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CHAPTER ONE

The two young otters chased each other in and out of the shallows, casting up fans of glittering water droplets. Sedge galloped after his sister, snatching at her tail with dark claws, until she wheeled round and leaped for the pale soft fur at his throat.

‘Mmmf! Get off! I surrender,’ he squeaked, trying to scrabble out of her grip by rolling into the water.

Silken pinned him for a moment longer and then sprang away, shooting out into the deeper channel of the river. She waited there, smirking at him, and Sedge paddled after her resentfully. ‘Wait until I’m bigger than you,’ he muttered. ‘I will be, soon.’

‘Then I’ll just be faster.’ Silken swirled around and under him, poking at his belly with sneaky paws, then popping back out of the water before he had time to grab her. ‘See?’

Sedge growled, but he only half meant it. Silken hadn’t grown up at Greenriver Holt, and she’d missed out on the otter cubs’ chase games and wrestling matches – he couldn’t blame her for enjoying herself now. If she’d tried to wrestle with the beaver kits at the Stronghold, they would have squashed her, or so Sedge gathered. Beavers were bigger and heavier than otters, although still very good swimmers.

Silken and Sedge had been separated as cubs, when the river had flooded the otter holt and swept them out of their sleeping chamber and into the roaring waters. Sedge had been rescued by his family, but Silken had washed up far down the river, close to the beaver lodge, and they had adopted her. Silken’s desperate fight for survival had washed away all her otter memories, and she had grown up thinking of herself as a strange, small beaver, the disappointing daughter of the lodge’s most respected builder. As the other young beavers grew stronger, Silken had faded into the background, knowing that she didn’t fit in. She had tried to hide her singing voice and the songs that bubbled out of her. Beavers did not sing.

But it was a song that had brought the two cubs back together – the name song that Silken had made for them when they were still tiny, and she was still Elderberry, the adored daughter of the lady of the holt. The heir. That song had stayed with Silken all the time she was exiled as a little stranger at the lodge.


Ripe black elderberries,

Gleaming in the sun.

Ripe black elderberries,

Enough for everyone.




Pale dry sedge grass,

In the wind it sings,

Pale dry sedge grass,

Whispers secret things.



One spring morning, Silken had sung it to an inquisitive bird far down the river, and the song had travelled back upstream, chirruped from branch to nest to swaying reedy perch until two of Sedge’s young companions at the holt, Lily and Tormentil, had heard it from a willow warbler.

Lily and Tormentil had sung the catchy song to each other while they were all resting on the riverbank, and Sedge had heard his sister’s words for the first time since she’d disappeared. It was their song, their very own – and it was then that Sedge had known Elderberry must still be alive.

Now his sister nuzzled at him gently and her stubby whiskers flickered against his fur. Sedge rolled over in the water, floating belly up in the bright spring sun. Silken sighed and slowly sculled her paws beside him.

‘What is it?’ Sedge murmured. The sun was warming the surface of the water so that it slipped over his coat like honey. He peered at Silken through half-closed eyes. ‘What’s the matter?’

Silken stopped paddling, hunching up one shoulder. She looked away from him.

‘What? You were so happy a moment ago.’ Sedge huffed. ‘Oh. Maybe you weren’t.’ She had been distracting herself with their wild game. He rolled upright and then turned nose over paws into the deep cool of the river to wake up. ‘Tell me,’ he spluttered, surfacing again next to his sister. Then he swallowed and added quietly, ‘Do you want to go back to the lodge?’

Silken gave her half-shrug again.

‘You did say you were only coming upstream to see what the holt was like,’ Sedge muttered. ‘I suppose now you have.’

‘I don’t want to go back.’ She coiled round, snapping her teeth on the fine hairs at the end of her tail. ‘But I’m not sure that I want to be here either. Maybe I don’t want to be anywhere,’ she added angrily. ‘I’m just a misfit.’

Sedge smirked. ‘You said it, not me.’

‘Hey!’

Sedge tugged his sister to the bank, where they scrambled out on to the thin turf. ‘I thought you were happy,’ he said, shaking himself dry. ‘I know it’s hard work doing the repairs after the flood, but you didn’t seem to mind …’

Silken rolled, squeezing the water out of her fur. ‘I don’t. It’s nothing like the work we used to have to do to keep the lodge secure. No one’s asking me to fell trees and swim them down the river, are they? Besides, I’d be doing the same work back there – my father’s letter said the flood damaged the Stronghold too. It isn’t the work. It’s – it’s the way everyone looks at me.’

‘You did come back from the dead,’ Sedge pointed out. ‘And then you sang to Lady River and she listened. The whole holt saw it! You sang to her and she drew back the floodwaters.’ He nudged her gently. ‘Mind you, I’d have liked it more if you’d asked Lady River to clear the mud away as well, but I’ll settle for a holt without any water in it—’

‘Everyone stares at me,’ Silken whispered. ‘And they remember things that I don’t. When Bramble the cook gave us the gathering bags for the crayfish traps this morning, he told me that he knew how much I love elderberry syrup. He said he’d be able to rescue some from the store chambers.’ She looked worriedly at Sedge. ‘I don’t know what elderberry syrup tastes like!’

‘It’ll come back to you,’ Sedge said soothingly. ‘And if you don’t like it, I’ll have it. Bramble never gives me treats, just
jobs to do. I’d make the most of it while you can; he’ll have you shelling great piles of crayfish soon enough.’

‘You’re meant to shell them?’ Silken said anxiously. She glanced down at the woven-rush gathering bag strapped around her middle, bulging with her haul of crayfish. ‘I’ve just been crunching them up and spitting the hard bits out. Is that wrong?’

‘It isn’t wrong,’ Sedge told her. ‘Bramble likes to fussy food up. I munch crayfish straight from the water if I want a little something midday, of course I do. But if he’s making a great dishful for dinner, for everyone, he wants them shelled. Especially when it’s a great feast like tonight. Don’t worry yourself.’

Silken sighed. ‘I don’t know these things. Beavers don’t eat fish, or crayfish, or even beetles. I don’t know how an otter ought to be.’

Sedge laid one paw over hers. ‘Only because you haven’t been taught it. I had to be taught everything. All the time. At least when we’re busy clearing up flood damage no one can chase us for lessons. I must be due days of history and weather patterns and herb lore. Let alone manners and ritual. I’m keeping out of Teasel’s way.’ He nudged his sister. ‘Once everything’s back to rights, she’ll growl at you too.’

Silken nodded. Teasel was their mother’s chief counsellor and dearest companion, and she had been a second parent to Sedge all his life. She had also been the first of the Greenriver otters to meet them on their return to the holt, and in a fury of love and worry she had taken Sedge by the scruff of his neck and shaken him. Silken had snarled at the old otter, telling Teasel to let her brother go – the first time she had claimed Sedge as family.

At the beaver lodge she would never have dared to speak to an elder so sharply, but she had been exhausted and frightened. After that, lessons with Teasel had seemed a daunting prospect.

‘Should we go back?’ she asked, nodding upriver towards the holt. ‘Bramble said he wanted the crayfish in good time.’

‘Mmm,’ Sedge agreed. ‘And there’ll be more sweeping mud out of storerooms. Still, I noticed some of the labels have rubbed off the jars on the lower shelves. It would be a good deed if we tested them for Bramble, wouldn’t it?’

‘Happy to help, that’s you,’ Silken said with a grin, as they slipped back into the sun-warmed water.

As Sedge and Silken rounded the curve of the river, they saw that the holt under the willow tree was surrounded by a flurry of busy otter figures. It made Sedge’s stomach twist inside him, remembering that same view four days before, when he and Silken had fought their way back up the flooded waterway and found the holt marooned, with not a single otter to be seen. Things still felt so fragile – but Lady River had promised them, hadn’t she? No more floods …

‘Silken! Silken!’ Two tiny furry bodies flung themselves into the water from a willow tree root, paddling splashily towards them.

Sedge chuckled, nudging his sister. ‘Told you. You’re their favourite person now.’

Silken pulled up in the water, eyeing Willow and Marigold nervously. She still wasn’t used to the little otters and their extravagant love. At the beaver lodge, kits had been kept close by their mothers – which had made motherless Silken an even stranger child.

‘Will you come and play with us?’ Marigold begged, pawing hopefully against Silken’s side.

‘Sing us more songs?’ Willow added.

‘We’ve got to take these to Bramble.’ Silken looked round at Sedge for help, but her brother only wrinkled his muzzle, laughing at her.

‘Bramble won’t mind waiting a bit longer.’

‘You can play too,’ Willow said, launching herself at Sedge and squirming up on to his back. ‘Oooh! You’ve got bigger while you were away. Swim, Sedge!’

Marigold immediately clawed her way on to Silken’s shoulders, and the two little otters bounced and squeaked in delight as Sedge and Silken swam them back towards the holt.
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‘Faster! Go faster!’

‘Ooof, can’t … I’m sinking …’ Sedge panted, sinking lower in the water as they came close to the knotted roots of the great tree. ‘Willow, you’re too big …’ He blew a string of bubbles and then did a slow and graceful roll. Willow slid off his back and landed on a tree root looking indignant.

‘Awww, Sedge. I wanted more rides!’

Marigold leaped down from Silken’s shoulders into the water and Willow followed her. The small cubs exchanged a sneaky glance, then set up a flurry of splashing at Silken and Sedge, sending clouds of spray flying all around them.

Silken spluttered, twisting away, but Sedge retaliated, sending a wave over the little ones. ‘Silken, help me get them!’

His sister hesitated. Should she? The cubs seemed so little – but she supposed, if Sedge was doing it …

She swung her tail, flicking spray up the cubs’ noses. They squealed delightedly and thrashed the water with their small paws. Silken shook herself wildly and splashed and scooped and kicked, yelping and squeaking as loudly as the others.

Until she twisted round and saw her mother perched on the tree root, looking lovingly down at her. Silken just about managed not to send a pawful of water over Lady Thorn’s silvery muzzle, but it was close. She gasped, and froze.

Silken watched her mother’s eyes darken. She had seen Silken flinch away. She had seen that her daughter didn’t dare splash water at her – that she didn’t know her well enough to play with her.

‘I’m sorry …’ They both whispered it at once, and Sedge and the two little cubs drew back, aware of the tension between mother and daughter.

‘We’ve a good catch of crayfish,’ Sedge murmured at last, just to break the silence.

Their mother took a breath and nodded. ‘Good. Bramble’s already terrorising the kitchen, complaining that half his stores are flood-soaked, and he can’t possibly be expected to create a feast worthy of the holt and Lady River. Crayfish might cheer him up.’ She patted a paw affectionately against Sedge’s muzzle, and then, rather uncertainly, did the same to Silken.

Sedge groaned. ‘He’ll probably make us shell the crayfish. Unless there’s anything else you want doing?’ he added hopefully.

Lady Thorn shook her head. ‘No. Go along and help Bramble.’

Sedge bowed his head politely to their mother and led Silken and the two small cubs into the holt, making for the kitchen.

‘About time,’ muttered the sentry at the main entrance, a young she-otter with particularly sharp teeth. ‘I can hear Bramble cursing from here. You should have been back with those crayfish ages ago.’

‘We were busy emptying the traps,’ Sedge protested. ‘We’ve both got a huge bag.’ But all four of them sped up, galloping through the main hall and out to the kitchen, which was hollowed into the back of the hill behind the willow tree.

‘Finally!’ Bramble roared as they piled in. ‘Where have you been? I’ve had the herb broth simmering so long, it’s practically boiled dry!’ He waved a paw dramatically at Sedge and Silken’s bags. ‘Don’t just stand there,’ he told his assistants, ‘get them cooking! We need everything ready for the feast before the ceremony starts.’

Several hot-and-bothered-looking otters seized the bags and tipped great heaps of dark, shining crayfish into a huge clay platter. They piled them up so high that the catch spilled between delicate dishes of pickled collops of pike and poached river trout so pink and fresh that Sedge longed to steal a pawful.

The crayfish were plunged into a cauldron of broth and then ladled out again scarlet and shining. A sweet scent of herbs and fish floated across the kitchen, and Silken’s stomach growled.

‘Get to work!’ Bramble pushed a dish of boiled crayfish into Silken’s paws, and then eyed Willow and Marigold sharply. At last he reached out to chuck each of them under the chin, and nodded. ‘Here. You can sit under the table, and Sedge will show you how to shell crayfish. You’re never too young to learn, and from what I understand, young Silken here needs teaching too.’

Sedge ducked under the table and the little cubs scrambled after him, peering out at the busy paws hurrying around the kitchen.

‘Here …’ Sedge picked up a crayfish and held it out. He and Silken had dispatched them with a neat bite between the head and the thorax, but other than that they were whole – and cased in armour, with vicious-looking claws. Now he bit the head off entirely and spat it at Marigold, making her squeak.

‘Don’t be mean,’ Willow said severely. ‘And that’s just messy.’ She put the head into a bowl of scraps. ‘Now what?’

‘Pull the tail back, and then off, you see?’ Sedge ran a claw up the side of the brownish body and hooked out the pale meat. ‘Done. Only a couple of hundred more to go.’ He pushed the pile of crayfish towards Silken and the youngsters and they set to work, carefully biting and ripping away the shells.

Bramble peered under the table and tipped another load of scarlet crayfish into their dish. ‘Hurry up! Small paws shell quickest, and remember I’ve eyes in the end of my tail. No sneaky gobbling!’

Marigold’s eyes bulged. ‘How did he know?’ she whispered. ‘I only wanted a taste.’

Sedge snorted. ‘He always does. But he’s only playing at being grumpy. There’ll be a treat in it for you when you’ve finished.’

The little cub brightened up, but she did keep looking over her shoulder at Bramble’s tail, broad with muscle. The very tip of it was curled under the table, as if the cook really was watching them. At last the four cubs crawled out and Marigold held up a dish of neatly peeled crayfish tails. It was about a third of the size of the pile of shells and bits and whiskers in the bowl.

‘Ah, very nice, very nice …’ Bramble murmured, picking them over with a hooked black claw. ‘I shall tell Lady Thorn who shelled the crayfish for her soup at the feast. Hurry along now, out of my way.’ His gaze landed on Silken. ‘Ah! Just a moment.’ He scurried into the nearest storeroom and returned with a large clay jar. ‘The only jar of this I could find that hadn’t spoiled. Elderberry syrup. Do you remember it?’ He eyed her hopefully, his head on one side.

Silken nodded slowly. ‘I wasn’t sure, but now I think so! I remember that huge jar … But I was so small …’

‘Of course you were, smaller than these two.’

‘I love elderberry syrup!’ Marigold breathed, gazing hopefully at the jar.

Elderberries were plentiful along the riverbank, but it took a great many berries and a lot of honey to make very little syrup, so it was a rare treat. All the young otters watched greedily as Bramble dipped in a little wooden ladle and poured a dash of dark, sticky syrup into four tiny wooden cups. He handed them each a cup and stood back, watching as Silken breathed in the heady summer-autumn scent and then delicately poked the tip of her tongue into the dark sweetness.

It was as if time washed away. Silken thought she had been left with no memories of the holt at all – whether because of the terror of last spring’s flood, or the cold water, or a head injury, she didn’t know. She had accepted that she was never going to understand exactly what had happened. She knew the facts, of course – that she and Sedge had been swept out of their soft reed bed and dragged into the dark floodwaters. Lady Thorn and the other otters had searched for them desperately, and at last Teasel had caught Sedge up out of the flood and saved him. But Silken – or Elderberry, as she was known then – had been hurled further down the river, washing up in a great swan’s nest, many days’ journey away. She had been a tiny, bedraggled cub, and the swan hadn’t known what to do with her. He had taken her to the nearest furred creatures he knew, the beavers. The Stronghold.

Silken had been renamed and had grown up among the beavers, small and strange and misunderstood, even though her adoptive father had loved her dearly. All the things that made her an otter – the acrobatic swimming, her hunting instincts, her eerie singing voice – they were the things that the beavers couldn’t understand, and the things that Silken couldn’t seem to give up. It was only a chance encounter with the raft otters, a travelling merchant band, that had let Silken see that she wasn’t some strange sort of runt. Her family had been lying to her, and they weren’t her family at all.

She had set off up the river the very next day, to find where she had come from.

Now the taste of elderberries and love swept Silken into a flood of returning memories. For a moment she was sure she could feel her mother’s fur against her own. She knew suddenly that the last time she’d had elderberry syrup she and Sedge had been curled together on the riverbank in a patch of sunlight, nuzzled against their mother’s side. The sun had been warm on her coat, and the syrup so thick and sweet that it had coated her mouth. They had played in the water, splashing and squeaking …

‘She does remember,’ Bramble said quietly, and Silken blinked at the others, surprised to find herself in the hot, dim kitchen again. She had been messing about in the shallows, in the sunlight …

‘Food and stories,’ Bramble said, his eyes bright. ‘They’re always a way back.’

Silken nodded uncertainly. She was trying to hold on to the memory of Ma’s warm, loving expression from that day long ago. Silken wanted to replace the sadness in Ma’s eyes earlier in the afternoon with that old warmth.

Perhaps Bramble was right, and there was a way back for them both. They could be mother and daughter again. After all, she had called her mother Ma, she realised, even if it was only to herself.
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