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			For the gods, who let me play with their story without smiting me. Yet.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Brigit swung the empty bucket at her side as she walked along the path into town. The early morning dew still clung to the grass and flowers that bordered the rough track, and her shoes were already damp. A blanket of mist lay over the fields, softening sounds and making it feel like she was the only person awake for miles around. By midmorning, the mist would burn off and the sun would grace them with warmth, but for now it was cool and pleasant.

			Without warning, a tall stone post appeared out of the mist, topped with a small shrine to Aengus, Lord of Summer. Brigit gave a small curtsey, took a crust of bread from the woven bag that hung from her belt, and dropped it lightly in front of the stone carving of Aengus. A few wilted flowers lay at his feet, as well as a cup of ale and a scattering of seeds. At this time of year, all the crofters on this side of the village would leave offerings here for the Lord of Summer, hoping for a fruitful growing season. Of course, the church didn’t approve of such pagan practices, but the local priest understood that the pope was far away, and Aengus was not. Whatever his personal thoughts, he knew that many of his flock would likely walk away from the church if forced to choose, so he settled for allowing the two religions to lie alongside each other.

			Offering made, Brigit hastened her steps toward the village. There was much to do today; early summer meant planting, tending, harvesting, planting again, caring for the animals, especially the young, and gathering materials to be used during the winter in making clothing and tools. But first, the water.

			It wasn’t long before she reached the village well, where a few other people waited to draw water. She grinned when she spotted her friend Mary hurrying up, but her smile fell when she noticed that Mary’s eyes were red-rimmed and puffy.

			“What’s wrong?” Brigit asked as soon as Mary reached her side.

			“Da says I have to marry Hamish,” Mary answered, her voice hoarse with emotion.

			“But he’s nearly forty! And he’s got three children already,” Brigit said, shocked by Mary’s plight.

			“I know. Da says he needs a new wife to help with the bairns, and it’s been long enough since Alma died.”

			They both moved forward a step with the queue while Brigit tried to think of something comforting to say. “I suppose he seems a kind enough man at least. Not free with his fists, like his brother.”

			Mary sniffed and rubbed her hand over her face. “That’s scant comfort when I’ve no desire to marry the man.”

			“I’m sorry, Mary. Is there aught I can do to help?” Brigit put her free hand on her friend’s shoulder. The boy in front of them stepped up to the well to take his turn hauling up the bucket of water. He was unlikely ever to face the situation Mary found herself in; important men might be forced to wed for political reasons, but a simple boy from a croft would be free to choose.

			“I don’t suppose there’s anything to be done,” Mary said, sighing. “Da has made his decision and I’ve no say in the matter.”

			“When is it to happen?”

			The boy at the well finished hauling his water up and stepped away, whistling. Brigit moved forward and took his place, unhooking the rope from where it was tied at the side of the well. The rough fibers were warm from the many hands that had already pulled up water this morn. Brigit closed her eyes, for a moment feeling her connection to this time and place. Then she started to lower the well bucket down the dark shaft to the water below.

			“Two weeks from now, on the sabbath. The priest will perform the wedding as part of the mass.” Mary leaned on the side of the well. “Do you think he’ll be…gentle?” she asked, her voice low.

			Brigit glanced at her; her cheeks had colored. “On your wedding night?”

			Mary nodded, looking down at her hands, which were restlessly twisting the handle of the milk pail she had brought to collect the water.

			“Have you ever…?”

			Mary looked up sharply. “No!”

			Brigit tried to think what to say while she hauled the water up, the rope digging into her hands, her shoulders bunched with the effort. “Well, you won’t be his first, so he knows what he’s doing. And he’s always seemed kind enough. I think he’ll be gentle.” She pulled the bucket out of the well and poured the water into the one she had brought from home, then handed the rope to Mary.

			“Ma only lets Da near her once a moon’s turn,” Mary said, blushing to the roots of her thick dark hair. “And it always sounds like she’s in pain. I don’t think she likes it very much.”

			Brigit thought of the whispered laughs and soft sighs and moans that could be heard from her parents’ sleeping place every few days. “I don’t think it’s like that for everyone,” she said, patting Mary’s shoulder. “I think it can be pleasant. Try not to worry too much.”

			“Aye,” Mary said, but the expression on her face made it clear that the words didn’t help.

			“Want me to walk home with you?” Brigit asked.

			Mary sighed. “No. Thank you, but I think I want to be alone for a while. Will you be in town later, for the market?”

			“Most like to be,” Brigit answered. “As long as I get my chores done first.”

			“I’ll see you later then.”

			“See you later.” Brigit hoisted her bucket, which was rather heavier now that it was full of water, and started walking toward home.

			She barely noticed as the mist thinned around her and the sound of birdsong filled the air; her thoughts were full of Mary’s predicament. There really was nothing she could do. In the old stories, women were powerful and respected and made their own decisions. Brigit could hardly imagine the Cailleach, the Queen of Winter, agreeing to any forced marriage. Or Danu, or the White Woman. If some man had tried to tell them what to do, they would have laughed at him. In the not-so-distant past, it was common for women to fight alongside the men of the village when required. They carried weapons and hunted and forged, and they chose their own lives.

			But then the church came, with its foolish ideas of women being subordinate to men, and over just a few generations, things had changed. That fact alone would have been enough for Brigit to keep to the old ways, even if her parents hadn’t been dedicated to the old gods.

			At the Aengus shrine, she stopped for a moment, placed her bucket on the ground and rolled her shoulders. She scooped a handful of the water she had collected and poured it into the depression in the stone that had been made for liquid offerings, then she rubbed her wet hand over her face. The water was delightfully cold against skin warmed by exertion. Da would never force me to marry, would he?

			She didn’t think he would. Her parents had married for love after all; surely they would want the same for their only surviving child? Brigit had no desperate urge to marry, but she had grown up in a home that was filled with love, with parents who were very much a team, working together for the benefit of them all, so marriage held no great fear for her either. It was something she supposed she would do one day, when the time was right.

			Picking up the bucket once more, she set off for home.

			Brigit was milking the goats when her father came around the side of the house, carrying a bundle of thatch. He stopped beside the animal pen and heaved the thatch onto the side of the shelter that was built onto the side of the house. In winter months, the animals slept in the house at one end, which was penned off, as much to share their warmth as to keep them safe. But in the summer, they lived outside and used the shelter to get out of the rain, or for shade when the sun got to be too hot for them.

			Her father glanced over and spotted her milking Flora. “How is she today?” he called. “Is her milk flowing well?”

			Flora had been poorly, and her milk had been blocked. It had looked like she might die, but Ma had been able to save her by cutting into the infected udder and draining the poison away. This was her first time being milked since then.

			“She still seems a little tender. More skittish than usual. But the milk is flowing, and she appears to have healed well enough.” Brigit pulled the bowl out from beneath Flora and then slapped her gently on the rump. The goat bounded away with a dignified bleat. Brigit poured the milk from the bowl into a large clay jug that was half-full already and then pulled Effie over and positioned her for milking.

			Her father chatted idly to her while he repaired the thatch on the shelter, but her thoughts were still focused on Mary. I should have walked her home. I should have made sure she was all right.

			“Are you well, mo nighean?” her father asked. He was looking at her expectantly. He must have asked a question that she had missed.

			“I’m sorry, I’m just lost in thought.” Brigit released Effie and poured the last of the milk into the jug.

			“What’s on your mind, lass?”

			Brigit sighed and scrubbed her hands on her apron. A cloud passed before the sun and its shadow fell over her, bringing a sudden chill, making her shiver. “I’m worried about Mary,” she said at last.

			“Is she ill?”

			Brigit shook her head. “Her father is making her marry Hamish.”

			“Really?” Her father frowned, putting down the thatch he was holding. “That seems an odd match.”

			Brigit got off the stool and tidied it away before lifting the jug of milk. “Mary said Hamish needs a new wife to help with the bairns and it’s all been arranged without her.” She paused then walked over to her father and laid her hand on the warm muscle of his forearm. “You wouldn’t do that to me, would you, Da?”

			“What, marry you off without giving you a say in the matter? Never think it.” Her father gave her a brief one-armed hug. “Besides, there’s no man in this village would be good enough for you.”

			“Brigit, where’s that milk?” her mother called, walking around the corner of the house. She stopped when she saw father and daughter together. “I should have known you’d be distracting her, Tormod.”

			“Ereni, come and join us for a moment.” Tormod slung his other arm around his wife and squeezed both women. He placed kisses on both of their foreheads and then released them and picked up his bundle of thatch.

			“Bring the milk in, Brigit, and then you can give me a hand with the bedding,” Ereni said, smiling fondly at her husband and daughter.

			Brigit followed her mother into the house, placing the jug of milk onto the table just inside the door. The house was long and low with only small windows, which let in little light, so even now, in the middle of the morning, it was dull inside. Brigit stood for a moment, allowing her eyes to adjust. One end of the building was marked off with a low fence. In winter, the animals were kept there; the fence kept them away from the food but allowed their warmth to spread throughout the building. At the other end of the building, both corners were marked off into small sleeping areas with willow screens around them to provide a little privacy for dressing.

			Ereni was already behind the screen, in the sleeping area she and Tormod shared. Brigit went to her own corner and hauled the furs from the straw mattress and threw them over her shoulder to take outside. Her mother was just behind her, and they both threw their furs over the washing line and grabbed beaters from the basket of tools by the door to the house.

			Brigit began to chant, and the two women started striking the furs with their beaters, working in a steady rhythm. Dust and straw and other debris fell from the furs as they worked, and Brigit began to sweat. The sun beat down warm upon her shoulders, and she mentally gave thanks for the season. A warm, dry summer meant a good harvest and enough food for the winter. Brigit swiped a forearm across her forehead and grinned at her mother, who was beating her furs with great energy. Brigit increased the pace of her chant and they both beat faster, striking the fur to the rhythm of the chant. Brigit chanted faster and faster until the two of them bent over laughing and gasping for breath.

			They left the furs outside to air for a while and went back into the house, where they forked the straw and oat chaff that made up the mattresses, shifting it around a little and refreshing it. They spent the rest of the morning tending to the vegetable garden together, working in harmony, though Brigit’s thoughts were often pulled to Mary.

			By midafternoon, the chores were done, and Brigit made her way to the village square for the market, both of her parents in tow. The square was bustling with people as they gathered to trade goods and promises of help with various tasks. Tormod stopped to speak with one of the other villagers about mending a fence, and Ereni hurried over to the stall run by her friend Gisela to discuss trading some goat’s cheese for some eggs.

			Brigit wound her way through the throng, looking for Mary, but there was no sign of her friend so far. She wandered over to the ale stall, bought a small cup, and settled herself on a bench in the center of the square where she could watch the comings and goings. A group of men stood behind her, talking about the weather and the season and the work to be done. She let their voices wash over her, tilting her face to the sun and closing her eyes for a moment. The warmth of the light falling on her face felt like a caress. Somewhere nearby a bee buzzed sleepily, a woman laughed, some children were playing a guessing game and the men behind her chatted. Brigit soaked it all up, not really listening to anything in particular, until something in the tone of the men’s conversation shifted and pulled at her attention.

			Old Ambrose was talking; the oldest man in the village, he commanded respect and was often sought out to share his wisdom. “Mark my words,” he said, “the signs are there for a bad summer and an early winter.”

			Brigit frowned. Sitting there in the warm sun, it was hard to imagine why Ambrose thought that. All around her, she could feel the earth bursting into life; everywhere plants were sprouting and animals were birthing their young. The promise of bounty filled the air.

			The men rumbled in discontent. If Ambrose was right, it would be bad news for everyone.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Brigit sat between her parents on a rough wooden pew in the middle of the church. A splinter kept catching at her skirt, so while the priest droned on in Latin, she picked at the splinter until it broke free, then sat rolling the little piece of wood between her fingers. Anything to distract her from her frustration and helplessness.

			At the front of the church, Mary and Hamish knelt on the cold stone floor. Mary had been trembling when she walked down the aisle to face her soon-to-be husband and Brigit was furious on her behalf. As far as she knew, Hamish was a decent man, and Mary’s father certainly was; neither of them had acted with any ill intent. But they had both assumed that they had the right to make decisions for Mary without consulting her. They were treating her like property rather than a person and it grieved Brigit no end.

			Rain pounded on the wooden roof and the priest raised his voice to compete with the drumming sound. Brigit glanced at the front of the church. Hamish’s three bairns sat in the front pew with their aunt. The eldest sat well but the two younger ones were clearly bored and fidgeted in place. Brigit felt sorry for them. Church was always boring, and the wedding mass made the service even longer than usual. It occurred to her that they were probably nervous too – here they were getting a new ma, and none of them really knew her.

			The priest invited Mary and Hamish to stand. He said a few brief words about the solemnity of the commitment they were making to each other and then declared them man and wife. Just like that, it was over. The townspeople cheered and Hamish leaned in and kissed Mary on the cheek before turning to shake her father’s hand.

			People milled about, congratulating the couple. Mary gave a smile that did not reach her eyes as her new husband put his arm around her waist. Brigit’s heart ached. She made her way through the crowd to Mary’s side and embraced her briefly.

			“I wish you as much happiness as you can find,” Brigit whispered.

			“Thank you,” Mary murmured, squeezing Brigit before letting go and moving to speak to the next person who was waiting to congratulate them.

			Brigit and her parents left as soon as they could while being polite and the walk home was quiet. The rain continued unabated and all three were drenched by the time they got back. The animals huddled under their shelter, but the plants had no such luck – the young shoots were taking a battering. Some of them wouldn’t survive the weather. Inside, Brigit was glad to pull off her wet clothing, dry herself roughly with rags and pull on a fresh leine and smock.

			Her parents were standing close to the fire pit in the center of the building, talking in quiet voices. Tormod looked worried. He kept running his hands through his beard, a self-soothing habit that Brigit had seen him do before. Ereni placed a hand on his forearm, and he stopped.

			“Is something amiss?” Brigit asked, approaching them.

			Her parents exchanged a look and Tormod sighed. “There is worry in the village about the weather. It’s bad timing for the rains to be so heavy.”

			“It’ll clear up soon,” Ereni said, voice soothing. “We can replant if we have to, there is still time.”

			Tormod sighed again. “Yes, if the rain settles soon, then we can replant whatever hasn’t survived the deluge. We will be well. But there are others in the village who may not be so lucky.”

			“I heard Ambrose talking about a cool summer and an early winter,” Brigit said. “Could he be right?” She leaned over and held her hands above the low fire, heating herself.

			“Ambrose is rarely wrong,” Tormod said glumly.

			“There’s no sense worrying,” Ereni said briskly. “The gods do as they will with the weather. We can only do our best with the circumstances we have been given. In the meantime, there are chores to be done.”

			They spent the rest of the day working separately. Brigit repaired a fishing net while her mother baked bannocks and made a stew out of the leftover rabbits that Tormod had caught the day before. The savory smell filled the small house, mixing with the peaty smoke from the fire. The rain kept up a steady assault on the thatch of the roof, but none made it through.

			Tormod came inside just before supper, shaking water off, and carrying a jug of milk covered with a cloth to keep the worst of the rain out.

			“At least the water barrels will be full,” Ereni said with a forced cheerfulness. “Fewer trips needed to the well.”

			Tormod grunted and sat down at the fire. Brigit handed him a cup of ale, then fetched the bowls and brought them to Ereni, who ladled stew into each one.

			As she ate, the stew spread warmth through her bones and despite the cares of the day, Brigit found herself at peace. The fire crackled and popped, the flames dancing and casting moving light over her parents’ faces. Each of them threw the final portion of their stew into the fire, an offering for Aengus.

			They sat together in companionable silence for a while, each lost in their own thoughts, until eventually Brigit asked her father to tell them a story. In his youth, Tormod had thought of spending his life as a wandering bard, but after a year of wandering he had come to the village and met Ereni. He never left. The old stories were still a part of his soul though, and Ereni and Brigit often encouraged him to share them in the evenings, when the work of the day was over.

			“What story would you like to hear?” Tormod asked, holding his cup out while Ereni filled it with more ale.

			Brigit glanced at the roof, where she could still hear the rain pattering against the thatch. “Perhaps Aengus will be pleased if we enjoy a story about him,” she said.

			Tormod sipped his ale and stared into the flames. Brigit and Ereni sat quietly, letting him think.

			“Long and long ago,” he started at last, “Aengus dreamt of a maiden who stole his heart. Beauty she had in abundance, but more than that, she was intelligent and strong-willed. Not just any man would be able to woo her. Aengus dreamed of her nightly until, after many nights, he realized he would never be happy until he found her. So, he set off, wandering all across this mighty land, searching in valleys and glens and caves as well as every village he passed. He searched for a year and a day but of the maiden he found no trace.

			“Eventually he asked the other gods for help and after some time they tracked her down. The fair maiden was cursed; she was a maiden for half the year only and transformed into a swan for the other half. Aengus found her just before the transformation. Their eyes met and her last words as a maiden were, ‘I’ve been dreaming about you!’ Aengus turned himself into a swan with her and took to the air, soaring alongside her. For many years they were inseparable. As she aged, Aengus repeatedly offered her youth and eternal life at his side, but she insisted that life was all the sweeter because she knew that one day it would end.

			“When her time came, they transformed into swans once more and soared through the skies together until she could fly no more. When it was over, Aengus immortalized her in the stars; if you pay attention at Samhain, you’ll see two swans flying side by side toward the north star.”

			They sat in silence, letting the tale settle, as all good stories should. Then Brigit got to her feet.

			“Thank you,” she said, kissing Tormod on the forehead. “That is a lovely note to end the day on.”

			She stooped to kiss Ereni’s cheek and then made her way to her bed. As she undressed and climbed under the furs, she thought of Mary and hoped that Hamish was kind.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Tormod sat in the church, listening to the low grumbling of the men of the village. Worry was an insidious presence in the room, winding its way between them. After a month of heavy rains every day, the sky had finally stopped falling and they had been able to take stock of the damage.

			There was a lot.

			A huge number of crops that had been planted just before the rains started had been drowned, their young shoots not strong enough to withstand the flooding. They would all need to be replanted. Nearly half of Bjorn’s land was so waterlogged he wouldn’t be able to plant it at all. Taran had lost three baby goats to a flash flood that had damaged his fences and his home. He would need help if he was to make the repairs while replanting, and his wife was large with child – there were many things she could not do right now. Ambrose’s roof had suffered damage and would need repairs, which he would need help with, and Aoife, widow of Seumas, who passed two winters ago, had slipped in the mud and broken her leg. She couldn’t manage on her own; her four bairns had been sent to live with different families in the village, and they would all have to pitch in with getting her garden in order.

			They could still get through this, but the villagers would all have to work together to make sure that everyone had the best chance during the shortened growing season. It would mean a lot of hard work for everyone, and they would have to pray for a quick improvement in the weather.

			Erdwulf stood at the front of the church and raised his hand for silence. The mumbles settled and everyone looked at him expectantly. Ambrose sat behind him on a stool that had been brought in for him, as he couldn’t stand for any extended period of time. Cinead stood beside Ambrose. The three village elders would offer advice and support, and even organize working parties, if necessary, to make sure that everyone got the help they needed.

			“Thank you all for gathering here tonight,” Erdwulf said, his words ringing out over their heads. “It is clear that we all have a lot of work ahead of us if there is to be enough food for everyone this winter. We have faced such things before as a community and we triumphed. There is no reason to believe we cannot do so again.”

			“Hear, hear,” Ambrose said, his voice deep and strong despite the infirmity of his age.

			“The Lord God will provide, if we are faithful in our devotion,” the priest said from his seat on the front pew.

			Tormod rolled his eyes. These Christians were far too eager to put responsibility for every little thing into their god’s hands. Tormod might pray and make offerings to his gods, but he knew that hard work and sacrifice would do more to help this community than prayers would. The gods were fickle and would help only if it suited them.

			“The Lord God helps those who help themselves,” Cinead said. “So, we must help ourselves and give the good Lord something to work with.”

			A few of the men in the church chuckled. The priest harrumphed. He was a man with little humor and did not like to encourage laughter in the church. Tormod wondered if the little man was being punished by his superiors when they sent him to run the church in this remote highland village, full of as many pagans as Christians. Perhaps he had offended someone and been sent here out of the way.

			“All who need help with repairs or planting should see me before leaving this evening,” Erdwulf said. “We shall keep track of the work that needs to be done. You must all see to your own homes and planting first, but for one day each week, you will each report to Ambrose, Cinead or me and you will be assigned work for someone who needs help. If anyone falls behind with their own family’s needs because of this, they will be added to the list to receive help.”

			There was a small amount of grumbling. It was not so much that anyone grudged helping their neighbors, but all were worried over feeding their own families and livestock through the coming winter.

			“I realize this system may feel onerous,” Cinead said, looking out over the grumbling crowd, “but we can think of no better way to ensure that we all have the opportunity to thrive. Can anyone suggest a better solution?”

			Tormod looked around the room and saw men all looking to each other for answers, but none were forthcoming.

			“Then this must be how we proceed.” Cinead nodded to Erdwulf, who took up the speech again.

			“Those in the front row, you will have your first assigned day tomorrow. Please meet us in the square first thing. Anyone who does not have others at home to deal with their livestock may tend to them first. Those in the second row will serve the day after tomorrow, the third row, the day after that, and so on. Does anyone have any questions?”

			There were none and the meeting was brought to a close. As some people made their way to the front to register the work that needed done, Tormod made for the back of the church and the doors that let out into the cool evening air. He breathed deep, relishing the freshness of the air after the close, smoky confines of the church. After so many weeks of rain, everything smelled damp, or smoky, all the time.

			“We’ll all be flat out if we want to see a decent crop this year.”

			Tormod glanced to the side and saw Hamish standing there, adjusting his woolen cloak. “Aye,” Tormod answered. “There’s nothing else for it though.”

			Hamish grunted, a sound that could as easily have indicated disapproval as agreement.

			“How’s your wife?” Tormod asked, knowing that Brigit would want to know how young Mary was doing.

			“Well enough,” Hamish answered. “The children have taken to her. And Ereni?”

			Tormod smiled. “No doubt waiting for me to get home to eat supper, although I told her to go ahead and eat without me.”

			“You’d best be away then,” Hamish said. “Please give her and your daughter my regards.”

			“I will. And you’ll do the same with Mary?”

			Hamish had already started walking away but he waved in acknowledgment. Tormod turned for home.

			Three days after the meeting in the church, Tormod reported to the village square for his work assignment. He felt guilty leaving Ereni and Brigit to work on their own land while he was off helping someone else, but he knew that if he was gone, someone would have been assigned to help them.

			Tormod was sent to work with Aoife that day. Women from the village would be in and out to care for the widow herself, so Tormod would be working on her garden and caring for her animals.

			When he arrived at her home, he knocked on the door. “Aoife, it’s Tormod. I’m here to help today.”

			“Please, come in,” she called from inside.

			Tormod opened the door and stepped down into the house, waiting a moment for his eyes to adjust to the change in light. Aoife was sitting on furs on the floor, propped up against the wall, her splinted leg sticking out in front of her. She was panting and clearly in pain.

			Tormod rushed to her side and knelt. “What do you need? How can I help?”

			“The fire went out,” Aoife said between gritted teeth. “I tried to get it going again myself, but I fell over. This useless leg won’t hold me yet,” she said, slapping her thigh and then groaning.

			“I’ll get the fire going again. Have you got willow bark?” Tormod stood and moved over to the fire pit as he spoke.

			“There’s some in a basket on the shelf over there,” Aoife answered, inclining her head toward the shelves. “But there’s no water left to make an infusion with.”

			“Right. We’ll get the fire sorted and then I’ll go to the well for water.” He glanced at her pale face, beaded with sweat. “And perhaps I should seek someone to come and have a look at that leg?”

			“There’s no need. The pain is just from landing on it.” Aoife tipped her head back against the wall and closed her eyes.

			“Hmmm,” Tormod answered noncommittally.

			He busied himself clearing out the ashes, which he took out to the midden for the garden, then fetched in wood and kindling and lit the fire anew after a few attempts. There was water in the rain barrels that would do for the animals, but it wasn’t safe to drink. After making sure Aoife was still all right, he grabbed a bucket and headed for the well. Thankfully, Aoife lived much closer to the well than he did, so she wouldn’t have to wait long for her willow bark.

			When he reached the well, Ambrose, Cinead and Erdwulf were standing a few feet away talking quietly. They took no notice of him as he set about hauling up water.

			“I’m telling you, it’s colder than it should be,” Ambrose was saying, his tone mirroring the tension seen in every line of his body. “We’ll not see a good harvest this year.”

			“We must,” Cinead answered. “Having to restart so late in the season will already undermine our food stores for the winter.”

			Tormod watched the elders from the corner of his eye while he worked the well. Each of the three looked worried.

			Cinead rubbed the back of his neck. “How sure are you?”

			“Sure.” Ambrose turned to Erdwulf. “Can we appeal to Lord Fergus for help?”

			“I think that would be wise. But who shall we send? We need every able body here, to help with the planting and repairs.”

			“Let us think on it and meet again this evening,” Cinead said.

			Tormod finished filling the bucket he had brought from Aoife’s house and had no excuse to dally longer. He took the water and headed back without a glance at the three elders, mulling over what he had heard.

			Tormod made the infusion and helped Aoife to move to a stool, where she was slightly more comfortable, before heading outside to tend to the animals. The pigs were grunting and snuffling around in the mud but came pushing over when he tipped their scraps into the trough and topped up their water. He had just turned his attention to the goats when Mary came hurrying up the path to the house.

			She looked flustered, hair sticking out from beneath her coif, her face pale but color blazing on her cheeks.

			“Are you well, lass?” Tormod asked her, walking over to meet her.

			Mary looked up at him, eyes bright with unshed tears. “I’m sorry I’m so late. I had a time of it, getting the bairns settled to their chores and—” She put a hand to her mouth and swallowed hard a couple of times. “I’m sorry, I’m feeling a little under the weather today.”

			“Nothing to fret about. I was here to help Aoife, so she hasn’t gone without. I’m sure she’ll appreciate some company for a while though.”

			“I hope I haven’t made your day more difficult.” Mary looked at her feet as she spoke.

			Tormod patted her on the shoulder. “Not even a little. Why don’t you and the bairns come by for a visit sometime soon? Brigit would love to see you. And Ereni always enjoys having young ones around.”

			“I will if I can.” Mary smiled at him and for the first time since she had arrived, he saw some of the cheerful girl he knew in her face. “Will you tell Brigit I was asking for her?”

			“Of course.”

			“I’d best get in. Thank you for taking care of things until I got here.”

			Tormod watched her walk into the house and then got back to work, hoping that the elders did not choose to send Hamish as a messenger. Mary had enough to be dealing with, without having her husband gone too.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Brigit stooped over oat stalks, pulling unwanted shoots from between them. She swiped sweat from her forehead, caused more by the work than the heat – the summer continued cool and hazy. The rain was still frequent, though nothing like the weeks of downpour that had caused all the damage. Glancing at the stalks, Brigit wondered how they would dry the hay out for the animals’ winter feed, if the damp weather continued.

			Her father was worried, though he tried to hide it. She knew that he didn’t want to worry her or Ereni, but his mood was not hard to sense. Last week, he had suggested that they all eat a little less and start preserving extra food for the winter. Normally, they wouldn’t start preserving things until the first harvest, so he must think there was going to be a shortage this year. He had brought home four fish yesterday and had salted two while the three of them had shared the other two for supper.

			Brigit spotted some dandelions, pulled them up, and placed them in a bag hanging from her belt. They would come in useful, both as food, and as basket-making materials. She continued along the row of oats, pulling other plants when necessary and cutting back any struggling stalks, to allow more room for the healthy plants. She tucked a few of these culled stalks into the bag at her belt beside the dandelions.

			“Do you need any help?”

			Brigit looked up and was startled to see Mary standing a few feet away, smiling. “Mary! It’s good to see you!” Brigit threw her arms around her friend and held her tight. “How have you been? It seems an age since last I saw you.”

			“I’m well enough,” Mary said. “Hamish suggested I come and see you, bring the children for a visit. I think, really, he just wanted them out from under his feet for an afternoon. But they all worked very hard to get their chores done in time to come along.”

			Brigit looked around. “Where are they?”

			“With your mother. She’s got them all doing chores for her now, and, somehow, they’re happy about it.” Mary laughed. “Can I help you here?”

			“I’ll never say no to help offered freely.”

			Mary started on the next row over and the two of them worked in companionable silence for a few moments.

			“How is married life?” Brigit asked at last. She was anxious not to upset Mary, but she also wanted to give her friend space to talk about it should she wish.

			Mary remained silent for long enough that Brigit thought she might not answer. Eventually she sighed and said, “Not as I had hoped marriage would be. But it’s not awful.”

			Brigit picked a snail off an oat stalk and placed it on a patch of grass at the end of the row, as they turned into the last row planted at the moment. “Do you want to talk about it?”

			“It’s… He’s not unkind. He’s gentle when… But there’s no tenderness between us. I don’t think he feels anything at all about me. He needed someone to help with the work and tend to the children, and he likes my father, so I was acceptable.” Mary paused while pulling a weak stalk and then turned to Brigit. “He does not shout or raise his hands. He is a man of practicality and not passion. That is no bad thing. But I had hoped for a little passion from a husband.”

			Brigit squeezed her friend’s arm. “I’m sorry your marriage brings you no joy, but I’m glad that it does not bring fear or sorrow.”

			Mary looked pensive and turned back to the oats. Brigit gave her time to figure out what she wanted to say.

			“Do you remember what Heena was like when we were young? How she used to fall in love so quickly and so completely?”

			Brigit laughed. “I think she was in love with every boy in the village at some point.”

			“I always sort of envied her. She was so full of life.” They reached the end of the row of oats and sat side by side on some grass. “I always wanted to feel the way she did, even just once. Swept off my feet, burning with longing for someone.”

			Brigit tipped her head back and looked at the sky, hanging low with clouds. Birds wheeled above; she watched them swoop and turn in time with each other. “I never dreamt of love,” she said, still watching the birds. “I look at my parents and see the joy they take in each other and should I ever marry, I hope it looks like that. But I feel no burning desire to find a mate. I’m content on my own.”

			“So, you would just stay with your parents your whole life?” Mary asked, frowning. “I can’t see you living happily in a nunnery.”

			Brigit shrugged. “Who says it must be one or the other?”

			“You know that women don’t hold property alone, or at least not for long. Even widows usually remarry if they want to keep their land. How would you manage to farm on your own?”

			“Perhaps I wouldn’t farm.”

			“Then what would you do? You’re too old to start learning a trade – no one would take you on.”

			Brigit rubbed her face and smiled at her friend. “I don’t know. I don’t have any grand plan, or any firm desire to do something different. I just don’t want to have all of my choices made for me. I want the opportunity to find my own path, without having to look to a man for permission. Does that make me so strange?”

			“No, my friend, that’s only one of the many things that make you strange,” Mary said, with a playful twinkle in her eyes.

			Brigit laughed and pushed her and for a few moments the two young women rolled around in the grass tickling each other, like the children they had been not so long ago. They collapsed onto their backs, breathless, giggles trailing off, and for a time, it was as if nothing had changed, and nothing ever would.

			That night, Brigit retired early and sat on her straw mattress, listening to the soft murmurs of her parents speaking to each other. A candle burned in a holder on the floor beside her, casting a warm light over this small space, which was hers alone. The willow screen, which provided some privacy, had been repaired recently and the new twigs gave off a fresh green scent, which Brigit breathed in happily.

			She pulled from the pouch at her belt the oat stalks she had placed there earlier and laid them out on the rough stone floor. Then she took a smooth rock that she kept for such jobs and flattened the stalks by gently pressing the stone all along their length. At the first harvest, it was traditional to use some of the stalks to create a Cailleach doll, which would be passed around the farms as each one completed their harvest. The final farm to have the Cailleach doll would host her over the winter, making offerings and keeping her by the hearth, until spring came. The doll would then be ploughed into the earth before
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