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Deirdre paced around the edges of the randomly coloured and patterned carpet that sat in the centre of the wooden floor of her room as she contemplated the nature of fate.

Her fate in particular.

Her seemingly unavoidable fate.

For one thing, her name was Deirdre. The broken-hearted.

What kind of irresponsible parent would gift that name to a child - no matter how influential the namesake.

As a second thing, her parents had found an “advantageous” match for her, and she was being shipped off to another country to marry a stranger.

Leaving everything she knew behind.

So, to be completely honest, not all that advantageous to her.

The advantageous match in question had not bothered to introduce himself to her, either in person or by letter.

Clearly, he had no regard, and precious little concern for her, so how exactly was that advantageous to her?

And if that wasn’t bad enough, her parents were trying to convince her he’d seen her at a party (when she wasn’t permitted to go anywhere), and had fallen in love with her, and was too shy to reach out to her.

Did they think she was an idiot?

Real-life did not consist of fairy tale endings.

As if to mock her, a pair of brightly coloured birds swooped past her tower window, calling sweet nothings to each other. Seemingly intent on the Spring mating season.

This new match was certainly nowhere near as advantageous as Ethan, for example, who was very concerned with her health and welfare.

So much so she’d been charmed and snuck out of the manor to spend generous amounts of alone time with him in the forest. 

So much time she’d gone way passed charmed, bypassing infatuated, straight to falling in love with, and wanting to run away from her responsibilities with him.

Though it had to be said, he was a lot less keen on her now she was betrothed to another.

You had to wonder whether he had actually liked her at all.

For a third, she was stuck in her bedroom.

Not exactly forbidden to leave, but with guards posted on the outside, presumably to protect what was now a valuable asset, certainly not allowed to roam as freely as she had before the betrothal.

It wasn’t a particular hardship; it was a nice enough room as far as rooms go. She paused to list its positives as if she was trying to sell it:

A spacious ten by twelve paces.

Bright and well-lit, with several small embrasures.

Airy, yet cosy.

Easily defensible.

Pristine white walls and ceiling that bounced the light around.

Plenty of books to amuse herself with when she didn’t want to do any needlecraft.

Which was always, causing no end of trouble with the state of her hand-stitched trousseau.

And her mother’s nerves.

Deirdre’s younger sister Cara (the beloved) would have traded places with her in an instant.

They’d done their best to persuade their parents, but to no avail.

For some ridiculous reason or another, the advantageous match required the eldest daughter, not the younger.

Or any other daughter should there be more than two.

Not to mention that tradition described the marriages from eldest to youngest, with Cara remaining at home forever to take care of her parents while their eldest brother ran amok being the local laird.

In so many ways, a tragic turn of events for all involved parties.

Though, in theory, not her problem.

Anymore.

Deirdre took another lap of the carpet.

Cara was propped on Deirdre’s bed, examining her red hair for split ends, snipping them off with a tiny pair of scissors attached to her châtelaine.

Now and again, she gave in and peeled one back, trying to get it the length of the strand.

“I’ve heard there’s a place you can go to beg the Fates to change it,” she said idly.

Deirdre took five paces, and flung herself on the bed at the opposite end to her sister.

Who was hogging the pillows and presumably leaving splinters of hair there as well.

“And?” she said.

Cara paused, lock of hair in one hand and scissors in the other, looking at her sister. She shrugged, “that’s all I know.”

Deirdre slapped Cara’s closest leg to her, “you would have to be the most useless person I know.”

“It’s a shame mother doesn’t feel that way.”

Cara dropped the trimmed hair and sectioned out another lock. “I don’t know what you’re complaining about anyway. I’d do about anything to get out of here.”

“I know,” Deirdre groaned, “we all know.”

Too restless to settle, she picked herself up and started pacing again, “who told you about this place where the Fates receive petitioners?”

“I overheard the laundry maids gossiping. Apparently, they have a shop. Somewhere in town. I think they said it was a tapestry shop.”

“And what are their fees?”

Cara shrugged again, “I don’t know. Proportional I guess. Depending on what fate you’re trying to avoid, and what you’re willing to accept instead.”

Deirdre bent down, trying to look in Cara’s eyes, “you do realise this is almost the exact answer to our problems?”

“’Spose.”

Deirdre growled impatiently, “I despair of you, really I do. We could have been rid of this, and you haven’t even prepared an escape route.”

“I don’t need to,” she screwed her face into a mocking, smiling mask, “you’re so desperate you’ll do it for me.”

And that was true.

Cara did nothing.

Ever.

Beloved by name, and utterly charming when she wanted something.

No one was immune.

Beloved she might be, but utterly ruthless in getting anything that took her fancy.

Leaving a trail of carnage in her wake; the corpse of a puppy she’d coveted, the burn-scarred face of a love rival, and the boy who’d been besotted with the burned face had mysteriously fallen from the tower.

Deirdre asked all the laundry maids until she found out where the Fate’s shop was.

Though in the end, she had to say Cara wanted to know because everyone knew how she felt about her life.

And everyone thought Deirdre couldn’t be anything less than over the moon happy that some guy (who she was sure had never seen her) should be so in love with her that nothing would satisfy him but that she marry him with haste.

And yeah, sure, she was living the fairy tale.

But.

She wanted a real life.

On her own terms.

According to the maids, the shop was in another city, about half a day’s ride away.

She didn’t expect she’d be coming home, but for a plausible excuse, she’d have to stay away overnight.

And that excuse would have to be reputable.

She could go shopping, but there wasn’t any kind of industry in the city that might attract a Lady.

Or visit a shrine to pray and purify herself for the marriage. Assuming there was one there.

And that was another thing that bothered her about the marriage.

Despite the tradition of marrying in the bride’s home town, he’d demanded she travel to his. Without her family.

Or a bridal procession.

In fact, he’d sent a squad of armed guards to fetch her.

Though it didn’t altogether matter whether there was a shine or not.

If she said there was one, her mother would believe her.

Because Deirdre had always taken her responsibilities seriously.

Always done what she was told.

And always confessed when she had done something to disappoint them.

Nonetheless, she quizzed the laundry maids further and discovered that there was a shrine.

Even better, for the goddess Áine - goddess of love, wealth and Summer.

Handy.

Deirdre knew she’d have to sacrifice her honesty at some point, but didn’t want to have to lie any more than she had to.

She couldn’t sit comfortably with it.

At least not yet.

So that was the first plan. To boldly seek permission to travel to the next city to receive a blessing. She shuddered just thinking about it, 

Then squared her shoulders, and stood tall, spine straight; failing that, sneak out.

But much easier if she could go openly.

The next issue was how she might be able to slip away from her guards. 

Presumably, she’d need a woman’s excuse. Some kind of ritual where men weren’t welcome.

She continued her enquiries.

And it happened there was a Druidic community nearby that could offer a pretext for some alone time. Though how to get from there to the tapestry shop was another question.

Or even where the tapestry shop was.

With the date of departure rapidly closing in, she had no real choice but to just get on with it.

Telling her parents turned out to be no trouble.

Going away for a night of ritual purification was fine with them, as long as she took her sister along with her.

And came back ready, and willing to stop with the sad face and miserable attitude, and travel to her new husband without further delay or complaint.

Slipping the guards was nowhere near as easy.

The guards sent with her were not those she’d grown up with, prepared to let her get away with a modicum of misbehaviour, but those her husband-to-be had sent.

Any shred of humanity concealed by their war-like armour and closed helmets.

Always assuming they were actually human. 

After being denied entry to the community, they set up camp insultingly close to the boundaries. So close, they were right up against the hedging that surrounded it.

And her sister, as her only attendant, was no help whatsoever.

“I can’t wait to see what you do next.”

It was so tempting to leave her behind.

In the end, she sacrificed her honesty and stole some servant’s clothes from the washing line.

And then her hair, hacking it off after a slight hesitation, so she looked like a boy.

A boy with a clean, soft face wouldn’t do at all, so she rubbed ash on her cheeks and chin to disguise that.

Deirdre knew it would be worth it.

And if there were no fates, and she couldn’t make a deal, then hopefully she’d get far enough away before her betrothed’s guards got suspicious about the delay.

A maximum of 24 hours on foot.

How long did it take a horse to gallop that far?

Or could she hide in plain sight - did the guards know what she looked like, or did they just see the outward trappings?

Better to pray to each and every deity that the Fates existed, and were willing to make a deal.

Sacrificing her dignity she dressed in the boy’s clothes, then sacrificed her poise, fruitlessly begging her sister to dress in the servant’s clothes.

Then begging her to leave via the mendicant’s gap in the hedge.

But Cara’s dignity would only be satisfied by walking out the front door.

So Deirdre sacrificed even her status, following Cara as if she was her sister’s servant.

She kept her eyes on the ground as the guards attempted to stop Cara, who pointed out they had nothing to do with her and her shopping plans.

Reminding them their duty lay with Deirdre, who was safely inside observing the marriage blessing rituals.

They grumbled suspiciously, but in the end, they had no real choice but to let her, and the “boy” leave.

Deirdre followed her meekly, allowing her to walk several paces ahead.

Mostly for the show of it, and only a little so she was forced to control her temper.

Even when Cara slowed to allow her to catch up, Deirdre slowed
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