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  Praise for Other Work


“What a fun, witchy little read! The Horned Women takes a creepy old Irish fairy tale and spins it into something fresh, smart, and totally charming. I loved Maura — she’s got that “holding it together with duct tape and coffee” energy I can seriously relate to — and seeing her face off against twelve different horned witches with nothing but folklore, stitching skills, and pure mom grit was just so satisfying. 
Christy Matheson writes with a cozy, heartfelt vibe that makes even the spookiest moments feel grounded and real. It’s a quick read, but it really sticks with you. If you like your fairy tales with a bit of chaos, a little magic, and a lot of heart, you’ll love this one.”
—Gina Rae Mitchell Reviews

Christy Matheson takes ancient folklore and breathes wild, bloody life into it, conjuring up a story of grief, anger, magic, and survival.
The atmosphere is thick with shadow and myth: dark woods, whispered warnings, the gleam of horns; I was spellbound. The characters are raw, fierce, and painfully real. Maura is a woman who refuses to be quiet and refuses to be broken. She may not be unscathed but she has more than enough tenderness for her children to balance the rage she feels when anyone threatens them.”
—Claire’s Reviews

“Matheson deftly illustrates the love of a mother for her children and the relationship between a mother and her stepchildren…”
—Karla “Bookish Life

“Matheson skillfully intertwines traditional Irish folklore with contemporary themes, creating a narrative that’s both enchanting and relatable.”
—Erik McManus, Breakeven Books

“Matheson did a wonderful job incorporating unique elements into this story while still staying true to the source material! … You’re going to find this story extremely riveting until the very last page!”
—Shawn, Mr Geek Book Reviews







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by Christy Matheson
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dedication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epigraph
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Readers' Notes
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Series Compass
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter Fifteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter Sixteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter Seventeen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter Eighteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter Nineteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter Twenty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter Twenty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Also by Christy Matheson


The Castle in Kilkenny Fairy Tales

Book 1: The Horned Women, A contemporary retelling of an Irish fairy tale
Book 2: The White Deer of Kildare
Book 3: The Knight of the Terrible Valley and Aiden of Florida
Book 4: The Squire and His Magical Library
Book 5: The Knight and His Magical Armlet 
Book 6: The Boat on the Lake of Regret
Book 7: Oona and the Swan

The Horned Women and Other Stories: Castle of Kilkenny Fairy Tales 
Books 1, 2, and 3
The Knight and His Magical Library: Castle of Kilkenny Fairy Tales 
Books 4 and 5

Book 0.5: The Leprechaun and the Castle (only available through author’s newsletter)
Magical Libraries (only available through author’s newsletter) 

In Feisty Deeds: Historical Fictions of Daring Women, "The Inner Good"
In Where Kindness Lives: A Women’s Fiction Anthology, “The Irish Library in Kilkenny” 












  
  





To those who strive to sow peace in times of darkness.










  
  

Lord, make me an instrument of Your peace;
Where there is hatred, let me sow love;
Where there is injury, pardon;
Where there is doubt, faith;
Where there is despair, hope;
Where there is darkness, light;
And where there is sadness, joy.

O Divine Master,
Grant that I may not so much seek
To be consoled as to console;
To be understood, as to understand;
To be loved, as to love;
For it is in giving that we receive,
It is in pardoning that we are pardoned,
And it is in dying that we are born to Eternal Life. Amen.

—St Francis of Assisi 










  
  Readers' Notes


Eithne = Enya 
Caomhán = Kevin 

I apologize for writing Hannah’s story with American English spelling, and I hope I did right by her vocabulary.







  
  Series Compass


This volume is a good starting place, because it is the first book in Hannah’s point of view, and she knows nothing that has happened in the other Castle in Kilkenny: Fairy Tales. 
The prequel volume, The Leprechaun in the Castle, is available only through my newsletter. Hannah mentions the leprechaun in this story, but nothing in that volume impacts the plot of this one. It introduces Hannah, Dylan, and Arthur. 
If you have read other Castle in Kilkenny books, this one begins immediately as The Knight of the Terrible Valley and Aiden of Florida ends, and that volume has an epilogue (refresh your e-book if you bought it before this release) that bridges Dylan’s point of view from that volume to this one.







  
  Chapter One


Ilet the last chords of the Brahms sink through the parlor, settling into my heart. The song was just for me; my piano practice is done, but I’d needed to play something for my own soul. Mum’s at a cocktail party, Dad’s not due back from the hospital, but it’s just as well. I can think better without them around. 
Okay. Just one more time through. I pull the blue three-ring binder from where it’s tucked under my other music—not hidden, exactly. I’ve been playing hymns as long as I could walk, but I play through “Be Thou My Vision” one more time, improvising to make the third verse more climactic. Naturally the priest set this classic Irish hymn as part of the interview, and I need to show the committee that I won’t only play the songs, I will elevate their worship. I turn seventeen on the first of March, my parents have already bought me a car, and I am determined to use my new freedom to earn money. I just need a friend to drive me to the interview, but since it’s Friday my mum will believe I’m going to some kind of party. Easy.
That was good—my favorite version yet! With the pedal still down, I stretch out my wrists and glance at my phone. Messages from my study group, but nothing from my boyfriend. 
It’s not like I’m disappointed or anything. Dylan probably picked up an extra shift at the grocers after hurley practice, like he does all the time. I’ll see him this weekend, and by then I hope I’ll be able to tell him that I have a job, too. Meanwhile, it’s time for a nice cuppa tea and a curl-up with my book. I put my music away but before I can move further, the front door crashes open on the other side of the house. 
Drat. I wait for Dad’s cheery “I’m ho-ome!” but nothing comes, and Mum’s not due back for another couple hours. Who else would—
“Hannah!” Dylan calls. “Hannah?”
A shiver of worry runs up my spine. He never uses my real name. 
“Here! I’m in the parlor!” Footsteps thunder down the hallway and Dylan bursts in. His hair is all mussed, his face is wild, and his jeans are in deplorable shape.
“What on earth happened? Come in and—”
“I’m fine. It’s yourself who needs to be careful.”
Fancy that, after barely making time for me for weeks, he bursts into my own home and orders me around!
He sees his mistake immediately. “I didn’t mean—look, I brought you this, Henny luv.”
Well, that’s a little better. He holds out his palm and I move close to look. He smells of campfire and sweat and rain, and I rest my hand on his arm just to feel the steady solid warmth of him.
“Oh, you didn’t have to buy me a ring! I’ve told you already that I’ll marry you, and we’re trying to save up.”
Despite my protests, the ring is lovely, and I reach for it, but Dylan closes his fist before I can touch it.
“It’s not that…I mean, of course we are. It’s just”—he takes my hand, his fingers cool and gentle—“there’s a whole story, but”—he slides the skin-warmed metal over my first knuckle—“first I want to —”







  
  Chapter Two


Where did he go? Where am I? 
“Hannah, my sweet!” booms a man that I have never seen before in my entire life. “Come and sit down!”
I blink.
There’s a white marble mantle, just like my parlor at home. There’s a shining black piano, like I stood up from playing in my own parlor at home. There’s a ring of comfortable chairs around the fireplace, just like at home, but unlike home they are filled with people and the fire is roaring. In fact, everything is unlike home. I am not home. 
And Dylan is not here. Wasn’t he just here? 
“I hope you aren’t too disappointed that our guests have not arrived in time for dinner,” says a comfortable-looking woman, patting the oddly old-fashioned sofa beside herself. “But you don’t mind a quiet family dinner?”
“I’ll be very good company!” the booming man assures me.
“I never mind a quiet family dinner,” I reply because it’s polite, and I sit on the sofa, because they expect me to. Besides, it’s true; I like family dinners better than parties, although given what’s already going on in this room I have doubts that anything will be quiet. There’s at least a dozen people here, mostly talking at once, and they’re all in costume.
“I am sure you will make a good impression.” The woman pats my knee. Her smile is so warm that it pulls my face into an answering smile. “You are poised and well-spoken, and the princes will admire you.”
“Just as we do!” agrees the big man, with a warm smile of his own.
Princes? Oh—this must be some sort of play. I’m oddly disappointed, because their encouragement felt good. My mum says things like you’d be pretty Hannah, if you did something with your hair.
Someone hands me a—glass? cup?—it’s got a stem, but it’s made of metal. A goblet. Because we’re in a medieval play. Okay. I take a sip.
“If they’re that tired, send an extra company with the men going out to guard the pass tonight,” the big man says to another man, who salutes him. 
“We have extra meat roasted because we expected a feast tonight,” the woman beside me adds. “Steward, go tell the kitchens to serve a fine meal at the guard house, to thank them for their unexpected service.” She turns to me with a teasing smile. “It’s a pity that those silly English delayed your suitors, but we are fortunate that King Brennos arrived with his men.”
“Hannah understands about taking the English seriously!” the big man says. I notice a circlet nestled in his wild salt-and-pepper mane, so apparently he is playing a king. 
“Unlike her sisters,” a man mutters from somewhere behind me.
Wait, I have sisters? No I don’t. This is a play. And suitors—that’s kind of exciting, if it’s just a play. But they are saying my real name. And how did I get here? Did I have something psychedelic in my tea?
I sip my drink and examine the room while everyone else talks at once. The stone walls show we’re in a castle, not a new build like my parents’ house (where I just was, wasn’t I?) and the ceilings are too tall for the flats and terrace houses in old Kilkenny. The room goes all around us, like a regular room, no theater seats stretching out behind the piano. Oh, I know! Bunratty Castle has a four-course medieval dinner, and the tourists love it but no one I know spends sixty euros on something like that. 
How would I have gotten all the way to County Clare? There’s a little castle just down the road from us; Maura Robinson just bought it, and everyone knows what Americans are like. Maybe she started offering costumed dinner parties…?
If she does, this is a lot better quality than anything I’ve heard about Bunratty. Living in Kilkenny, I’ve toured plenty of castles, and this is an excellent authentic reproduction. Tapestries on the walls, mullioned glass that’s thick and speckled, square furniture covered in worn brocade. I check the corners for security cameras and speakers, but they must be well hidden.
The king turns away from his enthusiastic argument. “Hannah, sweet, what was the name of Silken Thomas’s stronghold?”
“Maynooth Castle,” I answer automatically, because I get good marks in history.
“Right,” he tells the other men. “He’s retreated to Maynooth, and I’m sure he’ll be out with a better force in the spring.”
“Should our Lord Butler have agreed to join him, do you think, my lord?” asks the other man.
“No,” I can’t help but answer. “It’s a bad idea to ally with Lord Thomas of Kildare. Especially after he retreats to Maynooth. They’ll all be killed.”
The men protest. “She doesn’t know that for certain,” a thin fellow tells the others.
I mean, I do know it. Silken Thomas was beheaded in London in 1537, his defeat paving the way for Henry VIII to solidify English control of our country, and this is a very strange conversation.
But now that I’m talking, I’ve noticed something even stranger. The words in my mouth—they were thick and rolling, my tongue jumping to the leaps and glottal stops. I’m speaking the Irish, and now that I think of it, so is everyone else. I get good marks in Irish in school, but we don’t live in a Gaeltacht or anything. Usually I have to translate in my head before I just start talking…and is this even right? The words aren’t quite the same, although I understand everything just fine.
“And here are my other lovely daughters!” the king exclaims, and my attention swings to the bustle at the door.
I am dressed very much like the two women now entering the room. 
Well, the ones at the front. There are several more young women, fussing with sleeves and giggling. Everyone needs to stand and hug and compliment the girls (and me, too, apparently), and pass around drinks and then more compliments. The kind-faced woman gives me a little side-hug as she moves to welcome the other, and she is exactly my same height.
The king’s movement catches my eye because it is so familiar, and I stare at his face. No. No, he’s not my father. The forehead is wrong, and he’s taller. But he is very much like my own father, which means he looks very much like me. Same blue eyes, ashy brown hair, even the narrow nose and chin, which photos show was just like mine before my dad hit puberty and his bone structure got heavier, although this man is not my dad and there are no photos of this man as a child because he is speaking Middle Irish and thinks that Lord Kildare is going to escape Maynooth Castle…so how do I look like him? 
They say Maura Robinson’s castle was built on a Fae mound, and I’ve seen one of the magical creatures myself. Is this an illusion? But not only does everyone look like perfectly ordinary people, just dressed differently, but the more I look at it the less I think this is Maura Robinson’s castle. I’ve been in it a couple times, and this room alone is too large to fit.
The other people flurry around, ensconcing the two princesses in comfortable seats. If I’m going to be here (wherever here is!) then I need to figure out what is going on. I’ll watch carefully.
Mór is the oldest princess. She’s tall, but her sharp face and coloring are like mine. She speaks quickly, encourages compliments, and prefers everyone to laugh at her jokes.
Nuala has a rounder face, more like the woman next to me, but isn’t smiling. Whenever people mention the princes or the suitors, she tucks her chin and slumps deeper into her chair. At least her reactions seem genuine. 
“So King Brennos and his sons drove the English from our pass?” Mór’s eager voice cuts through the din. “It must have been because Prince Caomhán was there! Everyone calls him the Warrior Prince, you know. Is there a ballad about it yet? Where’s our bard?”
“It was just this afternoon, dear,” the kind-faced woman answers. She must be the queen, although I am relieved that she looks nothing like my mother…although she does have small hands like mine, with the same shape of fingernails. What a coincidence. “There’s been no time to write a ballad.”
“I could sing one of the other ballads about the Warrior Prince,” suggests a man in the corner.
“Our men did an excellent job in defending the pass,” the king declares. “Like they always do! You need not worry about the English, my sweet.”
“I will never swear allegiance to their false gods!” Nuala cries, crossing herself.
“Oh, stop fussing about it,” Mór replies. “That ‘Protestant’ nonsense will disappear as quickly as it came up.”
“My dears,” warns their mother.
As soon as she turns away, Nuala makes a face at Mór, who rolls her eyes. It is such a sisterly thing, like I used to imagine with my dolls.
It hits me then. This is more than a history lesson put on for tourists. Their banter feels very real—two sisters and a long-standing argument…About whether the Protestant Reformation happened. 
Because it hasn’t yet. Because I’m in an Irish castle in 1536. There is no audience, no tourists, no wires camouflaged against the wall to power security cameras and an automatic sprinkler system. 
There is a piano, though. 
How did that get here? Maybe I noticed it wrong, because pianos aren’t even invented yet. Maybe it’s…an organ. Or a black shiny swoop-shaped cabinet.
It might be rude, but I need to walk over for a closer look. It’s not a piano, it can’t be—but if it was, everything would be better. If there is a piano here, I could belong. I could make it through the evening—or however long I’m stuck here.
I duck and weave through the people gathered around the king and his family. It is! The piano is a little off to the side, and once I reach it, I finally take a real breath. I open the fallboard, and the familiar pattern of black and white soothes me. I adjust the bench, shaking back yards and yards of linen so my feet can emerge for the pedals. 
I’m not thinking, and “Be Thou My Vision” emerges from under my hands—agh! I try twice, but I can’t find the left hand chord. The score that St Matthews gave me for my audition was in a different key than I’m used to.
Just then, my eyes fall on a blue three-ring binder. It’s partially tucked under a pile of gray Henle scores and the Royal Conservatory Level 10 repertoire. Just like mine.
“Wonderful!” The king claps his hands. “Princess Hannah is going to play for us!”
Princess Hannah? They know I play? Nothing about this makes any sense. My mind is absolutely blank. 
But when my mind stops working, my hands and heart know what to do. 
I go straight into a Schubert impromptu, the notes rippling out. I take it a little too fast, my whole attention pulled in as the patterns whirl under my fingers, putting more dramatic ritardando into the cadences than my professor likes. I can sense the group turning to me, their collective pleasure, and the melody sings even more powerfully under my flying fingers.
My left hand fourth finger sparkles. Dylan’s ring. I will examine that later, but for right now, I just play. It settles me. 
By the time I finish the piece, Nuala has already sidled up behind me. 
“Will you play for me?” She opens my blue binder to ‘St Patrick’s Breastplate.’ “We all need to keep this in mind, so I will sing a lesson for the company.”
The song is striking in its simplicity, and my job is merely to highlight the soloist. 
“Christ be with me and within me,
Christ behind me and before…”
Nuala’s voice is a pleasant alto, but she’s tentative and pulls away from the high notes. I join in, singing softly so I don’t take over. Her breathing gets smoother, and she grows more confident as I sing with her. 
“Power to guide me, might to hold me,
Wisdom teach me, watching o’er me,” we sing. I add a light descant, and Nuala leans into the phrases, swaying beside me. I smile into her eyes as we finish.
“Now my turn!” Mór exclaims, while the others are still chorusing their praise and amens. “But not a hymn—I want a fast one!”
She pulls out a book of soprano solos, and I flex my fingers and smile at the keys. And maybe I should be terrified, but people are thanking me and admiring me, and that feels good. Like playing for people always does.
Try to talk to people, my mother’s voice echoes. You’d be popular if you put in a little effort.
But here, I can answer questions about history and play the piano, and people want to hear it. They want me here—wherever here is.







  
  Chapter Three


After dinner, Eithne gestures for me to go first, but I haven’t the least idea where we are going, so I fiddle with something until she goes ahead. 
By now, I have figured out that Eithne is both my cousin and my lady-in-waiting. Each of us three princesses have one, although I think Eithne is our only childhood playmate. From listening to the other two ladies-in-waiting chatter, I’ve learned that they are beyond thrilled about King Brennos and his sons coming to visit. All of us princesses are on the old side to be married—which I gather has something to do with the military upheaval, although the girls don’t mention that—and the ladies-in-waiting are each hoping that her princess finds her match. Then they will either choose a knight from the prince’s entourage, or they will accompany their lady to her new castle, where we (the princesses) will turn our new political power into making them a match. 
I’m a little worried about this. Of course I’m not planning on marrying some random prince, but after years of stubbornly staying engaged when my parents don’t approve, I feel like I can manage resisting an engagement that my fake parents encourage. But I already like Eithne, and I don’t want to mess up her chances. She’s pretty in an elfin sort of way, and I’m guessing from her round face and bright smile that she’s related on my mother—I mean, on the queen’s side. Unlike my sisters, Eithne thinks more than she speaks. 
I follow Eithne through room after room, around corners, up and down small flights of stairs, everything full of signs of life and work. We are definitely not in Maura Robinson’s little castle. Besides, sometimes I can hear the splashing of waves, which seem to hit the castle walls itself, although I don’t smell brine and seaweed.
“Is the ocean stormy tonight?” I ask.
Eithne gives me an inscrutable glance. “You mean the lake?”
“Of course.” I shake my head. “I guess I am so anxious about the ball tonight, I mistook the word. So…um…what lake is it, exactly?”
“Lough Aiféala,” she answers. She’s starting up a spiral staircase, so I can’t see her expression as she tells me something so obvious. 
I spend the first two flights of stairs desperately searching through maps in my head. Where is Lough Aiféala? Maybe somewhere all the way in Donegal?
I freeze in the doorway. Lough Aiféala. The Lake of Regret. 
Regret. You could drown in it. An unknown man’s voice pounds in my head, and I see Dylan’s panicked face and muddy jeans. I glance at the ring on my hand, but it has no answers. 
I follow Eithne into my bedroom, sure of one thing. 
There is no Lake of Regret in Ireland. 

      ***If I had any doubts that I was truly back in the sixteenth century, this bedroom dispels them. No one who was creating a reenactment or a show for tourists would include all this ephemera of a teen girl’s life, from a half-finished charcoal sketch to a tangled hair-ribbon. While Eithne gathers my clothes for the ball, I take a slow circuit of the little room. The bed is heavy and carved, but slightly rumpled, as though I were curled up there before dinner. I pull the comforter smooth; I guess it would be too much to hope that Onyx Storm made it here with me.
As I move, I notice the ring. I hold my hand close, examining it in the candlelight. It’s lovely, gold and silver linked together in an intricate pattern of knots. Everything changed the moment Dylan slid it onto my finger so… 
I glance at Eithne, who is busy with the wardrobe. Good luck, if I’m leaving—I mouth the words, in English.
In one smooth movement, I tug the ring over my knuckles. 
Nothing has changed, but of course I’m still touching it. Holding my breath, I drop it onto the bed.
Another breath.
Another. In and out. 
The room still smells of fireplace and mint tea. Eithne is humming as she shakes out some fabric. I put my hand on the bedpost, which is still dark and solid. 
Doorways. Dylan loves to tell me the folktales, and doors are always magical. Glancing back at the ring—I feel strangely lonely without it—and muttering an excuse to Eithne, I go out the bedroom door.
I am on the landing. Exactly what one ordinarily finds when going out of a bedroom. My heart is pounding faster and faster, like I’m running up and down these stairs. I realize that ever since I noticed the ring on my finger, I thought that was the key. I thought I had some control.
Did Dylan do something? It was definitely an ordinary evening before he arrived. I was going to text Emily and read a few chapters of my Rebecca Yarros before dinner time. What did he get me caught up in? Accidentally sending your girlfriend back several hundred years to a lake that doesn’t exist is hardly—
My mind hits a blunt, angry wall. 
I don’t want to be here–wherever I am! I want my fuzzy jumper and my book! I thump the stone windowsill with my fist, tears burning my eyes. 
Oh! The job interview with the church!
I can’t be stuck in 1536. St Matthews will give the accompanists’ job to someone else, and it’s Sunday mornings plus choir practice two evenings a week, and it’s a fine salary, and I was going to finally have something to put it in the bank account that Dylan and I share. Oh, Dylan—something important clearly happened to him, and he didn’t tell me about it, just like he never talks to me lately. 
I swallow the sob but I’m feeling a little frantic. Feeling desperate and foolish, I unlatch the window and push it open. Up here, the windows are tiny translucent panes, I think made of horn. 
The cold February breeze hits my face. The moon sparkles on the lake below me, which certainly is too large to have forgotten about. I can see the dark shape of hills in the distance in front of me, but the water stretches farther than I can see on both the right and the left. I wonder if it’s as big as those lakes in America, and—
I was supposed to see the American Great Lakes soon, because I got into Interlochen and my parents insist that it’s better for my musical career. Which was also why I needed that church job, to prove that I can get the musical career that I want. 
“Hannah?” Eithne speaks softly. “Are you all right?”
She startles me. I’d like to be friendly, but I have to make up an excuse. 
“I’m just—I don’t want to marry a man I’ve never met, even if he is a prince.” That is true too, and I cry harder. 
“You don’t have to,” Eithne says. “Your dad says it’s an opportunity, that’s all.”
My real dad says an opportunity should never be wasted, and always just before he pushes me to do something I didn’t think was important. 
“I’m not crying,” I tell Eithne, wiping tears off my face. “I am not someone who cries.”
“I know. I’ve known you for a long time.” Eithne pauses a moment. “I will just hand you a cool cloth so you can wipe the rain off your face, and when you’re ready, I’ll be in here with your best gown.”
“It’s very rainy.” That’s absurd, and I start to laugh through my sobs. “Just right here, in front of this window. Everything else is clear.”
“That window!” Eithne giggles, and she feels like a friend. “I keep telling them to fix it, but the rainclouds just get stuck!”
I let her go back inside, and then I take the cloth she hands me without meeting her eyes in the gloom. 
Where is Dylan? Is he still in my parlor at home, or is he here somewhere? And as I think of his hazel eyes and the way his mouth tucks in when he’s worried, I both miss him and also I am so frustrated.
If he loved you, he’d make time for you, my mum’s voice chides. Did he say anything sweet tonight? No? Not again…
I can’t deal with this argument right now, even if it’s just in my head. I’ve defended myself so many times that the words have lost all meaning. Right now, I’ve got to get dressed for a ball, and the “opportunity” to meet a prince who might think I’m pretty enough to marry.







  
  Chapter Four


If I were a Disney princess, I would be wearing a huge ballgown that looks like a cake. Eithne would have held them up in several colors, and maybe even danced about the room. But I am an Irish princess, in the days before King Henry VIII prohibited saffron dye and all the other things that make our culture our own—or maybe he has passed the laws, we just aren’t following them out here beyond the Pale. I like history, but I’m a little too overwhelmed to remember all the dates just now. 
So I’m wearing a bright gold léine, which is yards and yards of linen which Eithne drapes artfully and tucks into a special belt so the hem just skims the top of my soft leather shoes. Over it, I have a sky-blue kirtle covered with silver embroidery, whose tails would skim the floor but they are also artfully tucked up into the belt, so the kirtle’s dark-red satin lining flashes as I walk. The léine ties at my elbows, showing the sleeves of tunica—yet more yards of fabric, swinging to my knees as I walk, heavy with layers upon layers of lace. My hair is tucked into a headdress, which is a poofy veil kind of like a baker’s cap, fastened with a silk band sewn with jewels, heavy against my forehead. The whole ensemble is so flowing and elaborate that I don’t even mind not looking
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