the Painted Man, once and for all. The certainty of vengeance, a

know edge that you hold his life between your fingers. On the other is a young
worran; one who, on your own adnission, makes your heart beat and your body
stir. One who saves herself for you; saves herself fresh and untouched for
your weddi ng night. Maybe she is not the one you love; but she will give you
what Liadan never gave. She will give you her youth and bear you fine sons and
| ovel y daughters, she will never so nmuch as gl ance at another man, she will
keep your house bright and your hearth warm and wel come you with open arns
when you return. You will never be bored by her; she will always surprise you
anew. There's only one problem Her pedigree is sonewhat flawed. You tel
yourself you will not have her. You cast her aside. And so you | ose both. The
scal es unbal ance; you | ose your future, and at the same time you throw away

t he chance to destroy your old foe and w pe out the injustices of the past.

For to have one, you nust take both."

"You speak like a druid. | don't understand you." His curiosity was awakened,
despite hinmself. | had chosen ny words with care.

"To defeat this eneny, you need inside information. You need intelligence of
where his weakness lies; information on his novenents, identifying perhaps a
time when he will be al one and unguarded, and at his nost vul nerable. The two



of you fight side by side next sumer. There will be opportunities for you."
" But - "

"Yes, there's a problem On one hand, an estate in distant Northunbria, in
eneny territory, and well guarded. One could scarcely attenpt that. On the
other, an island fortress, renpte and secret, with a network of protection so
conplete it seens alnost Qtherworldly in its construction. This man can be
found there fromtine to tine. But how can one penetrate such defenses? Not by
sending in some warrior trained in the art of spying. This man will always
have anot her, better than your own. No, you need sonething nore. You need a
spy who can go quite undetected, who will blend with the surroundings as if
she is not there at all. A spy who can travel unseen to the npst secret
council, the nmost covert neeting. One who night even uncover the confidences
of the bedchanmber, if you wi shed to know them This |I can provide for you."

Now he was staring at ne, both shocked and bermused. H s cheeks were flushed;
maybe it was the wine, but | thought | detected a new excitenent there.

"My father taught nme sone skills that are a little—dnusual ," | said softly. "
will dermonstrate for you. Call in your serving man; ask himto bring food,
perhaps, or logs for the fire."

W thout further question, Eanonn did as | instructed. The man cane in and
stood before us, a square-framed, youngish felloww th a hard sort of face and
little eyes. My heart was thunping even as | sumoned the craft, for | could
see the inmage of that woman using her knife to slit open a fish that was her
own daughter. | must make no errors this time. As Eanonn gave his servant

qui et instructions, | spoke a spell under ny breath, suppressing the
tenptati on to change Eanmonn hinself into another formwhile | was at it, naybe
a stoat. And as | spoke, the man's formbegan to alter, his nose to | engthen
his skin to grow darkly hairy, his formto shrink before Eanpbnn's fasci nated,
horrified gaze, and there in front of us was a fine black hound, panting a
little, tongue hanging out, ears pricked up, tail waggi ng hopefully:

"Good boy," | said. "Sit."

Eamonn set his wine cup very carefully down on the table.

"Can | believe what | see?" he breathed. "Is not this some trick of the light,
that will vanish the instant we nove? How did you do this?"
"Here," | said. "He's real. Touch him Then |I'd better change hi m back, and

send himon his way."
G ngerly Eanonn stretched out his hand, and the hound licked his fingers.

"The Dagda save me!" whi spered Eanmonn. "Wat are you, a practitioner of the
black arts? |'ve been a fool to listen to you. It was your grandnother who
seduced and bewi tched Lord Colum and in doing so destroyed him This is

perilous, Fainne. You frighten nme. And yet— He broke off.
| touched the dog's head and murnmured a word, and in a trice the

serving man was back before us, blinking in confusion. A wave of relief ran
through me; it had worked, | had done it safely this tine.

"Fetch nore wine," | told the man kindly enough. "And some wheaten bread, if
there is any. Lord Eanonn is hungry." \Wen the man was gone, | said, "I'mno
evil witch. My father is a sorcerer. He taught ne. But we are not

necromancers. We use our craft with wi sdom and caution. Can you see how this
m ght be enpl oyed to achi eve the goal which has thus far eluded you?"

"You'd better tell me, | think. Cone, we should sit, and perhaps wait until he



cones and goes again. WIIl he renenber nothing?"

"It depends. It depends on how the spell is cast. This man will think he had a
slight dizziness, a nonentary confusion, no nore. Had | left himin his
altered formfor longer, it mght have been different."

"You woul d—you would send a man, in the formof a creature, to gather

i nformati on? He could do so, and bring it back to you?" He was eager now, his
mnd sifting possibilities.

"No, Eanonn. 1'll explain it to you. And you will see why the imge of the
scales is apt. Ah, here is your man with our wine. Thank you." | smiled as the
fellow set down a tray with a fresh wine jug and a snall |oaf of soft bread

"That's all for tonight." Eanonn could not help staring, as if he expected the
man to devel op pointed ears or a wagging tail at any nonment. "You can go to
bed. The others too. Shut the door when you go out, and rem nd the househol d
not to disturb us."

"Yes, my lord."

The man retreated, and Eanonn stooped to put another log on the fire. The room
was dar k enough, save for the flickering glow fromthe hearth, and the candl es
set here and there. Qutside, the wi nd keened through the winter trees. Here
before the fire there was a feeling of conspiracy, of secrets shared under
cover of darkness. | took a nouthful of the wine, then set nmy cup down. Not
too much. So far, this had gone nmy way. | could not afford to grow reckl ess.
"I'"ll explain it to you, Eanonn. | cannot turn a man to a dog, or a fly, or a
bird, and send himto spy for you. In his creature form he will not renmenber
your instructions, and he cannot conprehend human speech. | coul d change you;

I could nake you a toad or a weasel. But you are the same kind as your

servant; you, too, would

| ose your human consciousness until | brought you back. So, you see, that
woul d be pointless."

"How, then, can this be done?"

"An ordinary man or worman cannot change thus, and retain the know edge of both
forms, man and beast. To do so is the preserve of a seer. O of a sorcerer."

"You mean-?"

"I mean that if you want this done, you must trust me to do it for you. For
can change, to oW or salnmon or deer, and | can go into ny uncle's house, or

to the secret halls of Inis Eala, and listen. | can return and bring you the
key to this man's destruction. | have the skills, and will do it."
"You really nean this," said Eanonn slowy. "It is true, and not some young

girl's wild fantasy."

"My grandnother turned six young men to swans, and cane cl ose to destroying

t he house of Sevenwaters," | said grimy. "Do not believe that | amincapable
of such a deed. It is your own resolve that m ght be questioned. For if this
goes ahead, ny uncle Sean's canpaign is doomed. Aunt Aisling is your sister
after all. Wuld you see Sevenwaters fail, and the Britons keep the Islands?"

Eamonn gave a bitter snile. "W have the child of the prophecy, don't we?
Perhaps it may not fail."

"The son of the very man you seek to destroy? |Is not he just such a wetch as
his father, the man you think [ ess than human?"

"Qddly enough, the boy is a sound | eader, nmuch admired anmong the alliance. He
is strong, skillful, wise beyond his years. | find it unthinkable that that
man's son will one day be naster of Sevenwaters, that much is true. But a son
does not choose his father."



"I see." He had surprised ne. Such was his hatred, | had assuned it would
spill over onto everyone connected with the Painted Man. | wondered, again,
just what sort of man this Johnny was, that they all had such faith in him
"You think, then, that if his father dies, he will lead the allies into
battl e?"

Eamonn scowl ed. "In any event, he will |ead. The prophecy makes that clear. As
to his father's role, that has been kept fromne. Alies we nay be, but Sean
gives out only as much as suits him and that riles ne. | cannot judge whet her
the loss of the Painted Man will affect the canpaign or not. Nor do | care,
for I nust confess to you the one far outweighs the other in ny mnd. | want
you to show me, Fainne. Show me you can do as you say." Now his voice was
shaki ng with eagerness. "Show me you can change."

"Ah, no. | will not do that."

"Why not ?"

"Because it's fraught with danger, Eamonn. It depletes the craft; afterward,
one is drained and exhausted. Such high powers are not to be used lightly, as
a nere denonstration. Believe nme, | can do it, and when the time cones |
will."

"I can scarce conprehend this," he nmuttered, and I could see his mnd was
turning over the tantalizing possibilities | had held out before him "Wth
this, I can have himbefore the summer is over. | can know his very thoughts,
be privy to his darkest secrets. Wth this, surely nmy quest cannot fail, and
the man rmust perish at my own hand. Are you sure, Fainne? Are you certain you
can do this for me?"

"Ch, yes," | said calmy. "There's no doubt that |I can. But there's a price,
Eamonn. You are not the only one with a vision and a goal ."

"What price?" | could hear the excitement in his voice; at that monent | could
have asked for al nost anyt hi ng.

"I told you before," | said. "The scales, the bal ance. You accept one side,
you accept the other. If we are to be partners in this, then we are partners
inall things. | performyour will, | gather the intelligence you seek.

share your hearth and your bed. You will find that there, too, | can work
magi c. | bear your children and you give nme your nane. | need that security. |
need respectability, a home, a place where | can belong. Wthout that, | wll

not doit. For if you kill this ally, and ny uncle's canmpaign is lost, nmy only
future lies with you."
There was a deathly silence, interrupted only by the small crackings and

poppi ngs of the fire and, outside, the hooting of an owm. | waited for himto
tell me that he would not wed a woman with tainted bl ood, despite all. If he
said that, | might not be able to retain control; to remain calm Mgica

powers do not arm one agai nst that kind of hurt.

"Fai nne?" he said quietly. He was | ooking into the flames, and | could not see
hi s expression.

"Yes?" Curse it, ny voice had gone wobbly, as if | were about to weep. | had
been foolish to have so nuch wine. Control was everything.

"Cone here. Cone closer."
| got up and noved to kneel before him so that the firelight would shine on
my hair and warmny pale skin to a rosy glow. | |ooked into his eyes,

schooling my expression to an innocent hope, fresh, guileless.

"You swear that you are telling the truth? That you can do this and succeed?"

"I swear it, Eanonn." | toyed with the idea of casting just one nore spell;
i ke an opposite of the charm| had used on himin an awkward nmonent, up by
the waterfall. But | saw the expression in his eyes and knew | needed no such

aids. There was desire in his |look, but it was nore than that. It was the | ook



of a man so eaten up by hatred that he would stop at nothing to get what he
wanted; a look that told me, while his bodily lusts mght need attending to
fromtime to time, the only thing that really excited himwas the thought of
hi s eneny's neck under his hands, and the sound of the |ast breath being
slowy squeezed from his body.

"Touch ne, Fainne," he whispered, and | heard the same excitenent in his
voi ce, edgy, dangerous. "Let ne taste your lips; let me taste ny vengeance
there."”

There was a very strong wish in me to spit in his face, for it seened to ne
the man did not see ne as a real woman at all, but nerely sone tool to be used
toward his own dark purpose. Anger and sel f-disgust rose in ne; | suppressed
both. Control, said Gandnother's voice. Don't lose it now, at the end,. Do as
he bids you. You said you would be a good, wife, didn't you? Show hi m how
good. Make hi mwant you

"You did say—= | rmurnmured.
"Just a kiss, just one," Eanonn said softly, and he took me into his arns and
pressed his |lips against my neck, and my cheek, and because there was no
choice, | let himkiss ne on the lips. That was the hardest nmoment of all
pretending to himthat | was willing, winding my arns around hi s neck, opening
my mouth so that he could probe deeper with his tongue, feeling his hands on
nmy body and knowing all the time that there was no honesty at all about it. |
was filled with a cold distaste even as | gasped with sinulated pleasure and
nmoved my body against his own. As for Eanonn, he wanted ne, | could feel that,
but | did not fool myself that nmy charms had anything at all to do with it. He
had proved, tonight, that it was the thought of vengeance that brought him

alive. Interesting, | thought as his hand began to nove against nmy leg, to
thi nk what mght cone later. | could not imagine nyself as this man's wife. If
it ever cane to that, | had the tools to punish himfor his arrogance. But it
woul d never happen. Whatever occurred, there was no future for me after the
sumer. | had asked for marriage only to nake ny offer of magical help nore
convincing, for it was hardly plausible that | would nmake such a gesture out
of the goodness of ny heart. Perhaps, also, | had done it to sal vage sone

sense of pride. Hi s hands were wandering somewhat further than they m ght.
Maybe he had mi sunderstood ny meani ng.

"Eanmonn ..." | gasped. "You prom sed . "

"Just once," he nmuttered. "Just once, Fainne. You'll enjoy it, I'll nmake sure
of that. Just tonight. Then I'Il wait. . . don't say no to ne . "

He was quite strong; strong enough to deny ne any chance of escape wi thout
using the craft, and | could hardly try that trick again. I did not wish to
annoy him for after all he had not yet said yes, not in so many words.
Besides, | could not speak the words of a spell while he had his tongue in ny

nmout h, and he seenmed in no particular hurry to renmove it.

| heard the small sound before he did. It was no nore than a creak, a rustle,
as the door was opened and soneone cane to a sudden halt on the threshol d.
Eamonn withdrew his lips fromm ne and his hands from ny body. He drew breath,
ready to reprimand what ever serving man had dared to intrude where he had no
busi ness. He | ooked toward the doorway. There was a stunned sil ence.

"I"ve come to take ny daughters hone." The voice was ny uncle Sean's, and
chilly as a dawn frost at Samhain. "And not a nonment too soon, it appears.”

| turned around slowy, feeling a hot blush rise to my cheeks, despite ny
efforts at control. My uncle was dressed in riding clothes, and the look in
his eyes was as wintry as his voice.

Behi nd me Eanonn t ook another careful breath, and | felt his hands as they
settled on ny shoulders in a gesture which, it seened to ne, indicated
owner shi p.

"Sean. You surprised us," he said with comendabl e snpot hness. "Fai nne has



done me the honor of agreeing to becone ny wife."

If | had read shock and distaste on Sean's face before, it was nothing to the
way he | ooked now. He took two very deliberate steps into the room w thout
speaki ng, and the set of his nmouth was very grimindeed. And then | w nced
with pain as Eanonn's grip tightened convul sively on nmy shoulders, and his
body froze.

My uncl e had not cone alone. Behind himin the doorway stood a wonan,
previously masked fromview, for she was a small, slight thing who cane barely
to Sean's shoul der. For a monent | thought it was Miirrin; and then | | ooked
again. This worman had the sane dark curling hair as ny cousin, fastened up
neatly in a coil of plaits, with wayward tendrils escapi ng around her delicate
features. She had the sanme fey green eyes and tiny, slender form But Miirrin
had not such a sweetly curving mouth, a nouth a man m ght think nade for

ki ssing. And Miirrin had no such air of authority, for this wonman was

consi derably ol der, and as she stepped into the room untying the fastenings
of her hooded cl oak, she seened as formi dable as ny uncle hinself, a wonan who
woul d conmmand i nstant obedience fromall, w thout even needing to ask. As an
eneny she woul d be daunting. | had no doubt at all that this was nmy nother's
only sister, ny aunt Liadan

"I +— Eanmonn, who had handl ed ny uncle's unexpected appearance wth
surprising apl onb, seemed now conpletely |lost for words.

"A cold night for riding," | observed, and | put one hand over Eanonn's for a
nmonent, then noved away from himas he relaxed his grip. "You' d wel cone a
gobl et of wine, | expect?"

"Thank you." Liadan appeared to be capabl e of speech, if the two men were not.
She noved forward, discarding her cloak on a bench to reveal a gown and
overtunic of extrenely plain cut, the one a dark gray, the other a lighter
shade, with a hint of violet init. For all the severity of her appearance,
her voice was warm and her wi de green eyes surveyed ne tranquilly enough.
poured the wi ne and passed her a goblet, keeping my hands steady.

"We didn't expect you," | said.

Li adan gl anced at Eanonn, and back at nme. Her nouth tightened. "Indeed. | will
not apol ogi ze, for it seens to me our arrival was inpeccably timed. W plan to
take you and the girls hone

tonmorrow norni ng. Maeve is somewhat inproved, and fretting for her sisters.”
"Il _I"'mglad she's better," |I said. |I forced nyself to go on. "VWat of the man
who was burned, the young druid?"

"I was able to ease his pain a little. But not even a young, strong man
recovers fromsuch injuries. | explained this to him Conor took himback to
the forest."

"I"'msorry." My voice cracked, and her gaze sharpened. The two nen had neit her
nmoved nor spoken. The air in the dimy lit roomwas alive with tension. Then
there were rapidly approachi ng footsteps, and Eanonn's serving nan was at the
door, fastening his shirt, snoothing his runpled hair, full of apol ogies.
Eamonn gave quick instructions. Food to be prepared, sleeping quarters got
ready i medi ately, horses stabled and cared for

"It appears we have matters to discuss." Sean noved at last, but only to fold

his arms and frown. "Matters that cannot wait for tonmorrow. | want the girls
out of here as early as they can pack and be ready."
"There's no need for such haste, surely.” |I had cone to know Eanonn wel |

enough to hear the deep unease in his voice, and to see how carefully he was
not | ooking at ny aunt as she settled herself on a bench, straight-backed,



managi ng sonehow to |l ook Iike a princess in her plain gown.

"I"ve no intention of staying here beyond one night," said Liadan coolly.
"It's time the girls went hone. As for what you spoke of, it is quite out of
the question. In the light of day, upon a little reflection, even you will see
t hat, Eanmonn."

"I think not. The match appears to nme quite suitable, and |I'm confident that
Aisling will agree. My sister has been urging ne to wed for so many years |
grow weary of it. And you are unlikely to see your niece so advantageously

mat ched el sewhere, | think."

"I't's not possible," said Sean heavily. "For reasons best not discussed here."

"I'f you refer to Fainne's parentage, | know of it, she has told ne herself,
quite bravely. | think, if we are to debate this tonight, we should excuse her
first. Fainne has been unwell, and is very tired. These matters are best

settl| ed between nen."

| saw ny aunt Liadan's nmouth quirk up at the corner, but her eyes were deadly
serious. She | ooked at her brother, and he | ooked back at her, and | was

rem nded that Sean was Liadan's twin. | was remnm nded of what C odagh had told
me; that messages flew between themin silence, no matter what the distance.
From t he dark, shadowy forest of Sevenwaters to the inpenetrable secrecy of
Inis Eala or over the sea to Harrowfield, nessages of the mind, straight as an
arrow and swifter than the fleetest deer

"For once | find nyself in agreement with you, Eanmonn." Liadan rose to her
feet, yawning. "W can spare Fainne the details, surely; and as for nyself, |
am quite weary, and have need of nothing but a warmplace to sleep. | will see
that our escort is settled, and then retire. Believe me, | have no wish to
remai n here one nonent |onger than | nust. Cone, Fainne. Shall we go?"

As the two of us made our way out of the chamber, |eaving the nen in a charged

silence, | |ooked back at Eanpbnn over ny shoul der. Hi s expression was a
wondr ous bl end, where the agony of hopeless |ove warred with a vindictive
hatred nurtured through |ong years of frustration. | had been right before. It

was on her his eyes were fixed, and the darkness in them showed how he
struggled with hinself. To him nothing el se mattered but this.

Chapter Ten

She was tiny, graceful, and well-mannered. She was conpletely in control
Eamonn's fol k snapped to attention and ran to do her bidding. |I followed her,
feeling like a clunmsy giant, tongue-tied and awkward, until all was settled to
her satisfaction and she announced with no consultation whatever that she
woul d share my bedchanmber for the night, since that would be easier for all

As we made our way there by candlelight, | asked her bluntly, "Don't you trust
me, Aunt ?"

She gl anced at ne sidelong, her green eyes coolly appraising.

"I don't trust Eanonn," she said grimy. "I know himto be capable of many

things. It seens taking advantage of young girls nust be added to the list."
| did not reply until we were in the chanber, and the door closed behind us.
Liadan had a little bag with her containing a nightrobe and a conb. It was

pl ain she had not intended to stay long. | watched as she began to unpin her
coil of plaits.

"Are you angry with ne?" | asked.

She paused, giving nme a very direct sort of |ook. "No, ny dear," she said.

"Not angry. Just a little sad. I've been so |ooking forward to neeting you.

I ndeed, I'd have fetched you strai ght back, but Maeve needed nme at Sevenwaters

and Aisling overruled me. If 1'd been there, none of you would have conme near
this place. Now the occasion has been marred for both of us, but the fault is



Eamonn's, not yours. | know you have acted in innocence; it could hardly be
otherwise for a girl of your years."

Now she had really confused nme. "Looking forward?" | asked, sitting on the bed
to take of f ny shoes. "Why?"

"Why?" Liadan sounded astoni shed. "How can you ask such a thing, Fainne? Can't
you i magine how it was for us, to be cut off fromN amh for all those years?
Ciaran never let us near. Once he took your nother to Kerry, that was the end
of it. | understood his reasons, but | could never agree that he was right.

Ni amh was ny sister, and Sean's. W loved her. It was a terrible blowto hear
that she had died; and another to be prevented fromseeing you. It is a gift
that you are here, Fainne. A gift it seenms we have come close to losing, in
our carel essness. W'll leave early in the nmorning. | don't want you to see
Eanmonn al one again."

"Love," | said bleakly. "Why does everyone use that word? My uncle Sean, and
Conor, and the others, they did not show rmuch | ove when they sent ny nother
away from Sevenwaters. There was not much love in raising a young man to think
he could be a druid, and throwi ng those I ong years of discipline and devotion

back in his face. | don't believe |love exists; or if it does, it causes only
sorrow and |l oss. My nother killed herself. Doesn't that mean anything to you?"
I had not intended to speak thus. | had wi shed to show control. But she made

me angry, sitting there neat and pretty as could be, with her glib words of

wel cone. Coul dn't she see, couldn't any of them see that ny father and I would
never bel ong here? Coul dn't they understand what they thensel ves had begun?
"You're very like her," said Liadan softly, looking at ne with those huge, fey
eyes. "Far nore so than you realize, | expect. Do you remenber your nother at
al | ?"

| shook ny head, furious with nyself for saying too much. My discipline was
slipping again, when | could |l east afford to |l et down ny guard.

"That's a shame,"” she said. "N amh could be quite—difficult at tinmes. Blunt,
even hurtful. She never nmeant it. She was just so full of feelings, bursting
with them that they spilled out sonetinmes. You cannot dismiss |ove, Fainne.
If you do, it is only because you have not yet |learned to recognize it. Ni anh
| oved your father; loved himnore than anything in the world. She'd have
changed her whole life for

him and did, when it cane to it. And he did no less for her. That's why it's
so hard to believe."

"What ?" | slipped ny nightrobe over ny head as quickly as | could, for | did
not care to undress in conpany.

Li adan | ooked t houghtful. "That she would put an end to it. That her choice
woul d be death. | heard her threaten to kill herself once, when she was stil
wed to the Ui Neill. I had no doubt she neant it then. But to do it after

Ci aran cane for her, and after she had you . . . that always seened to ne

i mpossible. | could not understand it. Al she wanted was to be with him and
to bear his child. She longed for that. And she | oved you dearly, Fainne.

know it."

"You can't know," | said flatly. "You told nme yourself, you never saw her
again after she went away. You can't know." | lay down on ny bed and stared up
at the ceiling.

"Ch, dear," said Liadan, and it sounded as if she were torn between | aughter
and tears. "W have started on the wong footing, | see that. Forgive me, |
nmust keep pinching nmyself to renmenber it is you lying there and not ny sister
for she'd just such a way of conducting a conversati on when she was cross wth
ne."



"I thought you said you | oved her."

Li adan sighed. "Everyone | oved her, Fainne. She was |ike a beautiful creature
of summer, lovely, nmerry and full of life. Wiat happened changed her terribly.
There was a great wong done, to her and to Ci aran. | acknow edge that;

i ndeed, your father and | spoke of it, long ago. But Ci aran and | were never
enem es. And as for Nianmh, she told ne once how nuch she wanted to have his
child. | understood what she nmeant, for at the same time | was carrying m own
son within ne, though his father was far away, and it seened unlikely we could
ever be together. | understood how rmuch she | onged for it. She kept hold of

t hat hope, even in her darkest nonent."

"Maybe," | said grudgingly. "But she did not |ove ne. How could she? If she'd
loved me, if there were any such thing as |ove, how could she choose to die,
when | was too little even to remenber her?"

"I do know how she felt about you." Liadan's voice was soft but sure in the
dar kness, as she blew out the candle. "I sawit. These visions are granted mne
sonmetines. It was |ong ago, before you were born, that | saw this. An inmge of
the Sight. N anmh was sitting in a strange place, a place of blue |light and
soft shadows, like a little cave

hal f - buri ed beneath the sea, where a gentle tide washed in. N armh and her
child. The two of you were making patterns in the sand, careful, quiet. 1"l
never forget the |l ook on her face as she watched you. After that, | found it
hard to understand that she would ..." Her voice trailed off.

For a while | could say nothing. Her words had brought it back: the little
cave beneath the Honeyconb, the place of the margins, the refuge where | had
sat silent many a tinme, alone or with Darragh by ne, watching the play of soft
light on nmellow stone, and let the pure sand trickle through ny fingers, and
heard the gentle wavel ets washing in and out, in and out. That place called ne
back to Kerry. | tried to picture ny nother sitting there on the little beach

wat ching as a tiny Fainne played on the sand. But that was all it was: a
picture. | longed to renmenber, but | could recall nothing of her. Just as
wel |, perhaps. | was in danger of feeling too nuch, and feelings only nade

things nore difficult.

"Aunt Liadan?"

" MmP"

"I's it such an inpossibility that I mght wed Eanonn?"

There was a | ong pause.

"Yes," she said finally.

"But why?" | asked her. "You know ny background. \Where else would | find a
husband of such standi ng? Has he not honored ne greatly by his choice? | don't
under stand. "

"I won't talk of this here, in his house, Fainne." It was a tone which allowed
for no discussion whatever. "This can wait. You can wait. Unlike Eanonn, you
are only in your sixteenth year, and have all the tinme in the world. Now, best
sleep, for we've an early start tonorrow. "

| said nothing, since | had no answers for her. | thought her asleep, but
after a while she said, "It is possible, you know, to wed for |ove. |ndeed,

our famly has been noted for choosing to do so, against all odds. It would be
sad to marry with no nore than security or strategic interests to aid your

choice of a mate. Practical, maybe, but sad. Have you a sweetheart, Fai nne?"

"No," | snapped, much too quickly.



"Well, then," said Aunt Liadan into the darkness.

Sonetimes attack was the best defense. "Surely you did not wed for |ove?"
chal | enged.

"Why do you say that?" Liadan did not sound offended, merely surprised.
"Forgive ne, but to all accounts your husband does not sound the kind of man
for whoma girl would give up the prospect of an excellent marriage and | eave
her home forever. How did you neet hin"

There was a brief silence.

"As | recall," said Liadan, and | could tell she was smiling, "his nmen hit e
over the head and abducted nme. | thought himquite fearsome in those days, and
he considered me no nore than a nui sance."

"So," | said, wondering if she was telling tales to nake fun of me, "you did
not wed for |ove?"

"Love found us, and surprised us," she said softly. "I wed for nothing else,
Fai nne. Wen you see this man, you m ght think himstrange; wld; nopst
certainly not a dignified chieftain such as Eanonn of d encarnagh. Bran is no
respecter of laws and conventions, save those he makes hinself. And his

appear ance sets himapart as much as his reputation. But he is fifty tines the
man Eamonn ever was. \Wat is between us is beyond | ove, Fainne. He is ny
husband, ny lover and ny soul -friend, the one to whom | can confide the

deepest secrets of the spirit. |I hope, one day, you have the joy of finding
such a mate, for nothing surpasses it."
My aunt had a way with her, | was forced to adnmit it. | fell asleep with ny

fingers in ny ears, lest | start to believe what she said was true.

W were ready for departure not long after dawn next nmorning. The girls were
excited to be going home, and chattered like a flock of small birds until Sean
silenced themwi th a firmbut kindly warning. Eamonn seemed wi t hdrawn.

What ever had been said between himand ny uncle, it had not put himin a good
hunor. There was only one noment to be snatched, when Sean's back was turned
and Li adan was answering some |engthy query of O odagh's. The little horse

whi ch had carried me so bravely in Aoife's footsteps was saddl ed ready for ne;
Eamonn had said | might ride her hone, since she seenmed to suit me so well. |
could hardly point out she might be too tired after her nocturnal adventure.
Now | stood by the horse's side, and Eanonn made pretense of adjusting the
bridle. He glanced at nme, his eyes narrowed, his jaw tight.

"Prom se ne," he whispered. "Prom se ne you'll do what you said."
My heart thunped. There was death in that | ook, a vista of shadow on shadow.
"It's a bargain, renmenber?" | said, shivering. "There are two sides to it. How

can you keep yours, now?"

"You doubt nme?" Eanonn's hand cl anped itself around mne, the fingers tight
enough to bruise. | willed pain and fear into the background, and stared back
unfl i nchi ng.

"I will keep my part of it, if | can rely on you to do the sane," | said
steadily. "If ny uncle refuses this nmarriage, why should |I take any such risk
for you?"

"He will not refuse.” There was no room for question in Eanonn's tone. "He
will comply with my wishes. They're fools if they don't realize what power
hol d over them Sean's endeavor cannot go ahead without ne. | wll have the
Painted Man; and | will have you. Make no doubt of it."

"Prom se ne, Fainne!"



| nodded, feeling the chill all down ny spine.
"Say it!"
"I promise. You will have what you want by sunmer.”

H's grip relaxed and he lifted nmy fingers to brush themwith his lips. "Then

so shall you," he murrmured. "And that, too, | shall look forward to with keen
anticipation, ny dear. The waiting will try me hard, | fear."
It should not be too hard, | thought, as long as Miairi was avail abl e.

restrained the comrent that sprang to ny |ips.

"Goodbye, Eanonn," | said, and then ny aunt Liadan rode up al ongside and the
nonent was over.

"This is your entire escort?" Eamonn ran his eyes over the three nmen in Sean's
colors, who now sat ready on their horses, with the four little girls between.
"This is inadequate, surely. |I'm astonished that you woul d cone out thus
unprotected. |'d better arrange sone of ny own guard to ride with you." He
frowned in Liadan's direction

"Pl ease don't," she said coolly. "I've ny own nen."

"Real ly? Are they creatures of the Oherworld, that they render thensel ves
thus invisible? | see no nmen."

"No, you wouldn't. They're good at that. | go nowhere unprotected, Eanonn.
Bran nakes sure of it."

He stared at her, wordless. Then he spat, very deliberately, on theground at
her horse's feet. It was shocking; a gesture quite at odds with all | knew of
the man, for outwardly at |east he was ever bound by what was correct. Liadan
sai d nothing, but turned her horse and rode away with never so nuch as a

gl ance behi nd.

It was strange. W nade our way eastward through Eanbnn's gardens and woods,
past his fields and his settlements, and Sean and his three nmen rode ahead and
behi nd, keeping a | ookout, though surely while we remained within the borders
of d encarnagh there could be no danger. It was not until we had travel ed
beyond t he wooded country and out into a terrain wlder, nmore open, and
studded with rocky outcrops, that | becanme gradually aware of others riding

al ongsi de not so far away, a constant unseen presence. My skin prickled. |

t hough of Ot herworld creatures, messengers of the Tuatha De Danann maybe, cone
to follow me and find out nmy secrets. After a time they becane visible, as if
it had only now becone safe to show thensel ves. There were six or seven of
them and they did i ndeed have the appearance of some creatures froman old
tale, for they were clad all in gray-brown, blending with the wi nter

| andscape, and over their heads they wore close-fitting hoods which conceal ed
their features save for the eyes, nose and nmouth; there was no telling these
warriors one fromanother. And warriors they were; all were arned wth dagger
and sword, and sonme bore bow or staff, axe or throwi ng-knife. | was al arned
but the others continued riding as if the presence of these fearsone creatures
was not hing out of the ordinary, and | realized belatedly they nust be ny aunt
Li adan's men. Now they had forned a silent guard all around us, and ny uncle,
whose role as part of the escort seemed suddenly superfluous, reined back his
horse to ride by his sister, who was just ahead of ne.

Eilis chose this nonent to speak up

"Next time we go to Uncle Eanobnn's, I'mgoing to ride that big black horse,"
she announced brightly.

"Fainne," said Deirdre, "are you going to marry Uncle Eamonn? C odagh said you



were. "

"I did not!" C odagh exclainmed. "What | said was, who'd marry Uncle Eanonn if
t hey coul d have someone |ike Darragh? You weren't listening.”

"I was too!"

"That's enough." Sean did not need to raise his voice to silence them Deirdre
scowl ed. She did not like to be in the wong.

"Who' s Darragh?" inquired Aunt Liadan casually. No one answered. It appeared
t he question was intended for ne.

"Nobody," | rmnuttered.

Li adan rai sed her brows as if she found ny reply | ess than adequate. W rode
t hrough a narrow way between rock walls; the silent escort was before and
behind, their work a seanl ess denpnstration of control, achieved with never a
word. | was spared fromresponse, as we nust go single file. Wen we energed
O odagh answered the question for ne.

"Darragh's a boy in Fainne's stories about the traveling folk. He rides a
white pony."

"Her nane's Aoife," put in Deirdre. "They canme, when we were at d encarnagh
W never thought they were real, but they cane to see Fainne. Uncl e Eanonn
sent them away."

"He canme all the way from$from—= Cl odagh faltered
"Ceann na Mara," | said grinmy

"I gave the pony a carrot." Eilis nust have her say.

I could not let this go on any longer. "He's nobody," | said repressively,
feeling Sibeal's eyes on ne as well as Liadan's. "He's just a boy | know from
hone, that's all. FromKerry. That old worman, the one who sits in your

kitchen, Janis | think her nane is, she's sone sort of relation. He cane to
see her."

Sean and Li adan gl anced at each other.

"This is the I ad who cane to Sevenwaters |ooking for you?" asked Sean. "One of
Dan Wl ker's fol k?"

"H's son," | said.

"Dan pl ayed the pipes at ny nother's funeral," Liadan said softly. "That was
the Ioveliest nusic | heard in nmy life, and the saddest. He nmust surely be the
best piper in all of Erin, that man."

"Darragh plays better," | said before | could stop nyself. My fingers noved up
to touch the anulet. | must not speak of him He was gone. Forgotten. | had to
renenber that, so there was not the slightest reason for my grandnother to be
put in mnd of himat all.

"Real | y?" said Liadan, snmiling. "Then he nmust be a fine musician indeed."

But | made no comment, and we rode on in silence with our strange escort
keepi ng pace |ike watchful shadows.

It was on the second day that it happened. W had stopped overni ght at one of
my uncle Sean's outer settlenments, and | had shared ny sleeping quarters wth
the girls. This arrangenment pleased ne. Their incessant chatter could be



weari some, but anything was better than having to endure another of those
strange conversations with my aunt, in which she seened to conmprehend so nmuch
nmore than | put into words. Aware that | nust go on as | had begun, aware of

the inplications of what | had prom sed Eanonn, | had no wish to |l et Liadan
befriend me, or to reveal to her any secrets. Indeed, it was tinme for me to
put aside all friendships, and concentrate on what nust be done. | had to
renmenmber that. | nust be strong; | would be strong, for had not ny father

hinself trained me in self-discipline, and hima very nodel of control ?

W rode along a narrow track overlooking a tree-clothed valley. It had been
snowi ng in the night, and the pines still wore a white dusting on their

thi ckly needl ed branches. Sean's dogs raced ahead, |leaving twin sets of neat
tracks. It was a still day, the sky a nass of heavy | ow cloud. Between that
and the encroaching trees, | could not escape the old sense of being trapped,
shut in. | rode glumy along, trying to find, somewhere in ny thoughts, a
clear inmage of the cove, with the wild gulls soaring in the open sky, and the
air full of the snell of salt spray, and the thunder of the ocean on the rocks
of the Honeyconmb. But all | could see was ny father's face, wasted and white,
and all | could hear was his struggle for breath as he coughed and retched in
his shattered workroom

Qur horses picked their way carefully along the track. It was quite narrow,
and for a short stretch the hillside went steeply upward on our right, and

pl unged sharply downward on our left, where tunbled boul ders narked the site
of some old | andslide. Three of the masked nmen were in front, and then ny
uncle, followed by C odagh and Sibeal. | was next, with the others behind ne.
Lucky, | thought, that nmy little horse was such a remarkable creature, for
still had no skills whatever in horsemanship. But this gentle mare knew her
way, and could be trusted to carry ne safely. | owed her a great deal; | had
m sused her, exhausted her, and still she bore nme willingly. Wen we got

home | nust ensure she had rest, and care, and whatever it was horses |iked,
carrots nmaybe

It was sudden. There was no saying what it was: a bird, or a bat, or sonething
nmore sinister. It came fromnowhere, noving swift as an arrow, swooping down
and up again in conplete silence, gone alnost before | had tine to see it. My
heart thunped in shock. The mare trenbled, and halted. But in front of us,
where the shadow had passed, Sibeal's pony shied, lifting its forelegs high
and she was thrown. There was no time to think. |I saw her small, cloaked
figure flying through the air, down toward the rocky slope on our left. |
heard Deirdre's scream from behind nme. The craft flowed through ne, though I
was barely conscious | had sumoned it. The | ong years of practice served ne
well. Stop. The child hung suddenly in mdair, suspended not three handspans
above a jagged boul der where her small head woul d have struck with sone

vi ol ence. Now gently down. | made the necessary adjustnents. Alittle to the
right, so she would come to rest on a narrow | edge besi de the ungiving rocks.
Not too sudden; she would be frightened and mght still fall. Now it was over.
I was shivering fromhead to toe and incapabl e of speech, as if even this
l[imted use of the craft had drained ne.

Aunt Liadan's nen were good. Al nost before Sibeal had time to realize what had
happened, two of them had descended the precipitous slope to the place where
she lay, and were supporting her small formto ensure she did not tunble down
further. Wth reassuring words they carried her carefully back up to the
track. Liadan, white-faced, checked the child quickly for broken bones; Sibea
hersel f was remarkably conposed, a sniff or two, a slight trenble of the lip
her only signs of distress. Eilis, on the other hand, was sobbing with fright.
As soon as Sibeal was pronounced unhurt, she was put up in front of her

father, and our guard led us with quiet efficiency dowmn the hill to a safe
pl ace under the pines, where we m ght pause for a little and recover
ourselves. A small fire was nade; tea brewed. | busied nyself conforting the

nowbaw ing Eilis, for the last thing | wanted was questions asked. | had



acted instinctively; | had taken the only course possible. If it happened
again, | knew | would do no differently. Yet | still wore ny grandnother's
amulet; | still trod her path. | sensed a change, in nmyself or in the talisman
| bore. Since the night she had come to ne, the night when she had threatened
to destroy all | held dear, it seemed | could no |longer do her will blindly,
wi t hout question. WAs the anulet's power muted sonmehow by the cord which now
bore it? My heart was chill. Perhaps today's incident had been nmere chance.
But maybe it was Grandnother's doing, a kind of test. If that were so, there
was no doubt | had failed it mserably. |I had done the exact opposite of what
she woul d have wanted. Perhaps | would never know. Perhaps, from now on,
woul d have to watch every fall, every little accident, not know ng.

"You're such a good rider, Eilis," | said quietly, smoothing the child's
curls. "Wien we get honme I'Il tell your nother how you kept your horse under
control, even when that happened, and were as brave as could be." Slowy she
grew cal mer, and after a while Deirdre brought the two of us tea, and

wat ched from a di stance as Li adan checked Sibeal again, nore thoroughly this
time, peering into her eyes and asking her questions. The child's pony seened
none the worse for wear; it now stood by the others, cropping the nmeager

Wi nter grass.

"Funny," remarked Deirdre. "Wen people fall off a horse, they usually
just—fall. But Sibeal —she sort of floated, the last bit. |'ve never seen that
before. "

"Magic," hiccuped Eilis. "Like in a story."

"She could have died." Deirdre was thinking hard. But before she could reach
any conclusions, Liadan was there beside us, and the girls were off to cluster
around Si beal and ply her with nore tea and questions.

My aunt sat down by me on a fallen branch. Her expression was unsmling,

al nost severe.

"My brother did not see what happened here; but | did, Fainne," she said
quietly. "At first | thought | was inagining things. But Sibeal said, Fainne
saved ne."

| did not reply.

"You do not know, perhaps, that your father saved ny life once, through the
use of the druidic arts. You did a fine thing today, Fainne. G aran would be
proud of you. So quick; so subtle."

M sery settled on nme; | might have wept, if | could.

"You seem sad," said Liadan. "Do you mss himterribly?"

Despite nyself, | nodded.

"Mmm " she said. "It's a long way fromKerry. |'ve wondered why C aran did not
cone with you, for you are overyoung to make such a journey on your own. Conor
woul d have wel coned him |'m sure he wel comed you. Such talent would doubtl ess

have ny uncle busy trying to recruit you to the brotherhood. He has never
found another with your father's aptitude.”

"Don't be foolish!" I snapped, furious with nyself for letting feelings get
the better of ne again. "Qur kind cannot aspire to the higher paths of
druidry. W are cursed, and can never wal k the ways of light."

Liadan lifted her brows. Her eyes were the green of winter |eaves in coo
sunlight; her face was snowpale. "It seens to ne," she said softly, "that
you' ve just disproved your own theory."

She was wrong, of course. She did not know the other things | had done,
terrible things. She did not understand what | nust still do.

"You' re shaking, Fainne. You have had a bad shock, ny dear. Cone, give ne your
hand, let me help you."

"No!" My voice sounded harsh. | would not let her look in ny eyes, and read
what was in my mnd. Perhaps she thought | did not know she was a seer. "I'm



quite well, Aunt Liadan," | added nore politely. "Wat | did was—was sinply
what one does, a small trick, no nore. I'mglad | was able to help. It was
not hi ng. "

She did not comment, but | sensed her gaze on ne, shrewdly appraising. She
rode hone beside her brother, and they did not speak al oud, but both seened
very serious. | wondered if they spoke of me, nmind to mind, in the strange
manner of the Fonmhoire folk fromwhom if ny grandnother were to be believed,
they had inherited this skill

Sonet hing had altered at Sevenwaters since we had been gone. | could not quite
put my finger on it; it was just as if the feeling had |ightened, the shadow
had passed, and an order and purpose had cone back into the place. It was as
if, somehow, the famly had regained its heart. Aisling hugged her daughters,
smling; Miirrin hovered behind, and there beside her was Maeve, with a big
bandage around her head. Her sisters rushed to greet her, all talking at once.

"Careful now,"™ Miirrin cautioned. "It's only for a nmonent, then she's to go
straight back to bed."

There were sniles and tears all around. | stood back, for | had no part in
this. | waited for themto be finished, so | could go to ny

room and shut the door and be alone. So | could go sonewhere and not see.
Saving one child did not cancel out harm ng another. It was not so sinple.

The girls were beam ng. And Deirdre was blushing. The wi dest smiles, the nost
ef fusive greetings were not in fact for Aisling, or for Maeve, but for someone
else entirely. Close by the famly stood two nore of Liadan's nmen in their

pl ai n dark-col ored cl ot hes, though these two were not masked. | had thought

t hem guards. Both were young; one took the eye imediately, for his skin was
as dark as fine oak, and his hair was in small braids |like a druid's, but
decorated with bright beads and scraps of feather at the ends. He stood by
Maeve, supporting the child with his arm | saw Miirrin whisper sonething in
his ear, and he smled, a quick flash of white teeth.

But it was the other young nman who had ny cousins' attention, though |I could
not for the life of me see why. He was an ordinary enough sort of fellow,

pl easant -featured, shortish but strongly built, his curling brown hair
severely cropped. He turned slightly, and | saw to ny surprise the markings on
his face, a delicately incised pattern of some subtlety which encircled one
eye and swirled boldly onto brow and cheek. It was very fine work; there was a
slight suggestion of beak, and feathers, no nore. Around us, the nen who had
made up our guard had di snmounted and in turn renoved their mask-1ike hoods,
and | saw that every single one of themwore sone simlar marking on his face,
nostly quite small, a few nore el aborate, no two quite alike. Each had the
hint of a creature about it-—badger, seal, wolf, stag. | was the only one
staring. To the others, this band of painted warriors nust be a famliar

si ght.

"Fainne." It was O odagh, who had appeared at ny side, and was tuggi ng ny

sl eeve. "This is Johnny."

The ordi nary-1ooki ng young man was standi ng behind her, with a friendly grin

on his patterned features. | gaped. This was Johnny, the fabled child of the
prophecy? Thi s unprepossessi ng young fell ow who seened no different from one
of his own guard? Surely this could not be right. | had expected—well, | had

at | east expected a warrior of formidable stature, or maybe a schol ar steeped
in craft and | earning. Not-Aot someone who might just as well be a stabl ehand
or a kitchen man

"So many cousins," Johnny said, "and all of themgirls. | amglad to neet you,
Fai nne. Maeve has spoken a great deal about you, and told us all your
stories." He reached out and clasped ny hand. H's grip was warm and strong. |
| ooked into his eyes, and realized on an instant that | had been quite wong.



H s eyes were gray and deep. They assessed ne quickly, recorded what they saw,
and put it away for future reference. The man was clever. He was a strategist.
And his smle was hard to resist. | found nyself smiling back

"That's better," he said. "Now, here's ny friend Evan. Evan's Mdther's
apprentice. She'll tell you he has the nakings of a first-rate healer. He and
Miirrin have done wonders with young Maeve. The two of them make a fine team"

He grinned at the dark-skinned man, and then at Miirrin. Mirrin blushed; Evan
| ooked down at the ground. Then Liadan said Maeve shoul d be back in bed, and
inthe flurry of getting indoors and sorting out baggage, | was able to flee
upstairs and into ny own chanmber, where | bolted the door behind ne, though
agai nst what, | hardly knew.

I won't like him | seenmed to be saying to nyself. I can't |like him That
makes it too hard. | sat on the floor before the hearth, but I did not Iight
the fire, for all the freezing chill of the winter day. | feared what visions
I mght see inits heart, the evil things that |lay before me, those |I mght do
nmysel f, and those | might be powerless to stop. It should be easy, |I told

nmyself. It's a ganme of strategy. Like brandubh. You know what must be done.
Just do it.

Easy enough to say. Things had indeed changed here at Sevenwaters, and it was
not solely that Liadan had cone, and that Maeve was now i mprovi ng faster than
anyone had dared to hope. It was him Johnny. You could see it in the way the
men came to himfor answers, and the way he spoke to them friendly,
respectful, but confident, as if he were a far ol der nan, seasoned and wi se.
You could see it in his smle and in his bearing; in the way he wore his plain
clothes with pride, as if being part of a team gave himgreater satisfaction
than any mark of |eadership. Yet he was a | eader. O der nmen fell silent to
hear hi m speak. Wnen hastened to provide his nmeal or refill his goblet, and
bl ushed when he offered a kind word. He was everywhere, drilling Sean's nen in
the yard, inspecting the building of a new barn, chatting to Janis in the

ki tchens. Oten enough he could be found by Maeve's bedside, telling a story,
or listening as she whi spered confidences. It was his sweet snile that had

war ned these halls; his ready offers of help that had brought the col or back
to Aisling's wan face; his counsel that Sean sought in the evenings, as the
men tal ked | ong over nmaps and di agrans. Because of himthe househol d had

regai ned the sense of strength and purpose which had vani shed at Samhain, the
night of the fire. | had brought the darkness. Johnny had restored the light.
It was close to Mean CGeinhridh. Oten, at the cove, the weather was so wild in
this season that the day could not be read fromthe stones; all was in shadow
as clouds bl ocked the midw nter sun. Still, | would know, | would go up the
hill in rain or gale, and sit beneath the dol nen | ooking out to the west,
thinking if | could see far enough | mght catch a glinpse of Tir na nQg, isle
of dreans. But | never did. Then I'd just sit, cloak up over ny head agai nst
the wind, feeling the strength of the rock at ny back |like a great supporting
hand, and I'd dream ny own dreanms of summer. Summer woul d al ways cone. It was
just a matter of waiting and being strong. That was all finished now, of
course. | had said goodbye to the cove, and to ny father. | had sent Darragh
away, far away where he could be safe, and for ne there could be no nore
SUnmer s.

It was necessary to practice. To do what | nust, an exercise of the craft was
requi red which went far beyond what ny father had allowed ne to do. |ndeed, he

had expressly forbidden it, and with good reason. So, | nust sharpen ny skills
again, discipline ny mnd and make nysel f strong. Then, only then m ght |
attenpt a transformation fromhuman girl to wild creature and, still nore

difficult, a return to nyself. The prospect terrified me. What if | had
overestimated my own ability? What if | condemmed nyself to |life as a duck or
a toad, or worse still, found nyself trapped between one form and anot her?



Then | woul d i ndeed be powerless to protect those | sought to shield from her
This was a potent charm one of the nost challenging forms of the craft; it
drained the strength and taxed the mnd. My father had not thought nme ready to

try it. What if that were still so? Tinme was passing quickly; already, in the
chill of the solstice, it seemed nen gathered for sone imm nent departure, and
Aunt Liadan spoke of returning home. Even in winter's darkness, these fol k set
their gaze on sumer's victory. It was not so long. | nust prepare.

But how mi ght | rehearse this skill here at Sevenwaters? There was no
solitude, no privacy save within the confines of ny own chanmber, and even
there I was constantly interrupted. The house was full, the famly busy, and
nmy help in great demand for a variety of tasks, not all of which I was
accustoned to. | learned things, but they were the wong things: howto sew

tucks into a bodice, how to preserve apples in honey and to nake jellied pigs
tongues, how to pluck a goose, the best way to doctor a sprained wist.

In the evenings it was difficult to escape unnoticed. Wth the com ng of
Johnny and his band of painted warriors, supper had becorme a nore festive
occasion, followed as often as not by the telling of tales and the singing of
songs. One of the young nmen had a fine voice, and another was not at all bad
on the whistle. There was a small, finely carved harp in the househol d, and
both Deirdre and O odagh could coax a voice of some sweetness fromits
delicate strings. In Dan Wal ker's canp there had been sonething of the sane
sense of well being; the same joyful fellowship. Strange, though. These were
my own kin, yet | felt less a part of this than | had of that sinple, colorful
famly of traveling folk. | thought nore kindly of Peg, who had given ne a
kerchief and her smle, than of Aunt Liadan with her searching eyes and her
silences. | heard their rmusic of celebration and | onged for the solitary

| anent of the pipes.

| considered the forest. Qut there, surely nmany places were open, untenanted:
clearings amid winter trees, deserted stretches of |ake shore, great

i chen-encrusted stones. Those were places well suited to the secret practice
of the craft. But | had no druid to walk by ne, and the guards were many.

Besi des, who knew what strange beings | ooked on in that dark w | derness, al
too ready to spy out ny secrets and anticipate my noves? | could not go there.

| was beset by doubts and terrified by my own lack of progress. If | left it
too long, if | let nyself think too hard about what | intended to do and what
it meant, then | knew | risked losing the will to act at all. Now, when I

touched the cord around nmy neck it did not seemto focus ny mnd on the task
ahead, but whispered a different nmessage: You are a child, of Sevenwaters, it
told me. You are one of us. But | had not forgotten nmy grandnother's warning.
She wanted to see progress. If there was no progress, then she would cone
back, and she woul d make others pay the penalty for ny disobedi ence. Yet, when
| put my mind toit, it seened to me that no matter what | chose to do, the
fol k of Sevenwaters were dooned. | might protect the innocent fromny

grandmot her's wath by obeying her commands. If | did that, there would be no
nore fires or unexpected falls, or those other things she had Iisted such as
poi soni ngs or di sappearances. Those | sought to protect would be safe, here at

Sevenwaters and in Kerry and far west in Ceann na Mara. | night achieve that.
But, in the long term if | carried out her quest the battle would be |ost,
and the Islands as well, and this fam |y would be plunged into chaos and

despair. Was not that a catastrophe far greater than the personal |osses |
sought to prevent? Indeed, if | heeded the voices of those who called

t hensel ves A d Ones, the failure to win the Islands, this tine, would signify
no |l ess than the passing of the great races of Erin: the Fair Folk, the ol der
folk, the many and strange Ot herworld dwellers beneath the surface of things.
As for the human kind, they would | ose forever the nysteries of the spirit.
What sort of man or woman could you call yourself, wthout those? They woul d



cease to be guardians of earth and ocean, and becone no nmore than parasites
living off them wth no heed for what it neant, with no regard for the sacred
trust laid on them Could it be true that this was nmy grandnother's intention?
The choice | faced was no choice at all; both ways ended in darkness. It was
no more than | could expect, with the cursed blood that ran in ny veins, and
inm father's; tainted bl ood which meant we could never wal k the paths of
light. | was no child of Sevenwaters. Wichever way | went, | could do no

ot her than destroy ny kinsfol k and what they sought so hard to keep safe.

| practiced as well as | could within the confines of ny chamber |ate at

night. In the nornings | would energe white-faced, yawning and ill-tenpered.
Aunt Liadan watched me, her small, sweet features giving away nothing at all
Aunt Aisling watched nme too, frowning, and ordered ne to rest in the

aft ernoons, and her daughters to give nme a little peace and quiet. | snatched
the tine gratefully and used it for nore practice. | did not dare attenpt the
full transformation, not yet, but | grew ever closer. | warmed up with other

t hi ngs: the mani pul ati on of objects, which had beconme easy for ne, the
droppi ng and catching, the subtle noving, the cunning adjustnents of shape and
size. | gave nyself a fright once with a giant cockroach; fortunately |I was
able to reverse the charmwith a click of the fingers. |I |ost one spider
making it so small | could not see it to turn it back. | had not yet nastered
t he knack of performing this trick blind. | rehearsed transformations before
the mrror, easy ones at first, since tinme was always limted: the prettier
nmore graceful girl of the fair; a very plain version with a squint and sparse,
frizzy hair; a matronly one with a child in her belly and winkles on her

brow, an ancient crone who bore an uncanny resenbl ance to nmy grandnot her.

did not keep that guise long, for it chilled me to think there m ght be a
future in which | was just like her. Then, somewhat nore difficult, a Fainne
who was about eight years old, the same size as ny cousin Sibeal. This child
stared at me fromthe polished copper surface of the mrror, her features

i nnocent, unforned; her hair flow ng across her small shoul ders like a cloak
of fire. On her finger she wore a little ring made of wild grasses. And behind
her, instead of the dark stone walls of ny chanber, | saw the cliffs of the
Honeyconb, and the waves of the southern ocean, and the cloud-tossed sky of
Kerry. | thought | heard nmy father's voice saying, Wll done, daughter. You've
an aptitude for this. | made the change back to mysel f abruptly, too abruptly,
for | came close to fainting with the sudden | oss of energy that acconpanies

such transitions, and when | | ooked back in the mrror, | saw nyself wan and
drai ned, like some shadowgirl. Day by day, night by night | polished these
skills. Soon, very soon, | nust take that last step, girl into wild creature,

wild creature into girl

A letter cane from Eanonn. Not to me; that would have been inappropriate, and
Eamonn believed in abiding by the rul es when he could. The letter was to ny
uncle Sean, and it was a formal request for ny hand in marriage. Such a letter
could not be ignored, nor might it be dismssed with a straight refusal, not
if the witer were a kinsman and ally. It did not seemto make any difference
t hat Eamonn had al ready been told such a match was out of the question

I ndeed, the man did not appear to understand the word no. He made his request
with courtesy, indicating that there was no expectation of a dowy, ny

ci rcunst ances bei ng what they were; he added that, in view of the inpending
risks of the sumer, it was his preference that the marriage take place in
spring, at Inbolc maybe. There was

anot her message to be read behind these words. | would be established at

d encarnagh before summer, and accepted as his wife. There was every

i kelihood he would get ne with child before his departure on the great
canpaign. If he were slain, he would at | east have left an heir behind him
This unwitten nmessage woul d be clear enough to Sean. As for me, | could see
Eamonn's true intention. He wished to stanp the brand of ownership on ne. Now
that he knew what | could do, he wanted to be certain it was his will |



wor ked, and not another's. Information; secrets; intelligence. Wth me by his
side, no opportunity would be closed to him Best establish that before the
canpai gn began. It had occurred to him perhaps, that there were possibilities
in our union that went far beyond the elimnation of one particular eneny.
Sean showed ne the letter in private. That | appreciated, not w shing to have

Aunt Liadan wat chi ng over such an encounter. | read the m ssive quickly and
gave it back to him

"Very formal," | conment ed.

My uncle raised his brows. "You're skilled at reading, | see," he said

"My father taught me. Conor taught him | suppose | mght be called a scholar
Maybe, if you do not allow ne to wed, | could seek enpl oynent as a househol d
scribe.”

Sean gl anced at me quizzically. "I think not. Conor saw you as a druid. Wuld

you consi der such a calling?"
"My kind cannot do so." My tone was cold. "You should know that, Uncle. | am
nmy father's daughter, after all."

"And your nmother's, Fainne. She was ny own sister. | owe it to her to nmake the
ri ght choices for you."

"You chose poorly for her," | said bitterly.

"Maybe; and maybe not. It is true that ill fortune befell her. Still, at the

time the famly did what seened right. Nobody could have known how it woul d
unfold. Don't think me heartless, Fainne, but in a way, N anmh brought what
happened on herself. She chose a man she could not have."

| glared at him "But for that, I would not exist, Uncle. | amthe child of a
forbidden liaison. Don't you think this marriage is ny best chance to make
somet hi ng of nysel f?"

Sean sighed, and went to sit by the small table. "You should talk to Liadan
about this," he said. "Sone aspects of the matter are best discussed between

wonen. "

"No," | said quickly. "That should not be necessary. Just give ne one good
reason why Eanonn and | should not wed; one reason beyond the difference in
our ages, for that should be of no inport provided | amwlling."

| thought | had backed himinto a corner, where he nust reveal to nme the truth
about whatever it was between Eanmonn and Liadan, sonme secret they both guarded
tightly, fromwhich great bitterness had come. But he was too good a
strategist for that.

"Very well," he said. "W need your father's permi ssion. Liadan tells me she
is certain he will not give it. But if you are set on this match, let us put
it tothe test. Tell ne where C aran can be found, and | will send a nessenger

with this news, and ask for his blessing on the marriage."

"No!" | could not control ny fear. "No, you can't do that!" Once the words
were out, they could not be taken back.

Sean | ooked at ne very shrewdly. "I see," he said. "However, we mnust respond
to this letter one way or another, or Eamonn will be on the doorstep demandi ng
answers. You've put ne in a very awkward situation, niece."

"I"'msorry," | muttered.

"Never mind. Conor arrives in the norning to performthe solstice ritual

we'll discuss it with him and with Liadan, before we decide how to word our
response. Brighid save us, | think sonetinmes |I've slipped back to a tinme when
such an offer came for your nother, and she refused so nmuch as to listen

Al ready, then, the sorceress who was our famly's old enenmy had her hand on us
once nmore, noving us like pieces in some game of her own devising. Perhaps,
when it came to it, poor Niamh didn't have a chance."



| turned cold. | thought of my nother, stepping off a | edge into nothingness,
and of Liadan's words. That always seenmed to ne inpossible. Aterrible idea

| odged itself in nmy mind and refused to go away. Perhaps N amh had not given
up. Perhaps her second chance had been snatched away from her

"You need not be afraid of Liadan," Sean said with alittle smle. "She |oved

her sister, and neans you no harm"

"Afraid? O course |'mnot afraid."” Even to me this sounded unconvincing. |
| ooked at ny uncle again. He sat relaxed, his fingers stroking the head of the
great dog that sat by his side. The hound's eyes were half closed in sheer

pl easure. At Sean's feet the other dog lay sleeping. "It's just—=
"Tell me, Fainne." H s voice was kind. "I wish you to feel at home here, you
know that. | want you to consider yourself no different fromny own daughters,

while you remain with us."

"It's just—the—the power, the ability to speak without words, to look into

peopl e' s thought s—she has that, | know | am+4'mafraid of that, Uncle. Afraid
that Aunt Liadan will look into nmy mind and see things that are—private." Wy
had | said such a thing? It could do nothing but arouse his suspicions. "A

girl of my age does have secrets,” | added hastily. "Things she might tell her

best friend, nmaybe, but no one el se.™

"You shoul d speak to her," Sean said again. "It is true, there are those of
the famly with this ability. Its strength varies in us; Liadan has a powerful
gift, shared by only one other that |I know of. But she never uses it to spy,
or intrude where she is unwanted, Fainne. Such a gift brings with it great
responsibility. It cannot be used lightly. It would, perhaps, be only at a
ti me when she believed those she loved to be in nortal danger that she would
be tenpted to use it thus."

H's words did nothing to reassure me. "l see. Perhaps | will talk to her. Muist
this be discussed in some—fanily forum aired in front of all, Conor, and the
ot her s?"

My uncl e nodded gravely. "I believe so, Fainne. W nust choose our words with

care when we frame a reply to Eamonn. He's an influential nan; we cannot
afford to anger him™

| had not seen Conor since the tine of the fire. He had not seen ne since he
bore the ancient druid honme to rest in the deep quiet under the great oaks.
did not know what | would say to Conor. It seenmed to nme my guilt rust show
plain on ny features to one who knew how to read such things. It seened to ne
the evil spirit | had inherited fromny grandnot her nust show stark in ny eyes
to one as skilled as an archdruid.

| was sitting by Maeve, telling a story. Despite ny best efforts to say no, |
found I could not deny her repeated requests for ne to visit her, and that
once seated by her side, | was unable to refuse her a tale. This tinme | had
begun a story of two small friends and how they nearly got trapped by the
tide. Maeve and | were not alone; Miirrin was busy with a nortar and pestle,
and the dark-skinned young man, Evan, was in the next roomtending to a fell ow
with a nasty gash on the buttock. WId pigs roamed the forest, and in his
efforts to spear a fine specimen for the mdw nter feast, this nan had got
nore than he'd bargained for. The tusk had gone in and out cleanly enough

Evan was tal ki ng reassuringly as he stitched the wound. Before the small fire
stood Johnny. He'd cone in after | started, and | had thought to cease the
tale, being unwilling to reveal nyself thus before him But Maeve said, "Go
on, please, Fainne," in her polite little voice, and Johnny gave his w de,



disarmng grin, and | continued.

"Well, what were they to do? The waves were getting higher, and the day was
growi ng darker, and all that was |left of the beach was a tiny little strip of
sand scarce w de enough for Fainne's two feet to stand on. She was scared, but
she woul dn't let on to Darragh, so she didn't say a thing, just clutched Riona
tight and | ooked at the water coming closer, and felt the rock wall steep

behi nd her; too steep to clinmb up."

Maeve watched ne solemly. Her head was still bandaged; the eye, at |east, had
heal ed, the swelling gone down, the vision still intact. Her hands were

swat hed. | knew Miuirrin took off the linen strips twice a day, and nmade Maeve
nmove and bend her fingers. | had heard the child weeping with pain as she

stretched the damaged skin. Miirrin herself tended to enmerge fromthese
sessi ons red-eyed.

' Then Darragh said, 'We'll have to swim It's not so far—ust to those rocks
there, and then we can scranble to the jetty. Gve Rionato ne, I'll carry
her.' And Fainne said in alittle wee voice, 'l can't swm"' Darragh stared at

her, with the water comi ng up around his ankles, and then he said, 'Don't
suppose | can | eave you to drown, can |? Think you can float on your back, and
not panic? 1'll swmfor the two of us. Have to go out a way; the waves cone
up quick.' As he spoke, he was fastening Riona into his belt and wading into
the sea. The waves were splashing onto the base of the cliff now Fainne felt
the water up to her knees, dragging at her skirt. The very thought of going in
deeper nade her trenble all over. But she would not show Darragh she was
frightened. So she did as he bid: nmoved out into the frothing sea, and let it
cone all around her so she was chilled through; felt Darragh's arns under her
own and across her chest, holding her safe, and then they were noving through
the water, letting it carry them Fainne had never been so scared. Sonetines

t he water splashed over her, into her mouth and up her nose, and once
Darragh's grip slackened and she nearly went right under. It was cold as ice,
and she felt the power of the ocean as it bore themup and down, up and down.
Once, she dared to open her eyes and | ook back; but she closed them again

qui ckly, for they were far, far out fromshore, so far it seened inpossible
that Darragh could ever swimback in again, not with her weighing hi mdown.
She screwed her eyes tight shut.

" '"Look, Fainne,' said Darragh. 'W've got conmpany. Now that's a rare sight,
that is.' He sounded quite like hinmself; not at all |ike a boy who was in
danger of drowning. He was hardly even out of breath. Cautiously, she opened
one eye just a bit. And there beside them to right and to left, swam great

sl eek creatures of the deep, keeping pace |ike graceful guardians. Selkies
they were, children of Manannan mac Lir, come to see themsafe to shore. Al
the way across the bay they played, diving and circling, dancing in the water,
and Fai nne stared spellbound, quite forgetting to be afraid. And at |ength,
there were the smooth rocks at the end of the bay, and Darragh and Fai nne
scranbl ed out of the water, shivering with cold and grinning fromear to ear
The two sel kies swam away with never a | ook back, but for a while they could
be seen playing a ganme of chase out beyond the waves.

" '"They do say,' said Darragh, watching, 'that the selkies are part human. D d
you know that? Sometimes they cone ashore and take off their skins, and becone
men and wonen again, for a while. But they have to go back. The sea calls
them It's an enchantnment laid on them That's what they say.'

"Fai nne nodded, and the two of them wal ked home, cold, wet and tired, but not
unhappy. As for Riona, she'd had a bath she didn't want, but she dried out
soon enough before the hearth fire, and what she thought of the whole thing,
nobody knew, for she wasn't saying."

Maeve gave a little sigh of satisfaction, and | | ooked up, and there in the
doorway fromthe next room was Conor.

"A true story, no doubt," he observed gravely, coming forwardto greet Miirrin



and Johnny, and to touch the child s head with a gentl e hand.
"Ch, yes," said Maeve with certainty. "All of Fainne's stories are true. Well
maybe not the one about the clurichaun. But Darragh's real."

"I ndeed?" Johnny was grinning, eyebrows raised as he | ooked at ne. "Such a
fine swmer, too. I'd like to nmeet the lad nyself, | think. Sounds a useful
sort of fellow to have around."”

"Well, you're unlikely to," |I said repressively. "He lives far away, in the
west. And the stories are not quite true, and not quite untrue."

"That's the way of it with all the best tales," said Conor. "You learned this
art fromyour father, | think," he added quietly. "He'd the same ability to
hold us all spellbound with his words."

"Excuse me." | junped to ny feet and fled, nmuttering sonething about things to
do. Wen | was safe in ny room | willed nyself to calm and stood before the
mrror, and sumoned the craft. But nmy mind was junbled and sad, and |I could
not escape nmy own haunted features staring grimy back at me. In the end

gave up. | opened ny wooden chest and, rummagi ng deep, took out the silken
shawl whi ch once, long ago in another life, | had worn to ride to the fair.

sat on the floor with its drift of sumertime colors around ny shoul ders, and
I shut nmy eyes tight and rocked back and forth, and | whispered, |I'msorry,
|"msorry. But whether | spoke to ny father, or to Darragh, or sinply to
nmysel f, there was no telling.

To give in to such weakness was dangerous. It showed a | anentable | ack of
self-control. My father had never let his feelings get the better of himthus.
How di sappoi nted he would be if he could see me. And yet—-and yet there were
those long times when he shut hinmself away in the workroom and woul d not | et
me near. Did he westle with the conplex practice of the craft, or was it
somet hing el se he fought? I had seen himenerge at the end of the day with
just such an expression of confusion and self-loathing as | read on ny own
features now. Then, | had put it down to the great challenges he set hinself
as a master sorcerer. Now, suddenly | was not so sure. As a child, | would
have done anything to take away his sadness, to bring that rare smle to his
lips, and yet, when this nood was on him he would shrug of f touch, would cut
short ny anxious queries. Later he would do his best to make up for it,

sharing a tale by the fire, listening

patiently as | recounted the small events of ny day. | had | onged to nmake his
world right, and had known |I could not. My love for himhad colored nmy life
then, and it did so still. It was my grandnother's strongest weapon, and it
bound me to a future of shadows and

bet r ayal

I could not escape Conor. He found ne before supper, as | undertook an errand
for Aunt Aisling. | was in the kitchens, where there was anot her set of eyes

that I'd sooner have avoi ded. The old woman, Janis, had not said nuch to ne
since | returned from d encarnagh, but what she had said had made nme nore than
unconf ort abl e.

"I always knew, " she renmarked, fixing her dark, probing gaze on me, "that your
nmot her would invite trouble. And she did. Seens as if you're no different."
"What do you mean?" | snapped, outraged at such a ridicul ous

accusati on.

"Did he find you?" was her next effort.

"Who?" | glared at her

"Who do you think?"

There was a pause. | realized |I had clenched nmy hands tight. | forced nyself
to relax them



"I didn't see him" | told her coolly.

"Didn't, or wouldn't?"

"What's it to you?" How dared she interrogate me thus?

"Lass, I'"'mold enough to speak the truth without fear. Maybe you won't |isten
Ni anh didn't care to listen, if what | had to say didn't suit her. You'll do a
thing you regret forever, if you break that boy's

heart."

"That's nonsense,” | said, shivering, but ny tone had lost its certainty.
"Hearts, and the breaking of them don't come into this. Darragh i s—was—ny
friend, that's all. He's gone away now. He has a sweetheart in Ceann na Mara,

a lovely girl who knows all about horses and has a rich father. It's—t's very
suitable. There's no hearts in it, not for himand ne."

Jani s sighed, and gave a little smle which had no joy in it at all. "I saw
the ook in his eyes, lass. Seenms to nme you don't know the worth of what you
cast aside. Seens to ne you can't see your way at all."

"I can," | whispered, wondering why it was | stayed by her listening, letting
her hurt me so much with her words. "It is—t is just

because of this, because | do know these things, that | nust do as | do. It is
better this way. Better for Darragh. Better for everyone."

Janis was scrutinizing me closely. "That's not the way it works, lass," she
said quietly. "You can't order other folks' lives, and their feelings, to suit
what you think's best. Grew up with Darragh, didn't you?"

| nodded, tight-1ipped.

"Mm He told me. And did he ever once let you make his choices for hin®"

| shook ny head.

"Vell, then."

"I know what's best," | said fiercely.

Jani s reached out her knobbly old fingers and took nmy hand. Her touch was
surprisingly gentle.

"There's a lot of weeping init, lass," she said.

Al |1 could do was nod, for her words brought back the little imge | had seen
in my dreans, night after night, ever since the day | turned a girl into a
fish and | et her own nother make an end of her with a kitchen knife. | saw

nmysel f racked by such anguish it threatened to tear nme apart.
"I can't help that," | said in strangled tones, and then | fled.

After that | did my best to stay away fromJanis. Still, there were errands,
and it was unthinkable not to do them for in this household Aunt Aisling' s
word was law. So | was there in the kitchen, asking the cook to send some nen
down to sone barn or other to collect chickens, and Janis sat silent by the
fire, watching me. And on the other side of the hearth was Conor, doing just
the sane.

"Ah," he said with a smile, "the very girl | need to see. Cone, Fainne, let us
take a short wal k together. |I've a proposition for you."
There was no refusing. | found a cl oak hangi ng near the fire; Conor put his

hood up. It had been snowi ng again, and we left the mark of our boots in the
pristine white as we wal ked down the track toward the forest. There was that
strange sort of warnth in the air which presages nore snow before nightfall. |



waited for the druid to speak. | tried to anticipate what his questions m ght
be, and to form convincing answers in my head. He mi ght ask me about the fire
and ny part in it. He mght speak of deaths and injuries. He might ask

me, again, why | had conme here. Perhaps it was of ny nmarriage he would wish to
speak; to tell nme how inpossible it was.

"W cel ebrate Mean Ceinmhridh tonorrow," said Conor. "You proved an able
assistant last time, Fainne. WIIl you performthis duty

for ne again?"

| struggled to find a reply. "I—+ cannot inmagi ne why you would want nme to do
so. It would not be at all appropriate.”

"No?" asked Conor, smiling a little. "And why woul d that be?"

| could not tell the truth: that my acting thus would be a travesty. On the

ni ght of Samhain | had let myself pretend that | was one of the famly. On the
ni ght of Samhain nmy grandnot her had cone, and | had made the fire.

"I can't," | said bluntly. "You know | can never belong to the order of the

wi se ones. You knew mny father could not, but you lied to himand I et himthink
it was possible, all those years. That was like—it was |ike prom sing someone
a wonderful prize, if they worked hard enough for it, and then, when they'd

earned it, snatching it away. No wonder my father still speaks of you with
bitterness. | cannot be a druid, Uncle. | cannot do these things. | amnot fit
for it."

It was a long tine before Conor replied. If | had upset him | told nyself I
did not care; it was tinme he faced the truth of what he had done. He sat down

on the stone wall, near the place where the track nade its way under the

| eafl ess trees into the shadows of the forest. | stood by himl ooking out over
the | ake.

"I remenber your grandfather rebuilding this wall, stone by stone," he

remarked eventually. "A wise and patient teacher, was Hugh of Harrowfield. He
taught the nen here the right way to do it, but he played his own part;

al ways, he showed by exanple. There's a trick to it, a know edge. You have to
run the stones with the Iength of themacross the wall line, and their

t hi nnest section nust be laid horizontal; that way the stones support one

anot her, and do not break under pressure. Like a great famly, these stones;
the strong support the weak, but each plays its part in the enduring whole."
made no comrent. It seenmed this was a learning tale. "Wat you said is not
correct, Fainne," Conor said gravely. "I understand why you mght think it so,
for it was what your father believed: that because he was the son of a
sorceress, he was forbidden

the powers of light, the higher practice of the craft. Once that idea was
fixed in his mnd, no argunment could shake it. | tried to tell him that night
when he came to the house and we | et himknow the truth about his parentage.
But he would not listen.”

"How can it be wrong? Qur blood is evil. No matter how hard we try, all of our
choices |l ead to darkness. There's no controlling that. | know. "

Conor sighed. "You're very young, Fainne. How can you say this with such
certainty?"

"Because—because that's what happens to me," | whispered. "There's no point in
pretending any differently."

"l cannot believe that, child."

"I't's true, Uncle. It's not just what ny father chose to believe. It's an old,
old thing. The tale of what we are. W are descended from one of the Tuatha
De, the Fair Folk; fromone who was cast out for practicing a dark form of the
craft. She summoned up something evil and let it loose in the world. So the
Fair Fol k bani shed her, and forbade her the higher magic. It is so for all her



descendants. "

Now Conor was | ooking at nme very intently indeed. "An interesting tale," he

said. "But just a tale, after all. Where did you hear this, Fainne?"

"My . . . ny father said it is so."

"And where did he hear it, | wonder? One can choose to believe such stories or
not. But | will give you a counter-argunment which you cannot but believe, for

it is based on proven fact."
I waited.

"Now tell nme. Have you ever seen your father enploy the craft for an il
pur pose?"

"No," | replied reluctantly. "But that's different. My father made a choice
He told ne. He said, our kind are drawn to evil. But one can al ways choose not
to use the craft.”

Conor nodded gravely. "So, he does not exercise his skills at all?"

| frowned. "He practices; for what, there is no telling. Perhaps nerely to

chal l enge hinself; to fill the enpty days. He used to denmpnstrate, in order to
teach ne. But—he did use it once.” | glanced at the druid. "He saved the folk
of the cove, when the Norsemen canme. They still tell of it."

"So," said Conor, "the only time he used it, it was to do great good."

"Folk died," | said. "There was a fl axen-haired warrior, washed up on the
shore anmong the splinters of the |ongships."

"It's a conplicated business. Sometines it's hard to extricate right from
wrong, Fainne. And you are young yet, and barely started on your training."
"What does that mean?" | snapped, sonewhat affronted that he considered ne a
ner e begi nner.

"We' ve spoken of your father. But what of you? You say you can only walk a
path into darkness, because of what you are. | tell you that is wong. You do
have the choice. Yes, you are the granddaughter of a sorceress. But your other
grandnmot her was mny sister Sorcha, whomthey sonetines call the daughter of the
forest. She was the strongest of wonen; great of heart, pure of spirit,

wel | -bel oved in this household and this comunity. Your grandfather, Hugh of
Harrowfield, was a stalwart and admrable man, for all he was a Briton. You
carry that heritage too, Fainne. You are one of us, whether you wish it so or
not. And you're wong about the craft. Liadan told ne what happened wth

Si beal, on the way from @ encarnagh. You used your skills for good, then. I'm
sure there have been other tinmes."

| felt as if | were going to cry. "lI've done sone very bad things, Uncle." It
felt as if the words were being squeezed out of nme despite nyself. "Terrible
things that | cannot tell you. If the famly knew these things, | would be

cast out as ny father was."

"Ciaran was never cast out." Conor's voice was calm but the shadow of an old
pain still lingered there. "He chose to | eave. He chose a perilous path. |
bel i eve he sought her out. The |ady CQonagh."

"The | ady OGonagh?"

He raised his brows. "H's nother, the sorceress.”

"I's that her nane? | always just called her G andnother." Sonetimes, you say
somet hi ng, and once the words are out, you know they shoul d never have been
spoken. But it is too late to unsay them | watched Conor's expression change;
saw t he serene confidence vani sh to be replaced by a pallid tightness that

al nost suggested fear. | wenched ny gaze away, | ooking again down to the
enpty waters of the | ake, today gray and sullen under the heavy w nter sky.



"You— he ventured, and cleared his throat. "Tell ne, Fainne,’

he said with

nore control, "was—was your grandnother present, during your growing years in
Kerry?" | thought he chose his words with the utnost care. As for nme, | had
| et the conversation stray into very dangerous waters. | had | ost control of

it, and of myself. That was druids for you. Wth my upbringing | should have
known better.

"No, Uncle. She was there for a little. | grewup with just ny father, as |
told you."

"If he believed the craft would |l ead you into evil, why did he teach you

t hus?"

I had no answer for this.

"Come," he said. "It grows chill. Let us wal k back."
"Yes, Uncle."
W made our way up to the keep in silence. | was torn by conflicting feelings,

chiefly fear of my grandmother's fury if she had observed this interchange.
But beyond this fear there was a terror far stronger, that perhaps Conor m ght
be right. Was it possible that, after all, | mght not be evil through and

t hrough, but might aspire to sonmething different? That thought was cruel
Surely it was no nore than the vain hope that had once been dangl ed before ny
father, then rudely snatched away. And yet—and yet, | had saved Sibeal. | had
done good wi thout even thinking about it. As we made our way up to the main
door, where boys were busy sweeping snow fromthe pathways, and girls well

wr apped in scarves and shawl s were hangi ng garl ands of greenery about the

entry, | remenbered that time at the fair. There had been no reason to stop
that fellow fromplaying his nasty tricks; no need to release his furred and
feathered captives, beyond a sense of what was right. But | had done it. | had
been wearing the anulet and still | had done it.

The i dea Conor had put into ny mnd was so terrifying I wished with all ny
heart it had never been spoken. But once there it |odged firmand could not be
shaken. Indeed, | realized the truth had been creeping up on me for a |long
time now. Fromthe nonent | had restrung Grandnother's little charm on that
strange cord of many fibers, this new possibility had been growi ng in ny nind.
Sonething in that necklace seemed to work against the evil of the talisman,
somet hing bright and fine. Maybe it was love, or famly; perhaps both. | was
gl ad my grandnot her had never mastered the art of | ook-

ing into a person's thoughts; the art my aunt Liadan was said to possess in
abundance. For this was an idea my grandnother nust not be allowed to see.
That night | put out the hearth fire in ny chanber and sat shivering in the
light of a single small candl e, as shadows danced across the walls, keeping
time with my thudding heart. It was snowi ng outside; the quiet was profound. |
had believed | had no choice but to do as ny grandnother w shed: attenpt a

fearful task of grandi ose proportions. Inpossible as that seened, | had
pl anned to do it, for I was bound by fear, and by ny belief that sooner or
later, | could do nothing but work her will and follow the evil path to which

nmy cursed bl ood bound nme. Daunting, but in its way easy, because it was

i nevitable, and outside ny own control

But | had been wong. The power of the anulet had tw sted nmy mind and dul | ed
my ability to reason. It had nade ne blind to all but what she wanted nme to
see. Through it she had worked her ill deeds, and nmade me believe they were ny
own. A powerful sorceress indeed. But maybe not so powerful. She had never
expl ai ned why she could not sinmply kill the child of the prophecy herself and



end this once and for all. Al she had said was that events nust unfold
according to the ancient foretelling. And that night when | had taken off the
amul et, she had conme rushing to find out what | was doing. She really had been
afraid of ne; afraid of what | mght do if | escaped her control. A nmonentous
unfol ding of events, ny father had said, and somnething about finding the right

purpose for nmy gifts. Very well, it seemed | had found that purpose now,
though | trenbled to contenplate it. | could give nmy father back his life.
could show himthat our kind mght indeed aspire toward the light. | could

ensure these folk were not robbed of the chance to win their battle and save
their Islands. They were ny famly: wi se Conor, so disconcertingly like ny
father, and Sean, who seened to want only the best for me. Aunt Aisling
treated me as if | were her own daughter. Then there was Liadan, whose |ove
for her sister still showed in her eyes, and Johnny, the perfect son. And what
about the girls, now so much a part of ny life | was hard put to inmagine the
time when their tears and chatter had not sounded |ike a sweet, discordant
nmusi ¢ through the quiet of my days? Wen this was over, whatever happened,

there could be no place for ne here anong them | knew that. And Kerry woul d
be I onely now,
even in sumertime. | could never make up for the terrible wongs | had done.

The past could not be remade. But | could tread a different path if | dared,
fromthis point on. It would be a path of fear and sacrifice; in time, perhaps
a path of redenption. The | ady Oonagh was strong. | nust be even stronger

Chapter El even

My mind began to work very quickly indeed. She would come if she thought | was
too slow, of that | had no doubt at all. I rmust act first. | must preenpt her
visit. | must summon her mysel f, though the prospect of her coning anywhere
near Sevenwaters chilled me. | would take control; | would denonstrate ny
conpliance. | wi shed her to be in no doubt whatever that | was still her
puppet, and dedicated to work her will. It was a perilous way | contenpl at ed;
none nust know the truth. Thank the goddess Darragh was safe back in Ceann na
Mara, which was surely far enough away for ny grandnother to forget him As
for my father, he trusted me to make ny own deci sions, and though this was the
bi ggest decision of nmy life, the same rule applied. He had brought nme up to do
things without help, and | would be true to his teaching.

I woul d need sonme reason to sunmon G andnother; a progress report, that should
pl ease her. The plan | had outlined for her involved spying for Eanonn,
finding out the informati on he needed to destroy his old eneny, the one they
called the Chief. What was the fellow s nane? Bran? | must do it, and gl ean
some news to show her | had not been idle. And | could not spy unless | could
transform It was time for an exercise of the craft.

"Good," said a strange little voice right behind ne. | froze in shock, there
where | sat before the cold hearth in the sem -darkness.

For a nonent | had thought—+ had really thought—ut no, this soft hooting tone
was not hing |ike ny grandnot her's.

"You think so?" | asked cautiously as nmy heart went back to its normal pace,
and | turned to observe the oW -like creature as it stood round-eyed by ny
window in its feather cloak and little red boots. | nust indeed have been

absorbed in ny thoughts if | had sat unaware while it flew in, and changed.

"I know so, fire child. | see it in your face. A different |ook. So what's it
to be? A ginger cat, maybe, all hiss and danger? A flea? That would give you
an intimate insight. You'll |earn sonething tonight, for they all sit up by

lantern light, behind closed doors. Best be quick."



| frowned. "Reading my thoughts now, are you?" | queried, wondering whether |
mght risk trusting this small personage whi ch seened to understand so much
wi t hout being told.

A gurgle of laughter. "Not us. Just waited for you to work it out, that's all.
And we're everywhere, though folk don't see us. W read it in your eyes. Took
you | ong enough to find your way through this puzzle, and you a druid's only
daughter."

There seened no possible answer to this, save maybe a question. "Do you
t hi nk—do you think ny father intended—?"

"You' d have to ask himthat question. Now cone on, tinme's passing. Wiat's it
to be?"

| shivered. "I nust make nmy way unseen to the chanber where they neet, enter
by a | ocked door in the dark, remain there unobserved, and return safely here.
No cats, that's certain. A creature of night, quite small; one which can enter

t hrough the crack between door and frane."

"A cockroach?" the creature suggested hel pfully.

"I thought, a moth," | said, my voice shaking with the very idea of it.
"Cood idea. Go on, then."

| recalled, belatedly, that an owl was also a creature of the night, and
renenbered the canp of the traveling folk, and a certain mniature predator
swoopi hg down on its prey with needl e-sharp cl aws and snappi ng beak

"I hope you're not here just for an easy supper,"” | said, frowning.

"I'"ve eaten already, thank you," replied the creature politely. "Come on
hurry up. Can you do it or not?"

"lI've never tried this before.”
"We know. That's why |I'mhere. A watcher. You need one, the first tinme. This

sort of thing's second nature to our kind. Be warned. You'll feel it
afterward. Takes quite a toll. Be sure you're back in here before you undo the
charm”

The first step. It was necessary to create a picture in the mnd, a sort of
map of what rust be done, plain enough for even the snallest and sinpl est of
creatures to retain. | closed ny eyes and nade nyself visualize the path

nmust follow, out of my chanber, beneath the door where a gap admitted a chil
of winter draft, along the dark passageway to the chanmber where they woul d be

nmeeting, a smallish, private roomat the top of the stairs. | captured in ny
mnd the faint outline of that doorway, |ight showing dimy fromwthin.

must nake ny way through the crack at the top of the door, then sinply cling
to wall or ceiling, and listen until | heard sonething, anything | m ght use

to convince ny grandnother | was noving forward with my plan. Then | made
nmysel f feel and see the return journey, back through the tiny slot, along the
hal | way on rapid wings, comng to rest at ny own doorway, creeping under, safe
again. This pattern nust be very clear in ny nmind before | began, and so mnust
the charm of reversal. These two things | must hold, and ny know edge of
nmysel f, or be lost forever in that other form M heart pounded in
anticipation. | must do this. | would do this.

"Now, " said the ow -creature.



The second step. | thought nmoth. | felt the shape, the |ightness, the
alteration of balance, so that instead of up and down, floor and ceiling,
there were sinply different sorts of planes, and different kinds of touching.
| felt the power of the wings, and the strange pull of the light. | felt ny
consci ousness dwi ndle and alter and focus into sonething far sinpler and nore
direct. In ny head | spoke the words, and changed.

For a nonent there was only blind panic. | could not sort out |egs from wi ngs,
nmy eyes did not seemto be working properly, | blundered and toppl ed and
fluttered in helpless circles on the floor.

"Door," said a voice, and it scared ne, but somewhere there was a pattern and
| understood |I rnust followit. | flewerratically to the faint crack of |ight
and crept through beneath the door. Brightness. Warnmth. | wanted that.

wanted the light, and it was there, not far

above. | flew, nore boldly now, drawmn to its glow, knowing |I must go to it, |
nmust get cl oser

"No, fire child. Not that. Renenber who you are. Remenber the pattern.’

The voice. | should heed the voice. But there was the light. The light called
me so strongly .

"You will burn if you fly into the lantern. Follow the pattern. Do not |ose
yoursel f."

Sonmewhere, the sense of self, deep within, ny father's training. | was Fainne,
daughter of G aran. This noth-formwas only a shell, and | rnust disregard the

way it pulled nme toward that sweet glow of warnth. My fragile wi ngs carried ne
hi gh al ong the hallway, safe above the tantalizing flame of the lantern. |
could not see ny strange conpani on; perhaps the creature had stayed behind the
cl osed door of ny bedchamber. But its voice still guided ne.

"Good, fire child. Remain yourself. Do not give in to that other mind, or you
are indeed no nore than an ow's next neal, and not much of one at that. Now
go in."

| had reached the entry to the small council chanber. There was only just
space enough to crawl between oaken door and frame. Inside there were lights
again: two lanterns, and candles. They sumoned ne the way a stream of clear
water calls to a thirsty man after a long day's journey. Wth an effort of
will, I held nyself on the wall by the door. My vision was strange: there were
no colors, only light and dark, and | could see right around ne, not just in
front. | could scarcely begin to interpret what nmy new eyes showed ne; to do
so, | would need to learn to see all over again. | concentrated on hearing
and, with an effort, made out the separate voices of Conor, Sean and Liadan
and, to nmy surprise, Johnny. It cane to me that | owed it to Johnny that any
part of the conversation was spoken aloud. But for his presence, they m ght
have used the voice of the mind, and conducted it in total silence. None but a
seer m ght have spied on such a council.

It was hard to listen and harder still to understand. Part of ne heard only
sounds, sounds of danger, and part of ne saw and felt only darkness and light:
t he darkness of unseen predators lurking in the shadows, the coaxing,
wonderful, flickering Iight there on the table that called ne, called ne so
strongly. Focus. The words, the pattern. | must not |ose nyself in that other
The pattern was listen, door, fly, door, safe. Then the charm of reversal
First, listen.

"What it neans, | cannot guess," Conor was saying gravely, as if he had just
reached the conclusion of sone narrative. "Wat influences there have been, |
shudder to contenplate. The question is, what action do we take now?"

There was a brief silence.



"Are you telling us," Sean's tone was careful, "that you believe young Fai nne
has come here as an enissary of the |ady Oonagh? That seens quite fanciful

and | cannot bring nyself to believe it. |I've never concurred with your doubts
about the girl. She's a good child. Aisling speaks quite highly of her. She's
had a strange upbringing, and is a little shy and awkward, but no nore than
that, surely.”

"You forget the use of sorcerer's magic." Liadan's voice was chill. "W have
seen that. She's strong; strong and able, like her father. And it would be
just the lady Qonagh's way, would it not, Uncle, to seek to harmus by using
as her weapon a child we long to take to ourselves, to |love and to wel cone?

Ni anh's own daughter. It's cruel indeed, and has the unm stakeabl e stanp of
the sorceress on it. Did you not say Fai nne knows how to conjure fire with her
fingers? Doesn't that tell you anythi ng?"

"You can't be suggesting—but that's preposterous, Liadan!" Sean spoke in a
shocked whisper. | crept closer to hear, noving fromwall to ceiling so that I
cl ung upside down in the shadows. Bel ow me, one of Sean's great dogs twtched
its ears and began a |ow, omi nous growing. | sensed the scurrying novenent of
other small creatures close by ne; | felt a sudden terror without
understanding its cause.

"That can't be right, Mther." Johnny spoke with absolute confidence. "I've
seen Fainne with the children. She loves them You should hear her telling
stories, or see her by Maeve's bedside. There's no evil there; indeed, there's
a sinplicity about her that makes the very idea unthinkable."

Li adan sighed. "You can't know. But Conor could tell you, | think. Wasn't it
just so with the | ady GConagh?"

"Not exactly," said Conor heavily. "W never trusted the sorceress, not from
monent ny father first brought her hone as his intended bride. But she had a

kind of charm like a faery d ambur she would put on to convince people she
was sweet and wel | - meani ng; to

trap them M father was ensnared thus, and ny brother Diarmd as well. A
sorceress has the ability to do this. It will not succeed with one such as

nmysel f or Liadan. But with you, son, or with Sean here, it might."

"I nmpossible,"” said Johnny flatly. "I may not be a seer, but |I know how to read
a man's character, or a worman's. Fainne is confused, scared; that's the truth.
Underneath that, she's a child, and innocent. Wat is it you're afraid of?"

"Il tell you," said his nother in an oddly constrai ned voice. "Once, |ong

ago, | was presented with a choice. The Fair Folk cane and ordered nme to
remain here in the forest so that ny child could be kept safe fromthe
i nfluence of the sorceress. Conor will vouch for that; he gave ne the sane

advice. They cane close to saying that the prophecy would not be fulfilled
unless | did as they bid ne."

"But you disobeyed," said Johnny. "Wy?"

"I suppose there seened no choice really. |I could keep you safe, or | could
risk your future, and the future of Sevenwaters, the forest and the Islands
themsel ves. Most folk would find what | did hard to understand. But there was
Bran. He could not stay with nme, here in the forest. To protect ny son, |
woul d have had to cast away the man who is the other part of me; to deny him
his own child. That | would not do. | defied their orders and set ny back to
Sevenwat ers. | went against Conor's good advice. And it was through nmy own

i ntervention that N anmh escaped her husband and fled to C aran. But for that,
Fai nne woul d never have existed. They warned ne. The Fair Fol k warned ne

t hat +hat —hno, | cannot put this into words. | hoped | would never have to tel
you this, Johnny. | have never told your father."

"You' re saying Fainne's presence is sonehow a threat to me? To ny safety?"
Johnny was bernused. "How can that be, Mbther?"



"The | ady Oonagh sought control of Sevenwaters once," Sean said slowy. "She
was defeated then by ny nother's strength; by human strength. It may be the
sorceress tried again, through C aran; and now tries once nore through his
daughter. That was what my nother believed. Wien N anh and Ciaran first set
eyes on one another, and cast a darkness on this house, she saw that as the

| ady Oonagh's hand reachi ng out over us once nore. She believed that old evil
woul d continue to make itself known, generation by generation, until the
prophecy was fulfilled and all made right again. It could be true. If the |ady
Qonagh indeed still lives, she nust nove swiftly to thwart us now, for our
venture seens likely to succeed by sumer. But if we do not have the child of
t he prophecy, we are dooned."

"The girl is troubled,"” said Conor. "She has much of her father in her, wth
his intelligence and his sensibilities. Were it not for this foolishness with
Eamonn and the pressure that places on us, | would prefer to take the tine to
gain her trust, and convince her she may be a power for good, whatever she may
have been taught. Fainne does not seemto ne bent on a course of evil."
"Forgive ne, Uncle, but | think your own feelings blind you to the truth,”

Li adan said tightly. "You felt the |loss of Ciaran keenly; you never found
another with such talents, and the brotherhood dwi ndl es. Be careful you do not
trust too much, seeing in Fainne only what you want to see."

Conor's response was i medi ate. "She saved Sibeal. She is your sister's
daughter, and only in her sixteenth year. \Wat would you have nme do?"

"Common sense tells ne, send her straight back home," Liadan said flatly. "Let
Ciaran take responsibility for her, since he chose to raise the child in the
know edge of a sorcerer's arts, and exposed her to his nother's influence.”

"I don't think we can do that." Sean spoke with authority. "My niece is
frightened; | saw it when | told her we nust seek C aran's permission if she
were to wed Eanonn."

"You what?" His sister's voice was shocked.

"The idea's unpal atable, certainly; but | have learned a little from
experience. | could hardly dismss her request w thout explanation. She
refused to countenance the idea of sending a nessage to her father. The girl's
terrified for some reason; terrified of making contact with him"

"But not frightened of him" put in Conor quietly. "She speaks of himwth the
greatest loyalty and respect.”

"I won't send her back to Kerry,

Sean said, in a tone which indicated a

deci si on had been made. "Not against her will. W cannot know what forces are
in play here. It's hard for me to believe Fainne might mean any harmto us,
but | trust your judgnent, sister. | would not wish to jeopardi ze our venture,

nor torisk nmy famly."

Li adan was silent.

"There's only one solution, then." Johnny spoke with cheerful confidence.
"We' || take her north with us. Put Eamonn off politely; say his intended bride
wi shes to wait for her father's approval, and that C aran cannot be reached
just now. Meanwhile Fainne is whisked out of harmis way, and all's well.

There' |l be no shortage of enthusiastic suitors for her on Inis Eala, and
every one of them younger and likelier than Eanonn of d encarnagh, if sonmewhat
| ess well-endowed with worldly goods. She'll forget him soon enough."

"You haven't been listening to a single thing |I've told you," Liadan said
wearily.

"I always listen, Mother," said Johnny with a smle in his voice. "I'll make a
wager if you like. I'll wager |I'm big enough and strong enough to stay out of
harm s way, sorceress or no sorceress. How s that? Besides, if you think

Fai nne's confused or frightened, what better place to seek guidance than Inis
Eal a? If she wants answers, that's where she'll find them surely."



' The | ady Oonagh tried to kill you once."

"I"'mstill here, aren't 1?" said Johnny blithely.
Listening with all the concentration | could summon, | had forgotten for a
while that | was nmoth as well as girl. | noved ny feet to go closer, but one

foot was caught in sonething, and | sought to free it, and ny |egs were
suddenly tangled. | flapped ny wings, struggling to break away, and the sticky
thread tightened around fluttering wing and fragile |inb, and could not be
broken. In the darkness behind nme | sensed a presence, hungry, waiting. The
part of nme that was still Fainne told me Web, spider. Free yourself now,

qui ckly. The part of me that was noth was seized by a blind terror that held
me fast as | beat ny wings in frantic, futile effort. The presence cane
closer, moving like a clever dancer on its delicate cobweb bridge.

"Quick!" said the voice of nmy feathered guide as | felt ny death at ny back
"One short, sharp jerk. Quick now "

| pulled to the side, using all the weight of ny body, slight as it was,
nmovi ng ny wings as hard as | could while the spider made a sudden dart out
toward me, and at |ast breaking free, spiraling downward out of control wth
fragnments of the sticky fiber still clinging to nmy legs. My blundering flight
took me into the side of the lantern; hot. | fell to the table, |anded on ny
back; felt death close again. The

dogs were barking. | was lifted in a | arge hand; another hand canme over,
trappi ng ne between. | struggled, flapping, until | regained ny feet. | waited
for one final, crushing bl ow

"Poor thing," Johnny said. "Doesn't rightly know which way it's going." There
was movenent, and the hands opened, and | crawl ed off the warmh of hunman skin
onto the stones by the doorway in the shadows. Having thus rel eased nme, ny
cousin went back to the table, and with my strange insect-sight | thought I
saw himlay a reassuring hand on his nother's shoulder. "That's settl ed,
then," he said as | crept out through the crack above the door and fl ew away
down the hallway, high above the lure of the lantern, all the way along unti

| reached nmy own door. Quickly down and under. Safe. Rest.

"Now the charm" My O herworld conpani on stood by the wi ndow, | sensed the
small red boots not far fromne, felt the threat of their hard heels. | did
not want to nove for now It was dark here; | could be still.

"The charm It is not finished. Speak the words, fire child.”" Dimy it came to
me: the charm the pattern. Door, fly, door. Listen. Door, fly, door, safe.
The charm Somewhere the words of the counter-spell still dwelt within nme, and
| sounded themout in the silence of nmy noth-mnd, words that seened to have
no meani ng, only power. Around me the roomtilted and changed; dimcolors
appeared, the candlelight gold, the russet of a gown |aid across the bed, the
green and crinmson of a holly weath O odagh had tied up over ny wi ndow to

wel cone spirits abroad at Mean CGei mhridh. The chanber faded and bri ght ened,
faded and brightened; the figure of the ow -creature swam before ny eyes.

| ooked down and saw that | was nyself again. | |ooked up, and around ne candl e
and wi ndow and ow -being shifted and nerged and junbl ed all together. Then

was falling, and everything went bl ack.

"I"d never argue with your father on a point of strategy, and I won't with
you. The men rely on you to make the right decisions, and so

will 1."

The voice made its way into ny consciousness as | cane slowy awake. | kept ny
eyes shut. | was in bed, tucked up warmy, and there



was the little crackle of a hearth fire. Alovely snell; sonme drink with
ginger and cloves. | was tired; | was so weary, and the bed felt soft and
good. My body ached all over. | thought maybe | would just go right back to
sl eep .
"Besides,"” it was Johnny's voice this time, "in your heart, you want her to
cone. | see through that stern demeanor. You nust agree Fainne's a |lovely
girl, sorcerer's daughter or no. Can't you just see her, shining like a little
bright lanp in our grimhouse of nen?"

"Her mother certainly drew themlike nmoths to a flame," Liadan said wyly.
"And i ndeed sonetines | think this is Niamh all over again, so stubborn, so

prickly, and yet a fine girl and easy to love. You read ne well, son. |
cherish my four boys; but | have |onged for a daughter. Maybe it's true. Maybe
what Fainne needs is protection. But there's a terrible risk as well, | know

that better than anyone, save Ciaran hinself."
"Trust ne, Mother. This is right."

"l suppose there's no point in speaking to you of danger, just as there never
was with Bran. The concept of self-protection is unknown to the two of you. |
hoped he'd becone a little nmore cautious, as a man of near forty with grown
sons. But still he nmust be in the forefront of it all, risking hinself as if
he'd as many lives as a cat." "Hasn't he?" Johnny chuckl ed.

"He need not do this hinself. There are others, younger men, who would junp at
the chance. It sounds—t sounds perilous, Johnny. | fear to | ose you both."

"You know the Chief. He calculates his risks. This has been planned to the

| ast detail, and for all his advanced years, he's one of our strongest
swi mers, and knows the terrain and the layout of their nooring better than
anyone. We'll hand-pick the other nen. It's true, there's danger, but there's

al ways danger in winds and tides. And look what's riding on it. You don't sink
your eneny's fleet by stealth wi thout exposing yourself to peril."

"There will be so few of you, and such a long way fromhelp. If word of this
got out, you'd be vulnerable as chicks in the nest."

"You i magi ne we haven't made all owance for that? As for intelligence, who'd
bel i eve even the Painted Man crazy enough to attenpt such a sortie? Nobody
sails around the Needle on the eastern side. As for such a swim it's never
been attenpted before, the currents being what they are. Such runors woul d be
instantly discounted as fantasy."

"Your words do little to reassure nme," Liadan said. "I amremnded that it was
nmy choi ce to have you brought up in your father's nold; a warrior and
strategist, with no concept of fear. Things m ght have unfol ded very
differently had you been raised as a scholar and nystic in the nenetons."

"Do you regret your choice, Mother?"

"Until that noment, when Conor told us the |lady OQonagh still Iives and
threatens us, | did not. | have had years of such happiness; | do not know how
Bran and | could have lived our lives w thout one another. | rejoice in ny
boys, and in the fine conmunity of Harrowfield and the fellowship of Inis
Eala. | amproud that we were able to give heirs not just to ny father's
estate but to Sevenwaters as well. There are regrets; N amh's sorrow and
suffering remain in ny heart, as does G aran's estrangenent fromhis fanily
and his calling. For that reason, | longed to wel come their daughter as ny
own. But now . . . once, long ago, | was told, You want nore than you can
rightly have. | was told there was bl ood and sorrow in nmy choice. Perhaps it
istine for me to pay the price for those years of joy. Ask nme again, after
the sumrer, if | have regrets.”



"You mss him" Johnny said softly.

"More than | can put into words. My honme is here; but ny heart is there,
wherever he is."

"We' || | eave as soon as Fainne can travel," said Johnny.

Then | heard a knock, and the creak of the door, and C odagh's voice. There
was a conversation about whether | had had fainting fits before, and how | had
been sick at Uncle Eanobnn's house for a whole day, and m ssed seeing the white
pony. Eventually it seemed safe enough to open ny eyes and | et themsee |I was
awake agai n.

I'd been unconscious for a whole day and night, they told me, fromthe tine

Si beal had found ne lying on nmy bedroomfloor early in the norning, until the
next day. Longer maybe, for | was freezing cold when ny cousin discovered ne
and raised the alarm though | had had a bl anket over me and a pillow beneath
nmy head, which was strange. | had slept right through the m dwi nter ritual

whi ch Conor had perforned on his own. | had m ssed the burning of the great
log, Eilis informed me, and the cider and cakes. Indeed, | was still so weak I
could scarcely stir fromny bed. | had plenty of small visitors and was told

many stories. Johnny cane, and broke the news to nme that | was to ride north

with himand his nmother, and nmeet the other part of my famly. Sibeal slipped
in alone, bringing Riona. My protest was overrul ed.

"I"ve explained it to Maeve," the child told nme, solemm as an old wonan, "and
she agrees. We'll make Maeve her own doll, all of us. Mdther's going to show
us how But you need Riona back now. You need to take her with you when you

go."

The weariness went on. | was astonished at the way the effort of
transformati on had drained me, even though | had been forewarned. The body
trenbled and retreated fromany challenge; the nmind still held the terror of
t he hel pl ess insect, tucked away somewhere within the human consci ousness.
Next time, | thought, | would choose sonething bigger and stronger and better
able to |l ook after itself. Three whol e days passed before | had recovered
sufficiently to move on with ny plan

| sat before ny fire, that third night. | had put away anything that m ght be
dangerous. Ri ona was deep in the wooden chest, along with Darragh's shawl and
the tiny ring of woven grasses. If | had had the strength, | mght perhaps
have thrown these precious things away; destroyed them |est they catch ny
grandmot her' s eye and give her ideas. But, sorcerer's daughter or no, | was
not as strong as that.

When all was safely stowed and the door bolted, | put ny hand around the
bronze amul et and focused on the flames. A nmind-tw ster has a dual purpose. It
links the wearer with the bestower; it binds one to the other's will. It is

al so a type of conduit, an eye which opens between the two when it chooses. It
was thus, | believed, that ny grandnother had been able to see me fromtine to

time, to know what | was doi ng, although she was far away. She had said she
could not see nme all the time, only now and then in snatches. Such charns
possess their own quirks, their own tricks. The |ink had al ways seened
stronger when | touched the amulet or held it. If | did that now and spoke an
i nvocati on of summoning, | thought she would conme. | breathed deep, and opened
the eye of the spirit. | spoke the ancient words, and | called to her

She was there in an instant; not present in the flesh, as at our |ast

menor abl e encounter, but there in the heart of the fire, a pair of beady dark
eyes and a powerful, demandi ng voi ce.

"Ah! This | did not expect, that you would bring ne to you thus. I'mthirsty
for your news, child. Tell ne!l"

"I"ve done very well, Grandnother." | could not quite keep the trenble from ny



Voi ce.

"I"'mall ears. Go on."

"My plan is in place, as | told you it would be. The nan Eamonn has of f ered
for me, formally, in return for information |I can give him He w shes to
destroy another who is part of the alliance. | performed a transformation to
obtain what he wanted. If he acts on this it will surely spell the failure of
t he canpai gn. They cannot win without this man they call the Chief."

"You performed a full transformation? Successful ly?"

"Yes, G andnother."

"Wthout any hel p?"

"Yes, Grandnother." | |ooked straight into the fire, and kept ny

expression guil el ess.

"l see. And what was this information?"

Sonehow | had known she would put ne to the test. It would not have been
enough sinply to fabricate a story. Yet | was reluctant to tell her; in her
hands such information could be dangerous indeed. "lIt—+t would nmean little to
you, Grandnother; it is sinply sonething which may give Eanonn the opportunity
to do what he wishes. Once | have told him he can work out how "

Grandmot her' s eyes narrowed alarm ngly. "Fainne," she said very softly,
"you're worrying ne, child. | thought you understood what the result would be
if you attenpted to disobey nme. It seems you did not. Must | show you agai n?"
The fire seened to glow brighter around her features, a fierce flame of gold
and red, save for the dark coals of her eyes. Surely she had not guessed the
truth already? Surely she could not know I planned to defy her?

"I =+ did not mean— | stanmered.

"Tell me, Fainne! What is this highly significant piece of strategy you have
di scovered? Not trying to play games with ne, are you? Ganmes make ne think of
children. Children | ove ganes, don't they? dinbing, balancing, sw nging high
Ri sky business, especially for
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the smaller ones. Still, your uncle has many daughters; too many, really."
| was shaking. It enraged me that she still had the power to manipul ate ne

t hus; her casual disnissal of the girls terrified me. There seened no choice
but to tell her. The amulet felt hot against ny breast, as if it held
somet hi ng of her own anger.

"It's to do with swinmmng," | said, trying for as little detail as | could. "A
small group of them And it's hazardous."

"Mre," G andnot her commanded.
"They'll swimacross fromone island to another to sink the eneny's ships.
During this venture the nman Eanonn despises will be at great risk. |I plan to

tell Eamonn of this; let himseize what opportunity he can fromit."

"Mm It's not much. What if this doesn't work?"

"I't will work, Grandnother. And there's nmore. | amto travel north with ny
aunt Liadan to Inis Eala. There, | will be close to the heart of the canpaign
near to its secrets. | will be ideally placed to carry out your work."

"I see.""

"Aren't you pleased with what | have done, G andnot her?"

'There are bad influences in that place. It's old, and full of presences. Your
father would feel quite at home there, no doubt. Just make sure it's not the
same for you. Renmenber, the only sound advice is nine. And don't be tenpted to



renove the amulet. You need it, for this is your nost dangerous time. Take it
off and that may well be the end for you."

"I understand, Grandnother,"” | said in suitably meek tones. I|Indeed, |
understood all too well, for it had happened before, the day Darragh canme to
d encarnagh. Take it off, and she woul d know i medi ately, and harry ne to do
her will with every weapon she possessed. She needed ne. She could not do this
wi thout ne, that was clearer all the time. Although | nmight |Iong to renove
this dark talisman, | nust wear it to the end; until the monent of fina
conflict. | nust carry her charmuntil the instant she |learned | was not her
tool, but her adversary. \Wat woul d happen then | could not say, but | knew
deep inside ne that this nust play itself out to the end, as the Add Ones had
sai d; as she herself had said. A nonentous unfolding of events .

"What about this fell ow Eanonn?" G andnot her asked suddenly. "How do you feed
himthe information he wants if he's in one place and you're in another?"

It had not taken her long to discover this weakness in nmy strategy. | tried
not to let my msgivings show "I'll find a way," | told her with what | hoped
was an air of confidence. "He nust be part of the final canpaign; there nust
cone a tinme when all are assenbled together. Inis Eala is the key to this,

G andnot her. That's where |

nust be. "

"You seemdifferent, child. Something has changed. Don't forget. Don't forget
what | showed you."

| shuddered at the nenaci ng sweetness of her voice. "I have not forgotten
Grandnmot her. And | have changed. Now that | know now that | have felt the
satisfaction it gives to nake a man beg for ny touch, now that | have

experi enced the power of transformng, | am beginning to understand. | am
starting to know why you act as you do; | amrealizing that to be a sorceress
has its own rewards."

"That's as may be," she sniffed, but | could hear in her tone that she was

pl eased. So far, then, she had believed ne. It was just as well she was not
fully present, or she mght snell my cold fear. It was a perilous gane |

pl ayed with her.

"What if it doesn't work?" she demanded. "Do you know what you nust do then?"
"I't will work. If not, I will find another way."

"You needn't find one, Fainne. 1'll tell you. It should be obvious. Now answer
me one thing. |Is he there, the son, the one they call the child of the

pr ophecy? Have you seen hi nP"

"Yes, Grandnother," | said cautiously, not liking the tone of her

Voi ce.

"Remenber," she said, "at the end, the only thing that natters is him He's
the only piece of real value in this ganme. The rest of them the druid, the
warrior, the chieftain, the lady, they'll stand by himand give their all for
him and die for himif need be, to achieve the long goal. He's in the
prophecy, and they all rely on that. Their confidence cones fromthat, from
him At the end, all you need to do is renove the child of the prophecy, and
t he whol e thing collapses. Wait until the | ast nonent, and see he fails. If
you haven't the stomach to kill again, there are other ways. You know those
already. It's easy enough

to find someone else to do the dirty work for you. What's the fellow |ike? Not

letting yourself grow fond of him | hope?"

"No, Grandnother. | am not so foolish."

"Hmm |'mnot sure if that's the truth. You were softhearted with those
children. | expect this is a charm ng young man; and you are your nother's

daughter, after all."

| saw ny mot her stepping fromthe rock again; felt the air passing, the touch



of the salt spray. Stepping off to oblivion. That always seened to ne
i mpossi ble. | shivered.

"Believe nme," | said with hard-won steadiness, "I would not dare to lie to
you. "

"Very wise, Fainne. Still, | think I1'd like a little denonstration of |oyalty.
Here's what we'll do. W'll put this young warrior to the test, and you as
well. We'll see just how strong he is; just how nmuch pain he can endure. If 11
be hel pful to know that for later. This trip north is an ideal opportunity. No
need for you to work a spell, granddaughter; save your power for the end, you
must be at your best then. | will do what is necessary. | won't kill the
fellow, that's your job and cones much later. "Il just play with hima
little. "

| felt a prickling down ny spine; it was difficult to ook into her
fire-circled eyes and keep ny features calm "I don't understand,” | said.
"What purpose can there be in this?"

"I told you, Fainne. It's a test. An easy one for you, since there's no need

for you to do anything at all. Indeed, that is your part in it: precisely
nothing. You'll sinply watch himand take no action. It isn't much to ask."
| stood silent as the neani ng of her words becanme clear to ne. "I understand,"”

I whi spered. "What kind of charmdo you plan to use on hin®"

Grandnot her cackl ed with anusenment. "You need to ask ne that? You with your
di sfigurenent of children? Come now, where's your inmagination? What woul d you
use?"

This was indeed a test. | held my expression inpassive while ny stomach
churned with disgust. "You' d need to be subtle,” I told her. "My aunt Liadan
sees a great deal. If you plan to reverse the charmlater it should be

somet hing invisible. "

"Ni ght terrors, maybe," said G andnot her encouragingly. "I could drive the
fellow mad with visitations of death and disaster."”

| recalled the steadiness in Johnny's gray eyes. "I don't think that would
work very well,” | told her.

"Well, then?" She grewrapidly inmpatient. "Wiat's it to be?" | knew the
answer, though | did not want to tell her. At least what was in my mind would
be easily reversible. And to keep her trust, | must continue to play this
gane. "A pain in the belly," | said, "that could be natural, sonething that
starts as a minor disturbance and grows worse. Wat do you want from Johnny?
Grovel l'ing subservi ence? An acknow edgrment of his own frailty? Wat are you
hopi ng to prove?"

Her |ips curved, showing the lines of neatly pointed teeth. "How | ong he can
endure," she said. "Mre inportant, how |l ong you can watch w t hout hel pi ng

him If you are both strong, the final conclusion of our venture will be so
much nore satisfying, Fainne. So much. Indeed, | can hardly wait to watch
that. Very well, a bellyache it shall be; you'll know all about that, since

I've denonstrated it to you nmyself in the past. Rows of little teeth gnaw ng
their way through living flesh, a pain that nakes the nerves jangle and the
sinews trenble, an agony that nakes a man dream of death as a blissful

rel ease. And just renenber, there's no expectation of you at all, ny dear
only that you watch and not act. Only that." | nodded, trying not to shiver.
"You won't see ne," Grandnother said. "But | will see you, Fainne. Make sure
you act as | have instructed." "Yes, Gandmother," | said.

"Don't worry," she went on, "I'll let the fellowrecover in time. | want him



wel | enough to take his place in the final battle, after all. | want these
folk to savor the taste of success until the very last nonent. Then we'll

snatch their victory away, only then. Human folk and Fair Folk will go down
toget her, before our very eyes. What a sight that will bel I'Il probably add a
fewlittle touches of ny owmn, | think. I won't be able to resist.”

"I will do as you bid nme," | said. "And nmy plan will work with Eanmonn,

prom se you. But I'Il be a |ong way away. You may not hear from ne now unti
the last."

"I"1l know where you are, and what you're doing," said the |ady

Qonagh. "1 always do."

Not quite always, | thought. "Farewell then," | said.

"Farewel |, child. | have great hopes for you. Don't disappoint ne. Don't

forget your father, and that other one who's never far from your thoughts."

"No, Grandnmother.” | made ny words firmand sure as the flanmes di ed down, and
the gl owi ng eyes faded quite away, and the evil voice fell silent.

| waited a long time, and when | judged it safe, | went to the chest and took
out Riona, and | lay on the bed hugging her like a child. | could not stop
shivering, even with a bl anket over ne, and after a time | got up and went to
stand by the w ndow, watching the gentle fall of snow through the shadowy air
of the winter night. | thought of nmy father, all alone in the dark halls of

t he Honeyconb, and | spoke softly, using the tool he had given ne to maintain
nmy courage; to focus on what was and is and mnust be.

Whence canme you?

From t he Caul dron of Unknow ng.

What do you seek?

W sdom Understanding. | seek the way to the Light.

It was a strange tine of year to travel, the weather inclenment, the days at
their shortest. | asked no questions about that. A message had been sent to
Eanmonn, al ong the lines Johnny had suggested. It was anticipated the recipient
m ght be less than pleased with this m ssive, and waste no tine in paying a
call, and asking questions. Qur departure, therefore, took place on the day
this letter was dispatched. By the time Eanmonn could ride to Sevenwaters |
woul d be well gone. This was not stated in so nany words, but | understood it.
Maybe | shoul d have nmade a show of protest. But ny mnd was taken up with
other things, and I let it pass.

To ny astoni shnent the girls were distraught that | was leaving. Eilis wept. |
had never thought the child had nuch regard for ne; after all, | was a
hopel ess rider. Perhaps her tears were no nore than habit. But C odagh hugged
me, and so did Deirdre, and their expressions were identically woeful.

"Come home safe," said d odagh

"W'll miss you terribly,” sniffed Deirdre. "It'll be so boring here when
you' re gone."

"Goodbye, Fainne," Sibeal said gravely. "You'll need to watch out for cats." |
stared at her, understanding she had seen ahead, perhaps to a tinme of
transformation. | could not ask her what she neant, not while the others stood
cl ose by, but | nodded acknow edgnent. Miirrin kissed me on both cheeks, and
gave me a gown of soft gray wool, which she said would be nice and warm for
the winds bit hard up there. Miirrin was not weeping. My aunt's apprentice



heal er, Evan, was to remain at Sevenwaters in the period before the camnpaign

since he'd the strength for bone-setting and a skill with surgery my cousin

| acked. | had seen the way the two of themtouched hands and exchanged shy

gl ances when they thought nobody was | ooki ng, and understood the gl ow t hat
brightened Miirrin's pale features. As for Maeve, | had nade that farewell in

private, and the little last tale |I told her was just for the two of us. The
i mge of this child's injuries, and her courage, was | odged deep wthin ne;
now | would use it to give ne strength.

Before we left | made nyself go to the kitchen and seek out Dan Wal ker's old

auntie, Janis. She sat in her chair by the hearth as always, |ike an ancient
guardi an of this domain, a kind of house-spirit watching with benign
di scipline over all. That was fanciful; this was no QG herworld creature, but a

nortal woman of advanced years. The winkl ed skin and sunken cheeks told mne
that; the knobbly hand clutching a stick confirnmed it. But her dark eyes were
still bright and shrewd.

"Well, child. Going away, | hear? So what do | tell our |ad when

he cones after you?"

"He won't," | said decisively. Perhaps great age made one bold. She certainly
had a way of comi ng out w th whatever she had to say, however unpal atable. "He
knows that. He's not to cone, not anynore. Anyway, he's settled in the west. |
told you."

"A traveling man never settles. Wiat do | say to hin? No nessage? O shall |
make it up? Tell himwhat | see in your eyes, naybe?"

"He won't come. But if—but if he did, I would tell him. . ." The words |
needed fled. The only nmessage that was in ny heart was one that was all wong;
one that could not be spoken. Darragh rmust not know it; he must be given no
reason to conme after ne, not while nmy grandnother m ght work her evil magic

against him "If he did," | nade nyself say, "I would tell him indeed | would
command hi m
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to return home and never cone back. | would say, he and | are no good for each
other, and never will be. If he follows me it can only lead to pain and
sorrow. Tell him | will look after nyself. It's better that way."

"Anyt hi ng el se?" Janis had pursed her winkled lips, and rai sed her black
brows. Cearly she was uni npressed.

"And—and tell him" | whispered, "tell himl haven't forgotten. Tell himlI'm
trying to do what's right."

There was silence between us, amd the creaking turn of the spit where a whole
side of mutton roasted, the clatter of dishes, the laughter and joking of
warriors as they snatched a nmonent of warnth and conpany before returning to
the endless drills and sorties of canpaign preparation

"It's a lonely way you' ve chosen," observed Janis quietly. "And you not

sixteen years old; a child still. A long, lonely way."

"I"'mused to that," | said fiercely. Perhaps it was the | ook in her eyes,
perhaps it was the kindness in her voice, | cannot say. But it brought back

i mges of time past, sharply, and if | could have wept then, |I would. "I have
menories," | told her. "There's always those."

"Not a lot, to build your life on," said Janis.

W rode north. Fromthe nmoment we departed the keep of Sevenwaters, Johnny
became one of the guard, the uniform dark hood rendering hi mindistinguishable
fromhis fellows. Al seened well. My grandnother's small voice had been
silent since the night I had sumoned her and heard her plans for Johnny. Al



rode on swiftly; none showed signs of illness or pain. There was no telling
when she woul d strike himdown, though the amulet felt warmall the tine now,
and | took this as a sign that she watched nme. Qur guards naintained their
silent, vigilant presence around ne and ny aunt Liadan as we traversed wooded
sl ope and wi de forest way, by frozen pond and icy streanmlet. They led us
across narrow tracks in a marshy wilderness; through high passes where great
hunting birds soared overhead and the ground was iron-hard with frost. They
canped with us in a place of standing stones, where we slept in the shelter of
an ancient barrow marked with secret synbols. Al the way they kept their
masks on, except to eat. There was no know ng one from anot her

"A formof protection," Liadan expl ained. "Necessary, in view of the markings
t hey wear."

"If those are so dangerous, why adorn thensel ves thus?" | asked.

Li adan smled. "A synbol of pride; of belonging. Qur warriors consider it a
great honor to be allowed the mark. Not all are accepted into this band."
"What are the—prerequisites? Noble bl ood? Brave deeds?"

"Each man is unique. Each brings his own qualities. If he has something to
contribute, something of which we have need, he will be accepted as |ong as he
passes the test."

"Test? What sort of test?"

"Atest of skill and of loyalty. It varies. You'll find folk of many kinds at
Inis Eala. Men of all sorts; all colors and creeds."

"And wonen?"

"Ah, yes, a few of those as well. It takes a very particular breed to live in
such a place, Fainne. A special kind of strength."
"Aunt Liadan?" | said as we settled to sleep in the strange arched space of

the old barrow. "This place here. Have you read the signs? The inscriptions?"
There was a pause.
"No, Fainne," she said in an odd sort of voice. "This is a | anguage nore

ancient than any | have |l earned to decipher. | cannot read them" There was a
guestion behind her words.
"You understand,"” | said, "that this is so old no living man or wonan knows

the tongue. But | grew up in a place of standing stones; the markers of the
sun's path were the daily conpanions of ny chil dhood. Sonme of these signs |
recogni ze. "

"I know it is a place of the Od Ones," my aunt said softly. "A place of great
power and wonder." She hesitated, then went on. "They spoke to nme here. The
Fomhoire. "

| stared at her. "You nean—you nean those creatures that seem part rock, part
water, part furred or feathered thing? Those small beings that call thenselves
our ancestors?" Perhaps | spoke incautiously. Here in the belly of the earth,
it seemed safe.

"I never saw them" Liadan said in wonder. "I heard voices, only. Deep, dark
voi ces fromearth and pool, guiding me. Sonehow I never thought them snall.
They seemed huge, old, and i nmensely powerful. And they bade nme follow ny
heart; follow nmy instincts. It was here in this place that. . . that decisions
were made of great inport, decisions that changed the path of things. Have you
seen these fol k, Fainne, that you speak of themthus as famliar beings?"

| nodded. "The signs tell of an ancient trust. They speak of bl ood and
dar kness. And they speak of hope. That nuch | understand."

My aunt stared at me in silence. Qur lantern glowed softly in the darkness of
this subterranean space. Farther down the huge enpty chanber, sonme of Johnny's
men had settled to sleep, and we kept our voices low After a while Liadan
said cautiously, "Do these sanme fol k guide you, nmy dear? Do you believe

t hem-beni gn?"

Thi s was dangerous territory. | could not know, at any tine, if my grandnother



were listening or no. It seemed a safe place; but nowhere was safe while
wore the amulet, and to renove it was to sunmon her instantly. "They have
their own theories about how things should be. But they have a habit of not
expl ai ning, of leaving ne to work out what things nean. What happened with
you? Did you follow their directions, or nake your own choi ces?"

Li adan sighed. "Both, | think. It was others' orders | disobeyed. Wat of you,
Fai nne? Whose path do you foll ow?"

A perilous question. "Alonely one," | said. "So |'ve been told."

"Li ke G aran's?" she asked me softly.

"I don't wish to speak of ny father.” | lay down with the bl anket over ny
face. The wei ght of the anulet was heavy on ne; its small, malign shape seened
to burn nmost of the tine now, as if | could not avoid ny grandnother's
scrutiny however well | played this new ganme. | wondered if she had hei ght ened
its power sormehow, now that we were coming close to the end. Perhaps what |
had suspected was true. Perhaps she feared ne. | disregarded the burning. Pain

was not hing. My father had taught nme that |esson early.

| learned soon enough that Johnny was not sinmply a kind young nan who rescued
bl undering i nsects and held the hands of sick children. It was the habit of
our silent guard to ride two ahead, two behind, with several nen on each
flank, not always in sight of us, but close enough to be quickly by our side
if need be. Liadan and | were clad in plain dark cl oaks, serviceable tunics
and skirts and sturdy winter boots. She rode a brown nmare, | the snmall gray
whi ch Eanonn had | ent ne. Liadan had no qual ns about that.

"She's mine," ny aunt said sinmply. "A gift, and not from Eanmonn. And it was
certainly not ny fault that she was once |l eft behind. That creature's seen a
lot, Fainne. Sad things; terrible things. |I think it's time we took her hone."
W rode through a clearing. It was a bitterly cold norning, the ground crisp
with frost, and scarcely a bird astir in the bare branches of the bl ackthorns
bef ore and behind us. This was a terrain where strange piles of stones dotted
the hillsides, where one could not tell if their seem ngly random heaps were
in fact a work of man or of something older, the winter shadows turning rock
into goblin or bogle, giant or crouching earth-dragon. The very undergrowth
seened malign, squat dark bushes reaching out |long strands in thorny enbrace
to tear at skirt or stocking. Qur pace was brisk; it seemed even the hooded
warriors had no desire to linger in these parts |onger than they nust.

The way narrowed until only one of our escort could be seen, the nman in front
of us. Soneone shouted, and he stopped dead. The two of us drew our horses to
a halt behind, and Liadan reached out a reassuring hand toward ne.

Ahead of us on the track stood a group of ferocious-Iooking men armed with
kni ves, clubs and small axes. Their apparent |eader, a huge fellowwith a
patch over one eye and yellowed, rotting teeth stepped forward and pointed his
weapon at our guard.

"Down you get," he ordered. "And no funny business. There's six of us and one
of you, not counting your lady friends there. Nice and slow. G ve ne that
sword. And the knife. Turn around. Now . . ."

To ny astoni shnent our man did exactly as he was told, wthout a word of
protest. The attackers relieved himof his weapons, and took the reins of his
horse as if tolead it away. | stared in growing alarmas the man with the
eye-patch sauntered over to us, grinning. My aunt sat quietly, her gaze quite
calm Now they were stripping off our man's hood. O the rest of our escort

t here was no sign.

"Well, well, well," sniggered the | eader of the group, com ng up al ongside ny
little horse. "Wat have we here?"

| raised my hand, summoning the words of a spell. "No, Fainne," Liadan said



softly. "No need for that." Behind the | eader, his henchmen had peel ed back
the warrior's mask to reveal the distinctive markings on his face. Someone
swore, and | heard the words "painted man" spoken in a terrified nutter. The
fellow by nmy side froze, then backed away, his face suddenly chal k-white
around the bl ack of the eye-patch. Then there were several small sounds; a
whirr, a twang, the thud of an arrowrinding its mark; the man they had

di sarmed whirled about, felling one of his attackers with a strategically

pl aced kick. Wthout any sort of struggle whatever, suddenly there were six
men |lying on the hard ground, groaning or gasping or, nmore omnously, quite
silent. Behind and before, to left and to right, Johnny's men emerged fromthe
cover of rock or tree, stowing small itenms away in belt or pocket. An arrow
was retrieved, nmessily. A short knife was used, effectively. | shut nmy eyes.

"Fainne? I'msorry. Were you frightened?" This nasked warrior spoke in
Johnny's voice. The man the attackers had di sarnmed was reclaimng his weapons,
repl acing his hood as if such encounters were no nore unusual than, say,
roundi ng up sheep or slicing a | oaf of bread.

"I can |l ook after nyself," | snapped, forcing ny heart to slow "It seens an
odd way of countering an anbush, that's all. You m ght have warned us."

"We've our own ways. And that could hardly be called an anmbush, far too
i nept."

"You didn't need to kill them"

"They were fools to attenpt what they did, and deserve no better. Besides, not
all are dead. Some will carry a tale hone; a tale of the Painted Man. This
pass will be safe for a while, until they forget and try again. They chose
their victimpoorly this time. Nobody touches ny nother. Travel with her and
you' re assured of the best protection there is." H's voice was steady, his
manner assured as always. Had Grandnot her not yet worked her spell, then?
Could | hope that, for her own reasons, she m ght choose not to enact this
particul ar piece of cruelty?

W rode on, and | pondered the oddity of it, that the very man ny grandnot her
had bound ne to destroy was the one who now ensured this expert force kept ne
safe fromall harm He carried his own death with him and guarded it as
carefully as the nost precious treasure. It was good that he was strong, for
if she did go ahead with her little plan, the trial would tax himhard. M
grandmot her's mastery of such spells was matched only by her conplete |ack of
scrupl es. She had presided over the thrashing, fluttering death of many a
smal | creature as she denonstrated one charm or another; she had viewed

di spassionately my own agony as she punished ne with knives of glass in the
head, with bizarre swellings of tongue or throat, with cruel alterations of
sight or hearing. Did not she watch calmy over her own son's slow, wasting
dem se? Grandnot her woul d use the craft coolly and effectively against ny
cousin. | just hoped she would not keep it up for too |ong.

| had | earned to recogni ze Johnny anong our identically masked attendants in
their plain garments. He was the shortest of them in height not so nuch
taller than nyself, and his back was as straight as a small child's, his head
proud, his shoul ders set very square. They changed horses fromtinme to tine,
but I knew him As we rode ever northward to the farthest shore of U ster |
wat ched him thinking soon, very soon, he would have to halt and di smount, or
fall fromhis horse convulsed with pain. | knew the spell; she had used it on
me once. Even the strongest man could not endure it |ong.

The hills and valleys, the hidden streanms and m sty woodl ands passed us
steadily by. Ahead of ne ny cousin rode on, his carriage as upright as ever,
his hand rel axed on the reins. | watched in vain for any sign of illness, but
there was not hing. Indeed, by dusk |I began to wonder if the child of the



prophecy was sonehow protected against this charm perhaps by those powers of
the forest that nmy grandnother so loathed. | felt the heat of the amul et

agai nst me and knew that she was close; the small triangle seemed ever nore
finely tuned to her presence, its burning a clear message that she was

wat chi ng me, watchi ng Johnny, that she woul d i ndeed test us both.

We canped for the night in the shell of an old building, where crunbling stone
wal I s and the remmants of beam and thatch offered a precarious shelter against
the winter chill. The nen took off their hoods and ate a frugal neal. Johnny
seened a little pale, and | did not see himpartake of the food, but his voice
was steady; he smled at the men's jokes, and bid us a courteous good ni ght
before retreating to take his turn on watch. There seemed not much amiss wth
hi m

W shoul d reach the coast in another day and a half, Liadan told ne as we rode
out the next morning. There, a boat would take us across to the island. There
was a note in her voice which spoke of anticipated delight; she could not

di sgui se her longing to reach our destination. She did not ask her son if al
was well, and nor did I

| watched nmy cousin as the track became steep and dangerous. | kept ny eyes on
himas he led or followed or guided, and still his back was straight and
proud, and his horse noved steadily onward. Johnny held his head high as if he
were a hero fromsone old tale. The amul et was burning me. She was wat chi ng
me, watching him It canme to ne suddenly that | had been quite wong. Not only
had she already worked her charm perhaps days ago, but she tightened it al
the tine, piercing, stabbing, grinding. It was not the |l ack of magic that made
this mal evol ent thing invisible, but the sheer fortitude of the man who
endured it. | rode along with jaw cl enched and brow beaded with sweat; ny
hands shook as | held the reins. Gve intoit, | willed him Don't be, so
strong. The sooner you give- in, the sooner it stops'". Around us the others
rode on, quite unaware of the battle being played out in their mdst. There
were only three who knew anything was amiss: nmy cousin and I, and the

sor ceress whom nobody coul d see.

W made canp again for the night. Johnny retired early. He did not eat. |
glinpsed the gray pallor of his face, and noted the way he took care to avoid
his mother's scrutiny. In the night | awoke and heard the sound of retching
out beyond the rocks, in the shadows, and | heard Liadan stir, but she did not
wake. Soon after dawn we rode on, and the nmen rode by us, silent. The snell in
the air was |ike hone, sharp and salt. @ulls passed overhead scream ng. |
could hear the distant roar of the sea. But there was no enjoyment in these
dear famliar things, not in this far place, with the whole length of Erin
between nme and ny father. Not when | would never walk these cliffs with a
friend by my side, and sit in the shelter of the stones in a silent

conpani onship of total trust. Such things | would never have again. | did not
deserve them never had. The amulet was hurting me; | would bear its brand on
the flesh of ny breast. That was not hi ng besi de what my cousin nust be

enduri ng. She wat ched; she was close. | could not help him even though I knew
the charm of reversal, even though | had it at ny fingertips. | nmust not use
it.

The | and opened up. The sky seemed to |ighten and broaden as we noved steadily
northward. There were few trees here; those that clung on in this w ndswept
corner of the land nestled into gullies, or clustered in pockets of shelter
beneath small hills. Two nmen rode off at a gallop, no doubt gone ahead to
announce our arrival. The others were spread out along the track, still quiet.
Qur journey would be ended soon. Now, as we canme up a rise and the first,

di stant view of a northern ocean canme in sight beyond a pale line of cliffs, |
heard her whi sper inside ny head. Tenpting, isn't it? she goaded nme. You know
how it eats at him you recognize it. The boy's strong; he's one of those
Fomhoi re throwbacks, and a, warrior besides, trained to endure. That's his



father's doing. | underestimated him we won't nake that m stake next tinme.

And you're nearly there; running out of opportunities. I'll just take this one
step further, | think. Cose to the point where the body gives up in defeat,
close to the monent when the heart flags and fails. . . so, so close . . . you

know how it is, Fainne
| did know. I magine sone wild creature feasting on your living body as you lie
there aware and hel pl ess before its rapacious appetite. Inagine the pain as it

flows into every corner of your body, every fiber of your being. | knew that
was how it was for him | waited, trenmbling as | watched him M fingers shook
with ny effort to hold back the counter-spell; | made nyself swallow the words

that would free him And at |last there was a reaction. H s nount trenbled, and
hal t ed, and Johnny slid fromthe saddle to the hard ground of the track. I
could hear his breathing; sharp, quick. Still he kept on his feet, where any
ot her man woul d have been writhing on the ground, scream ng and clutching his
belly. Behind himny own horse had stopped still, shivering.

| was incapable of speech. Was this enough for G andnother? Wy coul dn't
Johnny fall, or scream or give some acknow edgnent of defeat, so she would
stop it? | knew she could take this no further without risk of killing the man
where he stood. What was he, Cu Chul ai nn reborn, that he could w thstand such
agony? Anot her of the men rode back, and a qui et exchange took place. Liadan
was well behind us, out of sight.

Now t he other man di smounted and stood by the track, holding the reins of both
horses. Behi nd his mask, Johnny was | ooking at me. He indic