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Celtic Mythology: 
 
    What we refer to as ‘mythology’ today was actually a framework of ideas and beliefs used by our ancestors to understand the world around them. In the absence of modern-day science and technology, these people used an approach based predominantly on observation and deduction over an extended period to make sense of the things they saw in their lives and environment but could not explain. Instead of developing theories or hypotheses to articulate those explanations as we would do today, they developed narratives or stories that used those observations and deductions. This is why so much mythology is connected to questions of creation such as ‘Where did we come from?’ ‘Where did the moon and stars come from?’ or explanations for uncommon natural phenomena such as giant waves, earthquakes, rainbows, mists and so on. These stories, and others that helped to guide how people should treat each other, formed the basis of the Celts’ cultural belief system. 
 
    Since the erosion of what are generally referred to as the Celtic nations, those cultural beliefs have often been seen as something to be looked down on and many of the important cultural narratives have been classified as fantasies or relegated to the status of children’s tales. As a result, despite the affection that people of Celtic heritage feel for such stories, very few actually understand them today. That lack of knowledge – the result of a great disconnect from one’s cultural heritage – means that, in contemporary times, we’ve come to believe in skin-deep, almost cartoon-like caricatures of our own cultural origins. 
 
    Given the amount of time that’s passed, it’s hard to fully comprehend how much has been lost, even if it’s easy to understand how it has been lost. Over the course of history, the Celtic nations were invaded and colonised by Roman, Anglo Saxon, Norman and English nations etc.). The impacts of war and domination by a foreign culture caused huge destruction of Celtic society and completely eroded the social mechanisms normally used to transfer cultural knowledge from one generation to the next. Thus the druids, the poets, the Gaelic-based educational system and the Celtic languages have fallen from favour. The scorn for Celtic culture displayed by administrative and governance systems established by the colonising cultures, combined with the increasing influence of the Christian church – an entity with a strong interest in suppressing native (and competing) belief systems – meant that the Celtic belief systems never stood a chance. 
 
    Over time, the people of the Celtic countries began to lose their stories and their language and consequently, their connection to their own history and culture. By the late 18th century, a significant proportion of cultural knowledge had already been lost. Other elements, meanwhile, were being misinterpreted and romanticised by amateur “folklorists”, generally privileged writers descended from the ruling classes who had limited interaction with the native populations whose culture they were mining. No-one seemed to notice the irony that their exclusion from the established educational system meant few of the native population had the skills or opportunity to conserve their own cultural knowledge by transferring it into written form. 
 
    Fortunately, some scraps of the ancient Celtic belief systems managed to survive through the work of passionate historians and scholars who recorded and saved what knowledge they could, often at great risk to their own lives. A certain, limited, transfer of cultural narratives also continued through the ragged remnants of the last remaining poets and bards before they too died out. As a result of the efforts of these early scholars and the dedicated analysis of the information they managed to save, talented academics have managed to piece together much of that ancient knowledge over the last hundred and fifty years or so. Unfortunately, little of that work has seeped beyond the realms of academia and back out to a wider audience. In the age of the internet, where anyone can publish unsubstantiated opinions and articles that receive no peer review, cultural misinterpretation and misinformation on Celtic cultures continues to flourish. 
 
    This collection of stories by contemporary authors is a first attempt to haul Celtic stories and beliefs back out of the shadows. Love stories, action or mystery, these fascinating tales and their associated contextual contexts mark what we would like to believe is a new wave of more authentic Celtic writing. It is, we hope, a small but important first step in countering centuries of misinformation and allowing a better understanding of Celtic culture today. 
 
    Brian O’Sullivan (Wellington, 2016) 
 
    . 


 
   
  
 



Hawthorne Close 
 
    Sighle Meehan 
 
    A builder named McGroarty bought the field. 
 
    ‘I got it cheap,’ he told his wife. 
 
    ‘Because of the thorn tree?’ she asked. 
 
    McGroarty laughed, poured himself a brandy. He leaned back into the good life, the pale-grey leather recliner, the classical music he was beginning to love, the artworks, the fifty-inch screen. He was well pleased with his purchase. 
 
    ‘It’s not zoned for residential,’ he admitted. 
 
    ‘You’ll have no luck if you cut down that tree,’ his wife warned. 
 
    ‘Arra, old wives’ tales,’ he said. ‘What can happen?’ 
 
    ‘Bad luck! Bad luck will follow you from the day you cut it down.  It’s a fairy tree.’ 
 
    ‘You and your piseogs!’ he teased. ‘I am more than a match for any fairy I know!’ 
 
    ‘It’s where they gather,’ she insisted, ignoring the innuendo. ‘You will make them angry and they will work their magic on you.’ 
 
    ‘The only magic nowadays is money,’ he retorted. ‘I know people in the planning department, I know people on the County Council and I know that, sooner or later, money talks.’ 
 
    Sure enough, within two years the machinery was in, the field was cleared, sites were mapped and McGroarty was on the pig’s back. 
 
    ‘Four houses,’ his wife exclaimed, ‘I thought you wanted six?’ 
 
    ‘Naw! I applied for six, knowing I would be lucky to get four.’ 
 
    ‘Are you satisfied so?’ 
 
    ‘When am I ever satisfied!’ 
 
    He speculated gleefully. There would be a tidy profit on four houses. Even three, which he had half expected, would have made a fair few bob. It was a prime location: twenty minutes drive from the city, sea views, a beach close by. 
 
    ‘I’m thinking of using an architect.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to your ‘natural eye for design’? I heard you say often enough you were better than any architect,’ she teased. 
 
    ‘I am too.  All those fellas with their letters and their degrees and they wouldn’t know a hall from a horse’s bollicks,’ he grinned. ‘All the same, these are great sites.  An architect might be a good investment.’ 
 
    McGroarty wasn’t by nature honest, but he knew the importance of reputation. Sometimes he took the odd short cut but, by and large, his houses were sturdy, well built. He also knew his trade. He had trained as a carpenter but, after years in the business, he knew the intricacies of plumbing, electricals, bricklaying, plastering. He employed a young architect, struggling, but already earning a reputation for brilliance. The houses were modern, spacious, full of light. They all sold from the drawings. 
 
    He named the place Hawthorne Close even though the tree was gone and McGroarty had no idea what a close was.  But he liked the sound of it. 
 
    ‘It has an upmarket ring, sort of English,’ he told his wife. 
 
    The new owners were young couples with school-going children. They were all upgrading. Their previous houses had been too far out or too small or on the wrong side of town. They were all excited. They moved in at the start of summer and soon gardens were being planted, BBQs were being lit, friendships developing. The Hogans delivered on a promise to their children and got a puppy.  But the puppy didn’t thrive and died after a few weeks. 
 
    McGroarty thought of retiring. He had made a lot of money from building and it would be nice to travel. But a site came up, a spectacular site, big enough to build an entire complex of town houses. Two or three other builders had looked at it with a view to forming a syndicate but McGroarty mortgaged himself to the hilt, borrowed from his in-laws and bought the lot. 
 
    The mould appeared in the first month. The Stewarts noticed it in their kitchen on a Tuesday morning as everyone was rushing off to school or work. By evening it had spread.  Vonnie Stewart wiped it off, applying bleach carefully as she didn’t want to spoil the paintwork. Next evening it was worse. This time she used undiluted bleach but by the weekend it was as bad as ever. 
 
    ‘I’ll see to it,’ Reggie, her husband, said. ‘It’s only a mould, it can’t be that difficult to treat.’ 
 
    He bought pesticide, read the directions carefully, and treated a large area of wall. The mould came back. Reggie called to the Hogans, talked rugby, motor bikes.   
 
    ‘Any problem with mould?’ he asked casually. 
 
    ‘Nothing much,’ George Hogan replied.  ‘The wife doesn’t use the extractor properly. I tell her she’s making the kitchen damp but you know women, they never listen.’ Reggie thought Betty was about to say something but her husband looked at her and she turned away. 
 
    McGroarty had a look, cursed some non-national he had used to help with the plastering.   
 
    ‘I’ll strip that wall, treat the problem, and re-paint,’ he reassured them. ‘If needs be, I’ll re-plaster, but that’s unlikely.’ 
 
    He wasn’t unduly worried. 
 
    ‘Sorry for the inconvenience,’ he added. ‘I’ll keep it to a minimum.’ 
 
    Some weeks after the repairs were finished he received an email from Stewart. The mould was reappearing. These days McGroarty wore silk and cashmere, drove around in his merc, left the physical slog to others. But he wasn’t afraid of hard work. He donned his overalls, pinned up his sleeves, and set to. He drilled, excavated, removed exterior doors and windows. He inspected wiring, pipes, disposals, searched for ingress of water.  
 
    ‘I’m at a loss,’ he confided to his wife. ‘The house is structurally sound. It’s a puzzle.’ 
 
    His wife said nothing, shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    He called in experts, listened to their suggestions. 
 
    ‘It’s an unusual mould,’ one man said. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it. We could try blazing it with a cocktail of chemicals.’ 
 
    For a time this seemed to work and McGroarty thought the problem was solved. 
 
    ‘The Mannings have their house up for sale,’ Reggie Stewart announced to Vonnie one evening.  ‘Mould!’ he added. ‘Hogan told me.’ 
 
    ‘That man,’ she exclaimed. ‘He knows everything. I swear I saw him looking in our windows.’ 
 
    ‘You did,’ Reggie answered. ‘He looked in the windows of all the houses. They all have mould.’ 
 
    ‘I think the children are allergic to it,’ Vonnie said, listening to her eldest wheezing.  ‘You could be right,’ Reggie agreed. ‘The Hogans all have coughs. And the Manning children weren’t at school this week.’ 
 
    ‘How do you -’ Vonnie started to say. 
 
    ‘Hogan told me,’ Reggie smiled, ‘he saw them through the window.’ 
 
    September brought an Indian Summer. Warm, sunny days: picnics on the beach, dinners al fresco on the sheltered patios. Idyllic days for the residents of Hawthorne Close. The mould seemed to have reached a truce; it hadn’t cleared but it hadn’t got any worse. Wasps were the only problem, darting everywhere, more numerous and more angry than in other years. 
 
    ‘Shouldn’t you be doing that in the spring?’ James Harper observed to Reggie one evening as he passed his gate and saw Reggie busy with the secateurs. 
 
    ‘I’m new to gardening,’ Reggie admitted. ‘I am going by the book. Some shrubs can take a bit of pruning in October.’ 
 
    ‘It’s getting chilly,’ James said, ‘we’ll soon be in the winter woolies.’ 
 
    ‘We were spoiled by the gorgeous September,’ Reggie answered. ‘It was warmer outside than inside.’ 
 
    ‘It’s still warmer outside, despite the chill. Our house is very cold,’ James confided. 
 
    ‘Have you the heating on?’ Reggie asked. 
 
    ‘It’s been on all this past week.  Doesn’t seem to make much difference.’ 
 
    ‘Now that you say it, I hear Vonnie complaining about the cold,’ Reggie admitted. 
 
    Six weeks later the four families held a meeting. McGroarty was to come but at the last moment he sent his apologies. 
 
    ‘He should be here,’ Heff Manning said angrily. ‘Our houses are cold. I think it is coming from that stuff on the walls.’ 
 
    The mould was now a major problem, a grey-blue fungus that grew in tufts. 
 
    ‘It must be the foundations,’ Hogan said. ‘It’s only on the downstairs walls.’ 
 
    ‘It has a rotting smell,’ Vonnie Stewart said. ‘Like something decomposing.’ 
 
    ‘It smells like death,’ Angie Harper agreed. 
 
    ‘We had to…’ Betty Hogan began but her husband glared at her and she didn’t continue.  
 
    ‘Our house is freezing,’ Jenny Manning complained.  ‘We have the heating on as high as possible and we are still shivering. 
 
    ‘The cold seems to come from the walls,’ Reggie said. ‘I think whatever is causing the mould is causing the cold.’ 
 
    ‘We had …’ Betty said. 
 
    Her husband glared at her again but she was crying now and kept going. 
 
    ‘We had to pull up the floorboards, they were buckling.’  
 
    ‘Nonsense,’ Jenny argued. ‘They are solid oak, they can’t buckle. 
 
    ‘We pulled them up,’ Betty wept. ‘There was mould underneath, great clumps of growth.’  
 
    ‘Mould isn’t that strong,’ Reggie protested uncertainly. 
 
    ‘I warned you to keep your mouth shut,’ George Hogan snarled at his wife. ‘We can’t let this get out,’ he said aggressively to the others. ‘It will devalue our houses.’ 
 
    ‘It’s too late,’ Jenny Manning said. ‘We put our house on the market. We didn’t get one bid.’ 
 
    ‘We pitched the reserve too high,’ Heff said, forcing a smile. 
 
    ‘No,’ Jenny said. ‘We have to be truthful here. We reduced the reserve, reduced it again. It made no difference.  People are talking.’ 
 
    ‘We have put every cent we own into this house,’ George Hogan whispered. 
 
    Betty snuffled into a wet tissue. ‘I hate this house,’ she gulped. ‘I wish we had never left our cosy terrace.’ 
 
    ‘I sort of agree with you,’ Vonnie said. ‘But I think it’s the house that hates me.’ 
 
    ‘That’s rubbish talk,’ Jennie snapped. ‘Houses can’t hate.’ 
 
    ‘I feel it too,’ Angie Harper nodded. ‘Something in the house, something hostile.’ 
 
    The Mannings were older than the others, their children finishing secondary school, one already at university. 
 
    ‘We need a solicitor’, Heff told the meeting. ‘This problem won’t be fixed. We must try to get our money back.’ 
 
    ‘A court case will take ages,’ Reggie groaned. ‘And meanwhile the growth will mushroom.  Our houses will be destroyed.’ 
 
    ‘And maybe we won’t get our money back,’ Harper’s face was grey. ‘Barristers are slippery.’ 
 
    ‘We will have to get something back,’ George Hogan said. ‘Won’t we?’ he pleaded. 
 
    ‘Our best chance is to stick together. Now I suggest,’ Heff began. 
 
    ‘You weren’t that keen on sticking together when you tried to sell your house,’ Hogan accused. 
 
    ‘We were just testing the market, getting an idea …’ 
 
    ‘Without a word to anyone!’ 
 
    ‘Getting an idea on the value …’ 
 
    ‘Look, we all know you tried to pull a fast one.’  George’s face was red, angry. 
 
    ‘Calm down, man, you will give yourself a heart attack,’ Heff said smoothly. 
 
    ‘What do you know about this mould? What do you know that the rest of us don’t?  What are you not telling us?’ George was on his feet, shouting at Heff. 
 
    The problem was never solved. McGroarty fought with the families, the families fought among themselves. Court cases dragged on for years. The families left, their houses unsold. Copper piping was stolen, slates disappeared, and a slimy growth pushed out in angry bursts. Squatters came and went; none stayed for more than a day or two, driven away by the deadly cold. McGroarty’s drawings for his planned complex faded on his desk, his reputation shredded. He tried to sell the land but prospective buyers drove a hard bargain, knowing how badly he needed the money. He wanted to start again but his wife left him, went back to her family, and the money dried up. The banks foreclosed and he was declared bankrupt. He tried to get a job on a building site but employers were reluctant to hire him. He went on the dole, moved into a communal bed-sit. 
 
    Everyone has a different story about what went wrong in Hawthorne Close. They say McGroarty skimped on the foundations. They say he was in cahoots with cross-border smugglers and used substandard materials. There were rumours that he was too fond of high living, that he had a drink problem. Some people say the families didn’t pay in full, that they left McGroarty short, that it wasn’t his fault. And one or two muttered about a thorn tree but those people were elderly, rural and always muttering something daft. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Mythological Context: Fairies 
 
    Ever since I was a kid in West Cork, I’ve been wary of ‘fairies’. Down in Beara, we had an old neighbour called Thady who claimed to see strange lights up on the hill at night. On those nights, he told us, the fairies would come to torment him, causing strange noises up on his roof or knocking on his door after midnight. Thady lived quite far up the road from us, an isolated botharín (little road) that led down to the sea. It was a lonely spot and although there were at least four other houses on that road, all of them were empty and in various states of disrepair. Two were in ruins, two others had been deserted by families who’d died out or moved overseas. It truly was an isolated spot and that isolation did nothing to help him overcome his fear of ‘fairies’. 
 
    Over toward Ballydehobb, I also knew an old woman who claimed her house had been built on an old Sidhe path – a kind of unmapped path where the ‘fairies’ are said to travel. Not far from where she lived, there was an old blackthorn tree that she insisted was their favourite place to gather. There were also several old ráth up and down the coast – what people now often call ‘fairy forts’ – where mothers warned their children not to tread. In fact a ráth is just the ruin of an ancient farming settlement and has nothing to do with ‘fairies’ but removed from their cultural history over the centuries, people had to find some rationale to explain the existence of these substantial old structures. In that regard, the ‘fairies’ fit the bill perfectly. 
 
    As I grew older and became more informed, I learned some odd things about Irish ‘fairies’. I was surprised to find, for example, that the word ‘fairy’ was actually an Anglicization of an old continental European word. Despite what I’d been told at school it wasn’t a direct translation for ‘Na Sidhe’ or the ‘Tuatha Dé Danann’. In fact, ‘the fairies’ bore no meaningful resemblance to those Otherworld figures referred to throughout the ancient Irish manuscripts. 
 
    The first thing you should know is that when you’re referring to creatures of Celtic mythology, it’s probably more correct to avoid the word ‘fairy’ completely. The namby-pamby, flower-hoppers with wings that adorn the Enid-Blyton books of old were never truly part of Celtic mythology. In particular, when talking about Irish/Scottish mythological creatures – essentially the same things – it’s always better to use the Gaelic term ‘sí’ or ‘sith’ (pronounced ‘shee’) or ‘síog’ or – in plural form – ‘Na Sidhe’ or ‘Na síoga’. [The Welsh too had specific terms that corresponded to the English word but as I have no expertise on this topic, I’ve not discussed them here.] 
 
    The word ‘sí’ is derived from an ancient Celtic word ‘síd’ which was the name for the giant mounds that held tumuli or passage graves where some of our far-distant ancestors were buried. This is why Na Sidhe – until the last century or two – were often portrayed as, or confused with, representations of the dead. 
 
    In pre-historic and pre-medieval Ireland, it seems certain that Na Sidhe were usually understood to be a kind of mirror image of humanity. In the oldest manuscripts, they are described as looking like us, speaking like us and, in general, acting like us, displaying all the character traits, both positive and negative, we’d associate with typical human behaviour. The two key aspects that differentiated Na Sidhe from their human counterparts however, were that they (a) lived in the Otherworld and (b) had access to exclusive knowledge and powers. 
 
    In much of the surviving pre-medieval literature, when Na Sidhe interacted with humans they were generally portrayed doing so as equals, if not superiors. They were never, ever, ‘little people’. 
 
    As the Celtic nations were invaded and conquered, their cultural belief systems were also eroded, which disrupted the transfer of traditional knowledge about Na Sidhe/Tuath Dé Danann. This transfer process was further disrupted by events such as the Great Famine in Ireland, the Clearances in Scotland and the exacerbated weakening of Celtic languages as native speakers died or immigrated in great numbers. Oppressed on all sides, over time Na Sidhe also took on an increasingly derivative form, shrinking (metaphorically and descriptively) in the stories they inhabited. Much of the stories with negative connotations associated with them also developed over this period as the Church asserted its position that belief in such entities was unacceptable competition at best, outright evil at worst.  
 
    Ironically, while knowledge of Celtic mythological figures was diminishing in the Celtic nations, reduced expressions of what they’d represented began to flourish in England under a new name: fairies. Distorted versions of the old Celtic mythological figures had been appearing in medieval romances, initially as Otherworldy enemies to the (mostly Christian) protagonists but, in later centuries, taking on a more alluring and less menacing role. In this new, sanitised form, the ‘fairies’ started turning up in literature such as Edmund Spenser’s ‘Faerie Queen’, Shakespeare’s ‘A Midsummer Night’s Dream’ and many others. Much later, during the Romantic Period (at its peak from around 1800 to 1850) when older cultural tropes were mined for inspiration purposes, the use of ‘fairies’ became even more popular. 
 
    The famous 1920 Strand Magazine article with the photos of the ‘Cottingley Fairies’ changed the visual portrayal of the earlier mythological creatures forever. From that point on, the word ‘fairies’ came to mean tiny, winged creatures who hid away in nature’s quiet places but who also retained a tantalising whiff of mystery and magic. Following that Strand article, the associated visual imagery became prettier and the ‘fairy’ figures drifted further and further from the mythological sources from which they’d been derived (aided in no small part by the famous ‘flower fairies’ pictures produced by Cicely Mary Barker and others). Over the latter part of the twentieth century, those became the images of ‘fairies’ that most people became familiar with. By then, of course, they were little more than a fantasy fabrication that had very little to do with Celtic mythology and had incorporated elements not only of ‘Ye Olde English folklore’ but of Germanic elves, classical Romano-Greek nymphs and satyrs, a mish-mash of Tolkien imagery and of course Disney’s plastic, sugar-coated Tinkerbell. 
 
    Back in Ireland and Scotland meanwhile, detached from their original interpretation, the Sidhe/ Tuatha Dé Danann were gradually replaced by a diminutive new interpretation (the síoga) created from a merging of the remnants of the original beliefs, the dominant church teachings and the English-based ‘fairy’. As the Gaelic languages were killed off, even the term síoga was increasingly replaced by the English term. 
 
    Over the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, these fairies came to represent an invisible source of mischief and malevolent purpose. In rural areas, they were held responsible for evil happenings and very much embodied the precarious balance of life in isolated agricultural communities. These particular ‘fairies’ stole babies and replaced them with changelings. They tainted the milk and butter and required offerings to appease them. They wrought disaster on individuals who disturbed their infrastructure; their ráth, their paths and their thorn bushes. It was on the coat-tails of this interpretation of ‘fairies’ that I and many of my contemporaries grew up, although by then it had already been irreversibly diminished by the availability of electricity, education and the influences of television. 
 
    Hawthorne Close almost perfectly epitomises the fairy folklore in Ireland and Scotland that most people above the age of thirty to forty will be familiar with. By focussing her story on the physical consequences of crossing the fairies rather than on the fairies themselves, Sighle Meehan gets straight to the heart of twentieth century ‘fairy’ lore. These ‘fairies’ represented the ‘dangerous unseen’, the things we don’t fully believe but don’t fully disbelieve either. In her story, they remain silent and unseen, off to the side and out of sight. And they’re all the more dangerous for that. Had they been described in full, as in the Ireland and Scotland of the fifties, sixties and seventies when technology and science dragged ‘fairy’ lore into the light of day, their potency would have been extinguished.  
 
    [Additional Note: In more recent times, the interpretation of ‘fairies’ appears to have morphed once more, homogenised in the great ‘melting pot’ of international travel and communication where elements of different cultures are reduced to nonsensical meaning. Over the last two decades, ‘fairies’ have been increasingly restricted to the female gender and transformed to a kind of sexualised, elf-like form (complete with pointed ears, short skirts and a pout). This particular theory can be verified or disproved by merely entering the internet search term ‘fairy image’.]. 
 
    Brian O’Sullivan 
 
    


 
   
  
 



A Mainland Mansie Meur 
 
    Sheelagh Russell-Brown 
 
    There’s Orkney tales of spirit babes that haunt the unholy earth where they are buried. Around their graves, white birds fly up just after sunset, and strange lights in the sky are seen at night. 
 
    Except when we have lightning, though. Storm lightning like we have now. Or when I spot a whitemaa [a seagull] that’s lost its path. There’s no such uncanny doings here along the Saint John River, far from the white and empty shores of Sanday. I know the spot where lie our babes is sacred earth, and our babes no unbaptized children. It’s calm and peaceful there and that is why we’re drawn, though on our own, not we two together.  
 
    At times I swear I have a Selkie bride and I a mainland Mansie Meur. Effie’s long saved me from drowning but now she tends her remaining young, jealous and flegged my attentions will put in peril all that’s left. At times she slips from me like the old tale Selkie slipped from Mansie Meur. She’s like the peedie mother jay, dancing and chattering when I’m at my building, luring me away from the nest of chicks hidden in the pines. 
 
    And some days, when my Effie thinks that I’m not noticing, I see her pick some Black-Eyed Susans, some snowdrops and some campions as our wee Janet loved, to carry to their graves by the furthest apple tree. Effie could not bear to have them taken from her and buried in the churchyard, no matter that it was the English church. 
 
    And all about us are the woods. These woods, they smother me. They say to me that they belong, that they were here before I came, before I and all the others came. And will be here long after. 
 
    The Micmac [‘Mi’kmaq: First Nation tribe], they live among them, taking what they need in sap and in bark for their canoes, in branches for their fires, in meat for their suppers. But the Micmac let the forests live and they return the favour. They have their stories too, stories that grow from this, their land. 
 
    As I have mine. 
 
    The trees push back against us here, us who don’t belong. They’d bury us if they could. With our own stories, then, we’ll have back the clean and grassy land of home, the open shore. No more the lichen-crusted stones, the stony soil, the soiled hands — hands now fighting to repel the crowd of trees that o’errun this savage space. 
 
    But some trees I’ve taken out. I must build here a better home, although my heart’s home is Sanday’s shores. And here therefore, I sing my songs and tell my stories. For folks need songs, they need such stories. Without the tales we build and tell, we’ve naught to put our needs and natures to, naught to hold us back from being lost. 
 
    But now the storm has passed us by, the lightning to the south dimming. Yet still we sit in our small shelter aneath the stairs till Effie’s satisfied the danger’s gone. And, so, it’s time for stories.   
 
    Effie’s stories are full of horror, of demon lovers and cut-off hands, like them her father must have heard from a mother raised on Russian steppes. She’s mainland raised, Effie. At home here with the haunted woods where I am not. She has a book of Pushkin that she brought with her upon our marriage, and from it she has read me of his tales and songs. These tales I’d never tell to my own children, no matter that she says Pushkin learned them at his nurse’s knee. What sort of nurse this Russian must have had! Effie gives the children horrors enough with her own flegging about the bats, the lightning, and the poison vapours in the woods. 
 
    Instead, I tell the story of Mansie Meur and the Selkie who never forgot. His name is our own family name – the Orkney Meur, the English Muir – and that always tickles them. When Mansie wants to steal the seal pups from their mother and use their pelts to make a weskit [waistcoat], I make the mother’s beerin’ moan, and the children clap their hands. I tell it them in Norn, the tongue of my forefathers, for it’s a part I do not want for them to lose. And I’ve lost enough already. I tell it here in English though, at least in those words that I know. 
 
    ‘Mansie Meur, he was a limpet gatherer and it was a hard, poor life for him.  He had no wife nor children for he could not build a home or feed them. Instead he bent on slippery rocks, and as he picked the limpets up and put them in the basket, their weight it bent a crook’d back still further, He dreamed of living in a fine house like that the rulers once had on his small island. He dreamed of silk and furs instead of rough woollen trews and weskit that held the water. 
 
    One day at work as he was dreaming — a grey and drizzly day, much like every other—he heard a keening beyond the rocks where he was standing and saw a Selkie with sleek black fur and handsome eyes, with lashes fine and long like fairy’s webs — much like your mother’s eyes in fact. And there were tears caught in the corners, for she was giving birth—’ 
 
    At this, my Effie gives me a kick and such a look! I know that look. It’s warning me that such stories can birth questions parents daren’t answer yet. But they’ve heard this tale so many times before that I just hurry on. Mayhap some day when they are older, such unwanted questions will follow. 
 
    ‘As Mansie sits and watches from a stone above the ocean, he sees twin baby Selkies appear — perhaps a boy and girl like you two here. And then he has a thought, sudden-like. Baby Selkie coats, so fresh and clean, would make for him a fine weskit and with such riches close at hand who knows but that a fine house might follow. And if he had the mother too? Perhaps a hat to crown his head. 
 
    He makes a grab and takes the kittens that wriggle in his arms then settle in to suckle at his buttons while their poor mother – faster – slips away. 
 
    But then he hears her gurn and cry and looks towards the rocks beyond. The Selkie wife now with her Selkie man. She turns her head and gives poor Mansie such a look. There’s water in the corners of her eyes for she is weeping. And Mansie, he cannot be so cruel to take them babies from their Ma. And so he puts them on the skerry and their mother goes to them and keeps them close. 
 
    So Mansie never did get his fine weskit and kingly hat, but he worked on and one day he was married with babes of his own that he too kept close.’ 
 
    With this I steal a look at Effie, bent over her mending so I cannot see the tears in her fine eyes. Her hair is black and sleek like Selkie’s hair, with still no touch of grey. I would that I were more like Mansie Meur and give her back her young ones once again. But still there’s two that we’ve been left, who clap their hands for they know the rest from many tellings. 
 
    ‘One day, young Mansie — now not so young — and bent and burdened with care of his small family, must leave to look for fish along the shore. He stands upon a rock and brings in fish after fish, some for that day’s meal and many more to cure and smoke for winter days ahead. 
 
    But he’s been careless, dreaming still of riches that may come, and soon enough the tide is all about his fishing rock and he cannot reach the land. He looks about but the shore is empty — much like these woods if someone strays from the path.’ 
 
    — a little warning’s not to go amiss. We’ve lost too much already, my Selkie bride and I, her mainland Mansie. 
 
    ‘A Selkie weskit might keep the cold water from his skin if had one, but naught can stop the water creeping up his body. He tastes its saltiness and coughs it out loudly.’ 
 
    And here I cough and loll about to make the babies laugh, for they’ve never tasted the salt sea here, so far away from the ocean’s shore. 
 
    ‘And so he says goodbye to wife and babes, and then, just then — what happens?’ 
 
    The children gasp though they have heard this many times. 
 
    Just then he feels a wee tug on his collar and looks around to see the Selkie’s eyes, now filled with tears, not with flegging for her little ones but for the little limpet gatherer who’d not taken them. The Selkie’s coat is grey now, her eyes a little dim, but still she tugs and tugs and soon wee Mansie finds his feet can touch the shingle. And then he looks behind and what do you suppose? 
 
    The wee ones clap their hands again. 
 
    ‘The Selkie returns to Mansie’s flooded stone and brings back to him his fishing creel in her now toothless mouth. ‘And Mansie Meur, he said to himself—’ 
 
    The children clap their hands again and shout together, ‘Geud bliss the selkie that deus no’ forget’!’ 
 
    I see that Effie wishes the story to be in the Queen’s own English, and I’ve done what she wants, but such a tale needs its own words to tell it, not those of a foreign ruler. 
 
    Every time I tell the tale, I cannot put out of mind how the loss of two young ones is more than just a tale, how no amount of beering or tears will bring them back to Effie and me. If only there’d been such a Selkie the day that Tommy drowned. But the hope that no good deed goes unrewarded comforts our wee children, they who have no memories of a brother and a sister lost to trouble them. I hope it comforts Effie, too. 
 
    I watch their tiny heads nod and drop and we carry them to bed. 
 
    When Effie’s not looking, I find my steps have carried me to talk to my now-gone peedies, my little ones, my first-born son and daughter. ‘My Tommy boy, I’ll build a boat and ye shall sail it, just like the paper boats we’d build together. Ye’ll be with me, I know, when I’m out upon the water.’ 
 
    ‘And Janet. My sma’ and gentle Janet, we’ll bring you too. Your voice and gentle ways could tame the Tangie, all covered with his kelp, and bring us safely back to harbour.’ 
 
    And yet we two, Effie and I, we cannot mourn together. Instead we get on as best we can with our building of what we think will rescue us. Although the apples from that tree beside the graves grow thick and heavy, we cannot bring ourselves to pick them. Instead they fall, all in a rookel upon the ground, feeding the wasps and creepi-craalies. No good can come to us from such a harvest. 
 
    The harvest from the earth and other trees I gather grudgingly, but I gather. Our small remaining family have need of what this land gives up. Yet it has taken from us what cannot be given back. The stony pool that claimed my son, the pestilent air that filled my daughter’s lungs, the snow that clarted up my path when I went after help – I hate them. As I hate the choice that brought us here, and I the one that made it. 
 
    Now what can I do but build, give them a house like Mansie dreamed of, take only what I have to of the devil’s store. 
 
    Build what I must to save us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Mythological Context: The Selkie 
 
    Due to the close association between water and the spiritual world in ancient times, the Otherworld was often considered to be located underwater (usually in the sea but also accessible through lakes and rivers) and there are numerous old stories and folklore associated with this belief. It’s no surprise therefore, that a number of narratives subsequently came into being involving creatures who lived underwater (the maighdean marra [mermaid] and fear mara [merman]) but who behaved and operated within the established constraints of ‘Na Sidhe’, that is, linked to the dead and potentially dangerous to humans. 
 
    These underwater creatures were very different to the more contemporary interpretation of what’s commonly known as the mermaid: a creature with a human torso and a fish-like tail. The latter are based on elements from Assyrian tales, the Greek sirens and other, later, influential narratives such as Hans Christian Andersen’s ‘The Little Mermaid’. Elements of these overseas stories did enter Ireland, Scotland and Wales from medieval times and are thought to have had some influence on the portrayal of the original Celtic mythological creatures. 
 
    One of the most common stories involving the maighdean mara tells of a young man who spots a beautiful woman on the sea shore. When the woman puts her magic cloak aside, the man seizes it, thus taking her under his power. Accompanying him home, the maighdean mara becomes his wife and they have a number of children. One day, one of those children discovers the magic cloak (which had been hidden by the young man) and returns it to his mother. Taking the cloak, she flees back to the sea and enters it, never to be seen again. Variations of this legend are believed to have spread to Scotland and Iceland in the late Middle Ages.  
 
    Up in the Orkney islands and the Western Isles of Scotland, these stories appear to have developed into a more specialised lore around a seal people called Selkie (the word ‘selkie’ is thought to be an old Orcadian dialect for "grey seal”) although those tales are also found in other parts of Scotland and Ireland. Much of the more common lore with respect to selkie seems to have been sourced specifically from the works of a nineteenth century Orkney writer, Walter Traill Dennison, who wrote a number of tales based on beliefs and traditions from that area, many of them romanticised and possibly differing from the original lore through the transfer to prose. The most prominent theme to this selkie folklore relates to their shapechanging ability: they are seals who can take on human form by removing their skin or pelt. If that skin is lost or taken, the selkie is restricted to human form until it is recovered. 
 
    Sheelagh Russell Brown’s use of the old tale “The Selkie that deud no’ Forget”, originally published by the Walter Traill Dennison in 1880, is a classic and effective use of a ‘tale within a tale’, in this case providing a brilliant foil to grief-stricken parents to heart-breaking effect. 
 
    Brian O’Sullivan 
 
    


 
   
  
 



In a Small Pond 
 
    Marc McEntegart 
 
    Around sunset, the boy would come to find the old man fishing in the pool, the day’s catch lying in the cool black earth of its bank. The boy would gather up the fish and the two would make their way back to the tumbledown cottage. There, they would eat the fish while the aging poet Finnegas taught the boy Fionn as best he could. 
 
    The two spent their daytime hours apart, the boy tending to the house and occasionally snaring a rabbit, while the poet continued his quest for knowledge. By night, Finnegas would sing him the old poems and Fionn would ask questions about the world around them.  
 
    Though she had never seen these things, she knew them to be true, because she knew all there was to know.  
 
    When they had first met, the poet had refused to take Fionn in, his days being full already with his fishing in the hope of ultimate wisdom. Indeed, the two had met in the poet’s house and its state of sorry disarray was evident from the loose sheafs of paper littering every available surface. The old man would have turned him away, had the boy not offered to guarantee the smooth running of his home in exchange for an education. They shook on it over the yellowing pages of some abandoned verse, and Fionn agreed to facilitate the old man’s quest for the salmon of knowledge. 
 
    As their months together became years, Fionn’s mind sharpened. From time to time, he would ask questions that the sagely poet could not answer. At first, they were the simple and direct questions that only a child would think to ask, but as he grew he would pose problems to which the poet could not put his mind. In those cases, Finnegas would smile and make a note of the boy’s question, sure that the day would come when he would answer them all. 
 
    Once, the boy had watched him add a question to the stack of unanswerables and asked, ‘And how do you know the salmon of knowledge is real?’ 
 
    The poet gave him a sympathetic look and said, ‘I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t seen him myself, boy, large as life.’ 
 
    She knew this, because she knew all there was to know. 
 
    Isolated from the flow of the river proper, she had circled her pool for long years without change. The sun would slide across the sky each day, the moon each night, and by and by the seasons would pass. Summers would give way to autumns with red-brown leaves drifting on the water’s surface, until the first freeze of winter pinned them in place. The darkness of winter would give way to the lightness of summer like night to day.  
 
    With the weight of her accumulated wisdom came the understanding that, as long as she lived, she would remain in her pool by the Boyne. For her, there would be no long, against-the-current struggle to where she was spawned. She would lay no eggs before she died, she would have no successor. The world would know only one salmon of knowledge. 
 
    When the poet first arrived, she had found him a tremendous novelty. She would wait each morning to see him approach, his silhouette a welcome change among the reeds that surrounded her pool. Before long, though, he had become just another part of the too-familiar pattern. Just before dawn each morning, his lure would appear on the water, and she would watch it as it twitched above the pool. 
 
    As the sun rose, its light would touch the lure before it reached into the water. For a few short seconds, that twist of shining feathers suspended just on the surface was seductive even to her. Many fish had snapped at it only to find themselves snagged, tugged struggling from the safety of the pool. 
 
    She knew that she would one day follow them. 
 
    She knew too that, each morning, Finnegas would watch her while she eyed the lure, his eyes as round and unblinking as her own. He’d watch until the sunlight pierced the pool, when she’d twist and disappear into the depths, the morning sunshine gleaming along her flank. That momentary sheen of sun on scale was her lure, her guarantee that he would come back the following day. 
 
    Though he had been young and strong when his search for ultimate wisdom began, she had watched grey creep into his hair and a bend make its way up his back. She had watched his skin tan and crack over long years in the elements. Where once he had stood tall and proud, he had been eaten away by his hunger for her. He had confined himself for too long to this short stretch of the Boyne. 
 
    She knew enough of the world to know that her wisdom would die with him on the banks of the Boyne. He would continue to compose poetry, and sing it to any who happened upon him, but he would do so alone. For all the wisdom in the world, Finnegas would father no children, would have no successor. He could no more leave his pool than she could hers. 
 
    But even the boy Fionn would leave him one day, and in that there was the hope that some part of her might survive to see something more than the same rock and water, the same sunrises and seasons. At length, she began to form a plan, for even with all the knowledge in the world a salmon is not naturally inclined to planning. Her plan would require her to wait until the day was right. She would need it to be cold for the old man to leave the boy alone while the she cooked. 
 
    Everything would need to be just so, but she had time, she had waited before and she would know when the time was right. 
 
    It happened on a crisp November morning, the sun cool and hugging the horizon, the first freeze of the season just visible at the top of her pool. The sunshine highlighted the soft edges of the ice at the banks as she stared up at the lure and knew that today would be the day that she would bite. The lure filled her vision as she breached the surface, the brilliant yellow of its feather not quite covering the gleam of the hook. 
 
    The old poet carried his prize home held high over his head, the salmon still wriggling as he carried it aloft, an instinct that all the knowledge in the world could not smother. When he returned to the tiny cottage he shared with the boy, Fionn was sweeping the floor. At the sound of the door, he looked up to see Finnegas triumphant, the enormous fish held aloft.  
 
    ‘Stoke the fire, lad. Today’s the day.’ 
 
    The boy set to work as Finnegas gutted the fish, stacking more firewood on the hearth and setting the spit in place. When the old poet was done, his hands trembling, he set the fish on the spit and looked his student in the eye, ‘Fionn, winter’s closing in and it looks like being a long day, we’ll need more firewood. For all the care I’ve given you, promise me you won’t eat any part of this salmon before I return.’ 
 
    The boy gave a solemn nod. After his master had left, he turned the spit steadily until the fish began to crackle. Obedient to a fault, he didn’t flinch from his task until the skin began to crack and spit, sending a thin jet of fat onto his thumb. Reflexively, he raised it to his mouth to soothe the burn, and all at once received a flash of brilliant insight, a hundred thousand thoughts and memories came crashing in on him. He reeled as he felt the world expand around him in every direction. Numb with realisation, his left hand continued to turn the spit. 
 
    There are those who will tell you that when Finnegas returned, he saw the light of wisdom on Fionn’s face, and knew immediately what had transpired. As it happened, the search for firewood took longer than expected. When the poet returned, Fionn had had the time to pull himself together. He had prepared the fish for the older man and laid it on the table, seasoned with a little salt and the few herbs that had survived into winter. 
 
    When Finnegas was ready, he sat and began to eat, and as he ate the boy sat opposite him and asked, ‘Finnegas?’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘If the salmon of knowledge knew all that there is to know…’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Then she knew about fishermen, knew about you…’  
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Why would she ever take the bait?’ 
 
    Smiling, the poet chewed and stared down at his plate as he searched his mind for the answer, but his face fell as he found that he had no response for the boy. With the silence stretching between them, he realised that Fionn wasn’t waiting for an answer, wasn’t even looking at him. Instead, his student’s eyes were fixed on the tabletop between them, an uncharacteristically morose expression on his face. 
 
    Fionn had expected the older man to be furious, but instead he seemed to sag, withering under the weight of the realisation. Shaking his head, Finnegas slid his plate across the table and bade the boy eat the remainder of the salmon. While the boy ate, Finnegas stood and walked about the room, packing the boy’s few small belongings into an old leather pack. When Fionn had finished, the old man handed him the bundle and sent him out into the cool air of early evening. 
 
    With the gloom of twilight closing in and his breath misting in front of him, Fionn lifted his thumb to his mouth and once again knew all that there was to know, all there ever was, and much that might once have been. With eyes open wide and round, he inspected the few yellow-brown leaves still on the trees, plucking one and turning it this way and that. 
 
    He shut his eyes and listened to the distant gurgle and suck of the Boyne, knowing how it looked and sounded from below, how it felt to twist and turn in the water. He knew the rush of water over fins and gills, knew what it was to spend long years alone, knew how it felt to have longed to be something more. 
 
    He looked back at the cottage that he had shared with Finnegas. At the thought of him, Fionn remembered what it was like to twist and writhe in the old poet’s hands, coarse fingers against his scales as he struggled for life. He knew with a chilling certainty that he would never again meet the old man. 
 
    The part of him that was still a boy pulled his thumb from his mouth. As the tide of knowledge receded, he could almost forget what it was to know all there was to know, could almost forget what it was to have been a fish, could almost forget what it was like to have spent lifetimes alone beneath the surface of a pool by the Boyne.  
 
    He felt the familiarity of the place closing in on him then, the cottage, the wind in the trees, and the pool by the river all too much, a little too close to home.  He hitched up his pack and started walking. He didn’t pick a direction. 
 
    He knew it wouldn’t matter. He knew where he was going, because he knew all there was to know. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Mythological Context: The Salmon of Knowledge 
 
    Of all the Fenian Cycle tales, the story of Fionn and the Salmon of Knowledge has generally remained, if not the most preferred, then certainly the most well known. Believed to date from the tenth century, the earliest remaining version of the tale is found in the twelfth century text Macgnímartha Find (the Boyhood Deeds of Fionn). A section of that text outlines how a seven-year old Fionn, named Demne in the text, goes to the Boyne to learn the skills of a poet from the poet/druid Finnegas and the subsequent events that occur there. Marc McEntegart’s version of this ancient tale is unique in that he doesn’t use the perspective of Fionn or Finnegas – normally, the two principal characters – to tell the story. Instead, he focuses on the Salmon of Knowledge itself which gives those subsequent events an epic, almost timeless quality. 
 
    Tradition has it that the well of Seghais, the source of the River Boyne, was encircled by hazel trees that dropped their nuts (often used by our ancestors as a metaphor for wisdom) into the water. These floated downriver where they were eaten by a salmon that, by consuming the nuts, absorbed all the wisdom and knowledge of the hazel trees. 
 
    At heart, the Salmon of Knowledge story in the Fenian Cycle seems quite a simple one but in fact there are layers within it. The name of the poet/druid Finnegas (or Finnéices) for example, literally means ‘Fionn the Seer’ which is far too odd to be sheer coincidence and, possibly, refers to Fionn himself as an older and wiser man. The core theme of the story, meanwhile – a hero’s acquisition of esoteric or forbidden knowledge through the consumption of magical food – is one that’s found among the mythology of many different cultures. Welsh mythology has a very similar version outlined in Historia Taliesin (The Tale of Taliesin) which describes how the early Brythonic poet Taliesin (Gwion Bach in the story) acquired the gift of knowledge by stealing three magic drops from Cerodwen’s cauldron. 
 
    Similarly, in Norse mythology there’s a version of the story where the legendary hero Sigurd, having killed a dragon, is asked by his comrade Regin to roast the dragon’s heart. While Sigurd is carrying out this task, a sudden spurt of blood from the heart burns his thumb and, putting it into his mouth to cool it, he finds he’s received the knowledge to understand the speech of birds. Afterwards, when he eats the dragon heart he gains the gift of ‘prophesy’, just as Fionn does. 
 
    If you look at one of the creation stories in the Book of Genesis, of course, you’ll also find that similar pattern where Eve takes a bite out of the apple from the forbidden tree of knowledge. It just goes to show how old stories often hide many truths that go deeper than the literal ones. 
 
    Brian O’Sullivan 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Lir 
 
    Coral Atkinson 
 
    You can hate me if you choose; most folk do. I’m the one that did the deed, the wicked stepmother who deserved what she got. 
 
    The storytellers and harpists spread it about that I’m dead.  A convenient falsehood that discourages gossip, so I don’t dispute their silly lie.  No one recognises me now, or remembers that the ancient hag in the black shawl mumbling among the rocks was ever young.  
 
    Boys call me ‘The Crow’, but never to my face. Girls snigger when they see me coming and run when I wave my stick. ‘Keep away from that old witch, she might turn you into a pig or worse,’ the mothers say. 
 
    I had that knack once, not that it did me any good. Quite the reverse. 
 
    Aobh and I were sisters, daughters of Bodhbh Dearg, the Ard Rí [High King]. We had golden bells that tinkled in our curls and when we walked our hair was so long it dragged in the dew on the grass. Aobh was the elder. She had sea-blue eyes and her gowns were every shade of blue. My eyes were green and my clothes were the green of a hundred hues. 
 
    ‘One day a marvellous young king will come and sweep me away and marry me.’ 
 
    Aobh smiled into the bronze looking-glass as she spoke. 
 
    ‘He might like me better,’ I said, grabbing the mirror from my sister’s hand. 
 
    ‘Why would he?’ said Aobh. 
 
    ‘I’m younger, and prettier,’ I said. 
 
    ‘You’re covered in puppy fat.’ 
 
    I stuck out my tongue and we both laughed. We had this argument many times, though both of us knew the way things were, neither of us would ever be a bride. My father gave us rare and expensive gifts, gold and silver cloak pins, circlets, and torques set with precious stones. He also kept us prisoners. We lived with our guards and Orla our old servant in a crannóg, on an island in the lake. We were never allowed to cross the water to the ráth where Bodhbh Dearg held court. 
 
    It wasn’t that we lacked suitors; kings and princes swarmed in from every corner of the country to woo us, but we were forbidden to meet any of them. None was ever considered suitable in my father’s eyes. One was too short, another too tall, a third too poor. We even heard of a prince who was rejected because the toes of his boots turned up. 
 
    When the right man comes, you’ll thank me for my caution,’ Bodhbh Dearg said. 
 
    ‘Couldn’t we just have a peep at some of these fellows?’ Aobh asked. 
 
    ‘Certainly not!’ Bodhbh Dearg flung his cloak over one shoulder to show he tolerated no further argument. ‘I’m not having my daughters running about, falling in love with any Dermot, Fintán or Brian that passes by.’ 
 
    ‘But we’re prisoners here,’ I said. ‘It’s cold and wet, the thatch on the roof leaks and we never meet anyone or have any fun.’ 
 
    My father scowled. ‘At least you both are safe. I have many enemies and princesses not only need protection from the amadáin who might want to marry them, but also from murderers, kidnappers and those who’d gouge out your eyes.’ 
 
    He pulled open the door and nodded to the boatman that he was ready to leave. 
 
    There was a storm that night. The water of the lake heaved and struggled in the darkness. The moon disappeared behind a black veil, the stars vanished and rain tumbled from the sky.  
 
    ‘A dirty old night,’ one of the guards called to the other. 
 
    ‘It is that,’ shouted his companion. 
 
    I snuggled down among the furs of my bed, glad I wasn’t outside. The deluge grew heavier. It made sloshing, slopping noises, sounding more like the sea than the rain. 
 
    In the light of the fire I could see water creeping through the rushes on the floor. Strings of rain poured through the thatches of the roof and hit my bed. 
 
    ‘We’re being flooded.’ Aobh jumped up and I did the same. Orla went on snoring. 
 
    A surge of water hit the house, the door crashed open and the room was filled with the tang of salt and a faint bluish light. A young man stepped towards us. He was tall and fair as butter. His ringed hands moved about like pale birds and his tunic and cloak were woven in the colours of royalty. I had never seen anyone so beautiful. 
 
    Aobh gave a soft cooing noise, which made me think she felt the same. The guards stared at the astounding stranger, swords ready in their hands and gobs hanging open. They didn’t move. 
 
    ‘Pardon, ladies, for my intrusion, but desperate times call for desperate measures. Lir, of the Ocean, at your service.’ He bowed. 
 
    Aobh and I dropped curtseys. I was embarrassed at being seen by this gorgeous man in my undergarments, though the manner in which Aobh let her shift fall from one shoulder made me feel she saw it as an advantage. 
 
    Lir smiled at Aobh and winked at me. ‘Like many men I am in search of a bride. I had heard of the exquisite sisters Aobh and Aiofe, so I came searching. Bodhbh Dearg is generous in his hospitality but he refused to consider me for a son-in-law or let me see his lovely daughters. 
 
    ‘He refuses everyone,’ Aobh said. 
 
    ‘Did my father say why you were unsuitable?’ I could feel myself blush as I spoke. 
 
    ‘He didn’t fancy his daughter living far away and he believes the ocean is not a fitting home for a land princess.’ 
 
    Lir shook his long hair and glimmering drops of water flew about. 
 
    ‘I have little time,’ he said. ‘Any moment my absence from the banquet will be noticed and I may be pursued. They say your father threatens death to any man who finds his way to this crannóg. I caused the little storm as a diversion so I could get through the lake unobserved. 
 
    ‘You can create storms?’ Aobh asked. 
 
    Lir flexed his shoulders and his multi-hued cloak swam with colour. ‘At sea, I can stir a tempest, make a tidal wave or sink a ship, but here on land my powers are few. I have used up what I have of storm magic tonight, so I need to hurry.’ He paused. ‘But it seems I face a dilemma as to which of you should receive my proposal. You girls are so desirable. I would be happy to invite either of you to be my wife.’ 
 
    Aobh and I looked at each other. I knew we both wanted to be the chosen one. 
 
    ‘Pick the elder,’ Aobh said. 
 
    ‘The younger,’ I added. 
 
    ‘No,’ Lir said. ‘I will seek marriage to the lady with the eyes that are nearest in colour to the blue of the ocean.’ 
 
    ‘That’s me,’ Aobh squealed. ‘Everyone says I have sea-blue eyes.’ 
 
    There was no way I could deny it, though disappointment hit me like a cast stone. Aobh ran to Lir, caught one of his hands and looked at him intently. She was always rather forward but Lir didn’t seem to mind. He stared into her eyes and immediately got down on one knee and asked her to be his wife. 
 
    ‘Yes, yes,’ bubbled Aobh, throwing her arms around his neck. 
 
    I started to cry for I knew Lir would take Aobh away. She would be Lir’s queen and I would be shut up here, lonely and sad. Aobh and I had laughed at our father’s worries that we might be murdered, kidnapped, ransomed, or have our eyes put out. But these things happened and were to be feared. The threats would be worse now, faced on my own. 
 
    Lir seemed to know my thoughts. Untangling himself from Aobh’s embrace, he advanced towards the fire. Stooping, he put his hand into the flames, as though oblivious to the heat. There was a loud sizzling noise and he withdrew a blackened stick. 
 
    ‘There is no need to fear ever again.’ He handed me the stick. ‘I’m sorry you will miss your sister’s company but if you are ever in mortal danger, this wand will save you.’ 
 
    ‘How can an old burnt bit of wood do that?’ I sobbed. 
 
    ‘Believe me,’ he said. ‘It’s magic. To make it work you must first stand on one leg and point it at anyone that’s about to harm you. To unleash the magic you must then say the words "Be gone!" Lir looked at me with serious eyes. ‘But remember, it is a very powerful spell. You must only use it when your life is threatened.’ 
 
    As he spoke, a great clamour erupted outside. Angry shouts of ‘Quick!’ ‘This way!’ ‘He’s at the crannóg!’ could be heard coming from the ráth and the noise of running feet and barking dogs filled the night. I saw the bobbing lights of lanterns and heard the splash of oars as boats cast off. The guards at the door, who had been motionless with fear, now sprang forward waving swords at Lir. 
 
    ‘Leave him be,’ cried Aobh. 
 
    Lir pushed the armed men aside as though they were small children. He gathered Aobh in his cloak and moved towards the door. 
 
    ‘Stay safe, dear Aoife,’ Aobh cried from over Lir’s shoulder.’ 
 
    ‘And don’t forget what I said about the magic stick,’ called the handsome young man. 
 
    I followed them both to say my goodbyes. Outside, by the wall of the crannóg, Lir and Aobh briefly hovered above the water before darkness swallowed them up. 
 
    *** 
 
    Bodhbh Dearg was furious when he discovered what had happened. 
 
    ‘My daughter, my beautiful daughter; stolen, by that watery lout,’ he cried. I didn’t think it prudent to say how willingly Aobh had gone. 
 
    My father roared and stamped and bellowed and swore. He cursed Lir from points north and south and east and west. 
 
    ‘May the cat eat that thieving scum and the Darkness eat the cat!’ he shouted, shaking his fist at the lake and the sky. 
 
    The two crannóg guards were sent to work in the pigsty and replaced by four hulking warriors with great, fierce dogs. Orla was banished to the kitchens. In the way of things however, with the passing of time everything calmed and became much as before. Kings and princes still visited seeking my hand, and they were still refused. As the years rolled by, word of my father’s obstinacy must have got about for fewer suitors came knocking on the ráth’s great gates. It seemed I would live my whole life a lonely prisoner. 
 
    I kept the magic stick in my pocket and often pulled it out to dream of Lir. I would kiss the bronze mirror and pretend I was kissing him. It was silly, of course. There was no way I would ever meet the ocean king again. And all the while, the years rolled by, the colour of my hair dimmed and smile-lines deepened into wrinkles on my face. 
 
    Early one summer morning, I opened the door of the crannóg to view the dawn. The four guards and two dogs lay asleep in an untidy heap on the doorstep. I stepped over men and dogs and none moved. 
 
    Bobbing on the lake, close to the island, was a coracle. The little boat lacked mooring ropes yet, as I watched, it remained in one place. This was my chance to escape. Although the coracle had no oars, I climbed in, hunkered down and the boat began to move. It seemed water magic was at work and the only person I knew with this power was Lir. Was my love for him finally going to be rewarded? 
 
    The craft skittered across the lake, surged down a river between the wheat fields until it reached the sea. There, despite the pounding waves, the coracle kept going. I have no idea how long we travelled. The journey may have taken a day, or a year, 
 
    When, at last, I raised my head, we’d reached a beach with a great castle of rocks at one end. A silver stream led from the castle to the sea. The coracle moved up the stream and into a large cave. Waterfalls sprang from the walls, which were covered with glittering fragments like the scales of a million fish. Trees of coral were hung with glistening pearls and pools winked with sea anemones and jewelled stones. In the middle of all this brilliance sat Lir. 
 
    I was so excited to see him again that I jumped from the little coracle and splashed towards him but as I drew close I could see that he was weeping. 
 
    ‘Welcome Lady Aoife, I was expecting you.’ He stood up and wiped his tears with the back of one hand. ‘It does my heart good to see you at this sad time.’ 
 
    ‘Sad?’ I said. 
 
    ‘Your sister, my beautiful queen Aobh, died in childbirth. She sacrificed her life giving me sons Fiachra, Aodh and Conn. She also gave me my princess Fionnuala. 
 
    I was upset to hear of my sister’s death but delighted that Lir had sent for me. He said I comforted him because I looked like Aobh. I was in love with him and within a short time we married. I tried not to notice how he constantly talked of Aobh and how much he had adored her. It made me feel as though I was second best. Although I was happy at first, things slowly changed.  So slowly that at the beginning I didn’t notice how Lir was spending more and more time with his children and less and less with me. Lir doted on the four and wouldn’t hear a word against them though they resented me for not being their mother. 
 
    ‘You’re not our mother. You can’t tell us what to do,’ Fionnuala shouted. 
 
    ‘Aoife’s old and ugly as a rotten apple. She looks like this.’ Aodh pulled a terrible face. 
 
    The twin boys, Fiachra and Conn, stuffed crab shells down the back of my gown and put a dead seagull in my side of the bed. When I fell asleep on the beach they buried me in sand and I almost died from want of air. 
 
    It was useless complaining to Lir. He was blind to their hatred of me. ‘What endearing little rogues they are,’ he’d say and smile. 
 
    One afternoon while walking barefoot in the shallows of the sea, I heard the children whispering behind some rocks. I went to put my foot into one of my shoes when a flame-like pain flared up my toes to my ankle and then into my leg: the sting of a jellyfish had been pushed into my shoe. I screamed. 
 
    The royal children came towards me, pointing and laughing. Hurt and anger made me desperate. I could take no more of the name calling and bullying. Barely capable of thought beyond a desire for the torment to end, I pulled the magic stick from my pocket and stood on my good leg. ‘Be Gone!’ I shouted. 
 
    A dark, greenish ripple ran over the waves and onto the edge of the beach. A snorting sound and a hail of sparks erupted from the stick. The children were lifted into the air and thrown back on the sand. 
 
    Lir came running from the rock castle, clutching his sword. 
 
    ‘You great fool woman!’ he shouted. ‘See what you’ve done!’ 
 
    I bent over each child and put my cheek close to their lips. There was no warm, reassuring breath. 
 
    ‘Can’t you see they’re dead?’ roared Lir. ‘And you killed them.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t mean any harm,’ I cried. ‘I only wanted to give them a fright, to make them go away.’ 
 
    Lir began to howl. Foam poured from his mouth and his eyes flashed red. He grabbed a piece of driftwood and ran in circles, mumbling strange words. A whirlwind of sand began to grow round him. It got bigger, swelling each time he repeated the circle until the whole beach was covered by a seething, murky storm. Helpless, I stumbled about. It seemed magic was happening. ‘Please,’ I wished. ‘Let the children live.’ 
 
    At last, Lir fell exhausted onto the beach, the wind dropped and the air cleared. The children had gone. There was no sound but the wings of four white swans circling overhead.   
 
    ‘It’s them,’ Lir peered up. His face was crumpled by agony. 
 
    ‘But why? Why did this happen?’ 
 
    ‘I told you my land magic was weak. I brought my little ones back to life, but I could do no more.’ Tears slid down Lir’s cheeks. ‘My children have become swans. Swans, who will be condemned to live for hundreds and hundreds of years on Irish lakes.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t you transform them back into children?’ 
 
    ‘If only I could,’ he wailed. ‘But no one can alter the magic once it is done. We are all cursed.’ 
 
    And so it was that I was exiled from Lir’s kingdom, condemned to wander forever. Hundreds of years have passed and I have grown very old and tired but I have been denied the peace of death. 
 
    Lir followed his swan children to the lakes where they had been forced to live. He died watching his cursed darlings flying over the water singing songs of my cruelty and his heartbreak. I’m told his beautiful palace is now a ruin. 
 
    But there is hope. A new wizard has come to Ireland. A man called Patrick who tells strange tales and brings powerful magic. People say Patrick can break spells and save people who are cursed. I’m going to find this wizard and tell him that I made a terrible mistake and I am truly sorry. Folk say Patrick is a kind, good man: if he is, he’ll understand. Maybe, just maybe, his new magic will free us all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Mythological Context: The Children of Lir 
 
    Despite the weighty name associated with him (Manannan mac Lir), the mythological figure Lir turns up relatively infrequently in the old Irish literature. In those narratives where he does appear, he’s most often referred to as ‘Lir of Sídh Fionnachaidh’, Sídh Fionnachaidh being a cairn on Deadman’s hill (halfway between Armagh and Newry) associated with the Otherworld. 
 
    Lir is most famous for his association with the fifteenth century Oidheadh Chlainne Lir (The Tragic Fate of the Children of Lir) which tells of his vexation when a competitor – Bodhbh Dearg – is chosen as leader of the Tuath Dé Danann. Lir is appeased only when the latter offers him one of his foster daughters, Aobh, in marriage. 
 
    After their union, Aobh bears Lir two sets of twins (first, Aodh and Fionnghuala, then Fiachra and Conn). Unfortunately, while giving birth to the second set of twins, Aodh dies. Bereft and grieving, Lir seeks solace by taking Bodhbh Dearg’s second daughter, Aoife, as his new wife. 
 
    Although she loves the children at first, Aoife grows to hate them and eventually strikes them at Loch Dairbhreach (in Westmeath) with a magic wand, transforming them into swans. Learning of their fate, Lir transforms Aoife into a demon and curses her to wander the earth forever. 
 
    The Children of Lir remain at Loch Dairbhreach for three hundred years, then another three hundred at the Sea of Moyle. After spending a third three hundred years off the coast of Erris in County Mayo, they return to their father’s palace at Sídh Fionnachaidh only to find it deserted and in ruins. 
 
    At this stage, Oidheadh Chlainne Lir states that they return to Inishglory where a Christian missionary Saint Mochaomhóg discovers them and cares for them until the curse runs its course and they’re transformed back to human beings. Now withered old men and women, Saint Mochaomhóg baptises them before they die. 
 
    The ‘Children of Lir’ is one of the three great ‘tragedy’ narratives of ancient Ireland, the other two being ‘The Fate of the Sons of Tuirenn’ and ‘Deirdre of the Sorrows’. It’s a tale that pretty much everyone in Ireland is familiar with, primarily from school texts. Because of its popularity in the past, it was relatively common for storytellers to enhance the story by linking the tale to locations their audiences were familiar with. This is why, for example, we also find versions of the tale where the final resting place for the Children of Lir lies beneath a stone near Allihies village on the Beara Peninsula (growing up down there, this was something I assumed to be true throughout my childhood). The role of Saint Mochaomhóg was often replaced by Saint Patrick – depending on who was telling the story. 
 
    The story that we all know today is actually believed to have originated from a tale in the Netherlands dating from sometime around the twelfth century. In Ireland, this was the period when Norman knights – some from that particular region – had invaded the country and established a firm foothold. It’s believed that the Normans brought this tale over with them and subsequently, a local author incorporated it into local legend. 
 
    Coral Atkinson’s original and spirited retelling of the ancient legend completely reverses it by recounting the tale from the perspective of Aoife, normally portrayed as the villain in the piece. Portraying the Children of Lir as a bunch of spoiled brats might have been an act of sacrilege in our ancestors’ time but provides a wonderful contemporary freshness to the tale. 
 
    Brian O’Sullivan 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Transit Hours 
 
    Marie Gethins 
 
    In the grey November twilight Saoirse searched the sea. Flat and black, she struggled to find a ripple in the limpid surface. Below the car park, Rossbeigh strand lay empty. Five years earlier, she and Ian would have been down there walking, watching for seals. 
 
    She returned to her battered Golf and drove up the hill to the cottage. They’d bought the place on impulse during a bank holiday weekend. A wreck, the auctioneer had been only too happy to meet them on a Sunday. Ian had called it their “escape hutch” and most weekends they came down from Dublin. At first it had been to put it in some sort of order but later it seemed to be the one place where they were always happiest. Even after the cancer weakened him, Ian had insisted on returning. On the last visit, she’d parked on the rocks above the shore and rolled down the windows so he could taste the salty air. He’d closed his eyes and smiled. She’d squeezed his hand and rubbed a thumb across the back of it, feeling his bones beneath his fragile skin. 
 
    Her brother Tomás had stepped in when Ian progressed into the final phase, renting out the cottage, doing maintenance. Since then Tomás kept pushing her to sell it. 
 
    Saoirse pulled into the driveway, got out of the car and inserted the key in the front door. The lock opened with a soft click, smoother than she remembered. Inside, she ran a hand along the wall, feeling for the light switch and blinked in the sudden brightness. The cottage smelled of cleaning products and fresh paint. 
 
    Returning to the car, she ferried in boxes, her suitcase, a backpack and groceries. The mobile vibrated in her jeans pocket. 
 
    ‘Are you there yet?’ Tomás’ voice was taut. 
 
    ‘Just arrived. Great job. It looks fabulous.’ 
 
    ‘You okay, Saoirse? You shouldn’t be there on your own.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve been over this. My therapist thinks it’s time.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck the therapist.’ 
 
    ‘She’s really not my type.’ 
 
    A packet crinkled, lighter clicked. She waited for the sigh of his exhale before continuing. 
 
    ‘Smoking again? Seriously?’ 
 
    He coughed. ‘My therapist says the odd fag does no harm. Relieves the tension.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck the therapist.’ 
 
    ‘He’s not my type.’ Tomás took another drag. “I can be there in a few hours. You shouldn’t be alone.’ 
 
    ‘I’m okay. I can handle it.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well. There’s no shame in… Ah, you know.’ 
 
    ‘Goodnight Tomás.’ Saoirse hung up, tossed the mobile onto the couch. 
 
    *** 
 
    She unpacked before walking through the house. Tomás had been thorough – new colour schemes and furniture. The earlier, mismatched pieces scoured from eBay now gone. She paused at the back door where Ian had planned to add another bedroom. For their mythical children. 
 
    Two years ago while she was on what the family kindly called her “retreat,” Tomás had added a sunroom instead. Curious, she opened the door to survey it: white tile floor, wicker chairs holding bright cushions, a side table with an aromatherapy candle and match box. All it needed was a cat to complete its air of forced cheer. She bit her lower lip. 
 
    In the kitchen, Saoirse opened the bottle of Jameson she’d brought along just in case. On the third shot she imagined Tomás asking if it was okay to mix with her meds. On the fifth, she heard Ian’s voice admonishing her. Wiping her eyes with the cuff of her shirt, she put the bottle away, collected her mobile and stumbled into bed. 
 
    *** 
 
    The phone alarm woke her just before sunrise. Pulling on wellingtons and a jacket, Saoirse left the cottage, heading down towards the waves. The wind whipped salt spray across her face. Snuggling her chin inside her jacket she breathed deeply, jaw muscles relaxing. Round, flat stones lined the top of the strand: dull purple, grey, and mauve in the dim light of dawn. When she walked on them they shifted and rattled under her feet. A tower of the stones was stacked up on the strand ahead and Saoirse smiled, imagining child-sized hands balancing each addition with care. Despite the strong wind, the tower stood firm. 
 
    Stepping off the stones, she continued along the empty beach. Feet sinking in the powdery sand, she angled towards firmer ground at the ocean’s edge. Water swirled in and out, occasionally lapping against her boots. 
 
    In the distance, she spied a row of what looked like giant teeth – the ribs of an ancient boat wreck. Drawing closer, she circled around the skeletal hull, caught landlocked in sand drifts, curving wood ribs distressed and worn by the tide. She stepped inside, bent down to run her fingers along the rusting metal spine. Splayed and empty, its substance sucked away by a stronger force. Her throat tightened. 
 
    Saoirse walked back to the shore. Water, ankle deep, splashed against her feet and then withdrew. Her feet began to sink, the wet sand pulling her. She looked down, tears running the length of her nose, dripping into the surf. She counted seven drops before smearing them across her cheeks and continuing her walk. 
 
    When Saoirse came to the end of the strand, she sat on the beach and looked towards the horizon - sky and water a conjoined blue-grey. 
 
    ‘You’re not from here, but you know Rossbeigh well.’ 
 
    Saoirse flinched. A man was sitting beside her, near enough to touch if she stretched out her left hand. Her eyes darted down the strand towards the dunes behind them but she didn’t see a second footprint trail. The stranger wore a sueded shirt and moleskin jeans, their dark brown tones matching his longish, wavy hair. His feet were bare. 
 
    She eased the mobile out of her pocket, relieved to see the signal bars. ‘Aren’t you cold?’ The words came out before she could think of something better to say. She shuffled a few inches away from him. 
 
    The man smiled. ‘No, I’m well used to it.’ He turned to face her. His eyes were large, deep brown, almost black. ‘So, you’re back?’ 
 
    “Ah, yeah.’ She looked at him in surprise. ‘I’ve been away for a few years, but I used to come here a lot with my husband.” As the stress on the last word settled between them she wrapped her arms around her knees, gauging her ability to jump up and sprint in wellingtons. 
 
    The man nodded, untroubled by her disquiet. He started to talk, telling her how recent winter storms had changed the area, how the undercurrent had become stronger. ‘The Castlemaine beacon washed away in 2011. After one hundred and sixty years.’ He sighed then and went quiet. 
 
    ‘This area used to have loads of seals,’ said Saoirse. ‘Are they all gone?’ 
 
    ‘Not all of them,’ he laughed. 
 
    They sat in silence watching the sun rise, sky and sea splitting the horizon, then the stranger stood up. ‘And now I must be off.’ 
 
    ‘It’s nice meeting you…ah?’ Her eyebrows rose. 
 
    ‘Murray. And you are…’ 
 
    She watched his lips form her name even as she responded. ‘Saoirse.’ A weight in her abdomen shifted. ‘Most people think it’s crazy to come to the beach in winter. I guess we’re the diehards.’ 
 
    He inclined his head. ‘You’ll always find me here in the transit hours.’ 
 
    ‘Transit hours?’ 
 
    ‘Dawn and dusk. The time of change.’ 
 
    A sudden squall pelted her with fine sand from the dunes. When she opened her eyes, Murray had disappeared. 
 
    *** 
 
    Back at the cottage she checked her phone. A missed call and three text messages from Tomás. She made coffee and settled into a chair before calling back. 
 
    ‘Tomás, stop panicking.’ 
 
    ‘I prefer to consider it as brotherly concern.’ His lighter clicked. ‘So, you writing?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet. Maybe I’ll try today.’ She picked at a loose thread in her jeans. 
 
    ‘It helped before. I think it would be good.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah well, I’ll see.’ She took a swallow of coffee. ‘Listen, I met a guy on the beach this morning.’ 
 
    ‘A guy?’ 
 
    ‘Some local. Remember that stone beacon? Completely gone now. Washed out during a storm, he told me.’ 
 
    ‘Uh-huh. Be careful. Don’t let him take advantage.’ 
 
    ‘For God’s sake. I thought you’d be happy. You know, me mixing with people again.’ 
 
    Her brother drew on his cigarette and exhaled. Saoirse visualised him: head lowered in thought as he tried to find the right words. 
 
    ‘Listen, I’ll talk to you later. Okay?’ 
 
    Without waiting for an answer, Saoirse hung up, switching the phone to silent. Putting the mobile aside, she moved around the cottage: wiping down counters, fluffing cushions, vacuuming rugs. In the living room, she chewed on a thumb nail while she unzipped her backpack, pulled out a laptop and several books. While the computer was booting up, she flicked through a copy of her last poetry collection, Alone. She frowned at the cover: a distraught shadow woman looking at an empty bed. The American edition was worse, its cover reminding her of Edvard Munch’s dismal image, The Scream.  
 
    During Ian’s last months, the poems had come out in a rush. Since his death, propelled by caffeine and emotion, she’d spent hours typing but her thoughts were splintered. Now, although she had hundreds of disconnected fragments, she’d been unable to finish a single complete piece since his death. 
 
    Opening a new Word file she stared at the white screen, sighed and walked to a window to look out at the strand. 
 
    *** 
 
    At four-thirty, Saoirse hurried down to the beach to watch the sunset. Knee-high white spume collected along the firm sand – a cascade of marshmallow stacks, jiggling in the rising wind. A jogger loped towards her. ‘Storm coming,’ he called over his shoulder as he ran past. 
 
    She arrived at the furthest point of the strand breathless and turned in circles, scanning the beach and sky. Clouds massed, transforming from ash to charcoal as the sun sank into the sea. She walked to the water’s edge. Offshore, white caps dotted the surface, rising and falling. 
 
    ‘It will be a rough night. You shouldn’t linger.’ 
 
    Murray was standing next to her, the tide swirling water and froth around his bare feet, soaking the hem of his brown jeans. 
 
    She stepped back in alarm. ‘Murray! You startled me.’ 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    ‘So, you live around here?’ She hoped her voice sounded casual. 
 
    Murray shrugged. ‘I have been here always.’ 
 
    ‘Hmmm.’ Saoirse chewed the side of her cheek and turned her eyes towards the water. ‘I’ve never seen so many white caps.’ 
 
    ‘Some believe Niamh and Oisín’s white stallion took them from this very beach. All the way from here to Tir na nÓg.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. I wrote a poem about that. Love wasn’t enough for him. Oisín left her.’ 
 
    ‘Love is always with you and love is stronger than death.’ 
 
    ‘Oscar Wilde.’ She sighed. ‘But you left out: 
 
    Death must be so beautiful. 
 
    To have no yesterday and no to-morrow. 
 
    To forget time, to forget life, to be at peace. 
 
    That’s the best bit.’ 
 
    Murray shook his head as though to say that wasn’t important. ‘The rain will come soon.’ 
 
    Saoirse walked away, back towards the cottage, eyes narrowed, chin and nose buried in her jacket. As she turned into the driveway, a heavy downpour made her run for the door. Inside, on impulse, she filled the house with light, snapping the switch in every room. Later, wrapped in a blanket, she sat on the couch, sipping tea. A howling wind funnelled down the chimney, rain pelted the windows. 
 
    The tea warmed her and she felt her muscles relax, her eyelids drooping. Placing her empty mug on the coffee table beside her mobile, she turned over and fell asleep. Ian’s low chuckle and gentle touch filled her dreams until he faded, slipped through her grasp. Saoirse called out after him. ‘Ian! Ian!’ 
 
    A sudden boom rattled the cottage windows, startling her awake. She sat up. Opening her eyes, she tried to focus, saw only black. 
 
    A flash of lightning lit the room, followed by a deep rumble of thunder. Saoirse felt her chest tighten and in the next flash, she got to her feet. Arms out straight before her, she reached into the dark, slid her feet along the floor. Two cautious steps and a knee struck the coffee table. Stifling a cry, she rubbed her kneecap. 
 
    Another brilliant flash transformed the furniture into crouching animals. Frightened, she made her way to a wall, skimming her hand along its dimpled surface to the sunroom door and then felt her way to the side table. 
 
    The small box rattled as she fumbled for a match. Lifting the candle, flame tilted towards the wick, she tried to still her trembling hands. Startled by yet another flash, the flame burned her fingers and she dropped the candle, hearing it strike the floor and roll away in the dark. 
 
    ‘Ian, Ian. It’s too bloody hard.’ 
 
    Saoirse stumbled desperately back through the doorway, bashing against walls and furniture. At the front door, her fingers found the raised metal rectangle of the Yale lock. Turning the bolt, she yanked the door open and ran out into the storm, down towards the strand. When she felt the stones begin to slide beneath her feet, she slowed, followed the slope towards the water. Cold foam brushed against her knees as she walked into the surf. 
 
    Pushing against the waves, she waded in until her feet no longer touched sand then flung her arms forward and kicked. Saoirse swam until her muscles burned, her limbs heavy in the sodden jeans and winter sweater. She sank below the churning surface. Water filled her ears, silencing the storm. A stream of air bubbles seeped out of her mouth, slowing until the last popped against her lips. Her chest throbbed. She thought of Tomás searching for the note she didn’t write. 
 
    Sinking deeper, the water became peaceful. Saoirse imagined a dark hole, the void swallowing her. 
 
    Seaweed brushed against her hands. Something bumped against her back and then nosed under her arm, halting her descent. Instead, she was propelled upwards. Breaking the surface, her natural instincts suppressed her intent. She struggled for air. A wave crashed over her head, filling her mouth with salt water. Saoirse steadied herself against the body next to her. Stiff whiskers nuzzled her cheek and she caught a glimpse of a pair of large, brown eyes. 
 
    Buoyed by the harbour seal under her arm, they moved back towards land. Ripples streamed past. Her feet began to snag along rocks, shells and sand. Nudged out of the water by the seal, she lay limp on the beach. Rain splattered exposed skin. The tide swirled around her ankles. Her mind drifted until a pair of hands grabbed her shoulders and dragged her up the slope. Pulling her onto her knees, a forearm slid around her waist, one hand held back her hair. 
 
    ‘Release, Saoirse, release.’ 
 
    The arm pressed against her stomach. She retched several times, the clear fluid absorbed by the sand. A bare male foot – calloused and scarred - stood alongside the fading puddle. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry.’ 
 
    Murray grunted in response and carried her into the dunes. At the entrance to a rocky shelter, he placed her on a bed of sea grass. She watched him reach behind a rock and unroll a dappled brown pelt, smoothing it out on the shelter floor then he knelt down beside her. His wet hair hung loose around his face, dripping onto his shoulders. She tried to speak through chattering teeth, but he hushed her, rubbing a finger across her lips and shaking his head. She didn’t resist as he peeled her out of her sodden clothes. 
 
    Lying on the pelt, she sank her fingers into the deep pile. He pulled her close against him. Skin to skin, his warmth calmed her shivering.  Feeling the rub of his nose along her neck. Saoirse stiffened. 
 
    ‘I can’t. I can’t do this.’ She tried to roll away. 
 
    Murray loosened his grip, but remained beside her. 
 
    Saoirse turned to face him, drawn by the smell of salt and seaweed. ‘I know what you are, what you seem to be,’ she said. ‘But you can’t be real.’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘Then dream,’ he answered. ‘Dream with me for a little while.’ 
 
    ‘Ian … Ian used to say “Dreams are what makes life tolerable”. But … You probably knew that since you seem to know everything about Ian and me.’ 
 
    Murray smiled and stroked her back. 
 
    Later he woke Saoirse from an untroubled sleep. Outside the shelter, a hazy purple light signalled the incoming dawn. Murray pointed to the patch of brightening sky. ‘I must leave,’ he said. 
 
    Gathering up the pelt, he waved at her then turned and made his way out of the dunes. 
 
    In silence, she dressed in her damp clothing and went down the beach, walked along firm sand and turned up the road towards the cottage. 
 
    The door stood open when she returned. The welcome mat squelched beneath her feet. She switched the lights off and straightened the disarray before she turned on her laptop and began to type. 


 
   
  
 



Mythological Context: The Selkie 
 
    As with the earlier ‘A Mainland Mansie Meur’, Marie Gethins’ tale involves a folklore creature – the Selkie – helping a human being through a difficult period of grieving for a loved one although, on this occasion, in a much more direct manner. This particular story involves the presence of a male selkie (a derivation of the previously mentioned Fear Mara). 
 
    Once again, most of the folklore with respect to the male selkie seems to originate predominantly from the romanticised tales of Walter Traill Dennison in his ‘Orcadain Sketches’ and other writings. According to Denniston, the selkie-men were very handsome in their human state and had great seductive appeal for mortal women. Denniston’s writing also outlined a ritual that was to be followed when a mortal woman sought contact with a selkie-man. This involved walking towards the seashore at high tide and shedding seven tears into the sea, an action that has great ramifications for the wounded protagonist in this story. 
 
    Growing up in West Cork, I spent many days sitting by the water’s edge and often raised my eyes to find a seal head poking out of the water just offshore, observing me with interest. For anyone who’s lived by the sea in Ireland and the British Isles, the possibility of transition from seal to human actually sounds eminently believable. 
 
    Brian O’Sullivan 
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    Brian O’Sullivan 
 
    Brian O'Sullivan was born in county Cork, Ireland. On completing a degree at University College Cork, he went on to travel extensively. He is now based in New Zealand where he runs Irish Imbas Books with his partner and family but returns to Ireland on a regular basis. He writes weekly articles on Irish folklore and mythology, aspects of Irish culture and his own writing at his blog on the Irish Imbas Books website. 
 
    Brian writes fiction that incorporates strong elements of Irish culture, language, history and mythology. These include literary short stories (The Irish Muse collection), mystery thrillers (The Beara Trilogy) and a contemporary version of the Fionn mac Cumhaill/ Fenian legends (The Fionn mac Cumhaill Series). 
 
    


 
   
  
 



The Celtic Mythology Short Story Competition 
 
    The Celtic Mythology Short Story Competition is an initiative established by Irish Imbas Books to promote the writing of contemporary Celtic culture-based stories and to encourage a more accurate understanding of the Celtic cultures. 
 
    This book, the Irish Imbas: Celtic Mythology Short Story Collection 2016 is the first output from this initiative. It is hoped to repeat the competition and the publication of appropriate stories on an annual basis. 
 
    Full details for this competition can be found at the Irish Imbas Books website irishimbasbooks.com 
 
    Prizes: include: 
 
    First Prize: $500 and story published in the next Irish Imbas Celtic Mythology Collection 
 
    Second prize: $250 and story published in the next Irish Imbas Celtic Mythology Collection 
 
    Third prize: $100 and story published in the next Irish Imbas Celtic Mythology Collection 
 
    Any kind of fiction short story can be submitted (action, romance, drama, humour etc.) as long as they meet the following criteria: 
 
    
    	 Celtic mythology forms a fundamental element of the story (i.e. the characters can be characters from Celtic mythology, the action can take place in a mythological location, mythological concepts can be used etc.) 
 
    	 Any Celtic folklore or mythological reference used in the story should be as authentic and as correct as possible 
 
    	 The story should have a compelling theme, engaging characters etc. 
 
   
 
    Submissions for the next competition will be accepted from June 2016. 
 
    If you’d like to receive our monthly newsletter on future books and audio (some not available through the larger ebook stores), elements of Irish mythology, folklore, culture and the creative process we use, please feel free to sign up at New Release  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Other Books from Irish Imbas Books: 
 
    See the Irish Imbas Books website and blog at irishimbasbooks.com for contact details and updates on new and upcoming titles. 
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    Fionn: Defence of Ráth Bládhma: 
 
    [The Fionn mac Cumhaill Series: Book 1] 
 
    Irish Bestseller and SPFBO Competition 2016 Finalist  
 
    Ireland: 192 A.D. A time of strife and treachery. Political ambition and inter-tribal conflict has set the country on edge, testing the strength of long-established alliances. 
 
    Following their victory at the battle of Cnucha, Clann Morna are hungry for power. Meanwhile, a mysterious war party roams the ‘Great Wild’ and a ruthless magician is intent on murder. 
 
    In the secluded valley of Glenn Ceoch, disgraced druidess Bodhmhall and her lover Liath Luachra have successfully avoided the bloodshed for many years. Now, the arrival of a pregnant refugee threatens the peace they have created together. The odds are overwhelming and death stalks on every side. 
 
    Based on the ancient Irish Fenian Cycle texts, the bestselling Fionn mac Cumhaill Series recounts the fascinating and pulse-pounding tale of the birth and adventures of Ireland’s greatest hero, Fionn mac Cumhaill. 
 
    The most authentic and entertaining Irish mythology/fantasy series on the market, this book includes the following extra content: 
 
    
    	 a glossary with explanations of ancient Irish cultural concepts 
 
    	 historical notes on the Fenian Cycle 
 
    	 a pronunciation guide and links to an online audio pronunciation guide 
 
   
 
    A sample of what the reviewers say: 
 
    “I loved this book. It's a very mature and culturally rich interpretation, a far cry from some of the Celtic pop literature that is around today. Well written and captivating, with a fair dollop of grit and wit. Strong characters, great development, excellent story telling. Worth more than the price of a coffee.” 
 
    An Ireland of centuries ago, threaded through with myth and magic, but very ‘real’ for all that. Dark and at times violent, it is balanced by affirming friendships and relationships, and a very strong female cast.” 
 
    “If you’re sick of elves, chivalrous knights and arcane quests like me, this is probably the most exciting and refreshing book you’ll read in a long time. Five stars!” 
 
    “Powerful female characters are all too rare in literature. The druidess Bodhmhall, and her lover the warrior Liath Luachra will inspire current and future generations of women. O'Sullivan keeps a cracking pace in this, the first of his Fionn mac Cumhaill series.’ 
 
    Review from 'Bookworm Blues' Speculative Fiction/Fantasy Review Blog 

"You know how some books come out of left field and just shock you? Well, this was one of those. If you're looking for an action/adventure fantasy that is different than the normal, look no further. This book has some welcome diversity, and a story that is absolutely unforgiving. This is a novel based on some ancient Irish text, and is full of myth and magic and I just loved it for that. The writing is tight and the book is well edited. I welcomed the strong female characters, the obvious twist on tropes, and the way the author genuinely owned the book he wrote." 
 
    Review from 'The Qwillery' Book Review Blog 
 
    “The characters were well developed, the plot was gripping and the characters were both realistic and interesting. It was however, the prose that really made this book. It was so very well written. 
 
    Hats off to Brian O'Sullivan for telling this myth in a truly evocative way.” 
 
    Review from Bibliotropic' Book Review Blog 
 
    “It leaves you feeling like you really know the land and its people when you finish the last page. You can practically smell the livestock of the settlement, feel the chill in the air, expect to hear certain voices from the distance. Even if you’re not captivated by the story itself, you’re taken in by the setting and the way it comes alive.” 
 
    Available HERE 
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    Beara: Dark Legends 
 
    [The Beara Trilogy – Book 1] 
 
    Nobody knows much about reclusive historian Muiris (Mos) O’Súilleabháin except that he doesn’t share his secrets freely. Mos, however, has a “sixth sense for history, a unique talent for finding lost things”. 
 
    Reluctantly lured from seclusion, despite his own misgivings, Mos is hired to locate the final resting place of legendary Irish hero, Fionn mac Cumhaill. Confronted by a thousand–year old mystery, the distractions of a beguiling circus performer and a lethal competitor, Mos must draw on his knowledge of Gaelic lore to defy his enemies and survive his own family history in Beara. 
 
    Beara: Dark Legends is the first in a trilogy of unforgettable Irish thrillers. Propulsive, atmospheric and darkly humorous, Dark Legends introduces an Irish hero like you’ve never seen before. Nothing you thought you knew about Ireland will ever be the same again. 
 
    A sample of what the reviewers say: 
 
    “A great tale with all the elements of a "Who dunnit" all woven into modern and ancient Irish history and mythology.” 
 
    “Fantastic book - couldn’t put it down. A 'MUST' read! original Irish thriller, historical novel, mystery novel, best book I’ve read in years.” 
 
    “O’Sullivan has done an amazing job of introducing a culture that many would say is dying and using it as the basis for a unique and exciting thriller. I think I‘ve learned more about Irish history and the Irish language in this one book than I have in many years of school and television, without it once feeling forced or jaded.” 
 
    “A great mixture of a strong story and strong characters, dark (some very dark) themes and wonderfully evocative descriptions of the wild Irish landscape, interspersed with ancient Irish lore running throughout the book.” 
 
    “Excellent story, very well thought out, many twists and turns that weren't expected. Thoroughly enjoyed the main character Mos and his no nonsense-take no crap attitude to life, he says what most of us often probably think but are too polite to say, highly entertaining!” 
 
    “O'Sullivan's cast of international characters enliven this tale of archaeological intrigue, magic, murder and sex, set mainly in West Cork, Ireland. Dual story lines, across different time zones, reveal secrets of Irish spirituality, ancient lore and language.” 
 
    Available HERE 
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    The Irish Muse and Other Stories 
 
    This intriguing collection of stories puts an original twist on foreign and familiar territory. Merging the passion and wit of Irish storytelling with the down-to-earth flavour of other international locations around the world, these stories include: 
 
    
    	 a ringmaster’s daughter who is too implausible to be true — despite all the evidence to the contrary 
 
    	 an ageing nightclub gigolo in one last desperate bid to best a younger rival 
 
    	 an Irish consultant whose uncomplicated affair with a public service colleague proves anything but 
 
    	 an Irish career woman in London stalked by a mysterious figure from her past 
 
   
 
    Available HERE  
 
    A sample of what the reviewers say: 
 
    “This is a delightful book of short stories by new author Brian O’Sullivan. The stories, which are set both in Ireland and New Zealand, are a mixture of tender whimsy and sharp irony, in a collection that will delight.” 
 
    “It’s fiction tinged with a bit of real life experience, set in Wellington, Ireland and France amongst other places. The stories range from chance romantic encounters in a small Irish town and haunting tales of tragic personal loss to bizarre encounters between a consultant and a career woman in Wellington and one man’s attempt to get to the bottom of his internet service woes. The finale was a thought-provoking tale that upended my perception of indigenous people’s land grievances, oddly entitled ‘Morris Dancing’ It’s said that you can’t judge a book by its cover. Au contraire, I liked the look of O’Sullivan’s book and the content proved to be good.” 
 
    “This is a delightful book of short stories by new author Brian O’Sullivan. The stories, which are set both in Ireland and New Zealand, are a mixture of tender whimsy and sharp irony, in a collection that will delight. It has all the clichés of Ireland, but a modern tone that interweaves the magical and realistic in a wonderful, whimsical mix.” 
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    Liath Luachra: The Grey One 
 
    Ireland: 188 A.D. A land of tribal affiliations, secret alliances and treacherous rivalries. 
 
    Youthful woman warrior Liath Luachra has survived two brutal years fighting with mercenary war party “The Friendly Ones” but now the winds are shifting. 
 
    Dispatched on a murderous errand where nothing is as it seems, she must survive a group of treacherous comrades, the unwanted advances of her battle leader and a personal history that might be her own. 
 
    Clanless and friendless, she can count on nothing but her wits, her fighting skills and her natural ferocity to see her through. 
 
    Woman warrior, survivor, killer and future guardian to Irish hero Fionn mac Cumhaill – this is her story. 
 
    A sample of what the reviewers say: 
 
    “In the legends of Fionn mac Cumhaill, Liath Luachra is an intriguing name with minimal context but in Brian O'Sullivan's adaptions she becomes a most fascinating and formidable character in her own right. Her backstory is a great read; brigands and bloodshed, second-guessings and double-crossings. This is an Ancient Ireland that is entrancing and savage, much like Liath Luachra herself.” 
 
    “I re-immersed myself in the very believable world the author creates, and couldn't put the book down until I had finished it. It shed so much light on the character of Liath - her grim experiences and her strength in the face of adversity. I am now going back to reread the other books, which I am sure will be all the richer for a greater understanding of Liath. You don't often come across such a compelling hero(ine), written with such depth and understanding.” 
 
    “This is a fast paced traverse through bush trails and battles with a female heroine who is commanding and fascinating.” 
 
    “As always, the plotting is riveting – full of twists and turns – and the action is full on, hell for leather. If you like Games of Thrones style dramas with a strong splash of Celtic culture, this is a book you’ll enjoy!” 
 
    ‘Once again Brian O'Sullivan has created a thrilling historical drama. Liath Luachra provides strong ties to his other books (although each also stands alone very well). I think it's the depth of knowledge and research that adds the extra dimension that appeals to me but I really liked the fast pace, the developed relationships and the writing style.’ 
 
    Available HERE  
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Prologue 
 
    The animal appeared in the afternoon, when the best of the sunshine had faded. The first indication of its presence was a shudder of movement between the distant trees, then slowly but surely, the shadows congealed to form a grey timber wolf.  
 
    It took some time before the beast emerged into the wide clearing that separated the two sections of darkwood. There it paused, cautiously assessing the surrounding terrain as it sniffed the chilly air. 
 
    Seated on a patch of rock at the opposite side of the clearing, Muirne Muncháem observed the predator’s arrival with a tremor. She had traversed that same space not much earlier and her footprints – two staggered lines of blunt impressions – were still visible against the otherwise virgin surface. 
 
    Although a young woman of less than twenty summers, Muirne was close to the limit of her physical endurance. Two weeks of trekking through the Great Wild, trudging through the snow-stained forest and woodland, had sapped her of vitality. Despite her youth, the journey had been arduous, due in no small part to the weight of the child in her swollen belly. 
 
    She’d stumbled upon the clearing around noon, halting to recover her strength and enjoy the rare sensation of sunshine upon her face. Despite the internal drive to press onwards, she’d been unable to rouse herself and had tarried, reluctant to leave the sunlight for the relentless gloom of the forest that lay before her. 
 
    She bit her lip as she continued to watch the animal. Na mactíre – literally, “the sons of the land” – were not uncommon but few sightings had been reported for a very long time. Prior to her flight from Dún Baoiscne, Muirne had made a point of listening into any discussions concerning wolves, hoping to identify a time for travel that would increase her chances of avoiding such an encounter. 
 
    Muirne Muncháem feared wolves. As a child, she’d spent many evenings on the palisades of Almhu, her father’s stronghold, listening as the creatures circled unseen in the darkness below. The blood curdling howls echoing out from the surrounding gloom had terrified her, despite the solid height of the tall stone walls, the fortifications patrolled by kinsmen with iron-tipped spears. 
 
    Predators by nature, the wolves generally avoided men. Over several generations they had learned the painful lesson of sharpened metal and tended to focus their energies on easier prey: the deer, hare and other wild animals that inhabited the surrounding countryside. On occasion, they were still known to attack humans, however such attacks were mostly restricted to the weak, the isolated, the foolish or the unlucky. Two seasons earlier, a warrior travelling on horseback to Cruach had dismounted to attend to nature's call, carelessly leaving his weapon in the scabbard attached to his saddle. His grisly remains had been discovered later and the tracks indicated that the horse had bolted, leaving the man defenceless against a passing wolf pack. 
 
    Dagán, the storyteller at Almhu, had a favourite tale of one particularly harsh winter when a starving pack of wolves had penetrated the ráth – the ringfort – where he’d lived in as a child. The animals’ desperation had driven them through the narrow gateway to attack the tethered livestock and their handlers. Although the pack had eventually been driven off, the settlement had lost two cows and one of the men died of the injuries he’d sustained. 
 
    Muirne, too, had experienced the animals’ deadly nature. As a young girl, she’d been present when a wolf pack had set upon a group of women and children collecting winter flowers in the nearby woods. 
 
    She remembered the attack predominantly for its ferocity. They had been chatting and laughing, passing through a pleasant glade on their way back to the fortress, when a horrific howl had halted them in their tracks. An instant later, the little glen was seething with a mass of grey-coated wolves. 
 
    The bulk of the pack had launched themselves upon her cousin, a happy, ten-year old boy who’d been running several paces ahead of the group. Surging like a wave of shadows over the terrified child, they bore him to the ground. The vicious sound of snarling and ripping flesh had, mercifully, drowned out most of his screams. 
 
    The remainder of the wolves had launched themselves at the larger party. Panic-stricken, the women and children had dropped their baskets and scattered. As the group fled, two girls had been knocked to the ground by the pursuing animals. Several women, including her cousin’s mother, managed to escape by climbing onto the branches of the nearest trees. Helpless, a babe clutched in one arm and another younger child hanging desperately from her dress, the woman could only cling to the higher branches and scream her despair as her son was dragged into the forest and, literally, eaten alive. 
 
    The attack would have ended even more tragically had it not been for the timely arrival of Fiacail and Torlach, two youths from another clan who’d been passing by on their way to visit Almhu. Hearing the screams, they’d rushed towards the commotion and, wielding their weapons, charged straight at the wolf-pack. 
 
    The sudden appearance of the boys took the wolves by surprise. Startled, the attack had wavered as the animals withdrew in momentary disarray. Fiacail howled at the top of his voice as he swung his axe in vicious, humming arcs. His companion, meanwhile, took the opportunity to grab the two fallen girls, who were screaming in pain and bleeding profusely from lacerations to their arms and legs. 
 
    The taller boy had hoisted the children up to the women in the safety of the trees then quickly clambered after them, calling to his friend to follow his example. By then, however, the pack had reassessed the situation. Realising that this new threat was not as intimidating as originally supposed, they began to advance once more. 
 
    The majority of the wolves returned to feast on the remains of Muirne’s unfortunate cousin, now little more than an unrecognisable pile of gore and bone between the distant trees. Three of the larger animals, however, converged on Fiacail, hemming him into an open space beside a deep gully that cut him off from the safety of the trees. 
 
    Everyone watched helplessly as the boy was pressed backwards. Whirling the axe to keep the snarling animals at bay, he backtracked slowly, keeping his head as he tested the ground behind with his heel before placing his weight on it. Suddenly, the nearest wolf lunged for him but the boy managed to sidestep the attack, swirling the axe to strike the beast in the ribs with the blunt edge of the blade. It yelped as it landed heavily, stumbling and twisting around to snarl at its opponent. 
 
    The two other wolves growled menacingly, gnashing their teeth as they circled for the next attack. The remainder of the pack, having devoured what remained of their initial victim, also drew close, aligning with their fellows to circle around and test the boy’s exposed side. 
 
    Fiacail was saved only by the arrival of a party of warriors from Almhu. One of the girls, miraculously, had made it to the edge of the forest and encountered a group of men returning from the hunt. The warriors arrived at a run, javelins and clubs in hand. Realizing that they were outnumbered, the wolves had simply disappeared, absorbed back into the shadows of the surrounding trees. Nothing remained of their presence apart from the bloody remains of Muirne’s cousin and the wails of terrified women and children spilling from the trees like the juice of bitter fruit. 
 
    Since that event, Muirne had never lost her dread of the animals and it had only been her desperation that allowed her to overcome her fear and set out on this perilous journey through the Great Wild. 
 
    ‘Malach,’ she muttered quietly to herself, then paused to wonder at why she’d drawn on the name of her deceased cousin. 
 
    An unconscious prayer perhaps. 
 
    Or a self-fulfilling prophecy. 
 
    She released a long breath and tightened her grip on the ash staff she’d used as support during her journey. Just beyond the distant tree line, the wolf paused, nuzzling the ground as it sniffed the earth. 
 
    It follows my spoor. 
 
    She stiffened, her hand automatically dropping to her stomach, as though to reassure the swollen belly. It was an unconscious reaction, an instinctive maternal response. 
 
    The wolf halted abruptly, somehow sensing it was under scrutiny. Raising its head, it stared directly across the flat in Muirne’s direction and, even at that distance, she could sense its pitiless evaluation. An icy bead of fear trickled down her spine as her eyes scanned the distant trees for other signs of movement. If the animal was part of a pack, she would have little chance of surviving the encounter. The thought provoked a tremor of despair that she fought to overcome. 
 
    Fight. Fight for your child. 
 
    If the animal was a lone wolf, ejected from a pack, it would be more cautious without the support of the others and, therefore, less likely to attack. If she kept her head she and her baby could avoid a confrontation and come out alive. 
 
    Across the snow, the creature had not moved but continued its cold assessment. Muirne stood and raised her staff, brandishing its full length above her head. Apart from a small iron dagger, it was her only weapon and a poor one at that. From a distance, however, the slender pole would have the appearance of a spear. If she was able to maintain the illusion of an armed and capable opponent, the wolf would likely keep its distance. If it saw through the deception, identified her for what she truly was: a lone, terrified girl – it would not hesitate to come for her. 
 
    Turning her back on the animal, she gathered several handfuls of snow and coated the exposed patch of rock she’d been sitting on. When the rock was completely covered, she pulled on a fur hat and mittens and strapped a bulging leather satchel across her back. A moment later, she started on the rough trail up the incline leading to the trees high on the hill above her. 
 
    Moving slowly, she forced herself to maintain a steady pace, to disguise any indication of the fear bubbling up inside her. Burdened by the weight of her stomach, however, she was distressed to find how heavily she was breathing by the time she’d reached the tree line. Over the past weeks, she’d grown accustomed to the increasing weight of her belly but it was a dangerous restriction at a time when she could afford no such vulnerability. 
 
    Halting at the tree line, she turned to look back at the clearing and a queasy sensation curdled in her stomach. Much smaller from this height, the figure of the wolf was still clearly visible as it traversed the clearing. Slowly, cautiously, but advancing nevertheless. 
 
    Alarmed, she plunged forward into the forest, the high, closely packed trunks immediately filtering the sunlight and swathing her in shadow. After the brilliance of the sun on the expanse of white snow, the sombre environment of the forest was claustrophobic, the eerie silence sinister and unnerving. As she shuffled through the brittle scrub and briars, she imagined evil faces in the twisted bark and branches but comforted herself with the fact that, at least, the ground beneath the canopy was free of snow and relatively easy to traverse. 
 
    She maintained an uphill path through the trees, in the direction of a gap in the crest that she’d spotted from the clearing. As she climbed, an occasional easing or thinning of the trees permitted her to see the undulating forest spread out around her as far as the eye could see, the smooth green mantle broken in places by individual clearings and waterways. Off to the west, the mass of the Sliabh Bládhma mountains was tantalisingly closer than the last time she’d seen it. Working her way around them she would reach the serpentine weaving of a broad river. One of the tributaries feeding this waterway, she’d been informed, originated from the valley where Ráth Bládhma was located. Another day’s walk at least. 
 
    Shivering, she bowed her head and trudged onwards, a solitary figure engulfed by the immensity of the forest. 
 
    *** 
 
    After a time, fatigue crept up on her and she could hear the sound of her heart pounding from the effort of climbing. Her awareness of time and place began to fade, her step faltered and her fortitude was eroded by the ongoing exertion. The cold temperature under the trees did little to revive her. When she inhaled, the frigid air burned her throat. Each breath she released stuttered out like the vaporous gasps of a damaged bellows. 
 
    Exhausted, she came to a halt and braced herself against a tree, sucking in deep, greedy breaths, until her heartbeat slowed and her blurred vision began to clear. Peering uphill, she found that she was unable to perceive either the ridgeline or the cutting through the densely packed trees and scrub. For one horrible moment, she was convinced that she’d lost her way. Overwhelmed by despair and exhaustion, she was tempted to give up, to collapse onto the frozen ground and sleep until the frost, that lulling thief of life, came to pluck her final breath away. In the end, it was only the insistent presence of the child in her belly that kept her on her feet. 
 
    She’d regained her breath and was on the point of pushing onwards when a sudden instinct prompted her to twist her head, just in time to catch a flicker of movement from a distant thicket. She held her breath, stared then released a muted whimper as the wolf slowly, brazenly, emerged from the trees. 
 
    From somewhere inside her, a great fury erupted. Wielding the staff with renewed vigour, she shouted at the creature and advanced, stamping her feet. The wolf, unmoved by this display of aggression, simply stood its ground and regarded her almost sullenly. Slowly, its lips curled back, exposing a set of vicious-looking fangs coated with strings of mucous-like saliva. A threatening growl echoed in the empty air. 
 
    Bending down, she grabbed a nearby stone and flung it but, unfortunately, the recent changes to her body weight affected her aim. The missile landed on a sliver of snow several paces in front of the animal. The beast glanced at it contemptuously before returning its attention to her, a wide snarl drawn along its muzzle. 
 
    Grasping another stone, she threw again and this time her aim was true. The missile struck the animal in the side of the head, drawing an immediate yelp. Startled, and momentarily unnerved, it turned tail and fled back into the cover of the vegetation. 
 
    Muirne exhaled in relief but knew it was a short reprieve. 
 
    It will attack soon. 
 
    She forced herself to start walking again, controlling her breathing and maintaining a slow, measured pace while scanning the forest for any further sign of her pursuer. There was now no doubt in her mind that the wolf was actively stalking her. Unless she was able to find a secure refuge, it was only a matter of time before it attacked. In desperation, she halted to look up at the surrounding trees and wondered if she could climb the higher branches. Immediately, she discounted the idea. Scaling those brittle, lower branches would have been a challenge at the height of her physical ability, impossible in her present condition. In truth, such a course of action would have done little more than stave off the inevitable. The wolf had her scent. He would merely wait her out until sleep or the cold took her and she fell from the tree. 
 
    She struggled onwards, so consumed by the sheer effort of walking that it took a moment to realise she was no longer moving uphill. Raising her eyes she stared around to discover that she’d actually entered the pass she’d been seeking, the cutting spotted earlier from her resting place in the sun. A wide, barren gorge bordered by low granite cliffs on either side, it carved its way through the upper section of the ridge for several hundred paces before dipping gradually, veering downhill in the westerly direction she needed to follow. 
 
    Elated, she advanced with renewed buoyancy, slowing her pace for the downhill section where the thawing ice made the surface dangerously slick. 
 
    It was in this gorge that she finally discovered a potential refuge, a cave at the base of a particularly steep crag to the northern section of the gorge. In fact, it was more of an alcove than an actual cave, a tight hollow beneath the overhanging cliff face, enclosed from behind by the curving rock and, at the front, by a contorted wall of tangled tree trunks. Sometime in the distant past, a cluster of ancient pine trees had tumbled from the summit of the cliff above. Now they lay twisted, interwoven branches wedged tightly together to present a substantial barrier that reduced access to the hollow to a narrow gap between the logs and a bulky rock that protruded from the cliff. 
 
    Approaching this restricted opening, Muirne Muncháem threw a quick glance inside, surprised to find that the interior was larger than she’d expected and the floor comprised not of rock but compacted earth. Further investigation revealed that much of that space was cluttered, strewn with broken slabs of rock, the ancient droppings of previous animal occupants, and a substantial mat of dried vegetative matter blown in over the years by the prevailing wind. 
 
    As she edged into the enclosure, Muirne threw a wary eye back at the wolf. The animal had grown bolder, reducing the distance between them and now stood back along the pass, watching warily from a fish-shaped rock less than forty paces away. As she moved out of sight, it released an anxious whine. 
 
    It’s hungry. 
 
    It would not be long now, she knew. The beast’s hunger was almost at a point where its craving would overwhelm its natural caution and it would attack. Ravenous and tenacious, it would not be stopped, forcing its way through the tight little aperture to get at her. 
 
    Unless she could prevent it. 
 
    She immediately set to building a fire at the entrance, placing it close enough inside the rocky overhang to remain sheltered from the wind or rain. Scooping up the cave’s accumulated debris into a little mound, she overlaid this base with dried twigs and branches. She then proceeded to build a second, additional mound of fuel using larger branches and segments of wood broken from the ancient tree barrier. 
 
    From her satchel, she produced two sharp pieces of flint and holding them at the ready, assessed her situation. It would be a delicate business. The blaze would need to be sufficiently substantial to discourage her pursuer from entering, yet not so large or so high that the ancient trees might, themselves, catch alight. 
 
    A sudden rustling sounded outside. Startled, she panicked and struck the two flints together. Several bright sparks sprinkled over the pile of kindling and it ignited almost instantaneously. A moment later, the first yellow flames had taken hold and a small cloud of greasy smoke rose, tainting the air with a distinct odour of pine. 
 
    As the fire began to take hold, she added some of the smaller pieces of wood, gradually feeding larger portions until it was blazing strongly. Outside the shelter, above the sound of the wind, she heard a frustrated whine and she shivered with relief. 
 
    The temptation to sit and rest for a moment was almost overwhelming but she forced herself to remain standing. Her ordeal was not over. The wolf was still outside, growing ever more desperate. She had merely bought herself a brief respite, a respite she would have to utilise if she was to survive. 
 
    With an exhausted sigh, she reached into her bag and withdrew the iron dagger. 
 
    It was time to get to work. 
 
    *** 
 
    Eventually, there came a time when she was simply too tired to do any more. Her body was coated with sweat, her hands worn raw from her labours. Eyes clouded from exhaustion, she clumsily waddled two or three paces to the rear of the cave, panting deeply as she ungainly lowered herself onto one of the flatter slabs. 
 
    Outside, the sunlight had all but faded and the gorge was growing rapidly darker. A cold gust brushed through the gap, stirring the flames and throwing a dirty yellow glow onto the bare rock behind her. Despite the sudden flurry and the failing light it remained quite warm within the makeshift refuge. Muirne drew a forearm across her sweat-dampened cheeks and forehead and leaned back against the smooth base of the cliff, appreciating the cool touch of the stone against her neck. 
 
    When she’d recovered her breath, she forced herself off the rock, turned and kneeled to use it as a platform for her next piece of work. Grasping the nearby staff, she dragged it onto the flattened stone then, using the iron knife, began to sharpen one end, carving it slowly to a narrow point. Soon she had fashioned a crude but serviceable spear. Twisting the haft in both hands, she lay the point in the ashes of the fire to harden it, watching as the white wood curdled and carbonised. 
 
    Eventually, she pulled the staff from the ashes. Raising it to eye level, she held it out before her and examined its length with a critical expression. As a weapon, it had its limitations but, realistically, it was the best she could achieve in the circumstances. If the wolf got past the fire and penetrated her defences, its length might serve to keep its jaws from her. For a time, at least. 
 
    Task completed, she lay the new spear aside and slumped back onto the rock. Now there was nothing else she could do but await the dawn and, hopefully, outlast the beast that lurked outside. By morning, she hoped, the wolf would have moved on, compelled by its empty belly to seek food elsewhere in the forest. 
 
    A ripple stirred through her stomach as the child shifted inside her. The infant was restless, she supposed. Possibly in response to her own distress. 
 
    While she’d been working, she had continued to feed the fire and the stock of larger wood segments was substantially depleted. She could, she knew, break or cut some more from the tangled branches of the fallen pines but she was reluctant to undermine the structure of her principal defence or, possibly, create new openings that the wolf might attempt to penetrate. With a sigh, she continued to stare at the fire, watching how the flames curled greedily around each precious item of fuel from her meagre stockpile. 
 
    Muirne yawned. 
 
    She was exhausted and desperate to sleep but could not afford to do so. Outside, the predator maintained its vigilance. If she stopped feeding the blaze, it would take its chances as soon as the flames reduced. 
 
    Then it would be on her and one day, far in the future, some other passing stranger would discover this cave and find her gnawed bones. 
 
    With a scowl, she brushed such defeatist thoughts aside. 
 
    Fight, damn you. Stay awake. Save your child! 
 
    The exertions of the day were working against her. Her shoulders sagged beneath the weight of fatigue, her eyelids flickered and drooped. In desperation, she slapped herself across the side of her face then immediately repeated the action across the other cheek. The sting from the blow jolted her to alertness but, despite the tingling sensation, she was obliged to repeat the process several times as fatigue wore her down. 
 
    So tired. So tired. 
 
    Her eyes closed. 
 
    And snapped back open. 
 
    It was completely black outside the cave. There was no sound to be heard but the crackle of flames. She jerked upright, staring around in panic. Had she fallen asleep? How long? 
 
    She glanced towards the fire, horrified to discover that it had shrunk to half its original size. 
 
    Cursing under her breath, she hurriedly leaned forward to grasp some of the remaining lumps of wood and tossed them into the blaze. Staring down at the little pile she’d created earlier, she realised with a sick feeling that there were less than eight or nine logs remaining. Certainly not enough to last till morning. 
 
    Groaning, she raised herself awkwardly off the rock. Now she had no choice. She would have to cut more wood from her precious defensive wall. 
 
    One more effort. Just one more. 
 
    She was reaching for the knife when a ferocious snarl spilled into the cave. Suddenly, the wolf was there, filling the gap as it launched itself over the flickering barrier, black eyes locked directly on her. 
 
    With a cry, Muirne staggered backwards, dropping the spear in her panic. The beast cleared the fire, great jaws wide and slavering. Landing on the inside, its snarl transformed to a surprised yelp for it tumbled, not onto the floor of the cave but into the shallow pit she’d dug out of the earth after setting the fire. 
 
    Spurred on by her terror, Muirne reacted with frantic alacrity and sheer instinct. Grasping one of the broken stone slabs from the small heap she’d prepared, she hoisted it in both hands, advanced on the hole and flung it down with all her strength. There was an unpleasant, liquid crunch as it struck the wolf on the top of the skull. The animal crumpled. 
 
    She immediately hoisted a second boulder and flung it after the first. This time there was a softer crunching noise, no less repulsive, as the missile struck the creature’s side, smashing the ribcage beneath. 
 
    Gasping for breath, Muirne grabbed a third rock but, on this occasion, she paused for the creature was sprawled unmoving in the hole below, a viscous yellow liquid pooling around its muzzle. She hesitated momentarily but then launched it, smashing the creature’s head with the gratifying crackle of bone and gristle. 
 
    Several moments passed before she finally found the strength to draw back from the hole and stagger against the rock wall. Collapsing onto the rocky floor, she huddled, shivering, heart pounding, mouth sour with the taste of adrenalin. She released a low keen of relief and hands tightening about her knees, rocked silently backwards and forwards. 
 
    Some time passed before she finally ceased, roughly brushing away the tears that had formed beneath her eyelids. Hauling herself to her feet, she retrieved her woollen cloak and wrapped it around herself. Approaching the fire, she tossed the remaining wood onto the flames. With a sigh, she curled as close to the snapping flames as she dared. 
 
    The beast was dead. 
 
    She had survived. 
 
    Her child would live. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter One 
 
    As ever, when winter showed signs of releasing its grip on the land, Bodhmhall was to be found to the north of Ráth Bládhma, overseeing the work being carried out on her lubgort [vegetable garden]. Over the three years since first occupying the ráth, she’d created an impressive series of raised stone-edged, earthen beds that stretched along the gently curving gradient of a nearby, north facing mound. The produce of her garden – an annual bounty of herbs, onions, carrots, parsnips and other vegetables – was of reliable consistency and quality. The nutritional variety it provided also proved popular amongst the inhabitants of the ring fort given a diet otherwise restricted to dairy and cereal products. 
 
    Perched on the crest of the mound, Bodhmhall brushed a fist-full of black hair back from either side of her forehead. With a deft twist of her fingers, she looped the strands into a more controllable shape and bound them in place with a bronze hair clasp. By anybody’s reckoning, she was a striking woman. Tall and slender with a generous mouth and intelligent, brown eyes, her looks had been spared the ravages common to many of her contemporaries: the trials of childbirth and the arduous physical labour required to sustain the community. Daughter of Tréanmór, rí of Uí Baoiscne, Bodhmhall had enjoyed a privileged childhood in the fortress of Dún Baoiscne, something she increasingly appreciated as the years rolled by. 
 
    Standing with hands on her hips, she considered the garden as she planned out the next stages of work. It was too early for her efforts to produce any substantial results (the low temperatures ensured that any growth remained minimal to non-existent) but she was determined to do as much as practically possible to get an early start on the growing season. Experience had demonstrated that turning the cold earth of the raised beds helped to break down the cow manure mixed in over the autumn. When the warmer weather finally kicked in, the soil creatures would already be hard at work, merging precious nutrients to provide the initial spurt of growth for the herbs she needed to replace her dwindling supply of remedies. 
 
    She pointed to a patch of soil at the lowest ridge, positioned so that the gradient might drain the winter rains away. 
 
    ‘There, Cónán.’ 
 
    Her hand moved, two slender fingers indicating another area. 
 
    ‘And there.’ 
 
    With a sigh of resignation, a dark-haired boy of about eleven years moved forward, lifted a metal-headed hoe and began to turn the soil at the indicated areas. 
 
    Bodhmhall watched him work the earth, mixing in the remaining traces of manure with almost effortless ease. She felt no rancour at the boy’s undisguised frustration. Working under her instruction could be taxing at the best of times and Cónán had demonstrated heroic tolerance to this point. Over the course of the morning, she had directed him from one section of the mound to another, a pattern of activity that, from his perspective, must have appeared meaningless. What the boy did not understand, however, was that his perspective differed substantially from her own. Where he saw indistinguishable lumps of frozen soil, Bodhmhall’s tíolacadh – her ‘Gift’– revealed patches that radiated with varying degrees of biological activity; the teeming life force of worms, ants, beetles, and other tiny creatures. Some of these – the areas that she directed him to avoid – glittered like a hundred, thousand stars in the sky at night; minute, exquisite sparks of brilliance. These, she knew, were the secret of her garden’s success, the powerhouse that converted the base organic matter to a bountiful food source. She was adamant that such potential should be protected as far as practicable. 
 
    It was in her seventh year that Bodhmhall had come to understand how she differed from the other children at Dún Baoiscne. They did not perceive the flickering lights she associated with life in all its forms and therefore struggled to understand her reluctance to partake in the occasional activity that might extinguish such brilliance. Although she worked it out over time, Bodhmhall’s innate stubbornness also meant that she did not attempt to alter her behaviour to align with that of her peers. This approach gained her a reputation for eccentricity but, more importantly, it brought her to the attention of Dub Tíre. And the cold scrutiny of the druidic order. 
 
    But that, of course, had been a lifetime ago. 
 
    Bodhmhall pushed such dark memories away, buried them deep within the soil of her garden. Over the years, experience had made her adept at dealing with such unpleasant reflections, developing numerous effective mechanisms and distractions to keep the dark thoughts at bay. 
 
    Like the simple action of gardening. 
 
    ‘To your left. Cónán. No, your left.’ 
 
    Grumbling, the boy did as he was told. 
 
    ‘Don’t be cranky, a bhuachaill,’ she chided. ‘You’ll be glad of this effort when your stomach is riddled with gut cramp. That’s where I intend to lay the peirsil chatach and there’s no better remedy for the runs.’ 
 
    She chuckled to herself for the boy was pretending to ignore her, sighing melodramatically as he helped her to turn the earth. Buoyed by the morning’s accomplishments, Bodhmhall stopped teasing him and turned to gaze up the length of Glenn Ceoch – Valley of Haze – at a view that never failed to give her pleasure. 
 
    To her delight, the morning had dawned with clear skies, the habitual early chill diminished by the unexpected rays of watery sunshine. Bathed in this welcome glow, the valley had taken on a beauty that was even more dramatic than usual, patches of dew-lined pasture and the nearby stream glittering like silver in the soft, yellow hue. 
 
    Glenn Ceoch had been Bodhmhall’s home since departing the fortress of Dún Baoiscne more than three years earlier. A wide V-shaped spread of flatland, it was enclosed on either side by two steep, tree-coated ridges that converged at the east of the ráth to form a steep and impassable barrier. The spring that fed the stream was located on the lower slopes of this formidable buttress, pooling in a small pond of clear water that emptied down onto the valley floor and flowed out to the west. 
 
    Set at the extremes of Clann Baoiscne territory, the isolated Glenn Ceoch was known predominantly for the bloody history associated with the previously deserted ráth. Two earlier attempts at settlement had taken place there many years before Bodhmhall was born. Both had ended disastrously with the colony destroyed, its inhabitants massacred by reavers. Despite the valley’s excellent pasture and the potential of its loamy soil, there had been little appetite for a third attempt. Because of its history and isolation, the territory was still considered too dangerous, a section of the Great Wild best left to the wolves and bandits. 
 
    The decision to settle Glenn Ceoch, leaving Dún Baoiscne and the security of home and clan, was not one that Bodhmhall had taken lightly, even though she’d had limited alternatives at the time. In the opinion of her few supporters, the venture to re-establish a colony at that infamous location was doomed to failure. She had recognised the many valid reasons for such pessimism. The population of the proposed colony had been ludicrously small: Bodhmhall; the woman warrior Liath Luachra; the old servant Cairbre – now her rechtaire; his woman and their three son: Cónán; Aodhán and Bearach. The supporting livestock had also been woefully restricted, consisting of little more than eight cows, four goats, four pigs and a selection of fowl. On the day of their departure, their entire possessions and all of their equipment – including the metal workings – had fit into three ox-drawn carts lent to them by Tréanmór. This unexpected act of generosity from her father had surprised her at the time until she realised that the gesture had not been a kindness so much as a desire to see the back of them as quickly as possible. 
 
    When the little caravan moved out of sight of the only home she’d ever known, Bodhmhall had felt great desolation and struggled to conceal her rising sense of panic from the companions who had so loyally aligned their fates to hers. Over the course of their journey through the Great Wild, a nerve-racking period of thirty-two days with the carts and cattle on the untamed topography– that sensation had diminished only to return even more strongly when they reached Glenn Ceoch and observed the ruins of Ráth Bládhma for the very first time. 
 
    Their new home was a significant earthwork centred on the summit of a low drumlin. The original settlers had carried out extensive work to create a high, circular earthen bank that enclosed the central courtyard – the lis – surrounded, in turn, by a flat-bottomed ditch. After more than twenty-five years of neglect, much of the original structure had fallen into disrepair. Several sections of the embankment had caved away, sliding into the waterlogged ditch to bridge the ráth’s principle defence and leave it exposed to attack from a number of different quarters. 
 
    Within the lis, there was little visible evidence of the previous colony apart from some rotted wattle, fragments of the ancient habitations buried beneath the fibrous roots of long-established grass. Work on clearing the area, however, had exposed several charred post stubs and a number of human bones, chilling reminders of the settlement’s fate. Bodhmhall had immediately halted all other work and insisted on a cleansing ceremony, removing the remaining bones and burying them solemnly in the neighbouring woods. 
 
    Despite their miniscule workforce, the new settlers had launched themselves into the task of reconstruction with a vigour driven by their dread of the Great Wild as much as by their hopes for a new beginning. Out in the isolated wild lands, livestock and goods were an irresistible draw for wolves and marauders. The shelter of the ráth offered their only realistic hope for long-term survival. 
 
    In many respects, the new colony was fortunate in that much of the original backbreaking labour had been carried out by the original inhabitants. In truth, all that remained – although it was a substantial piece of work – was to repair and to build on the original. 
 
    The initial efforts focussed on creating internal and external revetments to consolidate the earth embankment and prevent further collapse into the ditch. In those areas where slippage had occurred, the fallen detritus was removed and support posts inserted around the inward base. Once this was completed, gaps in the embankment were repaired using upcast from the trench. 
 
    Each member of the new colony had taken an active role in the reconstruction. Despite the gruelling physical labour, Bodhmhall had experienced a fierce sense of personal satisfaction as the results of her efforts came together. Ironically, the toil and sweat had also proven a welcome contrast to the years of stifling intellectual training imposed upon her by Dub Tíre during her druidic apprenticeship at Dún Baoiscne. 
 
    As Bodhmhall’s conradh – military champion – Liath Luachra had assumed overall responsibility for the defence and security of the new settlement. Conscious of the fate of the previous colony and the ever constant threat of attack, she’d insisted on enhancing the earthworks with further fortifications, palisades constructed from split oak poles retrieved from the surrounding forest. She also oversaw the strengthening of the west-facing entrance, expanding the ditch further to create a causeway to the narrow gateway reinforced with sizeable blocks of stone. 
 
    The most substantial elements of the reconstruction took the little colony more than four backbreaking months of work but, on completion, they had a secure base from which to grow. Over the intervening years, their defences had been tested on two occasions when they’d been attacked by bands of passing reavers. In both cases, the attacks had been little more than opportunistic raids that they’d withstood by simply withdrawing within the walls. After one or two half-hearted assaults, both raiding parties had withdrawn, their urge for booty dampened by the effectiveness of the defences and the evident preparedness of its defenders. 
 
    Bodhmhall shivered as the sun disappeared behind a passing veil of cloud, uncertain as to whether the sense of unease she was experiencing was stirred by unpleasant memories of bitter times or simply the sudden physical drop in temperature. Reverting to one of her tried and trusted methods, she knelt and started to clear some weeds, intending to submerge her anxiety, once more, in the soothing routine of her garden. 
 
    It was not to be. 
 
    The ‘Gift’ manifested itself with its habitual subtlety, easing in so softly that it was on her before she’d even noticed. Her first inkling of its expression was an unpleasant tingling sensation tugging at her nerves like a loose thread snagged on a branch. Instincts stirred by some provocation she didn’t quite fully understand, she straightened up and anxiously scanned the valley. 
 
    Something... there is something ... 
 
    She was only vaguely conscious of her heart rate increasing, the flush of blood pulsing through her veins. Then, all at once, it was as though every sense was intensified, each physical sensation magnified one hundred-fold. The cheerful murmur of the nearby stream increased in volume until it had taken on the vociferous roar of a surging flood. The rustle of leaves on the surrounding trees crackled like static before an incoming storm. An overpowering smell of iron filled her nostrils and the very texture of the air seemed to scrape her skin. 
 
    For a moment her sight blurred then abruptly cleared to focus on the thick line of trees that bordered the far end of the valley. For some inexplicable reason, the sight of those trees suddenly terrified her and, somehow, even at that distance, she could feel them shiver as some invisible force brushed through them. Bundling up into a violent squall, the intrusion gathered impetus as it rolled down the length of the valley towards her. Unable to move, she helplessly watched it draw closer, stirring up dead leaves and moss, casting them skywards like a swarm of angry ravens. 
 
    She closed her eyes just before it struck, pummelling her with such ferocity that she was almost knocked from her feet. Somehow, she managed to maintain her balance, standing firm against the onslaught as it screamed and howled like a gale about her. Head bent and shoulders hunched, she channelled her energy into repelling an assault that was not physical so much as mental. Despite her skill at creating such intellectual barriers, she had the vaguest sensation of being probed by some intelligence, prodded like a farmer might prod an animal at a market to see how it would react. When she resisted, her response seemed to provoke an odd sense of outrage, as though the trespassing entity resented her ability to detect it. Enraged, it began to pummel her, to psychically strike again and again. 
 
    She had no idea how long the offensive lasted, how much time had passed before the air grew still, the roar dissipating to a jaded background wheeze. Numbed and emotionally drained from her efforts, she wearily opened her eyes. On the pasture south of the ráth, the small herd of cattle were lowing contentedly in the calm of the early afternoon. Beside them, the stream gurgled happily, like a gush of amused infants. Close by, bent over the vegetable garden, Cónán worked with quiet industry. Bodhmhall stared, struggling to understand what had happened. No one else had seen or heard anything. 
 
    Off to her right, on the western ridge, a murder of ravens suddenly took flight, crowing up from the trees in an angry flutter of wings. With a shudder, Bodhmhall forced herself to open her mouth and stuck out her tongue to taste the air. Almost immediately, she withdrew it with an expression of revulsion. 
 
    ‘Bodhmhall’. 
 
    Absorbed in her contemplation, she barely noticed this fresh disruption. Startled, she turned to find Cairbre the elderly rechtaire, standing beside her. The old man was studying her with quiet intensity, his left eyebrow curved upwards in a thoughtful arc. From his expression, it appeared that he had been standing there for some time. 
 
    ‘Are you not well, Bodhmhall? Was it the Gift?’ 
 
    Somehow, she found the strength to nod. 
 
    ‘Does it bring good tidings?’ 
 
    ‘When does the Gift ever bring good tidings?’ 
 
    She immediately regretted her brusqueness. Cairbre was a quiet man, a gentle man and had been a loyal advisor to her family for as long she could remember. He did not deserve such discourtesy and yet she felt almost too overwhelmed and distraught to care. Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to calm her mind. 
 
    ‘Forgive me, Cairbre. The wind brought something new today. Something that leaves a taste of shit in the air. Even the ravens are disturbed.’ 
 
    Cairbre, who was more familiar with her Gift than most, reacted to this news with concern. 
 
    ‘Should I alert the others, mistress?’ 
 
    She shook her head in irritation, exhausted by the never-ending burden of the Gift and its unsolicited, unwelcomed associations. Over the years, the tíolacadh had revealed many positive manifestations such as the ‘light of life’ but also negative manifestations such as the one she had just experienced. Either way, she had tired of them many years earlier. In the isolation of Glenn Ceoch, she had hoped to find respite, to avoid much that stimulated the Gift and identified her as a bandraoi, a female druid. She had achieved some success in this objective, experiencing no major expression of it for more than two and a half years. 
 
    Until now. 
 
    ‘I don’t know, Cairbre.’ She poked at a loose sod with the toe of her fur-lined boot as she attempted to work out what had just taken place. ‘I think there is another draoi roaming the Great Wild,’ she said at last. ‘He or she has some deliberate intent but I was unable to tell what it was. It didn’t bear me any specific malice or interest but it was not pleased to discover I could detect it.’ She paused then, inspired by sudden flash of insight. ‘It was seeking something.  Or somebody. Whatever or whoever it was, it did not find it here so it moved on.’ 
 
    She looked at the old man. 
 
    ‘Is Liath Luachra returned?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet, mistress. No sign of her or Bearach.’ 
 
    Bodhmhall frowned. Liath Luachra had left to hunt the local forests in the dark hours of the previous morning, accompanied by Bearach, Cairbre’s second son. Vaguely conscious of the warrior woman rising from their bed, Bodhmhall had been too entangled in the viscous threads of sleep to waken properly and wish her safe travels. Now she regretted that lapse. The hunters had been due to return by nightfall that same evening but were a full day overdue. Although there were many reasonable explanations for such a delay, the thought of Liath Luachra out in the Big Wild at a time when a fellow draoi was stalking the land, filled her with unease. 
 
    Bodhmhall took a deep breath. Her mind was still reeling from her altercation with the intruding draoi and thinking of such complications was making her head spin. A sudden realisation helped to draw her back to more stable ground. 
 
    ‘You came to seek me out, Cairbre. What is it?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a wan, lady. Seeking refuge.’ 
 
    ‘A wan?’ 
 
    Even after all these years, Bodhmhall still found the old rechtaire difficult to understand at times. When he spoke, his barely articulate mumble was muffled not only by a dense mat of grey beard but by a thick, guttural accent as well. According to her father, he had been snatched as a child during a raid on the warm lands across the southern sea and this accent was the last vestige of his native tongue, unspoken since his abduction from his people. 
 
     Many years later Cairbre had ended up at Dún Baoiscne, traded on as spoils of war when his previous owner had perished on the battlefield. Purchased from a travelling merchant to provide crude brute labour for the maintenance of the fortress walls, his intelligence and natural aptitude for administration had gradually seen him transferred to lighter, more intellectual duties. Twenty-five years later, despite his tragic origins, Cairbre had adapted well to his environment at the Clann Baoiscne stronghold. Over that time he’d become a trusted assistant to Tréanmór’s household, obtained his freedom and had even taken a woman of his own, another ex-slave who subsequently bore him three sons. All of Bodhmhall’s earliest memories included the old man for he’d become her father’s key administrative advisor. Consistently reliable in the running of the stronghold, he would probably still hold this position if she hadn’t convinced him to accompany her and Liath Luachra to Ráth Bládhma. 
 
    ‘A wan, lady. A young wan.’ 
 
    Ah! A young one. 
 
    Bodhmhall nodded, the mists of incomprehension finally cleared. 
 
    ‘Who is she?’ 
 
    The rechtaire ran one wrinkled, leathered hand across his forehead then down the silver stubble of hair cut close to the scalp. 
 
    ‘I don’t know her. She would not give her name.’ 
 
    ‘She was accompanied?’ 
 
    She held the old man’s gaze and he shifted his weight awkwardly from one foot to the other. Every winter for the last few years, he’d suffered increasingly from the curse of stiffening joints. On their first winter at the ráth he had developed an awkward-looking walk that helped him avoid the stinging sensation in his knees. This year, he could barely move without the occasional hiss of pain. 
 
    ‘No company.’ 
 
    Bodhmhall grunted in surprise. A single girl, a stranger, travelling alone in the Great Wild without escort or protection? She frowned, suspicion already forming in her mind. The arrival of a mysterious visitor in this isolated land so soon after the revelation of a hostile draoi could hardly be coincidence. 
 
    ‘The wan’s with child.’ 
 
    Bodhmhall’s expression conveyed her otherwise silent astonishment. 
 
    ‘Near to dropping, I would say,’ the old man continued. ‘Yes. Definitely near to dropping.’ 
 
    Unsure how to respond, Bodhmhall bit on her lower lip and gestured towards the settlement. ‘Our guest is within?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, lady. I left her in your house with Conchenn.’ 
 
    ‘Very well. I suppose we should offer her the hospitality of the ráth.’ 
 
    Wiping her hands on the rough material of her tunic, Bodhmhall left her instructions with Cairbre for the final section of the lubgort. Circling the embankment with a heavy heart, she curved around to the entrance of the ring fort and traversed the causeway leading up to the stone gateway. Aodhán, Cairbre’s eldest son, was on sentry duty on the top of the stone structure. Taking a brief respite from his scrutiny of the surrounding countryside, he grinned and gave a brief wave as she passed into the passageway below. 
 
    A tall and pleasant youth, Aodhán had inherited his father’s easy manner but was already an óglach, a competent young warrior. Like his brothers, he had undergone martial training with Liath Luachra since their occupation of Ráth Bládhma. Under the woman warrior’s tutelage, both he and Bearach had become more than proficient with sword and shield while Cónán showed promise with the sling. All three boys were adept with the javelins and harpoons that lined the wooden rack on the gateway rampart, however Aodhán, in particular, had demonstrated an uncommon aptitude for casting weapons. After years of practice, the óglach was now lethal with javelins at distances of up to fifty paces, something the reavers had discovered, to their cost, during those early raids. 
 
    The lis, the central area of the ráth, comprised a wide circle that held two round houses, a small stockade for holding the cattle at night and a large fire pit over which a metal cauldron had been suspended. Two sturdy lean-tos had been constructed against the internal wall of the embankment to the left of the entrance. Predominantly used as a shelter for the ráth’s precious metal implements and tools, the structures also contained their supply of firewood, a resource well depleted over the cold winter months. 
 
    As she emerged from the gate passageway, Bodhmhall noted the ongoing consumption of firewood as Conchenn, Cairbre’s grey-haired woman, fed the fire pit’s insatiable flames. The bubbling of the cauldron’s contents, a vegetable based broth flavoured with bones, was audible from the gateway. Clouds of steam coiled upwards into the frigid air like a veil of angry ghosts. 
 
    The smell of food made Bodhmhall’s stomach growl and she realised she’d neglected to eat since rising that morning. Glancing at the sluggish, dark broth, she experienced a sudden, inexplicable craving for the fresh tastes and colours of summer: blooming red strawberries and raspberries, blackberries and blueberries, even the tangy sweetness of rowan. 
 
    Approaching the fire, she ruefully discarded such notions. Summer was still some way off and harbouring such fancies was not only pointless but foolish to boot. 
 
    ‘Conchenn. Where is the visitor?’ 
 
    Mute from birth, Conchenn said nothing but jerked her head in the direction of the nearest roundhouse. With this, she closed her eyes and raised her hands into the form of a pillow to mime a sleeping person. Bodhmhall smiled at the representation, nodded and turned towards the domed abode she shared with Liath Luachra. Pausing before the oak frame entrance, she stared at the leather flap, oddly reluctant to proceed any further. Privacy was a luxury that most communities could not afford but she’d grown fond of the personal retreat. Over the first year in Glenn Ceoch, she’d invested significant emotional and physical effort into creating that building, arranging the two concentric ring walls of hazel wattles and the insulating layers of straw. She’d also worked hard weaving the thatched reed roof. She had then spent a further two years making that space a home so the presence of an uninvited stranger unsettled her. 
 
    Setting her jaw, Bodhmhall lifted the flap and stepped inside. 
 
    The interior of the roundhouse was dark and it was difficult to see anything at first. Intimate familiarity, however, allowed Bodhmhall to automatically assign definition to the blurred shapes and contours; the curved brushwood sleeping platform, the narrow posts supporting the roof, even the wooden stand holding Liath Luachra’s leather fighting harness.  
 
    A distinct scent of oil competed with the odour of wood smoke from the fire. Although not the most fastidious of housekeepers, Liath Luachra was meticulous when it came to the maintenance of her armour and weapons and spent hours cleaning and oiling them when the weather confined her indoors. 
 
     The central feature of the hut was the small, stone-kerbed fire pit where the fire she’d laid down that morning had settled to embers. It was still radiating sufficient heat to repel the chill from outside and its dull glow illuminated the fur-wrapped figure curled up on the floor beside it. 
 
    Bodhmhall stood and stared in silence as a gentle snore rustled through the confines of her living area. Their guest was facing the fire with her back to the entrance, however, the bandraoi’s unique Gift allowed her to see the blue-yellow hue of her visitor’s life-force. Within that haze, but slightly lower, she could make out another separate glow; a strikingly vivid yellow. 
 
    Cairbre had it right, then. The visitor’s with child. 
 
    She studied the fiery glimmer with curiosity, surprised by the intensity of colour in one that had not yet been born. In her experience most people, even those not yet fully formed, tended to exude a pale blue or green coloured aura. There were occasional exceptions like Liath Luachra where tinted flickers of orange or red could also be observed. She had never before, however, seen one burn as bright and intense as the flame from this unborn child. 
 
    Advancing towards the fire, Bodhmhall tossed in some scraps of dried turf from a wicker basket beside the hearth and stoked it up as quietly as she could. Puffs of blue smoke drifted slowly to the roof of the hut and there was a brief crackle as the turf caught alight. A sudden flicker of flame briefly illuminated the face of the sleeping figure. Bodhmhall’s eyes widened. 
 
    She buried her shock in a surge of activity, busying herself until she had regained her composure. Crossing to a low, rough bench she grabbed a handful of dried herbs from one of the many that had been ground and stored in a series of little bowls, to be steeped as the need required. Sprinkling the herbs into a fresh clay beaker, she added some warm water from a pitcher sitting in the embers and started to stir. The sounds of swirling liquid and the sharp tap of a wooden spoon against the lip of the beaker did not rouse the sleeping woman. 
 
    Settling onto her haunches beside the fire, the bandraoi reached over and shook her roughly. It took several attempts before her visitor finally released a low moan. Rolling onto her back, the woman opened a pair of sleep-ridden blue eyes. 
 
    ‘Hallo, cousin,’ said Bodhmhall. 
 
    The girl attempted to rise but was thwarted by the bulk of her stomach. Blinking and stupid with sleep, she succeeded in sitting upright on her second attempt and gazed about her in bleary-eyed confusion. She looked depleted. Pale and exhausted, despite her slumber. 
 
    Understandable, given the rigours of travelling in winter. And the weight of that child in her belly. 
 
    ‘Bodhmhall.’ 
 
    The voice was husky, tight with tension. 
 
    Bodhmhall busied herself with her potion, silencing her guest with a raised forefinger as she poured the mixture from the beaker into a smaller bowl. The extended silence seemed to disconcert her visitor. She shrank back on herself, clutching her woollen cloak and drawing it more tightly about her. 
 
    She was scared, Bodhmhall realised with a start. Muirne Muncháem, Flower of Almhu, wife to her brother Cumhal, was scared. 
 
    Unsettled by this realisation, she stared at her visitor, once more recalling the spectral assault she’d repelled at the lubgort. The convergence of events did little to reassure her. 
 
    ‘I come seeking sanctuary.’ 
 
    Bodhmhall’s posture tensed as she glared at Muirne Muncháem. It was rare for her to experience true fury but she knew that the contorted emotions twisting up inside her could be nothing else. 
 
    ‘Sanctuary. You come to Ráth Bládhma, refuge of An Cailleach Dubh to seek sanctuary?’ 
 
    Muirne blanched at the mention of An Cailleach Dubh – The Dark Hag – and Bodhmhall found herself unable to repress a bitter sense of satisfaction. It had been Muirne, after all, who’d originally contrived that cynical epithet and there was a righteous sense of balance in using it back against her. 
 
    Muirne let her head drop, unable to bear the wrathful expression of her host. 
 
    ‘Cumhal is dead.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    Bodhmhall stared, her fury deflected but still too inflamed to completely absorb what the younger woman had just told her. 
 
     ‘Cumhal is dead.’ 
 
    Bodhmhall studied the woman’s face more carefully, scrutinising it for any sign of deceit, any trace of duplicity. The pain she saw in those features served only to confirm the tone of her words. Muirne was telling the truth. Which meant that ... 
 
    Cumhal! 
 
    Her brother, future leader of Clann Baoiscne, blond, vivacious and full of life was ... 
 
    Dead. 
 
    Bodhmhall stiffened, the news striking her like a blow to the stomach. Her guts lurched and shoulders sagged as though compressed by some sudden, unfathomable burden. Head whirling, she struggled to assemble some coherent thought through the maelstrom of questions and notions in her head. 
 
    Muirne tactfully looked to one side until her host gathered herself together. 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    Under normal circumstances Bodhmhall would have been embarrassed by the catch in her voice, the exposure of such brittle weakness. Now, gutted by shock and grief, she simply didn’t care. 
 
    ‘A battle with Clann Morna. There was a dispute about stolen cattle from an earlier raid. A confrontation was arranged by the draoi of both clans ...’ Muirne’s voice trailed off momentarily as an involuntary blaze of contempt flickered across Bodhmhall’s features. ‘It was to be a limited engagement, a clash of champions but Clann Morna treacherously broke the established tradition. The party from Dún Baoiscne was ambushed as it passed through Cnucha on its way to the agreed battle lands. Our men were taken completely by surprise. They fought well but they were overwhelmed. Cumhal fell. And seventeen other warriors.’ 
 
    Seventeen! 
 
    Bodhmhall gasped. Seventeen warriors! Most of them individuals she would have known, played with as children and watched grow into young men. She shook her head in disbelief. Such a loss of manpower, of leadership, was catastrophic for Clann Baoiscne, a substantial threat to the ongoing survival of the clan. 
 
    ‘And Crimall. Is he –’ 
 
    ‘Your other brother lives. They say he’s fled to the West.’ 
 
    ‘Lugaid the Lightning Stroke?’ 
 
    ‘Dead.’ 
 
    ‘Ernán mac Donn?’ 
 
    ‘Dead.’ 
 
    ‘Fergus?’ 
 
    ‘Alive. But he will never use his right hand again.’ 
 
    Bodhmhall paused. ‘Fiacail mac Codhna?’ 
 
    There was a silence as Muirne looked away. Her exhaustion was evident now, her posture slack, her natural beauty strained and haggard. 
 
    ‘He lives. He was at Seiscenn Uarbhaoil during the battle. A new love is said to detain him there.’ 
 
    As always when distressed, Bodhmhall compressed her emotion beneath a mask of impassivity, submerging all trace of sentiment in the depths of a bottomless black loch, sunk and hidden deep within herself. The reaction was an instinctive response, a coping mechanism developed during her time with draoi Dub Tíre. She imagined her lips curve in a cynical smile, a grimace that was not reproduced on her face. The bitter lessons of that time, it seemed, served some practical purpose after all. 
 
    Fiacail? How typical! The man’s cock has saved his life. 
 
    ‘My father?’ 
 
    The Flower of Almhu shrugged. ‘What do you expect? His favourite son is dead. His second son fled like a coward. All his plans died with Cumhal. Cumhal was the tánaiste, the heir destined to lead Clann Baoiscne to great deeds. There is no clear replacement.’ 
 
    A burning sensation in the palms of her hands made Bodhmhall look down and she realised that she’d unconsciously gouged the soft skin with her fingernails. Blood was now trickling freely down the inside of her wrists. Folding them onto her lap, she exhaled slowly and drew upon all her reserves to focus solely on the issue confronting her. She nodded at the stomach of the younger woman. 
 
    ‘This is Cumhal’s child?’ 
 
    A protective hand dropped to cradle the bulge. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Huh.’ A muted grunt of comprehension. Muirne’s departure from Dún Baoiscne made some sense then. With their victory at Cnucha, Clann Morna would move quickly to establish dominance over their old rivals, Clann Baoiscne. A direct assault on Dún Baoiscne was unlikely given the cost in men needed to capture the fortress. They could, however, sue for peace under advantageous conditions. With the death of their future leader and the loss of so many warriors, Clann Baoiscne’s power was seriously diminished. Clann Morna would be determined to eliminate any future challenge to their dominion by obliterating the hereditary lines of Clann Baoiscne leadership. 
 
    For Muirne, the ramifications were serious. If male, Clann Morna would demand the death of her child or, at the very least, insist on fosterage with one of their own. To cement their hold, it was also likely they would demand her union through marriage with a suitable member of their sept. 
 
    Bodhmhall sighed and got to her feet. She suddenly felt weary, much older than her twenty-three years. On leaving Dún Baoiscne, she had thought to leave this world of tribal politics and kingship squabbles behind. 
 
    Despite her personal anguish, she experienced an unexpected surge of sympathy for Muirne and the threat to which she was now exposed. Almost immediately, she smothered that reaction. Previous experience with Muirne Muncháem had too often demonstrated that such goodwill was unlikely to be reciprocated. In this particular case, there were also significant ramifications to becoming too involved. 
 
    ‘You are the raven, Muirne Muncháem. You bring pain and dismay wherever you descend to rest your feet.’ She brushed her hands and sighed. ‘Why have you come here?’ 
 
    ‘I come seeking sanctuary.’ The blond-haired woman raised her hands, palm outwards. ‘I have nowhere else to go. Would you deny me refuge?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, I would. The wrath of Clann Morna is not a threat we would willingly bring down upon ourselves.’ 
 
    The bluntness of the response took Muirne by surprise. She stared at the taller woman with wide eyes. 
 
    ‘Clann Morna does not know where I was headed.’ 
 
    Bodhmhall ignored her. ‘You turned your nose up at us for years with your airs and graces. Now, when misfortune pulls you from your heights of privilege you throw yourself at our door. You know full well you are neither welcome, nor have any rights to hospitality here.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, I know! There are many places I could have sought help; family and bonds that owe me fealty and protection. Everyone is well aware that you and Liath Luachra bear me no love. Our antipathy is well known.’ 
 
    ‘And yet here you are.’ 
 
    ‘Because I carry Cumhal’s child.’ 
 
    Bodhmhall took a deep breath. 
 
    Clever. Oh, very clever. 
 
    The bandraoi scowled. Although not a stunt that she was in a position to appreciate, she had to admire the younger girl’s political astuteness. As spouse to the tánaiste of Clann Baoiscne, Muirne automatically inherited the ancient rights of fealty due from the clan retainers, subject families and associated allies. Such networks of obligations and alliances had always cemented the authority of the ruling lineage. In times of adversity it was expected that these would be drawn on, that all favours would be called in. 
 
    Because of the circumstances behind Bodhmhall’s expulsion from Dún Baoiscne, Ráth Bládhma and its inhabitants were outside of such conventions. Despite this, Muirne had come here in secret, gambling her safety on Bodhmhall’s personal loyalty to her brother as opposed to the loyalty of clan obligation. 
 
    Yes. It was a very clever manoeuvre. Clann Morna would certainly not have expected it and by telling no-one of her destination, her location would be secure. 
 
    Provided Bodhmhall responded as anticipated. 
 
    She held the girl’s eyes. Muirne returned the stare with an anxious expression then, unable to withstand its intensity, dropped her own eyes to the floor. ‘Cumhal would always defend you,’ she whispered. ‘At Dún Baoiscne, when the people turned against you, he argued to let you stay. And yet ...’ Her voice filled with bitterness. ‘You would deny sanctuary to his son, your nephew. Your blood kin.’ 
 
    ‘So it’s a boy, then?’ 
 
    ‘It kicks like a boy,’ Muirne snarled and despite her fatigue, some of the woman’s natural fieriness flared in her eyes. ‘But you’re An Cailleach Dubh. You tell me.’ 
 
    With a sigh, Bodhmhall considered her guest and suddenly wished her gone. Departed with her tragic news, her lust for power, her games and abrasive personality. Right there and then, she wished nothing more than to lie down in the darkness, to grieve in silence for her brother, and to worry over Liath Luachra until she could find the strength to face the world again. 
 
    Of course, that was a luxury she did not have. Muirne Muncháem’s gamble had been well played. Her loyalty to her brother, even deceased, was too strong. There were some responsibilities she could not shirk, irrespective of the circumstances. 
 
    She exhaled very slowly, as though she had been holding her breath for a very long time. 
 
    ‘You have the safety of Ráth Bládhma for tonight, Muirne Muncháem. But you have no friends here and the news you bring makes you all the more unwelcome. You also place Muinntir Bládhma in potential conflict with Clann Morna.’ 
 
    ‘Muinntir Bládhma?’ Her sister by marriage arched one eyebrow in surprise. 
 
    ‘We’re our own clan now, Muirne. Muinntir Bládhma.’ 
 
    Bodhmhall had plucked the words from the air. Muinntir Bládhma; the household of Bládhma. And yet as she’d said it the words had felt right to her. The settlement was not associated with any particular ancestor or family dynasty, nothing but the location in which they were settled. Bládhma. Its members were outcasts or misfits, every one of them. A disgraced bandraoi, a female warrior, an old slave, a mute woman, three landless sons. It was a new beginning for all of them. 
 
    Such aspirations were lost on the likes of Muirne Muncháem who continued with her habitual obtuseness. ‘Well, Muinntir Bládhma has a limited future if it lacks the men to procreate. That is unless you intend to depend on the likes of your old slave and those boys I saw earlier.’ 
 
    The bandraoi’s expression hardened but she could not deny the truth of her visitor’s words. Over the past three years, the settlement had clawed its way to a state of relative security but it was still a precarious existence. Despite their achievements, it did not have a future while its population remained so restricted. 
 
    Not that she would ever admit as much to Muirne Muncháem. 
 
    With exaggerated assurance, Bodhmhall smiled and brushed a loose strand of hair back from her face. ‘I understand you’re tired after your hardships in reaching us.’ She leaned forward so abruptly, her face so close to Muirne Muncháem’s, that the other woman drew back in alarm. ‘Nevertheless, you should not forget that you remain here by my leave.’ 
 
    Bodhmhall got to her feet. ‘I will leave you to rest now. You may use this roundhouse for tonight. I will consult my rechtaire and my conradh with respect to your request for sanctuary and inform you on my final decision after we have eaten this evening.’ 
 
    Picking up the beaker that she’d let settle on the ashes, she gave it a final shake, added a dollop of honey from another pot and held it out to her visitor. 
 
    ‘Drink this. It will ease the pains and help you to sleep.’ 
 
    Cowed, Muirne accepted the vessel but considered its contents with a dubious expression. 
 
    Bodhmhall stood up to leave. ‘I may be An Cailleach Dubh, Muirne Muncháem, but I have yet to cause hurt to a child or a visitor in my home.’ 
 
    Without waiting to for Muirne’s reaction, she departed through the doorway. The thick leather covering dropped back in place with a heavy flap. 
 
    *** 
 
    Bodhmhall’s fury carried her several paces from the roundhouse before she was finally able to rein it in. Trembling, she halted beside the nearest lean-to, fists clenched so tight that the knuckles on her hands matched the colour of dirty snow. She leaned forwards, resting her forehead against one of the vertical support poles and felt the cool sensation of the wooden surface draw some of the anger from her. 
 
    She wasn’t sure how long she remained standing there, staring at the ground, resisting the urge to fall to her knees and weep. It was all too much, and all at one time: Liath Luachra’s disappearance, the assault from the draoi, the shocking news of her brother’s death and now the arrival of her old rival. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she released the air slowly in little gasps as she straightened herself up and pulled back from the support pole. Wiping the cold patch of skin on her forehead, she turned and strode across to the fire pit where Conchenn was seated on a reed mat peeling skin from a pile of wrinkled vegetables heaped in a wicker basket. Lowering herself onto the mat beside the old woman, Bodhmhall retrieved an iron knife and furiously started to hack the skinned tubers into smaller pieces. 
 
    Glancing at her in surprise, Conchenn considered her briefly then, sensing her turmoil, shuffled over on the mat to make room. Bodhmhall did not acknowledge it but she appreciated the old woman’s gesture and felt a sudden gratitude for her silent presence, a perfect antidote to the vexing company of Muirne Muncháem. 
 
    Using an old druidic technique, Bodhmhall slowly submitted herself to the quiet rhythm of the physical action, the mindless repetition of cut, turn, cut and turn that allowed her to retreat deep inside herself. It was only there, in that monotonous routine, that she at last found the inner space to grieve, to mourn and empty her heart. 
 
    ‘Bodhmhall!’ 
 
    Startled, she opened her eyes. The wicker basket was empty. A pile of perfectly chopped vegetables lay on the mat in front of her. 
 
    ‘Bodhmhall!’ 
 
    She looked around in confusion, struggling to locate the source of the shout before spotting Aodhán on the gateway, beckoning for her to join him. For a moment, she stared dumbly at the slender guard then, abruptly, pushed the vegetables aside. Rising to her feet, she crossed the lis, brushing her hands against the rough material of her smock. 
 
    Several long strides brought her to the base of the ladder leading up to the rampart. Aodhán moved aside to give her room as she reached the top rung and stepped out onto the stone platform. 
 
    ‘What is it? What’s wrong?’ 
 
    The young warrior pointed wordlessly towards the northern end of the valley. Squinting, she stared in the indicated direction until she found what he wanted her to see; a faraway figure crossing the flatland at speed in the direction of the ráth. Despite the distance, she immediately recognised Bearach’s distinctive stride. 
 
    Aodhán leaned forward, hands pressed against the edge of the wooden palisade. He said nothing as he peered at the runner but scratched at his beard with a wistful expression. 
 
    ‘Bearach’s not carrying any game. And there’s no sign of Liath Luachra.’ He sounded equally perturbed by both observations. 
 
    ‘Why is he running at such speed?’ The bandraoi unconsciously voiced her concern aloud but when she glanced at Aodhán and saw the expression on his face, a chill trickled down her spine. A sick feeling filled her stomach as she gazed around the valley, the familiar shelter of the surrounding hills suddenly appearing to close in around them like the jaws of a triggered bear trap. 
 
     ‘Aodhán, your brother and father are at the lubgort. Fetch them quickly, gather the livestock and drive them inside.’ 
 
    The youth stared at her in alarm, a crease wrinkling across his forehead. 
 
    ‘What is it, Bodhmhall?’ 
 
    ‘I think the ráth may be under attack.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    They’d been stalking deer sign for the best part of the morning, following the meandering tracks through the frozen hill country east of Sliabh Bládhma. Liath Luachra estimated that there was one, possibly two, animals. Bearach was convinced there were at least four. 
 
    But then he’d always been an optimist. 
 
    Liath Luachra relaxed and slowly eased her grip on the javelin. She’d come to a stop in the murky shadow of one of the many trees coating the lower slopes and although she continued to scrutinise the terrain for movement, she was relatively sure the animals were not present. 
 
    As sure as she could be. 
 
    It was difficult to be certain from the most recent imprints they’d found. The snow cover was inconsistent among the hills and the substance of the previous fall had melted in the unexpected morning sunshine. Adding to the challenge was the fact the tracks alternated between dense wood land where the ground was still soft enough to leave a clear track, and rockier ground where the prints were easy to lose on the rough stone surface. 
 
    Liath Luachra exhaled a mouthful of ghost breath into the chilly air and watched the breeze snatch it away. Although she’d never admit to it, she didn’t particularly enjoy hunting in winter. In her experience, the physical effort and the sheer discomfort greatly exceeded the rewards. Certainly there was no comparison to the hunt in warmer months. In summer, late spring and even early autumn you could simply choose a comfortable hiding site at one of the animals’ favourite feeding grounds, easily identified with experience and patience, and wait for the animals to come to you. 
 
    In winter, of course, such an approach was impractical. The cold and the risk of hypothermia made it impossible to remain stationary or inactive for long periods of time. There was no real alternative, therefore, but to stalk the animals, to locate a trail in the snow and follow it, keeping downwind as much as possible in the undulating terrain. 
 
    In theory, this was relatively straightforward. Find trail. Follow tracks. Kill deer. In practice, of course, hunting deer required equal measures of skill and good fortune. At this time of the year, the deer had already shed their rich, red coloured coat for a greyish brown that blended perfectly into the background. This natural camouflage rendered the animals practically invisible when they were standing still and hunters were obliged to remain alert for minute traces of movement, the flicker of an ear or the glint of an antler. 
 
    Liath Luachra and Bearach had been moving ponderously all morning, passing through the woodland at a pace that allowed them to follow the sign while advancing silently. Avoiding the ridgelines and open spaces, they took only than three or four steps at a time. To counter the deer’s sensitive hearing, they had tied sheepskin to the soles of their boots, muffling their footfall. They surveyed the ground ahead at regular intervals to avoid debris on the forest floor that might create noise and alert the animals to their presence. 
 
    Putting the javelin aside, Liath Luachra scratched at an itch inside her thigh but found relief impossible through the thick furs she was wearing. She slipped a hand inside the furs and then the wool leggings beneath, sliding her fingers down to the area of irritation. After a moment or two of scratching, she located a tick embedded in the skin. Teasing it out between her thumb and forefinger, she withdrew it for closer examination. Even in the dappled sunlight the insect looked bloated. It had feasted well on her blood. 
 
    Time to change the bedding again. 
 
    With an expression of distaste, she flicked it off into the trees then proceeded forward, using the limited vegetation and shadows to best advantage. 
 
    Even at a crouch, the warrior woman eased through the undergrowth with remarkable grace. Strong legs, toned from years of trudging the rugged landscape, bore her over obstacles with ease. An innate sense of balance allowed her to manoeuvre past barriers that would have tasked the most flexible of acrobats. She had wedged her thick, black, shoulder-length hair beneath a wool-lined leather hat to avoid the snagging branches but halted abruptly as something snagged her attention instead. Dropping to one knee, she brushed aside a tangled clump of fern to discover a small pile of deer dung half-hidden beneath the brittle, red fronds. Lowering herself onto her belly, she examined her find more closely, poking at the individual pellets with a broken twig. As she studied the droppings, she chewed thoughtfully on the inner side of her cheek. 
 
    With a sniff, she sat up, transferring her attention to her fellow hunter, Bearach, who had sidled up into the shadow of a neighbouring oak. A slim, dark haired youth of fourteen years, Bearach had always been her favourite of Cairbre’s three sons for he laughed easily, a trait only one as solemn as Liath Luachra could truly appreciate. The boy also had a toughness to him that she respected. Although six years her junior, he’d forced himself to keep up with the gruelling pace she’d set on departing the ráth that morning and maintained until the first sight of deer sign. 
 
    ‘Bearach,’ she whispered. 
 
    He glanced towards her and she pointed down at the deer spoor. 
 
    Slithering over to where she was crouched, he dropped to his knees and poked at the droppings, pressing one of the pellets with his index finger. It was moist and when he raised it to his nose, it remained fastened to the digit. 
 
    ‘It’s fresh.’ 
 
    ‘What else?’ she pressed. 
 
    He looked at her blankly. Her face, pale from the winter season, was as inscrutable as ever and provided no clue to a possible response. She had noticed that when some people, particularly strangers, talked with her, their eyes often slid off to the right, distracted by the ladder of tattooed black lines that scaled the side of her face from below the ear to the forehead. Familiar with it to the point of indifference, the boy’s eyes did not veer away. 
 
    ‘It’s shit,’ he hazarded. 
 
    ‘I know it’s shit. What about the shape of it?’ 
 
    ‘The pellets are small. Oval shaped.’ 
 
    ‘Which suggests ...?’ 
 
    ‘The deer have been eating leaves. Browse and twigs instead of grass.’ 
 
    She nodded, satisfied with the response then waved him on to proceed ahead of her. The freshness of the droppings meant that the deer were not too far ahead. Up front, Bearach would be the first to sight the animal and have the best chance of making a cast. Patient and without complaint during the hunt, he deserved the opportunity and it would be good for his confidence to take the kill.  
 
    She continued to observe the boy with the critical eye of an instructor as he moved forward. Slowly detaching himself from the cover of the oak tree, he slipped smoothly from cover to cover down a steep, wooded incline that funnelled into a little valley between two broad hills. She nodded appreciatively as he changed direction at the appropriate times to remain concealed in shadow. 
 
    You’ve turned into a teacher, Grey One. A mentor of unblooded children. 
 
    The thought entered her head unbidden and she frowned, unsure whether the notion pleased her or annoyed her. Unable to decide, she ignored it and turned her attention to the surrounding landscape. Undulating hills and valleys shrouded by snow powdered forest as far as the eye could see. It was a beautiful sight and she took the time to appreciate what she was looking at. 
 
    It is good to be Out. 
 
    Her lips twitched in a rare expression of humour. Despite the cold and the discomfort, it was good to be Out again. It had been a hard winter and three months of toil and domesticity at Glenn Ceoch had gnawed at her more than it had ever done before. The previous month had been particularly onerous. Preoccupied with treating a run of disease at Coill Mór, their nearest neighbors at more than a three-day march, Bodhmhall had been away for much of that period, only returning to Ráth Bládhma two days earlier. During her absence, severe late winter storms had battered the land with depressing frequency to the point that Liath Luachra had barely ventured beyond the gate for weeks. 
 
    Constraints of any kind, physical or social, had always distressed Liath Luachra, legacy of an insane father who’d repeatedly chained her to a rock as a child. Consumed by fits of madness associated with his regular bouts of drinking, the deranged farmer had been convinced she was trying to poison him. The stomach upsets he suffered had, in fact, been associated with the rotgut liquor he consumed although that possibility had never seemed to occur to him. Instead, he’d interrogate her without respite, beating her when she tried to tell him the truth and then beating her when she made up lies in a desperate attempt to mollify him. In the end, she’d simply shut up and took the punishment, saying nothing as she nurtured a cold hatred in her hardening heart. 
 
    Now, many years later, her father was long dead but physical constraints still had the potential to send her into a sweat-stained panic. The living constraints at Ráth Bládhma, admittedly, were nowhere near as dramatic but they were still enough to spill her into that familiar pattern of behavior she’d come to recognize. 
 
    At first she would grow despondent, increasingly antisocial and withdrawing further and further inside herself. Attempts at interaction from the other members of the settlement would provoke a snarled response. Sensing her explosive hostility, they had wisely left her to her own company. Sitting alone in the empty roundhouse, she had fought the temptation of temporary oblivion from the settlement’s supply of alcohol and, slowly but surely, felt herself fray at the edges. 
 
    It had been an immense relief when the storms had finally blown themselves inside out, dark clouds unfurling to reveal skies that were clear, if distinctly cold. Aodhán’s complaints at the lack of venison had been a convenient excuse to pull on her furs, quit the ráth and leave all of its entanglements behind. 
 
    Most of the others were reluctant to stray too far from Glenn Ceoch or venture into the cloistered forests of the Great Wild beyond the valley entrance. She understood that. On a sunny day, the forest could be a pleasant place, a familiar friend with its abundant firewood, food supplies, and medicines. At other times, however, particularly when the weather changed, it could take on a dark and sullen personality, that familiar friend suddenly becoming menacingly unrecognisable. 
 
    Liath Luachra knew that she had something of a love-hate relationship with the Great Wild. Like most people, she was cautiously respectful of its sheer immensity, the potential for danger that lurked within the thick scrub or slunk through the shadows of the great trees. When humans walked within the forest, their voices echoed thinly amongst the towering trees and in places the green shadowed so much it was almost black. In the Great Wild, people could fan out, spread among its vastness only to be swallowed up by that immensity, never to be seen again. 
 
    She recognized that it was this exact same characteristic of the Great Wild that made it so compelling. There was something deeply attractive about a force so immense it could swallow up all trace of one’s existence. Some nights, sitting alone on guard duty, she would stare out and shiver at the mysterious noises that echoed in from the encircling blackness. And yet, at the same time, part of her recognized the tug of that emptiness, the irresistible pull on her soul and it took a determined effort to resist the idea of dropping her weapons, clambering down the wall and giving herself up to that dark. 
 
    Liath Luachra breathed in, filling her lungs with bracing mountain air and slowly let it out again. 
 
    These things don’t matter. Focus on the hunt. 
 
    She stared down to the heavily wooded valley at the bottom of the slope. From previous hunts, she knew this was a favoured haunt of many deer. The tree cover concealed a rocky fracture in the nearest hill and further in, this widened to a narrow canyon that cut through the hill and emerged out onto the twisted pass known as An Bealach Cam. The route, therefore, offered a secure and safe passage to the higher forest on the other side of the ridge. 
 
    Secure and safe, until today at least. 
 
    Taking a firm grip on the haft of the javelin, she pushed herself off the trunk of the tree with her free hand, using the gradient and the slippery grass to slide quietly down the slope. 
 
    Bearach was waiting for her at the entrance to the crevice. As she drew close, he put a finger to his lips and pointed at the ground where a hoof print was visible in a soft patch of exposed earth. Clucking her tongue quietly, Liath Luachra studied the track with interest. From the size of the imprint, the animal was likely to be a buck. And a big one at that. From the direction of the track, it looked as though it had passed directly into the canyon. 
 
    Bearach grinned with excitement, his teeth a broad slash of white in the shadows. Once again, she gestured for him take the lead. Javelin at the ready, he entered the rocky gap at a low crouch. 
 
    Several paces in, the tight walls of the fracture broadened out into a narrow canyon but the light remained murky, the high cliffs on either side filtering all power from the sickly, grey sunlight. Icicles dangled the length of the cliff tops on either side and the constant patter of dripping water echoed hollowly between the rocky walls. The vegetation here was sparse, consisting of little more than a few mildewed ferns, scraggly plants and a thick layer of moss that coated the various rocks and boulders. Three or four hundred paces down the passage, a dense clump of beech trees occupied the space where the canyon broadened out and marked its intersection with An Bealach Cam. 
 
    Bearach looked at her with an uncertain expression but she shrugged then nodded towards the trees. Possibly the buck was hidden there, possibly it had already sensed their presence and slipped forward into the pass. 
 
    Slowly, they advanced towards the little wood, weapons at the ready, Liath Luachra remaining a safe distance to the rear so that the boy could make a clear cast if the opportunity arose. Eventually, he entered the thicket but two or three steps inside the tree line she saw him lower his weapon, glance back over his shoulder and shake his head. The animals had moved on again. 
 
    Liath Luachra cursed. She could see that although the wood was less than twenty paces deep, it was clogged with interlinking branches, withered foliage and brambles. The resulting field of debris would be difficult to negotiate without making any noise. Unhindered by such requirements, the deer would be able to get ahead of them again, advance onwards from An Bealach Cam and disappear up into the higher ridges. 
 
    It took a time but they eventually managed to traverse the little wood without creating too much of a racket and it was Bearach who was first to step foot onto the floor of An Bealach Cam. A tight, but barren, valley weaving through a series of steep hills, it was still mostly covered in snow. Five hundred paces south of where he’d emerged, its steep sides flattened out to a gentle, downhill gradient. 
 
    From behind, Liath Luachra watched the boy step out of cover then halt stiffly as he stared down at the ground. Curious, she pushed her way through the last of the scrub and twisted tree trunks to join him. Emerging onto the pass, she realised what he was looking at: several lines of crushed footprints on the snow-covered floor. 
 
    Bearach! 
 
    Liath Luachra grabbed the youth’s cloak and yanked him backwards with her. The force of her action was such that momentum carried them both inside the tree line to land heavily on a layer of dead fern and brambles. Taken completely by surprise, Bearach was too startled to react at first, his exclamation of shock smothered by the hand clamped around his mouth. As he gathered his wits, however, and started to struggle, Liath Luachra brought her lips close to his ear. 
 
    ‘Quiet.’ 
 
    Accustomed to obeying her commands, the boy ceased his attempts to break free. Slowly, she removed her hand and released him. 
 
    Bearach immediately shifted his weight off her and rolled to one side, completing the turn with a smooth upward movement onto the balls of his feet. He stared at her in an aggrieved manner which she ignored as she snapped a loop around the javelin haft and slung it across her back to join the other two. Gesturing for him to follow, she dropped to her belly and wriggled closer to the tree line, concealing herself behind the bulk of a bramble-choked elm. Following her example, the boy crawled closer and both stared out through the scrub at that section of the empty pass. There was no sound to be heard, no noise but the muted whisper of their own breathing and the lonely moan of wind gusting through the valley. Finally, satisfied that they were in no immediate danger, Liath Luachra turned her face close to Bearach. ‘No-one,’ she mouthed. 
 
    The boy opened his mouth to respond but before he had a chance she’d already risen to her feet, warily stepping forwards onto the open ground. 
 
    Shaking his head, Bearach stood up and followed. 
 
    Despite her conviction that they were alone, the woman warrior remained close to the edge of the tree line for a moment or two, eyes flickering from the western end of the pass to a distant curve at the eastern end where it veered a corner and disappeared from sight. Reassured, she approached the trampled snow and bent down to grasp a handful of the powdery material. Raising it to her nose, she sniffed, exhaled through her mouth and sniffed again. 
 
    ‘Not fresh.’ 
 
    She stood, tossed the crumpled powder aside and headed for the mouth of the pass, studying the ground as she did so. From her interpretation of the scuffed surface, a large party passing through An Bealach Cam had entered from the east and temporarily halted at this point. A significant number of separate footprints had splintered off from the main trail to gather in smaller clusters, probably to converse with friends or comrades. Others had veered off to the side to piss against the cliff walls or amongst the trees where yellow traces of urine still stained the snow. 
 
    Liath Luachra collated different elements of the story written across the ground before her and finally came to her conclusions. Whoever they were, the party had not remained at the mouth of the pass for very long. Some discussion had taken place, there had been a brief respite for the men – they were all men’s footprints – to catch their breath and wolf down some food. This much was clear from the scattered depressions where people had sat together and the scatter of crumbs and discarded scraps of food. 
 
    While they were waiting, the party had been joined by a single individual, possibly a scout, who’d entered the pass from the west. Perhaps this newcomer had told them something or perhaps they had simply rested enough. Whatever the reason, shortly after his arrival – his tracks were notably fresher – the group had assembled once more, formed a single column and headed out of the pass. They’d departed in a westerly direction, angling towards some hills that avoided the marshes and offered an easier track through the wilderness. 
 
    She raised her head to look Bearach in the eye. 
 
    ‘What do you see?’ 
 
    The young man looked surprised to be tested at such a time but obediently bent down to examine the nearest tracks, using the tip of the javelin to sift through the layers of trodden snow.  
 
    ‘Twenty to thirty men.’ He paused and bit his lip. ‘Carrying a lot of weight. But moving fast. In a hurry. They didn’t stay here long.’ 
 
    His forehead creased in concentration and he glanced up at Liath Luachra. 
 
    ‘Bandits?’ 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    ‘Too many. And from the weight, too well equipped. It’s a fian.’ 
 
    Bearach stared at her in surprise. ‘A war party? In winter? Travelling out here in the wild lands? That doesn’t make sense.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ she admitted. ‘It doesn’t.’ 
 
    ‘So where are they going? There aren’t any settlements to the west except for An Coill Mór. Or maybe Ráth Dearg.’ He scratched his chin then his hand rose to nervously pick at the pitiful moustache he’d been attempting to grow over the previous months. ‘But An Coill Mór’s at least three days march north-west. Ráth Dearg’s more than four south west. With nothing but forest and marshland between.’ 
 
    Liath Luachra gave a shrug. 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter. If they keep moving west, they can march to their heart’s content. They’re not our concern as long as they stay clear of Glenn Ceoch.’ 
 
    ‘Shouldn’t we warn An Coill Mór?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t have the supplies to make a three-day trip. Besides, Coill Mór is small. This war party will never find them.’ 
 
    With this, she turned her back on the youth and examined the ground once more. Despite her apparent indifference, however, she was frowning. The tracks had roused her curiosity. Bearach had the right of it and his incredulity was well warranted. It was hard to believe a fian would be headed for either of the two other settlements out in the Great Wild. An Coill Mór was little more than a farm and had a total population of five people. Ráth Dearg, an admittedly larger holding, was the property of the old warrior Cathal ua Tuarsaig and his extended family. Back in the day, Cathal had the reputation of a ferocious fighter but he’d withdrawn to the isolation of the Great Wild many years ago. It was difficult to imagine anyone still cared enough or held resentment strong enough to lead a war party to attack him. 
 
    She exhaled slowly, feeling the weight of the boy’s eyes on her shoulders as she walked parallel to the trodden snow trail, scanning the ground for anything else out of the ordinary. Suddenly, she gave an exclamation of triumph and gestured for Bearach to come closer. 
 
    ‘Here.’ 
 
    He approached and she pointed out a faint deer print on an untouched stretch of snow. Several paces further on, there was another, similar print. 
 
    Having anticipated further discussion on the fian, Bearach looked at her with an expression of frustrated incomprehension. 
 
    ‘There’s an animal that shows wisdom,’ declared Liath Luachra. ‘Veering east to avoid the fian. Let’s follow that sensible example and do the same.’ 
 
    With a wide grin, she turned and abruptly moved off in an easterly direction, quickly breaking into a powerful, ground-eating stride. 
 
    ‘Come on, Bearach. We may get venison for your brother’s belly yet.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    By mid-afternoon, it was clear that they had lost the trail. Presumably alarmed by the presence of so much human activity, the deer had warily moved on, departing from its normal feeding territory and moving further into the Great Wild. It soon became evident that it was headed for the dense forest to the north-west where there would be little chance of finding them. 
 
    The hunters halted to discuss their options, disgusted by such a poor outcome after a long period stalking the animals. Disheartened, it took but a brief discussion for both to agree to return to Ráth Bládhma. Aodhán would, no doubt, grumble at their lack of venison but it was better that the settlement were informed about the fian even if they did return empty-handed. 
 
    No longer constrained by the need to stalk their quarry, the pair knew that they could now make good time and, if they pushed themselves, there was a good chance of reaching the ráth by nightfall. Despite their eagerness for the comfort of the hearth, however, the threat of the fian’s potential return prompted Liath Luachra to ignore the direct route. Opting instead for a more circuitous path, the hunters followed the hills, staying inside the trees and avoiding any open flat land. Later that afternoon, her caution proved well founded when Bearach, who’d taken the lead, slipped on a loose section of snow while hurriedly traversing a stretch of open terrain. Tumbling face first into a nearby drift, he spluttered and brushed the snow from his face, then struggled to his feet. 
 
    ‘Liath Luachra!’ 
 
    The hoarseness of the boy’s voice would have alerted the woman warrior but, running close behind him, she’d already spotted what he’d seen; the worn trail of footprints. Twenty or thirty men. Moving in single file. 
 
    Frowning, she studied scuffed up tracks in the snow for the second time that day. Her lips pressed tight together as she went down on one knee, slipped a hand out of her mittens and scooped up a handful of snow. After sniffing she threw it aside and stood up again. 
 
    It was the same party. She was sure of it. Here and there, she recognised distinctive markings from the trail encountered earlier that morning: an uncommonly wide boot heel, the one-sided imprint of someone with a limp in their left leg, a sharp triangular impression of a damaged spear haft shaft used like a staff. On this occasion, however, the party was headed in an easterly direction, directly opposite to the one it had taken that morning when departing An Bealach Cam. 
 
    Which meant they’d curved in a wide semi-circle, looping back onto their original track. 
 
    Now why would they do that? 
 
    Her curiosity prickled, an incessant itch too deep beneath the skin to be effectively scratched. 
 
    They can’t be lost. The sky is clear and they can work their direction from the sun. 
 
    Brushing the snow from her knees, she glanced south in the direction of Glenn Ceoch. 
 
    Bearach cleared his throat nervously. 
 
    ‘These tracks are fresher. Less than two hours old. We should get back to the ráth and alert them.’ 
 
    Liath Luachra stared around at the empty landscape. Black, forest coated hills, broken here and there by white patches of snow. Apart from the long trail of broken snow there was no other evidence that the fian had passed this way. 
 
    ‘No.’ She shook her head. ‘We stay Out.’ 
 
    Bearach stared, surprised by this sudden change in plan. Liath Luachra, however, continued to survey the surrounding landscape. Finally, her gaze ceased to drift, focussing in on one of the many forested ridges off to the south-west.’ 
 
    ‘Up there.’ She glanced at Bearach. ‘I found a cave to the left of that cleft on the ridge last year. It won’t be comfortable but it’ll serve as shelter for the night.’ 
 
    The youth continued to regard her in bafflement. Suddenly, his eyes flared with comprehension. 
 
    ‘The snow. They might see our tracks.’ 
 
    ‘Leading them straight back to Ráth Bládhma.’ Liath Luachra nodded. ‘A fian that big, they’ll have scouts out, covering the vanguard and flanks. We’ve been lucky so far. We’ve missed them on two separate occasions.’ 
 
    She twisted her shoulder, adjusting the arrangement of the javelins strapped across her back. 
 
    ‘But this set of tracks is more recent. They’ll be closer.’ She nodded decisively to herself as though agreeing with the logic of her own conclusions. ‘The best thing we can do now is to go to ground. Leave as little evidence of our existence as possible.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    By the time they’d climbed to the cleft on the hill crest, the sky was beginning to darken, the light turning brittle and grey. The wind had also increased, whipping icy gusts down from the summit to spatter their eyes and faces. 
 
    ‘There it is!’ 
 
    Liath Luachra pointed towards a narrow slit in the side of a steep incline, just above the tree line. Pleased to find it exactly where she’d remembered, she approached the craggy cave mouth. It seemed a bit narrower than she recalled but it was definitely the place. 
 
    A rocky passage curled inwards from the entrance for a distance of about seven or eight paces before veering off sharply to the left. Here it widened to form a circular chamber with a high curved ceiling. In one wall, there was a wide ledge at the height of a tall man’s head. Accessible using a rough series of hollows and notches that pockmarked the rocky surface, it provided a secure place to sleep. 
 
    Liath Luachra dumped an armful of kindling and branches onto the floor then left Bearach to coax a fire to life while she went outside and down to the trees to seek additional fuel. After returning several times with armfuls of the driest wood she could find, she hacked a number of branches from a nearby gorse bush and used them to plug the entrance to the cave. As a barrier, the spiny shrub did not present a serious obstacle, however its voluminous branches would serve as a credible windbreak to prevent the worst of the gale from entering the cave. More importantly, they would also help to shield any light from the fire that might seep out from the inner chamber. 
 
    When the gap was sealed to her satisfaction, Liath Luachra joined the youth, sitting by the small fire he’d managed to put together. Bearach had also laid their rations out on a flat rock beside the fire; two portions of salted fish, blood cake and some hard bread, all wrapped in broad, green dock leaves. 
 
    They ate the frugal meal in silence, the woman warrior chewing without relish on the tasteless hard tack. It was hardly a feast but it was certainly not the worst she’d eaten. With her habitual pragmatism, she accepted the food for what it was; simple replenishment to keep the hunger pangs at bay. 
 
    Beside her, somewhat more forthright, Bearach sighed and grimaced melodramatically with each mouthful. 
 
    ‘Some roasted meat would have been nice.’ 
 
    Liath Luachra gave him a sideward glance, one eyebrow raised. 
 
    ‘You’re as bad as your brother.’ 
 
    ‘But Aodhán has a point. He likes his meat. This is like chewing dog turds. I wish we’d brought some decent food with us.’ 
 
    Liath Luachra rewarded his opinion with a look of disdain. Tossing the empty dock leaves aside, she slowly got to her feet and then twisted her hips so that she could slip her right hand down the back of her woollen leggings. Bearach watched in growing bewilderment as she grunted loudly, forehead creased as though in immense concentration. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ 
 
    ‘Be quiet. I’m trying to pull some nice fresh venison out of my ass for your dinner.’ 
 
    He stared at her blankly then suddenly his head rolled back and a raucous guffaw echoed around the cave, resounding off the hard chamber walls to fill the enclosed space with laughter. Infected by his contagious good humour, Liath Luachra started to laugh as well and, for a moment, a great weight slipped from her shoulders. 
 
    When they’d finished eating the last scraps of food, Bearach climbed up to the rocky shelf to unroll their bedding; two double-layered wool blankets. He spread these out across a cushion of spruce cuttings that he’d trampled flat on the rock base and strewn with dead leaves bundled up from the cavern floor. 
 
    Liath Luachra regarded the sleeping arrangements with little enthusiasm. 
 
    Hard dreams tonight, then. 
 
    ‘You go ahead and sleep,’ she instructed the boy. ‘I want to think and I need to be alone to work out the way of things. I’ll come join you when I’m ready.’ 
 
    Shrugging, Bearach retired to his bedroll and lay down, fully clothed, on the thin bedding. They would have no covering layer tonight, relying on their shared body heat, the fire and the shelter of the cave to keep them warm until morning. 
 
    Exhausted from the day’s exertions, it did not take the boy long to fade and within a short period of time, a soft snore emanated from the huddle he made. 
 
    Liath Luachra remained seated before the small fire, adding some dry sticks then rubbing her palms together before the brief flare of heat they produced. Outside, the temperature would have plummeted but it was still pleasantly warm within the cave, the rocky walls reflecting the heat of the fire back on her. Later in the night, when the fire had died down, the accumulated heat would slowly seep out through the cave entrance, despite her best efforts to seal them in. 
 
    She glanced back over her shoulder and up to the ledge where Bearach was visible, sleeping quietly. She released a long sigh. Originally intending to travel alone, she’d allowed the boy to beat her resistance down with his good humour and boundless enthusiasm, somehow convincing her to let him come. She was still unsure how he’d actually managed to do that, to weasel his way past her habitual resolve. 
 
    The fire crackled and a low draught stirred the scent of burning pine up to her nostrils. 
 
    She had never been particularly good with children, unable to relate to their weakness, their innocence and complete dependency on adults. Her own childhood had taught her that there were only two types of people: those who were tough enough to survive and those who died.  It was a simple as that. 
 
    And yet it wasn’t, of course. 
 
    Three years at Ráth Bládhma had changed her beliefs on many things. Somehow, over that time, the routine domesticity and Bodhmhall’s calming influence had mellowed her, worn down her more jagged edges. Until accompanying Bodhmhall to Ráth Bládhma she had never really known such an extended period of calm, of tranquillity. In the new settlement, for the first time in her life, she was surrounded by people she actually liked, people who respected her presence there as much for her company as for her martial skills. 
 
    You are getting soft, Liath Luachra. Life at Ráth Bládhma has made you soft and fat. 
 
    Sometimes she wished she could cut old memories from her mind, peel them away in the same way she’d peel the skin from a potato. If such things were possible she would have pared away all the pain, all the memories, long ago and tossed them into the air to let the wind take them away. 
 
    She chuckled at her own inanities. She was only fooling herself. The pain made her who she was. The pain made her hard and ruthless and, sometimes, ruthlessness was necessary to combat those who threatened you. 
 
    And there was always someone who would threaten you. 
 
    Someone like the fian. 
 
    The thought of the war party instantly dissolved any remaining trace of good humour, burning it off like frost on a sunny morning. She stared at the fire and cursed softly. For the sake of the boy she’d feigned indifference throughout the afternoon but the presence of the fian concerned her greatly, particularly as she could not work out the rationale behind it. It made no sense to rouse a war party at this time of the year, a time when most people were struggling to survive the hardships of winter. Its presence in these lands made even less sense. Settlements were few and scattered and none had sufficient booty to warrant a raid of such a large group of men, none that she was aware of at least. 
 
    And then there was the question of the fian’s erratic behaviour. Why would they make such fitful changes in direction? There had been no threat for them to respond to so they had to be searching for someone. Or something. 
 
    A chill trickled down her spine with that particular conclusion. Ráth Bládhma was isolated and had had no contact with other settlements since the beginning of winter. It was possible that some event had taken place, some political situation had changed that they were not yet aware of and which might have placed them at risk. With both Bearach and herself absent, the settlement had a single effective defender in Aodhán. The others, without doubt, would do their best to assist but, in reality, only Aodhán had the martial training needed. 
 
    Irritable and worried, she left the fire and climbed up to the ledge where Bearach was snoring. Lying down beside him on the uncompromising surface, she nestled in close to share his warmth but found that she was unable to relax. Sleep remained elusive, slithering away like a greasy eel between her hands each time she thought to clutch it. 
 
    She sighed. It was going to be a long night. 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘Bearach. Wake up.’ 
 
    The youth opened groggy eyes, struggling to come to full alertness. His hand moved, grasping for the dagger lying on the rocky floor beside the bedding. Liath Luachra, crouched alongside him, deftly moved it out of reach. 
 
    ‘You don’t need to use that. Get up. We have to leave.’ 
 
    She could barely see him as he sat up and peered blearily around. The fire had died out some time ago and now the little cavern was embedded in shadow as dark as a black pig’s hole. 
 
    ‘It’s snowing.’ 
 
    For a moment he could only return her stare, struggle to work out what she was talking about. Finally, she saw comprehension seep into his exhausted brain. He understood. If it was snowing, they could travel without fear of tracks. They could return to their valley and Ráth Bládhma without fear of leaving a trail that might reveal its location. 
 
    Without further protest, he rolled off the bedding and started rolling up the blanket. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was still dark when they emerged from the cave and into the icy air. Standing at the craggy entrance, Liath Luachra stared up at the perforated layer of white flakes cascading out of the darkness overhead. She shivered and pulled the hood of her cloak down lower over her forehead. The snow fall was not heavy but it was steady. The absence of wind meant that it would settle on the ground, leaving a fresh layer to obscure all trace of their passage. She exhaled slowly and a phantom mist momentarily frosted the air about her lips. Night still cloaked the land but her instincts told her that it would not be long before the first grey tinge appeared on the horizon, followed soon after by the streaky white blur of dawn. 
 
    ‘Stay close now, Bearach.’ 
 
    The youth took a deep breath and nodded. Like Liath Luachra, he had packed lightly, bedroll and three javelins strapped tight across his back to allow maximum freedom of movement. Both wore their fur mittens, wool hats pulled tight over heads crowned with wide oilskin hoods. 
 
    They set off in a southerly direction, dropping from the hill to the flat ground that snaked between the ridges, trudging through snow that was ankle deep in places. South for Ráth Bládhma thought Liath Luachra. South for home. 
 
    Still struggling against the gluey clutch of sleep, the boy relinquished all responsibility for their path. Liath Luachra pushed them forward with her characteristic intensity but maintained a measured pace that kept them warm without causing the thick film of sweat that could pose a lethal risk if they were forced to stop and their body temperature dropped. 
 
    They’d been travelling for some time when the woman warrior stopped abruptly, so abruptly, in fact, that Bearach ran into her, buffeting his nose against the javelins strapped across her back. For a moment, the boy teetered and struggled to regain his balance. Ignoring his predicament, Liath Luachra peered forward into the gloom. Although Bearach knew better than to interrupt her when she was preoccupied, she sensed him easing up alongside, curious to see what she was looking at. Both of them stared at the dim smear of light in the distance, set at the base of a broad hill known as Drom Osna – the Ridge of Sighs. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ Bearach asked at last, finally running out of patience. 
 
    ‘It’s a fire. But it’s distant. Or reflected off the trees. Hard to tell at this distance.’ 
 
    Liath Luachra frowned up at the darkness stretched tight across the heavens and scratched her cheek with a mitten. The snow was easing but the sky was still black and viscous as a bog pool. 
 
    ‘Do you think it’s that fian?’ 
 
    She grimaced at the boy’s enthusiasm, shaking her head in exasperation. ‘They were headed east. They couldn’t have come back this way so quickly. Besides, a single fire for so many? It ...’ 
 
    Her voice trailed as off as her mind became absorbed with the possibilities. Eventually, she swore, unable to come up with a feasible explanation. Curious by nature, she hated not knowing the detail of things. ‘Hell’s testicles! This country is busier than a spring fair! People are traipsing all over the place.’ 
 
    She bit her lip and squinted at the distant glow. 
 
    ‘Bearach,’ she said at last. ‘I’m going closer. I want to see who it is.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t it be safer to go back to the ráth?’ He stared at her with serious eyes from beneath the cowl of his hood. 
 
    ‘Safer perhaps. But we’d be no wiser on the nature of those parties tramping around our territory. Better to look them over before running back to cower behind the walls, no?’ 
 
    Uncertain, the youth refrained from comment, stamping his feet to keep the circulation flowing. 
 
    Liath Luachra removed her javelins and blanket then divested herself of her heavy woollen cloak as well. She handed the awkward bundle across to Bearach. ‘Keep these safe until I get back,’ 
 
    ‘I’m not coming with you?’ 
 
    The question took Liath Luachra by surprise and she looked at him blankly. After a moment, she pointed to a nearby clump of forest. ‘You see those trees?’ 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    ‘I want you to hide there. Stay out of sight when I leave. If you hear a noise, any commotion at all, you run directly for Ráth Bládhma and you don’t stop until you get there. Understand?’ 
 
    Bearach swallowed and nodded nervously, fingers struggling to get a decent grip on the meagre substance of his budding moustache. 
 
    ‘You don’t stop,’ Liath Luachra insisted. ‘If there’s trouble here you need to warn the ráth about the fian. Bodhmhall and Aodhán will know what to do but tell them if there’s any trouble they should leave and make a run for Dún Baoiscne. They’ll ... they’ll protect our people.’ 
 
    She grimaced involuntarily. Even naming the Baoiscne fortress out loud left a bitter taste in her mouth. 
 
    Without another word, she turned and started walking, intent on reaching the mysterious light. After only a few steps, however, something made her halt and look back over her shoulder. Bearach’s face, staring miserably after her, was a pale moon amongst the shadow of the trees and she blinked, confused by the sensation it stirred up inside her chest. Unsettled, she shook it off, brushing all thought of the boy from her mind as she turned and focussed once more on achieving her objective. 
 
    The distant light proved an effective beacon, drawing her in towards it like a moth to a flame. Unhindered by javelins or blanket, she was able to move swiftly, slipping easily over the crusted snow until she reached the densely forested hill several hundred paces south of Drom Osna. 
 
    Pausing, she considered the light once more. It was a fire all right. Now that she was closer she could see that it was situated in some kind of hollow or depression at the base of the hill, just in front of what seemed to be a large cavern in the rock face. Although the source of the light was out of her direct line of sight, the glow from the flames reflected off the frozen surface of the leaves on the nearby trees and a light haze of ice crystals hanging in the air. 
 
    Foolish. 
 
    Liath Luachra sniffed in disapproval. The hollow was a poor choice to site the fire. Not only did it signpost their location but the occupants were more than likely night blind as a result of the fire’s proximity. 
 
    All the better for me. 
 
    Moving at a low crouch, she followed the hill to a point less than a hundred paces from the cave. Here, she dropped to her belly and started to slide forwards across the snow.  Fifty paces out, she stopped and lay motionless as she took the time to scan the trees for any flicker of movement, any unusually shaped shadows. She was relatively confident that she was safe where she lay. Around her the surface was rough and uneven, the snow folded up into low banks by the prevailing wind that would obscure her from most eyes. 
 
    She remained in the same position for a long time, before finally satisfied that there were no guards posted, none at the extremities of the hollow, none along the tree line of the lower hill. It was hard to believe but the occupants appeared to have taken no precautions of any kind. 
 
    What are these strangers thinking! They must have a death-wish. 
 
    She was about to move forward again when a sudden sound reached her ears and she froze in place. Startled, she drew her feet up, ready to take flight but as she listened to the low, humming drone, she began to relax. It was a chant. Someone below in the hollow was chanting. 
 
    Very thoughtful. That should cover any noise I make. 
 
    With one last sweep of the tree line, she began to move again, circling away from the hill to approach the hollow from a different angle. Further out from the hill the surface of the snow flattened out, becoming smoother and unblemished. Another slow, careful crawl brought her to within spitting distance of the lip of the depression but, spotting a fallen tree off to one side, she began to manoeuvre herself towards it, intending to use the trunk as cover when looking down into the hollow. 
 
    Easing in beside it, she lay with her face pressed against the trunk, her cheek stinging from the touch of the ice-coated bark. Shivering, she briefly regretted her decision to leave the wool cloak behind but almost immediately dismissed the notion. The extra fur-lined layer would have been welcome but the garment’s bulk would have been too restrictive for what she needed. 
 
    Without warning, the chanting ceased. Once again, Liath Luachra froze in place. With shallow breaths, she sniffed the air but smelt nothing other than wood smoke and the sharp scent of snow. 
 
    Removing her right mitten, she gripped the wooden handle of her knife and drew it silently from the leather scabbard tucked into her belt. Placing the blade against her palm, she felt the coldness of the metal surface suck the warmth from her fingers. She hefted the weapon in the palm of her hand, comforted by its solid weight. If discovered, she had no intention of staying around to fight but the weapon would give her a slight edge – literally – if someone tried to stop her. 
 
    Drawing her knees up close to her chest, she carefully adopted a crouching position. Craning her neck forwards and around the side of the tree trunk, she cast a quick glance into the hollow, withdrawing back into cover in a smooth movement. Back in the lee of the log, she paused as she attempted to make sense of what she’d seen. 
 
    The hollow itself was wide, circular in shape and, unlike the land around it, empty of any snow layer whatsoever. In some ways that didn’t surprise her. It was clearly a site of old knowledge, a place of the Old People who’d gone before and whose origins were now lost to memory. Two standing stones were situated at its centre, ancient monoliths for one of them had cracked in two a very long ago, the upper half tumbling to lie alongside the remaining stump. 
 
    The fire, an impressive blaze, was located next to the standing stones, surrounded by one or two sleeping forms lying huddled on the ground. As far as she could tell, there was only one person awake, a single figure seated on a rock before the flames, back turned towards her. 
 
    Liath Luachra bit her lip as she worked through the scene in her head again. It all felt wrong, smelled wrong. This group, whoever they were, were either insane or believed themselves under no threat of attack from man or wild animals. Curiosity burned her up inside. 
 
    She edged around the log again to get another look, shielding her eyes against the flare of the fire. The bedrolls she could see were occupied, the sleeping figures swathed in blankets and furs against the cold. Despite the size of the fire, it was impossible to distinguish their features because of the flickering shadows cast down by the flames. 
 
    In the cavern, beyond the blaze at the other side of the hollow, she caught a stir of movement. An equestrian snort confirmed the presence of at least one horse tethered within and she was suddenly very relieved that she’d decided to approach from downwind. 
 
    Fixing her eyes on the figure before the fire she studied it carefully. Wrapped in a shapeless black cloak and hooded cowl, any indication of sex or features were obscured. She continued to stare. 
 
    This isn’t right. 
 
    Some intuition stirred a tremor of fear in Liath Luachra’s belly and, unnerved, she decided to withdraw. Slowly backing away from the edge of the hollow, she saw the figure by the fire stiffen then stand straight up, turning slowly to stare directly at where she was hiding. 
 
    He can see me! 
 
    A spasm of panic spiralled through her and she almost screamed as she realised what she was staring at. There was something wrong with the face staring towards her, something terribly wrong. Even at that distance, she could tell that the figure had no eyes, nothing but an empty pair of ragged sockets. Beneath them, the nose had also been removed or cut back to the bone and the lips of its mouth had been crudely sewn together with rough black stitches. 
 
    For a moment, she was so terrified, so completely overwhelmed with fear that her bladder loosened. Ironically, the sensation of warm urine down the inside of her leggings distracted her, freed her enough to act. 
 
    Rolling desperately from the lip of the hollow, Liath Luachra got to her feet and took to her heels, no longer caring if she was seen, desperate only to flee the hideous sight behind her. The knife slipped from her fingers but she ran on, boots stirring up puffs of snow as she left it discarded in her wake.  
 
    The sound of cursing rose up from behind her, raised voices and muffled demands for clarification hurled into the night. Stirred by the uproar, the horses started neighing furiously. Even though she was running, she could hear hysterical high-pitched laughter so close that it terrified her until she realised it was her own. 
 
    Despite having succumbed to a fully-fledged panic, some part of Liath Luachra recognised that she was reacting completely out of character but, inside her head, her mind continued to scream, drowning out all rational thought. She felt her intellect diminish, reduced to an animal-like terror, a clutching desperation to put as much distance as possible between herself and the creature behind her. 
 
    After that, everything blurred. She was cognisant of nothing but the most basic of sensation: red fog, pain, the never-ending impulse to run, to keep on running. 
 
    At some point, she stumbled, hit the ground and cracked her head against something solid. Although stunned by the impact, the blow had the additional, secondary, effect of clearing her mind and for a moment, it was as though some tight mental leash had been loosened. 
 
    Where ... Where am I? 
 
    The sky was light, if slightly overcast. From the position of the sun, it looked to be well past dawn. Apart from a few shadowed patches, the snow had for the most part melted away. She gasped in pain as she tried to raise her head and discovered that she was lying on some frosted stones, the frozen detritus of a dried-out river bed. Her body was twisted on the uneven surface, blood pooling on the large boulder where she’d hit her head. Physical sensation overwhelmed her and she was suddenly wheezing, barely able to breathe in freezing air so cold it scalded the back of her throat. Her head pounded from the stress of extreme physical effort. She was, she realised, barely on the right side of consciousness. 
 
    Gods! How long have I been running? 
 
    She vomited then, the meagre but warm contents of her stomach creating minute swirls of vapour on contact with the freezing stones. Too exhausted to move, she lay where she had fallen, threads of saliva and phlegm dripping from her lips. She was close to passing out when she felt the terror building up inside her head again, a hollow wave of dread surging up to engulf her once more. 
 
    Then she was up and running again. 
 
    Out of the river bed stones, scrambling up the snow coated bank. 
 
    Deep into the forest. 
 
    *** 
 
    For a time, nothing existed but the seething of dreams, a darkness thick and murky as swamp water. It was a slight rustling that finally roused her to consciousness, a rustling and a soft whistling that sounded like a tune she’d heard as a child a very long time before. 
 
    The memories flooded back as she drifted upwards, to awareness. Memories that stirred a hollow sense of panic. 
 
    That face! 
 
    She became aware of a soft weight pressing down on her chest. It took a moment to understand that she was conscious again, that the blue-whiteness filling her eyes was the play of clouds splayed across the heavens. Not the ethereal blank backdrop of nothingness. 
 
    The transition to sensory perception was not as gentle as her visual recovery, accompanied by a discomfort as deep as a battle wound. 
 
    It hurts. 
 
    Awake now, she could feel the ache across her entire body. Intense but profound, as though she had done herself some great internal injury. Although the pain felt acute it was also oddly generic and difficult to isolate. The muscles in her legs, however, burned with a distinctness of their own, as though the very tissue and sinew had been stretched beyond its limits. A ferocious thirst arose in a throat that was parched and dry and sore. Her stomach rumbled, ravenous for food. 
 
    Another rustle. 
 
    She struggled to rise but found she was lying on her back, spread-eagled on a bed of furs. Each hand and leg had been separately tethered to a small stake in the ground. A heavy fur cloak had been tossed across her chest. 
 
    ‘Are the rages still on you?’ 
 
    The voice, masculine, came from behind. She struggled to raise her head and although she succeeded in tilting her neck at a slight angle, she was unable to make out the speaker. Fortunately, the source of the query moved into view a moment later, taking a seat on an overturned log lying on the ground by her right hand. 
 
    He was a young man. Broad shouldered and handsome with a full moustache and a thick mane of black hair that spilled down to his shoulders. The thick strands had been tied up in braids around his face, exposing the tattooed patterns on his left cheek and forehead. His noble heritage was evidenced by the embroidered, coloured tunic and pants of good quality. A green wool cloak hung draped over his shoulders, fastened beneath his chin with an elaborate bronze pin. 
 
    Liath Luachra struggled to focus and she blinked, pupils and eyelids burning. Her stomach hurt from heaving. Her joints were swollen, disjointed by strain. Her scalp and face felt scratched and torn and a headache pounded inside her temple. She stank of sweat and stale urine. 
 
    She ignored the pain. She knew how to deal with pain. It was the restraints that terrified her, the   unfamiliar sense of powerlessness. She tried to speak but the word came out as a hoarse croak, her parched lips unable to articulate the sounds correctly. 
 
    ‘Gaaahh.’ 
 
    The response, oddly enough, seemed to satisfy her captor for he gave an easy smile. ‘Good. The rages have passed.’ 
 
    With a nod, he rose from his seat and pulled a long knife from the scabbard on his belt. Unable to move, Liath Luachra watched him approach with mounting apprehension, glaring in defiance as he crouched down beside her.  She forced herself not to flinch as he lifted the knife but he didn’t seem to notice her relief as he used the weapon to cut the leather thongs around her right hand. Keen and freshly ground, the blade made short work of the bindings, the severed strips falling to the ground with a single slice. 
 
    Free at last, she made another desperate attempt to rise but it was a dismal failure. Her body, pushed beyond its limits, simply refused to respond to her mental commands. She was left lying as helpless as a fish left beached in the shallows by the departing tide. 
 
    Beside her, the squatting man continued to watch her as though anticipating some particular reaction that she was unable to provide. When it became apparent that no response was forthcoming, he sighed, slipped a hand underneath her back and hauled her into a sitting position. As she was pulled upright, the fur cloak shifted and slid off to one side. She was suddenly aware of the chill touch of air against the exposed skin of her arms. 
 
    Satisfied that she was not about to fall, the man grabbed a water skin lying on the ground beside them. 
 
    ‘Drink.’ 
 
    He held out the leather container and she grasped it with weak hands, hauling it to her mouth to gulp the water down. Much of the liquid splashed down one side of her face but she succeeded in getting some through her parched lips. 
 
    After several long swallows, she continued to drink despite feeling sated. She could feel the water swell her internal tissue, filling her dehydrated body from the inside out. 
 
    Finally, she dropped the skin and considered the tall man who had returned to his seat on the rock. Stroking the tender, red welts on her wrists, a consequence of the bindings, she made a point of ignoring him while she looked around and assessed their surroundings although the effort set her head spinning. A muscle at the side of her face twitched, the nerve shot, but she ignored that too. 
 
    They were in a crude campsite. Located in a tight clearing, it was surrounded on all sides by forest, tall trees with wide, spanning limbs that blotted out patches of sky. She noted that her ‘benefactor’ had also constructed a rough lean-to, a shelter constructed with branches hacked from the surrounding trees. She placed a hand palm downwards on the ground beside her. It was cold but free of snow. 
 
    ‘Fiacail mac Codhna!’ 
 
    The young man made a pretence at a bow. 
 
    ‘It always pleases a man to be recalled by the fairer sex, Liath Luachra.’ He smiled, revealing the perfect set of teeth – fiacla – from which his nickname had been derived. 
 
    Her response was a growl. 
 
    ‘Even,’ he continued, completely undaunted ‘If it be for all the wrong reasons.’ 
 
    ‘You had the good sense to cut me loose. Don’t provoke me, big man.’ 
 
    If he was in any way perturbed by the threat, the young man certainly showed no sign of it. He slapped his knee and roared with laughter, a deep, rollicking guffaw that only served to infuriate her further. 
 
    ‘You prancing cockerel. What are you doing here? For that matter what am I – ’ 
 
    She stopped in mid-sentence for she had suddenly noticed two other men sitting cross-legged on the other side of the little clearing, separated from her by a roaring campfire. Both were dressed in colourless, woollen jerkins and cloaks and bore the facial scarring and tattoos of seasoned warriors. Stocky and dark-haired, they shared similar pug noses and narrow foreheads, a strong resemblance that left little doubt of their close kinship. Although they were sitting half-shrouded in shadow, Liath Luachra was angry with herself for not spotting them straight off. Despite her open scrutiny, they stared back at her in silence. 
 
    ‘What are you doing here?’ Fiacail completed the question for her. ‘Well, there’s an interesting tale.’ He paused to reach back to the fire and pulled a wooden bowl from the embers. The strong smell of a warm meaty broth hit her nostrils and it took all of her self-control to prevent herself from licking her lips. 
 
    Fiacail handed her the bowl. Making no pretence of manners, she raised it straight to her lips and shovelled the steaming contents down her throat, ignoring the scalding it gave her tongue. 
 
    ‘You know,’ continued Fiacail, politely ignoring her lack of finesse.  ‘It’s always been a matter of some amazement to me, the efforts to which some young women will rise to seek out the pleasure of my company.  Now, I’m hardly the one to brag but ...’ 
 
    ‘Fiacail,’ she snapped, tossing the empty bowl aside with a frown of regret. She could happily have gorged another bowl or two. 
 
    ‘But your approach was somewhat more original.’ He grinned that infuriating grin, completely indifferent to her glowering expression. ‘Never let it be said that Liath Luachra fails to make a dramatic entrance.’ He coughed into his hand and took on the sombre tones of a professional storyteller. 
 
    ‘There I was, settled down with a fire, a warm meal and the congenial company of my kinsmen. He gestured towards the two men across the fire then widened his eyes for dramatic effect. ‘Suddenly, who should come thundering out of the undergrowth but Liath Luachra, the Grey One of Luachair.’ 
 
    He raised his eyebrows, shaking his head with an exaggerated expression of incomprehension. 
 
    ‘Not that we recognised you at first, of course. Your eyes bulging like a constipated toad, your mouth frothing, gibbering like a crazy woman. Without care or concern, you stampeded through our camp, trampled our little fire, and stomped on the girdle cake we’d been saving for ...’ 
 
    Fiacail’s melodrama tailed off quietly. 
 
    ‘Tóla and Ultán were particularly upset at the loss of that girdle cake. They’d been looking forward to the sweet taste for days. To be honest, I was none too pleased myself. That cake was a present from a close friend in Seiscenn Uarbhaoil.’ 
 
    ‘Fiacail,’ said Liath Luachra, her head drooping with fatigue. She closed her eyes as a pounding headache flowered up behind her temple. She had never felt so weak in her life. ‘Please just tell me what happened.’ 
 
    The young man considered her in silence. After a moment he nodded to himself as though he’d made some private, internal decision. 
 
    ‘Very well. Quite simply, you ran through our camp, tripped over the stones about out fire and hit the ground hard. The fall must have knocked the air out of your chest for you were wheezing and drooling, unable to even breathe. Despite this, you attempted to rise again, growling and snarling at us when we tried to restrain you. You truly had the strength of the mad, Liath Luachra. In the end, it took all three of us to restrain you, to tie you down so you could not harm yourself. Or us, for that matter. Despite your restraints, you kicked and you bucked for some time before you finally passed out.’ 
 
    He looked her directly in the eyes but this time none of his earlier humour remained. 
 
    ‘You were possessed by a demon, Liath Luachra. If we had not stopped you, you would have run yourself to death.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Bearach was visibly flagging as he neared the ráth. By the time he’d reached the causeway and made it through the stone gateway he was, literally, staggering. Cairbre and Aodhán, waiting inside the safety of the lis, sealed the gap behind him with a heavy door. A thick slab of hard oak lined with rows of iron bolts, its outer panels had been reinforced with strips of metal, its inner panels inlaid with leather straps. The latter allowed it to be manhandled into position, flush against the protruding stone then securely fixed to four iron rungs set into the gateway. Once it was in place, a wooden brace was wedged firmly between the door and a large boulder. The final barrier presented a substantial obstacle to anyone intent on storming Ráth Bládhma. 
 
    With the entranceway secure, Cairbre returned to the gateway while Cónán was dispatched to the eastern side of the ráth to watch for any force attempting to outflank the settlement. Bodhmhall and Aodhán descended to the lis where Bearach was slumped against the wooden frame above the fire pit. Heaving great gasps of breath into the chilly air, he lifted a ladle full of water from a nearby bucket and poured the liquid over his head, sputtering and cursing at the cold of it. 
 
    ‘Where’s the venison, brother?’ Aodhán rested his weight on the shaft of his javelin, patiently regarding his brother. ‘And what have you done to lose Liath Luachra?’ 
 
    Scowling, Bearach ignored his sibling as he struggled to his feet to face Bodhmhall. 
 
    ‘A fian, Bodhmhall! At least twenty to thirty men.’ 
 
    The bandraoi stared at him in shock. 
 
    ‘A fian! Out here in the Great Wild? Are you sure?’ She cast a glance towards the older sibling, hoping for some form of reassurance. The worried expression on Aodhán’s face did nothing to allay her fears. 
 
    ‘Yes, Bodhmhall,’ the boy replied. ‘There’s no doubt of it.’ 
 
    Bodhmhall paused to look around at the surrounding embankment and its upper wall of log pilings. The defences, which had always protected them so well in the past, suddenly looked disturbingly ineffectual. She bit her lip as she recalled a conversation with Liath Luachra shortly after their arrival at Glenn Ceoch, when work had just commenced on repairing the ráth. At the time, the warrior woman had been explaining how the ring fort’s ditch and embankment were designed to protect its inhabitants from wildlife or opportunistic marauders. Even then, she’d made it clear that they would not be a meaningful deterrent against a determined attack from any kind of substantial force.  
 
    And twenty to thirty men is a substantial force. 
 
    ‘Liath Luachra?’ she asked, trying to keep the concern from her voice but unable to tell if she had succeeded. ‘Where is she?’ 
 
    Bearach nervously cleared his throat. ‘There was a fire -’ The youth paused abruptly to catch his breath. Gasping a lungful of air, he tried once more. 
 
    ‘We saw a camp fire at Drom Osna on our way back to Glenn Ceoch. Liath Luachra went to go closer and get a better look. When she left, it was too far for me to see anything but I heard shouts and the sound of an alarm being raised. There was a lot of shouting so I ran.’ He averted his eyes, face scarlet with the flush of guilt. ‘I didn’t want to run, Bodhmhall. But she told me I had to. That I had to come and warn you.’ 
 
    The boy was clearly upset at having deserted his mentor. Bodhmhall attempted to console him, even as she did her best to ignore her own fears at her conradh’s disappearance. 
 
    ‘Do not feel guilt, Bearach. If Liath Luachra instructed you to run then you can be sure that it was the correct thing to do.’ 
 
    She looked up at the slate-coloured sky. She sun had passed its peak and was starting its inevitable descent but there was little chance of darkness falling to shroud the settlement for some time yet. 
 
    ‘Douse the fire pit,’ she instructed the óglach. ‘I don’t want the smoke to draw any strangers towards us. We’ll use the hut hearths for the next few days. The smoke seeps through the thatch and won’t be as visible.’ 
 
    Aodhán nodded. ‘Should we keep the livestock inside?’ 
 
    Bodhmhall shook her head. ‘No. But bring the cattle in to the near pasture. There’s enough grass there to last for several days. Whatever you do, don’t let them stray beyond the fences. The last thing we want is to have them wandering down by the entrance to the valley.’ 
 
    The bandraoi looked about the settlement again, creating a mental list of the various tasks that needed to be completed. ‘The pigs and goats can stay in pens for a few days. We won’t have time to round them up if the fian find us. Tell the others to remain close to the ráth. If luck is with us, they will bypass the valley.’ 
 
    Everyone remained resolutely silent on what would happen if the fian did not pass the valley.  
 
    ‘And Liath Luachra?’ Bearach’s voice had a distinct tremor. ‘What should we do?’ 
 
    Bodhmhall looked at the boy, the fear in his eyes reflecting everything that she herself felt in her own heart. 
 
    ‘We don’t know where she is, Bearach. Even if we did we don’t have the force to rescue her and could end up drawing the fian down on us.’ She shook her head and sighed. ‘No. We must place our trust in Liath Luachra’s abilities. For the moment, at least, I’m afraid our friend is on her own.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    That afternoon, the ráth and its immediate environs formed the focus of an uncharacteristically frenzied activity as desperate preparations were made to prepare the defences. Conchenn and Cairbre worked on the food supplies, filling several troughs of water inside the compound and preserving what additional food stocks they could without the use of the main fire pit. 
 
    Cónán, meanwhile, drove the cattle outside to the fenced pastures alongside the northern edge of the settlement where they would graze before being driven back into the ráth again before nightfall. Once the larger animals were settled, he rushed off to locate the pigs and goats, some of whom had been wandering in the nearer sections of wood for days. 
 
    Bearach, recovered from his gruelling marathon, relieved Aodhán on the gateway, freeing his older brother to work on the preparation of two new javelins and a spear to be added to the selection already set into the gatehouse rack. 
 
    For her part, Bodhmhall spent most of the afternoon weaving a wicker panel that could be used to plug a gap in the eastern wall of the upper rampart. During the ráth’s reconstruction, this final section had never been completed as they’d exhausted their supply of wooden pilings obtained at great effort from the nearby wood. Due to other, more demanding, priorities and the settlement’s general lack of manpower, a gap of four or five oak pilings still existed. Located high on the inner embankment, this weakness had never previously been a significant issue but given the size of the fian, this breach was now the most substantial chink in the ráth’s defences. The makeshift wicker barrier, although not a particularly effective measure, would have to do given the time constraints involved. 
 
    Immersed in her work, Bodhmhall lost all awareness of time and it was only a sudden drop in temperature that prompted her to look up and realise how late it was. Gazing down the valley, she was relieved to see Cónán herding the cattle closer to the ráth as the sun began to sink behind the trees at the distant valley entrance. She observed the darkening sky with some relief. Nightfall was not far off and soon the valley would be shrouded in a dark mantle more effective as a defence than the embankment and all of their javelins combined. 
 
    Determined to complete her task, Bodhmhall focused once more on the wicker panel. Finishing the final weave, she was manhandling the barrier into position when a stone flew past her head and glanced violently off one of the pilings. Startled, she looked towards the gateway where Aodhán and Bearach were gesturing furiously for her to join him. 
 
    Her heart sank. 
 
    Ignoring the sick feeling in her stomach, Bodhmhall left the panel leaning, unfixed, across the gap and hurried around the narrow earthen rampart to join the grimfaced youths. 
 
    ‘What? What is it?’ 
 
    Wordlessly, Aodhán pointed towards the far end of the valley where three shadowy figures were barely discernible against the gloom of the forest. 
 
    Gods! 
 
    Bodhmhall swallowed a cold lump of mucus that had inexplicably formed at the back of her throat. She continued to watch in silence as the óglach alerted his father and his other brother. Cairbre and Cónán arrived on the gateway rampart as the strangers drew closer, each carrying a javelin and an iron sword. 
 
    ‘Cónán, take the eastern wall. There’s three of them in sight but there could be more. I think – ’ 
 
    ‘Aodhán,’ Bearach interrupted his brother. ‘Something’s not right. Look at the way they’re running.’ 
 
    Although clearly displeased by the interruption, the eldest brother grudgingly turned to reassess the approaching figures. The strangers had now progressed significantly further up the valley and were about half-way between the ráth and the valley entrance. Although almost completely engulfed by shadow of night at this point, it was still possible to see that the two individuals to the rear were carrying something between them. The creases in the óglach’s forehead tightened. 
 
    ‘Bodhmhall, can you ...?’ 
 
    But Bodhmhall was already drawing on the full ability of her Gift, scrutinising the four bright flares that flickered in the distance. 
 
    ‘There are four individuals out there. One of them is being carried by two of the others. I can’t see anyone else in the valley or up on the ridges.’ She shook her head with certainty. ‘No. Whoever they are, they’ve come alone.’ 
 
    Aodhán released a sigh of relief as he stared out at the descending darkness. With a grunt, he reached down to pull a slender baton from a sheltered alcove built into the stone rampart. One end of the baton was heavily wrapped in gauze and smelled strongly of pitch. ‘Stay back,’ he told the others. 
 
    Striking two flints, he set the torch alight then grasping the haft, brought his arm back and launched it upwards and outwards into the night. For a moment, the fiery missile fluttered skywards then hung, momentarily frozen in the air, until it started its inevitable tumble. It struck the earth like a falling star, hitting the ground with a glimmering thump on the far side of the causeway. 
 
    The óglach was happy with his throw, marking his satisfaction with a tight nod. He advanced to the rampart’s edge once more, the slim haft of a javelin gripped tight in his hand.  
 
    It didn’t take long for the intruders to draw close. Although Bodhmhall could make out their glimmering life-lights, the others could not discern them in the gloom. As they halted before the causeway, however, the shuffling of feet was distinctly audible in the quiet evening air.  
 
    ‘That’s close enough, strangers. Any closer and you’ll have a javelin through your guts.’ 
 
    Bodhmhall turned, taken aback by the aggressive quality in the young warrior’s bellow, a striking contrast to the soft-spoken youth she’d come to know over the previous three years. 
 
    There was a muffled discussion from below then a strong male voice called up out of the darkness. 
 
    ‘I see Muinntir Bládhma. It is Fiacail Mac Codhna who stands here before you with no aggression in my heart. Can we approach?’ 
 
    Bodhmhall felt a flurry of conflicting emotions. 
 
    Fiacail mac Codhna! Here! 
 
    From the corner of her eye she saw Aodhán glance towards her but she was too shaken to offer guidance. 
 
    ‘Step forward then, Fiacail mac Codhna,’ the óglach shouted. ‘Let’s have a look at you.’ 
 
    A tall figure limbered nonchalantly into the light of the burning torch. Halting beside its slight flame, he gazed patiently up at the ramparts. Bodhmhall released a hiss of pent up tension. It was Fiacail all right. Just as she remembered him. Handsome, poised, oozing confidence. His moustache was a little thicker perhaps, the hair slightly longer. There was also certain stiffness to his stance but, given the circumstances, that was reasonable. He had, after all, put his life on the line by stepping into the open, an easy target for any javelin that might come flying in out of the darkness. 
 
    Although it was unlikely the warrior could see anything but a dark blur beyond the small radius of illumination thrown out by the flames, Bodhmhall could not shake off the sudden conviction that he was staring directly at her. Folding his arms, he shouted up once more. 
 
    ‘I am accompanied by my men-at-arms, Tóla and Ultán, two loyal kinsmen who have been shadow to my heels since my very first steps. Also with us is your comrade Liath Luachra. She is ...’ There was a flash of a grin in the flickering light of the torch. ‘Having a little rest.’ 
 
    Liath Luachra! 
 
    Bodhmhall immediately focused on the lowest of the four life-lights. Despite the distance, she now thought to make out the hue of the woman warrior’s distinctive internal flame. A heavy weight fell away from the bandraoi’s shoulders. For what felt like the first time in an age, she found herself able to breathe freely again. 
 
    An angry muttering floated up from the darkness behind the warrior and Bodhmhall stifled a sudden, almost uncontrollable, urge to giggle. Although the individual words could not be made out, Liath Luachra’s voice was instantly recognisable, the caustic tone unmistakable. The tension on the rampart dissipated in a nervous ripple of laughter. Relieved, the bandraoi reached over and touched Aodhán on the shoulder. 
 
    ‘I know these men. Fiacail is a friend.’ 
 
    The young man held her gaze uncertainly and tossed an anxious look out at the figures in the darkness before nodding. Leaning forward over the rampart, he shouted down at their visitors. 
 
    ‘Very well, Fiacail mac Codhna. Approach and our gate will be opened to you.’ 
 
    Cairbre and Bearach lit two additional torches from the supply in the gatehouse alcove then descended to remove the barrier. Ever vigilant, however, the elder óglach remained at his post, javelin in hand as he watched the newcomers traverse the causeway. Beside him, Bodhmhall drew a deep breath as she mentally prepared herself to greet their visitors. What else could this day possibly throw at her, she wondered. What else? 
 
    *** 
 
    Fiacail was standing in the gateway passage when Cairbre and Bearach removed the barrier, almost completely filling the compact space with the breadth of his shoulders and the two, cloth-coated axes strapped to his back. 
 
    From the rampart, Bodhmhall watched how he acknowledged the Ráth Bládhma men with his usual confidence, nodding then haughtily striding past and into the shadowy lis as though the ráth was his own personal property. She swiftly turned her back to put her foot on the ladder as his eyes swung up to the ramparts. Although she couldn’t see him, she could feel the weight of his gaze descend each individual rung with her. Stepping onto the ground, she took a deep breath before turning to advance into the circle of light thrown down by the flaming torches. 
 
    ‘I see you, Bodhmhall,’ the warrior said. 
 
    ‘I see you, Fiacail.’ She reached forward and embraced the big man, reaching up to put her arms around him. Abruptly, she pulled back, wrinkling her nose with an expression of surprise. ‘You stink like a tanner’s pit.’ 
 
    ‘A healthy sweat,’ he chuckled. ‘Besides, is that any way to greet a dear friend?’ 
 
    ‘Not so dear any more, Fiacail.’ 
 
    Their visitor sighed, head dipped in mournful resignation. ‘Ah, Bodhmhall. Will you never forgive a weak man’s foolishness? You are still as beautiful to me as the flowers in Spring.’ 
 
    ‘That was a well-worn compliment the first time you offered it, Fiacail.’ 
 
    A silence followed her retort, growing increasingly strained until it was mercifully disrupted by the bustle of Fiacail’s men entering the compound. Struggling to negotiate a handmade litter through the gateway passage, they finally succeeded in entering the lis, laying it on the beaten earth with an expressive display of cursing and groaning. In the torchlight, Bodhmhall saw Liath Luachra’s pale features stare up, cool and impassive, from the stretcher. Despite the show of indifference, she knew the warrior woman would be fuming inside, incensed at being returned to her people in such a helpless manner. The bandraoi felt a brief stab of sympathy for the two men who would have had to carry her and bear the brunt of her ill will. 
 
    Leaving the Seiscenn Uarbhaoil man, she moved forwards to crouch down beside her companion. Placing one hand on the other woman’s shoulder, she squeezed and held her eyes for a very long time. Liath Luachra returned the stare in silence with her usual, aloof calm. Finally, Bodhmhall rose and turned back to the visitors. 
 
    ‘Fiacail, you and your men have our gratitude for returning Liath Luachra safely. The hospitality of Ráth Bládhma is yours for as long as you wish to accept it.’ 
 
    The ritualistic declaration, uttered with the traditional sobriety, was somewhat undermined by a sudden snort from Liath Luachra. ‘I didn’t need their help. I would have made my own way back. Eventually.’ 
 
    She struggled to rise from the stretcher and although she succeeded in sitting up, Cairbre and Cónán were obliged to assist her before she could get to her feet. Swaying precariously, she regarded her rescuer with undisguised hostility. 
 
    ‘You should rest,’ suggested the big man. 
 
    ‘I am in my own home. I don’t need your counsel here.’ 
 
    Fiacail shrugged. 
 
    Further dissension was interrupted as Bearach, fresh from barricading the gate, hurried forward and excitedly threw himself on Liath Luachra. A titter of amusement fluttered through the little assembly as she staggered back under the impact, struggling to extricate herself from the enfolding embrace. Scowling, she pushed the boy away. 
 
    ‘I thought ...’ said Bearach. ‘I thought ...’ 
 
    ‘You thought wrong,’ she growled. ‘I’m here, aren’t I? 
 
    ‘Yes, but ...’ 
 
    Stung by her unexpected hostility, Bearach gawped helplessly. Bodhmhall tactfully stepped forward, inserting herself between them as she directed the discussion to other topics. 
 
    ‘Bearach, Liath Luachra needs to rest and we need a keen pair of eyes on the rampart. Can we trust you to do this?’ 
 
     The boy looked at her with a dismal expression but responded with a nod. As he trekked back to the gateway she made an apologetic gesture to the visitors. 
 
    ‘Forgive me, Fiacail. It truly brings me joy to see you again but I’m sure you understand our relief at Liath Luachra’s safe return.’ 
 
    The great shoulders shrugged. ‘We were fortunate to be in the right time at the right place, Bodhmhall.’ 
 
    ‘And the right place is Ráth Bládhma?’ 
 
    The warrior’s features tightened. He looked at her with an oddly cryptic expression that she was unable to decipher. ‘A man cannot visit an old friend?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. A friend such as you is more than a thousand times welcome.’ 
 
    Fiacail smiled, somewhat pacified by the compliment. 
 
    ‘But when it requires a trek of several days,’ continued Bodhmhall, ‘such visits, by necessity, raise enquiry.’ This time the bandraoi smiled coyly. ‘Even for a wanderer the likes of Fiacail mac Codhna.’ 
 
    The tall man’s good humour faded and his face took on a pinched, drawn expression. He fiddled nervously with the ends of his moustache, a tic she would not normally associate with the brash and confident warrior. 
 
    ‘I come with poor tidings, Bodhmhall. I have travelled direct from Dún Baoiscne -’ 
 
    Bodhmhall raised one hand to silence him. ‘Then I already know of the tragic tidings you bring.’ 
 
    Liath Luachra and Fiacail stared at her in surprise. She couldn’t help but notice the sharp intake of breath from Fiacail’s two kinsmen and the way they took a step back from her. The mysterious and terrifying powers of An Cailleach Dubh manifested for all to see! It took some effort not to snarl at them. 
 
    ‘You know?’ asked Liath Luachra. 
 
    ‘I do. But perhaps we should first discuss a more critical matter. Bearach told us of a war party. We had feared you’d been taken by them.’ 
 
    There was a brief silence as Liath Luachra’s eyes took on a strangely haunted look. ‘Yes,’ she said slowly. ‘We came across the tracks of a fian.’ 
 
    ‘Are they coming in this direction?’ 
 
    The shorter woman looked unhappy. ‘They scatter tracks all over the land without any clear direction. It’s as though they’re searching for something. Or someone.’ 
 
    ‘That’s true,’ Fiacail cut in, earning himself a pointed glare from the woman warrior. ‘But the situation is worse than that. We also encountered the trail of a second fian.’ 
 
    Bodhmhall felt a hollowness swell inside her stomach. ‘A second fian?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. We think there’s about the same number of fighting men. Twenty to thirty warriors. They too seem to be wandering from direction to direction. I can’t guess at what they might be searching for. I’m sure it’s not for each other.’ 
 
    Bodhmhall wet her lips with the tip of her tongue. 
 
    Gods! Two fian. Forty to sixty warriors. 
 
    It took all of her self-control to resist wringing her hands in despair. So many warriors was hardly a raid so much as a declaration of all out war. She hadn’t seen such numbers mustered since her childhood when the fighting between Clann Baoiscne and Clann Morna had been at its height. ‘Yes, well,’ she began in as casual a manner as she could manage. ‘It’s possible that the object of their search is here at Ráth Bládhma.’ 
 
    She proceeded to brush some imaginary dust from her skirts. 
 
    Once again Fiacail and Liath Luachra stared at her in consternation. The woman warrior’s eyes flickered in comprehension. 
 
    ‘The ráth has received a visitor.’ Her words were expressed as a statement, an expression of complete certainty. ‘There is no other way you could have learned of Fiacail’s news.’ 
 
    Bodhmhall nodded slowly. 
 
    ‘Well, who is it?’ 
 
    The bandraoi released a deep breath. ‘It is Muirne Muncháem.’ 
 
    This time Liath Luachra’s reaction was not one of surprise but one of complete astonishment, a rarity for her. It slid from her features quickly enough. Her eyes hardened but despite her obvious shock, she refrained from comment, leaving it to Fiacail to express their shared bewilderment. 
 
    ‘Well, well. Muirne Muncháem. When I was in Dún Baoiscne, Tréanmór made no mention of her departure but -’ The warrior paused and gauged her with a thoughtful stare. Before he could query Muirne’s presence any further, she cut the subject short. 
 
    ‘Fiacail, I truly appreciate your efforts but Liath Luachra is in pain.’ From the corner of her eye she observed the woman warrior raise one cynical eyebrow at this. ‘I must beg your indulgence for such a poor welcome but I do need to treat her.’ 
 
     She gestured to Cairbre, who had silently positioned himself behind her during the discussions.  
 
    ‘I’m sure you will remember Cairbre. He now acts as rechtaire for Ráth Bládhma and will occupy himself with your comfort and sleeping arrangements. For the moment, I would ask you to take your ease with our blessings. We will continue our discussions and celebrate your presence here later over food.’  
 
    Although the warrior would clearly have liked to discuss the subject further, he settled for a stiff smile. With a nod, he gestured for his men to accompany him and followed Cairbre towards the larger of the two lean-tos. 
 
    As their visitors departed, a light rain started to fall, tumbling down out of the heavens like a storm of aqueous needles. Ignoring it, Liath Luachra silently looked about the lis, nodding in approval at the doused fire and the livestock lowing softly in their pen. After a moment, she turned to consider the bandraoi. ‘Why,’ she hissed, ‘is Muirne Muncháem in our home?’ 
 
    ‘She came seeking sanctuary. What would you have me do? Cast a defenceless woman to the wilds?’ 
 
    ‘Muirne Muncháem is hardly defenceless. That mouth of hers would knock an ox at sixty paces.’ She briefly picked at a clotted scratch along her scalp. ‘From the moment that woman arrived at Dún Baoiscne, she saw you as a threat, a potential competitor. She did everything in her power to undermine your standing there.’ She growled a low, blood-curling snarl. ‘She stood before our people and mocked you as An Cailleach Dubh. I should have slit her throat then. I certainly would do it now.’ 
 
    ‘If you had slit her throat,’ Bodhmhall pointed out. ‘Then the people could, justifiably, have slit yours.’ 
 
    ‘They would have had their work cut out.’ 
 
    Bodhmhall made no attempt to conceal her scepticism at that particular argument. 
 
    ‘Muirne Muncháem is our guest.’ 
 
    ‘Bodhmhall, she has proven herself no friend of ours. She poisoned your father’s ears and used her influence to drive us from Dún Baoiscne. If she –’ 
 
    Bodhmhall’s eyes suddenly flared with all the authority derived of a privileged and regal upbringing. ‘It was not Muirne Muncháem’s influence with my father that drove us from Dún Baoiscne. You, of all people should know that.’ 
 
    Taken aback by the bandraoi’s unaccustomed ferocity, the woman warrior uncharacteristically yielded the point. ‘That’s true enough,’ she admitted, although it was a concession tainted with obvious bitterness. ‘I stand corrected.’ 
 
    ‘Besides, I have offered Muirne sanctuary for tonight. As Taoiseach of this settlement, that is my decision to make.’ 
 
    Liath Luachra considered her with muted airiness. In all their years at Glenn Ceoch there had never been any doubt of Bodhmhall’s leadership role. It had been Bodhmhall, after all, who’d successfully negotiated access to the land and the ráth, and who’d obtained the essential equipment and livestock. Everyone knew that without her influence and family connections there would be no settlement, although there’d never previously been any need to confirm this assumption so explicitly. 
 
    ‘Then you are truly your father’s daughter, oh noble one.’ 
 
    The bandraoi stiffened and for a moment it looked as though she might bite back at the sarcasm. Instead, her gaze softened. 
 
    ‘That was thoughtless. Forgive me, Liath Luachra. It’s been a trying day and I’m close to the edge of my tolerance.’ 
 
    Liath Luachra shrugged, her forehead creasing up in pain despite the slightness of the movement. 
 
    ‘Put your weight on me,’ said Bodhmhall. ‘I’ll help you to Cairbre and Conchenn’s roundhouse.’ 
 
    ‘So Muirne Muncháem’s sleeping in our bed as well then?’ 
 
    Bodhmhall refused to respond to the provocation. ‘Just lean on me.’ 
 
    The woman warrior was no stripling but by wedging one arm under her shoulder, Bodhmhall was able to support her towards the roundhouse shared by Cairbre and his family. Stumbling through the wooden doorway, the bandraoi steered her to the nearest sleeping platform and eased her flat onto the fur-coated straw mattress. A small oil lamp placed on the stool to one side of the hut emitted a flickering, greasy light that competed with the glow from the small fire-pit. 
 
    ‘Wait here.’ 
 
    The bandraoi left the dwelling, returning a short time later with a bowl of scented water in one hand, a bowl of oil in the other. Shuffling the heavy leather flap aside, she placed both carefully on the rush-strewn floor then sat on the platform where the other woman lay. 
 
    ‘Forgive me, Liath Luachra. I know Muirne’s presence eats at you but you can’t let that drive a wedge between us. She’s here only because she has nowhere else to go. Her husband – my brother – is dead.’ 
 
    Saying the words aloud served to release the truth of it. All at once, the strength that had sustained her throughout the afternoon finally gave way, crumpling like snow beneath a heavy foot. She began to weep. For her brother, for herself, for a childhood that was now truly gone and could no longer be retrieved. 
 
    Startled before the intensity of Bodhmhall’s grief, Liath Luachra stared, unsure how to react. Awkwardly, she raised her right hand to stroke the bandraoi’s cheek. 
 
    ‘I’ve wronged you, Bodhmhall. In my own anger I ignored your family tragedy. I’m sorry. I grieve for your loss, a rún. As I grieve for Cumhal. I truly liked him.’ 
 
    ‘My heart is low, Liath Luachra. I think it will break in two.’ 
 
    ‘Then you must find the resolve to hold those halves together, dear one. Our lives may depend on it. These are dangerous times.’ 
 
    ‘I fear I lack your resolve.’ 
 
    ‘Bah! You have iron in you. You just can’t see it as I do.’ Liath Luachra levered herself up onto one elbow. ‘I respect your decision Bodhmhall, but having Muirne here could come down heavily on us. On our people. Hiding out here in Glenn Ceoch we’ve avoided most of the bloodshed but now -’ 
 
    She attempted to shift closer but flinched at the sudden movement. Bodhmhall wiped the tears from her face. 
 
    ‘That’s enough talk of Muirne. You’re wounded. Let me tend to your wound.’ 
 
    ‘There is no wound. Just scratches.’ 
 
    Bodhmhall stared, noting the stiffness in her voice. 
 
    ‘No wound?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘But you can barely stand.’ 
 
    Liath Luachra rolled onto her stomach, face down into the furs and muttered. 
 
    The bandraoi considered her with open curiosity. It was unlike the conradh to be so circumspect. Although she had, admittedly, softened over the years, she was usually direct to the point of bluntness. Bodhmhall’s lips twitched as she recalled Cairbre’s initial assessment on meeting the woman warrior for the first time. He had summarised her as “a silversmith’s hammer, the perfect instrument to deliver force directly and accurately to a specific point,” an accurate, if somewhat ungenerous, description. 
 
    ‘Is this something you’re reluctant to discuss?’ Bodhmhall hesitated. ‘Is this discomfort to do with Fiacail?’ 
 
    A muffled voice emerged from the furs. ‘Accepting help from your old husband causes me no end of discomfort. But no, that is not it.’ 
 
    Sensing that this was a boil that would not be lanced with words, Bodhmhall retreated, dropping the subject as she helped the other woman out of her clothing: the grey wolf furs, the grey woollen tunic and leggings, the grey cloak, those dull and muted colours from which her name had been derived. Liath Luachra; the Grey One of Luachair. The warrior woman had always explained her colour preferences away on practical considerations. It made her, or so she claimed, more difficult to see during the hunt or when travelling in the Great Wild. Bodhmhall, however, had always suspected deeper motives. 
 
    By the time she got down to the inner garments, the rank smell of dried sweat was strong and pervaded the roundhouse. Removing the final items, Bodhmhall dropped them unceremoniously in a small pile at the side of the platform and considered the slim form stretched face down on the furs. With her hat removed, Liath Luachra’s black hair now spilled freely down the left side of her back. Beneath the bulk of the furs, her frame was sleek and flat-chested but deceptively strong for all that. 
 
    Whatever her mood, however, she had spoken the truth with respect to her injuries. There were no visible wounds that Bodhmhall could see, provided one discounted the ragged set of old scars that ran from her shoulder blades down to the base of her spine. 
 
    Dipping a rag into the bowl of scented water, she started to wash the woman warrior, carefully wiping her skin clean and getting her to roll over or raise her limbs when she needed to get at the more awkward areas. The hand-bath did not take long and, on completion, she dried her off with a loose cloth. With a frown, Bodhmhall traced one line of welted tissue along Liath Luachra’s back with the tip of her forefinger. She had become intimately familiar with the scars over the years but had never truly grown accustomed to the visual evidence of such severe punishment. Liath Luachra had never divulged how she’d come to receive them and, despite the draoi’s best attempts to find out. 
 
    ‘Am I not beautiful?’ The sardonic tone was not quite stifled by the furs. 
 
    ‘You are beautiful to me.’ 
 
    ‘Sweet talker.’ 
 
    Bodhmhall smiled to herself. Pouring oil into her hands, she rubbed the palms together and began to knead the woman’s back and shoulders, fingers probing deep into the muscle beneath. Despite the absence of any fresh marks – apart from minor scratches and bruises – it was immediately apparent that Liath Luachra had suffered some immense physical trauma. Although the skin was relatively clear and responded well to the touch, the muscle and ligament beneath was tighter than Bodhmhall had ever felt it before and unusually striated in parts. 
 
    Transferring her attention to the lower limbs, Bodhmhall frowned at the swelling around the knee and ankle joints. From the extent of inflammation, it was now evident why Fiacail and his men had been obliged to carry her. 
 
    ‘You are dear to me, Liath Luachra. I feared the worst when you did not return.’ 
 
    ‘I always return. You know that.’ 
 
    ‘Mmm.’ 
 
    Bodhmhall continued to massage, working the worst of the swollen tissue. It was warm inside the roundhouse and the crackling of the little fire was soothing. After a while, the bandraoi could feel the woman warrior relax beneath her fingers and she herself settled into a peaceful rhythm, lulled by the motion, the warmth, the silence. 
 
    ‘We saw a fire.’ 
 
    The unexpected articulation took Bodhmhall by surprise. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Bearach and I. We were returning to the ráth. We saw a fire. At the foot of Drom Osna.’ 
 
    ‘Uh-huh.’ 
 
    The bandraoi nodded automatically, belatedly realising that Liath Luachra could not see the gesture. She continued to massage, the movement of her fingers focussed now on the inflammation about the back of the Grey One’s knees, easing her touch in response to a wince from her patient.  
 
    Liath Luachra grew quiet and Bodhmhall could almost imagine her assembling her thoughts beneath that thick mane of black hair, rearranging the words to express herself more effectively. As though on cue, the woman cleared her throat. 
 
    ‘I was curious. I managed to crawl in closer to get a better look. Then -’ 
 
    Bodhmhall listened wordlessly as the warrior recounted the events that followed, physically transferring her own mounting disquiet into her soft manipulation of muscle and tissue. 
 
    Later, when Liath Luachra had completed the telling, she grew quiet and remained lying face down in the furs, withdrawing into that impenetrable silence once again. 
 
    She’s embarrassed! 
 
    Bodhmhall placed a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    ‘A rún, you are too hard on yourself.’ 
 
    ‘I ran away. I ran like a coward from that ... creature. And I kept on running. I am less than I was, Bodhmhall.’ 
 
    The bandraoi shook her head but, once again, the action went unobserved. ‘No. That reaction was not truly yours but one provoked by another party. Believe me, you do not lack courage. You are fortunate to be alive.’ 
 
    Liath Luachra twisted herself around and up off the furs so suddenly, so violently, that the bandraoi was taken by surprise and, instinctively, pulled back. The woman warrior’s eyes drilled into her. 
 
    ‘You know what it is.’ 
 
    Bodhmhall stared, too taken aback to answer. 
 
    ‘You do!’ The exclamation was loaded with fresh conviction. ‘What was that creature? Tell me.’ 
 
    This time it was Bodhmhall’s turn to work through the words. Several moments passed before she felt she had the right of it. 
 
    ‘This morning, out at the lubgort. I felt a great force, a great evil wash over the land.’ 
 
    ‘What was it you felt?’ 
 
    ‘It was One with the Gift.’ 
 
    ‘One with the Gift?’ 
 
    ‘Someone with the Gift. A draoi like me but with different ability. Where I can perceive life through life-light, this... thing is... a seeker of sorts.’ 
 
    ‘A seeker?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, something that has the power to draw in on people.  It can perceive – feel – their thoughts. No-one can hide from it.’ 
 
    Liath Luachra continued to observe her without expression, weighing up what she had been told. 
 
    ‘This morning,’ continued Bodhmhall. ‘When I felt its touch, I also had the sense that this individual was ... different. It felt tainted. Corrupted. At the time, I was too preoccupied trying to protect myself. Now that I’ve had a chance to think about it, I believe this draoi was not fully human. 
 
    ‘Huh,’ grunted Liath Luachra. She paused, awaiting further explanation but Bodhmhall had lapsed into silence, absorbed in contemplation of the morning events. ‘Not fully human,’ prompted the conradh. 
 
    ‘Hmm? Oh, yes. Back in Dún Baoiscne when I studied under Dub Tíre there were stories of such creatures. Tainted Ones, they called them. Men and women consumed and controlled to exist purely as the instrument of other, stronger draoi. Such draoi have the power to affect the minds of others, to provoke emotions and unnatural thoughts. I believe this is what you encountered at Drom Osna.’ 
 
    ‘But what would a draoi’s minion be doing out here in the Great Wild? I don’t -’ 
 
    Liath Luachra halted abruptly as she saw the expression on Bodhmhall’s face. 
 
    ‘Muirne Muncháem! I should have known.’ Rolling onto her back, she snorted and slapped her forehead with the palm of her hand. ‘Already, she brings troubles down on our heads. You should dispatch her. At once.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘But if this thing is as powerful as you say then it will find her. Is this not so?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Any yet -’ The conradh paused as she worked through the ramifications. ‘And yet, it appears to have missed her. How is that?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I suspect I simply distracted it. It did not appreciate being perceived by another.’ 
 
    Liath Luachra chewed slowly on the inside of her cheek. ‘Clann Morna seems extraordinarily intent on locating her. Two fian in winter? And now a draoi familiar? I know Muirne believes her arse shines like purest silver but it’s hard to believe anyone else would value her enough to go to such efforts.’ 
 
    Bodhmhall shrugged. ‘The motives are hard to understand. I would need to acquire imbas to have the knowing of such things.’ 
 
    ‘Imbas?’ Liath Luachra stared at her in surprise. The secret rituals used by the draoi for the acquisition of imbas – forbidden knowledge – were not initiated lightly because they invariably took a heavy toll. 
 
    ‘It would not be my first choice,’ Bodhmhall admitted.  
 
    ‘If you are seriously considering the imbas rituals,’ said Liath Luachra carefully. ‘You must be truly worried.’ 
 
    ‘I am worried. This Tainted One ... its doggedness, its ruthlessness terrifies me.’ 
 
    ‘Then get angry. Hate him.’ 
 
    The bandraoi looked at her in confusion. 
 
    ‘That is how to deal with fear. If you hate your enemy, your hatred devours your fear. And your pain.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm,’ Bodhmhall responded, clearly dubious. 
 
    ‘Do not doubt yourself, Bodhmhall. Come, you’re the talented one. You will work a scheme to save us from this creature.’ 
 
    ‘It could be that this Tainted One is not the most significant threat. Rather we should be seeking to identify the individual who hides behind the Tainted One, who directed him out to the Great Wild to find Muirne Muncháem.’ 
 
    With a sigh, Bodhmhall allowed her hands to drop to her sides. ‘I have brought this threat down on us. You were right, a rún. I should have consulted with you before making my decision. I am a poor leader.’  
 
    ‘You’re not a poor leader. You are an exhausted one, stretched in too many directions at once. Besides, I wasn’t here and you had to make a decision.’ She reached up to grasp Bodhmhall’s wrist. ‘Lie with me, Bodhmhall. Come close and hold me. We will lick our wounds and you can draw from my strength.’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid I can’t, dear one. I must occupy myself with our guests.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, our wondrous guests.’ Liath Luachra growled in pain as she rolled over onto her side. ‘First that prancing gadabout, now Muirne Muncháem. Truly, this is a day that improves with the passing.’ 
 
    ‘You may not like Fiacail but he was correct in saying you need to rest. If you sleep your muscles will relax and heal more rapidly.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps.’ The woman already sounded drowsy. ‘But our visitors can wait. Spend a moment here with me and we can both rise together.’ 
 
    ‘Very well,’ the bandraoi relented. ‘Just a moment, then.’ 
 
    Bodhmhall lay down beside the other woman and drew a fur blanket up to cover them both. Nestling in closer, she closed her eyes and nudged her nose deep into Liath Luachra’s hair, inhaling that reassuringly familiar scent deep into her nostrils. 
 
    Liath Luachra, Muirne Muncháem and Fiacail mac Codhna. Three of the most headstrong individuals she knew. All within one restricted space.  
 
    It was going to be a challenging night. 
 
    *** 
 
    The wind had risen over the course of the evening. By the time the company were gathered at the larger roundhouse it had evolved to a screaming gale and even the blackness of night could not hide the tumultuous cloud movement above them. Traversing the muddy lis at a run, Bodhmhall felt a cruel sense of satisfaction. The inhabitants of Ráth Bládhma might well be cowering behind its walls but they were, at least, sheltered from the worst of the elements. For the two fian and the prowling Tainted One, this night would prove extremely uncomfortable, hopefully hazardous. 
 
    Such are the risks of mustering a fian so near to the close of winter. 
 
    Inside the roundhouse, the blazing fire-pit kept the interior at a pleasant temperature and several oil lamps threw a warm, yellow glow over the surroundings. With the exception of Cónán, Bearach and Liath Luachra, all of the company had settled onto the woven reed mats that surrounded the crackling fire and were sharing the last of the uisce beatha traded with Coill Mór earlier that year. The sharp, smoky alcohol, stored in two leather containers, had proven particularly popular with the guests from Seiscenn Uarbhaoil. Fiacail mac Codhna was effusive in his praise for the drink, holding up his wooden goblet to peer at it with heartfelt admiration. ‘My bollocks have cramped, my guts are wrenching and my throat feels like its swallowed liquid fire. My head spins and it stings when I piss. Thundering arsefart, this is truly a man’s drink!’ 
 
    Bodhmhall smiled politely before casting a surreptitious glance at the doorway. Cónán and Bearach had drawn the short straw for guard duty above the gateway. Liath Luachra had agreed to join them once she’d completed an inspection of the ráth’s defences, something she’d insisted on doing personally, despite her injuries. 
 
    When all were settled, Bodhmhall nodded for Conchenn to commence serving. The old woman had done what she could to prepare a suitable feast at such short notice and in such restricted cooking conditions: fried pork chops from a freshly slaughtered pig, hot round loaves of bread, ash-roasted tubers and strips of a chewy meat that tasted like hare. 
 
    Muirne, despite several hours of slumber, looked drawn and haggard from her trek across the wild lands. Fiacail, as ever when presented with an audience, was the soul of good cheer: vivacious, hearty and effortlessly charming. 
 
    The food was passed about the circle, transferred from right to left. While the company ate, Muirne and Fiacail provided updates on extended family, friends and common acquaintances from Dún Baoiscne and Seiscenn Uarbhaoil. Any mention of conflict or politics, in particular the hostilities between Clann Morna and Clann Baoiscne, were studiously avoided. 
 
    As she nibbled on a leg of hare, Bodhmhall glanced again to the doorway, drawn by the flap of the leather covering behind Liath Luachra, the harsh, abrupt sound a clear measure of her mood. The Grey One circled the feasting group, halting to sit at Bodhmhall’s right hand, deliberately inserting herself between the bandraoi and Fiacail mac Codhna. If their guest noticed or felt slighted in any way, he showed no obvious signs of it. If anything, he appeared happy to sidle over and provide Liath Luachra with more room while continuing a hearty conversation with Cairbre. 
 
    At first, the conradh contributed little to the conversation. It was only later in the evening that Bodhmhall noticed her lean slowly forward to listen in on a conversation which seemed to consist predominantly of Fiacail boasting of his achievements at Seiscenn Uarbhaoil. 
 
    ‘Is it true what they say, Fiacail?’ 
 
    The big warrior turned to look at her, a hefty pig trotter in his left hand dripping grease onto the reed mats beside him. ‘What is it that they say, Liath Luachra?’ 
 
    ‘That you’ve coupled with over a hundred women.’ 
 
    The warrior gave a pained expression as he munched on the pork, sucking marrow from the bone with a relish that seemed almost sexual. 
 
    ‘A man of breeding does not count the number of women he’s bedded,’ he answered shortly, smearing a patch of pig fat across his moustache with the tips of his fingers. ‘After the first twenty, at least.’ 
 
    There was a chorus of groans from the women, a quickly stifled cackle from Cairbre. Aodhán and Fiacail’s warriors looked at the ground in an attempt to hide the smirk on their lips. Only Liath Luachra, who continued to observe Fiacail grinding the pork bone with his teeth, considered the response with any seriousness. 
 
    ‘Forgive me, Fiacail. I’m confused.’ She slowly put her plate to one side. ‘How does one distinguish between a man of breeding and a man who is inbred?’ 
 
    The warrior chuckled, ignoring the veiled insult. ‘That sounds like one of Bodhmhall’s riddles.’ He leaned forward even further so that he could directly address his host. ‘What say you, Bodhmhall? You are daughter to a rí and I think the company would concede that you are the shrewdest of all those gathered here.’ 
 
    Bodhmhall resisted the temptation to glance at Muirne’s reaction to Fiacail’s undisguised provocation. 
 
    ‘What do you think?’ he insisted. ‘What is the difference between a man of breeding and a man who is inbred?’ 
 
    Bodhmhall stared into the flames and considered the question quietly. Silence descended on the feasting company as they awaited her response with undistilled anticipation. Slowly, she raised her head and smiled. 
 
    ‘Webbed feet,’ she said. 
 
    *** 
 
    Finally, the time for serious discussion was upon them. Bodhmhall pushed her wooden platter to one side, brushed greasy lips with the back of her hand and waited for the talk to subside about her. The individual conversations did not take long to peter out. All eyes had been on her throughout the meal, awaiting such a signal to indicate that the social part of the evening was over. 
 
    Fiacail flicked a glance to his two kinsmen who, wordlessly, rose to their feet. Escorted by Aodhán and Conchenn, they quietly left the roundhouse. 
 
    When the others had departed, Bodhmhall raised her eyes and considered each of the four remaining individuals in turn. ‘We should speak of Muirne,’ she said. 
 
    No-one spoke but the tension was evident in the body language of those gathered around the fire. Muirne Muncháem’s bearing, in particular, was tense and stiff as she awaited the decision of her hosts. 
 
    Bodhmhall turned to the Flower of Almhu. 
 
    ‘I will not insult you by softening the reality with honeyed words, Muirne. I have sought the counsel of my advisors. Both recommend that you be cast from Ráth Bládhma at first light.’ 
 
    Muirne blanched but, to her credit, accepted the news with no other evidence of the despair she must surely have been feeling. Dropping her eyes to the ground, she nodded with stoic dignity. ‘Of course. If that is the desire of Muinntir Bládhma, I will leave at first light.’ 
 
    ‘You misunderstand me. That was the opinion of my advisors. It was not my final decision.’ 
 
    Startled, Muirne raised her head to stare at her host with an expression that was equal parts hope and wariness. ‘You do not share the opinion of your advisors?’ 
 
    ‘In all honesty, I felt their advice sound. They recommend that which is clearly in the best interests of Ráth Bládhma. But -’ She picked up a wooden spoon and absently tapped it against her knee while the others watched on. ‘There are other factors to be considered. Duties of hospitality, family ties ...’ 
 
    Her voice trailed off momentarily as she stared at Muirne’s swollen belly. 
 
    ‘The future of Clann Baoiscne may lie within your womb and although I’ve given the matter consideration I’m unable to see a clear path through the thorns you plant before us.’ She grew silent for a moment, as though planning her next words. ‘I have decided that I will require further wisdom, I will seek imbas to identify the path that best suits our purpose. Until then, you may remain at Ráth Bládhma.’ 
 
    Even as she spoke, Bodhmhall was surreptitiously assessing the faces about her. Muirne was pale but clearly relieved. Cairbre, calm and patient as always, simply awaited his mistress’s lead. Fiacail mac Codhna, conversely, had a great grin plastered across his features. The warrior had remained uncharacteristically restrained throughout the evening’s activities. Although he bore neither party any particular ill will, neither was he averse to stirring up a situation and then sitting back to enjoy the fruits of his devilment. For some reason, Fiacail often derived enjoyment or diversion from such situations. For the moment, fortunately, he seemed content to merely observe. 
 
    Liath Luachra as ever, appeared impassive. While Bodhmhall spoke, she remained resignedly silent, staring straight ahead into the fire as though preoccupied with some great internal deliberations of her own. Bodhmhall had informed her of her decision in advance, of course, but it couldn’t have been pleasant hearing it when the source of such enmity was sitting directly across the fire from her. 
 
    Muirne’s response, therefore, was particularly ill-judged. 
 
    ‘I thank the Gods that they have granted you the sense to meet your family duties.’ 
 
    Bodhmhall saw the Grey One stiffen, the bread half-raised to her mouth, frozen in place. ‘Family duties,’ she spat. ‘Do you not understand, foul-smelling flower! Your actions bring the wrath of Clann Morna upon us.’ 
 
    ‘Clann Morna does not know I have come here.’ 
 
    ‘Clann Morna may not know but they must strongly suspect it,’ spat Liath Luachra. ‘A fian beats the forests of the Great Wild searching for you.’ 
 
    A fian!’ Muirne stared at her with wide eyes.’ 
 
    ‘Two fian, in fact,’ pressed Liath Luachra. ‘And as if that weren’t trouble enough, you and your unborn whelp have also attracted the interest of a Tainted One.’ 
 
    ‘A Tainted One!’ 
 
    ‘Yes. A seeker who now searches our land for you and your child.’  
 
    This further revelation prompted a shocked silence from their visitors. Fiacail looked as though he’d been struck across the face. Muirne looked back at them with a haunted expression. Her jaw began to quiver and for the first time since arriving at Ráth Bládhma, she revealed what she truly was; a terrified young mother. 
 
    This involuntary lapse did not last, however. Conscious of the fragility she’d inadvertently exposed, the Flower of Almhu clamped her jaw shut, grasped about clumsily on the floor behind her then pulled a bulky satchel forward. As the others watched on in curiosity, she plunged her hand inside and withdrew a wolf pelt which she defiantly flung on the ground beside the fire. 
 
    ‘This creature attempted to eat us: me and my baby. I swear to you all that anyone who seeks to harm my child will suffer a similar fate.’ 
 
    There was a momentary silence as the others considered the pelt. The skin was rough and had been poorly skinned but from the size of it the animal had obviously been no cub. 
 
    ‘What did you do?’ asked Liath Luachra at last. ‘Lash it to death with your tongue?’ 
 
    Muirne stiffened and her face grew red and ugly. For a moment it looked as though she might launch herself, belly and all, across the fire at the woman warrior. 
 
    Bodhmhall made a calming gesture. ‘We do not need to -’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I like about you, Liath Luachra,’ said Muirne, ignoring her. ‘Many women lie awake at night dreaming of a cock between their legs but you, you lie awake dreaming that you’re hung like a stud bull.’ 
 
    There was a stunned silence in the wake of Muirne’s outburst. 
 
    Oh Gods, no! 
 
    In despair, Bodhmhall watched the flash of life-light between the two women, their internal flames blazing up as though someone had tossed oil on a bonfire. Muirne’s was radiating a frightening yellow intensity that all but obscured the lower glow of her unborn child. Liath Luachra’s, meanwhile was repeatedly expanding and contracting, red flecks growing brighter and brighter. Bodhmhall stared at them in alarm, feeling the situation spinning wildly out of her control. 
 
    ‘I’m hung like a bull,’ said Fiacail. 
 
    The company was momentarily distracted as all eyes turned to stare at the broad-shouldered warrior. Fiacail, apparently oblivious to the consternation he’d provoked, was working to remove a sliver of meat from between his teeth with the point of a sharp knife. Putting the weapon to one side he looked around at his silent audience. 
 
    ‘What? Do you want me to whip it out and show you?’ 
 
    ‘No!’ 
 
    The startled chorus from the females was probably the first time all present had ever been in unanimous agreement. Fiacail, however, was unimpressed by their reaction. ‘You don’t need to act all high and mighty. At least two of you know this claim for fact.’ 
 
    There was another startled silence as the three women looked at one another. Liath Luachra suddenly released a bark of amusement. 
 
    ‘Gods, Muirne! Oh, that is beautiful! You and Fiacail were slapping buttock skin!’ 
 
    Bodhmhall stared in consternation from one visitor to the other. 
 
    ‘What? Is this true?’ 
 
    Their visitor did her best to appear nonplussed but was visibly flustered by the unanticipated disclosure. ‘Don’t worry yourself, cousin. That was a long time ago. After your separation from Fiacail.’ 
 
    Observing that her words had in no way placated the bristling bandraoi, the Flower of Almhu opted for an alternative approach. 
 
    ‘And I assure you, it took place before my marriage to Cumhal.’ 
 
    ‘I wonder if my brother would have been so willing to wed had he known he was sipping such a well-tasted wine.’ 
 
    Muirne’s face clouded. 
 
    ‘Your brother was no stranger to midnight visits. In Dún Baoiscne he had his share of –’ 
 
    ‘I’m aware of Cumhal’s activities but he had, at least, the integrity to declare as much before the marriage. You, Muirne Muncháem, were presented to Clann Baoiscne as the unsullied blossom that would unite our two families.’ 
 
    ‘I think -’ said Fiacail. ‘You mean the unplucked Flower’. With this he erupted into a howl of uproarious laughter. 
 
    Muirne, furious, staggered to her feet, her face flushed and angry. For a moment she looked as though she was about to bellow at Fiacail but then, to everyone surprise, she stopped and looked down at her feet. Bodhmhall followed her eyes downwards to where a small puddle was spreading across the floor. 
 
    ‘This council is concluded,’ she said hurriedly. ‘Please leave now.’ 
 
    ‘Are you joking?’ demanded Fiacail, completely unaware of what had just taken place. ‘Things are just starting to get interesting and if you think -’ His eyes fell on the puddle at Muirne’s feet. ‘Oh, look! Muirne’s so angry she’s pissed herself.’ 
 
    ‘Get out!’ roared Bodhmhall. ‘Now, you fool! Muirne’s waters have broken.’ 
 
    The warrior stared at her in astonishment, transferred his gaze to the ashen-faced Muirne and then down to the growing puddle. His jaw dropped. 
 
    ‘Out,’ snapped Bodhmhall. ‘Now!’ 
 
    Without further argument, Fiacail scrambled to his feet and scuttled from the roundhouse, Cairbre hot on his heels. 
 
    Bodhmhall turned to where Liath Luachra was standing, observing the flurry of activity about her with her habitual calm. The bandraoi regarded her uncertainly. ‘You wish to stay and help?’ 
 
    ‘I would sooner poke a stick up my ass and erect myself as totem,’ said Liath Luachra, backing away, both palms held defensively outwards. With this she turned and left the roundhouse. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, the bandraoi turned her attention back to their visitor who was now backed up against the central pole, holding her stomach and staring down at it in dismay. When she finally noticed Bodhmhall standing before her, she gritted her teeth. 
 
    ‘Enjoy your moment, Cailleach Dubh. It must give you great pleasure to see me humiliated so.’ 
 
    ‘Not really.’ Bodhmhall pressed a hand against the other woman’s belly then felt it from several different positions. ‘This will be a hard birth,’ she concluded. 
 
    Muirne grimaced against the pain and when it had passed she gave a dismissive shrug. ‘Hard life, hard birth. There will be pain and then there will be none.’ 
 
    And with that, the Gift suddenly manifested itself again. 
 
    It had been so long since she’d experienced a true vision that Bodhmhall wasn’t quite sure what was happening at first. The walls of the roundhouse just seemed to recede then faded completely to black. The fire pit remained and Muirne Muncháem remained but Conchenn had disappeared. She tried to speak but no words came out. Slowly, remarkably slowly, the flames in the fire-pit appeared to subside but even as the light disappeared it was replaced by another light blazing out from Muirne’s womb. 
 
    And then it was gone. 
 
    ‘... are you doing?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Dazed, Bodhmhall stared at the red-faced Muirne. 
 
    ‘What are you doing? Why are you looking at me like that?’ 
 
    Bodhmhall continued to stare blankly. Then the realisation hit her. ‘It’s the child, isn’t it? Cumhal’s child. They don’t care about you. It’s the infant they seek, the fian and that ‘Tainted One’. 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ Muirne glared in furious incomprehension. Bodhmhall shook her head with an embittered laugh. So stupid! The evidence had been there before her all this time but, preoccupied by other issues, her heart had not allowed her eyes to see it. 
 
    ‘Muirne Muncháem,’ she said. ‘You ask for your freedom and for your life.’ 
 
    ‘You know that is why I’m here, Bodhmhall! Tréanmór and your family are in a position of weakness after the battle at Cnucha. It was only a matter of time before sufficient pressure was applied, before they were forced to offer me to Clann Morna.’ 
 
    ‘And you also wish the life and freedom of your son.’ 
 
    The Flower of Almhu groaned and gritted her teeth again. ‘Of course I do.’ 
 
    Bodhmhall frowned. ‘There is something different about your son, Muirne. His inner flame flares like none I’ve ever seen before. All I can tell for sure is that there will be a high price associated with this birth, a price to give him life and a price to save him. I need to know if you are willing to accept this price.’ 
 
    ‘There is always a price.’ 
 
    ‘This is a price you may not wish to pay.’ 
 
    The Flower of Almhu returned her stare. ‘Will it save my son?’ 
 
    Bodhmhall nodded. 
 
    ‘Then,’ she said decisively. ‘I will pay.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    The full story can be found at FIONN: Defence of Ráth Bládhma. 
 
    If you’d like to learn more about Irish mythology or receive advance notice on the other items we’re working on you can sign up for our monthly newsletter (Vóg!) at New Release 
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