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For everyone who wonders if crossing the orchard wall is worth it.

And for Damaris, for climbing the wall with me.
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Author’s Note
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The Secret Heart of Maeve MacGowan started as a map. I wanted to explore the Irish landscape in my imagination, if not in real life. At the same time a story was percolating in the back of my mind: a young person tasked with a mission from the village leader who discovers that the world outside is vastly different from what they’d been told. Over time this young person became Maeve. 

After publishing A Land of Light and Shadow I had recognized, mostly in hindsight, just how much of my own life I was processing through the pages of Arden’s story. I decided to more fully embrace that process with Maeve.

I am not a historian. This book is loosely inspired by late 17th century Ireland: the legacy of Cromwell, the Plantation of Ulster. Many of you will recognize elements of Maeve’s world. They are just as alive and well now as they were hundreds of years ago. I hope any egregious errors that may be present do not impact your enjoyment of Maeve’s story.
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1. Maeve
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When the breeze sends tree limbs dancing overhead, the orchard feels like another place to me. Soft currents of air caress my skin, tugging at my skirts and red hair like some invisible mischief-maker persuading me to join its playful dance. I wonder, not for the first time, where this breeze began in its long journey across the downs. If it comes from that place of rolling hills, where the wild men and their treacherous magic live, then why does it spark such wonder in me? Why does it feel like something good?

Snatches of strange things dance across my mind’s eye: An endless sky of stars. Another orchard, standing without a stone fence for a guard. A faraway place where things happened, things I have no name for and yet somehow, they name me. I press a hand to the rough skin of the nearest tree and grip my basket with the other and close my eyes, trying to shut out the melody in the breeze and the images in my mind.

I dare not tell Finna about these fancies, for she would remind me that girls do not see visions. Only those with magic do, and the only one in Quin who has magic is its leader and protector, the Patrician himself. I am no leader. This orchard, which I love like the blood family I do not have, is not mine; I am only its caretaker. If I fail to be worthy of this post, I will lose it forever. So Finna has always said.

The images fade, but closing my eyes does not shut out the melody. It is more than the wind playing over rock and soil and leaves. Today I can hear the notes of something wild. I fix my gaze on a gnarled trunk nearby. The trees are like old friends, never scolding or ignoring me. Breeze or no breeze, strange fancies or no strange fancies, the orchard is my favorite place, my safety, and among these trees nothing can trouble me for long.

Girls do not see visions. But when hunger or harshness press against me too sharply, I go to the orchard. If I cannot reach the orchard, I let my mind take me there instead. The branches hold me until I can bear the present again, or until it calls me back. I always carry my—I will say it, just this once—my trees, my refuge, within me.

It is the one thing Finna can never take away.
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2. Stranger
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Maeve had a job to do. Finna would count the contents of her basket to make sure she had enough for a favorite recipe. As Maeve returned to her task, the breeze settled and left autumn’s first chill to curl through the air and fill her lungs. She pulled another apple from the nearest bough and brought it to her nose to inhale its bright, deep scent, just as hunger bubbled in her stomach. If only fresh apples were as good as they smelled, she thought. She had only ever tasted them in Finna’s cakes and pies, butters and jellies. Those were good, her favorites. But what did a plain, uncooked apple taste like?

“You’re looking at that apple like it’s caught you in a trance.”

A young man sat atop the wall with his back to the downs. He was young, a boy scarcely older than she, perhaps seventeen years of age. This was no uninvited vision, no invented image. Maeve stared at him, too startled at first to speak.

A tangle of brown hair hung almost to his shoulders, and he wore a bag slung across his back. His voice carried the same lilt as those in Quin, and his hair shone with a familiar reddish tint, but he was a complete stranger. Did he come all the way from Ferre in the east, or was he from Dumar in the north? Either way, he had come a long distance, and no one ever entered Quin by the orchard.

She dropped the apple into the basket and straightened. “How did you get here?” she said at last.

Instead of answering, he jerked his head toward the wild southern hills and slouched forward, resting his elbows on his knees as he perched careless as a bird on a branch. “I understand there’s something dangerous out there. What do you think it is?”

He could not have asked a more troubling question. “We don’t concern ourselves with it,” she answered. “No one who lives in Quin pays attention to the music.”

“The music?” The boy raised an eyebrow as interest flickered across his face. “So you’ve heard it, too. What does it sound like?”

He jumped down and landed in front of Maeve. They were nearly the same height, and she found herself looking straight into intelligent brown eyes. She was close enough to see a thin scar that curved like a white thread down his left cheek and ended amidst the suggestion of a beard. There was an energy in his posture and eyes that Maeve had never seen before, as if he were alert to things no one else could sense. His eyes widened and sudden intake of breath mirrored hers.

She had seen wool clothing stick together many times, remembered the familiar yet unpleasant shock of separating them. This was far from unpleasant, however. She felt like a piece of wool clothing now, drawn to this stranger with a sudden and unfamiliar intensity that flooded her body and brought a strange warmth to her cheeks. Startled, Maeve took a step back at the same time he did.

The distance cleared her head a little. No matter where he came from, no one entered the village this way, and no one displayed such curiosity regarding what lay beyond. She had heard the stories all her life: wild beasts roamed and ravaged, and wild men stirred up strange powers in the dark of night, causing evil and unnatural things to happen. The breeze carried more than imaginary music: on some nights, lilting, wild tunes wove their way across the sky, and villagers shut their windows to keep the noises out.

Quin had nothing to do with such machinations.

He repeated his question in a softer, husky voice. “Have you heard it?”

Maeve collected herself. “Most of us have heard the music at one time or another, but we’re wise enough to ignore it.” Wise enough . . . Am I? “Please, this isn’t safe,” she said, gesturing over the wall. “Don’t you know that? The gate is that way. Everyone who has business in Quin has to go through the gate.”

“But you’re here,” the boy said. “You must not be afraid, even if it isn’t safe. I only thought you might know more.” He stopped abruptly and pressed his lips together, searching her face.

Maeve gulped. “You should go.” She lifted her basket as proof of her innocence and took another step back, away from the broken wall, away from the stranger who was both handsome and perplexing. “My foster mother owns this orchard. I’m only here to pick apples.”

“Only apples.” He sounded as though her words did not convince him, but he nodded once as if reaching a decision. “I’d better leave, then.” Then he stood upright, and with the same sudden agility as his descent, the stranger heaved himself back up the wall. He sat there and gave her a final searching look. “I’ve heard it, too,” he said, and there was a disappointment in his face that Maeve did not understand. “What’s so wrong with that?”

With these words, he flashed a grin and slipped over the wall, leaving behind only the fading patter of his footsteps on soft earth.

Maeve did not watch him leave, though the wall was low enough in places to see over. The wall might guard the orchard, but the orchard, blessed with magical abilities by their god, protected all of Quin. Her role was to help Finna in looking after these sacred trees. She hurried to finish her task. Tomorrow the Patrician was coming to inspect the orchard as he did every year, and Maeve’s best friend Katherine was getting married. Maeve and Finna would cook, boil, and bake apples until this year’s harvest was done. An ordinary autumn in the Patrician’s village. Plenty to keep her occupied and make her forget everything except what was expected of her.

Successful at last, Maeve hefted her basket to the crook of her elbow and left. The last twisted tree she passed received a farewell pat and a word of silent thanks.

From the stone archway of the orchard entrance, the hill sloped down to a wide stream crossed by a wooden bridge. From there, a short path led up a broad, low hill, where Quin lay sprawled like clusters of earth-colored sheep. The crumbled remains and partial structures of a few stone cottages dotted the earth below the orchard. Before the stream had flooded and the bridge was built, families had lived in those cottages. The separation between village and orchard hadn’t been so marked, at least not in a physical sense. But even with the increased distance between Quin and Finna’s place, people still trusted the trees to protect them from unknown dangers beyond their realm.

Maeve, like all Quin’s children, had learned the orchard’s story from birth. Sir Arthur Bromley had established Quin and her orchard generations ago. When the wild men had attacked the settlement unprovoked, Sir Arthur had prayed for protection, and in the miracle that followed, the trees drove the attackers back into the downs. God also granted Sir Arthur some magical ability, which passed down with the orchard to his grandson, the current Patrician. So long as the orchard was tended with reverence, Quin would have nothing to fear in this strange and untamed land.

That must be why we don’t eat the apples raw. Only a few can bear the gift of magic.

Somehow the answer didn’t satisfy her, but it was the only one she had.

Finna’s cottage abutted the orchard wall and faced the village. Her foster mother stood in the doorway, her thin arms folded and her piercing gaze set toward the village activity. Finna did not frown, exactly; she rarely did. It was the firmness in her narrow chin and the way she stood, as straight as the apple trees were twisted, that told Maeve when she would have an extra chore or a little less food for dinner to pay for her tardiness. Sometimes she wished Finna would simply scold her like other mothers did. One good shouting, and have it done with. But it was Finna’s lack of passion that burned the most, like the frost that would soon blanket the earth. It burned icy hot on Maeve’s tender heart.

She took the worn little path looping off the main route and slowed when Finna turned to her.

“What kept you?” Her voice was low, measured, emotionless.

Maeve swallowed and clutched the basket. Should she tell Finna of the stranger, the young man? Of course she should. She must keep nothing from Finna; it was foolish and deceitful to keep anything from the woman who had fed and cared for her when no one else would.

Four or five years ago, the first time she’d really heard the music and felt it tugging at her, Maeve had danced in the orchard and came back with guilt pulling her face. Finna’s silent welcome spoke volumes. When Maeve went straight to her room without dinner, she found the contents of her wooden box rearranged. Neatly, but still displaced enough to let her know they’d been sorted through. Finna may not have known what her foster daughter did, but she knew Maeve had done something wrong even before her return, and Maeve spent that night with both a stomach and a conscience that ate themselves hollow. Finna always found out. She would know about the stranger. And if Maeve stepped out of line again, Finna would search her out as thoroughly as she had searched her meager belongings.

And yet, as she looked at the woman’s hard gray eyes, she thought of brown ones, warm and living, their intensity and uncertainty. She did not know his name. What good would it do, telling Finna of this brief and purposeless interaction? She had the apples, there was work to be done, and Finna needed her help. With a resolve that both troubled and thrilled her, she answered.

“Not many apples are ripe yet,” she said, truthfully enough. “But I found just the right amount, like you told me to.”

Finna’s flint gaze softened. She gestured for Maeve to follow her into the kitchen, where together they brought out the apples and placed them one by one on the scrubbed wooden table.

“These are good, Maeve,” said Finna as they began paring. “You have an eye for choosing the best fruit.”

Maeve relaxed at these words. Finna’s world began and ended with the orchard. Entrusted to her family for generations, she knew how to utilize every part of every harvest and hated waste of any kind. She kept the best slices of pie and the sweetest apple butter and bestowed them on Maeve when she was pleased. Where words failed, apples spoke, and even if the language was inconsistent, it never failed to prompt Maeve’s attempts to earn a more tender expression of affection.

They measured flour, butter, and honey, and soon the sweet fragrance of clove, cinnamon, and baked apples filled the house. The skillet with the heavy lid sat directly over the fire in the fireplace. This cake was the first they made every season, for the Patrician’s visit. Maeve was always proud of the food they made. She knew Finna was too, though she never said so. Her foster mother spoke of how well the orchard was doing and Maeve relaxed a little more. She doubted she’d find the contents of her box rearranged, after all.

“I wish I could be there, for the inspection,” Maeve ventured as they began cleaning up.

“Soon, you will be.” Finna stoked the fire and went back to drying the dishes. “You’ll be old enough in another year or two.”

It wasn’t so much that she needed to see the inspection to know the trees were thriving. It was, according to Finna, a brief affair with few witnesses, reserved for those specifically tasked with the orchard’s care. But Maeve longed to have her work acknowledged. Everyone praised Finna’s cakes and pies and jellies and butters, but she wanted to hear someone tell her that her part in all this mattered, and that it was noticed.

As Maeve washed the dishes, her thoughts wandered to Quin and to her friend. “Don’t we need more candles? The Campbells owe us some. I could go get them when I’m done.”

Finna put away the spoon she’d dried and frowned in thought. “I suppose,” she said. “Yes, we’ll need them soon enough. You may go. But don’t stay for long, as we’ve got to clean the sitting room later.”

Maeve nodded. A twist of sadness pierced her, and she wished she could spend more time with Katherine before marriage took her away, even if it only took her to a different house in another corner of Quin.

“No need to be sad,” Finna admonished, as if reading her thoughts. “Tears can’t change the inevitable.”

Why did you never marry, if marriage is inevitable? Maeve wondered, not for the first time, but she knew better than to ask. She pressed down her sadness and finished washing the last bowl, then took her apron off and put it on its peg.

“And Maeve,” Finna said, “don’t run.”

“Yes, Finna.” At the warning, something heavy pressed against her heart in the void left by sadness. Finna might not know about her strange fancies, but she and every other villager knew the link between the strange music and the wild men. It was a link she, Maeve, couldn’t risk forgetting.

Gathering her shawl again, Maeve took great care to leave the house in a calm and proper manner.
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3. Quin
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The walk to Quin was short, beautiful, and fraught with temptation to run and skip. Maeve resisted with a restraint that would have made someone proud, but there was no one there to see it.

She passed under the narrow stone arch, one of Quin’s secondary entrances, and nodded to the guard who stood watch there. The sounds of people about their business, always a background hum in the orchard, engulfed her. The rattle of carts and horse hooves on cobblestone; children, not yet restricted in their movements, laughing and calling as they left the school a few streets away; the clang of the blacksmith’s hammer.

Quin was laid out like a poorly made wheel, with streets running out from the center like spokes, and the largest, shortest spoke leading to the main gate in the northeast. As she passed rows of houses, Maeve caught sight of the main gate before she reached the center.

Everyone was proud of those gates. Whereas the smaller gates could be boarded over, the main gate was large enough for two tall, wooden doors, through which merchants and clansmen who traded with Quin could ride their strange mounts two abreast. And on either side, supported by smooth stone pillars, stood a large, polished stone chiseled into the shape of an apple. Of the three villages the Patrician governed, Quin might be the smallest, the last structure on the edge of the wild. But here was the orchard of their forefathers, and everyone who rode through the gates knew it.

Maeve was happy to turn her attention away from the stone monuments to the bustle of the village center. People went here and there, visiting shops and going through the business of the day. To reach the Campbells’ house north of the village, she’d have to take the spoke that went straight back toward the sheep pastures and farmland.

To her surprise, Katherine stood at the threshold of the smithy, looking into the darkness and tapping her foot with impatience.

The hammering had ceased. Duffy, the blacksmith, must be somewhere in the recesses of his shop. The hot smells of metal and leather reached Maeve’s nose, and she said, “Thinking of sneaking inside, Katherine?”

A smile brought out two dimples in Katherine’s pretty face. “Only if you’re going with me.”

Maeve’s best friend was a year older than she, with a tall, graceful frame, a head of curly blonde hair tucked into a loose bun, and a smile that made more than one village boy doe-eyed with admiration. Katherine wore the long skirt and composure of a proper woman, but there was a saucy glint in her eye that her mother, Mrs. Campbell, had long given up trying to quell. Maeve loved and hated her friend for it in equal measure.

“It was your idea to steal the horseshoe,” Maeve rejoined. “You weren’t the one who got punished for it.”

Katherine turned and her smile broadened. “But wasn’t it a lark? Don’t tell me you’re still afraid of the blacksmith. He’s a perfectly harmless old man. I think he’s tied to his smithy with a chain of iron. I’ve never seen him leave it more than twice.”

“Yes, it was fun, but afraid of the blacksmith? Of course not.”

Katherine raised her eyebrows but said nothing.

In fact, Maeve was a bit frightened of Duffy. He hardly said a word, but he watched the comings and goings from the depths of the smithy, the light of the forge glowing on his bald head when he worked in view of the street.

“Good. Because I have the memory to make me laugh now that I’m too old and proper for such larks myself. I still say you missed out, Maeve. You never take risks.”

Maybe her friend was right, but she had met someone who did take risks. Maeve was about to tell her about the handsome stranger in the orchard when the loud groan of the front gates interrupted her. Voices called and everyone looked to the heavy village gates being dragged open by two guards. A whispering hush fell on the market as the arrivals entered.

One look at the small band of brown-clad guards told Maeve who had arrived. A faint collective murmur rose among the crowd as someone emerged from the center of the group.

The Patrician wore a regal, fur-lined cloak, his gray hair long and smooth to his shoulders. Due to the dangers of the road, he always traveled with a guard, as did others who traveled; permission to travel between villages was granted by him alone. He came three times a year to Quin. This would be his last visit for the year, and he was a day early.

Maeve stood still, her errand forgotten. Usually she was busy working at home when the Patrician arrived. The first time she remembered meeting the Patrician she had been about six years old, and it had happened just here, in the square. She had been playing in the street with some other children, Katherine among them, and when they were done, Maeve alone had gone to speak to the unknown man who had watched their game with a kindly eye.

“Don’t worry,” said little Maeve, holding up the leather ball. “I never throw this at the apple stones. And anyway, my foster mother says soon I’ll be too old to play in the streets.”

Her chin quivered at the thought. It was sad to think of growing up, but she had not meant to cry in front of this grand-looking stranger, and she stared unabashedly at him and wondered if he would tell her to stop her tears as Finna often did.

The man only smiled at her kindly. “I should think you don’t,” he said. “You live with Finna MacGowan, do you not?”

“Yes,” Maeve answered. “Sometimes I help in her orchard.”

“Ah, yes.” He seemed very tall and his hair was only streaked with gray then. He bent down so he was eye to eye with her. “Then you have an extremely important role, child. Finna is lucky to have you.”

She had felt herself glow with his words.

When Finna met her in the streets, she had bowed to the Patrician and hurried Maeve home, scolding her until Maeve understood she had spoken to someone extremely important: the ruler of Quin, Ferre, and Dumar, the Patrician himself. He answered to none other than the Lord Protector, explained Finna. The Patrician’s grandfather had sworn loyalty to the first Lord Protector, thus providing the three villages with the crown’s recognition. Maeve had found the chain of command confusing. But she had understood her mistake in speaking to someone too grand for her. All the same, she wished to see him again and hear him say kind words meant only for her.

Three years later, after a winter of hunger and cold, and no visits from their leader in the warmer months, the Patrician arrived in the fall with food for Quin. Passing by her in the crowd, he winked and tossed her something. Maeve caught a smooth apple the color of a new spring bud. Where did it come from? She had always thought the Patrician never left his own villages. By then she understood that fear of bandits on the road usually meant fear of wild men with some fear of wild animals mixed in. He must be brave indeed to travel in search of other orchards, for their village owned the only one Maeve knew existed. 

Or perhaps he obtained it by magic. She knew the Patrician employed his magic in modest ways, refusing to make a big display. These unique skills, she heard more than one villager say, were more for assistance than for show, and even then he must use them sparingly to avoid depleting the gift altogether.

Magic or not, when Maeve brought the little green apple home to show Finna, her foster mother told her to add it to the apple bucket. It went into applesauce, and Maeve could never say what it tasted like, just as she had never tasted a raw apple from their own trees. 

Today the Patrician looked a little older, his face slightly more lined, but he listened to the villagers bold enough to approach him and calmly answered their questions. Two stone-faced guards stood at his side. There were more guards this time than last. Perhaps the wild men grew more violent and necessitated such measures. 

The Patrician had turned to her, and with a jolt she realized he must have spoken to her, for he watched her with a kind expectancy. Two or three villagers eyed her with mildly disguised disapproval, and Katherine nudged her in the side.

“Forgive me, sir,” Maeve sputtered. “Did you ask me a question?”

The Patrician gave a short, low chuckle, not an unkind sound. “I only asked how Finna’s girl could be such a young woman. But then, I am grown old. How are you, child?”

“I am well, thank you.” Maeve dropped her friend’s arm and briefly bowed her head. Her stomach fluttered at her own rudeness, but the man seemed unperturbed.

He nodded in greeting to Katherine. “I believe congratulations are in order, Miss Campbell,” he said. “How are your wedding preparations coming along?”

Katherine smiled and blushed, looking every inch the eager bride. “Well enough, sir,” she said, all ease and fair grace. “I’m pleased we’ll have the distinction of your company at the ceremony tomorrow.” 

“And I am honored to witness the occasion.” The Patrician smiled and turned back to Maeve. “And tomorrow, the orchard inspection as well. A busy day for Quin. You’ve yet to be a part of the inspection, haven’t you?”

Maeve nodded.

“I think it’s time that changed. You’ve worked alongside Finna all your life; you’re old enough now. Would you grant us the honor of your presence tomorrow afternoon?”

If Maeve had been holding anything, she would have dropped it. “Yes,” she answered, and could say no more, pride and anxiety a tangle in her stomach.

“Very good.” His smile deepened the crinkles around his eyes. “Now I must go to my lodgings. It’s been a long journey and my men and I are tired, but the priest must give us his welcome. Until tomorrow.” He offered a slight bow before heading for the church, which also housed his adjacent rooms. The guards who followed him would lodge in the inn according to custom.

Maeve turned to her friend, eyes wide with disbelief and joy, and saw that Katherine’s expression mirrored her feelings. “Did the Patrician really say that to me?”

“Of course he did. And it’s high time, too. You deserve the credit, Maeve. You always have.”

Maeve grasped her friend’s hand gratefully. Katherine understood her in ways Finna never would.

“Are you able to walk home with me? Or did Finna send you to stare at the smithy?”

“I’d almost forgot. Finna sent me to get the candles your mother promised her.”

A shuffling sound drew their attention back to the smithy. Duffy’s massive shape lumbered from the shadows, the smell of leather and metal mixing with sweat and growing stronger with his approach. Startled, Maeve drew back, but Katherine extended her hand for the object in the blacksmith’s large grip: a knife, small and sleek.

“Thank you,” said Katherine, handing him a small coin. “My father claims he can’t do anything without his knife. Good day.”

Duffy grunted. His narrowed eyes slid to Maeve, unblinking. Without a word, he went back to the forge and took up his hammer, metal striking metal in thunderous music.

Katherine tucked her arm through Maeve’s and they strode through the village center and toward the northernmost street, allowing Maeve to shed her brief apprehension. The blacksmith is just quiet. He’s probably forgotten that mishap from years ago.

Katherine’s talk turned to her wedding, and her betrothed Conlan. By the time they reached the Campbell farm some fifteen minutes later, Maeve walked through the noisy yard and into the sprawling kitchen garden with all its sharp fragrances, feeling almost as happy as she did whenever she visited Katherine.

Mrs. Campbell worked alone in the kitchen, her cheeks rosy and streaked with flour. She dusted her hands on her apron and greeted the girls as they entered.

“Maeve! Lovely to see you, dear,” she said, pulling her into a hug that smelled of butter and herbs and yeasted bread.

She released her and looked at her daughter. “Katherine, you got the knife, then? Good, good. Your father and brother are storing the last of the peat. And I really need your help with these rolls before your sisters come inside and demand their dinner. I know the neighbors are all helping with the wedding dinner but my, it still feels as though I’m cooking for an army.”

“Maeve came for candles, Mother,” Katherine said, setting the knife down and donning an apron. “Shall I get last year’s beeswax or the tallow ones from Dumar?”

“Finna likes the beeswax best,” Maeve put in. Katherine went to fetch them and her mother watched her go, her blue eyes growing watery.

“Well, Maeve,” she said, her voice faintly unsteady, “my child married tomorrow. I can scarce believe it.”

“Nor can I,” Maeve murmured. She looked around the room where she and Katherine had spent many hours together, chasing Katherine’s younger sisters, arguing with her older brother, Brody, who’d grown too old for their company in recent years, and playing a game of patterns popular in Quin, its little wooden pieces carved by Mr. Campbell in his spare moments and worn smooth from use.

In years past Katherine had given up their street antics with carelessness, trying to cajole Maeve into a more sedate game of dolls. But Maeve had no interest in such things. In the end they gave up on dolls, but not each other. Any time they had together between their growing responsibilities was spent talking of the future and sharing secrets. Now Katherine spoke most often of Conlan, and after tomorrow there would be no more secrets or games at the Campbells’ kitchen table.

The bride-to-be’s footsteps sounded her return. “Here, Maeve. Two of the best beeswax candles in all three villages. May Finna’s baking be blessed as she works by the light of them.” Katherine handed Maeve the slim, creamy yellow sticks and smiled, a hint of the sauciness returned. “You were talking about me behind my back, weren’t you? Confess.”

“You are awfully self-centered for a bride,” Maeve teased. “Shouldn’t you be thinking of your betrothed?”

Katherine sank down at the table, a dreamy smile taking over her expression. “It wasn’t that long ago, was it,” she said, her voice soft, “that we met. His father had just moved their family to Quin from Ferre. I knew the moment I saw him he was the one for me.”

Mrs. Campbell, who’d returned to kneading dough, tutted under her breath, a fond smile on her face. She seemed to have forgotten that she’d asked Katherine for help.

“I know,” said Maeve, sitting across from her. “You had eyes only for him that day. The only words I got out of you were ‘yes’ and ‘no,’ and you mostly mixed them up!” She remembered Katherine’s elation when Conlan had declared his intentions, her joy when the betrothal had been approved. Even then it had seemed like some distant event. Now that event had arrived, and their lives would change forever.

“Promise me you’ll come visit,” Katherine said, leaning forward to grasp Maeve’s hand. “Every week, even more, if Finna will spare you.”

Something about her expression arrested Maeve’s attention. A flicker of discomfort, or something worse, passed over her friend’s features. The shift from besotted to unsettled was so brief that when Mrs. Campbell came over with her rolling step it had passed, leaving Maeve to wonder if she’d imagined it. 

“I doubt Maeve will want to intrude on your wedded bliss that often,” said Mrs. Campbell, one eyebrow lifted high. She set down four rolls wrapped in a scrap of cloth and placed a gentle hand on each girl’s shoulder. “Maeve, dear, you’ll always be welcome here. Don’t forget that.”

Maeve smiled up at her and took the rolls. “You didn’t have to, Mrs. Campbell.”

“Hm,” she grunted, and seemed to bite her tongue. Maeve knew she disapproved of Finna’s cold nature and had said so, many times, before her daughter chided her for it.

“Mother, the Patrician has invited Maeve to participate in the orchard inspection,” Katherine said, looking proud and at ease as usual. “Don’t you think that’s a wonderful thing?”

“Indeed, I do,” said Mrs. Campbell, beaming at Maeve. “And none too soon. Finna won’t be able to refuse him, I daresay.”

Katherine shrugged and smiled at Maeve, who knew that even this news wouldn’t sway Finna’s displeasure if she delayed her return any longer. She stood up and smiled, taking the candles and bundle of rolls.

“I’d better go,” she said reluctantly.

Mother and daughter accompanied her to the door, and when Maeve flung an arm around Katherine, she felt that strange undercurrent again, as if some unspoken thing wasn’t right.

“See you tomorrow, Maeve,” Katherine said brightly. “I expect you first thing.”

There was no time to ask her what was wrong, not in front of her mother. Maybe it’s just nerves. What bride isn’t nervous before her wedding?

They said their goodbyes, and Maeve looked back at the pair of women standing in the doorway. They looked so alike, the same curly hair, the same smile. Their shared affection had shaped them both. No honor in all of Quin could replicate that. The Campbell home had almost felt like hers, and now with Katherine’s departure, it would never be the same.
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4. Running
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It was only as she left the farmyard that she realized she hadn’t told Katherine about the handsome stranger. Tomorrow might not provide an opportunity, either. Loneliness began to curl within her like a leaf withering in winter. On a whim she chose a different route home, one that led along the pasture fence to the shepherd’s gate, hoping to see a friendly face.

Unlike the front entrance, the shepherd’s gate was a low, wooden fence the height of her waist that spanned much of northern Quin. It allowed people a good view of the shepherds and their flocks as they came down the hills from Dumar and Ferre for the winter. A flock was coming down the nearest hill toward the gate now, distant white and black specks approaching like bleating thunderclouds.

The groan of the wooden gates announced arrivals at the front entrance, but here, the head guard Boyle and his register book received newcomers. To her relief he stood there now, jotting something down in a leatherbound book, then shut it with a snap and stored it in his jacket pocket. He caught sight of her and beamed.

“Good afternoon, Miss Maeve,” Boyle said, smiling cheerfully and doffing his cap. He wore the same uniform as the guards who had accompanied the Patrician, though his was slightly more weather-stained. “And how goes the apple harvest?”

She smiled in return as Boyle’s steady kindness cheered her a fraction. “Hello, Boyle. It’s just begun, but it looks like another good year.” Somehow this fixture of Quin always reminded her of Duffy, the blacksmith, but for their opposite manners.

Like most villagers, Boyle and Duffy carried on their fathers’ work, as their fathers had carried on from theirs, and the men were as different as the tasks they performed. They were both near Finna’s age. And there the similarities ended.

Where Duffy was known for his taciturn manner, Boyle had a kind word for everyone. While Duffy’s bald head gleamed in the glow of his forge, a mass of brown and gray curls receded from Boyle’s forehead. And while Duffy seemed tied to the smithy as if a chain of iron connected him to the forge, Boyle walked the streets between posts like a cheerful uncle looking out for a multitude of nieces and nephews. How he managed to arrive at this post on time for every shepherd amazed Maeve.

“Yes. Yes indeed.” The head guard twiddled his pencil in his hand. Nervous energy aside, no one ever found cause to complain about his work, and the handful of guards who worked under him held him in respect.

Maeve was about to say her farewells when his attention swiveled once again to the approaching flock, and when she followed his gaze, the words died on her lips.

Among the sheep, shouting a good-natured command to the black-and-white dog who nipped the animals’ heels, the shepherd reached the gate with the easy motion of one accustomed to spending his days on uneven terrain.

The shepherd was none other than the boy from the orchard wall.

“Good boy, Whistle.” He bent down to scratch the dog’s ears as the sheep began placidly eating grass around him. Straightening, he went to address Boyle and caught sight of Maeve. Surprise, followed by a smile, flashed across the boy’s face. She felt her own face warm and a smile tug at her mouth, pleased that she was the one to surprise him this time, even if it was by accident.

“Come to register?” Boyle said, motioning the brown-eyed boy to his lectern. The shepherd slowly pulled his eyes from Maeve.

“Ah, yes.” His voice held the same timber she remembered, though he sounded a little flustered. He leaned over the gate to write his name in the book Boyle held out, then went back to staring at Maeve—this time from the corner of his eye while one hand unconsciously ruffled his dog’s ears.

The guard bent over and read his entry. “O’Conner. Not Peter O’Conner’s boy, are you?” he asked with interest.

The boy nodded, his expression sobering as a smile broke out over Boyle’s rosy face. “Ah, so you would be Liam,” he said. “Last I saw you, you were a might shorter.”

“I was. I remember you, Boyle. But my father’s dead this spring. I had to sell the house. Well, give it over to the town, really.” His face tightened briefly, shutting off from the world as if from long practice.

“I’m sorry to hear it, my lad. He was a good man, your father.”

Liam nodded once and squared his shoulders. “I’m here to pasture the flock in Quin’s hills. Not just for the season, but for good, if Quin will have me.”

“I’ll pass your request along to the Patrician. Lucky he’s here early, isn’t it?” Without waiting for an answer, Boyle flipped to a page in his book and referenced a list. “In need of anything, are you? Ah, you have your papers I see, very good. Anything else to declare about the intention of your stay?”

The young shepherd hesitated briefly before answering. “Nothing else.”

“You have your lodgings and all?”

“The shepherd’s hut is enough for me. A little smelly, but that’s nothing new.” His face colored slightly at the confession.

Boyle turned to Maeve and put a hand to his heart as if he’d forgotten she was there. “Ah, where are my manners? Let me introduce you. This, young Liam, is Maeve MacGowan. You’ll see each other around this autumn and winter, sure enough, and with any favor, in the following spring.”

“I’m sure we will,” Liam answered. Only his eyes hinted at their previous meeting. His face had regained the mischief and energy from the orchard. “And do you come by the shepherd’s gate often, Miss MacGowan?”

Maeve bit the inside of her cheek to keep from grinning. “Almost never,” she answered in her most serious voice. “Keeping the orchard safe from intruders leaves me no time for wandering around.”

“Intruders!” Boyle shook his head, chuckling. “Don’t tease the boy, Maeve. He knows the orchard keeps us safe, don’t you, lad? There’s nothing to fear despite our proximity to the downs.”

Liam’s eyes were locked with hers when a flash of understanding crossed his face, an earnest acknowledgment of their previous encounter. Her thoughts went back to his words: I listen for it, too. What’s so wrong with that?

Just as quickly, he smiled at the head guard. “I’d best get the sheep settled further up the hills. Good day, Boyle. Good day, Maeve. Come, Whistle.” He turned and threaded his way through the sheep. The sheepdog leaped to his side and trotted along, panting with a canine grin.

Maeve watched them go, Whistle herding the flock away. They had disappeared behind another little hill when she found herself alternating between relieved and ruffled. Liam was no stranger now, and the thought of seeing him again was more than pleasant, though she hoped he would not try to scale the orchard wall again. It seemed he had enough to keep him busy out on the north hills. And what had made him hesitate to answer Boyle’s question?

“Such a shame about his father,” Boyle said, tucking the book into his coat and plunging his hands into his pockets. “He was a good man, O’Conner. There’s nothing like a shepherd for roaming. But there’s another shame: he’ll be too busy to join us at the wedding tomorrow. I always say a wedding’s a fair time to meet people, wouldn’t you say? Oh, you must be thrilled for your friend. Hey, Miss Maeve?”

But Maeve had remembered she was late and felt less than thrilled. “I’ve got to go,” she said. “See you tomorrow, Boyle.”

She hurried through the street on the outer rim of Quin. By the time she’d reached her exit, the sun was low enough that Finna would be cross. Maeve ran across the bridge and up the hill.

“Maeve MacGowan, is there a fire at your heels?”

The cold voice stopped Maeve in her tracks. She swallowed, trying to make her dry mouth speak.

“No, Finna,” she said, her voice as rough as Finna’s was sharp.

“Then why is it so hard for you to observe this one rule?”

Maeve swallowed again. She knew all Quin’s rules by heart, which brought her a measure of comfort; yet the relief at knowing what the village expected of her did nothing to stave off Finna’s displeasure, which Maeve felt incapable of escaping no matter how hard she tried.

“I don’t know, Finna.”

It was partly true. But Maeve feared there was something wrong with her. She couldn’t recall Katherine getting reprimanded for running, nor any of their other friends, married and moved away since the spring. A heavy stain coiled in her chest, a feeling she knew well. Search as she might, she could never understand why she found restraining her movements to be difficult. If I knew that, then I could finally stop myself, couldn’t I? Ease Finna’s disappointment a little?

Her foster mother sighed wearily. She passed a hand over her face, for a moment looking aged beyond her years. Then she straightened, issuing crisp commands. “Give me those candles before you break them, Maeve, and put those rolls inside. It’s a wonder you haven’t crushed them.”

She went into the kitchen, leaving Maeve to scurry after her. Will the news of the Patrician’s request please her or anger her more? she wondered. At this point, she feared the latter.

The table was laid for dinner.

“I expected you back earlier. I would appreciate your help in preparing the house. Or perhaps you had more important things to attend to in Quin.”

Maybe this is a good time after all. If the Patrician thinks I’m ready to be present at the inspection, will it convince Finna that I’m not completely irresponsible? “I met the Patrician,” Maeve said, spooning stew into two tin dishes. “He spoke to me. He was very pleased about the inspection tomorrow.” Finna remained silent. “He told me I must attend the inspection this year,” Maeve hurried on. “He said it was time I joined everyone.”

She brought the dishes to the table and sat down, searching Finna’s face. Her foster mother’s expression remained cold. She paused for a silent word of thanks before speaking.

“If the Patrician said you must attend, then you must attend.”

The knot in Maeve’s chest loosened a little. It wasn’t the response she’d hoped for, but how could it be, since she’d been caught running?

“However, since you were late this afternoon, you’ll need to finish with the cleaning tomorrow morning.”

Dismay sent prickling shards through her stomach. “But I’ve promised Katherine I’d help her prepare for the wedding,” she said. “I gave her my word months ago.”

“Then you should have been more careful today.” Finna took a methodical bite, chewing and swallowing as Maeve waited. “You can leave when you’re done. Not a minute sooner.”

Hot tears burned Maeve’s eyes. How does making me break my own word teach me not to break a law? Her throat was too tight to say the words aloud, and anyway, they would hardly sway Finna.

After dinner as she washed the dishes, Maeve’s thoughts flicked over the day’s events. She repeated Quin’s laws in her mind as if doing so would make it easier to follow them.

Going outside the village walls after dark was forbidden. Traveling to another village without the Patrician’s approval
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