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The tribal lands rang with rejoicing when Cordelia was born. A third royal daughter for the Coritani, their very own Deas Matres; the Mother Goddess in threefold form. All were proud of the sacred bloodline passed from mother to daughter – a red river of strength flowing through their people – and now there were three new wombs to carry them forward. And such a perfect three too: Goneril, eldest and fiercest with fire in her veins; Regan, second and most steadfast, with her feet firmly in the earth; and gentle Cordelia, one with the water. All different, all strong in their own ways, and together, surely, the key to the future of the Coritani tribe.

Chieftainess Mavelle called a great celebration. For three days the ancient fortress on Beacon Hill rang with lutes and pipes and joyful voices. Scented smoke from roasted boars hung sweetly across the hill and a great fire blazed from the iron beacon to call everyone to join the tribe in praising Danu for Her great blessings.

I was but a girl then, not yet into my tenth summer and still a year from beginning my studies as a druid, but the joy of those days is imprinted upon my mind in festival colours. Branwen, heiress and new mother, rested on soft cushions with the babe Cordelia at her breast. Regan played at her feet, Goneril sat at her side and her husband Leir stood guard over them all as a good consort should. It was such a pretty tableau and they were honoured like goddesses.

Branwen had amulets of triskeles – the eternal triple spiral – made for the girls, to symbolise their threefold strength. The charms were blessed before the whole tribe and she tied them around her daughters’ little necks on leather cords for everyone to see, and all was well in the Coritani lands.

But the spiral of life never ceases turning and just two years later we lost Branwen trying to birth a boychild. The Goddess, it seemed, rejected the prince and he tugged the precious heiress after him to the Otherworld with his tiny, blue hands. It was three days of weeping that time and many more for Leir who loved Branwen so greatly that for a long, dark time everyone feared he would throw himself after her into the earth.

But those three girls were there still – those three precious princesses, fire, earth and water, the Deas Matres of the Coritani – and somehow they pulled him through. He cared for them and loved them and brought them to womanhood. And now, with Chieftainess Mavelle fading, the tribe needs them to care for it in return. I can only pray they are ready to serve the Coritani as true rulers.
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Chapter One

BEACON HILL, THE LANDS OF THE CORITANI

Anagantio; Stay-home days (February)

The ice was spirit-bright on this last day before Imbolc when Cordelia stepped cautiously out into the rugged compound of Beacon Hill. It was months since she’d last been to the central fortress and she’d forgotten how craggy it was up here in the heartlands of the Coritani. She could feel the spirits pushing out of the land in the jagged rocks and twisted trees that rose relentlessly between the roundhouses, reminding all men of their place in the world.

Heading past the sacred oak at the centre of the compound, she made for the great iron beacon at its peak. The fort was enclosed by earthen ramparts higher than the tallest man, but the hill rose above them, making it easy to see out across the Coritani lands on all sides. It was dark yet and no one else was stirring in either the roundhouses within the ramparts, or the byres and workshops just outside them. To the west, however, a line of burnished bronze was spreading across the lowest reaches of the skies, making the white lands glow. It was as if the embers of the night were being stirred into life ready for a new day and Cordelia was glad to see it being birthed.

She shivered and tied her heavy plaid cloak more tightly across her chest, wishing she’d put on a second tunic. It had been hot in the royal house last night, with the hearth-fire burning high and so many people crammed in that they’d been sleeping on top of each other like puppies. Cordelia swore she could still feel the imprint of her sisters’ elbows in her sides, as she so often had when they were girls, and stretched herself out gladly.

Her eyes drifted inexorably east, trying to see across the plains to her own fortress on Burrough Hill, but the shadow of the night was still upon the land and she was forced to fall back on her mind’s eye to picture her hound, Keira.

Stay there, she willed the pups inside the hound’s blessed belly. Stay warm inside for just a few more days until I can return to see you safely into the world.

She bent down and placed both hands flat upon the sacred ground, sending her love through the soil. Her fingers numbed but when she drew back, the grass beneath her touch was green and she smiled. The spirits had heard her. They would guard Keira until the tribe had welcomed the first Imbolc moon and Cordelia could ride back to her side.

‘Dee? Dee, is that you?’

Cordelia squinted into the gloom.

‘Father?’

Leir’s greying hair was wild from sleep and his eyes were still half closed, though they looked at her with their usual sharpness.

‘Pining for your pups, Daughter?’

‘Praying they are still safe inside their dam, Father.’

Leir placed a large hand on her shoulder.

‘You said they were not due for another seven days.’

Cordelia shifted.

‘That would be usual, yes, but the Imbolc moon may draw them out early.’

‘And if it does, their dam will care for them, sweet one, and Solinus besides.’

Cordelia grunted.

‘That’s true but Solinus does not understand as I do, Father. He does not have the same feel.’

Leir patted her shoulder again.

‘I know it. You have a talent with the animals – as your mother had before you.’

Cordelia saw Leir’s whole body tighten against the lightening sky and leaned back in to hug him again. She’d been just two years old when Branwen had died, leaving him in charge of their new fort at Burrough and their three girls. Memories of her were mere wisps of mist across Cordelia’s mind but she felt the loss keenly through her father.

‘She would be proud of you, Dee,’ Leir said now. ‘Of Goneril and Regan too, but you, I think, most closely carry her spirit.’

Cordelia swallowed back tears.

‘My sisters are like you, Father.’

‘Ambitious, impetuous and ever restless for more?’

‘Active, bold and born to lead.’

He laughed softly.

‘You are too kind, sweet one. And perhaps in Goneril you speak true. She is keen to rule.’

‘As she should be. She is the heiress so holds the fire of the Coritani in her veins.’

‘And longs to tug it to her own ends. But the tribe will not be hers until her grandmother departs this earth and I pray that will not be for some time.’

‘I pray so too, Father,’ Cordelia agreed hastily. Mavelle was a strong chieftainess but she grew old. Next year would be her fiftieth, a fine count for any soul, and when the ice-moon had claimed her beloved consort, Bladdud, this Samhain it seemed maybe it had stolen her spirit too. For a long time she had drawn in on herself but the new shoots of Imbolc were perhaps growing inside her too for these past few days she had seemed more animated.

‘Last night Grandmother was more like herself,’ Cordelia said cautiously.

Leir gave a small smile.

‘She was, my sweet one. When she talks of the birds, she comes alive again.’

They were silent a moment, remembering. The tribe had eaten in the ceremonial house together, bringing food from their own hearths to share. The fire had been stoked high, the steam and noise of a hundred happy people had filled the great circle of a room, and Chieftainess Mavelle had leaped up, as if infused with the energy of her tribe. She had always been a small woman, but age had shrunk her further, and with her thin limbs and white hair, she had looked almost like a spirit dancing before the fire.

‘We are close,’ she’d told them. ‘Truly, we are close to taking to the skies, to being one with the birds.’

‘You will fly, Grandmother?’ Regan had asked excitedly, for she loved any physical challenge.

‘I will fly, Regan. Before I leave this life, I swear I will fly.’

‘Perhaps immediately before,’ Leir had said fearfully and Mavelle had laughed and clapped her son-by-marriage surprisingly strongly on the back.

‘Have faith, Leir. Bladdud always did. And he will be up there waiting to support me, I know it.’

All eyes had turned upwards, though there had been only the smoky thatch to see. Chieftain Bladdud, Mavelle’s consort, had loved the birds even more passionately than she and had had more time to pursue experiments with flight. Since his death she had taken up his passion with even greater enthusiasm – and even greater urgency, as if his passing to the Otherworld had alerted her to the shortness of her own time left on earth.

‘We have been making great strides with our experiments, have we not, Olwen?’ she’d said last night, turning to her high druidess and fellow seeker into the ways of birds.

‘We’re excited by the possibilities,’ Olwen had agreed with a sideways smile that could have been joy or could have been a sneer or could have been a thousand emotions in between. You could never tell with the druidess.

Mavelle, however, had been less enigmatic.

‘I have wings.’ She’d danced suddenly around the astonished tribe, flapping her thin arms. ‘I have big wings, constructed feather by feather upon a frame of wood, sliced as thin as it is possible to achieve. They are modelled on my own dear hawk, as fine a flyer as any in the skies, and once we balance them against the weight of a human they will work.’

‘Can we see them?’ Regan had asked, her dark eyes alight.

‘Soon,’ she’d promised. ‘Very soon.’

‘Not that soon,’ the high druidess had said sternly. ‘We have not yet tested them in the air. The ratio of feather to wood is not perfected and—’

‘Soon,’ Mavelle had repeated firmly, and then she’d flapped her way back onto her fur-covered stool and sunk back into lethargy as quickly as she had shrugged it off.

‘We can only hope,’ Leir said softly now, ‘that the festival will restore dear Mavelle’s spirit in a similar way.’

Cordelia nodded and looked around the compound. Others were waking and smoke was snaking out of the thatched roofs of the ten roundhouses amongst the rocks of Beacon Hill, as well as the many travelling tents housing those who had journeyed here to welcome the first moon of fertile Imbolc.

It was Cordelia’s favourite of the four great festivals that quartered the year. It had none of the wanton joy of moon-bright Beltane, the gluttonous richness of earthy Lughnasad, or the dark wildness of fiery Samhain, but water-blessed Cordelia liked its quietness. She liked the soft relief of the first flowers unfolding and the promise of the ewes’ bellies swelling. She liked the gentle happiness of green shoots shaking off the last of the snows and the waters gurgling free of their ice prison. Imbolc was, perhaps, the shyest of the celebrations but Cordelia was the shyest of the Coritani’s royal daughters so she had taken it to her heart.

‘It will be a good day,’ she said to her father, gesturing to where Lugh, the great sun, was raising his golden head above the earth.

He nodded but his blue eyes, fully awake now, scanned the horizon for more than just Lugh’s light. There had been rumblings from the Setantii tribe on their western borders recently. Last Beltane their heiress had married an ambitious young man who was keen to gift his bride new lands – Coritani lands. Mavelle had troops out on regular patrol to repel raiders but Leir feared a more concerted attack. Cordelia put a hand on his arm.

‘No one would attack under the Imbolc moon, Father, for they would be cursed by the Goddess if they did so.’

‘Maybe they would think that curse a fair price to pay for Coritani riches?’

‘Father!’

He shook his head.

‘Sorry, Dee. You’re right. Danu would punish anyone daring to break the peace of her sacred day. I will think no more of threats, but of the blessings of Imbolc. Shall we break our fast?’

Cordelia shook her head at him.

‘Today you should be more spirit and less stomach.’

Leir laughed heartily and patted at his belly.

‘But a stomach like mine is so demanding.’

‘You are perfectly lean, Father.’

‘I am perfectly fit, Daughter, fret you not, but life is bulging beneath my skin a little, especially around the middle.’

Cordelia tried to laugh but her stomach lurched and she turned for home to cover her confusion. He spoke true, she knew; it happened to everyone. Even dogs thickened as they trod the latter paths of their current time on earth, but with Mavelle growing frail and Leir admitting to the effects of age, everything seemed so uncertain. It was as if one age of the Coritani was sinking into the waters of the past and a new one was bubbling to the surface. Its shape was not yet clear and that made Cordelia as nervous as if the ground beneath her feet was shaking.

‘You are sure you are well, Father?’ she asked, and was rewarded by another laugh.

‘I am very well, sweet one. See!’ He caught her around the waist and flung her up over his shoulder as he had often done when she was small. ‘Strong as an ox.’

‘Father!’ She banged on his back with her fists but made little impression. ‘Father, put me down.’

‘Am I well?’

‘You are well,’ she giggled, despite herself. ‘You are very well. Now put me—’

‘What on earth?’ demanded a furious voice. Cordelia twisted in Leir’s grip to see her eldest sister standing squarely in the doorway of the royal house, hands on shapely hips. ‘What are you doing, Father? Cordelia is a woman now and a royal woman besides. What of dignity?’

Cordelia felt Leir shrug beneath her.

‘What of joy, Goneril?’

Goneril’s wrinkled nose revealed exactly what she thought of joy and slowly Leir lowered Cordelia to the ground.

‘Good morning, Sister,’ she said, hastily rearranging her plaited belt and settling her blue plaid tunic in place. Goneril had clearly risen on the dark side of their shared pallet today and it would not do to rile her.

‘Is it? It seems a cold morning to me.’

‘But a bright one.’

Cordelia indicated Lugh, shining thinly down on the compound as people began to emerge and call greetings to one another. Goneril grunted.

‘I hope it’s bright enough to melt the sacred brook or it will be a sorry ceremony indeed.’

Cordelia took a slow breath, hoping to suck patience in with it. In truth they had all been worried about the brook. The festival of Imbolc celebrated the release of the Goddess Danu’s lifegiving waters from the grip of Samhain but until a few days ago it had been solid.

‘The brook flows free,’ she assured Goneril. ‘I visited it when we arrived yesterday.’

‘Did you?’

‘It seemed wise to check.’

Goneril tossed the auburn hair that so proudly marked her out from her darker sisters.

‘Yes, well, maybe it froze again overnight with the rest of the land?’ She stamped on the earth and sparks of frost flew obligingly upwards, revealing the warm earth beneath. Cordelia looked at the ground but said nothing and Goneril tossed her hair again. ‘I suppose you want to eat?’

‘Yes, please,’ Leir agreed, making for the door. ‘And perhaps you should too, dear girl. It might . . . cheer you.’

He threw Cordelia a wink and she hastily ducked in after him to hide another smile. Everyone was up now and it was busy around the hearth. Mavelle had ordered a magnificent new roundhouse for her family last Beltane, constructed in the latest way, with the outer bedrooms shut off with willow walls, leaving a contained space in the middle in which to eat, work and live. She had even designated the higher floor as her and Bladdud’s own bedroom, rather than using it for storage, and it was a beautiful space. Being in here was Cordelia’s favourite thing about coming to Beacon and she went gladly towards the central fire, feeling sensation already returning to her frozen fingers.

Chieftainess Mavelle sat with Olwen, supping pottage from a bowl and talking intently to the druidess. Cordelia caught the words “feathers” and “flight path” and moved to the other side of the hearth. She truly hoped her grandmother would achieve her aim of flying but had no wish to learn the mechanics of it.

‘Morning, Regan.’

‘Cordelia.’

Regan saluted her from the floor where she was contorted in a peculiar position, one leg out front and one behind as she stretched to grab her own foot. It looked most uncomfortable, not to mention putting a strain on the knitted trews she was wearing beneath the short earth-brown tunic she always favoured for ease of movement.

‘What are you doing?’ Cordelia asked, bending down to her sister’s level.

‘Lengthening my spine.’

‘Really?’

‘Hopefully.’

‘Why do you want a longer spine?’

‘Why?’ Regan sat up abruptly, her head almost clattering into Cordelia’s chin. ‘Because then I will be taller and will fight better.’

‘Ah. Of course.’

Most things Cordelia’s earth-blessed middle sister did were to enable her to fight better. She was forever running or practising swordplay or lifting rocks to harden her flesh. Mavelle had often tried to explain to her that a woman’s strength lay in her mind, not her arm, but Regan wanted both.

‘You look taller already, Ree,’ Cordelia told her.

‘I do?’ Hope sparked in Regan’s eyes.

‘Of course you don’t,’ Goneril snapped. It died instantly.

‘I’m told it takes time,’ she mumbled and pulled herself up off the ground, plucking at the tight plaits she always wore to keep her hair out of her face, and looking a little desperately towards the older sister whose good opinion she ever sought. Goneril, thank Danu, relented.

‘You do not need to be taller, Ree. You are a fierce fighter just as you are.’

Regan beamed and Cordelia thanked the fire spirits for Goneril’s rare praise. She put a hand to the amulet around her neck and saw her sisters do the same. They all wore the triskele, the triple spiral, to symbolise that as the three elemental royal daughters of the Coritani they were eternally joined together – however much they might quarrel.

‘Shall we eat?’ she suggested and, with a nod, they took stools side by side.

Cordelia’s mind wandered to Keira and her pups but she forced it back to the hearth. She might be away from her precious hound but she was with her family for her favourite festival and must keep her mind tuned to the joys of the Mother Goddess’ blessed day.
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The tribe gathered at dusk, preparations made and all dressed in their finest – and warmest – clothes. Those who had them wore furs over their tunics, trews and long woollen cloaks, and all heads were covered with knitted hats and thick shawls. Cordelia had pulled her own coverings on with reluctance as she’d been hot all day, sweeping the roundhouses clear of the dust and dirt of Samhain to be fresh and ready for Imbolc, but now the temperature was dropping fast and she was glad of them. The Coritani huddled close as the first Imbolc moon began to rise, fat and full, and a thousand stars picked up its light and flung it around so that Beacon Hill was bathed in silver.

All the inhabitants of the heartland fort and those on the homesteads nearby were here to keep vigil, plus those fit enough to have made the full day’s tramp from Leir’s second fortress at Burrough. Nigh on one hundred men, women and children stood around the sacred oak as Chieftainess Mavelle stepped up before them. She was finely dressed in her ceremonial robes but Cordelia saw how her white hair blew thinly in the breeze and noticed a rip in her chequered red cloak and prayed that age was not stealing her grandmother from them. As she raised her old head to the moon, however, Mavelle’s eyes took on the light of all the stars and she seemed to grow before them.

‘Hail, Danu, Mother, Bringer of Life. We ask for your blessings on this wakening Imbolc that we may revel in the bounty of this your earth and dance beneath the moon in prosperity and joy.’ Her voice echoed around the hilltop and seemed to bounce off the skies and ripple back to them three times over. Cordelia closed her eyes and gave herself to the ceremony. ‘We thank you for restoring life to the earth and we reach out to the spirits of the rocks and of the ground, of the trees and the flowers, of fire and of air and of lifegiving water, to come with us into the swelling season of fruitfulness.’

The earth seemed to thrum as the spirits rose to Mavelle’s call and threaded between the crowd. Cordelia stretched out her hands to feel the pulse of the dead beating through the tribe, tethering them to their past so they could stand strong in the face of whatever the future might bring.

A ewe, fat with lamb, was brought forward, bleating. She had been selected first at the tupping and been separated from the herd ever since. Kept in splendour, fed the sweetest hay and given a place near the fire with the family, she would now go to Danu in triumph. Mavelle raised her knife – a fine blade, beaten out beneath the previous year’s Samhain moon, to fill it with the spirits of the ancestors. The ewe looked up and in one merciful stroke, it was done. The druids lifted her onto the heartstone set beneath the oak and, just as deftly, slit her open to pull the lamb from her womb.

Cordelia held her breath, fighting to stay in the sacred moment and not think of Keira and her wombful of pups. Almost instantly the little creature bleated and the crowd sucked in this sign of favour for if the lamb lived, the year would be prosperous. Olwen swiftly cut the cord and wrapped the creature in a blanket before putting it to its dead mother’s teat to suckle as her blood ran into the heartstone, to fill it with new life. Tomorrow the mother’s fleece would be flayed for the lamb’s bed and the high druidess would nurse it as her own special charge. All being well, they would feast on its flesh with the year’s harvest at Lughnasad, but for now it was as fragile as all new life and Cordelia’s heart went out to it.

Suddenly unnerved, she looked to her sisters, but both of them were intent on the ceremony. Goneril had her green-gold eyes fixed on Olwen with awe and something sharper – admiration perhaps, or even longing. Cordelia glanced back at the druidess and saw her eyes flicker to Goneril and darken with a predatory sparkle. Was Olwen bedding Cordelia’s sister? It would be little surprise. Olwen had sworn her soul to the Goddess but invited many to her bed, male and female alike. Was Goneril the latest to feel her pull? Cordelia leaned towards Regan to whisper then reminded herself that this was a sacred moment and tore her mind away from gossip.

‘Come,’ Mavelle called, drawing them back to her. ‘Take light and follow.’

Leir lit a brand from the small fire burning below the heartstone and, stretching up, set it to the kindling in the ancient beacon stand. Well coated in fat, the wood roared to life, to shine out the tribe’s commitment to Danu the Mother and Lugh the sun, her blessed consort. All stared upwards in joy as the chieftainess nodded to the three royal daughters to take torches from the druids and lead the procession down the hill to the sacred spring.

Goneril went first, with Regan in her wake and Cordelia last. She felt her feet turn numb within her leather boots as the frost settled around them and willed herself not to stumble, but thankfully all eyes were on Goneril who walked tall, head back to show off the golden heiress’ torque around her slim neck. The firelight danced in her auburn hair so that it seemed a second beacon for the people to follow and as she passed Olwen, she brushed so close that the lamb in the druidess’ arms bleated anew.

Two steps behind, Regan stood heavily on the stately druidess’ foot so that she had to bite back an undignified yelp of pain and her sister’s display of jealousy told Cordelia all she needed. For the first time, someone else was closer to the royal daughters than they were to each other and she nervously touched her amulet, but this was no time to worry at the inevitabilities of growing up so, looking again to her numb feet, she followed her sisters as the rest of the Coritani fell into line behind.

The tribe twisted in a serpent of torchlight out of the great gates of the fort and down the slope to the spring below. Their path took them past the Guardian, the great man-shaped rock who kept lookout over the rolling plains, and all paused to bow to him before moving on into the woodland below. Cordelia’s sharp ears picked up the gurgle of the water long before they saw it spilling merrily into the great stone trough beneath and she glanced triumphantly at Goneril. Her sister, however, did not even deign to look her way, and now Olwen was stepping up and inviting everyone to ask for the Goddess’ personal favour.

People began fumbling in the pockets at their belts for the strips of cloth they had brought to run in the new-flowing water, to absorb the blessing of Danu. Regan had a strip from her rough brown training tunic. She would be asking, as she did every year, for skill with her sword but, as Cordelia felt for the piece she had brought from Keira’s bedding, she suspected she was becoming every bit as predictable. Over the last few years she had experimented with matching different hounds and bitches to bring out certain traits in their offspring and was making excellent progress. If all went well, she would have many new hound pups needing Danu’s safeguarding over the next years and it was with excitement as well as reverence that she dipped Keira’s cloth in the lifewaters and selected a branch before standing back to let others take their turn.

Goneril, unusually, hung back and Cordelia could not help but notice the cloth her elder sister held. It was a rich, chequered red and looked, if she was not very much mistaken, just like Mavelle’s glorious cloak. Cordelia remembered the rip she’d noticed in it earlier and looked around for her grandmother, but she was nowhere to be seen and now Goneril was bending to dip the fabric in the spring’s flow and the colour darkened too much for Cordelia to be sure.

She took a few steps back down the path and so it was that she noticed movement in the trees before anyone else. Her heart lurched. Had the Setantii chosen to break the Imbolc taboo and attack? She looked for Leir but could not make him out amongst the crowd and before she could cry a more general warning something launched itself from the branches and filled the sky above the grove. All eyes turned upwards and people cried out in alarm but now the torches lit up the astonishing figure of Chieftainess Mavelle, clad in nothing but a plain white tunic and a giant pair of wings.

For a moment she hovered above them, half woman, half bird.

She’s done it! Cordelia thought, but barely had she framed the words in her head than her grandmother was plummeting earthwards, wings flapping wildly and catching in the torches of those too slow to scramble aside. She landed, ablaze, and it was only Olwen quickly scooping Danu’s water onto her feathers that saved them all from being set alight. The crowd stood gazing dumbstruck at their chieftainess as she sat up, white hair sodden and wings charred and steaming in a mist around her.

‘I did it,’ she pronounced. ‘Danu be praised, I did it. I flew.’
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