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PROLOGUE
Nine Years Earlier
Fennit Island, AD 991

Fódla

“Aoife, would you like some broth?”

I walked into my daughter’s bedroom and found Aoife asleep. She lay huddled underneath two thick blankets, her long, white hair fanned out across her pillow like a veil.

Setting the broth on the table, I moved over to sit on the edge of the mattress, for I didn’t want to waken her. She must be tired to lie in past midday.

Too late.

As soon as the bed creaked under my weight, Aoife’s eyelids fluttered open.

“Morning, my love,” I said softly. “You’ll be glad to hear that the gathering is finally over.”

Aoife groaned, her hands shaking as she moved to brush the hair from her face.

“Aoife? What’s wrong?”

I reached out to feel her forehead. Her paper-thin skin burned against mine. “Aoife! You are unwell. Why didn’t you send for me?”

I couldn’t believe it. Another fever had her in its grip, and so soon after the last. Her bony fingers swept the last of her hair from her face, the blankets edging down her shoulder. Skin and bone she was, even worse than when I left to attend the gathering.

“Did you not eat while I was away?”

I gripped her hand, closed my eyes, and reached inward with my gift. However, before I could heal her, Aoife moaned again. I pulled my hand away, worried that I had hurt her.

“Who are you?” she asked, her eyes widening as she took in my face. “I don’t know you. Get away from me.”

“It’s me, Aoife. Your mother.”

“Go away. I don’t know you!” Her thin fingers reached out for the fur blanket, which she cuddled tight against her body as if it were armour and I a sword that would pierce it.

“It’s me, Aoife. It’s your mother. Fódla.”

She shuddered into the blanket, my words having no effect. This was happening more and more often. This spring her memory had started to drift, not for long, nor often, but these last three moons she had deteriorated rapidly. Whole years of her life had vanished from her mind. But never before had she completely forgotten me.

“Aoife, please.” My voice broke. “Try to remember.”

I took another step back and instead of talking, I sang. It was a song I had sung to her often, both as a child and when we worked together in the kitchens, making the bread and preparing the vegetables. “My love,” I hushed. “We swam over the lake. My love, we ran along the river. Away from here, my love, where the yew trees wither.”

She kept her eyes fixed on me, her nails gripping the blanket edges, then suddenly the fear melted away and she relaxed her hands. “Mammy?”

“Yes.”

Aoife gave me a shaky smile, then looked around the room as if trying to work out where she was. She frowned when she noticed the grey dress folded over the chair. “Is it time to work?”

“No. You don’t have to work today.”

“Is it my day off?”

“Yes, my love. Do you want some broth?” I picked up the bowl from the table and set it on my knee. She hadn’t worked in the kitchens since last winter, but I decided not to say so. She was just confused. In a few minutes, when she calmed down, she would be back to herself. All I had to do was be patient.

My daughter glanced at the contents of the bowl then shook her head.

“Just a bite,” I coaxed, holding a filled spoon close to her mouth.

“No. You have it.” She stared at the chunks of beef, carrots, cabbage and onions. “This is your favourite, isn’t it?”

“That’s right.” I smiled.

“Father told me last night we would have it for dinner today.”

“He’s too smart, that father of yours.”

Aoife nodded, though her eyes still looked unfocused. Her memories must still be a blur, for Tomas had not visited her bedroom for many years now. He found looking at Aoife, talking to her like this, too difficult, but I didn’t want to say that to her. Not when she was so fragile. That she was no longer huddled against the wall was enough.

“Can you tell him not to come here? I don’t like the medicine he gives me.”

“Of course, my love.”

Any moment now. Any moment now and she would come around. She must be remembering the times he gave her warm milk to settle her stomach when she was a little girl. A nice memory for a change, and I was content to let it wash over her.

I set the bowl of broth back onto the table and moved to fix the pillows behind her. The damp and sweat-stained fabric slid under my fingers. How long had she been like this? The whole time I was at the gathering?

“Tell me about the vote,” she said. “Did Affraic win or Laeg?”

Relieved that she had finally remembered something recent, I bent down, wrapped my arms around her and held her tight. But my relief was short-lived as I realised how hot the fever burned. I sat up and took her hands into mine once more, feeling inward with my gift.

“Mammy. Please. Don’t.” Aoife pulled away, her chin trembling. “Don’t heal me.”

“What? Why wouldn’t I heal you?”

“I… I don’t like… I am scared.” She coughed, her lungs rattling in such a way as to still my heart. “I remember myself as a child and I remember speaking to you before the gathering, but the memories of between then and now, they are gone. I can’t see them anymore. I don’t remember how I got so old.”

“Yes, but I am with you. Remember that. You are safe with me. I love you.”

Loss of memory was common in older mortals, a disease of the mind, and something that was beyond my skill to heal. It frightened her, I knew that. It was awful to watch her confusion. She was eighty-three, not so very old. Some mortals lived to be older than this, even when their minds began to wander. She still had time left, months, years even.

Aoife sighed, her voice soft. “I nearly died when I caught the last fever. I felt it.”

“No, my love. It was not so bad as that. I’m sure you would have fought it off yourself, but I don’t like to see you suffer. Why would I let you feel pain when my gift can take it all away?”

“I wasn’t suffering. I was drifting. It was beautiful. I was in a field with nine tall trees. A man walked toward me. He looked like you.” Her hands trembled. “Father is wrong. I know I’m mortal, but when I die, I think I can go to the otherworld. That’s what the man… my grandfather, yes, grandfather said.” She squeezed my hand. “This time, you need to let me stay there. You need to let me go.”

I looked away and rubbed at my eyes. Why was she talking like this?

“When I go, I want you to promise me something.”

“Let’s talk about—”

“Don’t let Father keep you here like he has me.”

This time tears spilled over, and I sobbed into my hands. “I’m so sorry, Aoife. I tried to get you out and I failed you. Your father, he loves you, you see. He couldn’t bear to be parted from you. It’s difficult for him to see you…”

“Like this?” Aoife stared at her lined and withered hands. “I don’t want to speak of Father, though I want you to know that you have nothing to feel guilty for.” She paused. “But change is coming and when I go, you must learn to live again. Promise me. Love, it is real. You must find it.”

I nodded as she wrapped her arms around my neck.

“I love you, Mammy.”

“I love you too.” I placed my right hand over hers, my left stretching up to touch her cheek. Even without my gift, I felt how slow her pulse had become, how the liquid in her lungs rattled. If only she would let me help.

“No, Mammy.” Gently, she pushed me away, knowing my thoughts. “Not this time.” She gave me a weak smile and huddled into her blankets. “Stay with me until I sleep and tell me a story. One of the legends Grandfather used to tell you and Rónnat.”

I couldn’t move. My whole body shook.

“Please, Mammy,” she said, her eyes closing. “I want to hear your voice.”

I edged closer and pushed her hair behind her ear. Her lined cheeks slackened against the pillow, but the skin around her chin tightened as she breathed.

“What story?”

“The Second Battle of Moytura.”

Beads of sweat trickled down her brow as I lay beside her. “Aoife. Are you sure?” I wiped the tears streaming down my cheeks. “Please. Please, let me help. You’d be more comfortable if I—”

“No, Mammy.” Aoife’s voice was soft but firm. “This is my choice. It’s time for me to go.” She took my hand, the one that had moved her hair, and placed it on my leg. “Tell me the story.”

Without another word, I did what she asked. I bit back my tears and told her of the battle between Lugh and Balor, the Fomorian king with fire in his eye. I told her how our ancestors won freedom for the mortals, and how Lugh killed King Balor with his spear. At the start, she smiled as always, but then she fell into a deeper sleep. A final sleep.


PART I


Fennit Island, 
February 1000

Colmon

The old legends say that when dawn breaks, the daemons of the night are slain by the light of the sun.

As I looked outside, I could see how such stories had once held sway. Moments ago, I had stared into a blank void of nothingness. Now ripples of ochre and amber rose from the horizon, illuminating the land and sea below.

The scene before me was exquisite, from the golden sandbank that linked Fennit Island to the mainland, to the view of the western peninsula and the ragged islets that cut into the waves like a sword. Even the wildflowers, clinging to the cliff face in defiance of the morning breeze, had a fragility that rendered their torn petals a thing of beauty.

Yet for all the wonder laid bare before me, it was once the sun rose that my daemons awoke.

Reluctantly, I pulled my gaze away from the window. Inside our fortress, the magical pleasures of the Tuatha Dé Danann competed for attention. Spun gold tapestries, woven by the druids, decorated the stone ceiling. Steel swords and spears, wrought into shape and inlaid with gems and silver by the weapon-makers, covered the walls. Platters of ripe fruit and vegetables, tended and grown by the healers, lay on the top table.

I ignored the gold, silver, and gems, and strolled over to the food. Roasted pork, mutton, and venison filled silver plates, while boiled stews and porridge, wild honey, berries, apples, and buttered vegetables lay in golden baskets at the front. A feast every king in Ireland would be envious of.

A few bread rolls lay discarded in a bowl at the back. I picked one of them up and bit into it. Not too bad, a little over-baked; something one of the giftless children had cooked. Fódla’s daughter, Aoife, had overseen the baking when she was alive. There had been no burnt bread then.

“Good morning, my friend.”

I glanced up to find Fiachre staring at me, a cup of wine already in hand.

He noticed me looking at the cup, and for a moment he moved to set it down, as if to suggest the wine wasn’t his, or that he wasn’t actually drinking from it, perhaps tidying it away. He decided against it. It was me, after all, and if anyone understood the weapon-maker, it was the warrior.

“You are waiting for Tomas,” he said, then took a long gulp.

I nodded.

“He’s not happy.”

“How so?”

“He’s never happy. Not anymore. Not since he killed Raoul of Normandy.”

To hear the lie said aloud sounded as foul as it had nineteen years ago. We had returned home to great fanfare. The last Fomorian is dead, the harpists sang at the feast that night. The Fomorians will burn the children of the Dé Danann no more. It was a feat we all once thought impossible.

I had drunk my wine and toasted them all, for the last Fomorian was dead. That was true. But we hadn’t killed him. The swine had died face down in his own vomit, stomach full of the poison he’d gorged on. A coward. Most Fomorians were. Everyone knew this. But Tomas had wanted a grander story for the last one. A glorious victory for the Descendants of the Tuatha Dé Danann. Our greatest foe vanquished by our own blades.

I made Tomas take the credit for landing the fatal blow. It was his lie, and there were some lies a warrior could not tell.

Fiachre took a sip of his wine, a frown deepening which creased the skin around his lips. “Do you ever think that now his life’s purpose of killing Fomorians has gone, he doesn’t know what to do with himself?”

When I didn’t answer, Fiachre pressed on.

“Sometimes I think Tomas should have been the warrior, and we the druids.”

“Why do you say that?” Indeed, it was a strange thing for him to say. Tomas rarely fought. He never could stomach the blood.

Fiachre seemed to read my thoughts. “There are other things to miss about fighting aside from the battlefield. The anticipation. The council meetings. The strategy. The drama.” Fiachre sighed as wine sloshed over the edge of his cup. “And look at us. Sick to death of it. The warrior and weapon-maker destroyed by all they have seen and done. Tomas, however… he is not destroyed, and now we’ve killed all the Fomorians, there is no one else left to fight. That’s why he quarrels with us. That’s why he hates the mortals.”

Fiachre picked up an apple and spun it around. He had a terrible habit of speaking before he thought, and the drink made him reckless, more than it used to. The power held by the druids over the other gift bearers had always annoyed him, but recently, Tomas in particular had become the subject of his ire. When Fiachre worked with his hammer in hand to shape blade and arrow, his mind was occupied. Now it was empty, just like his forge.

Not so long ago, I would have defended Tomas, no matter what anyone said about him, but since the death of Raoul, it had grown harder. However, on this point I couldn’t agree with Fiachre. The council’s ruling that we should live apart from the mortals had been a difficult one to take, but necessary. Our numbers did not die fighting anymore. No. Hate was not Tomas’ flaw.

“Go to bed, Fiachre,” I said, my voice unable to conceal my weariness. “Before you say something you regret.”

“Why should I? My opinions are every bit as important as yours. Why… why can I not speak?”

“Because you’re not prepared to do anything about it.”

Fiachre glanced at me, blinking, as a child scolded out of turn, but then his face softened into a leer. “No. That was always your job… but I forget… Tomas is your friend. You do not see him clearly the way I do.”

I turned and stared once again at the plate of rolls. I wasn’t in the mood for drunk Fiachre today. After a while, he walked away, his gait unsteady, though I knew he was taking great pains to conceal it.

Without thinking, I took out my sword and sharpened the edge with a whetstone. Habits were difficult to shake. The steel gleamed in my hands, the blade heft unaltered by time. Fiachre’s grandfather had made it for mine. It didn’t require sharpening. None of our swords did. But it required attention. Just like the crops growing in the soil, it needed to be cared for, spoken to, sang to, loved. I could no longer let it taste blood, so I did what I could, and gave it the thrill of striking something hard and unyielding.

“He’s ready for you.”

Gobnat waved as she entered the hall, her cheeks flushed and a wry smile breaking free. Meticulously dressed as always, her long silk gown seemed to be a second skin, with her blonde hair falling over her shoulders and long lashes framing her pale green eyes. Footsteps followed her. Shae and Laeg, leader of the harpists and cupbearers, moved past her. Shae looked troubled and stared at his feet as he walked past me, not even acknowledging I was there. Laeg gave a polite smile, though she marched quickly into the passageway, not stopping to speak, shoulders hunched in.

Where was Affraic, the gift-leader of the healers? Something was wrong. Bad news. My thoughts turned to Fódla. Had something happened to her? No, perhaps not. Gobnat, sleekit as she was, had always seemed genuine in her friendship with my cousin. She would not be smiling if Fódla was in trouble.

I sheathed my sword and made my way through the back door, toward the high tower. Salt filled my mouth, the air thick with sea spray, and the wind lifted my cloak. The morning’s golden sunshine had already faded into a grey haze. A storm was blowing in from the west. Another one.

Gobnat, wrapped up in her furs, fell into step beside me.

“What do you want, Gobnat?”

“Tomas has asked me to attend your meeting.”

“Are you chief scribe as well as chief witch?”

“Of course not. I come at Tomas’ request.”

I stopped walking and gave Gobnat a hard stare. “If Tomas wishes to speak to me, he can come to my room. Alone.”

Gobnat’s lips parted as I walked away. Fiachre’s complaints about Tomas may have been far-fetched, but I understood the reason his dislike was growing. Tomas was the council leader, but he lorded it over the gift-leaders too much. In this instance, a meeting between the council leader and gift-leader should be private. Never one for politics, I usually let Tomas do what he wanted. I could have just let Gobnat accompany me to the top of the tower and stay for the meeting – for what would I say that would cause any gossip?

Fódla is in danger, Colmon. From you, Colmon. And others like us.

“Colmon,” Tomas called out through the tower’s small slit window. “Come, friend, and speak with me.”

I cleared my mind of Rónnat’s words and tilted my head toward Gobnat.

“Alone, if that is your wish,” he replied.

Gobnat nodded, then evened her expression. “I shall talk to you later, Colmon. You can tell me about your travels to Meath. I’m eager to hear of them.”

I watched her until she reached the fortress before I made my way into the tower. Summoning my gift, I ran up the long ladder in a matter of seconds and sat on the empty seat by Tomas’ desk.

Tomas laughed as I removed my cloak. “I’m so used to waiting for people to climb the ladder that you almost took me by surprise.”

I gave him a polite smile. The warrior gift meant both strength and speed, so there was no way that my rapid ascent had taken him unawares. Of course, he said it to ease us into conversation. I was supposed to laugh and make some sort of jest about him wasting his time among all these books, or note the number of dusty scrolls on the shelves above him. In years gone by, I would have done so, but as Tomas had grown more like his own father, I had grown more like mine.

“So, what do you want? Why have you summoned me?”

Tomas sat down slowly. He leaned forward in his chair, his hands clasped together tight. “As you know, Eilis has been spying on the King of Connacht for us from within the Killaconenagh nunnery. She asked for the task, if you remember.”

Glad that he spoke no ill news of Fódla, I sat and considered his information. I remembered Eilis’ request well. She had grown irritated by life in the fortress and wished to leave it for a time. She had despised being a nun when spying for the council a hundred years earlier, but since that was the only way our kind left Fennit Island these days, she decided it was a burden she could bear. I didn’t blame Eilis. It wasn’t just her who longed to cross over onto the mainland. Many had whispered such ideas during the long winter nights when golden-brown ale and honeyed bread reminded us of the old lives we used to lead.

“Has she discovered anything important? I have heard rumours of discontent in the north of Connacht about the peace treaty between King Brian Boru and King Sechnall of Meath.”

Tomas shook his head. “She’s been advising the King of Connacht. Telling him what to do. Rumours say they share a bed. In short, she has broken the New Agreement. I am summoning her home myself. At the gathering next spring, she will stand trial.”

Affraic’s absence and Shae’s agitated expression now made sense. Eilis was Affraic’s granddaughter, and Affraic, though austere and haughty, was highly respected. This development would not go down well with the other Descendants. The New Agreement decreed that any who interfered in the lives of the mortals faced death or the loss of their gift.

“Tomas, you are getting ahead of yourself.”

Tomas’ eyes narrowed at my quick reaction, for I was usually slow to give an opinion.

“You speak only of rumours, and Affraic and Eilis are not stupid. Eilis will deny all charges.” I paused to examine my old friend. He was pale, thin, though his eyes shone bright. “You talk of killing one of our own as if it were a foregone conclusion when it is far from it.” I clicked my tongue. “You have grown as foolish as Fiachre, cooped up in this tower.”

“I agree I will find it difficult to extract a confession,” Tomas said, unfazed by my insult. “However, I will get one.”

“How?”

“At the trial, once she has insisted on her innocence, I’ll ask her to take a draught of truthfulness.”

“She will say no. You cannot force a Descendant to take a druid potion. It is forbidden.”

“Yes, you are right, but the other Descendants will see the truth of it. Refusing to take the potion is the same as admitting that she is lying.”

“It is not a confession.”

“It doesn’t matter. Affraic cannot vote in a trial of her own kin, so the remaining gift-leaders must make a judgement. If four of us find her guilty, then we must punish her in line with our laws. Death is one option, becoming mortal is the other. It will be up to her to—”

“I won’t do it.”

Tomas stared at me. “You won’t find her guilty, even if she is, or you won’t carry out the sentence? It’s the warrior’s job to kill traitors and enemies, is it not?”

“I won’t do either.” I held Tomas’ gaze and watched as shock filtered through his features. “This has gone too far. We put this law in place to stop Descendants dying. I agreed because I saw how many of our kind died on the battlefields of Ireland, giving their lives to defend the mortals they loved, but what is the point in making us all live in this fortress if we kill each other?”

Tomas paused, his fingers brushing against his lips. “There is truth in what you say. I have been thinking about what you said all those years ago… and wondered if we should retreat further. Perhaps living among the mortals, even just as spies in the nunneries and monasteries, leads us to temptation? We are still too involved.”

I took in his words. They made sense. Why put ourselves in danger when we didn’t need to? It had been discussed before, but the other gift-leaders always held firm in their resolve. Our ancestors had gone to the otherworld and left us behind to look after their mortal friends. When the mortals were at war with each other, the healers would go out and help the wounded women and children. When blights turned the soil to rot, the druids and cupbearers would heal the land and ensure that the people didn’t starve. The New Agreement had been a first step back. No relationships, no advising, no fighting, but nonetheless, we still believed ourselves to be responsible for the mortals. Their survival and wellbeing were in our hands. To retreat would be against everything we stood for.

Sighing, I ran my fingers through the braids in my hair, then my right hand moved down my leg. It didn’t take long to find the old spear wound in my thigh. The scar there ached even after all these years. “Why the change of heart, Tomas?”

“I don’t want to kill our own people any more than you do. And yet, if found guilty, Eilis must be executed or forfeit her gift. I think of why Eilis did it. I remember Rónnat and her banishment, and then the answer becomes very clear. We must retreat from the mortals completely. It seems to be the only way.” He paused to take a drink of water. “And I think of Fódla too. She is out there with Brian Boru and his men. You and I know what wickedness they have inside them. Fódla has no idea. She should be home, here, with us. Safe.”

The shift in conversation made my heart thud against my chest. I’d tried hard to forget Rónnat’s words. She had always been not quite… all there, and yet I could not deny that the wind had carried her voice and summoned me to her. Nor could I dismiss the warning that had disturbed me to my core.

Fódla is in danger, Colmon… From you, Colmon. And others like us. And you will be the one to hurt her, or to save her. I’m not sure which.

According to Rónnat, it was not the men of Munster who were a threat to Fódla. It was us.

I took a long breath. Words had never been my strength. I was a weapon, a man who did as others commanded. Tomas was the negotiator, the appeaser, the schemer, the wordsmith. Did I have it within me to make him do as I wished?

“You will have to pass this withdrawal at a gathering,” I said, keeping my tone neutral. “As you know, the Descendants don’t take well to change. And you must be careful. First, you want to unite the treasures, now this. You are becoming quite the revolutionary. If a big enough group takes against you, they could call for you to resign and put another druid in your place.”

Tomas tapped his lips with his fingers. From the way he frowned, I guessed my words had upset him. Tomas’ father, Anaile, had been chief druid and council leader, too. As far back as I could remember, and in the histories I had read, the chief druid had always led the council. To be the next council leader after Anaile had therefore always been the path destined for Tomas. He had studied his father, idolised him, and yet for all that, the election to replace Anaile when he died had been tight. Tomas, being less reserved than his father, didn’t have the same gravitas or popularity. I’d even say that if Anaile hadn’t begged his friends to choose his son from his deathbed, that the vote would have gone another way.

“Not if you supported me. If you talked at the next gathering and said you agreed to the unification of the treasures and our withdrawal, I believe I could win the vote. I have Gobnat’s vote. Laeg is persuadable. In fact, if you were to give me your decision today, I think she would too.”

His words twisted. I could see how he laid his traps and set them. He had made his case and wanted to know where I stood. His eyes were bright, expectant. “The treasures… maybe. I’m not convinced. But the withdrawal from mortal life? Not now. I watched the Dubliners fight the warriors of Munster. The battle was fierce. And more is coming. I can feel it in my bones. Now is not the time to retreat. We will need to send the healers out before long. A great war is coming.”

“Nonsense,” Tomas spluttered. “The mortals are continually at war. If we wait for peace, we will never extricate ourselves.”

“That’s not true. The mortals war, yes, but it has always been skirmishes here and there. A clash between two clans that gets resolved. Since the Vikings came, things have got worse, and the Irish kings fight each other over the smallest slight. No… this is different. A great war. I feel it.”

I stared at my boots. The worn leather had faded to a muddy brown, the straps around my ankles frayed at the edges. The rest of my clothing had fared poorly too. The fur lining of my trousers needed replacing and my woollen tunic and linen undershirt both needed restitching at the side seam. Only my bull-hide leather armour had withstood the test of time.

Tomas eventually sighed. “I need you to go to Dublin.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“To watch over the rebuilding of the monastery on the small island near the port,” Tomas added. “King Sitric is also building a new church inside the city walls. Seeing as you don’t want to withdraw, our spying activities must continue, and this building work provides us with an opportunity to reside within the city. If, as you say, war is coming, we need eyes and ears.”

“Why me?”

“You know why.”

When I said nothing, Tomas reached for my hand. “It’s only for a while, just until I can persuade someone else to go. The Vikings still have a terrible reputation for burning priests and monks. A warrior is the best choice. You lot are the only ones who can fight back or outrun a fire, but you are running low on numbers these days, my friend. It must be you.”

Yes, our numbers were low. Beside me, there was only Cerball, Ardál and Tigernach left. Cerball was growing old, his gift fading. Tigernach was young, rash and green, and had only ever known a life of seclusion within the fortress.

“Fine,” I said, thinking it best not to be too belligerent. “Living with the mortals, again. It will be like old times.”

Tomas pursed his lips as he thought, no longer listening, then gave me a small smile. “I will be passing Killaloe when I summon Eilis back to the fortress. I look forward to seeing Fódla again.”

This was when Rónnat’s words lost their sense. Tomas loved Fódla; worshipped her. Grief over Aoife’s death had created a rift, but there had never been a doubt in my mind that they would one day reconcile.

“I am surprised you have not seen her already. I know you worried about her when you heard of the battle of Glenmama.”

“Fódla didn’t return to Killaloe with the army. She left them to visit the family of a mortal man.” Thick disapproval laced his voice.

“Which man?”

“Gossip among the commoners revealed his name was Lonán. Apparently, he saved her on the battlefield, and then lost his life to one of the Viking warriors.”

“Something any man with honour would have done.”

Tomas nodded and when he next spoke, the resentment had gone. “Yes. I am grateful that he was there.”

“Goodbye then, old friend. I shall see you soon.”

“The same to you,” Tomas held out his arm to take mine. “When the time is right, I will recall you from Dublin. Until then, try your hardest to ensure the monks establish the monastery without too many of them getting killed.”

“I’ll do my best. Can’t guarantee anything in Dublin though.”

Tomas laughed. I laughed back. Almost like old times.

*

When I returned to my room, I found Fiachre collapsed in a heap at the foot of my bed. His cup of wine was empty, and I guessed from his dishevelled state that it had been refilled and drained many times during my meeting with Tomas.

“When I told you to go to bed, Fiachre, I didn’t mean my bed.”

He didn’t move. He continued to stare despondently at his empty cup and shook it. Instantly it refilled. This time with whiskey, a potent concoction that the mortals had recently discovered. “Did Tomas tell you about Eilis?”

“Yes.”

“Then you must decide, Colmon.” He shifted on my bed, half falling as he moved his arm, and his body, not prepared, sagged against the wall. Somehow, he managed not to spill a drop of his drink.

“What must I decide?”

“Whose side you are on. The New Agreement was passed sixty years ago, and it shows. Our numbers are dwindling, our souls are… are dying locked away in here.” He thudded his chest with his fist. “I can’t stay here any longer, Colmon. I fucking hate it.”

“You want to go back to when you were fighting for the Ó’Neills and forging them swords to fight the men of Meath?” I licked my lips. “My father fought for the men of Meath. He died fighting for them, and it was your blade I found in his stomach.”

“I didn’t kill your father.”

“I never said you did.” Rushing to his side, quicker than he could blink, I wrapped my hand around his neck. “You’d be dead if you had. But it was your blade. A blade you made for your mortal friends, and it is why my father is dead. And your father. And all the warriors we used to know. The wars we fought have depleted our numbers. Look around us. Only four warriors and two weapon-makers remain. That is why Tomas is so powerful. Forty druids he has under his control and Gobnat has forty witches. The healers are fifty strong, the cupbearers twenty, and the harpists thirty-five… but we, those who fought, we are all but gone.” I loosened my grip. “That is our doing. Our bloodlust.”

“We are mortal as well as Tuatha Dé Danann, Colmon. We should not deny who we are. And you think Tomas has some dream of an earthly paradise, keeping us all here? He has always been power-hungry. He is planning something.”

I shoved him away.

“It’s true. Why do you think he wants the treasures? He wants to rule over all of us. Over the mortals too. That’s why he needs us to retreat. He no longer wants us to see them as friends, but as something… other.” Fiachre scratched his nose as he struggled to lift his head from the floor. “Did he tell you? About the rumour?”

“Be quiet, Fiachre. Go to sleep.”

“It is said that Fódla used her gift to save a mortal.” He gave me a knowing look.

“Don’t be ridiculous. She wouldn’t break that rule. She knows the consequences more than anyone.”

“Then why do you think Tomas plans to go to Killaloe to talk with her? She and the man… were seen dancing… Tomas won’t like… that.”

I watched as he slid lower against the wall. Now that he’d said what he wanted to, a drink-filled sleep crashed over him and pulled him asunder. Poor Fiachre. He had been a proud man once, now he was as broken as me. Rather than give pity a chance to fester, I hoisted him onto my shoulder and carried him to his room. No doubt he would vomit soon, and I would sooner it was on his blankets than mine.

Fiachre groaned as I set him on his bed, his breath reeking of alcohol and salted fish. One of his teeth was rotting, too. A healer could fix it for him in an instant, but as for his mind, who knew how far it was gone. Should I believe what he said about Fódla? And if he spoke the truth, what would Tomas do if he believed this rumour?

Fódla is in danger, Colmon… From you, Colmon. And others like us.

An idea forming, I walked to the practice square where the warriors congregated in the morning. Cerball and Tigernach were already there. The old bear and the young cub standing side by side, which was unusual, for the bear had little patience for the cub. Neither did the cub have much love for the bear, if truth be told. Having never fought in any of the wars, Tigernach grew agitated listening to all the stories he was not a part of.

Ardál arrived shortly after me, though stood far away from the rest of us. No change there. He was the tallest of the other warriors, though not as tall as me, with tawny brown hair which he kept short. More even-tempered than the others, he was often the bridge between Tigernach and Cerball, able to withstand both Tigernach’s restlessness and Cerball’s unsolicited advice. He drew out his axe, a new one and, judging from the handiwork, made by Fiachre’s son. Not as skilled as his father, Cenn had a flair for embedding gems in the pommel. Ardál had four in his. Gifts from his cousin. Tomas.

Which should I ask to help me?

Ardál would be the obvious choice. He was the best warrior and had the best temperament... but I could not trust him to keep my plan secret from Tomas.

I stared at the other two as they practised. Cerball’s hair was greying, the wrinkles around his eyes and cheeks deepening. How long did my old friend have? A year? Two? The way we aged at the end was a strange thing to be sure. It would be no good if his ageing progressed and his gift faded when I needed him most, and yet I did trust him… as far as one warrior could ever trust another.

He thrust his sword against Tigernach’s shield, which shattered. Tigernach scowled as the wood splintered, then threw what remained of the shield grip on the ground. He was eager, but impatient, and I had seen him kill animals with such ferocity, ripping them apart as their heart was still beating. I knew it couldn’t be him. This was a delicate job, too delicate for a warrior who still danced to the sound of steel.

“Cerball.” I waved him over. “I need to speak with you.”

He walked over, still grinning at his victory, clapping Ardál on the back as he moved into the practice square to train with Tigernach.

“I need a favour.”

“Do you, boy?” He smirked. The greying warrior had once been my teacher. He had been fearsome, ferocious even, back then. “Go on then, spit it out.”

“In three months, I want you to ask Tomas if you can take a hunting trip to the marshlands of Ulaid.”

Cerball pushed his greying hair from his shoulder. “The council doesn’t allow us outside of the fort anymore, not unless we are spying.”

“He’ll make an exception for you.”

Cerball grunted, the sound as harsh as gravel scraping over rock. “A dying wish is one that Tomas can’t refuse. Is that what you mean?”

I locked eyes with my former mentor.

The remnants of his grin faded. “And what is it I’m really going to be doing, other than waiting to die?”

“Travelling to the new monastery on Erin’s Eye.”

Cerball’s heavy-lidded eyelids rose. “Dublin? Pah. I have no wish to spend my last days in the company of monks.”

“It won’t be for long.”

He glanced behind him and studied Tigernach, who was battering a wooden post with his sword. He was strong to be sure. Impressive for a warrior his age, even if he hadn’t yet learned how to move out of Ardál’s reach. “You don’t trust the cub or Ardál?”

“Not enough for this.”

Cerball gave a curt nod. “Then I will do as you ask.”

“Senna may follow you for a time. Make sure he doesn’t see you change course to Dublin.”

A faint smile flashed over Cerball’s face, so quick did it pass that I couldn’t swear it had been there.

“You won’t be doing anything exciting. Just pretending to be me.”

“Oh?”

“Tomas has sent me there,” I explained, “but I need to leave for a while without him knowing. While I’m away, I want you to stay in my room. I’ll say I’m praying and want to be alone.”

Cerball chewed the left side of his mouth and stared at Tigernach and then Ardál who were still fighting, circling each other, both waiting for the other to strike. “Ardál,” he snapped, “raise your guard! Tigernach, shift your feet. They are too close together.”

“As I said, you don’t have to leave yet. I need to get the monks to trust me before sequestering myself to pray.”

Cerball nodded. “You are my gift-leader. I will do as you command.”

“Good. I leave the warriors in your care until then. I’m leaving for Dublin now.” I held out my arm, which Cerball gripped tight. His jaw clenched, the lines around his mouth deepening. He spoke no words as we parted, yet his eyes shone with everything he wished to say. He didn’t want to leave the fort. He was dying. He was scared.

Yes, friend. Death scares us all. And it is coming. For all of us.

*

Quickly, I ran to my room to pack. Dressed in my monkish garb, I made my way to Fennit bridge before the sea swamped it. The waves were high this afternoon, the wind blowing them up, froth and sea spray hitting the rocks like rain. I hurried to the sand. I didn’t have long to cross, and I had no desire to be locked in the fortress for the night.

“You don’t have to leave yet.”

Tomas stood on the stone steps that led to the bridge. A scroll in hand, he folded it over and secreted it inside his cloak. The raven on his shoulder flew away. “Why not come and eat with me and Gobnat before you go?”

“You know me. Impatient.”

Tomas knew me well enough not to argue any further. “Travel safe. I’ll see you next year for the gathering, if not before.”

“Goodbye, Tomas. Give Fódla my love when you speak with her.”

I marched onto the sandy bank and wrapped my cloak over my body and hair. The winter sun offered no heat, and the storm was closing in. A miserable time of year to be out in the wilderness, but in truth, I had never minded the cold. I certainly preferred it to the searing heat of the continent, though after a few hours of travelling in this I might change my mind.

Tomas didn’t wait to see me cross the landbank. When I glanced back, I saw him walking inside the fortress. Friend. I had always called him this, but I was not so certain anymore. Rónnat’s words gripped me like a vice. They went over and over in my mind, and as I watched him disappear into the high tower, a sinking feeling filled my stomach.

Fódla is in danger, Colmon… From you, Colmon. And others like us. And you will be the one to hurt her, or to save her. I’m not sure which.

I quickened my step and said a silent prayer to my ancestors that Cerball would still be strong enough to make it to Dublin.


Killaloe, February 1000

Gormflaith

“Not that one, girl. The silver necklace with the white stones.”

Orlaith cowered under my glare and scampered back to the wooden chest beside my bed. Her fingers trembled as she fumbled through my jewellery, frantically trying to work out which piece I wanted. Nearly fifteen, marrying age, and still a child. The gods knew she’d be no use to anyone, but the sooner she married, the better for me. I was sick of her.

The odds of a marriage proposal arriving soon was favourable. She was pretty in a gormless sort of way. Most men liked that, a woman who didn’t think too much, though as a servant she was severely lacking. If we’d been in Dublin, I’d have found a new slave to attend to my needs by now, but in Munster there were no slaves. I was back in an Irish kingdom, where family and friends worked together to run the household. Orlaith was the daughter of Brian’s second cousin and helping the Queen of Munster was an honour for her. She was stupid enough to believe that. Her father no doubt saw it as a way to find her a better marriage prospect than if she stayed with him, for she sat beside me at the feasting hall every night, where all Brian’s best warriors could gaze at her long brown hair and vacant eyes.

“Is this it?” she asked, holding out the silver chain I wanted.

I gave a curt nod and waited for her to place it around my neck and fasten the clasp.

She emitted a small gasp as she stood back, staring at the necklace where it caressed my collarbone, her cheeks flushed with admiration. It nearly made me smile. Second cousin to a king or not, she dressed like a peasant. The women of Munster, even the high-ranking ones, did not wear jewellery or silk dresses unless at a feast. Distrust of the Vikings had stopped their fathers and husbands trading with them, and as such, I was something of a spectacle here. A glittering swan swimming among a flock of dull grey geese.

“My rings.”

Orlaith ran back to my wooden chest, grateful that, on this task, she couldn’t go wrong. She placed all the rings I owned on my palm, and I slipped them on myself – six on my right hand, four on my left – then stood.

“You look beautiful, Queen Gormflaith.”

“I know.”

Orlaith blushed. This time I did smile. Modesty was a highly valued trait for women in the Irish kingdoms. For one to admit her own accomplishments or beauty was unheard of. My father would have beaten me for giving such a response, back when I was thirteen and still a girl in his care. But I was not a girl anymore. I was a woman. A queen. A queen who would be leaving by the end of next year. I could say whatever I liked.

“Let’s go.” I gestured at her to follow. “Make sure you don’t stand on my cloak.”

Orlaith trailed after me, head lowered, though her hazel eyes furtively glanced sideways, right, then left, like a doe in the forest.

“Who are you looking for, child?”

Orlaith shook her head and fixed her gaze on her feet.

“You’re meant to be making sure my dress doesn’t get dirty, not fluttering your eyelashes at men. The priests would be very disappointed if I told them what you were about.”

“Oh, but I’m not, Queen Gormflaith.” Tears sprung to her eyes. “I promise. I’m just hoping to see—”

“Enough,” I snapped. “I don’t want to hear excuses.”

Crestfallen, she nodded, chin quivering. Curse the gods, teasing Orlaith was no fun. Like my stepdaughter, Gytha, she was so slow-witted it hurt.

We walked past the stables and the other houses used by members of Brian’s family and made our way toward the feasting hall. Now that the winter sun was falling, the high walls of the dun cast shadows everywhere, and the lack of sunlight meant that the ground around the walkway remained a muddy sludge even though it hadn’t rained today.

I didn’t know how Brian and his family could bear to live here, dull and damp as it was. It was big, I’d give Brian that. It was twice the size of my father’s dun, but then Brian had a larger family, and more guests came to visit. Brian and his men had also dug three ditches around the ringfort. No other king had done such a thing, and yet Brian didn’t act for effect; he wasn’t vain in that way. No, there was something else that drove my husband. Cold and stony-faced as he was, I hadn’t worked that out yet.

He didn’t enjoy luxury, that was certain. The houses he had built within the dun walls were all small, some even smaller than my house in Dublin when I was a widow. Only the fort was impressive enough to show this was the home of a king. Almost Viking in style, Brian had used strong, tall wooden posts and beams to create the structure and the dense weave of the Irish ráths for the thatch. It made for an unusual building, but a beautiful one.

Unlike the Viking kings, however, Brian didn’t sleep in his hall, favouring a small house behind it instead. The hall was only used for feasting and entertaining, although since our arrival from Dublin, there had been plenty of that. The warriors of Munster had spent the last month celebrating Brian’s great victory at Glenmama. Day after day, his men arrived at Killaloe with wagons full of Dublin gold, furs and jewels. Then they had spent weeks deciding how to split the spoils.

I’d watched with disgust as Brian and the kings of the Munster territories examined the jewellery and took turns wearing the furs; all while they drank our wine, guzzling it down as if it were one of those disgusting ales the monks brewed. I had at least been able to salvage a few more of my possessions: two bracelets, three brooches, two silk dresses and my silver goblets. The kings’ eyes were so full of silver and gold, they didn’t notice. Brian noticed, of course, but said nothing. He gave a small wave to indicate he permitted me to take whatever I wanted. I should have smiled or bowed to show my appreciation, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

Queens didn’t need permission.

Once, when my first husband Amlav was alive, I ripped a necklace from one of his gossiping daughters and put it around my own neck. She stared at her father, expecting him to shout at me. Instead, he laughed, told me it suited my eyes, and his daughter stormed out of the hall in a rage.

“Oh,” Orlaith hushed. “Doesn’t the roasted meat smell delicious!”

I pulled myself out of my thoughts and breathed in deeply. She was right, though I couldn’t determine the source. It was too sweet to be deer, too strong to be beef. I quickened my step. Seven fires greeted me as I walked past Eocha’s house and into the open yard used for cooking. Two fires had pigs turning on spits, two venison, and three fires were boiling up beef and lamb stews. Another fire in the far corner had a large hanging pot set over it, steaming parcels of fish and vegetables in a broth.

What was the meaning of this? There were twenty-five members of Brian’s family who resided within the ringfort, and another twenty provincial kings were staying as guests, but even we couldn’t eat all this, not if we had all month.

I grabbed Orlaith by the arm and pulled her beside me. “Why is there so much food?”

“The kings of all the Munster kingdoms have arrived, including the ones who didn’t fight at Glenmama. King Brian has also invited their queens and children.” Orlaith grinned. “There’s at least another hundred people coming for the feast tonight, maybe more.”

“What?”

Orlaith’s grin faded.

“Why was it kept from me?”

“I don’t think it… Everyone’s been talking of it… perhaps you just… didn’t… hear.”

She trailed off, her cheeks flushed and tensed, waiting for me to shout again. This time I held in my anger. If everyone had been talking, then the fact I didn’t know of the gathering was my fault. Winter storms and torrential rain had blasted Killaloe since my arrival, and I’d taken no real pains to leave the comfort of my fire, aside to eat dinner in the feasting hall. My new husband had made no effort to visit me either.

“But even for one hundred people, this is too much.”

“Oh, Crínoc was told to prepare enough meat for three hundred,” she said, her voice lightening slightly. “King Brian has also invited the families of Killaloe and the Dál gCais abbots and bishops. I think they are all staying until the Imbolc festival at the end of the week. Look, there is Father Marcán.”

My mood instantly improved. I’d spoken to him often during our journey to Killaloe from Dublin, flattered him and listened attentively. As a result, he’d answered many of my questions about the monasteries and nunneries around my new home. Once we’d arrived in Killaloe, however, Brian had sent him away to say prayers with the families of the fallen.

His return was most welcome. Tonight, I could ask for a tour of the coast, perhaps even suggest donating jewellery to one of the nunneries we came across. Máelmórda had told me the Descendants lived in a monastery that was close to the sea and would appear dilapidated or abandoned. Surely it wouldn’t be so hard to draw up a list of potential candidates with Father Marcán as my guide.

“Come on then.” I gave Orlaith a smile as I released my grip. “We don’t want to be late.”

Orlaith fell into step beside me and together we made our way into the feasting hall. King Brian, my new husband, was sitting at the top table with Tadc, his second son, who sat to his father’s left. An empty seat lay to Brian’s right. Murchad’s seat. He had returned to Killaloe with the main army, but I had not seen him in the feasting hall since then. He had foregone celebrating and splitting the spoils of war to be with his son, and yet, no matter the reason for his absence, the seat was always vacant, lest he should grace us with his presence.

“Good evening, Gormflaith,” Brian said as I approached his table. “You look beautiful as always.”

His compliment was by rote and without feeling. Nonetheless, I smiled. “Thank you, husband.”

Once again, Orlaith blushed. The correct reply was to say that someone else in the hall looked better, or at least to give a demure frown to show I didn’t agree. But I could ignore Orlaith now. She was seated at the far end of our table tonight and could blush and stutter out of sight.

Brian gave me a fleeting glance as I sat on the chair beside Murchad’s empty one, then stared out into the crowd, a warm smile spreading over his face. The hall was filling. The provincial kings and queens, one by one, came to him to give their greetings and blessing. He received them all with a nod and gracious reply. His smile was fixed, but not forced.

Amlav had enjoyed feasting with other kings too, though he was always ready for one of his kin or friends to revolt against him. In a strange way, the thought of that made him happy too. Old as he was, danger had still excited him. His eyes would sparkle when Gluniairn and Ragnall argued with each other, fingers brushing the hilts of their swords. The gods are watching, he would say to me. They favour those who entertain them. That is why they put hardship and enemies in your way. They want to see what you will do.

I observed Brian more closely. No, it was not excitement that lit his face. Brian was relaxed. Content. At peace.

“Grandfather!” Tairdelbach rushed in through the feasting hall doors, up the central aisle, and flung his arms around Brian’s neck.

Brian held him tight, brushing his hair with his hand. “You are late, boy, and not as well-dressed as I had hoped.”

The chastisement had no bite, and Tairdelbach, though he straightened his tunic, gave an impish giggle. My father would have hit Máelmórda for attending a feast with so little thought as to his attire, even at this age, but Brian’s nonchalance did not surprise me. He didn’t adorn himself with gold and silver trinkets either, and so taken was he with his family that Tairdelbach could have come running into the feasting hall covered in mud, so long as he looked able to carry a sword.

Yes, that was it. Just as Murchad could do no wrong in his father’s eyes, neither could Tairdelbach. They were the future of his dynasty. Even Tadc, seated so close, did not elicit the same interest. A great man, so the people said, but from experience, great men did not thrive in the shadows of others, and he had three shadows shrouding him now.

Tairdelbach, still grinning, slid into the arm of his grandfather’s chair, and handed him a golden bracelet. “I found it in Father’s room. Hide it and don’t tell him where it is!”

“You up to mischief again? I heard your father shouting at you earlier. What did you do?”

“Broccan and I were too rough at sword practice.”

“Ah,” Brian said, tugging his grandson’s chin where a small purplish lump was forming. “I see.”

Tairdelbach winced. “We didn’t mean to. Just got carried away.”

He slid his chin away from his grandfather’s finger, his cheeky grin returning as he held out the bracelet. “He’ll know it’s me who took it, but he won’t know you’re hiding it for me.”

Brian’s lips twitched, hesitating.

“I’ll take it,” I said, holding out my hand. “He’ll never suspect me.”

Both Tairdelbach and Brian stared at me, surprised that I had spoken.

I widened my smile. “It will be a good joke, no?”

Tairdelbach gazed up at his grandfather, who gave him a small nod. Tairdelbach reached over and handed me the bracelet. “Don’t give it to him until I say.”

“I promise.”

Tairdelbach sat on his father’s chair, his legs wriggling with excitement.

It didn’t take long for the victim of his joke to walk into the hall. Murchad mac Brian was an elegant picture to behold. Tall, broad and handsome, so handsome that several of the Munster queens blushed as they looked at him. Yet, for all the attention he received, he didn’t appear to delight in it. He shook the hands that were offered, laughed at the men’s jokes, and asked after their health. He did everything expected of a prince… but underneath that refined exterior, I saw a man with a cold heart. Like Olaf.

“What are you doing in my chair?” A look of mock surprise broke out over Murchad’s face as he scooped up his son. His mouth softened. “And what did you take from my room?”

“How do you know I took something?”

“Ah,” Murchad said. “It’s a gift us fathers have. A sense that tells us our sons are up to no good.”

Tairdelbach sniggered and shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t have anything. Look.” He rubbed his hands over his tunic and trousers, making an exaggerated display of there being nothing between his skin and the cloth.

“Don’t be thinking you’re too old for me to take your clothes off in front of our guests!” Murchad reached forward, tickling Tairdelbach under the armpit as the young boy wrapped his arms over his tunic to prevent his father carrying out his threat.

“Give it to him,” he squealed between breathless pants.

Smiling, I took the golden bracelet out from under my sleeve.

Murchad looked at the bracelet, frowned for a moment, then gave his son an amused grin as the tickling ceased. “It’s as well that I’m in a good mood.”

Tairdelbach burst out laughing, then jumped onto Brian’s knee, who once again examined the purplish lump on his chin and questioned him on how it came about.

“Here you are.” I dropped the bracelet into Murchad’s hand as he sat between me and Brian. “I don’t want you to threaten to search me like you did Tairdelbach. I don’t think I would like to have my clothes removed in front of all our guests.”

“Certainly not,” Murchad said, not reacting to my tease. He fixed his cloak about his shoulders as he leaned back in his chair.

“Who’s it for?” I asked, undeterred. “Which lucky girl has captured your attention?”

Murchad’s chin tightened. Ah, a reaction. At last. Unfortunately, my question caught Tairdelbach’s notice too, and he peered up at his father, waiting to hear what he said.

“Only one,” Murchad said, his voice suddenly becoming low and sorrowful. “I bought this bracelet for a beautiful young princess.”

Tairdelbach’s eyes narrowed. “One of the ones from Meath?”

Murchad tilted his head. “Well, she’s lived in Meath for a time, yes, but alas, I think I was mistaken about her. The princess I loved was full of sweetness. She certainly wouldn’t be aunt to a thief.”

“You bought it for Bébinn?” Tairdelbach put his hands on his hips, though relief edged his voice. “And I’m not a thief. I was just playing a trick on you.”

“I know.” Murchad said, winking. “If you like it, you can keep it. I have another I can give to Bébinn.”

Tairdelbach put it on his wrist. Far too big for him, he pushed it up to his elbow. “No,” he said, frowning as it slid back down his arm. “I’ll keep it for Bébinn. I want to give it to her when she comes home.”

Murchad smiled and reached for his cup of wine, while Tairdelbach angled the gold to reflect the candlelight, then, like a fawn, leaped off the chair and ran over to sit with the other children on the table at the back of the fort.

Murchad stared at his son, and yet his gaze was far away, somewhere distant. The meat on his plate remained untouched. My husband showed no such restraint and ate his food with enthusiasm while talking to Tadc about the horses they had taken from Dublin.

Eyeing Murchad cautiously, I took a small sip of wine. “The bracelet is too big for Bébinn.”

He glanced my way, then stared at his plate. “She’ll grow into it.”

“Come now.” I grinned. “Tell me the truth. Who did you really intend to give it to? I know it wasn’t your sister.”

“Do you?”

“I do.” I paused. “You haven’t eaten this evening and there is a wistful look in your eyes that I’ve seen before. It’s a waste to give it away. The jeweller is Pierre of Normandy. Look at the mark on the clasp. A rare find.”

“It will make a good gift then.”

“A prince like you doesn’t need trinkets to win the hearts of women. It is they who should impress you.”

“Oh, that’s not true. Women of noble birth are not required to impress anyone.” He took a sip of his wine. “It’s their fathers who push for the marriage contracts… or their brothers… or their sons.”

I burst out laughing. That was the most underhand statement to ever fall from Murchad’s lips. “Yes, that’s true. Women don’t really have any say in who we marry, but I suppose sometimes we like to pretend.”

“Sometimes so do the men.”

I took a bite of salmon, still laughing. “You are leading me on a merry dance and not answering the question. Go on, who was the bracelet for?”

Murchad didn’t answer, but I could tell from the way his fingers tightened around his cup that the question made him uncomfortable. “Don’t be coy, Murchad. You, out of all the men in this room, have a choice in your bride. No king in Ireland would refuse to give you his daughter. And your father, as we both well know, cannot force an unwanted marriage upon you.”

Murchad knew the implication of my words. Originally, Máelmórda had agreed for me to marry Murchad, not his father, but for some reason, my groom had changed. Yet Murchad’s lack of reaction to my words surprised me. I had assumed the switch had happened because Sitric had wanted me to wed a king, not a king’s son. Could it be that Murchad was the one who refused me? Surely not.

“The northern Ó’Neills despise us,” he said at last. “I think their kings would refuse to give me one of their daughters.”

“How lucky then that you don’t know any of them.”

Murchad stifled a yawn, then examined his plate once again. Using his knife, he pierced a cut of venison.

“I’ll find out, you know,” I whispered. “I’m very good at discovering secret affairs. The fact you aren’t telling me makes me think she is already married, or perhaps she is one of the slaves.”

“We don’t have slaves here.”

His voice hardened. In my excitement at finally finding someone clever enough to tease and answer back, I’d said the wrong thing.

“Sorry. I forget myself. It’s just I’ve noticed that not all the men and women who live in the dun are family. Some people work here because they have nowhere else to go. They serve your wine, cook your food, tend your livestock and light your fires. They are much the same as the slaves in Dublin. What do you call them again? Fuidir? Isn’t that a word for the landless? That makes them the same as slaves to me.”

“Fuidir are not the same as slaves. Fuidir have rights under the Brehon laws like everyone else. We don’t burn them or beat them or rape them the way the Vikings do to the poor wretches they capture. In Munster, if they want to leave, they can. The women marry who they wish, so do the men. They can make lives for themselves here.”

“When Sitric comes,” I said, keeping my smile light, “you should verse him on the differences between the Irish and Danish laws. He’ll find it riveting.”

“Now it is you who is leading me on a merry dance. I spoke with Sitric many times after the battle at Glenmama, and I can say without hesitation that he would find that conversation extremely dull.”

Murchad set down his knife, the venison still uneaten, then walked away to speak with his friends who sat on the first bench. I couldn’t say I liked him, far from it – I resented him for killing Harald. And yet he intrigued me. For a moment I imagined what it would be like to be married to him, rather than his father. It would be more painful to lie with the man who murdered my stepson, certainly. But not dull. Never that.

Now he had left, the feast lost all interest. It didn’t matter if there were fifteen people here, or eighty, or three hundred. Nobody spoke to the Dublin queen. Usually, once I had finished eating, I excused myself and returned to my house at the back of the ringfort. However, tonight I had work to do. Father Marcán had swapped seats with Tadc and was sitting beside my husband, both momentarily absorbed by eating rather than conversation. Now was my chance.

I leaned forward and raised my cup. “Father Marcán. It is good to see you again.”

The priest smiled and quickly swallowed the half-chewed piece of salmon in his mouth. “And you, Queen Gormflaith.”

“I’ve been eager to speak to you. I wanted your advice regarding a nunnery to sponsor.”

“That is wonderful news. There are a great many nunneries in need of support.”

“When we left Glenmama, you spoke of nunneries on the coast that have fallen into ruin because of Viking raids. I’d like to choose one of them to make amends for Amlav’s cruelty.”

King Brian gave me a thin smile. “The nuns of Rossmanagher need help. I think it will be suitable.”

The nunnery he spoke of was only an hour away from Killaloe and nowhere near the coastline. Not suitable at all.

“Rossmanagher is already well funded, is it not? No, I wish to make a difference somewhere else in Munster. The coastal—”

King Brian raised his hand. “Father Marcán, would you be so kind as to tell Eocha that I want him?”

Father Marcán left the table. Brian, emotionless as always, leaned forward to take another piece of lamb. His teeth rubbed against his upper lip.

“Is there something wrong, husband?”

“You’re not going to the coast, Gormflaith.”

“Why not?”

“You are beautiful, perhaps the most beautiful woman I have ever encountered. You’d make a great prize. If one of your Dublin friends, or say the King of Norway or the Earl of Orkney, were to find you there, they could sail you away. And I’d have no choice but to attempt a rescue. I’d prefer not to have my men killed in this way.”

I tutted. “Find me? How would they even know where I was?”

“They would know if you told them.”

“I’m not sending messages to anyone.”

“For me to believe you requires trust, and I don’t trust you, Gormflaith. You are my wife, and I respect you. You will be treated well here, but you’re not allowed to leave Killaloe, not unless I give permission. If you wish, you can travel to Rossmanagher nunnery with Father Marcán. No further.”

“But I—”

“Enough, Gormflaith. My word is final.”

King Brian stood and walked to one of the tables. It was the King of the Eóganacht Chaisil, or maybe the Eóganacht Áine. I couldn’t remember. Once again, I was alone.

I swirled the wine in my glass.

How many days of this could I endure?

Máelmórda had asked me to learn about the monasteries and nunneries in Munster before I left these shores for good, but in the last month, I had achieved little. Now that Brian had made his decree, I would continue to discover nothing.

The reflection in the silver goblet caught my eye. Still beautiful. Too beautiful. In Dublin, it had been an advantage, but not here. In Munster, beauty was my curse. A reason for King Brian to keep me locked away, for Viking earls did not sail across the sea to capture sagging middle-aged women. If I looked more like Frigg, Brian would let me go wherever I wanted. Poor Frigg. Old and fat, and now without Harald. She’d only four teeth left when I last saw her. How many did she have now?

I took another sip and brushed the backs of my molars with my tongue. I needed to earn Brian’s trust, but that would take more than a couple of months. To make anything work, during that time, my beauty had to fade. I needed to become less of a prize. I needed to become a woman men would not cross a sea for.

Standing slowly, I made my way toward the feasting tables, stopping to talk briefly with the queens who had accompanied their kings. One of them, Angas, the queen of the Eóganacht Chaisil, wore a fur cloak that had once belonged to Onguen. Sitric had bought it for her himself.

“You look beautiful, Angas,” I said. “The grey of the wolf hide brings out the colour of your eyes.”

“I thank you, Queen Gormflaith, for your kind words. Your beauty shines over us all.”

She bowed her head, then lifted it to meet my gaze, a smirk flickering on her lips. Jumped-up little vixen. It was I who was honouring her with my presence, not the other way around.

“If you will excuse me,” I said, “I am tired. Please enjoy the feast.”

She frowned at my lack of courtesy. I should have given her another compliment, asked after her children, poured her more wine. Yes, I should have tried harder, but I had no time to linger. There was something else I needed to do. I walked out of the fort, giving one backward glance at my husband before I passed the doors. He hadn’t even noticed I’d left my seat. He was talking to Lucrecia and her daughters. Laughing. Smiling. Playing the part of a generous host so well.

*

Once back in my rooms, I placed three long hairs over my wrist. The stables were on the way to my house, and as I passed, I had pulled hairs from the tail of Bébinn’s favourite mare. Even against my pale skin, the strands’ white pallor held their own. They were thicker than my own hair, though I expected that. I wasn’t a frequent rider by any means, but I knew what it was like to run a horse’s mane through my fingers.

Would this work? I’d never watched the ageing process too closely before. People were either young or old in my mind. The bridge between the two never captivated me. Would anyone find it odd that tonight I went to bed with a head full of black hair, and tomorrow would arise with three strands of white?

No one had spent much time with me in Killaloe; that would help. The men and women of Munster saved their watchful gazes for my husband and his sons. Brian, however, was a concern. He did watch me. Not in the way that men usually appraised their women. He didn’t notice my eyelashes, my breasts or hips. He didn’t even want me the way Olaf had wanted Gytha, which was as a vessel for carrying a child. I supposed, given our conversation earlier, he was suspicious of me. He hadn’t slept with me since our wedding night, something I was grateful for at first, but I now realised things would be easier if he did. In exchange for enduring Amlav’s rancid breath and stretched belly, I had shared his bedroom. We talked sometimes, and I was able to garner some level of trust, some level of knowledge. He had let me keep his daughter’s necklace when I tore it from her neck.

Slowly, I twisted one of the white strands around my finger and knotted it into the root of one of my own black ones. The coarse white hair from Bébinn’s mare jarred against the soft waves, but I didn’t let that put me off. Weaving it through the thick black curl, I got the strand to follow and eventually it blended in. I picked up the second strand and repeated the process, then the third.

There she was, the new Gormflaith. One who would fit in, prove her loyalty and win over her new husband.

There was a knock at the door and Orlaith tiptoed in. “Queen Gormflaith,” she said. “You should have told me you wanted to leave.”

“You were enjoying yourself. I didn’t want to take you away from the fun.”

She bit her lip and picked up my cloak from the bed. “You looked exceptional. Everyone said so.”

Lowering my eyes, I shook my head. “No, not at all. Queen Angas was the most beautiful. Her fur cloak was exquisite and matched her complexion so beautifully. Don’t you think?”

Smiling at my reply, Orlaith took a step forward. “No, my queen. You are too modest. It was you who outshone us all.”


Killaloe, February 1000

Fódla

The damp came with the mist. The moisture in the air was not strong enough to be called rain, but it was enough to soak through my cloak and dress after nine hours of riding. It was almost dark, and I should have stopped to make camp a while ago, but I was so close to Killaloe. So close to Broccan. I couldn’t bear to be another night away from him, and so I rode on.

A shadow followed me. An eerie silhouette with long black wings flapping, then straightening, played out on the grass ahead of me. I didn’t need to glance up to discover who it was. Senna had found me at Lonán’s ráth. And from that moment, he had not left my side. His yellow beady eyes watched me relentlessly. He heard every word I spoke, watched every tear fall down my cheek. I had hoped he would leave me during the journey to Killaloe. The fact he hadn’t made my skin crawl. No, it did more than that. It made my heart ache. He knew. He knew what I had done.

As my horse came closer to the hill that led into Killaloe, I looked around me. Senna’s shadow had put dark ideas into my head. Where had he gone that night after I healed Murchad mac Brian? Back to Tomas to tell him?

I spurred my horse on. If Senna had told Tomas, there would be Descendant warriors waiting on me at King Brian’s dun, readying themselves to force me to return to Fennit Island. But that couldn’t happen. I needed to see Broccan first and so they’d have to catch me. Tonight, I would not go willingly.

Using my gift, I touched the neck of my horse, healing his aching muscles and legs. He snorted, then pressed on, galloping at full speed. I leaned closer to his back, letting the freezing air rush over my cloak. Hurry. Hurry.

I slowed only when I reached the ráths along the river. They were close to King Brian’s dun, but not so close that someone waiting for me there would notice my arrival. Smoke rose from the smallest of the ráths, and I edged my horse a little further along the path. Was Lucrecia there? I could hear music and chatter drifting out over the high walls of the king’s dun and a large group of warriors gathered outside. If there was a feast, Lucrecia would be attending, not sitting at home. Perhaps her daughters had stayed behind.

“Fódla!”

To my surprise, a tall woman with thick, black hair and dark eyes came running out of her house and past the ráth wall.

“Fódla.” She grinned. “You are back. And just in time for dinner.”

“Lucrecia, you are a welcome sight for a weary soul.”

“Well don’t stand there. Come in.”

“Where is Broccan?” I called back. “I need to find—”

“You’re in luck. He’s eating with us tonight. He’ll be here soon. Now, come in. It’s freezing.”

Relieved I didn’t have to search for him within the dun, I slid from my horse and ran over to my friend.

“Ah, you’ve returned at last.” Lucrecia threw her arms around my shoulders. “Oh, but you are cold, Fódla. Have you been riding all day?”

“Yes,” I said as my body sagged into her embrace.

My friend’s large eyes scanned me over, her lips frowning at the wretch before her. My cloak was dirty, filthy actually, mud-splattered and soaked through. The thick red scars and lank white hair that covered the left side of my body were always a difficult sight to behold, but this evening I felt that the right side of my face matched. The winter air had pinched at my skin; the wind and fatigue had swollen the skin around my eyes.

Lucrecia didn’t show any pity or disgust. She simply took my hands in hers, the icy coldness of my fingers making her flinch. She persevered and rubbed them between her own. “There is a good fire in my house. Let’s get some heat into your bones.”

I led my horse over to the wooden storeroom inside the ráth wall, dried him down and gave him some food, then walked with Lucrecia toward her house. Smoke rose from the fire, seeping through the thick woven thatch, and the heat hit me as soon as I entered. Even though my left side ached more than usual, I quickened my step to sit by the fire.

“How did it go with Lonán’s family?” Lucrecia’s voice was soft; cautious. “Murchad told me that was where you were going.”

“They were… glad I went to see them.”

Lucrecia nodded and pressed me no further, for which I was grateful. She was a good friend. A better friend than I deserved. She squeezed my hand one more time, then let it drop as we sat at the table.

“They will have taken comfort from your words, Fódla, and they will be glad he was not alone when he passed.”

“Yes, they found solace in that. I was able to tell them his last words… that he loved them.”

Sadb’s eyes had overflowed with tears as I told her the story and handed over Lonán’s ring and sword. Lonán’s mother, Muirenn, sobbed so hard her whole body shook. And yet when I told them he died defending me, they both smiled and told me other stories about Lonán fighting to help those around him. His little boy, only three, giggled and chattered with his young aunts, not truly understanding what had been taken from him. Not yet.

And that had been the hardest thing of all to bear.

Not wanting to cry again, I peered outside the ráth, looking for my nephew. Lucrecia’s two daughters, Maria and Felicia, were dutifully chopping the carrots and cabbage, while my nephew was nowhere to be seen. If he was eating here, he should help prepare the food. It wasn’t like him to be careless or forgetful. A sudden pressure squeezed my chest. It was getting dark. He should be here.

“Where is Broccan?”

“With Tairdelbach,” Lucrecia answered, holding out her hand as if to calm me. “He will be here soon.”

“Oh, yes, of course.” The pain eased, and I returned Lucrecia’s smile with one of my own. “The dun sounds busy.”

“All the kings of Munster arrived yesterday and there was a great feast last night. We were all invited. It’s a shame you missed it.”

I hunched into my cloak and held my hands out over the fire. A feast with lots of people was the last thing I wanted. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Yes.”

“Has anyone been looking for me?”

“No. Are you expecting someone?”

I shook my head.

Lucrecia’s eyes narrowed for a moment.

“Tonight, the feast is for the royal families. They are the only ones allowed inside the dun, and I’ve seen no one else about. The warriors would drive anyone they didn’t know away.”

Somewhat mollified, I smiled. “I’m sorry. I just worry about Broccan, you know me.”

“There is no need. He’ll be here soon. He’s eaten with us several times since you’ve been away, and he’s never late. That belly of his won’t let him. He eats as much as my girls and he’s half their size.”

“Thank you for taking care of him. It’s very kind of you.”

“There is no need to thank me. He’s a delight to look after, and Maria and Felicia adore him. Looking after him has taken their minds off these young men who came back with King Brian from Glenmama, so really it should be me thanking you.” She eyed her two daughters through the open door. Maria, the elder, was almost a woman now. Marriage was a step that was fast approaching.

I gave a small sigh. “One day, some of these young men will get serious about Maria. You need to be careful.”

Lucrecia grimaced. “Don’t say that.”

Her tone turned sharper than I’d expected, and I raised an eyebrow.

“It’s already happening,” she said, biting her lip. “A warrior who returned with Brian has taken a shine to her. Colgú, he’s called. He’s from the Uí Fidgenti kingdom in the west of Munster. A savage lot.”

“Does Maria like him?”

The slight incline of Lucrecia’s head indicated that the answer was maybe, but the line of her frown told me the real answer was yes. I understood her sadness. To give away your own child, your baby, to the keeping of a husband, was a difficult thing. What if he hurt her? This man, whoever he was, was a warrior. What if he died fighting? What if he died, leaving her a widow with a young family to feed… like Lonán had left Sadb and Declan.

“Aunt Fódla! Aunt Fódla!” Broccan, flushed and sweaty, sprinted down the hill toward the ráth. He and his young friend, Tairdelbach, seemed to be racing, waving and grinning, and pushing each other off course. As they came closer, I could see the wooden training swords in their hands. From the look of the purplish bruises on their legs, they had been pummelling each other with them the whole time I had been away.

I pulled Broccan into a deep hug as he rushed into my arms. “I’ve missed you, little fawn,” I whispered into his ear.

“I’ve missed you too.”

Clasping his cheeks in my hands and taking a small step back, I took in his face. His sweet smile beamed up at me, his beauty only marred by a black bruise over his cheek.

“Now, what have you two been at? Trying to kill each other?” I touched the lump. Nothing serious. My gift searched through him for other injuries. No breaks or fractures. Plenty of scrapes and bruises though.

Tairdelbach wiped his brow with his arm. “No. Just practising.”

Broccan took aim at him again, swinging his training sword over his head. Tairdelbach dodged the strike, ran out the door and rolled along the ground until he’d moved out of Broccan’s reach.

I walked out after them, shocked at the ferocity with which they were attacking each other. “Well, from here, it looks like you are trying to kill each other. I don’t think Murchad means for you to strike this hard.”

Broccan stopped and stared at me as if I had said the most idiotic thing he’d ever heard. “Of course he does. When the enemy attacks, we need to know our true strength.”

“Oh?” I tilted my head. “And who is this ferocious enemy?”

“The men of the north. They are talking of war against King Brian. Everyone says so.”

“No, Broccan,” I tempered my voice. “The men of Ulaid and the northern Ó’Neills are not our enemy.”

“Then why is there talk of war?” Tairdelbach asked. “Why are my grandfather’s allies meeting here this week?”

Because you are Tairdelbach mac Murchad, I wanted to say. Because there is always talk of war when you are a mortal. Instead, I said nothing and took Broccan back into my arms.

“They are here so we can discuss how to make peace, son. I have already told you this.”

All three of us turned to find Murchad staring at us, leaning against the tree just outside Lucrecia’s ráth wall. His hair, bleached by the sun, hung past his shoulders and blew in the breeze; but that aside, he was completely still. How long had he been there? He stared at his son, his face unusually solemn.

Tairdelbach’s grin faded. “Sorry, Father.”

Murchad nodded, accepting his son’s apology, then turned his attention to me. “Hello, Fódla. I am glad you have returned to us.”

“You’ve been training Broccan and Tairdelbach, I hear. They are covered in bruises.” My voice came out harsher than I wanted it to.

Murchad rubbed his hand over his son’s shoulder. “Yes, boys, Fódla is right. Control is key. You must take greater efforts to practise it.”

“Yes, Father.”

“Yes, Murchad.”

Both boys lowered their eyes, disappointment flooding their cheeks. I immediately regretted my words. They were just boys having fun. To chastise them in front of Murchad had hurt their pride. I took Broccan back into my arms and squeezed him tight against my stomach, rubbing my hands over his hair, like I did when he was young and we lived alone in the forest. Broccan rewarded me with a smile, and he turned to wrap his arms around me. “I’m glad you’re home,” he whispered.

“Do you wish to stay for dinner, Murchad?” Lucrecia asked.

“No. I ate in the feasting hall. But, if possible, may I borrow your guest?” He waved his hand toward my tent by the river, now only a vague outline against the darkening sky. “We’ve made some improvements since you’ve been away, Fódla. Let me show you while Lucrecia readies her stew.”

“Come, Broccan,” Lucrecia said. “You can help me.”

I slipped my arm out of Broccan’s and walked over to Murchad. Turning to give Lucrecia a wave, I noticed a smile growing on her lips as she hurried Broccan into her house.

“How are you?” Murchad asked.

I pulled my gaze away from Lucrecia and Broccan, and turned to Murchad. “Well.”

Murchad started walking down the hill to the tent, his pace slower than normal, and I fell into step beside him. “How was your journey? I had hoped Lonán’s cousin would accompany you back.”

“He offered, but there was no need. I barely saw anyone on my travels, anyway.”

Murchad nodded, and thankfully didn’t ask me any questions about Muirenn or Sadb or young Declan. I didn’t think I could bear it. Instead, I concentrated on holding my cloak tight over my arms. Yet no matter what I did, I still couldn’t shake the coldness that penetrated deep into my bones. Lucrecia’s fire had thawed me only a little, and I still worried that a Descendant warrior would come to take me away. They wouldn’t show themselves now, though, not with Murchad here.

“What do you think?”

“About what?” I looked up, following his eyeline, then stilled. My tent wasn’t a tent anymore. “You’ve built a house… and a wall?”

Murchad grinned. “Half a wall. But it will be finished soon.”

My mouth gaped open, taking the new ráth in as we walked closer. My own home. I’d never had one before. I shuffled through the gate to brush my hand over the thick thatch of the roof that hung over the door. This house would be warmer than the tent, and there was more space for me and a growing Broccan. Murchad watched me, his grin widening as we moved inside.

“Why have you done this?”

“You’re our healer. We can’t have you living in a tent.”

“It was good enough before.”

Murchad took a step back, creases forming at the corners of his eyes. “When you arrived, it was late summer, and I didn’t know how long you would stay. Now it is winter, and many storms will blow in before the warm winds return.”

A lump rose in my throat. A home like this would keep Broccan and me safe, but a nagging feeling in the pit of my stomach told me it was wrong to accept it. I might not be here much longer, and Tomas’ words echoed in my head. Mortals were only kind when they wanted something in return.

“Don’t do that,” Murchad said softly.

“Do what?”

“Go back to how you used to be.”

Uncertain, I lifted my eyes to meet his.

“Please, don’t go back to the woman I first met who was filled with distrust and fear.”

“I was fearful for good reason.”

“You don’t need to be afraid of me, though. I thought you knew that.”

I could see his mind travelling back to Glenmama, when we had spoken to each other as friends. Long days of travelling had given a familiarity that perhaps I shouldn’t have allowed. Was that why I had healed him, even though it was against the Descendants’ laws? I had told myself in those last moments when he lay dying that I should save him because he could bring peace to this land, but here we were. Already there was talk of war with Ulaid, and not two full moons had passed since Glenmama.

Murchad stared at me, waiting for me to say something, his expression indecipherable.

“I am not afraid of you.” I forced a smile onto my lips, though I found it hard to meet his gaze. I wasn’t worried that Murchad would hurt me, and yet my hands shook as I brushed the thatch one more time. Why did they do that? “Thank you for building the ráth. Broccan and I are very grateful.” I slid my hand under my cloak. I was just cold. That was all. “How is your leg? Has the wound healed?”

“Thanks to your skills, yes.”

“Many healers would have known to do the same.”

Murchad stepped forward and grabbed my arm. Gently, but with enough pressure to stop me from taking another step away. “There are very few healers who would have risked burning the flesh so deep, even fewer who could have done it without tearing the muscle.” He took a breath. “I wanted to thank you.”

I glanced at the wall of the house. “You already have.”

“Properly.”

“How does a prince do that? With gold and silver?” I stared at his arm, now adorned with a thick gold bracelet. One he’d taken from Dublin. “I have no desire for jewellery. This ráth is enough for me.”

I pulled away, and Murchad loosened his grip. “If you won’t let me give you anything, perhaps you will accept a gift for Broccan.” Slowly, he unsheathed a sword from his belt. It was small, lightweight, but well-made and edged with gold. I recognised it as soon as he held it out; it was the sword he had given me before the battle at Glenmama. The sword I had not used.

“Put that away,” I snapped. “Broccan doesn’t need it.”

“Yes, he does. I’ve watched him practise, and he’s the best I’ve ever seen for a boy so young. Better even than Tairdelbach. Broccan will be a warrior one day, whether you want it or not. And I’m telling you, boys who go to war with old, rusty blades do not fare well.”

“No.” More tears welled in my eyes. My throat tightened. “He is too young.”

“Fódla…”

“You should leave.” I turned away from Murchad, my fingers rubbing against a rough piece of thatch that hung low against the back wall. Rónnat had entrusted Broccan into my care to keep him safe, not turn him into a warrior.

“How old are you, Fódla?”

I swept away the tears that were falling down my cheeks, my hand still trembling. Why was I like this? Shaking and crying? It was so embarrassing. I wanted to tell myself that it was the meeting with Sadb that made me like this. And that I was tired. Tired and cold. But the truth was, I’d been like this ever since Glenmama, just one question or kind word away from tears.

“You must be younger than I first thought.”

I brushed my fingers against the white lank hair that ran across the left side of my scalp. It and the scars were meant to stop people from looking at me. How ironic that he thought I was younger than I looked, when in fact, I was far older. One hundred and thirteen years old. Far older than he.

“You think I’m a fool?”

“No. I question your age because sometimes you are so wise, and other times you speak as if you have lived a life locked away from reality.”

“What do you mean?”

“Trying to prevent Broccan from fighting is like… is like trying to stop the rain from falling. He is who he is. You must accept that, or else you will fill him with doubt. He will hold back when he should strike, and he will lash out when he should wait.”

“So, you want me to encourage him? Tell him it is okay to kill other men?”

“I want you to teach him that it is a noble thing to protect himself and those he loves. Isn’t that what Lonán did for you?” He leaned in, his fingers reaching to brush away a tear on my cheek that I had missed. “Isn’t that why you cry for him?”

I moved my head away. “I don’t cry just for him. I cry for his wife who has no husband; I cry for a boy who has no father, and an old woman who has no son. If he had stayed at home, he would be alive, and his family would not be without him.”

Murchad stared at me. “It was the Dubliners who attacked us. If we had not stopped them, who knows how many innocents they would have slain. Perhaps they would have come here. Perhaps as they made their way south, they would have found Lonán’s ráth and killed his family.” He waved his hand toward the river, tranquil and glistening as the sunlight faded. “But now they won’t. They’ve pledged allegiance to Munster, and my father will keep them to their word.”

His stare turned distant as he spoke. He was upset. Of course he was. Lonán was his friend and there were many others who had died at Glenmama.

“Sorry, Murchad. The journey has taken it out of me, and it was difficult to tell Sadb and Muirenn what happened. I know you didn’t want there to be a battle. I remember.”

Murchad placed his hand on his chest, his expression changing into something kinder. “Telling a family member that they have lost one of their kin is difficult, but they always appreciate it.”

I cleared my throat, unable to think of how to express myself without crumbling before him, and walked along the back of the ráth, feeling the wooden posts with my fingers. The earthy texture of the wattle was calming, grounding, and gave me a moment of peace to think. I did not want to say anything else to Murchad that would offend. All he had done was show me the new ráth that he and his men had built for me, and what did I give in return? Argument and criticism. I needed to set aside my emotion. I was here to look after Broccan and remaining in Killaloe was vital. If, by some miracle, Senna had not seen me heal Murchad, I had to behave myself. If Murchad cast me out, Tomas would make me return to the fortress and leave Broccan behind. I couldn’t let that happen. I couldn’t. Antagonising Murchad was both foolish and unwarranted.

“Let’s talk of something else, shall we?”

Murchad nodded.

“How has the new queen settled in?”

Murchad, perhaps surprised by the question, tilted his head. “With difficulty, I think. But she talked a little more this evening. That is a good sign.”

“It is,” I agreed. “She must be lonely, so far away from her son and friends… Have you had any word from Bébinn or Sláine?”

“Yes,” Murchad answered, his smile returning. “Bébinn is charming all those around her. Even King Sechnall.”

“Naturally.”

“And Sláine… well…” The smile that had sprung to his lips when he spoke of Bébinn faded. “Sláine was not overjoyed when Father told her she was to marry Sitric. She agreed, yes, but… She sent word that she is already with child. She is happy about that.”

I thought on Sláine for a moment. Yes, she had been afraid to wed the Viking king. She was strong, though, and if anyone could make a new life for herself among a former enemy, it was her.

“A child is a blessing. Hopefully the baby will help Sláine find her way in Dublin.”

“It is what my father hopes for,” Murchad said, but there was a hollowness in his voice that suggested it wasn’t a hope he shared.

“She will visit us in the summer,” Murchad added, “though you mustn’t say to anyone just yet. Father is inviting Sitric and his kinsmen to feast with us at Lughnasadh.”

“Really?”

“You think it’s too soon?” Murchad leaned against the wall post. “Father wanted to wait until next year, but I believe it is best to put the battle behind us. We are family now, and for peace to prosper, we must be friends. Grudges fester if left alone for too long.”

I looked at Murchad as he spoke. Yes, this was why I had saved him. He had talked of peace on our journey to Meath, urged his father to negotiate with Dublin instead of going headlong into a siege, and now spoke of friendship with former enemies. The knot in my stomach loosened.

“It’s never too soon for friendship,” I said.

“It will be hard, mind you. Hard to see the men who killed so many of ours.”

“Yes. And it will be difficult for them for the same reason. Make sure to watch yourself when they are here.”

Murchad turned to face me, a slow smile building. “You trying to save me again?”

“I suppose I must be. You’re not doing a very good job of it yourself.”

Murchad laughed, and finally the tension of our previous conversation fell away. “Perhaps it is you I should train, rather than Broccan. Having you in battle beside me could be useful.”

This time his grin was wide, his eyes reminding me of Tairdelbach when he was up to mischief. His forearm thudded against the wooden beam as he passed underneath, and even though the structure was sound, I could feel the vibrations of the knock against my fingers.

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “You won’t make a warrior out of me. I am happy as I am.”

“So you should be. Never change. Not for anyone.”

“Aunt Fódla!” Broccan’s shout rang out in the clear night air.

I rushed out of the ráth. “Broccan?” I shouted. “What is it?” The sky had darkened, and I could only just about make out the distant outline of Broccan running toward us.

“I’m starving,” he called back. “Lucrecia says we can’t eat until you are ready.”

I inhaled sharply. “Is that all? I thought something awful had happened.”

Murchad smirked. “An empty stomach to an eight-year-old boy is an emergency. I remember being that age and thinking I would die of hunger in the long hours between lunch and dinner.”

Doing my best to slow the rapid beats of my heart, I breathed deeply and pushed my hair behind my ears. I needed to calm down. Of course Broccan was fine. If the warriors had come, it wouldn’t be for him, but for me. Glancing about, I waited a moment to check if there was any movement by Lucrecia’s ráth. Nothing. No one. I sensed Murchad’s stare, but I couldn’t bear to meet his gaze. He must believe me a fool, panicking the way I just had. Thankfully, it didn’t take long for Broccan to run headlong into my stomach. “Do you like the ráth, aunt?”

“I do.”

“Good. Now come on. I’m so hungry I can’t think of anything else.”

“Ah. We can’t have you unable to think, can we?” I patted his head, laughing, then wrapped my arm around his.

Murchad followed us out of the ráth and tapped the wall gently with his fist. “I’ll see you tomorrow for training, Broccan.”

Broccan nodded, then proceeded to drag me toward Lucrecia’s ráth. Murchad turned in the opposite direction, toward the dun and its high walls and gate. For a man so tall, he seemed slight as he met the moonlight shadow on the hill, until at last the darkness enveloped him and I could no longer make him out.

Broccan dragged me up the hill, my legs now so weary from the long travelling that they shook with exertion. “You’ll feel better when you eat,” Broccan promised as we reached Lucrecia’s ráth. The smell of harissa spices and stewed lamb filled the air, and my stomach rumbled with excitement, though probably not as much as Broccan’s, whose mouth was salivating.

Broccan ran into the house, sat at the table, and stared at the full plate in front of him.

“You can eat now,” Lucrecia said, and together we laughed as Broccan’s spoon dove into the stew.

Maria and Felicia weren’t too far behind him, and for a while we all ate in silence, the hot meat and spices putting all thoughts and conversation out of mind.

“Did you see the King of the Uí Fidgenti arrive?” Maria asked her mother once she had finished her meal. “His queen wore the most beautiful fur cloak.”

Lucrecia nodded. “He must have taken it during the Dublin surrender. The Northmen make them from bears and seals.”

“Did you have one, when you were in Dublin?” Felicia asked.

“No. When I lived in Dublin, I was a slave. I wore a tunic that my owner gave me. By the time my sister and I arrived in Munster, it was scarce more than a rag.”

Felicia’s eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry, Mama. I should not have said anything.”

Lucrecia stilled, and when she looked at her daughter again a strange, empty look filled her eyes. “It is difficult to talk about Dublin. But I… you should always ask me questions. I don’t want you to feel we can’t speak.”

“I know, Mama.” Felicia sniffed. “I was being stupid. I knew you were a slave, of course you didn’t have a fur. I’m sorry. Forgive me.”

Lucrecia smiled once more and insisted that Felicia had not upset her, even though it was clear to me that the question had taken her back to a dark time in her life. Murchad’s news suddenly replayed in my head. Dubliners had been invited to feast in Munster at Lughnasadh. How would Lucrecia cope with that? Men who had owned her during her enslavement might be part of the group Sitric brought with him.

Maria, not noticing that her mother hadn’t recovered, picked at some bread. “Well, I’m sure the king deserves the cloak. Colgú is from Fidgenti too, and he says they fought in the shield wall against Sitric Silkbeard himself. More men from their kingdom died than any other.”

“And when is it you and Colgú are doing all this talking?” The thin line between Lucrecia’s brows deepened. “Perhaps you don’t have enough chores to do around here? And you are behind with your weaving, I’ve noticed.”

Maria frowned, her cheeks flushing, while Felicia and Broccan smirked into their bowls.

We ate the rest of the meal in silence, and as soon as she could get away, Maria cleared the table, head held high. “Come on, Felicia.” She sighed. “Seeing as I’m allowed no friends to talk to, you may as well come to help me wash up. You too, Broccan.”

Lucrecia rolled her eyes as Maria stormed outside with the dirty pot and bowls clattering in her hands. “What am I to do, Fódla?”

“Perhaps you should speak with Colgú?”

“And say what? Do you want to marry my daughter, or just share a bed with her for a night?” She sat back, pulling at her apron. “It shames me to say, I’d rather he said the second because then at least, when he left, she’d still be with me.”

“Lucrecia…”

“I know. It’s wrong of me to say that, but the kingdom of Fidgenti borders the River Shannon. If the Vikings start raiding again, they will attack there first. It’s too dangerous.”

“Murchad says that the Dubliners will keep their oaths this time… and I think they wouldn’t have given King Brian their queen if they weren’t serious.”

“Gormflaith,” she snorted. “She’s the most despised woman in Dublin. The whole city will have rejoiced when she left.”

“That may be true, but Sitric loves his mother. I saw that with my own eyes. He wouldn’t have let Gormflaith go if he didn’t mean to keep his word. Sláine is his wife now too. Don’t forget that.”

Lucrecia glanced up at me, giving me the same look of exasperation that Murchad had given earlier. “Come, Fódla. If Sitric wants to go to war, Sláine’s tears won’t dissuade him. Women have no power in this world. None.”

I reached out my hand to hold hers. “Have faith, Lucrecia. Murchad says they will keep the peace this time. We must trust him.”

She gave a curt nod, the glum frown fading. “You and Murchad were away for quite a while.”

“He was showing me the ráth.”

“Is that all?” She smiled.

“What else would we be doing?” My words were clumsy, for I knew very well what she was insinuating, which of course was ridiculous. Murchad would never want to touch me. He was kind, that was all. Grateful that I had saved his life.

“I’m teasing,” Lucrecia said, rubbing my arm. “Murchad is about as safe as they come. You can stare at him all day long without fear of the consequences.”

“Why do you say that?”

“He won’t take it seriously, will he? Firstly, he’s a prince, and secondly, after his wife, Áinfean, died, he swore to never remarry. Everyone knows this.”

That night on Erin’s Eye when I had saved Murchad, he had spoken about this promise to his father. He had refused to marry Gormflaith for this reason. It was why King Brian had married her in his stead.

“He must have loved his wife very much.”

“Oh, he did. Áinfean was a true beauty.”

How sad that this loss still had Murchad in its grip. The years after Aoife had passed had been full of darkness and despair. It was hard to know he was feeling this way, the pain buried deep, but ever present.

“I’m sorry.” Lucrecia stared at me, the smile now gone.

“What for?”

“I shouldn’t tease. I forget that you are an innocent.”

“Innocent?” I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”

“Oh, but you are.” Lucrecia brushed my hand. “When it comes to men, at least.”

“That’s not true.”

“Really?” Lucrecia set down her spoon. “Did you ever have a man… before you came here?”

I nodded. “I was with him for a long time.”

Lucrecia stared at me anew, reappraising me, and when she next spoke, her voice had lost its humour. “Where is he now? Dead?”

“No… We just… he and I… he… my love for him disappeared. And once it went, I couldn’t bring it back. He wanted to be with me. It made sense that we should…”

“Ah.” Lucrecia moved to sit beside me. “The mind can be swayed, but not the heart.” She wrapped her arm around mine, and once again, I felt as if I were with an old friend. Someone who knew me, understood when to ask and when to listen. And as we sat together, my head against her shoulder, it dawned on me that I had missed this. Rónnat, then Aoife, had once been with me every day, to speak with, to listen to. For a moment I closed my eyes and the sadness and fear that had engulfed me slipped away. I wasn’t with my sister or daughter, but I was with friends. People cared for me here.

I was safe.

For now.


Killaloe, February 1000

Gormflaith

“Which necklace do you wish to wear?”

Orlaith stared at me, eager as ever to please. Her fingers brushed over the amber amulet and the golden brooch, my two favourites, hoping, I supposed, that today she would earn no words of ire.

“The silver crucifix.”

Orlaith paused, then turned to re-examine my jewellery box, until at last, she found the plain, little necklace that Gytha had gifted me when we left Northumbria. “This one?” She winced as she spoke, as if assuming that she must be wrong, and yet not able to find any other crucifix.

“Yes. It was a gift from my stepdaughter Gytha.”

Orlaith’s eyes brightened. “The one who is Queen of Norway?”

I nodded. “I find that I miss her today. Wearing this necklace will bring me closer to her.”

Orlaith gave me a quick smile, taken by my unexpected sentiment, just as I had hoped. The real reason for wearing the necklace was nothing to do with Gytha. I certainly didn’t miss her glum frowns or stupidity. But for a swan to be accepted into the company of grey geese, it had to shine less bright… and piety, as always, was a safe choice for diminishing a thing of beauty.

“My mother says a prayer for King Olaf every night,” Orlaith said as she placed the necklace around my neck. “She says it is God’s will the pagans have a Christian king to rule them.”

“Your mother is very wise.”

This time, a full smile lit up Orlaith’s face, her cheeks flushed pink. Once she finished with the clasp, she picked up my plate and goblet and walked toward the door.

“No,” I said. “How about we go to the fort for breakfast this morning? Have some company for a change?”

Orlaith nodded eagerly. Of course. Eating in a hall, full to bursting with the most prominent men in Munster, was a much more exciting prospect than eating alone with me. She couldn’t hide her pleasure, or stop her fingers arranging her curls, but that was the way of it with girls this young. That was why men liked them.

“There are even more guests today,” she said, grinning. “Fódla has returned too.”

“Oh no.” I frowned. “I can’t imagine why she’s allowed here.” My stomach turned at the thought of having to be in her company again. There was something wrong with her, the way the skin on her face twisted and her left side had shrivelled. There was no way I could put up with her for two years, but how to get rid of her? If she was a good healer, Brian would never ask her to leave. She’d have to go of her own volition.

“She’s very kind,” Orlaith said. “Once you get to know her, you’ll like her.”

“Oh yes, I’ve heard she is a great healer. What a shame the monks say she has leprosy.”

Orlaith’s eyes widened. “I haven’t heard… Is she…? Do you think…? The monks say?”

“I shouldn’t have said anything.” Covering my mouth with my hand, I bit my lip. “You won’t tell anyone, will you? No one is supposed to know.”

“Of course not.” Orlaith paused, then set down my cup. “Isn’t leprosy catching?”

*

We walked outside, the crisp winter morning a relief to behold. Orlaith shuddered, but I embraced it. Mother had always told me that our Fomorian blood kept us warm, and this morning was no exception. Except today I noticed the fire within me burned hot, hotter than usual. The sudden change was curious. Perhaps it had been too long since I had used my magic? I couldn’t think of any other reason that I should feel different. Concentrating hard, the way my mother taught me, I pushed the fire away.

The doors to the feasting hall lay open, and Orlaith and I entered the fray. As expected, the fort was full this morning. The same men and women as last night all sat within, chatting and laughing with each other, though quite a few had bloodshot eyes and weary faces. The ladies of Brian’s house flittered around, handing out barley cakes, honey bread and porridge bowls, and I noticed that several of the Munster queens helped the Killaloe women in this endeavour.

What a strange type of pride existed in this province. Why would the richest among them want to serve alongside the poorest? Indeed, the Queen of the Eóganacht Áine was standing beside that former slave, Lucrecia, who had escaped from Dublin, laughing with her, as if they were equals.

Sitting beside my husband, I waited until one of the serving women came over, not yet so desperate as to demean myself by acting the part of a slave, or as one of the fuidir, or whatever it was Murchad called them. I was Queen of all Munster. Queen of Leth Moga. I did not serve.

It took a while, but eventually one came over. The Dublin slave. Lucrecia. Her thick, black hair brushed my arm as she set my porridge and barley bread on the table. She was a real beauty now that I saw her up close. Ten years younger than me, but still in the bloom of youth. Large almond eyes, dark skin, and thick hair. Yes, even without the jewels and the furs that the other queens wore, she was my closest rival in terms of beauty. Not quite a swan, but not far off.

“Thank you, Lucrecia,” King Brian said as she placed a bowl of oats and milk in front of me. “How are you this morning?”

“Good, King Brian.”

“And what about Maria and Felicia?”

“Oh,” Lucrecia said, stilling a moment. “They are good too.”

Brian, catching the pause, gave Lucrecia another look.

Lucrecia sighed. “I think one of your guests has taken a liking to Maria.”

King Brian smiled. “Ah yes, young Colgú. I’ve heard as much.”

Lucrecia stared around the fort until her eyes found a young man with long, brown hair and a wide smile. He was handsome. I had noticed him on our journey here from Dublin. He was a nephew of the King of the Uí Fidgenti and had stayed behind for some reason. I had put it down to rivalries or a power play, but could it merely be that he had formed an attachment to this Maria? The two girls feasted in the dun often, but I hadn’t paid them much attention before, for they were young. But now that I took them in, I could see that they both favoured their mother.

“I’ll have a word with him,” King Brian said, noting that Lucrecia was not smiling.

“No,” Lucrecia said. “It’s not—”

“It’s no problem,” Brian finished for her. “Maria and Felicia are my cousin’s children. With Daithí not here to care for them, the job of finding suitable husbands falls to me.”

Lucrecia nodded, but still did not look convinced.

“Is there something else the matter?” I asked.

“I’m not sure I want King Brian to arrange a match between them. Colgú lives so far away.”

“Ah,” I said, rubbing the silver crucifix around my neck. “Yes, it is hard to give away your daughters to men you don’t know. The best thing to do is let your daughter make up her own mind. She will leave you for a man one day or another. You can’t hold it off forever, no matter how much you wish to.”

Lucrecia bowed her head ever so slightly, then hurried away. Now that we had spoken, memories came flooding back. I remembered her when she lived in Dublin, barely more than a girl. She had served in our great hall but had fled Dublin after Amlav’s death. Sechnall had raided the city before Gluniairn was made king and had freed the slaves to annoy his younger half-brother – to show him who was the real king and why a tribute needed to be paid. Meddling with the slave trade had made his point very well.

Gluniairn had liked Lucrecia. Bedded her once or twice, I seemed to remember, but then he had bedded so many it was hard to be certain.

I edged closer to Brian. “Did your cousin know that Lucrecia was a slave when he married her?”

“Yes.”

“And you allowed your cousin to marry a slave?”

“She was not always a slave, was she? And as soon as she set foot in Munster, she ceased to be one. Besides, my cousin had his own mind. It was not for me to say who he should marry.”

“No,” I agreed. “I suppose not.”

He stared at me again. “Your mother was a slave, was she not?”

“She was.”

He grunted, the noise full of condescension. How dare I complain about his cousin marrying a slave, when my mother was one herself? If only he knew the truth. Yes, my mother had come to my father as a slave, but in truth was a Fomorian princess. Her beauty was strong enough to shine through – bright enough to ensnare the mind of a king. This Lucrecia… she was beautiful, yes, but no match for my mother. Now I thought on it, the fact that my mother was a slave could endear me to my husband. Slavery was a Viking trade, after all, and therefore unpleasant to Brian and his family. There was a certain hypocrisy in Ireland with the slave trade, but given that I was attempting to win my husband over, it wouldn’t do to point out that the fur cloaks, taken from Dublin and now worn by every man in the hall, were the result of slave taxes from the markets.

“Everyone seemed to have fun at the feast last night,” I said instead, giving him a warm smile. “Did you enjoy it?”

He nodded, though was more interested in his breakfast than me.

“Sore head this morning?”

“No.”

I smiled again. “I didn’t think so. Only fools overindulge.”

The king gave a curt incline of his head to indicate he agreed, but I could see his focus was still elsewhere. How to bring him back? He hadn’t looked at me properly yet, certainly not close enough to see the three new white hairs imbedded in my curls.

“Orlaith said she thought there would be more people here for the Imbolc festival tonight. How many are we expecting?”

“Another fifty or so. Don’t worry, they won’t stay for long.”

“What is the occasion?”

“I need to prepare them.”

“For?”

“The news that Sitric and the men of Dublin will be celebrating Lughnasadh with us at Killaloe.”

I almost choked on the barley cake. “Sitric is coming here?”

“Murchad thinks it best we sow the seeds of friendship early, and don’t allow the injury of defeat to fester in the Dublin minds. It is a hard thing for my warriors to swallow, but so far, they have understood the sense in it. The kings, however, will be harder to persuade.”

He glanced my way, and thankfully, this time, his eyes ran over my face. “You will be glad to see your son, Gormflaith. I shall be glad to see my daughter. Both daughters, actually.”

I frowned as I tried to remember the younger one’s name. “Is Bébinn coming? I thought she was being fostered with Sechnall?”

“She is. However, I’ve asked for her to return for a visit later in the year. I’m hoping Sláine will still be here when she arrives, for they are very close.”

“It’s a dangerous route. I hope she will be well protected.”

Brian gave me a wary glance. “Fifty of my best men will accompany her. At least.”

I had no idea why he petted after this younger daughter so much, but she seemed to have a hold over him that I’d never seen in a father before. No, that wasn’t right. Perhaps Harald had liked his daughters. Yes, he hugged and kissed them, and let their children climb over his shoulders and pull his beard without so much as a cross word. Once he’d even given his daughters a gift of an arm-ring each. How the other men had teased him for that. I found myself smiling when I remembered that he had shrugged off their jokes and then vowed to give his daughters two arm-rings each instead of one.

“I’m looking forward to meeting Bébinn,” I said, letting my smile bloom. “She’s lucky to have a father who cares for her so much. Not many men would send away their best warriors to bring a daughter home for a visit.”

Brian grunted. His attention waned. I’d been too vague with my compliment, or perhaps he had taken it to be a criticism. I couldn’t tell.

“You are very kind to have done so,” I continued. “I wish my father had done more for me.”

“Your father was unkind?”

“Inattentive. Not that I am complaining. He was…” Brian shifted in his seat, his gaze flitting back toward the door where Lucrecia stood with her daughters. “No matter.” I let my voice trail away. There was no point disparaging my father any further when my tale of woe held no interest. No, on to a new topic. If sympathy wasn’t going to pull at his heartstrings, something else might.

I leaned back in my chair and searched for an opinion to divulge that would enamour him. Damn it, when had this become so difficult? Men usually wilted at my feet. Even Olaf had the decency to be interested in what I had to say. I’d settle for an argument. Then at least I could get the measure of the man I was married to.

“Queen Gormflaith.” One of the warriors marched into the hall, cheeks flushed. “There is a man from Dublin here to see you. He said Falk was his name.”

Brian turned his head toward me. “A friend of yours?”

I nodded. “Tell the warriors to let him through.”

My mind raced. Why would Falk be here? Had something happened to Sitric? Gilla, the eldest boy of Sitric’s half-brother Gluniairn, had no love for my son and had a claim to the throne, though I thought he was too injured from the battle to have put any plans into motion so soon. I kept my eyes focused on the door, waiting for my old friend to come through.

I heard him before I saw him, his long strides outpacing the Munster guards, who half-jogged to keep up, and his arm-rings rattling with every step. He strode past the guards at the door of the fort, who glanced at Brian uncertainly. I gathered from their expressions that never before had a Viking warrior entered the home of Brian Boru. Eocha stepped in front of Falk and held out his hands. Slowly, Falk removed his axe, his sword, his knife and his seax. They clinked against each other as he set them into Eocha’s arms.

Every man and woman in the room, from king to servant, turned to stare at my friend. Falk should have found this amusing, but his frown was fixed, his eyes focused only on me.

“What is it, Falk?” I said, even before he reached the table. “What has happened?”

“Gormflaith,” he said, standing before me. He took a second to glance at my husband and bowed his head but did not wait for his permission to speak. “I have news from Norway.”

Norway? I took a moment to organise my thoughts. It wasn’t Sitric who was in trouble; it was Gytha. My hand touched the cross on my chest as I waited to hear the news.

“We received word that Olaf is dead. His fleet was attacked on its way to Wendland.”

“Who?” I hissed. “Who did it?”

“It is said the attacking fleet was led by Svein Forkbeard, the King of Denmark, with Olaf Skötkonung and the Jarl of Lade.”

I couldn’t speak. Words would not form. I simply huddled forward and placed my head in my hands. The great Olaf Tryggvasson dead? It seemed so unbelievable. He had been so certain of everything, of winning the throne of Norway… of winning Northumbria… and England.

King Brian, after a brief pause, spoke. “Why did they attack Olaf?”

“It is said that Olaf married King Svein’s sister, Tyra, without Svein’s permission.”

Brian sat back in his chair, thoughtful. “That may be a good enough reason for the King of Denmark to attack Olaf, but why the others?”

Falk shrugged. “Olaf was ambitious. When he left Dublin five years ago, he was only the Earl of Wendland. A year later, he was King of Norway. Perhaps they feared him?”

Gathering myself, I raised my head, for to weep for a man who was not my kin would raise questions I did not want to answer. It was my stepdaughter who everyone expected me to ask after. “Please tell me that Gytha was not on that ship.”

Falk licked his lips. “Did you not understand me, Gormflaith? Olaf married Svein’s sister Tyra.”

The meaning behind his words was immediately obvious. Olaf was a devout Christian. If he had remarried, then Gytha was already dead. “My stepdaughter is dead?” I sobbed. “When… when did she die?”

“The messenger said she died of a fever last autumn.”

“What about her son, Tryggvi? Where is he?”

“We don’t know. Sitric is sending a ship to Norway to search for him.”

Brian stood and clasped Falk’s arm in his. “Thank you for bringing us this news, Falk. Please dine with us tonight before you return to Dublin.”

Falk smiled. “Thank you, King Brian. I accept your offer.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “You must be tired after the long journey.”

Falk, travel-weary and worn, nodded and asked to be taken somewhere to wash. Was it just the poor light, or did he appear older than he used to?

King Brian leaned over and took my hand. “I am sorry for your loss, Gormflaith. I heard that Gytha and you were close.”

“Yes,” I said, placing my hand over his. “She was the youngest of Amlav’s daughters when I married him. She was like a daughter to me. Very sweet. Very innocent.”

“And you were close to Olaf, too?” A faint whisper of accusation lay in his voice.

“Not so much, no. He abandoned us to Sechnall when the wall was not completed, and we parted on bad terms… and yet, for all that… he was good to Gytha. I was grateful for that, for her first husband, the Earl of Northumberland, was not.”

“Men say Olaf was ruthless. It is said he burned those who wouldn’t convert by putting hot coals on their stomach. He didn’t sound like a kind man to me.”

Brian’s understanding of the Viking homelands surprised me. Most Irish kings’ knowledge only extended to the Vikings who lived in Ireland, not the policies of the rulers in Sweden and Norway.

“He was ruthless. Unforgiving. Determined. A Northman through and through… and yet he was not that way with Gytha. I was wary of him, and it was difficult for him to convince me to the match. I knew his ambitious nature would make him a target for other jarls… and Gytha could be hurt as a result… but Gytha was in love with him, and so in the end, I agreed. Her passion for him persuaded me when, deep down, I feared the worst.”

I gave Brian a sad smile, though inside I was all rage and fury. If Gytha had died of a fever, just as he found a new bride, a more useful bride, then I doubted the fever was natural. I should never have put them together. Gytha was too slow and stupid for him and, once he’d taken all her knowledge of Northumbria, utterly useless. Her death was my fault… yet, wasn’t this the way of the world? The strong lived, the weak died. That’s why Olaf’s death knocked me so. He had been so strong. The strongest.

Once I finished breakfast, I went to the stables. Falk’s horse was there, slick with sweat. The young stable-boys were washing him and preparing his food, so I walked over and rubbed his nose. I recognised him instantly, for he used to be Harold’s. A large stallion brought over from Bristol, one of the few large enough to take Harold’s frame.

I didn’t have to wait long before Falk returned to the stables to ensure that his horse was being looked after.

“How is Sitric?” I asked.

“Good.”

“Come now, Falk. Talk to me.”

“He misses you.”

I hissed. “His new wife makes up for the void I have left, I am sure.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t say that.” He lowered his voice. “She’s quite a handful. She makes you seem as docile as a newborn lamb.”

“Sitric won’t like that.”

“He likes it well enough.”

“Does he still ask after Onguen?”

“When he’s drunk. But this Munster girl occupies much of his time now. And she is pregnant.” He paused to glance my way, offering a smile by way of congratulations, until he saw the scowl on my face. “Has he not sent word?”

I shook my head. The truth was I didn’t know anything about my son. Sitric had not sent any messages since I left Dublin. My parting words had cut deep, as deep as I intended, but still it hurt to be ignored so readily.

“You and Sitric parted on bad terms.” Falk sighed. “Why are you so angry at him?”

I waved my hand over at the ringfort around my husband’s dun. “This isn’t Dublin.”

“Dublin isn’t Dublin, anymore.”

“Oh?”

“Murchad and his men were the last to leave the city. His men lifted every last piece of gold, every fur, and all our jewellery. The people are unhappy… and now we’ve been summoned to come here for some Irish festival when we should be at home making sacrifices to Freya.”

“Does Gilla plot against him?”

“Not at the moment. He is too fragile, and his wife is with child again. For now, he’s letting the unhappiness fester.”

That was clever. Cleverer than I liked. Younger than Sitric, he was proving to be more patient.

Falk took my arm and led me further into the stall. “Sitric needs you still, though he wouldn’t like me saying that.”

“He gave me away, even though I begged him not to. He must bear my loss as I bear his.”

“Do you know why King Brian wants us?”

“He says it’s to stop old wounds festering.”

“Then why has he asked for the Dublin shipbuilders to come with Sitric?”

I stared at the dun fortress. All high walls and long shadows. “I’d guess that he wants to use what the Vikings have. Not so long ago, Amlav raided these shores. He either wants a fleet to protect his people… or…”

“Or?” Falk prompted.

“He wants to raid himself.” I shrugged as I said those final words. Brian raiding seemed unlikely, but I didn’t know him well enough to be certain.

Falk shrugged. “Revenge is possible. Amlav killed one of Brian’s brothers. Have you heard any talk of that?”

I shook my head. “Nobody here talks to me. I’ve tried to be nice, but it’s not going very well.”

“Nice? You?”

“Well… nicer.”

Falk gave a little laugh, then nodded, his thick arms leaning against the wooden stalls. “I’m sorry, Gormflaith. I’m sorry you are not happy. If it makes you feel any better, neither am I.”

“That doesn’t make me feel any better.”

I linked my arm into Falk’s. How strange that I should feel kindness from him. He had never liked me when I was married to Amlav and had barely tolerated me when Gluniairn was king. And yet, I supposed we had known each other for a long time, and for some of that time, Dublin had been a fine place to live.

Falk pointed at the entrance to the fort. “Look, there is one of those monks who came to visit Dublin last year. What’s he doing here? Not requesting more land for another monastery. There’s already enough in Munster to house every man, woman and child. I swear on Thor, I passed at least three Christian houses every day on my journey here.”

I turned my head to find a tall, handsome man walking toward the fort. Two nuns, dressed in dull brown, woollen tunics, followed behind him, heads bowed. The guards at the entrance talked to him, swords already lowered.

“Brother Tomas,” I said, more to myself than to him.

Falk grunted. “That’s right. Not a bad fellow, for a monk, anyway.”

The blood drained from my face, and for a moment I felt faint. It was the beautiful monk – the one I thought was a Descendant. Could it be him? Yes, it was. I knew it in my bones. What then was he doing here? Had the Descendants of the Tuatha Dé Danann come for me? Had they found me after all these years of hiding?

I fingered the three strands of white in my hair and walked slowly toward the fort.


Killaloe, February 1000

Fódla

Rónnat ruffled Broccan’s hair between her fingers as he lay sleeping on her lap. “He will remember some things, but they will seem distant. When he wakes up tomorrow, it will feel like we parted a year ago, instead of yesterday.” Her chin trembled as she leaned down to give him a kiss. “You should go now.”

“We have until the end of the day. We can stay a little longer.”

“No.” Her voice grew harder, sharper. “It’s best you leave before dark. His strongest memories will be of you now.”

I watched in silence as she gave him another kiss. The wind howled outside, so loud that I couldn’t see what was in front of me. What was going on? Where was I? I closed my eyes and opened them again. Oh yes, Rónnat’s crannog. The smell of the lake and fresh thatch filled my nose.

Rónnat stood with Broccan in her arms. I opened mine to take him from her. She looked utterly wretched as she lay his body against me.

“We could just stay with you?”

“No. Tomas would never allow it. If you disobey his orders, he will come and take Broccan away from the two of us. That’s not what I want.”

“If I asked him, he might let me?”

Rónnat sat beside me. Tears ran down her cheeks. I wanted to speak, to comfort her, but words would not form in my mouth. My voice wouldn’t come.

“Listen to me.” She gripped my hand tight. “Tomas still has a hold on you. You loved him, I know, and when you are in the same room as him, your heart still trembles. But you cannot trust him. Not anymore.”

A vague recollection of having this conversation before pricked at the edges of my mind, but before I worked out how, Rónnat grabbed hold of my chin.

“I need you to promise. Promise that when it comes to Broccan, you will not trust Tomas.”

The noise came again, the wind. I shook my head and then tried to refocus on my sister. She no longer sat beside me. Instead, she stood at the far end of the room. She looked different, too. Her beautiful brown hair had turned wild, full of knots and leaves and twigs. Her eyes were red and sore, her cheeks pinched.

Why did she look like this?

“Promise me,” she said, her voice growing weaker.

“Yes. I promise.”

She nodded, smiling. Her eyes closed, and she slumped against the back wall.

“Sister. What’s wrong?” I crawled forward. I had to touch her, hug her. Tell her everything would be all right.

I held out my hand. “Rónnat. Don’t leave me. Come back, I…”

“Fódla!”

The image of Rónnat disappeared as I glanced around the room, more than a little disorientated. The bright sunlight shining in through the edges of the door didn’t help matters. What hour was it? It must be late indeed for the sun to be so strong.

“Fódla!”

The voice that had woken me called out again. This time I was awake enough to know it was Murchad’s. I rushed to put on my dress and cloak and ran outside. Murchad was running down the hill, waving. “It’s Tairdelbach! He’s hurt. Come quickly.”

I rushed back into my house, grabbed the bag of herbs, then started to run as best I could. My left side hurt today, ached like never before, and all I could manage was an uneven shuffle. Murchad kept running toward me until we met, then he took the bag from my shoulder and grabbed hold of my arm, helping me up the hill. The left side of my body dragged, but I pressed on, using Murchad’s arm as a crutch.

“What happened?” I panted.

“Tairdelbach and Broccan fell from my horse. Broccan’s fine, but Tairdelbach hit his head.”

I didn’t ask any more questions and focused on speeding up my left leg. The two of us ran into the dun, over to the stables, where Tairdelbach was lying unconscious on the ground, a teary Broccan kneeling over him. Eocha held a cloth over Tairdelbach’s head, which was now stained a deep red.

I kneeled beside Eocha and peeled away the cloth to inspect the damage. My relief was instant. There was a lot of blood, but the skull was not crushed inwards. A large cut five inches above the right eyebrow was the source of the blood. It was deep, but not to the bone, and was placed at the top side of the skull, rather than the side. I placed my hands on him, just to check. Yes, it was as I thought. The cut was not as bad as the amount of blood suggested. He was unconscious and concussed, but not dying.

“Hot water,” I said to Eocha, “and a clean cloth.”

My orders were followed, and by the time I had finished cleaning out the cut, the cloth was ready. I used my yellow willowherb, watercress and garlic paste on the wound, then nipped the skin on either side of the cut to ensure it knitted together when healing. The movement, gentle though it was, revived Tairdelbach, and he groggily opened his eyes.

“What… what… where?” He glanced all around, his stare eventually landing on me.

“So, Tairdelbach, tell me this.” I smiled at the pale-faced boy lying in front of me. “What is my name?”

“Fódla.”

“And who is Broccan to me?”

“Your nephew.”

Murchad exhaled, and he crouched beside Tairdelbach, kissing his son’s hand. “It’s as well the knock to your head hasn’t turned your brain to mush because you’re foolish enough as it is. What were you thinking? You know Tintreach is too wild for you.”

Tairdelbach and Broccan tumbled over their apologies. And while Murchad listened in silence, his eyes hard and fierce, I knew he was too relieved to chastise them any further. That could wait for another day, when he’d train them so hard, they wouldn’t have the energy to get up to mischief.

Eocha patted Tairdelbach on the shoulder now that he was talking and stood. I looked up at him, about to give my thanks for finding a cloth so quickly, but his eyes were already focused on the dun gate, squinting at something that caught his eye. I turned to see what it was.

There were three people standing by the dun entrance: a monk and two nuns. The monk’s gaze flitted over to the stables, searching, until his dark green eyes found mine.

Tomas.

Senna’s wings flapped as he perched on the wooden posts by the gate, his yellow beady eyes watching his master.

Tomas nodded to the guard at the dun entrance and walked inside. The two nuns followed. The first was Gobnat, for I would know her anywhere. Even from a distance, the plain robe and veil did not hide her beauty. But I couldn’t make out the other woman. She was slumped over, head lowered. She must be a Descendant, but if so, what was she doing here? What were any of them doing here? Come to arrest me for using my gift to heal Murchad. Yes, that was it. Tomas didn’t expect me to fight or flee, so had not brought the warriors with him. He expected me to follow. To be obedient. Apologise. Beg.

The dull pain I’d felt in my stomach ever since I healed Murchad sharpened. The image of ivy holding Rónnat’s arms and ankles in front of the council flashed before me. Tomas had raised his hand to say she should die. Which way would he vote for me?

“What’s wrong?” Murchad asked.

I pulled my gaze away from the gate and back to my bag of herbs. “Nothing.”

Murchad’s eyes narrowed. “Do you know them?”

“There is nothing wrong.” I trailed off, not quite trusting myself to speak.

Murchad set the pot of willowherb in my hand. “You said that men of the church used to be unkind because they thought Broccan was yours. Was that monk one of them?”

How did he remember all this? It was so long ago that I had spun this tale to King Brian and Father Marcán, when the latter accused me of being a runaway nun.

“No.”

Murchad took my hand to help me stand and swung my bag over his shoulder. His palm was warm against mine and he pulled me closer.

“Then why are you shaking?” he whispered.

“When…” I took a deep breath. “When you told me that Tairdelbach and Broccan had fallen from your horse, it scared me.”

Murchad stared at me, his dark blue eyes not moving from my face. He saw my lies, just as Tomas would see them. The weight of it was crushing.

“Fódla.” Orlaith ran toward us and suddenly Murchad’s hand left mine. “Fódla,” she panted. She stopped suddenly, then took a step back, then another. “A monk has come to the dun. He’s asked to speak with the healer.”

“Is he unwell?”

“He says he has an infected sore on his foot. The king wants you to examine it.”

“I will come right away.”

Orlaith’s eyes widened, and she leaned in closer to Murchad. “And the nun who came with him, she doesn’t speak. When King Brian asked why, the monk said that her tongue was cut out by a jealous husband. How awful. Don’t you think? She must be in so much pain.”

Orlaith ran on ahead of us, practically skipping back into the feasting hall. Murchad’s footsteps thudded behind me. Slower than usual, making efforts to keep at my pace. But then that was his way. He was cautious. He would want to come into the feasting hall last, so he could watch and listen before he spoke.

King Brian smiled as I entered. His wife, Queen Gormflaith, who had just entered the feasting hall ahead of us, stared sullenly at the new arrivals.

“Fódla,” King Brian said. “This is Brother Tomas. He has injured his foot. Can you attend to him?”

“Of course.” I walked over to him and caught Tomas’ then Gobnat’s eyes. Now that I was closer, I recognised the second woman was Eilis, a witch. Not one who was close to Gobnat, though. I wondered why she was chosen to accompany them and why she put on this strange act of having no tongue. Tomas usually wanted his spies to act inconspicuous and be easily forgotten. A monk travelling with two nuns, one beautiful and one tongueless, went against all of this.

I held out my hands. “May I see…”

“I don’t wish to take up any more of your time, King Brian,” Tomas said, cutting me off. “Is there somewhere else we can go? I don’t want to be in the way.”

“There is no need,” Murchad said amicably. “The feasting hall is warm. Stay here.”

“No,” Queen Gormflaith said, “the nuns need attention too, and they don’t want to be on display in front of the men. Perhaps they could use Sláine’s old house?” She turned to the king. “Or is there somewhere else more suitable?”

“Sláine’s house will do.” King Brian motioned for Murchad to come closer. “Will you take them there? Then come back. We need to talk.”

Murchad nodded and stood by the doors of the feasting hall until Tomas, Gobnat and Eilis passed him. As we swapped the warmth of the hall for the chilly late morning air, Eilis shuddered. She shuffled too, her legs only moving a couple of inches at a time. Perhaps this was to invoke sympathy… perhaps Tomas would ask me to accompany them to tend the injured nun on their journey, and this would be how he’d get me away from Killaloe without creating a scene.

My chest tightened. Where was Broccan? If I had to leave, I wanted to see him one last time. I wanted to tell him I loved him. I’d been so worried about Tairdelbach’s fall that we hadn’t spoken.

“Have you been travelling long, Brother Tomas?” Murchad asked, his voice light.

“I have,” Tomas replied, his voice equally congenial. “All over Ireland and Europe. Last year, I made a pilgrimage to Rome.”

“And where is it you go now?”

“I’ve agreed to take these nuns to a nunnery to the south of Munster.”

“On whose orders?”

Tomas clasped his hands in front of him. “I am a man of God. The only orders I take are from Him.”

“God speaks to you directly?”

“No.” Tomas’ tone, sharp and lofty, made it seem as if he were speaking to a child. He hadn’t noticed the dry scepticism in Murchad’s voice. “But these young women” – he pointed to Gobnat and Eilis – “asked me to take them to a nunnery. I could not say no. A monk cannot deny God his brides.”

“We are fortunate he agreed,” Gobnat added. She smiled alluringly. The effect was considerable. Many of the men in the hall had gazed at her as if in a trance while the king and Tomas spoke. Murchad had stared at her when she passed him to leave the hall.

He stared at her again now. “Oh, are you from Munster?”

“No, but our grandmother was. It is our wish to go to the abbey at Baile Mhúirne to pray for salvation after Eilis’ ordeal.”

Murchad glanced at Eilis who still walked with her head down. This seemed to stem the flow of his questions. “Well, I hope you will find comfort here first. Fódla is the best of healers.”

He opened the door to Sláine’s old house, and Tomas, Gobnat and Eilis walked in. He gestured for Gobnat to sit first.

“No,” she replied. “I’m not in need of a healer.”

“Your sister, then?”

“She doesn’t need a healer, either.”

Murchad lowered his head and gazed at Eilis’ face. Whatever he saw there made him flinch. “I doubt that. Fódla, please see to this woman first.”

Gobnat, keeping her smile fixed, helped Eilis to sit. “Let the healer look, sister.”

I lifted Eilis chin. Invisible to the mortals, a thin golden chain held her tongue flat against the floor of her mouth. Gobnat had then cast a spell to make it look to the mortals as if no tongue was there. But why? What had Eilis done? Now that she was sitting, the hem of her dress lifted above her shoes. Another magical chain shimmered below the fabric, the thin chain tying her ankles together. It was tight, and the skin around the gold links broken and raw. Witches usually used these chains to bind to each other when in bird form, used as a way to stop a storm separating them. Fand and her sister Lí Ban had used them often in this way. The use of them as a punishment was unheard of, and that’s what this was. A punishment. Not a ruse. Eilis was a prisoner. Tomas’ green eyes met mine, a slight smile on his lips. He wanted me to see her like this. He wanted me to know what he could do to me.

Eilis lifted her head, her eyes bloodshot and the skin underneath red and swollen. She was frightened, but not defeated. There was a strength shining through that reminded me of Rónnat.

What was Tomas doing? Eilis was well-connected. She was Affraic’s granddaughter, and Affraic was the gift-leader of the healers. Tomas was playing a dangerous game. Affraic was not the sort to let this sort of antagonistic behaviour go unchallenged.

I gave Eilis some water, and for the sake of Murchad rubbed a little cress paste onto her tongue. However, given that the tongue hadn’t been cut out, I only needed to use my gift to heal the sores and cuts around the chains. Eilis gave me a grateful look in return.

“Is there any food we might have?” Gobnat asked Murchad. “My sister is weary.”

“Yes. When Fódla has tended Brother Tomas, you should all return to the feasting hall. I’ll have some soup brought to you.” Murchad leaned back, his eyes keenly focused on Tomas and his feet, which for the moment remained inside his leather sandals. The sore that Tomas had spoken of was not visible.

Gobnat cleared her throat. “Would you take us there now? My sister is very tired, and I don’t think I can manage her weight alone.” Gobnat linked arms with Eilis, staring up at Murchad, her eyes wide and helpless. Murchad nodded and silently took Eilis’ free arm and led them out of Sláine’s house. Eilis moved slowly, the chain around her ankles only allowing her to shuffle, but Gobnat further slowed the pace by holding down her arm.

“The prince is suspicious,” Tomas whispered, reclaiming my attention.

“He is wary of strangers. As is his father. Just like you told me when you sent me here.”

“He was complimentary of your healing abilities.” Tomas poured himself a cup of water from the skin around his shoulder and took a sip. His movements were so slow and deliberate, I found him hard to watch. Instead, I fumbled with the pots in my bag, slowly putting away the pot of cress paste.

“I saw you with a boy by the stables when I arrived,” he said once he had drunk his fill. “What happened to him?”

“He fell from his horse and cut his head. Nothing serious.”

Tomas breathed in deeply, so that his chest rose higher than usual, and held it for a moment before releasing. “You are making quite a reputation for yourself.”

“My knowledge of herbs has been useful, and minor complaints like dry skin and childhood fevers have earned much of my praise.”

“What about saving a prince? King Brian must be grateful you saved his son’s life.”

I nodded, setting down my bag. Now that pretences were done away with, fumbling any longer would make me seem foolish. I raised my head and met Tomas’ gaze. “He was.”

“Senna watched you that night, you know.”

My heart pounded so sharply the blood rushed to my ears and my mouth filled with saliva. “I… I know. I saw him.”

“He wasn’t able to tell me what had happened to Murchad. All that Senna could say was that his illness was… sudden and unexpected.”

Tomas’ face was impassive. The line of his jaw sharp, his eyes cold. He knew what I had done… and was waiting for me to admit it. Vomit burned the back of my throat.

“Murchad’s leg was infected. I burned it out.”

The lie felt heavy on my tongue and my heartbeat thudded harder – so hard that I was sure he would hear it pounding against my ribs.

Tomas smiled and took a sip of his water. “Do you want some, Fódla? You look thirsty.” He took an empty cup from his bag and filled it with water from his skin.

I hated that he poured the drink before I answered, but given the line of questioning, now was not the time to argue. Besides, taking it would give me a moment to breathe. I took a sip from the cup, wiped my lips dry, then set it down.

“Senna also watched you on the battlefield. He saw you with a man called Lonán.”

“Yes.”

“Senna saw you with Lonán often. Talking, laughing… dancing.”

My friend’s name stuck in his mouth, spoken as if the word was rotten. I couldn’t fathom the sudden change in tone. What had Lonán done to deserve his bad opinion?

“Did you use your gift to try to save him?”

“What?” I shook my head. “No. If I had used my gift, he wouldn’t be dead, would he?”

I’d been so prepared for an inquisition about Murchad that I had not thought of Lonán, and yet Tomas’ anger was rising. Senna saw you with him often. Talking, laughing… dancing.

“Did you love him? That’s what everyone says.” Tomas took a step closer, his eyes searching my face. “That you wept over his body as he died on the field.”

“He… he was a friend. That’s all. He died saving me. I felt… guilty.”

“Did you sleep with him? There was one night Senna said you walked into the forest, and he couldn’t find you.”

“No.”

“No?”

“No.”

I said the word loudly. Sharp. The conversation reminded me of many I’d had with Tomas over the years. Awful ones where he would accuse me of something, and I would frantically try to appease him or prove my innocence.

“Then why couldn’t Senna find you?”

I shivered as I tried to think of what Tomas was talking about. A night in the forest when Senna could not find me? The only time I was in the forest alone was when I spoke with Gobnat. But why had Senna not been able to see me then, for Gobnat had come to speak of council business? Or was it another night altogether? I had not thought much on the journey to Glenmama since the battle. “I… I don’t know.”

Tomas took my hand in his, his fingers pressing against my knuckles. “When we were together, I always knew when you lied to me. These days, I am not so sure.” His green eyes found mine, and his lips curved upward ever so slightly. “Have you lived around mortals for too long? Has the sweet young girl I once knew completely gone?”

I edged away. Of course she has gone, I wanted to say. Grief killed her many years ago. He, of all people, should know that.

“I’m not lying. I did not sleep with Lonán. I have not shared a bed with any man except for you.”

Tomas’ shoulders relaxed, and he gently brushed a strand of red hair behind my unscarred ear. “I believe you.”

From the way he grinned, I knew his response was genuine, so I relaxed, just a little. I picked up a pot of lavender and honey paste from the top of my bag and set it on the table. “Is your foot actually sore?”

He smirked. “I cut it with a knife just before I arrived, just in case someone was here while you dressed it.”

“You should have got Gobnat to cast a glamour.”

“Yes. I could have.”

Whatever reason Tomas had to endure this pain, he wasn’t going to share it with me. I held out the pot. “The herbs will heal you quicker. Do you want some? Or I can use my gift.”

“The herbs will do.”

I crouched down and spread the paste over the cut on the sole of his foot. He had indeed cut himself deep. Descendants of the Tuatha Dé Danann didn’t die from infections and cuts the way mortals did. Only a sword or spear that pierced the heart, or fire, could kill us. But we did feel pain and walking on a cut like this must have hurt Tomas a great deal.

“Why does Eilis have that chain around her tongue and feet?” I asked.

“We are taking her to the fortress where she will stand trial.”

“For?”

“Influencing the King of Connacht. There are rumours she was sharing a bed with him. Have no fear, we will discover the truth.”

“Is this who we have become, Tomas?” I shook my head. “The chains around her tongue and legs pain her.”

“How else to keep her quiet?” Tomas rapped his knuckles against the table. “She did not come willingly. I should have brought a warrior, but I thought she’d obey an order from the council. I won’t make that mistake again.”

There were so many things to say. That this was wrong was the most obvious. The only time I’d heard of Tomas using these chains, it was to secure a Fomorian. Their last attempt to attack our fortress had been nearly a century ago, when I was twenty. The last of the Fomorian kind had gathered together to search for our fortress, but our druids had tricked them into going to where an ambush awaited. My father had fought in that battle, back when he was the warrior gift-leader. Tomas had told me the Fomorians had come to kill every one of us with fire and swords, and that the cupbearers wrapped the Fomorians’ hands in balls of water so that their fire-magic could not be unleashed. The Descendants won that last battle, with only one Fomorian prince surviving. Tomas had told me of how he’d used the golden chains to restrain the Fomorian for questioning.

Eilis, however, was no Fomorian.

“Affraic will not like this. Eilis is her favourite granddaughter.”

“Our laws apply to everyone, Fódla. The grandchild of the chief healer is no exception.”

These words echoed what he had said to me when I pleaded for him to be lenient on Rónnat. No factions, no loyalties, no preferential treatment for friends. Not for anyone. Not for the aunt of his own daughter, not for the grandchild of a gift-leader.

“When is the trial?”

“At the gathering, next spring. I have requested everyone to return to the fort for it next year. Even the Descendants who spy in Rome and Constantinople and beyond. Aside from the trial, there is much to discuss.”

“The treasures?”

His smile widened. “You remembered? Yes, the treasures. I have investigated our histories. The fact they have been removed from our fortress is the reason why our gifts are fading. I am sure of it now. Four more children have been born since you’ve been away. All of them giftless. No one can deny it anymore, and so this year, I will call for a vote.”

I nodded as I tied the strap of my bag, unsure as to how I felt about this news. Were our gifts really fading? What did it mean if they were? I had pondered these questions many times. Aoife had been born giftless, and trying to understand why had tormented me at first. It was only when she grew a little, laughed and talked, and gave me such love, that I realised she was born the way she was meant to be.

“You will be able to get away?” he asked.

“I don’t think anyone would stop me from leaving.”

“I was thinking that it would be best you remained at the fortress once you returned. I will get another of the Descendants to come here. You’ve served your time.”

“But I want to stay. Broccan is not yet grown.”

“He is friends with the grandson of a king. Surely you can leave him in their care?”

That was not what Rónnat wanted. She wanted me to stay with him until he was a man. I wanted to stay with him too. He needed me. I needed him.

When I didn’t answer, Tomas’ smile faded. “You’d prefer to stay here with him? A mortal boy, over your own people. Over me.”

Here was the question we had danced around for so long. Uncertainty had gripped me after Aoife’s death. My grief had made me unfeeling, empty. Finding my own voice, rediscovering my own opinions after so many years with Tomas, had come slowly, but it had begun during my time in Munster. As I met Tomas’ gaze, I knew what I had to say. The distance between us had not begun with Aoife’s death. It had started long before.

“I have great respect for you, Tomas,” I began, the words coming out clear and strong. “The love we had for each other, and our daughter, was real. But it’s time to admit we should move on. When Broccan is a man, and I return to Fennit Island, I don’t think that we… that we will be together.”

Tomas paled, staring at me as if I had stuck a knife into his stomach. Then suddenly, he thrust me against the wall. “Why do you say such hurtful things?” My head hit the post behind me, and he pressed his hand around my neck, squeezing it tight. “You know I love you.”

“Let… go.”

“What has changed? Is it that mortal man, Lonán?”

“Tomas… let… go.”

“You might not have slept with him, but that’s only because Gobnat’s spell made you hideous. I’ve told her to make it stronger, have you noticed? Just as well, because who knows how much you would shame yourself if this spell was not on you. Lonán didn’t want you, did he? But you wanted him.”

“No.” Blood pulsated around my eyes, and I could hardly see, but I couldn’t move his arm. His nails were digging into my flesh. Hard. Unyielding. “We… friends.”

“You wanted to…”

A loud thud slammed against the wall behind Tomas. A blur of coloured fabric and blond hair whirled forward and crashed into his legs. Tomas flew sideways, his forehead knocking the wall with a bang. Then he slumped to the floor, motionless.

Gasping, I leaned against the wall. My eyes hurt, the room was spinning, but there seemed to be a smaller body lying on top of him. Slowly it moved and a pair of large blue eyes found mine. Broccan. He moved again, so fast the air blurred into a sea of colour, then white, and next he was in my arms.

A wide-eyed Broccan stared up at me, half-ferocious, half-fearful. He glanced between me and Tomas who still lay in a heap on the floor.

“Calm, Broccan. You are safe.” I held him tight, pressing my cheek against his hair.

“Who is he?” Broccan asked, voice trembling. “Why was he hurting you?”

My fingers travelled to where Tomas’ nails had dug into my skin. In an instant the grazes healed. I didn’t want Broccan to see it, not when he was already so upset. “I am fine, thanks to you.”

Broccan frowned. “Why was he doing that?”

I kneeled on the floor, bringing him with me, holding him tight. There wasn’t time to explain and fix this. I needed to get him out of here. “Broccan, do you trust me?”

“Yes.”

“Then you must do as I say. Run to the feasting hall. Stay beside Tairdelbach until I find you. Say nothing. Promise me you will say nothing about what happened.”

His eyes moved back to Tomas, widening once again. “Did I… Did I kill him?”

“No. No. He just banged his head against the wall post, and it knocked him out.” I rubbed his arm and gave him another hug. “I’ll help him, but you need to go. Now.”

Broccan stood and edged over to the door, still uncertain, still angry, still scared.

“Everything will be all right, Broccan. You are not in trouble. We will speak more as soon as I can get away.”

Broccan, as pale as moonlight, gave me one last look, then left. As soon as he was gone, I rolled Tomas over onto his back. The gash against his head was deep. Pressing my finger against the cut, I felt a fracture against the skull, three broken ribs and… internal bleeding.

How was this possible? Broccan had inflicted grievous wounds on a man twice his height and three times his weight. The air around him had blurred when he moved. The only people I’d ever seen move like that were… Colmon and my father.

Could Broccan have a gift? The warrior’s gift.

Dare I think that? It went against everything Tomas had told me about our gifts fading, but I couldn’t deny what I had seen, or the damage done.

I focused on Tomas, lying on the floor. His breathing was laboured, the cracked ribs squeezing his lungs. When he woke, how would he feel? Despite the broken bones and bruises, one would expect him to be happy about news of another child Descendant. It would allay his fears… and yet the dream I’d had this morning now spoke of something more poignant than just a memory. What had Rónnat said to me? I need you to promise. Promise that when it comes to Broccan, you will not trust Tomas.

I kneeled beside the man who had stood between me and my sister for so long. His blond hair rested gently on his chin; he looked peaceful like this. It made me remember a time when we were both younger and when our love was new. At first, I had sided with Tomas out of duty, then in later years I had been too afraid to go against him. Even for Aoife, I had struggled to stand up to him. Not Rónnat. When I’d been too frightened to take Aoife away from the fortress, Rónnat had done that for me and borne all of Tomas’ wrath as a result. Well, this time it was Rónnat’s child who needed help, and I’d do as she asked, and it seemed to me that she wouldn’t want Tomas to know what Broccan had done.

Using my gift, I reached into Tomas. Blood was filling his lungs, and he was still unconscious. Might it be possible that he had not seen what happened? His back had been to Broccan when he came charging in. He wouldn’t have noticed how fast he moved… but he would recall the strength of the impact when he woke and realised his bones were broken. I pressed my hands tight against Tomas’ ribs and stomach, healing the bleeding and bones so that when I mended his skull and he awoke, he would not know the severity of his injuries. I moved my hand over his body. Ribs, chest, arms, then head.

As soon as his eyes flickered open, he shoved my hand away, reaching for the bump and gash that I’d left intact.

“Where is the boy?”

“The boy?”

“Rónnat’s boy. I saw him creep in.”

Realising that I couldn’t keep the entirety of Broccan’s involvement a secret, I changed tack.

“Broccan saw you attacking me. He threw himself at you and you knocked your head against the post.”

Tomas’ eyes lifted and scanned the room, his hand gingerly massaging his head.

“I sent Broccan home.”

“Just like his mortal father, then. Full of anger and brute strength.” He rubbed his head, feeling the bump I had left there.

“Come now,” I said, holding out my hand. “He may have knocked you into the post, but it was you who lost control of your temper.”

Tomas spat on the floor, his spittle tinged red. I sighed and held my hand further out. “You can’t go back into the feasting hall with a red welt on your forehead.”

Tomas moved forward and let me heal him and suddenly his cold anger melted away.

“Fódla, I am sorry. I shouldn’t have hurt… You will change your mind, you know. When you are back on Fennit Island. You will remember what we had.”

I wanted to say the word maybe. It would placate him for a while, let him leave in a better mood. But I couldn’t. The lie would not leave my lips. “I don’t think so, Tomas.” I rubbed my neck. The cuts and bruises gone, but not forgotten.

The disappointment on Tomas’ face was plain for me to see, but he didn’t linger. He simply clasped his hands together and nodded. “Then it will be up to me to change your mind. We will speak again at the gathering, but for now, we must return to the hall.”

We walked to King Brian’s feasting hall in silence. Senna, still perched on the wall post, watched us as we moved, his head cocked to the side. The growing pain in my left side as I walked now made sense. Gobnat had changed the spell to make me even more misshapen, so as to sway my mind when Tomas asked me to come home.

“Goodbye, Brother Tomas,” I said as we reached the feasting hall doors.

“Are you not coming in?”

“No. I think it’s best I go.”

He gave me an apologetic smile, then ambled into the hall and sat on the bench beside Gobnat. My old friend looked up from her soup and smiled at me. I detected a warmth to it, though it was hard for me to judge. We were acting as strangers. Eilis looked up too. Her fingers tapped her spoon three times, but then she returned to her soup and none of them glanced my way again.

I was glad for it. It wasn’t them I wanted to speak to. It was Broccan who needed my attention. I sought him out, finding that he was sitting beside Tairdelbach like I had asked him to. I gave him a wave, and he came bounding over, stopping to give Tomas a dark glare as he passed by his table.

“Come,” I said, “let’s go home.”

*

Broccan sat on his bed as I closed the door behind us.

“Why didn’t you tell Murchad what happened?”

“Brother Tomas did not mean to hurt me. He was sorry.”

“That doesn’t make sense.” Broccan’s eyebrows furrowed. “He was holding you by the neck. He should be punished.”

“Yes, he should.” I held his hand as I sat beside him. “But not now. When you are older, I will tell you.”

Confusion flooded his face. “When will that be?”

“Soon.”

His eyes, heavy with tiredness, closed over.

“It’s the festival tonight,” I said. “Why don’t you have a sleep? I’ll wake you up before it starts.”

Broccan stifled a yawn. “Only if you promise to tell me soon.”

“I will.”

Broccan had been training all day, true, but when child Descendants first started to use their gifts, it fatigued them. Even I, well-practised in how to use my gift, became tired if I used it too much, too quickly. I could heal three mortally injured warriors, maybe four, but then my body would shut down and need time to regain strength.

Could Broccan truly be a warrior? He was at the right age for a gift to present, but everything I knew about our gifts and history, told me no… and yet there was no denying what I had seen. If only Colmon was here. He would know what to do. At the next gathering, I would find a way to speak to him alone and ask him to test Broccan.

Feeling better that I had a plan, I slipped out of the tent to fetch water from the river. Before I could even take a step forward, a large crow perched on the stones along the riverbank. Yellow eyes. Black wings.

Watching. Always watching.


Killaloe, February 1000

Gormflaith

I sat in the hall beside my husband, my heart still pounding. I was glad the monk and nuns were leaving, but I couldn’t stop thinking about the reason behind their visit. Why had this Dé Danann monk come? If he suspected I was Fomorian, why not talk to me, or even ask about me?

He barely seemed to recall our conversation in Dublin, and it was only when Falk brought up the work being done to the dilapidated monastery on Erin’s Eye that he said he recalled who I was. I watched him keenly, checking to see if these bland questions were a ruse to spend time in my presence. But neither he, nor the two women with him, so much as glanced my way. Instead, he spent his time talking to King Brian about Glenmama and complaining about his foot. I waited for the act to slip, but as he walked out of the fort to be tended by the deformed healer, he seemed disinterested in the hall he’d left behind.

Gently, I smoothed my hands over my hair until my fingers felt the thick horsehair that was intertwined with mine. Perhaps they had allayed his suspicions and he didn’t suspect me anymore? Not unless he had other ways of working me out. Mother said that the warriors had this gift, that they could smell our presence, but Tomas didn’t look like a warrior. His hands were too soft, and the edges of his nails stained with ink. A druid, maybe. Or a harpist.

The two women he’d brought with him seemed even less interested in me. One didn’t so much as lift her eyes from the floor. I’d missed the start of their conversation with King Brian. However, Orlaith lost no time in hissing into my ear that the woman’s tongue was missing. The image of the old messenger who came to Dublin to deliver King Sechnall’s message came to mind. I wondered if her tongue was now a black stump like his.

I pushed the unpleasant memory away and cast my gaze to the other nun as she stepped out of the hall behind Tomas. She was a beauty, with large breasts and slender hips, and didn’t take her eyes away from Tomas. The other men in the hall noticed her, too. Her veil and plain woollen garb did nothing to hide her figure or sweet face. The younger men could barely keep their mouths closed.

Such alluring charms confirmed that the pretty nun was a Descendant. I’d have to be careful and watch her. Perhaps that was their trick? Tomas would speak to the king, distract him, while she asked questions about me. When Murchad came back, I’d have to see what they’d said to him. At least Murchad knew nothing about me. There was nothing he could say to give me away, unlike Falk who had stood beside me on the beach when I had sunk the Haraldssons’ ship.

My thoughts twisted back and forth until at last Murchad returned to the fort. He was holding up the tongueless nun and set her down at the far table, muttering something to Maria about bringing our guests some bread and stew. His tone of voice was amenable enough, but his jaw was as taut as a rope holding a sail against the wind.

“Is the monk well?” I asked when he approached the top table. “You were gone quite a time.”

Murchad shrugged.

“What were you talking about?”

“Did you check on Tairdelbach?” Brian asked, staring thoughtfully at his son. “How is he?”

Damn him. Why did he have to interrupt? He’d not given Murchad a moment to think on my question before jumping in.

“Yes. He’s fine.” Murchad answered his father, ignoring my question. “Lucky. It could have been much worse, but Fódla says the cut on his head will heal.” Murchad sighed as he sat next to Brian and held his shoulders rigid, yet there was relief in his tone.

“Boys fall from horses all the time,” I said. “It hardly sounds like something to worry about.”

“It can be if they fall hard enough. But Fódla says that…”

“Fódla?” I shook my head, exasperated. “And I suppose she’ll put some of her herbs on this monk’s foot and it will amaze you that it hasn’t fallen off when it’s little more than a scratch?”

Murchad frowned. “Jealousy doesn’t suit you, Gormflaith.”

I burst out laughing. “Jealous? Of Fódla?” I couldn’t contain my amusement. “I’m only pointing out that you place a lot of trust in this woman.” Twirling a curl over my shoulder, I gave Murchad a pointed stare. “She’s done nothing to warrant it, and I’m surprised you can stomach to look at her.”

“There is nothing wrong with how she looks.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I still feel sick every time I see her face. I can’t quite explain it, but my skin crawls as if I were laying down in a bed of nettles and I can’t get up.”

One of the men at the table closest to us sniggered, though rather quickly it turned into a cough.

“That is unkind,” Murchad said, giving the man an icy stare.

“Are you sure it’s safe to have her around here… touching you all? I’m sure the monk can’t be happy to have Fódla tending to him. What did he have to say about her when you went to Sláine’s room?”

“Nothing.”

“That can’t be true.” I sneered. “There is a rumour that the priests say she is a leper. I bet Brother Tomas thinks so too, and that’s what he will say when he is asked about the hospitality of King Brian Boru. He lets sinners tend to his guests.”

The men at the back of the hall glanced at each other uncertainly, but King Brian rolled his eyes. This infuriated me more than anything. Yes, this was a marriage of necessity, made to keep Sitric in line. We didn’t love each other, far from it. But he chose this miserable-looking wretch before me? His disinterest in my concerns was an insult I would not take. I’d tried being nice and meek and I’d had enough.

Leaning forward, head held high, I stared Brian in the eye. “I demand you get rid of her. I don’t want her here anymore. She is cursed by God.” I scanned the room to find someone suitable. Ah, Maria, who had just set down the bowls of stew. “Maria. Once Fódla has finished with the monk and nuns, go and clean Sláine’s room. I don’t want anyone to sleep on the bedding if Fódla has touched it.”

Maria glanced at the king.

“Go on, girl,” I clicked my fingers. “I am your queen. Do as I command.”

Murchad gave her a slight nod of the head. “The room needs cleaning because strangers have been inside and one of them is bleeding. Not because of Fódla.”

Maria ran out of the hall, cheeks flushed.

How dare she question my command. The daughter of a slave had such airs that she thought herself free to refuse the wishes of a queen. And how dare Murchad override me. He wanted the room cleaned after all; he was just too soft to admit that Fódla repulsed him as much as me. It was a strange sort of humbleness that these people of Munster had, and I couldn’t stand it.

“You know I’m right,” I said to him quietly.

“No, you’re wrong.” Murchad turned his back to me so as to face his father and brother. “What did you think of the monk, Tadc?”

“I think he has a suspicious nature,” I said before Brian or his son could speak. I would teach them not to ignore me in my own hall. “When he was in Dublin, he asked lots of questions. Didn’t he, Falk?”

Falk, who had been standing at the side wall, turned to me, not daring to smile, though I knew he wanted to. Dublin voices, nay, Dublin opinions, being spoken in Brian Boru’s dun was not something that happened every day. And he knew I was about to lose my temper. I supposed it amused him more now that neither he nor Sitric were on the receiving end.

“He is unusual,” Falk said, his voice loud. “When he arrived in Dublin, he said he had come back from a pilgrimage, but his skin looked too pale to have travelled so far south.”

“Where did he go? Rome?” Tadc asked, ignoring Falk’s insinuation.

Falk nodded.

“He must be a holy man indeed,” Tadc said.

“Why?” I asked. “Does walking such a distance in itself bring you closer to God?”

I regretted these words the moment they left my mouth. I had spoken as I would in Dublin, and all of Brian’s kinsmen had heard the derision in my voice toward the new religion. “What I mean to say” – I tempered my voice – “is just because he has been to Rome doesn’t mean he is a good man. Don’t you have to perform good deeds also?”

“And where have you been, Gormflaith?” Murchad asked, his voice harder than I had ever heard it. “Nowhere. What do you do for anyone but yourself? Nothing. You are in no position to judge.”

“You should not speak to your queen like that,” Falk growled. His shoulders tensed, his fingers subconsciously reaching for the axe that the guards had taken from him. It was as well.

“It’s my hall, old man. I’ll speak as I wish.” Murchad stood tall, his chest flexing backward like a stag ready to charge. Although I wanted to bring Murchad down from his high tower, I didn’t want Falk to get hurt. This argument had gone too far.

“It’s not your hall yet, boy,” Falk answered.

King Brian stood, his voice calm. Tadc reached for Murchad’s shoulder. “But it is mine. The Imbolc festival is tonight. You may stay for that. But in the morning you should leave.”

Falk, resting his hand on his empty belt hook, shook his head. “No, King Brian.” His voice was terse, the words clipped. “I think it is best I leave now. I have delivered my message, have rested and eaten. Besides, it won’t be long before I return, and I wish to see my daughter wed before that happens.”

Lightening my voice to defuse the tension, I clapped my hands. “Freya is to be married?”

“Yes, to Leif. Harald Amlavsson’s son.” Falk shifted his eyes to glare at Murchad. The men in the hall must have recognised the name, but they didn’t flinch. Murchad, the man who had killed my stepson, didn’t even seem to breathe, he had turned so still.

“Give her my love. She deserves such a fine husband.” I stood. “Come, I will walk with you to the stables.”

I didn’t wait for King Brian to say anything else, and I led Falk out of the fort, linking my arm with his. He was breathing hard, his fists clenched tight. The argument between Murchad and myself would be much talked of, but it had made a nice change to have Falk here, to have someone on my side. Slowly, I slipped off one of my rings, the one Gluniairn had given me the first time we had slept with each other. “Give this to Freya as a wedding gift.”

Falk shook his head.

“Please,” I insisted, pressing it into his hand. “She is a good girl. I grew fond of her when we lived in Northumbria. I’m only a former queen of Dublin, but still, it will give her good standing in her marriage to have such a gift.”

Falk nodded and slid the ring into his belt pouch for safekeeping. “She is a good girl. Leif is young, much too young really, but you know how boys in love are. I would have preferred a strong man, one with a reputation.”

“Does Leif have no reputation yet?” I thought of the strong thirteen-year-old who I’d forced into Sitric’s ship after Glenmama. He was certainly tall enough to be formidable.

“He is still young. Fourteen now. Not yet stood in battle. As I said, young to be married… but he owns his father’s ships and is a good fighter. Sitric has taken him under his wing too. I am sure a great destiny awaits.”

“If he’s anything like Harald, he’ll treat Freya like a queen.”

Falk slowed as he reached his horse. “That’s not how King Brian treats you.”

“It isn’t.”

“You are not happy here, Gormflaith. It is worse than I thought.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“It does to me.”

“Does it? How strange. I remember a time when you didn’t like me much.”

“I still don’t always like you, but I respect you. It’s not your fate to stay here always, I think.”

“The gods will do as they will.”

Falk grunted as he climbed on his horse. “The gods are watching you, Gormflaith, never forget that.”

“Yes. What was it Amlav always said? They put hardship in your way to see what you will do.”

“And what will you do?”

I gave him a coy smile. “You know me. I never can behave myself for long.”

Falk grinned. “If you keep interrupting your husband in his own hall, I’d say they are already laughing. Be careful though. Don’t anger your husband too much.”

“Oh, I will be fine. And I am looking forward to seeing you again. I’m glad it won’t be long.”

Falk reached for my hand. Lightly, he gave it a kiss and pressed it tight. Without another word, he pressed his legs into his horse’s flanks and rode away.

Once outside the high walls of the dun, Falk’s hair trailed out behind him, and the wind blew his furs into the air. Even with his hair turning grey, he looked so wild, so free. Like a wolf off to hunt. And here I was, a prisoner. Alone. The glittering swan trapped in a lake far too small for her.

Should I have pressed him into taking me with him? Maybe. Viking men sometimes did unexpected things if they believed the gods were watching. But he was loyal to Sitric and kidnapping a queen from the man who had defeated them was unwise… and Falk was not a fool.

I returned to the fort just in time to see Tomas, with his two nuns trailing behind him, walking out of the feasting hall. He touched his crucifix as he passed the doors. King Brian came over to speak with him. From the words I overheard, I gathered that Brian offered them food, a place to sleep for the night. It was getting dark, his lips said, and the night would be cold. They should stay for the Imbolc festival feast. The monk shook his head and said they must be on their way. He bowed his head, said a blessing over the dun, and walked out through the gate.

“Goodbye, Brother Tomas,” I said as he passed me. The monk bowed, as did the two nuns on either side of him. “I wish you a safe journey to… where was it you said you are taking these women?”

“Baile Mhúirne. To the abbey there.”

“Ah,” I said, smiling, glad that he’d answered. “Wrap up warm.”

Brother Tomas smiled but did not linger. I watched after them for a while, watched as they walked along the river path that led south.

He didn’t suspect me. I knew it. I had met so many liars and deceivers over the years that I could tell. Had he come to spy on my husband? Isn’t that why they dressed as monks and nuns in the first place?

The gods are always watching you, Gormflaith. They put hardships in your way to see what you will do.

Amlav’s words rang in my head. It wasn’t that I believed in the gods. I found all the religions, old and new, as absurd as each other. But while these Christian monks would have everyone praying on their knees, the pagan religion was about living your life to the full, to not be scared. To not live with fear.

What if I followed Tomas?

I stared at my husband and his two sons who stood at the door of the feasting hall, smiling, laughing about something. The other Munster kings flocked around them too, jostling for position. I hated them. I hated them all. The only person who talked to me was Orlaith. She stood beside the hall doors, drinking in the commotion, but with eyes as vacant as every other day. Oh, I couldn’t live here anymore. I couldn’t bear to spend another moment with these people.

It was time for me to go.

And if I was going, I would follow Tomas. At least this way I might give Máelmórda the location of the Descendants’ fortress. But how to get away? If somebody saw me, I’d be dragged straight back. If I somehow made it to the forest without being spotted, the dogs would be brought out and they’d catch up with me before I got very far. My gaze followed the direction Falk had taken. Ah, perhaps I could use him after all. Knowing my husband as I did, he would attribute my disappearance to Falk. He might think the dogs unnecessary in that case. That I had followed the injured monk wouldn’t enter his head, and by the time it did, I’d have followed Tomas to the secret fortress and then be on a ship, sailing to Leinster.

Time had to pass first, the sky to darken. There were many people in the dun now, over one hundred, and the gate was well guarded. For this to work, a distraction was required.

I waited where the food was being prepared for the festival feast, even helped Crínoc chop the vegetables, and gave a multitude of mundane orders to Orlaith. As the night came closer, cups of wine were offered and most of the guests made their way into the feasting hall.

“I’m going to fetch another cloak,” I said to Crínoc. “Orlaith brought the wrong one.”

Crínoc nodded, barely listening, then swept into the hall with the other ladies who carried the food inside. Instead of going to my house, however, I crept closer to the outbuildings at the edge of the dun, the one furthest from the gate. Yes, one of these would work best. I eyed them all, until I found what I wanted. Sláine’s house was just the right size. What a delightful coincidence.

The door was open, and Maria was still inside, stripping the blankets from the bed and gathering them to be washed in the tub she’d filled in the back room. The slave girl who thought she could defy a queen.

Creeping forward, I closed the door; she didn’t even notice, so engrossed was she in her work. Then, closing my eyes, I summoned the fire-magic inside me. A small flame appeared on my hand. Slowly I blew, and the flame danced along my fingers and shot over to the thatch of Sláine’s house. I closed my fist, and the flame in my palm extinguished as the flame on the roof grew.

Carefully, I crept away, and hid behind the guard post next to the gate.

It didn’t take long for the first shout to sound out. “Fire!” someone screamed from outside the dun walls. The smoke was rising now, the flames licking the posts and roof. If they didn’t put it out soon, the flames would leap over to the next building.

All at once, the men guarding the gates rushed into the dun, while others rushed to the river with large pots and buckets.

Sliding out of the gate, my cloak over my head, I ran to the southern path and into the forest. I glanced behind me before the thick alder trees covered the view of the dun. No one was looking this way at all. Every man and woman was carrying buckets and pots of water from the river. For a moment, I thought of making the fire rise higher, of making it burn so hot and strong that the entire dun would be laid low. But as I stared at the footprints on the trek ahead, I held in my wrath. I wanted my husband’s men to follow Falk, not kill him. If the whole dun was destroyed, their anger may be so ferocious they might kill a suspected enemy on sight. I didn’t want that.

Walking onward, I set my mind to following the tracks left by the monk and two nuns. Revenge against my miserable husband and his family would have to wait for now.


Killaloe, February 1000

Fódla

With Broccan asleep, I strolled outside. The setting sun illumed the cloudy sky with shades of burnt red and gold. The river reflected the colours and with everything so still it was as perfect a sight as I had ever seen, but even this beauty could not distract me. Only Broccan filled my thoughts.

I had stroked his hair until he nodded off, knowing that my words had failed to wash away his confusion. His eyes shifted when he looked at me. There were questions there, ones he didn’t want to share. I knew them, though. Murchad was teaching him to protect and fight for those he loved. I was telling him that violence was wrong. This was the first time he had been pushed to decide, and just like Murchad had warned me, it had ripped him in two.

It would be easier if I didn’t have to lie. The lies were everywhere, made more potent by the fact that Broccan was maybe a Descendant himself. But I couldn’t tell him about my suspicions yet. If I was wrong, I would reveal a world that would remain forever hidden to him. I had to speak to Colmon first. He would know for certain… and then I could take Broccan to Rónnat’s crannog. If he was a Descendant, he would be able to step foot on the island. See his mother. Hold her.

What a reunion that would be. The image of Rónnat, Broccan and I holding each other burned so strong in my mind that I forced myself to walk to the log pile. To ponder on what might never be would only break my heart. No, for now, the first step was speaking with Colmon at the gathering. My thoughts had to stay on that for now.

Sighing, I picked up what I needed for my fire and trudged back into the house. My left leg ached even worse this evening, and my upper back would no longer straighten. Damn Tomas. Damn Gobnat, too. Walking had already been difficult enough without this new pain they had given me.

“Fódla,” Lucrecia’s voice rang out in the still winter air. I looked out over the wall and found my friend marching toward me. It was getting dark quickly now. The sun had all but disappeared below the horizon, though I could still make out my friend wrapped in her bright apron as she approached my ráth.

“I have something to ask of you,” she said, resting her chin on the wall.

“Yes?” I smiled. “Whatever it is, I will do it.”

“You might not say that when I tell you what it is.”

“Yes, I will.”

A twinkle of mischief lit up her brown eyes and her lips twitched. “You are lucky I am a good friend. I could have asked anything and then you’d be in all sorts of trouble.”

“The problem is you are too good a friend to play such a trick on me.”

Lucrecia laughed, then a flicker of something more serious crossed her face. Ah, so this was a serious proposition after all. “Go on, tell me. What must I do?”

“King Brian has asked me to prepare a bath for Queen Gormflaith before the festival starts. She’s asked for scented flowers. I was hoping you might help?”

“The queen doesn’t like me.”

“She doesn’t know you. You only arrived yesterday.”

Ah, but this wasn’t our first meeting. I had told no one of how she spoke to me in the Dublin fort after Glenmama, and perhaps it was best I didn’t, but I didn’t want to lie to my friend. I was so sick of lies.

“After Glenmama, she told me not to touch her. It was because of my scars. When she looked at me, she was… disgusted. I do not blame her. Many people find my appearance difficult to set aside… and if she doesn’t want my touch on her, she won’t like that I picked flowers for her bath.”

“Isn’t it worth a try? I think once she speaks with you, she will see your kindness… how wonderful you are.” Lucrecia moved through the gap in the wall and wrapped her hands around mine. “Please. You promised to help. Besides, she most likely snapped at you because she was upset about the battle.”

I might have thought this possible, except she had scowled at me when I entered the fort to help Tomas. I gazed at my friend’s beseeching eyes. How could I say no to her after all she had done for me?

Grudges festered if left alone too long. Isn’t that what Murchad said? If he could put his misgivings aside and befriend the warriors who attacked him, I could be nice to a queen unable to conceal her revulsion.

“Well, what do you…” Lucrecia’s voice trailed away. She turned slightly, her eyes widening as she stared at her house, then the dun.

“What is it?”

Lucrecia shook her head, frowning. “Do you smell that?”

“I… yes…” In the darkening dusk sky, a black plume of smoke billowed into the air above the dun. Then another.

“The cooking should be finished by now,” Lucrecia muttered.

Over the top of the wooden posts, a flicker of orange caught my eye. “Look! A fire must be out of control.” I grabbed hold of my water bucket and rushed up the hill as best I could. “Fire!” I screamed. “Fire.”

Crínoc and Pátraic ran out of their ráth.

“Fire!” Pátraic shouted, his voice deep and carrying to the dun. Immediately, the guards at the front wall started to shout. Screams, cries for help. Demands for water. The feasting hall emptied, the women scurrying into a huddle outside the dun gate, while the men ran to the river with empty buckets and bowls and pots.

Lucrecia followed me with her water bucket, and we headed up the hill toward the dun gate. “Mama!” Felicia ran halfway down the hill to meet us. “It’s Sláine’s house, the men are saying.”

Lucrecia held her daughter. “Don’t worry, child. It is only wood and wattle. It can be remade. Tell your sister to come now. It’s time for dinner.”

“She isn’t here. I thought she was with you.”

Lucrecia’s gaze shifted to the women standing outside the dun. “Maria,” she shouted, but no reply came.

“Where’s my daughter?” She sprinted to the gate, pushing past the queens in their fur cloaks. “Maria!” she screamed. “Maria, where are you?”

Orlaith gasped, her hands shaking. “She was sent to clean Sláine’s house.”

Silence descended as the women stared at each other, then Lucrecia.

“Maria!” Lucrecia screamed. She bolted to the gate, pushing away the women who tried to hold her back.

“The men will find her,” one of them said. “It’s too dangerous,” shouted another.

Lucrecia cared not for danger and would not wait for another to save her child. I knew this instinct all too well, and though I could not match her pace, I followed her into the dun and toward the back wall.

Smoke and black plumes filled the air and red flames swept across the roof of Sláine’s house. The dry thatch, now completely under the power of the fire, was spreading along the posts at the back of the building and the door posts at the front.

Lucrecia edged closer to the building, her hand held up to shield her from the heat of the fire. “Maria!” she cried. “Maria.”

“Get back,” I screamed, pushing her aside. A low groaning reached a peak as the right door post fell. The door and the thatch of the roof above it crashed to the ground; the fire raged forward, burning bright.

“Mama,” a weak voice cried out from within the building.

Now the door had crashed forward, I could see inside. To my horror, Maria was huddled in the far corner. The fire at the front of the building was burning hot and hissing and, in a matter of minutes, would spread to where she sat. Tears streamed down her face, her cheeks and lips covered in soot and ash, and the smoke was only growing.

“Mama!” Maria coughed. “I can’t get out.”

Lucrecia took a deep breath, preparing to run past the burning door post and thatch to get to her daughter.

“No,” I said, holding her. “Wait.” I dropped my cloak into my bucket and doused the fabric. “Put this on first.”

“Hurry,” Lucrecia shouted, unable to take her eyes from Maria, the fire growing so hot that she moved back a step. “Quick, Fódla!” She held out her hand to take my cloak.

Lifting the cloak from the bucket, I shook it out to its full length, but I didn’t hand it to my friend.

I would go.

That way I could heal myself as I ran out, unlike Lucrecia, who would be covered in burns that she may never recover from.

I ran.

“No,” Lucrecia gasped, pulling at my wrist.

“Yes. I am already scarred.” I was about to fling the fabric over my shoulder when someone behind me ripped the cloak away. It was Colgú. He wrapped the cloak around himself and sprinted forward before either of us could protest. He used his whole weight to push aside the fallen wooden post, then ran inside. Through the smoke, I saw him wrap the wet cloth over Maria. He lifted her over the burning thatch and ran, using his body to shield her from the fire.

Coughing and spluttering, he burst through the collapsed doorway. Gently, he set Maria down beside us and a sobbing Lucrecia took her oldest daughter into her arms. The guards came running then, twenty of them, all carrying two buckets each, and started dousing the buildings either side of the burning building, as well as the house itself. More men came, the kings, the warriors, the young men of Killaloe.

One by one, the buckets of water dampened the fire, until eventually the flames receded, and it was only smoke and smouldering ash that blew into the sky.

“Lucrecia. Maria.” King Brian strode over, arms held out to take the two women into his arms. “Are you hurt?”

“No.” Maria shook her head, though her hands were still shaking. “Colgú saved me.”

King Brian held Lucrecia tight, his rough hands brushing her dark curls. “Praise God.” He turned to the young man at Maria’s side. “Thank you, Colgú. Your bravery shall always be remembered.”

Lucrecia, still holding Maria’s hand, didn’t smile. “It was Fódla’s quick thinking that made it possible,” she said. “If she hadn’t soaked her cloak, the flames would have burned Colgú and Maria as they tried to escape.”

King Brian smiled at me. “I am indebted to you, Fódla. For a second time.” He turned to look about the dun, his face full of questions. “How did this happen? You were inside the building earlier, Fódla. Were any candles lit?”

I shook my head. “It was still bright when I tended to the monk and the nuns.”

“Are you sure?” Father Marcán said. “Are you sure you didn’t light one?”

“She is sure,” Murchad interrupted. “As am I. I was inside Sláine’s rooms too. There was no candle.”

“Then how did it start?” Brian scanned the grounds. Three large fires were still lit in front of the feasting hall, cooking the deer and lamb meat for the night’s festivities, but they were smouldering rather than aflame. “Perhaps the wind whipped up and blew the kindling onto the roof,” he mused, then turned to Crínoc. “From now on, set the cooking fires further away. We cannot risk this happening again. If it was not for having so many guests to carry water, we would not have put out the fire in time.”

Crínoc voiced her agreement, and Orlaith quickly disappeared into the crowd to relay the command to the other women of the household. The rest of the men and women gradually dispersed, moving into the feasting hall or standing back to examine the charred remains of Sláine’s house.

Brian and Murchad, however, didn’t move. They spoke to each other in low tones.

“Gone?” I heard Murchad say, then he listened to his father. “I will go now. Eocha and Cassair can come with me. Tadc should stay.”

Brian nodded, then turned back to the kings and queens who lingered, begging them to return to the feasting hall. Murchad made his way to the stables, staring at the ground as he walked, his frown growing. His hand gripped his thigh, clutching at where the poison wound had festered after Glenmama. Did it hurt him still? Or was it the ghost of the memory that lingered in his mind?

“Fódla. What’s wrong?” Crínoc glanced in the direction I was looking, but Murchad had long since disappeared.

“Nothing.”

“Oh. I thought maybe the fire had brought up bad memories.” Her fingers passed over her left cheek, to the same place where the scars wove over my skin. “Seeing Maria trapped inside must have been difficult.”

I brushed the knots on the left side of my face gently. I had told everyone these were from the fire at Lusk. The nuns I had found burning on the altar had been trapped inside a blazing fire set by Sitric Silkbeard and his men, and I had used their story as the reason behind the scars Gobnat had given me. Now that I thought about it, it seemed wrong to have used their tragedy in this way.

“No. I’m just relieved that Maria escaped. Colgú was very brave to go in after her.”

A warm smile flashed across Crínoc’s face, relieved I thought, that I hadn’t broken down and started sobbing. “Yes, he was brave. That’s why I’m here. Colgú burned his arms and shoulder when he pushed the beam aside. He says it doesn’t hurt, but it looks bad enough to me.”

I followed her over to where Maria and Lucrecia stood, Lucrecia still not letting go of her daughter. Colgú and his friends stood beside them, an older man with Colgú gently dabbing his arm with water, though Colgú seemed preoccupied with Maria.

“Colgú,” I said. “Crínoc tells me you burned your arm. Can I see?”

He held his arm out, then the older man beside him pushed Colgú back. “No, Colgú’s fine. We don’t need any help.”

“I have a paste for burns,” I said, reaching out. “It won’t hurt, I promise. I just need to see how bad it is.”

But Colgú stepped further back and placed his hand over the wound. The older man took a step back, too.

Crínoc stared at the two men and swiped the older man about the ear. “Don’t be stupid. King Brian wouldn’t have Fódla here if she really was a leper.”

“A leper?” I frowned.

Lucrecia tutted. “Why would anyone think that about Fódla?”

“Queen Gormflaith said you had it,” the older man said. “She said the priests say you have it too.”

“Oh,” I said, trying my hardest not to falter. “These are burns from a fire. I know how they look, but it’s not leprosy.”

“Then why did the queen want Maria to clean the room after you were inside? And why did Murchad agree?”

Crínoc clipped the old man’s ear again. “Fódla has been with us since last summer and tended my son and half the people of Killaloe. No one has contracted leprosy.”

The older man standing beside Colgú looked sceptical, though he lowered his eyes so he didn’t have to meet my gaze.

I felt as though the air had left my lungs, my stomach heaved. I bit down on my tongue to dampen the emotion. The queen had told Maria to clean the room… because I was in it? And Murchad had agreed?

Taking a step back, I set my hands by my side. “If you change your mind, come to my ráth and I will give you the paste.” I reached for Maria and squeezed her arm. “I’m glad you are okay.”

Maria wrapped her arm around me and kissed my cheek. “It is I who should thank you.”

“Not at all.”

“I will see you at the feast tonight?”

I nodded.

Colgú and his uncle looked uncomfortable, but whether that was because Maria had touched me, or because they regretted their accusations, I couldn’t tell, but I didn’t want to stay to find out. I walked away, slow at first, then faster, head down the whole way until I reached my ráth.

Fool that I was, tears spilled down my cheeks before I could reach the cover of my house, my body shaking with the force of them. The pain on my face there for anyone or anything to see.


The Forest South of Killaloe, 
February 1000

Gormflaith

The gods fucking hated me.

The night was cold and damp, and a thick fog made moving at any speed impossible. The dogs would find me soon. I could see the scene as plain as the thick, white horsehair tied to my hair. Those enormous wolfhounds of Brian’s would reach me first. Their big teeth and paws, holding me down into the mud and frozen puddles, until the men came and dragged me away.

Dogs hated me too, though not as much as I hated them.

At least I wasn’t cold. Though it was not the gods I had to thank for that. That gratitude went to my mother. Being Fomorian did have its advantages. My Fomorian blood had always given me an extra layer of heat that I couldn’t quite explain. I had never felt the cold like others, not once.

I had never burned though.

Tonight, everything felt different. The heat in my fingers made my skin feel as though it were on fire. Why was this so? I had felt something similar when I had set the Haraldssons’ ship on fire, but even that was nothing to how I felt now. Was it a side effect of unleashing my power – without fear and without caution? With every heartbeat, blood coursed through my veins. Fire and blood intertwined, hot and burning. And there was something else… a feeling I couldn’t put into words. It wasn’t power or strength. Perhaps a certainty. I had used a gift that I had been born with after all, and it had served me well.

This inner heat helped me as I fumbled through the dark forest, the fragments of moonlight shining through the leafless branches all I had to lead the way. Gusts of wind pushed me along the path, or at times pulled me back. After a few hours, my legs shook with fatigue, for I was unused to walking any great distance, and I knew that if I’d added coldness to my list of woes, I might have stopped already. Several times, I considered throwing away my cloak, made of the thickest fur and weighted with thin metal rods along the bottom seam to hold it in place when the wind picked up. Despite the weight, I couldn’t bear to part with it for the rain was never far away, and my Fomorian blood only kept me warm, not dry – and so I struggled on.

Oh, I hated my life. Hated everything about it. Just as I knew I would when Máelmórda told me of the marriage he’d arranged for me. Deep down, I knew I’d be a prisoner – an object to be used. My mother had used me first, then Amlav, then Sitric, then Máelmórda. I’d be damned if I let Brian Boru do the same. From this day forth, I would take my own destiny in hand and leave this hateful place. If I found the monk, well, then I would have fulfilled my mother’s final request and helped Máelmórda. Then that was it. My life would stop being hers. It would be mine.

Handsome Spanish lords and Italian counts filled my imagination. Silks and gems and a sky that didn’t constantly piss all over the land. Mother had lived in Tuscany once. She said the air burned so hot it shimmered. I would like to live somewhere the air burned hotter than me.

Anywhere that wasn’t here would be fine for now.

As my foot slid into a puddle of muddy sludge, I refocused on the task in hand. The monk and the two nuns had strayed from the main river path after a couple of hours, the tongueless nuns’ heavy steps leaving marks on the mud as they veered west. They were clearly not going south to Baile Mhúirne, which was why I was now blindly walking through an endless forest. Sleekit liars the lot of them, but then my mother had always told me that was the Tuatha Dé Danann way. I supposed, now that I was following them, it didn’t matter. Minute by minute, hour by hour, I was catching up with them, I was sure of it. I had a feeling, a tension in my stomach that was telling me to stay away from them. I didn’t listen to it though. I wasn’t my brother. I was no coward.

As I stumbled onward, thick cloud blew in and started to edge over the moon. The light, dim though it was, faded. I came to a stop, too uncertain of the terrain to keep going. Just before the moonlight disappeared, I noticed an old dolmen with a ring of stones around it and made my way there before the sky turned black. If I were to rest here, some cover from the wind would be best. However, as soon as I came to a stop beside the large slab of stone at the front end of the old tomb, I regretted my decision. Mother had told me legends about the dolmens. Some of them belonged to the old kings of the Tuatha Dé Danann. She said they were a pathway to the otherworld. In the depth of night and all alone, I suddenly felt afraid. I’d give myself a short rest and move…

“You saw the boy?” Words shattered the silence. It was the voice of the beautiful nun, except now she was shouting at someone. Where were they? How far beyond the stones and in which direction? I licked the tip of my finger and held it up. The wind was coming in from the west.

Hardly daring to draw breath, I crept from behind the stone pillar and slithered on the ground until I reached the standing stone at the west side of the circle. Closer, closer. Lower, lower.

“Yes, I saw him, Gobnat,” another voice answered. Deeper, calmer. Tomas. “He looked like Rónnat, and just like Rónnat, he was wild and ill-tempered.”

“Never mind him. He’s beneath your concern.” The beautiful nun, Gobnat, still spoke with a raised voice, angry about something, though I had no idea who this Rónnat was that they spoke of. I crept closer still, until I reached the next stone. This one was wider and tall, big enough to hide behind. Glancing around the side, I noticed that the earth fell away, a sharp enough drop if I had walked on without looking where I was going. I peered over the edge. A twenty-foot drop led to a small enclosure, sheltered, and with thick gorse covering the sides, and large trees to block the wind.

In the centre, a fire burned with a small pot hanging over it. The pretty nun stirred it, shaking her head and muttering under her breath.

The nun with no tongue was chained to a tree at the other side of the fire. A prisoner then? She was lying still, her chest moving up and down in a gentle rhythm, but her head was edged at an angle better suited for eavesdropping than for finding sleep. I needed to be quiet. The slightest noise, a cough or a rustling against the dead leaves would catch her ear.

I huddled into a position that I could hold and peeked out. Now my eyes had adjusted to the light, I noticed that Tomas was sitting on a fallen tree trunk close to the fire. Gobnat walked over and sat beside him.

“Why did you talk to her about the future?” Gobnat said. “You know how nervous she is, and the boy only sought to protect her.”

“He knocked me out, and cracked at least three ribs, maybe more, though she was quick to heal me,” Tomas said, feeling his sides. “She obviously suspects the boy has a gift, like I do, but didn’t want to tell me. It makes me wonder what else she’s kept from me.”

“Yes… we will have to think about the boy. Maybe you are right. It shouldn’t be possible, but our blood is mysterious at times, even to the most learned of us. Perhaps our gifts are not fading as much as you fear.”

“Don’t be naive, Gobnat,” he snapped. “One swallow does not make a summer.”

I couldn’t make out Gobnat’s face, for her head was lowered. But she stood suddenly, and I edged back.

“I need to stretch my legs and think.” She took off her dress, her fair hair and pale skin gleaming against the golden firelight. But instead of moving toward Tomas like I expected, for surely this was a seduction, her neck became longer, her legs and arms thinner, her back bowed over. Moments later, a lithe deer stood in the clearing instead of a beautiful woman, and without a moment’s hesitation, it bolted deeper into the forest. I pressed my body closer to the stone until all sound of her had disappeared.

I could hardly believe what I had just seen. I knew from the old legends that this was possible. Fionn MacCumhaill’s mother had been turned into a deer by a Tuatha Dé Danann witch, but to see it with my own eyes was staggering. So, the beautiful nun was a witch, and a powerful one at that.

I needed to get away from here. What if she discovered me when she came back?

Peeking around the rock, I decided to wait until one of them made some noise before I dared to try. For the moment, both the monk and tongueless witch remained silent, she still pretending to sleep while he poked the fire gently with a stick.

What was he then? Not a warrior, that was for certain, not if some boy was able to knock him down.

At length the nun raised her head. “You won’t win, you know.” I strained a little closer, leaning as far over the edge as I dared. Had the nun with no tongue just spoken?

She cleared her throat and shifted her weight until she could lean against the tree trunk, though all the while, staring at Tomas. “You don’t have the confidence of the council anymore. The other gift-leaders think you are leading us down a dangerous path.”

It was her. So, she could speak after all. Why then had she pretended to have no tongue?

“Say that if it makes you feel better,” Tomas answered, his voice taut.

“It doesn’t make me feel better. It is, however, the truth.”

Tomas lifted his head and threw another branch onto the fire. “No. You are scared, Eilis,” he said. “You have broken our laws and when you stand trial, you will pay the price. Death or the removal of your gift. Which will you choose?” Tomas walked closer to her, body tensed. There was no love between these two, no, only distrust and hatred. Now that they were engrossed with each other, I should move.

“You think to pick the loss of your gift, don’t you?” Tomas said, voice sour. “But let me tell you this: I will not let you remain in the fortress, nor will I let you leave with your memories and knowledge intact.”

“You cannot give your potions to Descendants, Tomas.”

“You won’t be a Descendant anymore though, will you? I will cast you out and you will lose everything. All your power, all your family, all knowledge of who you are.”

Eilis gave a quiet laugh. I shuffled back.

“Tomas. Tomas. Why are you so obsessed with Descendant women sharing their beds with mortal men?”

I stilled, then quietly moved back to the edge.

Tomas snorted. “It is not I who is obsessed. It is you. Apparently, you and the King of Connacht couldn’t leave each other alone.”

“Says who? That filthy crow of yours?”

Tomas stared at Eilis, not moving an inch. “Mortals are beneath us. Absolutely disgusting in every way.” His voice turned hard, flat. “Why did you do it?”

“I’ve already told you – I didn’t.”

Tomas didn’t reply.

Eilis smiled. “But… if mortals are so beneath us as you say, then how could you leave the woman you love alone with…”

“Many Descendants are sent out to spy, just like you were,” Tomas snapped. “They are able to control themselves. Nobody at King Brian’s dun suspects her in the slightest. You, on the other hand, have made yourself many enemies. That evidence speaks for itself.”

“I did not sleep with King Cathal mac Conchobair.”

Tomas leaned against the tree that Eilis was tied to and took out his water skin. He took a long drink. Once he finished, he handed over the skin to the prisoner nun. She shook her head.

“Take it. We aren’t resting long and there is still a long way to go.”

Reluctantly, Eilis reached up to take the skin. She gulped at the water greedily then handed it back to Tomas.

I really should go now. The deer-witch could come back at any moment. But I couldn’t move, I found myself glued to Tomas. Now that I knew he was a Descendant, the realisation that this was the one who came to kill my half-brother Raoul dawned on me. He looked so serene. So calm. I couldn’t imagine that there was a killer within him. For though my mother had poisoned Raoul, the Descendants had come to murder him. Perhaps he was not the one tasked with the killing. Mother had said there was another there. A monk with black skin and long braided hair.

Tomas rubbed at the bridge of his nose. “You didn’t ask him to do anything? Is that what you are saying?”

“When asked,” Eilis said, “I urged him to be peaceful, the same advice I would give to any man or woman.”

“You admit it then? You tried to sway his decisions.”

“I admit no such thing. I gave an opinion when I was asked to give it. Always urging against war. Nothing more.”

“But you desired him, didn’t you?”

“Yes.” She put her fingers up to her lips, her eyes widening. “What did you put into the water, druid? A draught of truthfulness?”

Tomas eyed her warily. “Of course not.”

She sneered. “You aren’t allowed to give another Descendant a potion without permission and, like it or not, I am still a Descendant. How often do you break your own rules, I wonder? That is another thing I will talk about during my trial.”

“And who will believe you?”

She leaned back, tugging at the rope tying her hands together. It was tight, tight enough to leave the skin on her wrist red. In all the stories my mother had told me, I had never heard of them fighting among each other like this.

“What you admitted to is enough to find you guilty of breaking our laws.”

“You rile the others into voting harshly. If you’re no longer chief druid, I will not be found guilty.”

Tomas frowned.

“It’s going to happen, Tomas, whether you like it or not. What happened to Rónnat was one thing, but banishing me? Killing me? No, when it comes to it, no one will accept these options. Everyone thinks you are hungry for power. Even those who were once your friends can see you have lost your way. You spend more time with your books and scrolls than you do with the people you are supposed to lead.”

“You’ve been listening to your grandmother too long.”

“Everyone says it, not just Affraic. The treasures are not what made us powerful – it was living and roaming our lands. Living with the mortals, helping them – it’s what gave us our power. We’ve been hiding away too long; that is why our gifts are fading.”

“Hold your tongue.”

“No,” Eilis insisted. “You removed the chain from my tongue and gave me a potion of truthfulness against my will. Words and truths are all I have for you. When we return to the fortress, Grandmother is going to call a challenge to your rule and to Gobnat’s position as chief witch.”

Tomas rolled his eyes. “And who will you replace us with?”

“Me as chief witch and Echna as chief druid.”

“Echna!” Tomas snorted. “He can barely brew a potion to save his own life and that’s saying something. And you are only half the witch that Gobnat is, and who else is there if not you? Tell me how many witches can transform? Half? A quarter?” He took a deep breath. “And what if you have your way? What will you do? Let us roam among the mortals once more? Fall in love with them and then fight in their wars? Kill other Descendants on behalf of a race that are so beneath our own?”

“I will set us free. No more council. No more rules. Just freedom. And the treasures will be left alone until no one remembers where they are. We did not stay behind to be kings over the mortals, simply to help them. And as for the boy… Well, you cannot say that our gifts are fading any longer because of our blood mixing with… what was it you said… a race that is so beneath our own. The boy is a warrior.”

She sat back, satisfied with what she had said. My mind whirled. What were these treasures, and who was the boy she spoke of? A mortal boy, it seemed to be. But no mortal, as far as I was aware, could have the gifts of the Tuatha Dé Danann. Whoever it was, Eilis’ speech removed the smirk from Tomas’ face. And what else had they said? There was a spy at King Brian’s dun. A woman. Who no one suspected.

“You would disband the council?” Tomas’ brows furrowed. “You would destroy all that our ancestors worked for?”

“They worked for unity, not for power, which is what the council has become about.” She gazed at Tomas. “You make out that you are a king ruling us all. But what is the point? We spy on the mortals and yet do nothing to help them, not really.”

“We help those who—”

“Barely,” she interrupted. “You spy to believe that you hold some influence over them. The truth is we don’t. They don’t believe in the Tuatha Dé Danann anymore. They believe in the new God, and soon they will have forgotten our existence entirely.”

“And you want that?”

Eilis nodded. “I’d rather we lived, Tomas. Not waste our years rotting inside the fortress, holding on to the stories of our forefathers who are no longer here.”

Tomas stared at her, then slowly, he pulled out a knife. Longer than a short Viking knife, but not a sword either, the blade was sharp and thin.

Eilis scrambled back, though the rope did not let her move far. “Put that away.”

“This,” said Tomas, “was given by the Tuatha Dé Danann to our ancestors when they left for the otherworld, banished there by the sons of Miled. It was their last gift to us. In the blade there is a spell so that if any of us wished to become mortal, we could.”

“I know what it is, Tomas. Put it away.”

“How many have used it, do you know?”

“The legends say only one.”

“That’s not true. Many have used it, though long before our time. Our members would fall in love with the mortals, and then couldn’t face the prospect of living on without them, and so they pierced their own hearts, and the blade would take away their gift and their long life.”

“Why do you have it with you?”

“We have many enemies, Eilis.”

“The Fomorians are all dead, Tomas.”

“True. But they are not our only enemy. You are our enemy, Eilis. You really believe that you can scatter us to the winds, let us forget who we truly are?”

“It is better than being locked inside a fortress, waiting to die.”

“You are young, Eilis. I have memories of smoke and ash. Of war and burning kingdoms. I have memories of Fomorian fire killing us and burning mortals. We were the only thing that stood between the mortals and slavery. And what thanks do we get? Nothing.”

She hoisted herself up, leaning against the tree. “Are you going to kill me?” She glared at him, then spat at his feet. “You don’t have the stomach for it. You never did.”

“That’s not true.” Tomas took a step closer. “I’ve killed many of our enemies. Raoul of Normandy wasn’t the first.”

My hands shook at the mention of my brother’s name. My mother’s favourite. I had guessed this Tomas was the man she had told me about, but here was proof. He stepped closer to Eilis, who held her ground.

“If you kill me,” she hissed, “you’re as good as dead yourself.”

“I’ll tell everyone that you ran away. Too fearful to face the consequences of your actions.”

“My grandmother knows I would never do that.”

“Who knows what people do when the fever of love grips them.” He thrust forward suddenly, stabbing the knife into her heart. “You don’t deserve to die as one of us. If you love the mortals so much, you can die as they do.”

Blood poured down her dress, while a white mist seeped out of the wound, and as she screamed, he pulled out the knife. She placed her hand over the wound in her heart. “It’s gone,” she stammered. “My… my magic.” She reached out to the trees, her head shaking. Tomas watched her carefully, and I saw a flash of silver where another blade slid from his cloak sleeve. A mortal blade, steel, and poorly made. Pausing to tighten his grip on the handle, he thrust it into her side.

He watched her as she slumped down, and now that the deed was done, tears fell from his eyes, and his body shook. He ran a step or two, then bent down to vomit. No, this was not a man used to killing. Eilis had that right. And yet he had done it.

When he recovered, he wiped his mouth, then crawled to a large rock and hid the Tuatha Dé Danann blade underneath. Slowly he stood. He glanced around the forest, trying desperately not to breathe; to listen. There was only silence.

Hand shaking, he lifted the mortal blade and slashed himself across the arm, panting, gasping, as a trail of thick blood poured down his sleeve. “Gobnat!” He pushed the blade back into Eilis’ side, then ran into the forest. “Gobnat,” he shouted. “Help me.”

I stared at the dead body of the young woman. The white mist that had seeped out of her when Tomas pierced her heart, gathered over her body. More mist flowed from the wound, joining with the rest, forming a thin cloud.

I could feel it. Hear it.

There was a heat to it, a pulse. The power I had felt earlier with my fire-magic surged within me. There was something inside me that wanted to hold the white mist, to consume it. A flame burned on my hand.

“Go,” I whispered to the flame. “Take it.”

I concentrated on the fire, the way my mother had taught me. The flame lifted upward then dropped down to the campsite and grew until the fire surrounded the mist. The fire burned, hotter and hotter, until it trapped the white mist inside. What was happening? Why did the fire-magic inside me want to do this? It seemed unwise to go further. Tomas could come back, or the other witch. He had a blade and I had nothing. And yet, I could not stop myself.

The ball of flame returned to me, the white mist trapped inside. It came closer and closer until the fireball spun in front of my face. Dare I touch it? That’s what I wanted to do. A voice in my head, unknown to me, and yet familiar, started to sing, begging it to come closer.

I held out my hand and the ball of fire, still surrounding the white mist, landed there. But this time it burned. The fire spread up my arm and around my whole body. The pain, the agony, held me tight. I couldn’t breathe or scream or run. It burned me until I was sure I would die.

But then suddenly the pain diminished.

It was now only my mind that hurt. What had happened to me? What had I done?

Without thought, I ran along the side of the hill, then half-slid, half-fell to the enclosure. I stumbled over to the dead woman, Eilis. Her blood seeped into the dirt. Glassy eyes, pale skin and blue lips greeted me.

What had Tomas done to her? I scrambled around the rocks to where he had hidden the Tuatha Dé Danann knife and picked it up. The blade was thin and delicate, the hilt covered in spiral engravings and words I did not understand. The cross-guard was such a dark grey it appeared almost black, though it was so narrow I couldn’t decide on what it might be. Silver? No, it was too hard to be silver. The blade itself flashed gold in the firelight as I twisted my wrist, then dark like the night sky as I pulled it closer. What magic was inside it?

The rustling of leaves in the distance caught my attention. Was that Tomas? He would kill me if he found me here, a witness to his crime.

I secreted the knife into my cloak and hurried into the forest, back the way I had come. I ran as fast as I could. Away from Tomas, away from the witch and away from the dead nun. The white mist swirled inside me, strangled and pounded my stomach and head. It was all I could do to keep going and not scream.


Killaloe, February 1000

Fódla

As the night passed, words and song drifted with the wind. Happy voices; joyful. The sun had set, which meant the festival was about to start.

My tears had long since dried, but my cheeks were dry and worn, even on the right side of my face. I looked awful, worse than usual – if that was possible. The prospect of going outside, to speak and laugh with everyone, filled me with dread, but people would talk if I didn’t come out. It would strengthen the rumours. Fódla the leper, they would call me.

Why did I care? The question rebounded in my mind, over and over. I told myself that once Broccan was fully grown, I would leave and never see these people again, but the ache in my heart told a different story. One I was not ready to dwell on.

No, the question, the ache and the answer had to stay buried. Tonight was about Broccan. I put on the nicer of my two dresses and fastened my brooch. For people to revile me as a leper was one thing, but for Broccan to be feared or ostracised because of me… that would not happen. I refused to let that happen. Determined to put on a brave face, I finished dressing quickly. Jewellery might have helped, but I had brought none of mine from Fennit Island. It was too fine for the part I was playing, and so I made do with threading daisies and snowdrops into a bracelet, an attempt to show that I was looking forward to the festival. I had used my gift to make the snowdrops outside my ráth bloom before I picked them. Perhaps the tender petals and gentle fragrance would render me less repulsive.

“Where is the wine?” I heard Eocha shout, his deep voice booming down from the dun. “Hurry. Bring the vases.”

I looked outside. The guests of King Brian had gathered around the dun gate, chatting and laughing. Torches, firepits and candles lit up the scene, with a trail of firepits leading the way to the bonfire by the river. Some of the guests were already making their way there.

An outbreak of shouts followed Eocha’s question. Crínoc’s voice rang out over the others, though I couldn’t see her yet. She reprimanded the other women for not having moved the wine vases already. I smiled. The fire at Sláine’s house had dampened no one’s appetite for the festival. In fact, King Brian’s guests seemed even more eager to celebrate because of it.

The bonfire was certainly splendid. Long wooden posts and kindling stacked up on top of each other, with a large woven cross set on top, fashioned in the style of what was called the Brigid cross. Father Marcán stood there, waiting for the people to come. Seven younger priests and three nuns stood at his side, one of the priests doing his best to stop the kindling from being blown away.

The slow trickle of people grew. The kings and queens from the regions were leaving the fort now, and of course, they were all wearing their finest jewels and garments. Gold and silver glimmered in the moonlight. Long furs lined with silk rustled in the evening breeze.

I watched them all a little longer. It was strange to see a Christian version of this festival. Imbolc, we called it, and indeed some here did still call it that, though it was also talked of as Saint Brigid’s feast day. In years gone by, the people of Ireland worshipped Brigid of the Tuatha Dé Danann on this day, for she was the goddess of spring and new life. The new Christ religion had taken over, and the priests said that a saint, also called Brigid, should be celebrated instead. I had therefore expected the celebration of this Saint Brigid to be different… but everywhere I looked, it was the same. On Fennit Island, we had a fire too, to symbolise the end of winter and start of spring. We drank wine and danced, which would happen in the feasting hall tonight after the bonfire was lit. I hadn’t seen any cups of milk though. Perhaps that tradition had gone? Every Imbolc the healers drank milk and poured it onto the grass as a way of granting fertility to the land, but that might be too pagan for the priests. They would want prayer instead.

“Broccan.” I stepped into my house and shook my nephew awake. “Broccan, it’s time for the festival.”

Broccan’s eyes fluttered open, and he pushed himself up. “Have I been sleeping long?”

I nodded.

His eyes, which at first had sparkled with excitement and curiosity, suddenly narrowed as he caught my eye.

“The monk is gone. No need to worry.”

Broccan ruffled his hair and stretched his arm, rubbing it tenderly. No doubt a bruise was growing where he struck Tomas.

“Good. I hope he never comes back.”

“How are you? Hurt?”

“No.” He stopped rubbing his arm and reached for his comb. I didn’t want to force him to show me his injuries. He would do that in his own time, and when he slept this evening, I would take away any swelling that remained. I smiled at my nephew and gave him a hug. It was time to let him be a child again.

“Here, I bought you a new tunic and cloak from Crínoc’s mother.”

I held up the new clothes and Broccan rushed forward. “They are beautiful,” he said. “And a brooch for my mantle.” Broccan’s hands swept over the tightly woven tunic, dyed green and black, and he put it on eagerly. “Thanks, Aunt Fódla,” he said, pulling it over his head. He looked older suddenly. For the first time, I could see the softness of his cheeks falling away to something sharper. He was eight now, not a young child anymore.

The two of us walked out of our ráth, hand in hand, to the bonfire. Broccan stared at it, taking it all in. “So, this is in celebration of Saint Brigid? Do we have a present?”

“What?”

“A present. Tairdelbach says before we go to bed tonight, we need to leave a present outside our door for her.”

“Are you sure?”

Broccan nodded. “When we are asleep, she comes and takes the presents and then blesses the land.”

“Oh,” I thought about what I had in our ráth, which was very little. “I’m sure I’ll find something when I get back.”

This placated Broccan, but as I thought about what he said, I felt more and more confused. That couldn’t be right. A dead saint wouldn’t visit every ráth in Ireland to collect presents. People wouldn’t be stupid enough to believe that, surely. Perhaps he’d misheard Tairdelbach. I’d have to ask Lucrecia. Either way, it didn’t matter. It didn’t matter that the wrong Brigid was being celebrated, or that a dead saint wanted presents. The Christian Brigid was dead, and Brigid of the Tuatha Dé Danann had gone to the otherworld with the rest of her kind. Neither of them could hear us anymore. As Broccan giggled in anticipation of the bonfire and feast, the sound of his voice meant more to me than anything.

“Have you got our candles?” Broccan asked.

“Yes.” I took the two candles out of my bag and handed him one.

“Fódla!” Lucrecia shouted, waving us over to her. “Hurry, they are about to light it.”

Broccan took my arm and quickened our pace so that we could take our places beside Lucrecia and her daughters before the torches were set to the kindling. The people of Killaloe and the guests of King Brian had made the shape of a horseshoe around the bonfire, so that the wind blew the smoke away from the crowd. Kings stood beside the shepherds, grandfathers and grandmothers beside the young children. Here, for a moment, everyone was equal.

“Take this,” Lucrecia said, handing me a cup of wine. Father Marcán, with two priests flanking each side, began to chant in Latin and moved around the circle of people to bless them. The queens of the provinces followed behind, with platters of roasted meat in their hands. One by one, people took a small piece of the offered meat and placed it in their mouths.

King Brian raised his hand as the vase of wine was passed. “As we pray to Saint Brigid for a blessed year ahead, I wish to talk to you about my plans for Munster.”

An abrupt quiet fell over the group, the provincial kings listening intently. But not just the kings – everyone. From the youngest to the oldest, everyone awaited the words of the King of Leth Moga.

King Brian walked forward, moving toward the bonfire, so everyone could see him. “It doesn’t seem so long ago that my father or my brother ruled this land. They were taken from us, as were many of your kinsmen and women, by the Viking raiders who invaded and plundered our homes.” He paused. “And so, I know it will come as a shock when I tell you that the Dublin king, Sitric Silkbeard, will come to Killaloe with his kinsmen to celebrate the Lughnasadh festival with us this summer.”

An outbreak of gasps marred the silence. Some of the kings shook their heads, others bit their lips, waiting for what else was to be said.

“Sitric comes here to build bridges between our two communities, but he is also coming to teach us. We will learn how to build their longships and how to sail them across the seas and along our rivers. We will become the most feared province in all of Ireland. And we will never again feel the fear of being taken from our homes.”

Some of the kings muttered to their wives and sons. The head shaking had stopped, but they still looked worried.

Lucrecia took a step forward. “King Brian, I beg you not to invite them here.”

Everyone stared at Lucrecia. She was not a queen and her speaking first had taken them by surprise. They did not know her like I did.

King Brian faced her. “You have suffered at the hands of the Dublin Vikings, Lucrecia. As has everyone here. Our lands were raided when they first arrived, our kin slain, and others taken captive. We all understand your fears and—”

“It is not fear,” Lucrecia interrupted. “I know I am not the only one who has suffered, but they will bring their slaves with them. I cannot stay here with my girls and watch men and women walk among us, knowing they are not free.”

“When I was in Dublin, I set the slaves free,” King Brian answered. “You do not need to worry about that.”

Lucrecia shook her head. “Twenty years ago, King Sechnall invaded Dublin. He freed the slaves, too. That’s when I escaped. As soon as he said the slaves must be freed, I ran out of the Dublin gates with my sister, and we did not look back. Many didn’t leave as soon as we did. They stayed to buy provisions, or to seek passage home on the trading ships. If only they had known, as soon as Sechnall left, they would be enslaved once more, they would have followed me south. The Vikings do not keep their word when it comes to slaves.” She paused to look at her two girls, her hand reaching out to touch their thick black curls. “How can I watch them come to my home with captured men and women at their sides?”

King Brian considered what she said. His expression didn’t change, and yet I believed he was thinking on her words. “If they bring their slaves into my land, they will no longer be slaves. They will be told as much when they reach my dun, and I will offer to pay for their passage home or give them work here. Is that not a fair solution to your problem?”

Lucrecia lowered her head, a sign of contrition, but from the way her body shook, I knew she was not satisfied. Maria wrapped her arms around her mother and held her tight.

King Brian stared at my friend for a moment, then his dark blue eyes searched for the kings in the circle. “Any more complaints or worries? If you have any, voice them now.”

The King of the Eóganacht Chaisil stood forward. “When you defeated Dublin, I must confess I didn’t understand why you wed Sláine to Sitric. I still don’t, for what knowledge can they teach us? We have our own shipbuilders.”

“We have shipbuilders, but they cannot build ships that can navigate both sea and river. While Sitric and his men are here, they have agreed to build us ten ships. We can sail them south to trade with Frankia, or along the River Shannon to trade with the northern kings. The goods we took from Dublin will make us rich and I will split the profits between us.”

Some of the kings now looked impressed. Gold and silver sparkled, but the cattle they could purchase from the proceeds were flesh and blood. Ten ships would be a sizeable fleet. The River Shannon ran the length of Ireland, running past Killaloe and up through Connacht to the northern kingdom of Bréifne. Small curricles sailed up and down the river now, but they moved slowly. Ten longships would vastly improve the wealth of Munster if King Brian could transport his spoils from Dublin to the northern kingdoms, for no Viking ports had been established there.

“Mathgamain would not have made a deal with the son of Amlav the Red,” the King of the Eóganacht Áine challenged.

This time, King Brian’s face hardened. “My brother is not alive to make a deal.”

“Aye, because the Vikings killed him. Ímar of Limerick, Amlav’s friend, cut your brother’s throat like a dog.”

“He did. Though it was another Munster king who betrayed him.” Brian stepped back into the centre of the horseshoe. “The Vikings killed my brother, my mother and many, many of my friends.” He threw his sword onto the ground, the hard metal clattering at his feet. “And what should I do to honour them?” His eyes burned now, hotter than I’d ever seen. “Pledge my men to a war that we cannot win? Or shall we learn from the Vikings? Learn how to defeat them if they ever dare to cross our swords again? If we control the rivers of Ireland, who will stand against us? Sitric Silkbeard? No. High King Sechnall? No, not him either. I do not make this deal for money. I make it to protect us.”

“So, this friendship, it is a ploy?” the King of the Eóganacht Áine said. “We are feigning friendship to learn from them.”

“That will be up to Sitric,” Murchad said, taking over from his father. “If they really do want peace, then they will have it. But if they break the peace, then they will not find us an easy target anymore.” He stood beside his father, placing his hand tight over King Brian’s shoulder. “We fought and won in Glenmama. The kingdom of Munster is on the rise, but we must stand together to make that so. Tonight, you will pledge a vow of loyalty to my father, and in return, you will see an Ireland that is prosperous and safe for your children.”

Aedha, King of the Uí Fidgenti, raised his hand. His fingers trembled, his back bowed, but everyone hushed for the old king. “I fought at your side for many years, King Brian, back when I was a younger man and able. I suspect there is more to this plan than you are saying, but I do trust you, just as I did all those years ago. I will pledge my oath.”

The other kings, one by one, nodded their heads.

King Brian, eyes now cooled, raised his cup of wine in the air. “Good. Now you know my plans, you must allow the Dublin Vikings to cross your lands and not raise arms against them. You must offer hospitality and food if they ask for it, as is our way. You must swear this to me now.” He drank his wine. The kings raised their cups and drank too.

Lucrecia and her daughters lifted their cups, and I followed them. Everyone did the same, and Brian and Murchad raised their glasses, locking eyes with the kings who had sworn their vows. As Murchad’s gaze moved from the King of the Uí Fidgenti, he caught my eye and smiled.

I looked away. Anger… Or was it disappointment that filled me? Both.

“Fódla,” Lucrecia said. “Why don’t you sit with us for the feast?”

My friend smiled, but beneath her cheery demeanour, I sensed she was still shaken. Talk of the Dubliners coming here had upset her. I was being selfish thinking of myself when my friend was in such distress. The Tuatha Dé Danann had once banished slavery from Ireland, but in recent years it had returned, and Lucrecia had been through a trauma I couldn’t imagine. I wrapped my hands over hers and squeezed them tight. She held my hands but shook her head. She didn’t want to speak about it, not now. So, I gave a silent nod and walked with her to one of the benches in the feasting hall. Felicia and Maria were already sitting there. Colgú stood beside them, laughing.

Lucrecia’s frown returned. “Evening, Colgú. Are you eating with us?”

“No.” Colgú glanced over at his family, who sat at the table closest to King Brian’s. “I just wanted to ask how you were.”

Lucrecia straightened and tightened her arm around mine. “All of us?”

Colgú nodded, then looked at me. “I am very sorry about earlier, Fódla. My uncle is over-protective sometimes.”

Grateful that an apology had been made, I smiled at Colgú. “I understand. I am the same with my own nephew.”

“Thank you. My uncle is… well, if he’d listened to everything Murchad said he wouldn’t have doubted you in the first place.”

“Excuse me?”

“When he told Maria to clean the room, he said it was because the monk spilled blood, not because of you. Murchad never lies. Everyone knows this. Even my uncle would have known not to doubt you if he had opened his ears.”

I accepted his apology, and he left to eat with his family, giving Maria a sly grin as he departed. Felicia began to giggle, and the teasing commenced, but I barely heard a word.

Murchad had stood up for me, after all. The anger, the hurt, the disappointment faded, but I had to face up to what that raw emotion had meant. If Rónnat were here, she… oh, she’d be howling with laughter, reminding me of the disgust I’d felt when she told me of Egil and loving a mortal. And here I was now, guilty of loving one too… because that was what it was. Love.

Rónnat had tried to tell me that mortals were not so different to us, and I wouldn’t believe her. I believed her now, though. As I looked around me, at the bonfire burning behind us, and the feast underway, it dawned on me that we were exactly the same. The same emotions, the same flaws, the same desires. It was only our magic and long life that held us apart.

A strange sense of contentment filled me. It was better that I admit my feelings. That way, I could control myself. I had a job to do – looking after Broccan, and everything came second to that. No more tears needed to be spilled over a man who I could not be with and who did not love me back.

“Broccan!” An excited Tairdelbach ran down the hall and almost slammed into my nephew.

“Careful,” I said. “You’ve had enough knocks for one day.” I reached forward to feel his head. A lump had formed along the side of his skull, and a whole raft of bumps and bruises, but other than that, he was fine.

“Can I eat with you?” he asked. “Grandfather is talking to the kings and priests, and I don’t want to eat by myself.”

Lucrecia gazed up at King Brian, who was indeed engrossed in conversation with the other kings. “Of course,” she said. “As long as you don’t mind sitting at the back of the hall.”

Tairdelbach shook his head and Broccan moved up so his friend could sit beside him. Both boys looked eagerly at the plates of food. The queens served the top tables first. We would be fed last.

“Should I go and help them?” I asked Lucrecia. “There are a lot of guests and a lot of food to pass out.”

Lucrecia chuckled. “The queens asked to give out the food. The women from Killaloe have agreed to tidy up after the feast. That way, the queens can dance as soon as the music starts.”

Felicia’s mouth gaped open.

Lucrecia winked. “They aren’t daft, are they?”

Feeling better about being served, I accepted the platters that the queens laid out in front of us. Broccan’s mouth parted as the sliced pork and venison and the vegetable stew was set in front of him. Tairdelbach was no less eager, and the two of them grabbed slices of honeyed bread as soon as it was set down.

The music started now the feast was underway, beautiful pipes and harps filling the hall with song and joy. A different hall came to my mind. One where Sláine danced with the princes of Meath, and I had danced too. With Lonán. I ate in silence as I remembered a time when life for a second had stopped spinning.

“How is it that my son disappears so often? You are meant to be at the top table.” Murchad pinched his son on the cheek, his eyebrows raised, but eyes soft. Eocha stood at his side, though his cheeks were flushed from the wine. He half listened to his cousin, half listened to the music, his feet tapping along to the rhythm of the pipes.

Tairdelbach frowned at his father. “You sat me beside Father Marcán.”

“Ah,” Murchad said, sitting beside his son. “I see.”

Eocha pulled his attention away from the pipe music and sat too. “I was seated at his other side. I understand.” Giving Tairdelbach a nudge with his elbow, they laughed, and Eocha took a slice of meat from our platter. “So, what have you all been talking about? Something other than politics, I beg you.”

“Colgú came over to apologise to Fódla,” Broccan said. “But really, I think he came over because he loves Maria.”

Tairdelbach wriggled his eyebrows. “So, Maria, are you going to marry Colgú?” He pursed his lips together to make a kissing noise and instantly dissolved into a fit of giggles.

“I like him,” Broccan said, his fingers picking off a chunk of bread to dip into his stew. “He practises his sword-work with us sometimes. He’s very good.”

Maria blushed, unprepared to answer Tairdelbach’s question. “Well… I don’t know yet.” She glanced at her mother, who eyed her curiously. “He is a good man, but I don’t know him well enough.”

“Take your time,” Murchad said. “There is no rush.”

Eocha set down his cup. “Don’t take too long, either. He rescued you from a burning building, after all. It’s not fair to keep the lad dangling.”

Maria scowled. “I’m not doing that.”

“Hush, Eocha,” Murchad said. “Just because you and I never had any choice in who we should marry doesn’t mean no one else should. If Maria needs time to think, then she should have all the time she wants.”

Maria, grateful that Murchad had spoken on her behalf, nodded, and her blush started to fade.

But Eocha, determined to make his point, tutted. “How can you say that? You had never met Áinfean before you married her, and you ended up with the most beautiful woman in the whole of Ireland.”

Tairdelbach’s eyes opened wide. “Was she really?”

“Oh, yes,” Eocha said. “Your mother was a real beauty. Just ask your father.”

Murchad leaned closer to his son, his blue eyes sparkling. “Every king and prince in the land was jealous that Áinfean was my wife and not theirs. I had to fight many duels, including one with an evil giant who lived in the woods beyond the dun.”

Tairdelbach snorted. “There are no giants. Not anymore. Everyone knows that.”

“Father Marcán may say so, but it’s not true.” Murchad hunched down to his son’s ear, lowering his voice. “The Fomorian giants still roam this land. Balor of the evil eye had many children. They were all born as greedy as him and love nothing more than finding beautiful young men and women to enslave.”

Tairdelbach’s scepticism faded. “Did you really defeat the giant?”

“Oh, it was a hard battle.” Murchad pointed to a large scar across his forearm. “He injured me badly, but I won in the end.” Murchad gave a big sigh and then looked at his son and Broccan with mock interest. “In fact, I think I’d better keep a close eye on you two. A giant would like you as slaves, I think.”

“We would fight it off,” Broccan said, full of confidence.

But Tairdelbach wasn’t so convinced. “How come you’ve never told me this story before?”

“The priests don’t like talk of the old legends, but they are true, son. Before Christ died on his cross, this land was full of magic and monsters. The priests say they have gone for good, but others say they learned to live underground and come out at night.”

Broccan stood and took out his wooden sword. “Come, Tairdelbach. Let’s go looking for giants.”

“Aye.” Tairdelbach bounced onto his feet. “If we find one, we’ll be famous, just like Cú Chulainn.”

I listened to the exchange in wonder. My father had told me that the mortals no longer believed in the old legends, that they no longer even spoke of them. Murchad’s story had been told in jest to amuse his son, but it contained enough of the history of my ancestors to surprise.

“Who told you stories about the Fomorians?” I asked.

“Oh,” Murchad smiled. “My grandmother. She went a little odd when she was older, and every night she would tell us the legends of the Tuatha Dé Danann and their battles against the Fomorian giants. The priests told her to be quiet, and she’d agree, but then the very next night, she’d tell them again.”

“I’ve not heard anyone speak of them in years.”

“Well, the priests have forbidden it. They say to speak of the old legends and magic is to deny Christ, but I don’t think it does any harm to tell them.” He glanced over at Father Marcán, who was now blessing the people inside the feasting hall with the utmost sincerity. “Maybe don’t mention that I spoke of them tonight, though.”

He stared at me. “Do you know any of the old legends?”

“Nothing more than what you just said.”

“I suppose it’s for the best. The legends say that the Milesians defeated the Tuatha Dé Danann and forced them to live in the underworld and that the time of magic has gone. To dwell on what is lost does no one any good.”

Eocha drained his cup and slammed it a little too hard on the table. “The time of magic is gone, and the time of the warrior is upon us. Cú Chulainn and Finn MacCumhaill are who men wish to be now.”

“Ah,” Lucrecia said. “I’ve heard of them. But there is magic in their stories too, no?”

“Aye, some,” Eocha said, “but there’s no fun telling a story without a bit of magic.”

Maria smiled. “Colgú knows some old legends, too. He told me one about a—”

“Enough talk from you,” Lucrecia interrupted. “Everyone has finished eating, which means we have work to do. Come on.” Lucrecia stood and packed away what was left of the bread into a basket. Maria and Felicia reluctantly got up to help her clear the empty bowls.

I set aside my stew, but before I could stand, Lucrecia pushed the bowl back into my hands. “Finish your food, Fódla. There is no rush to help. There will be plenty of tidying up to do after a feast of this size.” She stared at the middle of the feasting hall. “Eocha, will you help me move the tables by the musicians? We’d better make room for dancing.”

Eocha followed Lucrecia to the tables in question. The musicians were playing a faster song now. I remembered Sláine dancing to it. I guessed that as soon as the space was cleared, the hall would be full of dancing and women twirling and singing.

“Lucrecia isn’t happy,” Murchad said once they had left.

“She is nervous about the Dublin Vikings coming here, and she doesn’t want to let her daughter go.”

“We will all find the Dubliners difficult guests. And as for the second worry… that is understandable too. Boys are easier. They stay with their families, but the girls… they must go to live with their husbands.”

I thought of their conversations when they decided to have Bébinn live in fosterage with High King Sechnall. Murchad hadn’t wanted her to go but had ordered it all the same. And Sláine, she’d been given no say in who her husband was.

He turned his gaze from Lucrecia and Eocha to me. “Do you miss your home?”

“Not my home. I miss my sister.”

“The one who died in the fire?”

I nodded.

“Have you come to like Killaloe yet?”

“Yes.”

He smiled, though not broadly. “The first time we met you were… well, I must admit, I didn’t think you would like it here.”

“I gave you quite a bit of abuse the first time we met. You must have hated me.”

“No. I liked you. Princes need to be put in their place as often as possible. It doesn’t happen enough.”

“Yes, I think that’s true.”

“I was glad when you and Broccan arrived here. I worried when I heard you had not returned to Lonán’s.”

The mention of our fallen friend stilled me for a moment. The smile on Murchad’s face faltered.

“You miss Lonán, don’t you?”

I thought carefully before I spoke. Tomas had accused me earlier of being in love with Lonán. Is that what other people thought too? Was a friendship between a man and a woman such a strange thing? Maybe it was, and if so, I didn’t want to dishonour Lonán or Sadb by allowing people to think we’d had an attachment. I needed to be clear. “I didn’t know him very well, but he was a good man. A good man with a family, who died trying to save me. He shouldn’t have done that. He should have saved himself.”

“Then you’d be dead.”

I exhaled slowly. Yes, if Lonán had not come to my aid, I would be dead. My family would mourn me, but I was no more important than Lonán or his kin.

Murchad took a sip of his wine. “When I was a boy, Amlav and his men sailed up the river. They landed a little downstream from Killaloe and attacked us.”

“Amlav the Red? That’s Sitric’s father?”

Murchad nodded. “My father had been fighting him at the coast, but we didn’t realise their ships could travel so far upstream. When he attacked, it was chaos. I can still remember the screaming. My grandmother grabbed Tadc and I, and together we ran to the forest, but we weren’t quick enough. My grandmother had to turn to hold back one of Amlav’s warriors with nothing but her bare hands so we could escape.”

“I am sorry.”

“She died to save us. Other men and women were captured. No one knows what happened to them. Eocha’s younger brother was one of them. Only seven. He was my best friend. I don’t even know if he is alive.”

“That was a terrible thing to happen.”

“The guilt of surviving took me a long time to get over.”

Our eyes met, and an understanding flowed between us.

“Grief is difficult, but guilt is worse,” I said, my voice barely more than a whisper.

Murchad’s blue eyes turned to stare at Eocha and Lucrecia moving the tables. He was sad – I could sense it – but to look at his face, you wouldn’t know. Like his father, he had a way of turning his expression to stone. A clever mask. Just like my own.

“Murchad.” One of the warriors standing by the doors of the feasting hall called to him. Mud stained his face and cloak, and his face was drawn and pale. He shook his head ever so slightly.

Murchad’s face fell. “Goodnight, Fódla. Enjoy your evening.” He gave me a quick smile, then rushed over to the warrior, leading him back outside. “She was not with him,” I heard the warrior hiss before they left.

I stood and wandered toward the doors. The air was cold, the wind biting through my dress. Crínoc rushed into me, her hands full of cups.

“Oh, Fódla,” she said. “You wouldn’t help me? Some of the wine goblets blew off the table and are scattered all over the hill.”

“I will do my best.” I wrapped my cloak tighter and stepped outside, once again realising how clever the queens had been to insist on helping before the feast, rather than after. It didn’t take long to see the goblets. A few of them were rolling around the side of the dun, and I followed after them. If only I was faster, I would reach them before the next gust rolled them along, but my left side ached, and it took longer than I expected to reach them.

As I bent down to pick up the last one, I noticed that the grass at the far end of the dun walls was black and rotten. The fresh grass had wilted, the shoots of wildflower that had been here yesterday, dead. I kneeled beside the rotten patch and touched it. My gift didn’t recognise the rot or the illness that had struck the blades down. Using my gift, I healed it until the grass once again turned green, but I could still sense something rotten underneath. A darkness I had not encountered before.

I hurried back to the table of cleared plates that had been set outside the fort and found a vase of milk. Pouring a small amount into an empty cup, I shuffled back to the rot and poured the milk into the soil. Reaching out with my gift, I felt the sickness retreat.

“I thought you said you didn’t know any of the old pagan stories.”

I stumbled as I tried to straighten. “It was…”

Murchad smiled. He was wearing his riding furs and winter boots.

Where was he going at this time of night?

“Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone,” he said.

“Tell anyone that I’m clumsy and spilt my cup?”

“Or that you’re pagan.”

Murchad’s smile widened. He was not angry. In fact, his eyes sparkled in the moonlight. Instead of denying it, I decided to be honest. One less layer of deceit to worry about. “Your secrecy is appreciated. The priests already hate me. Being a leper and a pagan would push them over the edge.”

Murchad’s smile slowly disappeared. “Lucrecia spoke to me about what Colgú’s uncle said to you. I’m sorry. I’m sorry about him, and sorry about the queen. She can be cruel sometimes.”

“She’s sad, I think. Why else would she not attend the feast?”

Murchad cleared his throat. “Yes. Sad.” Dogs barked and the rustle of horses being readied filled the air. So, it wasn’t just he who was leaving. Several warriors were riding out.

“Isn’t it a little late to go out riding?” I asked. “Are we in danger of att—”

“No. Nothing to worry about. My men and I must find someone, is all. It won’t take long now that we know where.” He pointed at the pool of milk at my feet. “My grandmother used to do this.”

Relieved that danger was not imminent, I smiled. “Is that why you are not angry with me?”

“It is an odd thing to do, yes, but I am not angry.”

“Pouring milk seems strange? Instead, you leave presents outside your door for Saint Brigid to take. Where does Father Marcán put them, I wonder?”

Murchad shrugged but gave a sly grin.

This reaction made me laugh. The realisation that both these customs were strange suddenly felt ridiculous.

“What’s so funny?”

“Do people really not know?”

“They do, but they leave their gifts, anyway. Father Marcán would say that the holy houses need money to build more churches, and this way everyone contributes what they can afford.”

I wiped the tears that had gathered from the corners of my eye.

“I like to see you happy. You are beautiful when you laugh.”

My laughter trailed away. “You are kind, Murchad, but we both know that’s not true.”

“It is true. You are brave too. I saw you outside Sláine’s house. You were about to run in before Colgú took the cloak. You are the bravest person I know.”

The compliment was not deserved. I could run in and not fear dying from burns. “I’m not as brave as you think.” A sudden awkwardness came over me. I’d never been good at taking compliments, yet I couldn’t deny that Murchad’s good opinion was dear to me. What a fool I was to want something that could never truly be returned, for he didn’t know who I really was. “I think if you looked around, you would see bravery in many of the women here. We don’t hold swords the way you do, but we are still fighting.”

“I do see it.” He stepped closer. “I see it in you most of all. That is why I love you.”

My heartbeat quickened.

“I find that I can’t stay away from you.”

How could this be? My throat tightened. His love for me should not be possible. Gobnat’s spell had made me hideous… and yet there was only truth in his voice.

“Will you marry me?”

“Murchad,” I hushed. “You don’t want to marry me.”

He took my free hand in his. My left hand. Withered and red. I expected him to feel the roughness of the skin and recoil. He did neither. Instead, he moved closer. Slowly. Leaning forward, he kissed me, his lips gently touching mine.

The contact of his skin on mine made me shiver, and my mind emptied. He kissed me again, and this time I kissed him back.

When he pulled away, I stared at him, stunned.

“I do want to marry you,” he whispered. “I have loved you for a long time.”

A bird landed on the dun wall beside us, its talons thudding against the thick wood. The noise made me jump and I snatched my hand away as I turned to face Senna.

It was not a crow with yellow eyes that greeted me. It was only a barn owl looking for mice… but what if it had been the crow? What if Senna had seen that kiss?

I stepped back. “Murchad, we cannot marry. It is not right.”

“It is unusual, but my father will not…”

“No. I don’t mean that. I mean… I cannot marry you.”

His confidence wavered; his smile faded. “You cannot? Or you don’t want to?”

I put more force into my voice. “I don’t want to. I don’t love you.”

The lie was in the kiss. He knew it as well as I did. How then to make him believe, to stop this? If he tried to speak of love again and Senna was there, it would be a disaster.

“You were right when you asked me earlier about missing Lonán.” I whispered; my throat so dry it hurt. “I do miss him. I loved him and I cannot love another.”

Silence.

I watched Murchad as he walked away. I wished I could follow him… kiss him and love him, but it was not to be.

The wind stirred up suddenly; a gust blew up the leaves at my feet and swept them into the river. Was it voices on the wind that I heard, or was it the river singing? The river song could be heard by the Tuatha Dé Danann, it was said – heard when they were dying, or their hearts were breaking. I knew it was true because I heard it after Aoife died.

And I heard it now.


The Forest South of Killaloe, 
February 1000

Gormflaith

“Gormflaith.”

A man with pale blue eyes smiled at me. He tilted his head, his eyes as deep and relentless as they had always been.

“Are you using your mind yet?” He walked closer and tapped my temple with his finger. He was broader than when we last met, somehow taller. Colder. Though as my vision cleared, I saw the blood stains on his hands and face.

“I try, Olaf.”

He nodded at this, then lifted my chin to meet his gaze. “You must try harder.”

“Why? So I can die like you?”

Olaf laughed. Just like he had that time when he purchased the wolfhound from the farmer, and I had told him he was a fool. “I tried, didn’t I? And I nearly had it all.”

He walked away. I held out my hand after him. I did not want him to go. “You shouldn’t have left. You wanted me. I could tell.”

He turned slowly. “I did, but I wanted power more. And out of everyone I have ever known, you are the only person who might understand that. If our paths were reversed, you would have left me too, I think.”

“In a heartbeat.”

My eyes opened and the image of Olaf’s smiling lips and unsmiling eyes faded away, along with the dream that had surrounded him. The thought of him coming to me in my hour of need made me laugh. It should have been my mother, or one of my ancestors. But no, it was the man who had left me and my son to the wolves. The man who loved no one. The survivor… that was until he fought an enemy too strong for him.

And that was what I had done. The Descendants were stronger than the Fomorians and I had stolen from one of them.

Huddled against a tree, I wrapped my arms around my chest. Terrified of being caught by the monk and witch, I had hidden… just for a short while… to listen for footsteps… and somehow, I had fallen asleep. I couldn’t remember how long I had run for, or for how long I had lain sleeping. A minute, an hour, a day? The Descendant knife, dried blood along the blade, was still in my cloak. There was still a chance I could get away, for the Descendants had not found me yet. Shakily, I stood and put one weary and blistered foot in front of the other, then again. It was dark, so dark I could barely see, but I couldn’t let that hold me back. I had to get out of this forest.

I struggled on until I could no longer breathe. My legs and arms ached, my head throbbed, and my throat was so dry I couldn’t swallow. It was more than usual fatigue. The pain in my head that I had felt when my fire absorbed the witch’s power had come back. Sometimes so intense I felt nothing else at all. I stumbled away from the path and tumbled down an embankment. Mud and debris slid over my arms and legs, under my nails and over my neck. The cold, dank smell was disgusting, but my stomach was already churning so fast that it made no difference.

Picking myself up, I tried to stand. My legs buckled; my vision blurred. Everything looked the same in every direction. Where was I? I could be anywhere – and either running away from Tomas or toward him. Staying still seemed safer, but something deep inside spurred me on. I couldn’t let him find me quivering in the middle of the path like a calf too stupid to run from his master’s blade. No, I kept running, stumbling, falling, until at long last the sound of water churning reached my ears.

The burning dryness in my throat raged like a tempest. Water. I needed water. Then I could think. I strode forward, the soft mud catching at my shoes, and once again I fell. This time I was too tired to haul myself up and I crawled forward on hand and knee. My hands scraped and rubbed raw as I dragged myself over fallen sticks and rocks. I needed water. My insides burned, not with my Fomorian fire, but with something else. An agony I’d never known before consumed every thread, every fibre.

I had only myself to blame.

That white mist that my fire had consumed had done this. The mist was poison. It must be. I was Fomorian, and the witch was of the Tuatha Dé Danann. It was killing me. This witch was dead, and still her magic wanted to annihilate me.

The sound of the river grew louder, and it was only that sound that prevented me wallowing in self-pity and waiting for death to take me. Water. I needed water. Even the muddied puddles under my knees tempted – anything to satiate my thirst… but the smell of dirt and rotten leaves held me back. If I was going to die, I didn’t want to die in a puddle of my own shit.

Elbows and knees buckled under my weight, but at last my hand reached forward and found running water. I cupped my hand and brought it to my lips. Cold and sweet, I drank and drank until the pain in my throat disappeared.

Once I quenched my thirst, I found a part of the river where the moon shone brightly. I didn’t feel like myself at all. My lips tingled as if stung on a nettle bed, my eyelids could hardly stay open with the weight of them. What had happened to me? I needed to see. My fingers touched my face, but my frozen skin didn’t feel a thing. Was I a hideous monster? A beast?

Edging closer and closer, I took a deep breath before I leaned over and peered at the reflection through my fingers.

I didn’t look any different at all.

Relief flooded through me. My beauty had always been something I took for granted… and, on occasion, cursed. It was the reason I needed to leave, the reason I’d caved into Sitric’s and Máelmórda’s demand that I marry Brian. And yet, the thought of losing it had distressed me.

Despite the pain, I was just the same. My long black curls, my golden eyes, high cheekbones and dimpled cheeks, all just as they should have been. Even the three thick horsehairs, still knotted into the roots of my hair, somehow looked more fraudulent than they had this morning.

What a feeble attempt that had been. The image in the river showed a young woman, the picture of youth. Twenty, I could pass for. A beauty, ripe for the taking. And here I was, trying to act the part of an old woman. How had no one questioned me? The white hair had done nothing to dull my beauty. For that, I needed wrinkles, sagging skin, drooping eyelids. I imagined that face, the face a mortal Gormflaith would have by now. Still beautiful, but fading.

When I opened my eyes, the reflection in the river had changed. Looking back at me now, was not my true face, but rather the face I had just imagined. I lifted my fingers, and though the cold still rendered them numb, I felt the lines around my eyes, the sunken hollows of my cheeks, the sagging of the skin along my neck.

My heart pounded. How had I done this? Was… was it possible that the white mist… was the magic held within Eilis? When Tomas said the knife would make her mortal, had the mist been her gift leaving? If so, it now lived within me. I was now a Fomorian… and a witch.

Staring back at my reflection, I concentrated on my face. My own face, the one that was young and beautiful and powerful. The image in front of me moved and changed. The lines disappeared, the skin along my jaw-line tautened. Once again, I was myself. My true self.

I edged back from the river. My mind whirled. That this was even possible… I removed the knife from my cloak. I had taken it for protection in case Tomas pursued me, but it was more than just a weapon. It was power. With it… I had the ability to steal more gifts of the Tuatha Dé Danann.

A delirium spread over me. An overwhelming ecstasy that I wanted to release and keep hidden deep within at the same time. Máelmórda would be beside himself with envy when I told him. Mother, oh, she would for once know my worth.

However, Máelmórda was far away, and Mother was dead, and I had my own games that I wanted to play. To do anything, to be anything, I needed to get out of here and learn what I was capable of. Most of all, I needed to get away from Tomas and the other witch. Gobnat was powerful. I sensed that. If she found me here with the knife, she would kill me without hesitation. But where to go?

You may not have liked Amlav or your father, but they cloaked us. The Descendants of the Tuatha Dé Danann do not mix with the royal families anymore, especially not the Viking ones.

My mother’s words crept back into my mind. I saw the sense in them now. I needed someone powerful to shield me while I learned how to use my new magic. Tomas hadn’t seen me – I was certain of that – but the witch… perhaps she would be able to track me, and who knew how many warriors she had at her disposal?

Who to pick? Who could save me from a potential attack? Máelmórda and Sitric had both proven themselves unequal to the task. No, as much as I didn’t want to admit it, there was only one man who was powerful enough. Only one man who would not let me be killed or taken… and that was my husband. Just as he wouldn’t let me be taken by a Viking raider, he would not let Tomas come into his ringfort to kill me.

Would he take me back though? What would I say when I returned, covered in mud and slime and fear? What excuse could I give for my departure?

Perhaps the fire had scared me? The smoke might have made me disorientated, and I ran into the forest… then I got lost? Would he believe that? Maybe not. Maybe he’d assume I’d run away and then regretted it. No matter, no matter. I would cry and act as I should. Downcast and placid and… grateful. He needed the alliance. Falk said that Brian had asked Sitric to build Viking ships for him. If this was true, he couldn’t get rid of me yet.

I stared over the edge of the river. A humble Gormflaith couldn’t be beautiful. She needed to look a little more… desperate… closer to her age of forty rather than twenty. I stared at myself until a lock of hair, on the right side of my face, turned grey. Light wrinkles etched into the skin at the corners of my eyes, and another on my forehead, two faint ones around my mouth. There. Enough. Last of all, I cut the three horse strands with the Descendant’s knife. I didn’t need them any longer.

Standing, I cleaned the knife and pushed it into the weighted seam of my cloak, where no one would notice it, and staggered along the river path. An overwhelming tiredness came over me. Using this new magic had sapped my energy. My resolve to find Brian, to find safety, faded somewhere, and I slumped to the ground. The cloud cleared a little and stars littered the sky, but even they faded away until there was nothing at all.

*

When I opened my eyes, the sky had gone. A familiar set of wooden posts and thatch greeted me. Brown and yellow and grey. The sound of breathing caught my ears; the sensation that someone was watching me, a certainty.

As I turned, Brian came into view. Leaning against the door, arms folded, his gaze was focused on me. Face calm, eyes cold. Unreadable. Theatrics and lies wouldn’t work, I realised that instantly. Pity would not break the stone-like mask of a seasoned warrior and king. He reminded me of Olaf a little, the coldness – though Olaf was cold to everyone, and Brian was so very warm with his own children. Olaf’s coldness was a part of him. Brian’s coldness was purposeful. He acted a part, just as I did. For a moment, I recognised what lay underneath it. Hate swam in his eyes. A hatred I had not seen when he spoke of my son and of King Sechnall. My mind railed against the unfairness of it, but then perhaps that was my mistake. Sins easily forgiven of a man, lingered when committed by women. He didn’t want a warrior as a wife. He wanted someone very different. And to survive and to keep his protection, that’s what he needed to see. No theatrics, no. Just contrition.

“How are you?” Brian walked toward me and handed over a cup of water, then sat on a chair beside my bed.

“Better now that I am home.”

“We were very worried about you. What happened?” He spoke the words carefully, slowly. The accusation lay only in the tilt of his head.

“I was going to say that the fire scared me. That I ran into the forest to escape.”

He leaned back in his chair. “You can tell everyone else that if you wish. Some will believe you. Others won’t care enough to think about it long.”

I hadn’t expected him to be so direct, and I lowered my eyes the way Orlaith did.

“I know you are unhappy here.”

“No, I’m…”

“Please,” he said. “We are not children. We can speak the truth to each other.”

I nodded. “I have been unhappy, yes.”

“Our marriage is a contract, Gormflaith, and I would have let you return to Dublin in a year or two, if that was what you wanted.” He took the cup from my hands now that I had drunk my fill. “You know how it is when kings no longer want their queens. I thought you would be patient enough to wait.”

“Most old queens end up in nunneries.”

“They do,” he agreed. “But your son is King of Dublin, your brother is King of Leinster. You know as well as I that you can return to them. Was that your plan when you left? To follow Falk and ask he take you home?”

“No. I didn’t follow Falk.”

“Then who were you looking for?”

“No one.” I blinked and took a long, ragged breath. “I regretted leaving almost immediately. But I got lost and then fell by the river. I am sorry that I caused you so much trouble.”

“Do you wish to live with Sitric or Máelmórda?”

I shook my head, eyes lowered. “No.”

“Then where were you going?” An accusation lingered, larger than before, rather than diminished.

“You think one of my Viking friends came for me?” I raised an eyebrow, and understood from the way Brian paused, that this was his thinking. This was the accusation.

“No, Brian. You overthink my importance to them. They would not come for me unless I had something to offer. I used to offer the ear of the King of Dublin. That is not in my gift any longer.”

Brian sighed, his scepticism disappearing with his breath. “Well, I will divorce you now if you wish. You can go as early as next year, but you might not want to… once I tell you.”

My stomach sunk. “Has something happened to Sitric?”

“No,” Brian said, his hand waving away my concern for my son. “When we found you, you were unconscious. You’ve been asleep for six days. I asked the nuns of Rossmanagher to come to look after you… and they have told me that… you are pregnant.”

My hands rushed to my stomach, still as flat as ever. Brian and I had only slept with each other once.

“They say you are two moon cycles gone, not enough to show yet. They tell me it was a wedding-night child.”

“Of course. I wouldn’t… I mean, I don’t sleep…”

“Yes, I know. I enquired about that before we married. I know the child is mine.”

Speechless, I let him continue.

“So, it is up to you. My child will stay here with me, always, as is the law. As my child’s mother, you can stay too. You can remain my wife and afforded all that our union can provide. I will not turn you away. However, if it is your wish, you can go back to Dublin or Leinster once the child is born.”

I shook my head. I couldn’t be pregnant. The nuns must be mistaken. I would…

“I thought that would be your answer,” Brian said. “Everyone tells me how much you love Sitric. I didn’t think you’d want to leave your child.”

Forcing a smile, I stopped myself from shaking, thankful that he’d taken that as my position. I needed to stay here, and all the better that I could do it without begging. However, I could think of nothing worse than having another child at a time like this. I might need to flee if Tomas came. How would I do that if tethered by a growing stomach or baby in my arms?

“Well,” he said, taking my silence as agreement. “I am happy you have woken, and I’ll let you rest. It’s best you stay in your house until you are recovered.” He gave me a small smile, but his eyes still held the cold contempt from earlier.

“Where are my clothes?”

“I had Lucrecia clean your cloak,” he said, pointing to my fur which lay on top of my chest of clothes. “I’m afraid your dress was ruined.”

Brian made his way to the door, his mind already on something or someone else.

It didn’t bother me that he hated me. I was his wife and so he’d protect me, and at this moment, that was all I needed him for. However, it was best that the hatred faded away, for the truth was that shields covered the parts of the body that were most important.

“Thank you for giving me another chance. I am sorry. Truly.”

Brian rested against the pillar of the door, his eyes staring at me before eventually giving a slight nod and walking out.

As soon as he closed the door, I walked over to the chest and grabbed my fur, my fingers feeling for the blade hidden alongside the metal weights at the bottom. Relief flooded through me as I traced the spiral engravings of the hilt.

All was well. Better than I had dared hope for. Brian needed me. I carried his child, and he’d keep me safe, at least until I gave birth.

Brushing my flat stomach, the relief ebbed away and I started to cry. The price of safety was high.

Too high.


PART II


Erin’s Eye, July 1000

Colmon

The monastery on Erin’s Eye was taking shape. The monks’ determination to finish the construction before the autumn meant they had borne the cold, the freezing wind and sleet, and worked through the gales and storms.

Their fervour impressed me, the lack of complaints even more so. I’d forgotten that the mortal spirit was not always so easily broken. When I thought of men, I imagined a clay pot that shattered when dropped on the ground. These monks were different. Some were old, some young, all of them scarred by loss, however, they were not crushed by their pain. If anything, it drove them forward. The new God they prayed to did not answer them, but their faith in him, their faith he was watching, kept them moving.

Today, perhaps, their God had answered their prayers. The air was warm. The crops were faring well, despite the monks’ concerns that the salt wind would damage the soil. They went about their jobs with smiles and a lighter step. Strange how the sunshine did that.

I had to confess: a smile had found its way to my lips too, though I couldn’t quite explain why. I was doing nothing out of the ordinary. Today was my turn to gather seaweed to fertilise the soil, then help prepare the evening’s dinner. The vegetables would need to be washed and cut before the cooks could add them to the stew. I relished the task. Using a knife for an act other than one of violence was a beautiful thing.

“Brother Colmon,” Abbot Francis said, coming to a stop beside me. “Good day.”

“It is a good day, abbot.”

Abbot Francis was a devout man, and kind with it. He was strict where he needed to be, though he didn’t see the need for that often.

“Can you assist us, Brother Colmon?”

“Of course.”

I set down the basket of seaweed and stood to my full height. I was taller than any man I’d ever met. A few of the Vikings from the far north came close, but none had met my gaze full on. The abbot gestured for me to follow him, and together we walked toward the church.

“I thank God every night that He sent you to us after your pilgrimage,” the abbot said. “He must have known our plight, that our mission to bring His word to this land would require your help.”

Given that I had done nothing to spread the word of God, I did not know what he meant. That was until we reached the doors of the church to find ten of the monks gathered outside. A large, wooden cross, crafted by a master sculptor, lay flat on the ground, and the monks chatted excitedly as they examined the detail. Even I had to admit the biblical scenes engraved into the wood were exquisite. “It’s finished?”

The abbot beamed. “Last night. It’s wonderful, isn’t it?”

It wasn’t a question that required a reply, so I simply nodded and stood, happy to stand in the sun and be at peace.

“However, it is much heavier than I thought. You don’t think you could help us carry it inside?”

I had hidden my strength. Hidden my speed. But it seemed even when I tried to be mortal, men noticed me. Perhaps it was merely that I was tall. Or perhaps these monks were sheltered men. For the mortals I had befriended during my life had been warriors, used to holding swords and shields for hours at a time. These monks had spent their lives praying on their knees. Their thin legs and stringy arms attested to that. Mine, however, were thick and muscular, and not even the shapeless woollen robes I wore could hide them. And so here I was, their workhorse. Like using my blade to cut the vegetables, I rather liked it. The work was calming here. Using my strength for something other than killing and training had rebuilt me.

I picked up the heavy side of the cross, remembering to pretend that the weight was almost overpowering. Grunting as I lifted it, I staggered forward and groaned. I made such a good show of it that Brother Bécán and Brother Abdomnán ran over to help. A sharp breeze could blow them over, but I pretended their efforts assisted, then used a little more strength to lift the long end from the ground. Step by step, we made our way inside until we set the cross behind the altar stone.

“What would we do without you, Brother Colmon?” Abbot Francis clapped his hands together and the other monks who had trailed in after him grinned their approval. Some of the younger novices glanced at me, mouths parted, still too scared to speak to me. I was used to this reaction among mortals. However, here, it was not the colour of my skin that made me stand out, for monastic movements now meant people flowed all over the world. Some novices here were Christians from the lands of the Fatimid caliphate, others were from the lands that bordered the Silk Road, others from the Holy Roman Empire, yet more from the Iberian peninsula. Some of them had been born into the Church, others converted, others were freed slaves who had tried and failed to go home. I liked that my black skin was not unusual here. The people of Ireland long ago had also had dark skin, but when the weather turned cold and the sun’s heat faded, they had stayed longer indoors, and their skin turned paler, or so my grandfather had said.

“Do you think King Sitric will like it?” Brother Abdomnán asked the abbot.

“Oh, yes. I hope to continue with his conversion when we speak today.”

“You think he is sincere, abbot?” I asked, hiding the scepticism in my voice. Sitric wasn’t sincere. I’d noted as much when I arrived, but the abbot had an unwavering sense of optimism that he could sway the young king to Christ.

“I don’t see why not,” the abbot declared. “His wife is a Christian. His father Amlav and brother Gluniairn both converted before they died. And Sitric Silkbeard is getting older.” He tapped his finger against his nose. “All these foolish notions of entertaining gods will fall away now. The afterlife, that only Christ can give, will be on his mind.”

A devout smile covered his face, and he patted my hand. I realised then that I hadn’t given any sign of agreement. “Have faith, Brother Colmon. Have faith.”

Faith was not something I had anymore. Not in this God. Not even in the Irish gods, my ancestors, for they had abandoned us long ago. There was only one person I had put my faith in, one person I needed to stay true to his word. I expected Cerball to have already arrived by now. If I was to reach Fódla and watch her a while before the gathering next spring, I needed him to hurry.

Fódla is in danger, Colmon… From you, Colmon. And others like us.

The abbot coughed, still looking at me, his smile wavering.

“I have plenty of faith, Abbot Francis. You will make a success of this monastery; I am sure of it. King Sitric will see it, too.”

“Your opinion is most welcome,” the abbot said, smile restored. “I am to go to Dublin today to pray with Queen Sláine. King Sitric will be there, a perfect opportunity to preach the word of God. I’d like you to accompany me.”

Ah, so not so confident then that he wanted to go to the city alone. I didn’t blame him or think him a coward because of it. The Vikings might have settled now and be inclined toward alliances and peace instead of raiding, but it wasn’t so long ago that they had slaughtered and maimed on a whim. Several of the young monks who lived with us were freed slaves. They had nothing good to say about their former masters, and thankfully, Abbot Francis let them stay on the island when he visited Dublin.

On reflection, I was glad to be asked. The trip to Dublin was welcome. If Cerball had already arrived, I would find him there. If not, listening to what the king and his new bride said would be valuable. The Vikings did not take defeat well. Would this Irish princess be enough to sway Sitric from retribution? The tension between King Brian Boru and King Sechnall after the battle of Glenmama was apparent. If he… I shook my head. Why was I thinking of this? Why did I care about the feud between these kings? We didn’t get involved anymore.

I handed the basket of seaweed over to a novice. “I will ready the boat, Abbot Francis, and shall be ready to leave when you are.”

The abbot looked up at the sky, took a deep breath and graced me once again with a kindly grin. “What would I do without you, Brother Colmon?”

*

The Dublin shoreline approached quicker than I expected. The swell of the waves had pushed us toward the longphort. Abdomnán, who sat beside me, bit his lip. Brother Bécán’s knees shook with the effort of pulling the oar, and Brother Scuithin could only vomit over the edge of the boat. To me, this was a pleasant dally, and I did not rush, though I could have pushed myself harder. The breeze against my skin was refreshing, the sea was clear. Schools of fish swam underneath. This might be my last day of living on the island. I would miss it.

Why was that?

Fennit Island was similar in a way. Cut off from land. Alone, save for a small group of people. What was it that I would miss? The freedom of not attending council meetings. Not having to live with Tomas when Rónnat had put such doubts in my mind about him. Was I a fool to listen to her? Yes, was the answer, but I still had to make sure Fódla was not in danger.

My younger cousin was a light in my dark life. When I returned to Fennit Island, she and Aoife had always been there to hold me, to smile, to see something in me other than the blood I had just washed from my hands. I owed it to her to see that she was safe.

On reaching the longphort, I tied the boat to the wooden dock and helped the abbot and the three monks onto the platform. Brother Scuithin’s legs wobbled, his skin still tinged grey with seasickness as we walked in silence toward the great hall. The monks kept their eyes on their feet, while I looked over the market. There were many stalls there today. So many that they went the whole way up to the gates, and I imagined, spread outside the city walls too. Many goods were on display. Jewellery, wine, horses… and slaves. I wanted to look away, but it was hard not to stare at the lines of young women, men and children. From almost every corner of the world, the Vikings had taken them. León and Córdoba, the lands along the Volga River, Frankia, Wessex, and Tripolitania.

The lucky ones would be bought to loom and sew sails and clothes. Some might even be made wives. I didn’t want to think about what happened to the others. Why did mankind have to always be at odds with itself? Why did one group have to be better than another? These Northmen, fierce and beautiful, had hard hearts. And the Irish who bought the slaves from them, just as bad. The goodwill I had felt for the monks at the island started to slip away.

I cast my eyes past the row of stalls to the gates, and that was when I saw her. Méabh. Her long, chestnut-brown hair blew in the wind, her pale face a sharp contrast with the colour of her dark locks, and yet somehow, she was more beautiful than ever. She smiled when she caught my eye and her hand moved to a man sitting on a rock beside her. An old man, with a balding head and thin strands of white hair. He had a staff in one hand and a sword wrapped in a leather cloth in the other. My breath caught in my throat. Oh, friend, time is the cruellest master of all.

I held up three fingers on my left hand. Wait.

Cerball nodded and then his companion wandered around the stalls. She moved away from the slaves and turned to the knives and axes. None there would please her, not while Fiachra could still forge his own crafts, but she contented herself with looking. Cerball didn’t move. He only sat, his grey eyes staring in the distance.

“Come, Brother Colmon.” The abbot tugged my sleeve. “There is nothing we can do for these poor wretches, save pray for their souls.”

“We could buy them food, abbot.”

The abbot stared at the hundreds of slaves, shook his head in agitation, and gave Brother Abdomnán a few coins. “Do what you can with this.”

The novice bit his lip and rubbed the gold coins. They were newly minted ones with the image of Sitric imprinted upon them.

“Brother Scuithin, go with him,” Abbot Francis ordered. “Meet us at the fort when you are done.”

With only Brother Bécán and myself remaining, Abbot Francis motioned for us to follow him. Increasing our pace, we walked to the great hall, heads held high. The warriors at the doors frowned when they saw us. One spat at the abbot’s feet, but nonetheless, the doors swung open.

King Sitric sat on his throne, well-made but wooden. Relatives and friends sat at the top table with him. It was early in the day, but already food and wine were being consumed. Most of the men were talking. Some, however, were listening. A younger nephew, Gilla he was called, sat on Sitric’s right and was thumbing his goblet, gaze focused on the king. He was the son of Gluniairn, Sitric’s older half-brother. I watched him for a moment. He was right in the middle of the men, and yet he didn’t speak, nor was he spoken to. An outsider and a rival to the king, and that was the way of it. Nobody would seek him out, until one day, everyone would.

A loud burst of laughter caught my attention. A young man sitting beside Sitric slammed his hand on the table, making more noise than the rest of the hall’s guests combined. There was no malice in the laughter. It was childish. His shoulders were broad, but his cheeks were still rounded and the hair on his chin short and wispy. He was younger than he looked. A boy inside a man’s body. Not that I was any great judge of beauty, but he had a large chin, squashed nose and thin lips. However, this didn’t stop a blonde girl – around the same age or a little younger – from floating around him, eyes wide with adoration.

“What do you think, Leif?” the blonde girl said to him. “My father wants you to pick one.”

This caused another outbreak of laughter. This time, Gilla joined in and nudged the younger man in the ribs. A kind smile. Jealous eyes.

Stop it, Colmon. You have no business seeing these things anymore. Those days are gone.

Leif took the girl’s hand in his but said nothing. The laughter faded, as one by one, they noticed our presence.

“Greetings, King Sitric,” Abbot Francis said. “Greetings, Queen Sláine.”

Sláine, who was sitting at the edge of the table, sewing a garment, looked up and smiled. A rounded belly showed a growing life within.

“Abbot Francis,” she said. “I am so pleased you have come.” She glanced at Sitric, who gave a slight incline of the head. There was no wide-eyed adoration from Sláine for her husband. Confusion, perhaps. And a faint bruise marked her left cheek – faded down to a jaundiced yellow that some might not notice.

“Leif,” King Sitric said. He turned to the young man beside him and gave him a gentle clasp on the shoulder. He spoke loudly. Louder than he needed to for us to hear. “Perhaps you and Freya should get married in the new church?” He pointed to the west side of the city, where the new church stood.

The young boy with the flat nose snorted. “I don’t think so. My father, who is now feasting in Valhalla, would never forgive me. Freya’s father would also refuse his daughter’s hand if I were to suggest such a thing.” He gestured to the blonde girl, whose mouth parted, horrified at the suggestion. “I mean no offence, Sitric, for I know you married Sláine there.”

King Sitric smirked. “I am sorry, abbot. I have been trying to convert my men, but as you see, I’ve had no luck.”

“Have you appointed a bishop yet? Perhaps he might fare better.”

Sitric shook his head. “My father-in-law said he would send one when the church was ready. No one has arrived yet.”

“What about your conversion, King Sitric? If you let me baptise you in the Liffey today, the very angels in heaven would sing.”

“My wife would sing too,” he said, “hence my reluctance.”

The men around the table laughed. Even the abbot standing beside me tittered nervously. Sláine gave a brief smile, but the look of confusion returned.

Sitric’s eye flickered from the food at the table to Brother Bécán standing beside the abbot, then me.

“You’re a big lad.”

“I suppose I am.”

“If you ever tire of your God, you can fight for me.”

“I don’t think so, King Sitric.”

Gilla’s eyebrows raised a fraction. So did Sitric’s. They’d both heard the insult in my tone. The others laughed.

“It is impossible for me to tire of serving God,” I added, though too late to cover the offence. The abbot gave me a side stare. Be quiet, it suggested. Poor abbot. I liked him, but I could not do as he asked anymore. Cerball had arrived. It was time for me to go. The second part of my plan was about to begin.

“But you have fought,” Gilla said, his eyes running down my body. “A man doesn’t get shoulders like yours kneeling and praying.”

“I used to fight, but no more.”

“Injured?”

“Blood sore.”

Gilla studied me. He was no stranger to battle, but not as used to it as some of the other men in the hall. “Are you a coward, then?”

“I am not afraid of dying, boy,” I said. “It is killing that tires me. I’ve killed too many. Too many souls have departed this earth because of me. More than your blade has taken. Far more than any man in this room. Maybe more than all of you put together.”

I glanced at Sitric when I said the last part. The abbot once again stared at me, giving me a look of warning.

“Is that not a good thing?” Sitric said. “Are these souls not now in heaven, rejoicing in their everlasting life?”

“Maybe, maybe not. It is not for me to judge them… and I do not believe it was my place to put them there.”

“How do you know?” Sitric asked. “Perhaps God sent you to take their souls.”

I returned his gaze. “Perhaps the devil did.”

“What do you think, wife?” Sitric said, his tone stilted.

“About what?” she replied. Her hand brushed against her stomach for a second before she leaned forward.

“Is this monk sent here from God or the devil? It is your religion. You’ll know better than me.”

She watched me a while, all sad eyes and clenched chin. “From God.” She looked as if she were about to add a further comment, but then reached once more for her sewing and turned to the abbot. “How is the monastery coming along? I used to walk along the northern shore to check your progress, but the baby sits too awkwardly to allow such ventures these days.”

The abbot, relieved that we had returned to more civilised conversation, clasped his hands together.

“It is progressing well. Are you coming with us this afternoon? We have a new cross to show you and your husband. The altar is complete.”

She glanced at Sitric, face drawn. “No, I will stay ashore. The sea does not agree with me.”

The abbot turned his attention to Sitric, awaiting his decision, optimistic still.

“I will come if this monk agrees to fight me in the square.”

How predictable these Viking kings and princes were. To provoke them was as easy as breathing. The abbot protested, but his concerns went unheeded. Gilla, grinning, stood and handed me a training sword, blunted edges, glad perhaps that he was no longer the only pariah in the room. The wood sung to me as my fingers clasped the hilt. Not as loud as steel, but still, I could hear it.

“God does not allow me to fight.”

“Not even if it helps to convert a heathen king?”

The abbot’s mouth moved, stuttering, trying to think of a way to stop this.

This only made Sitric laugh. “It is a training fight. Look. Blunt edges, abbot.” Sitric stood and clasped Brother Bécán’s shoulder. “Your boy might enjoy this.”

The abbot and the young monks stared at me, ashen-faced, as I took a step forward and let myself be led to the ring. The abbot had whispered some such about the mercy of God and keeping the peace. I promised him I would not hurt the young king, which he seemed to accept. Optimism can be a blessing.

And a curse.

Because I had to hurt him. And hurt him I would.

For me to reach Fódla before the gathering without Tomas finding out I had left Dublin early, I had to do something worthy of locking myself into a six-month-long seclusion so that Cerball could take my place on Erin’s Eye without being noticed. Only hurting a king would warrant such a punishment.

My only concern was that I’d hurt him too much. There was a fine line I had to find. A place where I gave a good show but didn’t overpower the mortal with my strength. Enough to convince the abbot I had lost my temper and sinned, without causing Sitric to seek retribution for our fight. I did not want the monks at the monastery to suffer on my behalf.

I swung the sword in my hand, letting Sitric see the speed with which I moved. Slower than usual, but fast to his eye.

“Are you sure, King Sitric?” I asked. “It is not godly to fight.”

This satisfied the abbot and enraged Sitric, achieving both my aims.

“That all depends on which god you serve.” Sitric swung his sword. He was quick, but not as quick as me.

Sitric struck first. I parried. I let him lunge forward and strike. Sometimes I let him hit me. Sometimes I hit him back. Never in a kill spot. Not the head, not the kidneys or the neck. But I hit him in places that he would feel for weeks afterward. The ribs, the thigh, the knee, the lower back. Once I struck his sword hand. Princesses with babies inside them should not have bruised cheeks.

The next time he charged, I smacked the wood against his cheek. Blood splattered onto my tunic. The abbot frowned, and his eyes lifted to the heavens. There. I had done enough.

This strike enraged Sitric. He was tiring; anger and pride were fuelling him now. The men in the square watching him were his kinsmen, but that was worse than if they were strangers. Strangers didn’t covet your throne. Strangers didn’t have a claim to it.

That was why I had to let Sitric win. For my plan to work, Cerball had to be able to hide away in one of the monastery’s stone huts, undisturbed by unrest and family feuds in Dublin. The next time Sitric charged, I moved, but moved the wrong way. His heavy practice sword collided with the back of my head, and I fell to the ground. I lay there motionless for a few moments. Head blows can do that to a man. Knock him out. Sometimes for seconds, sometimes forever. It’s the only place a hit can fell a man of my size and be believed.

Sitric’s footsteps came closer. I wanted so badly to grab him and knock him flying, but I didn’t. I held in the rage, the monster, the blood lust. Instead, I lay there, groaning as I felt for where he hit me, and rubbed some blood from my cheek onto the skin. His laughter, full of relief, tailed away as he reached me. With a shaky hand, he picked me up and patted my back. “A worthy fight,” he panted. “Perhaps you Christian monks are not so bad after all!”

His men cheered. Abbot Francis smiled too. His optimism had paid off. “A good strike, King Sitric.”

“Warriors like me know where and when to strike,” King Sitric said. “It’s not always about who is the biggest man.”

I took his hand and squeezed it as he pulled me up. It was the hand I had hurt earlier, and he winced as I stood.

“No, not always.”

*

When I returned to my stone hut at the monastery, Cerball was sitting on my bed.

“Did anyone see you?” I asked.

“No.” He snorted. “I know I’ve grown old, but my gift hasn’t left me yet.”

I set my cloak on the chair and sighed. His gift would be gone soon. Much sooner than I had hoped.

“You hit the king in the face,” he said, his low, gravelly voice for once not hiding his amusement. “If we were in Rome or Venice, you’d be dead already.”

“If we were in Rome or Venice, I would not have struck him in the face.”

Cerball groaned as he leaned against the wall. His back was hunched over, and not just with fatigue. How long did he have left? A year? Less? Guilt filled me. How could I ask him to stay here when he should be at home, surrounded by his family?

“Did you watch the whole fight?” I asked, offering my friend a piece of bread. “Or was it so poor that it was beneath you?”

Cerball grunted. “You made it believable. It is hard to fight a mortal when you don’t actually want to kill them, but you pulled it off. Did it hurt your pride to let him win?” He grinned. “Sitric Silkbeard is an arrogant prick.”

It hurt more than I would have believed. It was only that I knew men like Sitric – unhappy men with too much gold and too much power – did not take well to being bested by those beneath them. And invariably, when they were, it was others who bore the brunt of their shame. The faded bruise on Sláine’s cheek spoke to that… not that I was sure why I cared. I’d only met her once before. When I’d found Fódla on the campsite before Glenmama, I’d noticed Sláine with her younger sister. She had been laughing; a beautiful sound. I hadn’t heard it in the hall.

Sighing, I stood. “I’ve told the abbot that I will pray here in solitude for six cycles of the moon as penance for the use of violence. He has agreed. Food will be left at the door and the abbot has ordered the monks not to speak with me.”

Cerball glanced around the small stone hut. “And this is where I must stay? For all that time.” He spat on the floor. “Fuck.”

“No, it won’t be that long. You can leave after the winter solstice and make your way home for the gathering.”

“Can I ask where you are going?”

When I made no move to answer, he grunted. “What if I’m dead before I’m allowed to leave?”

I sat beside my old friend and looked at him again. Every wrinkle was now apparent, every line and white hair. I didn’t want to admit it, but there was a possibility that would happen.

“Méabh followed me here,” he added, his voice suddenly heavy.

“Yes, I saw her in the market.”

“She is my daughter and I love her. I know you don’t love her anymore. I wish she would accept that.”

“She does know it.”

“Then why is she here? She didn’t follow me to Dublin out of love for her old father.”

“Yes, she did.”

Cerball shrugged. “You must look after her for me when I go.” He paused. “She is saying things… that I don’t agree with. Ideas that are being whispered in dark evenings on Fennit Island.” Cerball’s feet shuffled on the floor. “Some think they should live among the mortals again, but not as we used to. Some think we should be the ones in charge. That we should be the kings again. They say the Lia Fail will roar for us if we take the kingship of Ireland.”

“Those days are over. The Lia Fail is broken. Our numbers are too few.”

“Aye,” Cerball said. “Nonetheless, there are those who are speaking of it and are thinking of using their gifts to make it happen. Witches and druids can do terrible things when they put their minds to it. Worse than us.”

“What has Tomas said?”

“Openly, he is against it, but other druids speak for it, and he has said nothing to make them hold their tongues. Perhaps he fears they will oust him from his position as council leader? Perhaps, deep down, he agrees. Whatever the reason, you must persuade Tomas to let us leave the fortress again and live with the mortals as friends. We are going mad, locked up on that island together. A small bit of freedom would put these foolish ideas out of their heads.”

I grabbed my sword. “Yes, I think you are right.”

“And one more thing.” His voice deepened. “Eilis is missing.”

“Did Tomas not find her?”

“Oh, he did. He and Gobnat found her and were bringing her home. Tomas said she ran away.” His heavy-lidded eyes rose for a second. “I smelled her blood on his robes when he returned.”

This made me pause. I’d watched Tomas push his sword into the already dead Raoul of Normandy, but that aside, I’d never seen him do anything violent. Not physically… though I was sure he had used the draught of death more than once.

“There could be a reason.”

“Yes, there could, that is why I said nothing about it to anyone else… but… Just be careful.” He eyed my sword. “Still sharp?”

I tilted the edge closer to him and his finger lightly touched the edge.

“Then go and do whatever it is you’re up to.”

*

I waited until nightfall before I left. The moon was out, so I crept down the hill to the rocky shore and slipped into the sea where the sharp bite of the seawater snatched at my legs. The swim across the sea took no time at all and once I reached the beach, I undressed, and took the change of clothes I had wrapped in leathers out from my bag.

“You’re leaving him here,” a voice whispered. “In the state he is in?”

I pulled my tunic over my head then put my wet clothes into my bag and watched as Méabh came out from behind the gorse.

“I am the warrior gift-leader, and he is doing as I command.”

“Does Tomas know?”

“No. And you won’t tell him.”

She strolled toward me. “I should.”

This made me stop. She had always teased me like this, pretending she would do things to annoy me, but it was usually a ruse, a way to keep me in her company. It was a good trick. For her dark hair, red lips and long legs would make my mind wander; I would forget why I was annoyed and become absorbed by other needs.

“Where are you going?” she asked. “I promise I won’t tell.”

“I can’t say.”

She grinned, the mystery only intriguing her further. “You swam this way, which means you intend to go south… It’s not to see Fódla, is it?”

Not wanting her to see a lie, I shrugged. “Only in passing. I don’t have much time.”

She rolled her eyes. “Well then don’t waste it on her. I don’t want my father here any longer than he has to be. Besides, if she needed anything, she could just click her fingers and Tomas would go running.”

“And that annoys you?”

Méabh snorted. “Not in the way you imply. She’s a distraction, that’s all. She should be helping Tomas.”

Helping him do what? was the question that danced on my lips. Helping him unite the gifts? Or helping him work out how to rule over the mortals. Or trying to stop the other druids spreading those thoughts. I did not know what Tomas was up to anymore, but asking these questions outright was too direct. Méabh didn’t like to think she was helping me without getting something in return.

“Will you be at Fennit for the gathering?” she asked.

I nodded.

“How are you going to vote?” She smiled. “If you supported Tomas, the other gift-leaders would follow.”

“You talk of uniting the gifts?”

“Yes. Our magic is fading. We need to unite them before it is too late.”

“You really think this?” I observed her, though I kept my voice light. I hated deceit – with friends I hated it worst of all, but steel was not the only weapon warriors were trained in.

“Yes, I do.” She nodded, glad that she had piqued my interest. “Lots of us agree, but there are some of us who don’t think Tomas goes far enough.”

“What do you mean?”

“When our ancestors lived in Ireland, they were the kings. Nuada, Lugh, Dagda. Perhaps when they left for the otherworld, they didn’t mean for us to lose control of power. Perhaps they wanted us to fight for it.”

“And this is what you think?”

“Yes, there are many who think this. And the number is growing.”

“To desire power is a Fomorian trait, Méabh.”

“No. The Fomorians enslaved the mortals. That’s not what we want to do. We want to be High Kings. We would make Ireland peaceful again.”

I didn’t want to answer this statement. She wouldn’t like what I said. “I will think on it. When we are at the gathering, perhaps you and your friends can tell me more of your thoughts.”

She shrugged, happy to keep her secrets for now. Besides, if there were others who thought like she did, they would find me at the gathering. They always did.

“Make sure those Dubliners don’t kill the monks while I am away,” I said.

She smirked. “If they even dare come close to my father, I’ll raise the waves so high their ships will sink before they can say Valhalla.”

“You cupbearers are more deadly than us warriors, never doubt that.”

Méabh sighed, her violet eyes catching mine. “I never do.”

She held out her hand and the waves crashing against the shore receded, a huge wave building and building, almost towering over us. If she were to let it go, it would throw us back with the weight. Slowly though, she lowered her hand, and the seawater fell back to the sand and once again joined in the ebb and flow of the tide. There was a sadness inside her. The sadness of someone who was no longer free to act as they wished. Cerball was right. Living in the fortress was doing no one any good.

“Goodbye, Méabh.”

She nodded, turned, then walked along the beach, away from me.


Killaloe, August 1000

Fódla

I took long, deep breaths as I trekked through the forest south of Killaloe, filling my lungs with the cool scented air; pinecones and summer berries, honeysuckle and meadowsweet. The birdsong set the scene alive. This was not the grassy banks of the river by the dun, where wildlife was too scared to venture; this was old Ireland, and it put me at peace. Seeing as I was alone, the smarter animals – the squirrels and foxes – did not run away when I walked past. They knew me for what I was, a Descendant of the Tuatha Dé Danann, and so they kept watch, but without fear.

“Aunt Fódla!”

The animals scattered.

My nephew had shouted from somewhere behind me. The loud crackling of branches and leaves underfoot came closer. He was too exuberant to have a care for the birds and animals he disturbed. The magpie sitting on the branch above me jumped and opened its wings, while the squirrels scurried up the long tree trunks and into their drays.

“Here, Broccan.”

My nephew waved as he caught sight of me and sprinted off the path. “What are you doing?” he panted, as he skidded to a stop.

“I’m looking for wild garlic, valara, yarrow and copóg.”

“For your healing pastes?”

“Yes. Do you want to help?”

Broccan nodded.

I eyed him suspiciously. Broccan liked to practise his sword-work in his free time, or play with Tairdelbach, not come with me looking for plants and flowers. I’d tried many times to tell Broccan what I knew of wild herbs and their properties but found him an absentminded student. The mere mention of training with Murchad, on the other hand, gained his undivided attention.

Broccan blushed under my cynical gaze. “Tairdelbach must get ready for the visitors from Leinster and Dublin. There’s no training today.”

“Ah.” I laughed. “Well then, your old aunt could do with some help.” I looked in my basket to see what I was missing. “There are some ox tongue mushrooms that should be out at this time of year, but I haven’t come across any yet. If we go a little closer to the river, we might have more luck. The soil is damper there.”

Broccan fell into step beside me. “I thought mushrooms were dangerous.”

“The wrong ones are. These ones are safe.”

He scrunched his nose up. “What do they cure?”

“They’re good for inflamed joints and yellow eyes, and I was thinking I could use them to make a broth for Eocha’s uncle.”

Tuama’s knees and wrists were so swollen he could hardly move, and I was confident the mushrooms would alleviate the worst of those symptoms. I wished I could use my gift to take more of the pain away. When I next returned to Fennit Island, I was determined to ask for more leeway. If we were allowed to help the mortals during times of famine and plague, I didn’t see why we couldn’t help them for other reasons too. Kindness was something the Tuatha Dé Danann had aspired to in the old days. An attribute the Descendants claimed we still held dear.

“What does it look like?” Broccan asked, scanning the surrounding area.

“Exactly what it’s called. Like a big cow tongue. Sometimes it’s brown, other times it can be a dark red, and the skin is rough. They usually grow around oak and birch roots.”

We wandered through the forest until well past midday. A clearing opened ahead of us, with a grouping of large stones arranged in a circular pattern around a dolmen. Suddenly, a crashing pain stabbed at my head. I held my hand against it, but my healing did nothing to help with the pain. It was magic, then. Yes. I felt it. The faint remnants of old magic as I entered the circle. What had happened here?

“Are you unwell, aunt?”

I moved to the closest rock, shaking away the strange feeling. Someone had died here, that was certain, for the soil spoke of a hunger that only a dying soul could give it. My legs buckled, the strength gone from them.

“Shall we rest?” Broccan eyed me cautiously, coming over to help me with the bags that were sliding from my shoulder.

“Yes. Let’s go to the path. I think I need to have a bite of food.” Broccan stayed by my side, walking slowly with me until the strength in my legs returned and the strange sensation from the stone circle abated.

“Here is fine,” I said, pointing to a fallen tree trunk. “Let’s sit.” I rummaged in the bags and pulled out the food parcels I had made that morning. “Bread and cheese. It’s still fresh. Berries too.”

Broccan returned my smile as I passed him the food, the furrow etched between his eyes easing. He sat beside me, stared at the parcel, then picked at the berries. This was most unlike him. He usually couldn’t wait to stuff food into his mouth.

“Don’t you like it?”

Broccan set the food onto his lap. “Do you want to leave Killaloe?” Broccan watched me as he spoke, his eyes curious, uncertain, scared.

“No. Do you?”

Broccan shook his head. “I like it here… but I think you don’t.”

“Why do you say that?”

“You don’t talk to anyone anymore, apart from Lucrecia.”

“That’s ridiculous. I’m always talking to people. I’m out every day helping…”

“No,” Broccan said. “You’re curing them or asking how you can help with a sickness and then you leave. You’re not talking. Not the way you used to. Murchad used to be your friend. You used to eat in the feasting hall with everyone. Now you always sit in the ráth by yourself, unless Lucrecia is over… I think you don’t like it here and are staying because I do.” He paused. “We should leave and go somewhere you are happy.”

“Well, you’re wrong. I do like it here.” I tried my best to give him a smile that wouldn’t ring untrue. “I find talking difficult, but that would be the same wherever we went. It’s me being me. I’m strange like that.”

Broccan listened, but his face remained solemn. He was second-guessing my words. “Are you sad because of what happened on Saint Brigid’s day? Did I ruin it?”

My mind raced back to the bonfire. To the fire in Sláine’s old house, to the queen calling me a leper. To Murchad saying he loved me. But Broccan wasn’t talking about any of that. He was talking about Tomas.

“No.”

“Don’t lie to me, Aunt Fódla. I’m not a little child anymore.” He gazed at me, his thumbs rubbing his palm. “It’s the man, isn’t it? The monk. He said something to you before he grabbed you. He made you afraid and I’ve made it worse.”

This would be the perfect opportunity to tell Broccan the truth about that day. But since the incident with Tomas, Broccan had shown no other signs of being a Descendant. I had watched him train for months. He moved no quicker than Tairdelbach, and while he was the strongest of the boys his age, he was not unnaturally so. As time had passed, I’d begun to think that I had imagined his speed. Tomas had been holding my neck at the time, my head spinning. No, now was not the right time. I needed to keep to my plan and wait until Colmon had examined him.

“Broccan, you worry too much.” I put the leather wrapping I had used for the bread back into my bag. “I am not unhappy, I swear it. We will stay here for many more years. This is the happiest I have been for quite some time.” I pulled him into a hug and ran my fingers through his long hair. “Watching you grow is such a pleasure. You are a wonderful boy. One day, you will be a wonderful man.”

Broccan flushed and I knew from the way he slumped against my chest that this time I had alleviated his worries.

“Do you think so?”

“Oh, yes.” I tightened my grip around his hand. “Many people measure a man’s greatness by his skill with the sword, others by how many sons he has, or by his wealth. These, however, are not what makes a man.”

Broccan’s eyes widened.

“It is this.” I thumped his chest, a strong heartbeat thudding within his ribcage. “You are kind. You are full of love. These are the greatest qualities a person can have. Never forget that.”

Broccan flung his arms around me. “I love you, Aunt Fódla.”

“I love you too. I am sorry that I’ve worried you. You are right. I hide away too much. I promise I’ll start eating in the dun again.”

Folding myself around him, I breathed in his scent, felt the warmth of his body against mine. “Come,” I said after a few moments. “Let’s look for the mushrooms a little longer, then we will go home.”

“Will you come to the feasting hall tonight? For me?”

“As it happens,” I said, smirking, “I was already going to the hall tonight. As a healer, it is my duty to attend a feast like this.”

This pleased Broccan as his eyes glazed over, his mind probably wandering to the night-time festivities. “Did you meet King Sitric when you were in Dublin?”

“Yes. And King Máelmórda of Leinster.”

“Are they as fierce as everyone says they are?”

“Not as fierce as you and Tairdelbach when you’re hungry.”

Broccan giggled, then scampered off in search of the mushrooms, probably hoping that we might return sooner rather than later. We wouldn’t be allowed in the dun yet, but he’d want to watch the Dubliners arrive. They’d be wearing their finest. Gold and jet and silver jewellery. Axes and swords gleaming.

Now that he was gone, the strange feeling from the stones filled me again, even though we’d moved further away. A sadness that I couldn’t shake. I stood, thinking perhaps I should investigate, but no, I had no time to linger today. I was expected at the feast, and I should make an effort to dress appropriately, which would take a bit of time. I exhaled, slowly. It wouldn’t be that bad. With so many people there, I wouldn’t have to speak to Murchad. I’d barely been in his company since the festival. When we had, he was always polite, always kind, always helpful. But as Broccan had noticed, we no longer spoke.

I had missed our conversations. The longing I felt for him when he kissed me had not gone away like I had hoped, either. And yet, the distance we had created was for the best. For if I could not tell Broccan about who I really was, I certainly could not tell Murchad.

Broccan moved ahead of me. A hundred feet, maybe more. He’d jogged closer to the river, suspecting that the fungus would be attracted to the damper soil there, but I knew better. These mushrooms liked the dank soil around the roots of birch trees, and there was a large group of them up ahead.

A branch cracked behind me. I stilled. Something was watching us.

My eyes scanned the trees, then the branches. Senna? No, there was no crow in sight, and in any case, I hadn’t seen Tomas’ crow since Saint Brigid’s day.

What then? I held in my breath. Waiting. What if it was a wolf?

I glanced over at Broccan. He too had stopped, and just like me, was listening. When he caught my eye, he tapped his ear, asking if I had heard it.

I nodded.

We waited. No further sound came. Silence. Complete silence, which meant I had not imagined it. Whatever it was, a wolf or deer, it had frightened the other animals and birds.

Skulking closer to my nephew, I took his hand in mine. “Perhaps it was a giant?” he whispered in my ear. “A Fomorian one like Murchad told us about.”

We both paused, hardly breathing, but the noise didn’t come back, and slowly but surely the birdsong returned.

Now that it seemed nothing untoward was stalking us, I laughed. “Maybe it was a giant. A terrible fate would have awaited us if a Fomorian got its hands on us.”

Broccan’s lips parted. “It would enslave us. Isn’t that what Murchad said?”

“That’s true. Fomorians were always greedy and power-hungry. They couldn’t see something without wanting to take it, and for hundreds of years, the people of Ireland were their slaves.”

“Surely not the whole of Ireland.”

“Oh yes. The King of the Fomorians was called Balor and had a great eye.” I made a circle with my hands in the centre of my forehead to show Broccan. “And when King Balor was displeased, he would make fire burst from his eye, and he would burn the people who disobeyed him and destroy their land so their families would suffer.”

“How did the people defeat the giants?”

I smiled as I thought about the histories of my people. I remembered my father standing in front of me, telling the story to myself and Rónnat as we sat at his feet by the fire in the evening. And I remembered telling it to Aoife. The story of how the giants were defeated was known as the Second Battle of Moytura, and was my daughter’s favourite. She had asked for it all the time.

“No, Mammy. Not this time. Stay with me until I sleep and tell me a story. One of the legends Grandfather used to tell you and Rónnat.”

“Aunt,” Broccan said, impatient, just as Aoife used to be. “How did the people defeat the giants?”

“It was the Tuatha Dé Danann who saved them.”

Broccan gazed up at me. “Who are they?”

“They were a magical people who came to Ireland, and they fought the Fomorians to free the Irish. Their king, King Lugh, had a magical spear, one that would always hit its mark, and he threw it at King Balor’s magical eye.” I grabbed hold of a branch and pretended to thrust it at Broccan. “Guess what happened?”

Broccan giggled, shrugging.

“King Balor had just been about to open his eye to destroy the Tuatha Dé Danann army with his fire-magic, but Lugh had a plan. He thrust his spear through King Balor’s eye so hard that the shaft came out through the back of his head.” I dropped the stick onto the ground. “And the fire he had been about to unleash on the Irish army, instead shot out of the hole in the back of his head and killed his own warriors.”

Broccan cheered. “And so the Fomorians all died, and the Irish were free once more.”

“Oh, well, the Irish won their freedom, but one Fomorian, called Brés, survived. That is why you must still always be careful.”

Broccan shuddered and once again looked around him.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “I don’t think there are any close by today.”

“I love these stories.” Broccan picked up my stick and swung it around, practising, just in case. “Why don’t you tell them more often?”

“They are old Irish legends. The priests don’t like to hear talk of it.”

“Why?”

“Because the Irish used to worship the Tuatha Dé Danann before the priests told us about Jesus and God. They don’t want us to go back to our old ways.”

“Why not?”

I smiled at my young nephew. “Too many questions, little one. Your head will explode. Just like King Balor’s.”

“I can’t help it. My mind is growing, and questions feed the mind just like eating feeds the body.”

“Who told you such wisdom?”

“Murchad.”

Broccan leaped off the log he was standing on and ran ahead of me, his head now filled with Fomorian giants and magic. How I longed to tell him more about his own people, but to say anything further would only increase his curiosity about things mortals were no longer meant to talk about. If Murchad wanted to tell his stories by the campfires at night-time, it was well and good. The priests would turn a blind eye to him. Not to me. Not to Broccan if he repeated them.

My thoughts then lingered where they should not. On Murchad. On the prince who had loved me despite everything.

All the talk of Fomorian giants and freedom had pulled my mood further down. Living a lie was like living without freedom, and yet I didn’t want to remove the shackles yet, for how could I survive without my nephew? I desired to stay here with him more than anything, no matter how many lies I had to weave, no matter what I had to deny myself. I had failed Aoife by not helping her leave the fortress. I would not fail Broccan.

The wind blew around me then and lifted the strands of my hair around my face. I liked it – it blocked out the sound of the river and the song it was singing.


Killaloe, August 1000

Gormflaith

I looked at my reflection in the water of my washing bowl. It was perfect. So perfect I had to pinch myself. Now that I could control my appearance, the number of white hairs had increased. Thirty now, instead of three. Lines etched the corners of my eyes and my upper lip. No longer a woman of the summer; a woman of autumn. I looked as I should, beautiful still, of course, but not so much that I drew unwarranted attention. A woman in her forties should have some imperfections, something that the younger women could look at and find fault in.

Tonight, I dressed in my finest silk dress and fur cloak. Now that I looked closer to my actual age, I wore whatever jewellery I wanted. The queen of the geese could shine as brightly as she wanted, and so I readied myself for the Lughnasadh feast, knowing that I would be the most spectacular Queen of Munster that was ever known. Brian’s favourite poet had arrived for the festivities, and I had paid him five of Sitric’s gold coins to write a poem about me.

I stared at my reflection one last time. My cheeks were a little flushed, so I pressed a damp cloth against the back of my neck to dull the colour. Calm, Gormflaith. Calm.

In truth, it wasn’t the poem or the feast or the jewellery that made me giddy with excitement. No. It was that Máelmórda would see me at the feast and know that I had bested him. Even better, he’d have to wait until the feast was over to ask me how I had transformed like this. Oh, he’d hate it. He’d smile and laugh, eye the beautiful women, drink wine and eat. And all the while, he would think of me.

A burst of heat surged through my arms and into my fingers. I threw away the cloth and clenched my fist tight, breathing deeply until the fire-magic receded. The joy I’d felt vanished. I had to stop this from happening. Ever since I had taken the witch’s gift, my fire-magic was becoming harder and harder to control. It would come unbidden at the strangest times. Last week, I had set my blanket on fire, singed my dress the day before that. My mother had instilled control when she taught me how to use my magic. Beaten it into me. By the time I married Amlav, I could call it, then draw it back, in an instant. Onguen’s boat had been a momentary lapse, but the provocation had been severe. But now, now, I could feel the fire burning, surging to my fingers for no reason, and it took every bit of strength to recall it. This would not do.

Perhaps it was the baby. I rubbed the huge swelling under my breasts, my finger touching the skin just as the baby rolled as if to prove my point. My body was not my own; control had been relinquished. My fire-magic came without notice, in much the same way as stomach acid ran up my throat at night when the baby moved. I couldn’t control either. They just… happened.

Excuses are for the weak, Gormflaith.

Mother’s words echoed in my ear. I could almost feel her hand strike my cheek. I had hated her then. Her cruel punishments, harsh stares and cold words had always made me feel I was never good enough. Now I saw why she had been this way. Mistakes could be fatal. I had to control myself and find a way to dampen the fire within, then learn how to use the witch-magic. The monk, Tomas, hadn’t yet returned. So, either he had not tracked me, or the walls of Brian’s dun were keeping me safe. I couldn’t risk leaving the dun until I knew for certain which it was.

I waddled over to my table and stared at the knife I had stolen. The gift-knife, I called it. I’d hidden it to begin with but found myself constantly drawn to the sharp-edged blade. When I looked at it, my eyes would shine right back, deep and golden and dark. Eventually, I couldn’t bear to be parted from it and set it on my table, underneath my jewellery box, and whenever I looked at it, I would smile. I’d told Orlaith it was a gift from Amlav and not to tell anyone, and so far, she appeared to have kept to her word.

Máelmórda would try to take it once I told him my story. He’d not even ask; he’d just walk into my house and pick it up as if it was his own. I couldn’t wait to tease him when he arrived today, but I also didn’t want to relinquish my most valuable possession to his greedy hands. Where to put it? Who could I trust to keep it safe for me? Orlaith was too stupid. Brian was too suspicious. Where did the knife come from? he’d want to know. Telling him it was a gift from Amlav wouldn’t fool him. The words engraved along the hilt appeared to be a form of old Irish rather than Norse, and if Brian showed it to Father Marcán, he’d swoop it up before the end of the evening and say the Church should have it. No, I had to keep it in my house, safe and hidden. Carefully, I climbed onto my chair and slid the blade into the thatch above my table. That would do… for now.

Once I was sure the thatch obscured it, I hobbled back to the bed and lay down. My swollen belly had reached a greater size than when I was pregnant with Sitric, and I still had a few weeks to go before the baby was due. Orlaith had joked the other day that it might be twins, and the overwhelming urge to hit her in the face had come over me. Having to birth one child was terrible enough, but two… didn’t even bear thinking about. No, it was only one. I was sure of it. Frigg’s stomach had grown bigger with every child, the stretched skin on her stomach always finding new ways to twist. When she was carrying Leif, her youngest, she could barely stand without tipping forward with the weight of her stomach. Repulsive, I thought, though Harald would happily link his arm with her and escort her to whichever market stall she wished to visit. Her gaggle of girls would gather around her too, like baby ducklings, and follow wherever she led.

As if the baby knew I was thinking about it, legs and elbows thumped against my ribcage. The skin on the upper part of my swollen abdomen shuddered as the baby turned, and a rush of bile swam up my throat. I spat it into my handkerchief and took a sip of wine to remove the foul taste. Why did it have to torment me so? Not only would it rip my body apart when I birthed it, it pounded while inside me too.

“No,” I hushed, giving the bump a gentle pat. “It is not your fault.”

The words were forced. What I felt I should say, rather than believed. However, I’d said them as much for myself as the baby. The unhappiness I felt when thinking about my unborn child unnerved me. My pregnancy with Sitric had made me agitated, true. I had hated that my belly was swollen and stretched, and yet I’d felt a connection to the child growing within. I remembered him moving and trying to guess when he’d turn next. Amlav bothered me less at night, too, and had even given me presents from time to time. Women don’t carry swords, but on the birthing bed they are warriors, he said when he gave me a set of gold earrings. That might have been the first thing he’d ever said to me that I recognised as kindness.

This pregnancy, however, seemed to last forever, and I took no joy from the movements of the child within. No joy from my husband. No presents either. He barely spoke to me, and even when organising this feast for my son and brother, he’d not asked for my advice or opinions. He tolerated me as if I were an old dog that he didn’t have the heart to put down. I’d made efforts with him. I had attended feasts in the evenings, complimented the female queens who attended. I’d even cooed over their children. But nothing broke through. No smile he gave me was warm, no touch, honest.

Shaking my hair out, I forced my mind back to tonight’s feast. If I kept my thoughts there, nothing would dull my mood, for I had been looking forward to it for months. Today Sitric and Máelmórda would arrive for the festivities. I would show my brother that it was I who had achieved something he’d never even dreamed of – something Mother hadn’t dreamed of either. I had stolen a gift. For the first time, I was in control.

I wouldn’t tell him how my hair had turned white, or how I had wrinkles. Not right away. I’d let him guess and try not to laugh as the dilemma worked over his face. Oh, he’d be furious. He’d be furious and have to conceal it for the whole evening. A giggle escaped my lips, and I put on the last of my rings.

Sitric would notice my white hairs and wrinkles too. I wondered what he would think of it. Would he be upset to see that his mother had aged? Would he even notice? What would I do if he did? Would I wave away his concern and wrap my arms around him as I used to do?

When he was a child, I would have done anything for him, for his love. I thought he had returned it, but it wasn’t true. As a child he had needed me, but need was a separate thing to love. Was he the real reason I couldn’t connect to the baby growing within? This child would love me at first, but the man or woman it grew into… would grow tired of me. Just as Sitric had.

A tap at the door startled me out of my reverie. I turned, a little unsure if I’d heard it or if it was my imagination. The only one who ever came inside my house was Orlaith, and she never knocked.

“Yes?” I turned in my chair. “Who is it?”

The door edged open, and my husband entered.

“How are you feeling, Gormflaith?” His cold eyes ran over me, the smile on his lips faint.

His presence dented my mood. Why did he have to come now?

“The same as every day.” I picked up the last of my rings, the one Amlav gave me after his men had won a great victory against the sons of Domnall Ó’Neill. “Very happy.”

I was careful to remove all traces of sarcasm from my voice, but still he frowned.

“I hope today that is true,” he said. “Your brother and son are visiting.”

“So they are.”

Brian took another step into the house, which was a step further than he’d taken since the night he told me I was pregnant.

“Crínoc wanted to know which vegetables were Sitric’s favourite.”

“I haven’t cooked for him in many years, so I’m not sure. Whatever Crínoc decides will be fine.”

King Brian’s gaze moved to my stomach. This made him smile for a moment.

“I was thinking of asking a nun from Rossmanagher nunnery to stay with us until the baby is born. Your time is getting close.”

“What use will a nun be?”

“Well, someone should be here to help, and I assume you don’t wish Fódla to deliver the baby.”

I shook my head. No, God, no. I couldn’t bear that, not when her face turned me so. I felt sick enough as it was without her being in my room. Unfortunately, the rumour that she was a leper had not taken off, and she’d remained in Killaloe like a pitiful rabid dog. I’d thought of repeating the rumours, maybe to Father Marcán, but she’d stopped attending the feasts in the evening and was rarely in the dun, and other, more pressing, concerns had filled my mind.

“Well then,” Brian continued, “before Fódla came here, the nuns would come out to help women in childbirth.”

“No, I don’t need a nun. I’ve had a baby before. I know what’s going to happen.”

King Brian stared at me. I was a mystery to him, a possession that he didn’t want but couldn’t give away. But I needed him to want me… for a while longer. Until I was sure I was safe.

“Let me know if you change your mind.” He turned to leave.

“Brian.”

He paused at the door.

“I’m sorry. I am not in good humour. Pregnancy at my age is… difficult. I’m sure once the baby comes, safe and well, I’ll be happier.”

The tension left Brian’s shoulders ever so slightly, and this time when he smiled, it appeared genuine.

“You have been very kind to me since our marriage,” I continued. “I have not deserved it.”

“It’s not easy to start afresh in a new home.”

His words came out effortlessly, even though they were not sincere. He knew the truth as well as I did. I had not truly tried to be happy here. I had not tried to make this my home.

“It isn’t easy… but it’s not an excuse. Once the baby comes, I will feel more like family. Do you think you could return that feeling? About me?”

Brian paused. I had him. This had caught him unawares. He had no love for me, that was obvious, but he loved his children – all of them. Our unborn child had as much right to his love as the others. Unlike Amlav, who was disinterested in his younger children, Brian still cared for his, and I knew he would care for the child I was carrying.

“If that’s what you want.”

This time, his voice had more weight. Good. I nodded and reached for one of my golden pins. Then, smiling, as shyly as a woman my age could get away with, I lowered my head. “Thank you, husband. That means a lot to me.”

He stared at me a moment longer, then left. He closed the door behind him while I sat at my table and pinned up my hair, making sure to leave large strands of white visible at the front. I put on my golden brooch and jet earrings last. By the time Orlaith arrived, I was ready.

My young helper smiled as she came in and rushed over. Her hands rubbed my belly excitedly, then she whispered a prayer to God for a safe delivery, as she did every time she came to my room. “Good morning, little one,” she said after her prayer, eyes still fixed on my stomach. “Everyone is so excited to meet you.”

I had no idea why she should be happy about my baby’s imminent arrival, but I didn’t discourage her. I was relying on her to look after the baby when I didn’t want to, and I didn’t think I’d want to often.

“Did you speak to your cousin?”

Orlaith nodded. “She still has milk. If you have problems with your supply like last time, she says she will come to feed the baby. It will be an honour.”

This news cheered me. I was most certainly planning on having problems with my milk. The thought of a baby latched to my breast for months on end didn’t appeal. I needed to be free so that I could run if Tomas returned. Glad that I had found someone to take this burden from me, I kissed Orlaith on the cheek.

“You must be looking forward to seeing your son,” she said. Her voice suddenly tense, which I took to mean that no one else was looking forward to seeing Sitric, or his Dublin warriors, but she was asking out of politeness.

“Oh, yes,” I said. “And my brother. Family is so important.”

Orlaith murmured her agreement and helped me with my hair. She brushed along my curls, making the dark hair shine and the white strands glisten beside them.

I stared at my reflection in the silver plate on my table. Yes, I truly was a queen of the geese. It was time to celebrate. “My throat is parched, Orlaith. Would you fetch me something to drink?”

“Of course. I’ll bring a jug of wine from the fort.” Orlaith ran out, only to return a few moments later.

“They are almost here.” Her eyes shone, and she clapped her hands and beckoned me to follow her. No wine then.

“You’re very excited,” I said, somewhat bemused by her reaction. She’d seemed so stern when she spoke of them earlier.

“Oh, I know most people here don’t want them to come… because of the old fights between our people… but I’ve never seen a Viking before. I’m intrigued to see for myself. Is that silly?”

“Not at all.”

Orlaith took my cloak from the bottom of my bed and set it over my shoulders, then held the door open for me. “I knew you’d understand.”

I nodded as she expected, but the smile didn’t reach my eyes. The truth was, despite my earlier good mood, anxiety now filled me. Something would go wrong. Máelmórda would try to take the knife from me. Sitric wouldn’t care about me anymore.

The flame on the candle beside my bed started to waver. I could feel it. I could feel the flame inching toward the wooden post. My fingers and arms tingled all over, like a spinning needle poking at my skin. My blood burned hotter. It wanted to set the whole house alight. It wanted to let the chaos that was swirling inside me move over me, through me, past me. The baby suddenly started kicking, its fists and knees pushing upwards at my ribs. This made the fire on the candle surge higher.

“Orlaith,” I said, hunching over. “You wouldn’t get me some milk? The baby is kicking again.”

Orlaith ran outside, eager to help, for she knew how the acid in my mouth burned when the baby moved. I sat on my bed and forced my nerves to quieten, forcing my gift to blow out the flame on the candle. “Hush now,” I whispered, though I didn’t know to whom I spoke. Was it to me, the baby, or the fire?

I slowed my breathing, rubbed my belly and emptied my mind. The way Mother had taught me.

By the time Orlaith came back, the fire within had disappeared. I opened my eyes to find that it was now Orlaith who was overcome with emotion.

“I thought for a moment that the baby was coming.” She took my hand and helped me up. “I shall stay by your side all day, Queen Gormflaith. If there is anything at all that you need, you only have to say the word.”

I gripped her hand tightly, grateful that she was being so kind. She held the door open, and I gave a final glance at my reflection in the washbasin. The white strands in my hair and the lines around my eyes reflected back at me.

I was perfect. Completely perfect.


Killaloe, August 1000

Fódla

“Aunt Fódla, hurry.” Broccan grabbed my arm as we came out of the forest and into Killaloe. “Look, the Dubliners are coming over the hill.” He sprinted toward the dun where a large group of people were standing outside the ringfort to welcome the visitors.

I tried to keep up with him, though my left side ached when I moved too fast. I watched after my nephew and saw that he had pushed his way through the crowd to stand beside Lucrecia and Maria. Lucrecia’s head was held high, her shoulders rigid. I quickened my step, pushing through the pain, for my friend would need my support today. I arrived just in time to see the first of the Vikings reach the path to the dun. There were fifty of them, all on horseback, and behind them was a carriage pulled by four beautiful grey mares. Everyone was well-dressed, with silks, furs, axes and swords. A good sign. It meant that no slaves had come. I knew Lucrecia could not have borne that.

Sitric was at the front of the retinue, and it was he who passed us first. Broccan gazed up at him, mouth open. He knew who it was without me telling him. Sitric, King of Dublin, was easy to recognise with his long, black beard shining in the summer sun, just the way he was described in the folk songs. He wore a great bear fur cloak, and every finger bore a gold ring. Máelmórda, King of Leinster, brother of Queen Gormflaith, rode beside Sitric, and I recognised one of the other men, Gilla, who rode a little further behind. The other men were a blur of faces. Some seemed familiar, others less so.

Lucrecia clutched my hand as a large man with long, brown hair pulled back into a braid rode past. The tall man’s gaze flitted into the crowd, seeking out the younger women, but as he passed us by, he found Lucrecia and smirked. My friend shuddered but held his stare until it was he who had to return his attention to the Dubliners ahead of him, who were now pulling to a stop. Whoever this was, she knew him. And he had hurt her. I held her tighter.

The carriage came to a stop beside us, the horses unwilling to pull it up the hill to the dun. Whoever it was didn’t wait for the driver to force the horses, and the door swung open. A dishevelled Sláine ran out, arms opening to greet her friends. Like the Viking men, she was dressed in silks and furs, though I could see that the dress had been let out to make room for a growing stomach. The women of the village ran toward her and wrapped her in their arms. “It’s good to be back,” I heard her say.

While she was embracing old friends, King Brian came out of the dun, closely followed by Murchad and Tadc. The king smiled as he saw his daughter, his watchful stare only for her.

Sitric watched this all with a dry expression, perhaps not used to being ignored, then dismounted. Máelmórda dismounted next, then one by one, so did the other Viking men. From the look on their faces, they wanted to be here less than Lucrecia had wanted them to come. They stared at the dun in front of them, some trying to see through the gates and catch a glimpse of the feasting hall within.

These curious stares stopped once Queen Gormflaith walked out of the dun gate. I had expected the men to wave at her, or shout a hello, but no greetings were forthcoming. Perhaps the occasion was too formal, or they, too nervous. Certainly, the queen didn’t encourage it. She didn’t smile, and barely glanced at her son who was the only one who had raised a hand in greeting. I had expected her to be happy to see her family, but she did not appear so. Nonetheless, she walked forward until she reached her husband and then held out her hands. “My son, King Sitric, my brother, King Máelmórda, and the men of Dublin and Leinster, I welcome you into my husband’s home.”

Her tone was civil, the well-known words of welcome rehearsed. Sitric kept his eyes on his mother and, ever so slightly, bowed his head.

King Brian smiled. “I, King Brian of the Dál gCais, King of Munster and King of Leth Moga, welcome you to my dun. Food and wine await you. Please enter as my guests.”

Sláine, not waiting for her husband, ran forward and threw herself into Murchad and Tadc’s arms. King Brian came over and he too wrapped his arms around his daughter, before escorting her into the dun.

The queen waited a moment, then turned, the rounded bump of her stomach making her sway. Tadc placed his hand on her arm to steady her, and the two of them walked into the feasting hall. I pitied the queen. She seemed so unhappy.

“Come, friends of Leinster and Dublin. It’s time to eat and relax after your long journey.” Murchad gestured for the warriors to come through the gate. He smiled and chatted to them about their journey, and this, more than the formal words spoken by the king and queen, relaxed the warriors. The young men of Killaloe came forward to take the horses to the stables, and the warriors strolled into the feasting hall. Now they were closer, I couldn’t help but be impressed by the quality of their clothing. I supposed Sitric was here to show off the wealth generated by his kingdom. To show King Brian that he was worthy of his daughter. The tall man with the brown braided hair was the last to walk in, and he gave Lucrecia a final lingering leer before disappearing past the gate.

“Who is he?” I asked my friend.

“His name is Ulf,” Lucrecia whispered, her voice shaking. “His father was the one who captured me, and his family owned me while I was in Dublin.” She inclined her head toward mine. “He is evil. Don’t ever be alone with him. Promise me.”

“I promise,” I assured her, holding her hand tight.

“They don’t seem to have any slaves with them, at least,” Lucrecia said at last. Her breathing was quick and shallow, and I could see that she was trying to calm herself, for tears were on the verge of falling. “To have seen a slave in Killaloe would have been too much.”

She trembled as she looked back at the gate. Crínoc was waving at her and some of the other women to come inside the dun to help her. The feast would be a grand affair this evening and all the women were being asked to help. “Why don’t I serve tonight, instead of you?” I suggested. “You should spend the evening with Maria and Felicia.”

“I couldn’t ask that. You are King Brian’s healer and were asked to attend the feast. Not to serve food and wine.”

“I don’t care about that.”

Lucrecia went to argue with me again, but I refused to listen. “Please. There’s no need for you to see that man any more than you have to, and you know me well enough to know that I have no interest in attending feasts.”

Lucrecia met my eyes, then finally nodded. “Thanks, Fódla, for being such a good friend. Yes, I need to find my strength. Tomorrow, I will face him and the rest of those slavers with my head held high, but tonight I’d prefer to be with my children. I must speak with them about my time in Dublin. I must find a way to be honest. To warn them.”

I kissed her on the cheek, knowing the pain she was in and that no words would ease them away. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Waiting until she and her daughters had returned to her ráth, I walked up the hill and through the gates to the cooking fires. Crínoc and the older women were setting sliced meat and vegetables onto long wooden platters, while the younger women took the loaded platters and carried them into the hall.

“Fódla, where is Lucrecia?” Crínoc asked once I reached the top of the line.

“She won’t be attending tonight. I have come in her place.”

“The king won’t like that.” She frowned. “You are his healer. There is a seat for you at one of the tables.”

“He won’t mind. I am certain he has no wish to speak with me tonight, not when he has so many other guests.” I held out my arms.

Her eyes narrowed, but then she glanced into the feasting hall and bit her lip. “The other women don’t want to serve King Sitric or Máelmórda. They blame them for Glenmama and the men they’ve lost. You wouldn’t…”

“Of course,” I said. “I shall bring them their food.”

Many of the women in Killaloe had lost family at the battle of Glenmama. I understood their reluctance to speak with the man who led the army against them, for I had found it hard to tend to them in Dublin after Lonán’s death. Bringing together the two sides would be difficult, I could see that clearly now. At this feast we were together, but also apart. The people of Munster on one side of the hall, the warriors of Dublin and Leinster on the other. The only exception was the top table, where King Brian and his family sat with Sitric and Máelmórda. Everyone else needed time to get used to this new alliance. It was hard for me too, but if making friends with old foes was the price of peace, I would gladly pay it.

Crínoc placed the platter of food onto my waiting forearms, and I gripped it tight with my fingers. It was heavy, full of venison, lamb and salmon. Carefully, I walked into the feasting hall. King Brian sat in the centre of the top table with Queen Gormflaith. Murchad, as usual, sat to his right. The walk to the top table was long, and I began to wonder if this was the real reason no one wanted to serve the top table. I kept my eyes trained on my feet, concentrating on not falling over as I made my way along the aisle, and trying desperately to stop my arms from shaking under the strain of holding the platter flat.

“Fódla, please, let me help you.”

I looked up to find Murchad walking toward me. He took the platter from my arms and set it on the table beside his father. This was the first time we’d stood beside each other since the festival of Saint Brigid, and I could feel the heat rise into my cheeks.

“Thank you, Murchad.”

“Tell Crínoc not to load it up so much next time. It’s too heavy.”

Not knowing what to say, I nodded, then made my way back out of the feasting hall. The next platter was already waiting. Roasted onions, boiled cabbage and carrots. Honey bread too. This was lighter and so I picked it up, determined to show Murchad that I could manage. I was more successful this time and reached the table without shaking. As gracefully as I could manage, I set the platter down on the table between Sláine and Sitric.

“Fódla!” Sláine shrieked as she noticed me. “How are you?”

“I am well, Sláine.” I returned her smile. “I hope you are in good health.”

She giggled and patted her stomach. She was in an excitable mood, which boded well for the feast. Her brother Tadc was in a good humour too, and he kept filling her plate with different cuts of meat.

“I have missed you,” she said as I went to move away. “Please, come to my house tomorrow so we can talk.”

“That’s if you’re not too tired after the feast,” I replied, grinning. “There will be dancing tonight, yes?”

This caught Sitric’s attention, and he turned to say something, before recoiling at the sight of my scars. The words in his mouth disappeared.

Sláine saw but ignored her husband’s reaction. “Plenty of dancing, yes. Will you get up with me, Fódla? Like you did when we were in Meath. We will dance all night.”

“If you wish it, though you must remember I was a very poor dan—”

“Fódla.”

I turned to find the queen staring at me.

She gave me a thin smile. “Fódla, could you find some wine for my brother? Tell Crínoc this will not do. The wine from Dublin is best. And some milk for me. The baby is making me feel sick.”

Her tone was civil. I couldn’t quite believe it. I had assumed she still believed I was a leper, in which case her opinion of me had improved, for she would not ask a leper to fetch a wine jug for her brother.

“Yes, Queen Gormflaith,” I said.

King Brian nodded. “Bring enough for me as well, Fódla.”

I walked back to the tables at the back of the fort where the vases of wine and cups of milk were kept and brought them to the top table.

“Thank you, Fódla,” the queen said as I set her milk down. She gave another thin smile, then once again spoke to King Máelmórda. He was complimenting her on how she looked, but I could see his eyes focused on her grey hair when he thought she wasn’t looking. Yes, her hair had begun to turn grey since her arrival in Munster, and her skin wrinkled around her eyes and lips. It was said that babies stole their mother’s beauty when they grew within them. Gormflaith was still beautiful, but age was catching up with her. I hoped King Máelmórda managed to conceal his interest, for I was certain it would upset the queen if she knew he’d noticed.

As the food was consumed and wine drunk, the dance started and Sláine called me to join her. She was laughing even before the music started, her eyes shining. I’d come to know the steps of these dances by now, though had never joined in during my time in Killaloe. I did my best, however, and, even with my bad leg and shoulder, was able to move in rhythm to the music.

This dance involved having the crowd stand in two lines, with their partner standing opposite. As the music played, the two lines moved back and forth and then weaved around the couple on the right side. Once the music sped up, everyone moved to the centre to make an arch. Then each couple would take turns to run through until they reached the back, and they too raised their hands to continue the arch. Once everyone was through, the dance was over.

Sláine and I moved back and forth toward each other, then one by one, other couples moved either side of us. I found Murchad standing opposite me, with his partner, Crínoc, to my right. Sláine pointed at her brother, smirking, because for once he was dancing. He didn’t like to dance. I remembered that from Meath. He said women expected marriage proposals. To that end, with Crínoc, he was safe. She was married, and her husband and Murchad were friends. Pátraic stood by the firepit, stamping his feet along with the music, cheering his wife when it was her turn to dance through the arch.

To stand so close to Murchad felt strange, the hair on my arms prickling as I moved around him and Crínoc. That was the beauty of dancing, I guessed, the allure of it for some people. To be close, without the need of talk.

*

Murchad was standing outside the ringfort when I walked by the gates. I stilled as I saw him, surprised that he had managed to get away from the feast before I had. Somehow, I found my words.

“Evening, Murchad.”

I wrapped my shawl around my shoulders, then quickened my step toward home, glad I had not mumbled or stuttered.

“I was waiting for you,” he said quietly.

I stopped and turned.

“I knew after Sláine made you dance, you’d want to leave.”

He knew me so well. That realisation made my heart ache. “Are you sick?” I asked.

“No.” He moved forward until he stood on the path beside me. “I wanted to tell you that we are friends still. That hasn’t changed. That will never change. Can we not speak as we once did?”

I wanted that more than anything, but it was hard to act a lie.

“I wanted to apologise for what I said to you at Imbolc. And for being so quiet in the months since.”

“You don’t need to apologise. I’ve been quiet too. I felt…”

“Awkward?” Murchad finished, the shy smile suggesting that he had felt that way himself.

I nodded.

“Not every day you reject a prince, I suppose.”

“Not every day,” I said. “Just once every couple of years or so.”

Murchad laughed. “Let’s forget about it. Let’s go back to a time when you told me about all the things I was doing wrong. I much preferred it to us not talking.”

“All right then,” I said, relaxing enough to smile. “Friends it is.”

“Good. I have a—” Murchad stopped. Someone was calling out his name. Not his father, maybe Tadc or Eocha. There were plenty of Viking warriors walking around the ringfort, and as prince he was expected to talk with them, not me.

“You need to go back?”

Murchad sighed. “Aye.” He glanced up at the dun. Sitric and Ulf were standing by the gate, pointing out over the river. It was time for Murchad to go, to entertain the men who he had invited into his home.

“Watch out for that one,” I whispered. “Ulf.”

“The tall one?”

“Yes. Lucrecia says he is very cruel.”

“He owned her? Before?”

I nodded.

“Is that why she didn’t attend the feast?”

“Yes.”

“I wanted to talk to you about that. After she spoke at the Imbolc festival and said she didn’t want them to come, I thought it might be because of something like this. I am leaving Killaloe tomorrow with the Dublin shipbuilders, and it has come to me how I can help her.”

“Go on.”

“The ships need to be built at the Shannon estuary. It’s where we’ve felled the timber for them. Sitric and his shipbuilders are coming with us. The other Dublin men are staying here, Ulf being one of them.”

“Why?”

Murchad looked at his feet for a moment.

“Are they hostages?”

“I wouldn’t say that. Guests.”

But the look on his face as I said the word hostages let me know that was exactly what they were. If Sitric failed to show them how to construct the ships, then King Brian had leverage over them. That meant, however, that Ulf could be here for months.

“Lucrecia can’t be near him for so—”

“I know. That’s why I will ask her to come with us. She can cook for the shipbuilders, even bring Maria and Felicia along if she wants. But I know that if I ask only her and her daughters, she’ll know what I’m about. Which is why I was hoping you’d come too.”

“Me? Why me?”

“Shipbuilding can be dangerous from what I hear.”

I didn’t like the thought of it, leaving Killaloe, but I’d do anything to help Lucrecia, and given how frightened she had appeared this afternoon, I couldn’t bear the thought of her being in the presence of Ulf for months on end.

“Fine,” I said. “I will come.”

“Tairdelbach is coming too, so I suppose you had better bring Broccan.”

“Ah,” I smiled. “The real reason I’ve been invited emerges.”

He shook his head. “You know that’s not true.”

“A little bit true?”

He shrugged, laughing a little, then made his way to the dun. Sitric and Ulf turned to speak with him and Murchad joined their conversation. It was the way of kings and princes, to speak to each other like this. That they were enemies only months ago didn’t matter. They were holding the truce and showing their people that it had to be done.

And it was working. There was peace.

For now.


Killaloe, August 1000

Gormflaith

Máelmórda stared at me during the feast, his eyes scanning my hair, over and over. I could feel his confusion, the desire to work out my trick as his eyes creased and his forehead furrowed. I twirled one of the grey curls around my finger and ever so furtively glanced his way. He frowned, quickly looking away, exactly the way he had done when he was a child and couldn’t work out what Father wanted him to do. When he was a boy, he would cry or shout or hit out at those around him. Not tonight. Tonight, he waited. It hurt him, yes, but he did it.

As the night waned and the music finished, Brian’s guests and extended family members went to bed, leaving only Brian, Murchad, Tadc, Máelmórda, Sitric and myself at the top table, while Sláine and some of her friends sat around another table, close to the firepit at the far end of the hall.

“We have interesting news,” Máelmórda said to my husband.

Sitric leaned in. “Sechnall has been approaching the Ulaid and Bréifne kings since Glenmama. The northern Ó’Neills too.”

King Brian nodded, but otherwise did not move.

“He has asked them to fight for him so he can defeat you,” Sitric said. “He wants to be High King of all Ireland again.”

Brian gave nothing away which, out of all his admirable qualities, was the most infuriating. At length, he leaned forward to push away his cup of ale. “I know.”

He watched Sláine, who warmed her hands against the fire. He smiled as she said something to one of her friends that produced an outbreak of laughter, seemingly disinterested in what Máelmórda and Sitric had told him. Was this a charade? Did he really know that Sechnall was scheming? Or was he bluffing? No messengers from the north had come here these last few weeks, not that I knew of, anyway.

“Did you hear,” Máelmórda continued, too delighted with his news to work out Brian’s lack of reaction, “that he told Flaithbertach, the Ó’Neill prince, that he would concede the high-kingship to his uncle, if all the Ó’Neills agreed to go to war against you.”

Brian and Murchad glanced at each other. Brian leaned back in his chair. Murchad smirked. The two of them were so alike, giving nothing away. Did they know, or didn’t they? Tadc, however, glanced at his father, his eyes widening. The weak link. No, they didn’t know. Máelmórda caught Tadc’s reaction, too.

“He’d rather kill you than be High King himself.” Máelmórda laughed. “That’s how much he hates you. He’s a desperate old fool and his power is failing.”

“Which means he’s ripe for the taking.” Sitric’s hand ran down the length of his beard.

There was venom in his voice, a venom that I had not heard before. He was learning then, learning how hard it was to be king when wars did not go your way. Learning how to deal with betrayal. He was learning the lesson late, for if he’d learned back when Olaf had told him he was leaving Dublin, we would not be here. Sitric continued to glower at his cup, and this was not lost on Murchad, who eyed him keenly. I wished Sitric would control his emotions. He was making it so easy for Brian or Máelmórda to use him, with his thoughts worn so plainly on his face.

Had Sitric always been so foolish? As a mother, had I failed him by being so wrapped up in seeking his love and approval? Onguen had played him like a fool. Gilla would too if he wasn’t careful, and now he had given Brian all the information he needed to do likewise. I shouldn’t care. Sitric had betrayed me, but the old feelings still lingered. I still wanted to protect him from a world that sought to tear him down.

“What did the Ulaid kings say?” I asked, pinching Sitric in the leg. His eyes lifted, and he evened his expression.

“They said no.” Máelmórda laughed. “Even they have turned against Sechnall.” He looked at my husband, his laughter suddenly gone. “You should attack him before he attacks you.”

Brian shook his head. “No. I don’t think so.”

“Then he will think you are weak,” Sitric said, staring at his father-in-law.

Brian eyed Sitric. A glimmer of disapproval swam in his eyes, but then it left, leaving only a blank stare in its wake. “Are your men ready to build my ships?”

Sitric nodded. “Falk and I will travel tomorrow to oversee the building of the fleet. Thirty of the men I brought with me are the best shipbuilders in the whole of Dublin, and more men are sailing to the Shannon estuary to assist. If your men have cut the wood to Falk’s instructions, you will have your fleet by spring.”

“Good,” Brian said. “I look forward to it.”

Máelmórda wagged his finger and laughed. “Ah, so you do mean to war with Sechnall. You intend to sail up the River Shannon with your men to surprise him.”

“No.” Brian poured himself a small glass of wine. He moved slowly as he poured, purposefully. Only when he set the jug down did he look at my brother. “War is not my plan. I’d much rather bring up the jewels and furs I took from Dublin and fetch a good price. The Ó’Neill kings have not allowed any Viking ports in their territory and dislike trading with Vikings. But they will trade with me.”

Sitric looked disappointed, but Máelmórda laughed. “King Brian. We are united now by family.” He clasped his hand around Tadc’s shoulder. “We don’t need to keep secrets from each other.”

Murchad rolled his eyes. “We aren’t keeping secrets.”

“Oh, but you are. You want Sitric’s ships so you can attack the north. Why don’t you just say it?” Máelmórda’s eyes were shining now. “I want to kill Sechnall. See. It’s easy to speak the truth. Why don’t you have a go?”

“I can’t say what isn’t true.” Murchad’s dark blue eyes glimmered. “We want ships so we can trade with the north. That’s it.”

“Then why make the ships so big?” Máelmórda rubbed at the ring on his left hand. When neither Brian nor Murchad spoke, Máelmórda took a breath. “Sitric and I are not well disposed toward Sechnall. He is a liar. And a coward. The men of Dublin and Leinster have no loyalty to the Ó’Neills of the north, who look down upon the rest of us. There, I’ve said something else that is true.”

“For a change.”

Murchad frowned, the words had escaped him. But rather than take offence, Máelmórda laughed all the harder. Oh, but he could irritate when he wanted. He could provoke like the best of them. And here he was, already getting under the skin of Murchad mac Brian.

“You’ve made a start with the truth, Murchad.” Máelmórda raised his glass. “I am proud of you. Please, keep going.”

Murchad tutted. “If Sechnall is a coward, so are you. You blinded Donnchad because you couldn’t beat him in battle. You hid inside a yew tree because you could not defeat me.”

“What you say is true,” Máelmórda said. “I did hide from you. You are a famous warrior. I dishonoured myself, but I did it for my people.”

Tadc snorted. “You dishonoured yourself for your people. I’ve never heard a king say that before.”

“Donnchad and his family treated my kin badly,” Máelmórda replied. “There were many grievances between our two clans, many things that you don’t know. Now that I am king, I have rectified that. If I had let you kill me, the Uí Donnchada clan would still rule Leinster and my people would still suffer, whereas now they do not.”

This time, it was Murchad who laughed. “So, you dishonoured yourself to protect your people. I see. I see. And to think all this time I misunderstood you.”

Máelmórda raised his cup. “Time will tell, Murchad. You think poorly of me, I know. That will change, though, when you see the peace we can give Ireland as friends rather than enemies. I am but one man. I would rather people thought badly of me, and my kinsmen prospered, than the other way around.”

Oh, my brother had a way with words. My father had been the same to an extent, and my mother was a master at weaving stories. Murchad, once so haughty, so sure of himself, now didn’t know what to think.

Sitric set his cup on the table. He too had watched his uncle, and this time his voice was more measured. “We should unite as allies. Ireland should not be split between you and Sechnall.” He locked eyes with his father-in-law. “You should be High King.”

Brian twisted his lips. “Should I?”

“Why not?” Sitric’s voice faltered, and he took a breath to steady himself. “With the armies of Leinster and Dublin at your side, you would win.”

King Brian sighed. “The north doesn’t unite behind Sechnall because he is weak and they are biding their time, but if we were to make a stake for the high-kingship, that would all change. And it would change quickly. There is a reason none of the Viking kings could win a port in the north. They fight fiercely up there. The clans bicker like dogs, but when an enemy circles, they group together like wolves.”

Máelmórda leaned back in his chair. “You are right. Fighting is all they do up there, and that is why they are being left behind. When the English poets visit them, they liken them to barbarians. They say the Vikings are now more civilised than they, and they complain the Ulaid have not taken God into their hearts as they should. The men of the north used to be High Kings. Now they are kings of half a land.” He winked at me. “And soon, once you have your fleet, they will be king of nothing. Like the Tuatha Dé Danann, they will have to dig underground to find something to rule over. Kings of the dirt. Kings of piss-water and rock.”

“You dismiss them too easily. The English poets say what the English tell them to.” Murchad twisted his empty cup with his wrist, making the veins in his arm bulge. “And you tell us information we already know.”

“You didn’t know it all.” Máelmórda shook his head.

“We knew enough.”

“If you truly want this pact between us to be more than trade, prove yourselves,” King Brian said. Calm as always, but with grit in his voice.

“Tell us how.”

“I will,” he said. “When the time is right. Afterwards, if you have proven loyal, we will talk more.” He stood then and gave a quick nod to Máelmórda and Sitric. “Enough talk of war. Tonight is for family, and I wish to speak with my daughter.” He strode over to Sláine, who was still sitting at the far table with her friends. Tadc followed him.

Murchad rose too. “Goodnight,” he said to me, then glanced at Máelmórda and Sitric. “I’ll leave you to catch up.”

“He’s a self-righteous bastard,” Sitric grumbled as Murchad left the feasting hall.

“The walls can hear you, son. Don’t speak so loudly.”

Sitric shrugged.

“Are you not going to speak with your wife?”

As I suspected, he didn’t look too eager. King Brian and Tadc were still there, all of them laughing and smiling at each other. Hugging Sláine, kissing her cheek. Giving out smiles they had never given Sitric.

“I see enough of my wife. I haven’t seen my mother in almost a year.”

“You haven’t written to her either.”

“You haven’t written to me.”

“Stop fighting. It’s boring.” Máelmórda poured some wine into each of our cups and raised his into the air. “We are family. Family sticks together.” He stared at me as he spoke, his eyes lingering once more on my grey hair. “And if we don’t like each other, we pretend that we do.”

“I am sorry, Mother,” Sitric said at length. “I should not have married you to Brian.”

While I hadn’t been seeking an apology, I had to confess I welcomed these words. Well, if we had decided to speak truths, there were a few things I wanted to say.

“You’ve left yourself weak, Sitric. You are King of Dublin, but you are young and have an Irish wife. The Christians now have too much sway in your city, and Gilla is breathing down your neck. You must be careful, for there is no one left to hear the whispers. Harald is dead, and you sent me away.”

“As I am finding out.” He took a sip of the wine. “It’s only because Gilla left Dublin when he was a child that the warriors do not warm to him, otherwise I suspect he would already be king.”

“They will replace you if you lose another battle. Gilla isn’t your only rival.” I glanced over at the Viking men who were talking by the fort doors. Ulf was wealthy. If he put his mind to it, he could make trouble for Sitric.

Sitric followed the line of my gaze and sighed. “If I… If I could just prove myself in battle, show the gods favoured me once more, things would be better. Unfortunately” – he glanced at Brian – “your husband seems set against one.”

I understood what he spoke of. The Viking people did not like kings who sat in their halls and did nothing. It was not entertaining, and the gods rarely favoured such cowardice. Yes, Sitric needed a battle, but one that he could win.

Máelmórda found his voice and leaned in. “King Brian talks only of peace, and Sechnall is a wounded animal bereft of allies. It sounds like there will be no war at all. And yet, you are right. You must win something.”

“How can I win a battle that doesn’t exist?”

I leaned forward too, lowering my voice. “You must create one. Find Sechnall a new friend. Sechnall is desperate and will go to war if he believes there is even the slightest chance that he can defeat Brian. If the Ó’Neills will not fight with him, someone else will. Find him an ally who is weak and who you can defeat. Then you will have the glory you seek, and you will prove to King Brian that he can trust you. Two birds. One stone.”

Sitric was about to say something, but Máelmórda raised his hand. “I have an idea, nephew. Leave it with me.” He pointed at the walls. The walls are listening. Sitric nodded.

I shifted in my seat and stared at my daughter-in-law as she kissed her father on the cheek. “Go to Sláine,” I said to Sitric, “and apologise for whatever it is you have done. Let her father see you try.”

“According to her, I’ve done a great many things. I can’t keep track of them all.”

“She is a wife,” Máelmórda said. “You are too romantic. Wives are for making sons, not for love. I told you this before. Be nice to your wife, give her compliments, spend a little time with the children, but don’t trouble yourself with anything more. For romance and lust, find yourself another woman. There are plenty of them in Dublin. Plenty of them all over the world.”

“Whores pretend to love you for your gold, and the Viking girls all want to be a second wife.” Sitric’s frown at last broke into a smile. “It seems there is no solution to my problem.”

Máelmórda snorted. “If you are so easily put off, then I cannot help you. I’m sure if you put your mind to it, you could find a beautiful shepherd’s daughter, or a young nun, eager to escape.”

“No. I don’t want that. I want… love. Someone who loves me for being me. Like the way Frigg was with Harald.”

“Frigg?” I clicked my tongue. “You must be desperate if she is your dream woman.”

“Not in how she looked, but in the way she adored Harald. Gods! Do you remember, she could be mad at him one minute and then kissing him the next? When he had the fever one year, she fed him broth every hour and wouldn’t leave his side. She—”

“Grow up, Sitric.” This time it was me who snapped. “You are not a child any longer. You think it was only love that brewed her soup, or the fact she had seven children to feed and clothe?”

Sitric shook his head. “That’s not true. She loved him. Truly.”

“Aye, she did. But she needed him as well.” I nodded down at Sláine, her arms wrapped over her stomach. “She doesn’t love you and never will, but she is her father’s daughter, so you must learn to be kind. And love… well, my son, it’s not so easy. We feel it so briefly and it can disappear in an instant. To think on it so often is a foolish endeavour. You must learn to harden your heart and live without it or else learn to escape in the pretence of it.”

“And become as cold as you, Mother?”

“Oh, you must be colder.” I met his gaze then, seeing the boy within his eyes, still there, buried inside a man’s body. I had loved that boy and he had loved me. Slowly, I took his hand in mine and kissed it. The skin was rough. Not like the silky-smooth skin that used to be there. He had laughed back then. Laughed and squealed with delight with only me as his friend. When had that disappeared? I could not recall.

I set his hand back on his lap. “I hate to say it, but do what Máelmórda says. Be kind if nothing else. It will make your life easier.”

“Yes. I will try.”

Glad he had listened, I edged closer to my son. “We are playing a longer game this time. Sláine is part of the game. Win her trust. Then her father will follow.” I lowered my voice to scarce more than a whisper. “We are living in the age of war. It will not be long before you are standing in a shield wall again, but before that happens you must strengthen Dublin. Make sure the city is ready to withstand whatever comes. This is why the gods have given you another chance. Don’t squander it looking for love. You are a warlord. You are Hector. Not Paris.”

Sitric nodded, rose out of his chair, and walked toward his wife, managing to force a smile onto his face. He pressed a hand against her stomach. Sláine watched her husband. She wasn’t smiling, but the timid frown had left.

“Come, Sláine,” Sitric said. “You must be tired after travelling for so long, even though you don’t look it.”

Sláine smiled, took his hand, and then bid her family goodnight.

Máelmórda smirked as he watched them go. “Ah, young love.”

“Did you ever experience it?”

“I’ve experienced it plenty.”

I rolled my eyes. “You’ve never loved anyone more than yourself.”

“Maybe for a day or two. At the start… once or twice.” Máelmórda shrugged, lost in thought for a moment, as if pondering my question in earnest. Then he turned to me and tugged at my hair.

“How did you do this, then? It’s rather good.”

“Ah.” Now we were getting to it. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

“I would. My beard isn’t going to conceal my youth forever. I need a few grey hairs in the next few years. A wrinkle or two wouldn’t hurt.” His finger reached to touch the skin to the side of my eyes.

I pulled back. “Uh, uh. You’ll have to wait until I tell you. Later.”

Máelmórda reluctantly agreed. “Tomorrow, then, sweet sister.”

He strolled down the hall to make his way to the house that he had been allocated within the dun. He glanced at some of the young women clearing away the leftover food as he walked. That made me laugh. He had five wives now, countless lovers, and that was still never enough for him. He always wanted another.

I glanced at the gold ring on my finger. The one Amlav had given me. Then at the silver one on my thumb, which Brian had given me on our wedding day. I cared for neither husband, and it had been many years since a man had made me feel anything. I closed my eyes and remembered how Olaf looked at me sometimes. His eyes had been dead, just like his heart, and yet I knew he had wanted me. That. That was what I wanted. That was why he came to my mind when I lay with Brian on our wedding night and when I was alone. I would find that again one day, one day when Ireland belonged to the Fomorians.

But not now.

Love was as absent to me as sunshine on a rainy day, and it would be a long time before the clouds would clear.


The Road to Cill Rois, September 1000

Fódla

My horse plodded along the mud path as we followed the River Shannon south. The shipbuilders’ camp at Cill Rois was only another day away and was where we’d end our journey. Our pace was slower than originally intended and Sitric’s shipbuilders and Murchad’s workmen had ridden ahead of us after the first day. Murchad had insisted. The building needed to start, but he quickly realised their pace was too quick for Tairdelbach and Broccan. Sitric, Falk and Colgú had offered to accompany Murchad, something I guessed Sitric felt obliged to do rather than wanted.

The days were long, but not too arduous, though I had noticed Senna flying overhead at times. I was relieved he no longer watched me day and night, though the knowledge he could come back at any time meant I was never truly at ease.

Lucrecia, Maria, Felicia and I had joined the slower group, and they rode beside me today. The two girls chatted, both eyeing Colgú as he rode on ahead with Murchad, Tairdelbach, Broccan and the other men. Colgú would glance backward every so often and grin, which made the two girls giggle, but Maria’s gaze lingered often on Colgú long after Felicia’s attention had turned elsewhere.

Lucrecia stared vacantly at the ground, quiet and solemn. She spoke to her girls or to me when asked a question, but that aside, she was lost in her own thoughts, and when they consumed her, her smile would falter, and tears pricked at the corners of her eyes. I thought she would be happy. She was away from Ulf. Maria and Felicia were with her. But if anything, her mood had deteriorated since we left Killaloe.

“Do you want some honey-bread, Lucrecia?” I patted the fresh bread I had baked that morning, which was now wrapped up in my saddlebag. “It’s delicious, even if I say so myself.”

My friend lifted her head and held out her hand. “Delicious, you say? I have high expectations.”

I broke the loaf, handed over a chunk, and watched as she took a bite. She grunted approvingly and gave me a smile as her delicate hands moved to wipe the crumbs from her lips. Her fingers shook.

I edged my horse closer to hers so that we could speak without her daughter’s hearing. “I wish you would tell me what is bothering you?”

She shook her head.

“Is it Sitric or Falk? Did they hurt you in Dublin?”

“No. Sitric was a boy when I lived there. I never spoke to Falk.” Her fingers tightened their grip around the reins.

“Then is it Maria and Colgú?”

She sighed, her shoulders slumping. “He asked for her hand before we left Killaloe and I agreed. He is a good man, and I am happy for them… and Maria has chosen her husband, which is what I’ve always wanted for her.” She gave me a watery smile. “His mother wants to meet her first, though. Before he can ask Maria himself.”

“Does she know about this meeting?” I glanced at Maria, who was once again talking with her sister, her smile wide and shoulders relaxed.

Lucrecia nodded. “She’s excited. I suppose I should be thankful for that. I did not get the opportunity to…” Her voice trailed away, and she glanced up at Sitric and Falk, her frown returning.

“She won’t be far away,” I said, guessing the source of her pain. “She can visit when—”

“It’s not that.” A tear fell down Lucrecia’s cheek. “Colgú’s land is along the coast. The Vikings could start raiding again, or new clans could sail over. If that happens, it will be Colgú’s land they come to first. They will sail up this river and kill them all.”

“We have to keep our hope that the peace will hold.” I pointed over to Murchad and Sitric, who were riding side by side in front of us. “If they hold their truce, then it will be possible for Maria and Felicia… and Broccan too, to know a time of peace.”

Lucrecia stared over at Colgú, then her two daughters. Her mouth tightened. She wiped her cheeks and breathed deeply until a smile appeared. “Girls, what are you finding so funny? Tell me everything.”

“Colgú keeps winking at Maria when he thinks I’m not looking, Mama.” Felicia sniggered. “But I’ve caught him out. Look, see if you can catch him.”

A fresh bout of laughter erupted from Maria and Felicia as Colgú turned and gave an exaggerated wink, and this time Lucrecia joined in. I could hear how it was forced, but I didn’t question her further. She needed respite from her worries, and a moment of joy with her children was the best place to find it.

“Mama,” Felicia shouted, “Maria told me that Colgú is more beautiful than—”

Maria smacked her sister on her leg. “Be quiet. No, I didn’t.”

This made Felicia laugh even harder. Lucrecia laughed too, but Maria widened her eyes in protest. “Mama, she is embarrassing me.”

“Yes, that’s enough, Felicia,” Lucrecia chided.

“And you are snorting like a baby pig,” Maria muttered under her breath.

Felicia’s mouth gaped open, then she gave a mischievous grin. “More beautiful than a summer morn—”

Maria punched her sister in the leg. Hard. Felicia groaned, still sniggering, then fended her sister’s hand away with slaps of her own, before Maria landed another hit.

Lucrecia burst into a fresh peal of laughter, this time genuine, and I chuckled along with them. Felicia’s laugh was infectious. Even Maria couldn’t stop herself from smiling.

Colgú, Broccan and Tairdelbach turned their horses to wait for us, intrigued by all the commotion.

“What are you laughing at?” Tairdelbach demanded.

“Never you mind,” Maria said.

Tairdelbach frowned.

“That is today’s lesson, son,” Murchad said, he too having decided to wait for us. “When it comes to secrets, you have to be patient.”

As our horses caught up with theirs, Maria reached forward and ruffled Tairdelbach’s hair. “Come,” she said, “why don’t you ride with us today? There is no way Eocha, Colgú, Sitric and Falk are having more fun than us.”

Tairdelbach’s frown disappeared, and he stared at Maria, for once lost for words. I could see why: Maria was radiant today. Her beautiful smile, long dark hair and slim face could melt the heart of any man. But she had found the man she wanted. Colgú adored her; that was obvious to everyone, and though the lives of mortals were short and fragile, I knew they’d make each other happy with the time they shared.

Aoife had always wanted to get married. A man like Colgú would have been perfect for her.

Murchad pulled his horse in beside mine. “Have you ever been this far south?”

How strange that he should ask me this question now, when Aoife was on my mind, for I had been here once, with Aoife when she was a child, maybe around Felicia’s age. It had been a beautiful day, and Tomas, Aoife and I had enjoyed each other’s company… but then she had spotted a mortal man fishing in the river and smiled at him. He had smiled back. That had been the start of it. The start of Tomas keeping her locked away in the fortress.

“What are you thinking? Or is it a secret?”

“I’m not thinking of anything.”

“Liar.”

I glanced up at him. He was right. It wasn’t nothing. My mind tried to formulate a response. I was thinking about Maria and Colgú, or Lucrecia, or Broccan, but the lies wouldn’t turn into words.

“I was thinking of my daughter. She liked to swim in rivers.”

“That is a nice memory to have.” He spoke cautiously, gently. He had not asked about my daughter since I told him at Glenmama. I was grateful for that. “Was she a good swimmer?”

“Yes.”

“Then maybe she would have been able to swim where we are going. Few can. Only the best swimmers. The currents are strong at the estuary, and sea waves crash into the river mouth when it is high tide. It is very beautiful, though.”

“So I hear,” I replied. “Colgú was telling us all about it, last night.”

Murchad grinned. He seemed at ease today, the wind in his hair and the sun on his face. We had first met five years ago and since then the faint lines had deepened at the corners of his eyes and forehead. But today, when he lifted his head to the sun, they faded. “It is a truth that all men say their homeland is the most beautiful, but I must confess, Colgú is right. It’s wonderful at Cill Rois.”

“Have you been there often?”

Murchad nodded, his grin wistful. “Áinfean was from the Uí Fidgenti clan.”

Oh, yes. His wife. The memories would be both bitter and sweet. Not wanting him to fall into sadness, I spoke quickly.

“Describe it to me, then. What makes it so beautiful?”

“The river widens to meet the sea at the estuary, and it is there that the calm grass and forests make way for something completely wild. Peace meets chaos. There are a few islands in the river, some right at the mouth. When I first married Áinfean, I stayed there for a while, and every day I would swim out to the furthest island. One day there was a mighty storm. The waves were thrown up so high they almost submerged the land when they crashed down on me.”

The image of Murchad standing on a rocky island during a storm couldn’t quite form in my mind. Murchad was so serious. Too serious for that.

“Áinfean’s family must have thought you mad.”

“I suppose they did.”

“Is this what you dream of? An island and standing there during a storm.”

“Sometimes.”

I laughed. “Is that who you truly are? A crazy man, clinging to the rocks.”

“Back then, I was.”

“What changed?”

“Many things.” He lowered his head and the lines along his forehead and sides of his eyes deepened again.

Ah, I had pushed him too far.

As if in tandem with his mood, the sunshine disappeared behind a thick cloud and even though the air was bright, a light drizzle began to fall. I pulled my cloak tighter around me and stared at the horizon, hoping that the clouds would pass. Alas, more clouds loomed there, lower and darker.

Murchad sighed. “Well, it can be beautiful. When it doesn’t rain.”

I lifted my hands to let the light drizzle sprinkle my skin with tiny droplets. “There’s nothing wrong with a bit of rain.”

“That’s because you see the best in everything.” He glanced at Eocha, who was hunched over his horse with a cloak wrapped around his head, frowning. “The same cannot be said for everybody.”

I laughed at the grim picture Eocha made, his hunched body the picture of misery. “Well, you’ve taken him away from his stables and a nightly feast in King Brian’s dun, just to watch other men build ships.”

Murchad nodded, though his eyes shifted away.

I had not meant to pry. It was merely an observation, and yet now I’d said it, Eocha’s presence was odd. Why had he and Murchad come to watch the shipbuilding? They had many men at their disposal who could have done this for them.

“I’d better rescue him,” Murchad said. “He doesn’t find conversation with Sitric easy.”

With that, he urged his horse forward until he caught up with Eocha and the two Viking men.

We rode late into the evening, set up a quick camp, and divided out our remaining food. We were all eager to reach the main camp in the morning, and after days of travel, exhaustion helped me to find sleep quickly.

The next day was bright and dry, and without taking much in the way of breakfast, we made our way toward the Uí Fidgenti clan lands.

Broccan and Tairdelbach were bundles of energy, and Murchad and Eocha had a hard time keeping them in check.

“Look,” Maria squealed. “There they are.”

We breached the hill to find the wooden planks, already cut for the ships, laid out on the grass in the field beneath us. A small wooden platform had been built in the river, where one of the ships, further on than the rest, with the hull and keel already completed, could be anchored while the men worked on the mast and oar ports. A group of younger shipbuilders were painting the planks of wood with a dark, slimy mixture.

“What’s that?” Broccan asked.

“It’s pine sap and wool. It waterproofs the wood,” Falk replied, grinning at the sight before him. “That is also why the wooden planks overlap each other. Keeping out the water is the biggest challenge when building a ship.”

Sitric whistled at the sight. “What do you say, Falk? Have the Irish readied the wood to your liking?”

Falk leaned forward on his horse, squinting at the view in front of him, then spat on the ground. “I sent my best men on ahead to show them what to do and the oak planks here are quartersawn. I suppose the Irish can’t have messed it up too badly with a Viking to lead the way.”

Sitric grinned at Murchad. “Don’t mind Falk. He doesn’t like it when trees are felled, especially when unskilled men make a mess of it and waste them.”

“Tell him not to worry so. We have thousands of trees.”

“You do,” Sitric said. “But Falk believes the wood can speak to him. He hears the trees’ pain.”

Sitric and Eocha laughed while Falk glared in our direction.

“Oh, the trees can speak,” I said. “They don’t like being cut down at all.”

Falk stared as if looking at me for the first time, even though we’d been travelling together for weeks. “No tree likes to be cut down, true, but the trees learn to love the sea. They like to explore and talk to the waves.”

Sitric’s eyes filled with mirth. “Do you speak to the trees too, Fódla? Perhaps Falk is not as big a fool as I thought.”

I shook my head. I shouldn’t have spoken.

But Falk wasn’t so easily dissuaded from continuing our conversation. “In my homeland, they say women with red hair are witches and can talk to plants and animals.”

Murchad frowned. “Do not speak of Fódla like that.”

Falk snorted. “It is no insult. The völva are powerful. It is only you Christians who are frightened by such talk. Your God is greedy. He only wants power for Himself and His son. It is not the case with pagans. The gods give power to many.”

Eocha shook his head. “What about the Viking kings? You share your power, do you?”

Falk grinned. “We don’t share it, but anyone can take power if they want it enough. The gods favour the brave.”

“Is that why you enslave so many?” Lucrecia cut in, her voice hard and bitter.

I hadn’t seen her standing behind me. If I had, I would have moved away and walked with her along the river. But I could see now that there was no holding her back. The rage she had held tight, suddenly let free. “Do you see others as being so weak that they don’t deserve freedom?”

The grin left Falk’s face. Sitric’s too. Murchad and Eocha caught each other’s eye. I felt them searching for something to say that would pacify her. But that wasn’t fair. Lucrecia had every right to say how she felt.

“Lucrecia has a good point,” I agreed, staring at Sitric. “Why do you catch and sell people? You talk of glory and the gods watching you. I can’t imagine any god wanting to see people taken from their homes.”

Sitric caught a breath. “I am inclined to agree with you both. I have no love of slaves.”

“Then why do you catch them?” Lucrecia asked.

“Me?” Sitric’s eyes widened. “I’ve never captured a slave in my life.”

“You buy them though.”

“I do. I buy slaves for my fort. To cook and clean. I’ve bought men that can fight for me. This is true.”

“If you are buying them, then you are part of the problem.”

Sitric snorted. “You have a naive view of the world, Lucrecia. There are slaves everywhere. This Rome you Christians speak of. They conquered the world and made slaves out of many nations, no?”

Lucrecia glared, her nostrils flaring. “I don’t care what everyone else does. Your people ruined my life.”

Sitric cast his eyes over Maria and Felicia. “Doesn’t look like it to me. You married a cousin of a king and have two beautiful daughters.”

“And so I should be grateful?” Lucrecia’s eyes widened. “Grateful that I endured years of cruelty? No. Never.”

Sitric sighed. “You are talking to me as if I don’t understand. I do. Someone I loved very much was a slave, and if I could, I would have taken all her pain away. Believe me, I am sorry.”

“Then stop the slave ships coming here.”

“If I do that, all the slaves that are caught will go north to Iceland. Do you know what happens to the slaves who make it there? The wind is so cold it can strip the skin from a man’s back in a single day.”

Lucrecia lowered her eyes. She knew this. Everybody did. It was said the wind was so cold it killed most of the slaves within the first winter.

“I am sorry, Lucrecia. I am sorry for all your troubles but stopping the slave ships coming to Dublin is not possible. Besides, it is your king who demands a tribute from my city every year. If we had no slave markets, we could not pay it.” He gestured up at Murchad. “If you really want to change the slave markets, speak to your prince. Not to me.”

Murchad didn’t say anything. This made Sitric smile.

“You see, he knows the truth.”

“What truth?” I asked.

He pointed at the water. “You see that ship? What is it made of?”

“Wood.”

“Aye, and the Irish have that. But there are also at least five thousand iron nails used for each ship. They need replacing too, for the sea and river water rots them away. You lose ships too, isn’t that right, Murchad? Didn’t King Sechnall destroy the ones you captured at Limerick? You had twenty then, so I hear, and King Sechnall burned them all in one night.”

Sitric didn’t wait for Murchad to answer.

“The sails,” Sitric pointed at the thick grey sail on the Viking ship anchored to the wooden platform. “It takes a tenth of a tonne of wool to make just one. Even worse, it takes three years to weave. If King Brian wants to keep a fleet of ships, he needs money. Money for the iron. And he needs slaves, or else he will never produce enough sails to keep the ships moving up his river. Your women don’t work the way ours do, and even our women can’t produce all the sails we need. That is why we use slaves to help us.”

Lucrecia stared at him, then Murchad, who kept his head down.

“And so you see, Lucrecia. You don’t keep slaves in Munster. That makes you feel very noble and worthy, I suppose. But a slave makes almost everything you see on that ship, and your king has bought the ship. He is no better than us. Not really. It is only an illusion.”

Sitric threw the remains of his food on the ground. “Come, Falk. Let’s go and find Leif.”

The two of them dismounted and walked toward the shipbuilders, over to a young man with broad shoulders and a flat nose. Our group watched after them in silence. That was until Lucrecia stormed off.

I ran after her. “Lucrecia.”

“No. Leave me.”

I kept running, and Murchad followed.

“Lucrecia, please stop.”

She spun around.

“Sitric is right. It is an illusion. You don’t allow slaves in Munster, that is true. And you freed the slaves when you were in Dublin last winter, but I am telling you, new ships will have already come to Dublin since then, filled with slaves. And next year, more slaves will come.”

Murchad stood silent.

“Are you going to ask Sitric to free them or not?”

Murchad shook his head.

“Then don’t speak to me about the Irish being better than the Vikings ever again. You are both the same. Only willing to help when it suits you.”

Murchad clenched his jaw and gave a dejected nod.

I stared back at him. It was not shame that coloured his cheeks; it was something else.

“What is it?”

He stared at me.

“You want to say something? Say it.”

Lucrecia looked at him, her brown eyes full of questions.

Murchad stepped closer to the two of us and took both our hands. “You can never repeat what I say. Not to anyone. Not Broccan. Not the girls.”

I nodded, so did Lucrecia.

“Look at the ships,” he whispered. “When I was a boy, the Vikings came to our village on ships just like these. They killed my friends. They took my family too, and I don’t know what happened to them.” He turned to Lucrecia. “I have never been a slave, but I know the pain of losing people you love to the slave ships. My father has the same story to tell. Many of his brothers are dead because of the Viking raids – nephews and cousins, too.”

“What has this got to do with the ships?”

“We will own the rivers in Ireland now. Not the Vikings. When we own them all, from Munster to Ulaid, we will stop slavery. I promise you. We will force every province to ban the selling or purchasing of slaves, and we will stop them from entering the Viking ports. Our own women will loom the sails, or else our men will row. But before we can pass this law, we need to be stronger.”

Lucrecia’s eyes softened. “How long have you been planning this?”

“Since I was a boy.”

“Then why don’t you say it? Tell everyone. People would listen to you.”

“You think Sitric will build us ships and fight for us if we tell him we intend to stop slave ships docking in Dublin? No, he will turn against us, and quickly.” Murchad pulled us closer again. “We must hold them tight to us until we are strong enough to enforce our will.”

Lucrecia smiled, and her fingers went to wipe away her tears – this time ones of joy and relief. “Thank you, Murchad.” She raised her arms as if to hug him.

Murchad stepped back. “No,” he mouthed.

I pulled her closer to me. “It is a secret, remember? We are not supposed to know.”

“You must continue to hate me, Lucrecia,” Murchad whispered. “When we pass, you must look away. If people ask why, you must answer as you would before we had this conversation.”

Lucrecia nodded, took a deep breath and gave Murchad one last look of gratitude before she took a step back.

“Do not speak to me again, Murchad,” she shouted. “I am ashamed of you.” She had spoken loud enough that a few of the builders had heard. I could see them muttering to each other now, as she ran over to the tent her daughters were setting up.

“Will she be able to keep up the act?” Murchad whispered.

“Yes. This is important to her. She will not betray your confidence.”

“What do you think?”

I took a moment. I remembered the story Tomas had told me. That King Brian’s brother was killed by Ímar of Limerick, but the truth was that it had been the King of Munster, King Muad, who had betrayed him. “Banning slavery from Ireland is a good thing. However, it is not just the Vikings you need to control. It’s the other Irish kings, is it not?”

“Aye. It will be difficult. But it is the only way… My father hates all these Vikings so badly. Sometimes I don’t think I can hold his anger back. If he could, he would have walked into Dublin last year and killed every man.”

“Why didn’t he?”

“Because I told him not to.”

“Why did you do that?”

“Because more would come. And the same thing would happen, over and over… and because many of the men and women in Dublin were born here. They want peaceful lives too. It is not about war between two races, but a war over how we want Ireland to be. Over what Ireland can become.”

I smiled at him. Yes, this dream of Ireland, it felt possible.

“Don’t smile too soon, Fódla. We are travelling north once the ships are built and I must talk about the high-kingship with the kings of Ulaid and the northern Ó’Neills. It may mean war if they refuse to support my father.”

“They don’t have Viking ports in the north. Why would they disagree?”

“The High King has the right to tax the southern ports, and the kings of the north have their eyes on that title always. Thousands of ounces of gold a year is hard to turn away. Sechnall couldn’t do it when he was High King. His father couldn’t either. Greed always takes over.”

“It won’t take over your father?”

Murchad shook his head, lowering his gaze to the grass at his feet.

“My father will never be swayed by gold, but I worry that the price we pay to control Ireland will be very high. If we do not play this right, the ground will be covered with the blood of Irishmen. And it will be our fault.”


Killaloe, September 1000

Gormflaith

“You shouldn’t be here.”

I sat upright in my bed, knowing immediately who it was that had opened the door to my house. I reached out and lit the candles on my bedside table. The flames flickered and glowed and Máelmórda’s shadow appeared against the far wall.

I tried not to give away any signs of discomfort, but the knife, hidden in the thatch, was directly above his head.

“I’ve been here for a whole moon cycle now, sister, and we’ve had so little opportunity to talk alone. Surely you don’t mind a visit from your favourite brother… or have you been avoiding me?”

“It’s not appropriate for you to be here,” I said stiffly. “It’s the darkest hour of the night and only kings are allowed to visit the beds of their queens.”

“I am a king.”

“Not the king.”

“Are you watched so closely? When I arrived, you said the walls have ears. Do the walls have ears here, too?”

“We are in Munster. All the walls have ears.”

“Well, everyone is asleep, and I take it the king doesn’t visit you… given your” – he gestured to my stomach, nose wrinkled – “state.”

I pushed away my blankets and reached for my shawl. “Get out.”

“No. Tell me your secret?” His eyes narrowed. “I’ve had monks make pastes to whiten my hair, but so far nothing has come up as good as you.”

“Pastes?”

“Oh yes, and from the most disgusting things: pigeon droppings, dried ash, mushrooms. They all smell vile too, but you, sister, smell as lovely as a rose.” He appraised me again. “Come on, do tell.”

“Father Tomas paid a visit.”

Máelmórda straightened and ran his fingers through his hair. “He must know what you are. To have followed you here from Dublin is a sure sign. Which means he will know that I—”

“I thought so too when he arrived. But I don’t think he does know. In fact, I believe he was here to visit a spy he has placed in Brian’s household.” I gestured to the walls of my house. “There are some ears we should worry about more than others, and I don’t know who it is yet.”

Máelmórda’s golden eyes held mine. “How can you know this?”

“He came to the fort accompanied by two nuns. He had injured his foot, so he said, and one of the nuns had no tongue, though that was just a spell.” I dragged out the story, slowed my words. Máelmórda was practically salivating.

“What did he want?”

“At first, I thought he had come for me, but as time wore on I realised he wasn’t interested in me. He asked questions of Brian. He was interested in Murchad. But not me. The nuns said almost nothing.”

“That could have been an act, sister. They are deceitful.”

“That did occur to me. Which is why once they left, I decided to follow them.”

As quick as a bolt of lightning, Máelmórda rushed forward and held a knife to my throat. “Who are you?” His hand held the hilt firm, but I could see his legs tremble. “A witch of the Dé Danann? What have you done with my sister?”

I spoke slowly so that the blade would not pierce my skin. “I am your sister, Máelmórda. Put the knife down.”

He swivelled the knife, moving it closer to the vein on my neck. The sharp blade one flick away from ripping it apart. “Prove it.”

“When Father announced my marriage to Amlav, I told you I wanted to kill myself. You told Mother, who locked me up until the wedding day. When I asked why you had betrayed me, you told me that Mother said I would be useful to you one day.”

Máelmórda relaxed, but he was still too shocked to speak. “You followed them into the forest? Are you mad?”

I smiled. I didn’t know the answer to that question anymore. Perhaps it didn’t matter. “I followed them, brother, and they argued among themselves. The first nun transformed into a deer and ran off into the forest. The second nun, the one who looked as if she had no tongue, was their prisoner. She had broken a rule… Tomas said she had lain with the King of Connacht. It made Tomas angry. He said it was forbidden.”

Máelmórda sat on my bed. “I did not think that they argued like this among themselves.”

“It is a good sign. A divided enemy is easier to conquer.”

Máelmórda nodded. “What happened?”

“The prisoner nun, she said that she would have someone else replace Tomas as the head of the Tuatha Dé Danann. She said that they grew tired of living in their fortress, that many of them wanted to leave and live among the mortals once more. Tomas did not like this. And so, he took out a knife and thrust it into the nun’s heart. He said it made her mortal, for she deserved to die as one.”

I removed the orbs in my hair slowly, releasing my curls one by one. The grey strands caught the candlelight, and Máelmórda saw them, the numbers multiplying as they fell loose from the pins.

“Then the strangest thing happened. A white mist came out of the wound in her heart and hovered in the air. Tomas killed her with another blade, sliced his own arm, then ran away, looking for the other witch, intent, I think, on pretending that the prisoner nun had attacked him.”

The last orb came out, and my hair fell about my shoulders. Máelmórda could now see every strand. I sat beside him, and he reached to touch it and rubbed a curl between his fingers.

“The white mist called to me. The fire within me came to my hand unbidden. It wanted to go to the white mist and so I let it. And my fire brought the mist to me and… I can’t describe it, brother, it went inside me. The pain was unbearable. I was just about able to run away, for I knew if Tomas and the witch found me, they would kill me. I made it to the river and when I looked at my reflection, I realised what I could do.”

Raising my head so he could see me clearly, I ran my hands over my hair, turning it black, then grey, then white.

Máelmórda stared, silent for the first time in his life.

I held his gaze and focused on my power. I turned my hair whiter still, made the wrinkles around my eyes deeper, then made them disappear entirely.

“You have control of their gift?” His lips parted and he reached forward to touch the slackening skin on my cheeks; his fingers prodded the deep etches around my eyes. “You can transform. You have witch-magic.”

“Yes. I’ve not tried to do anything other than age myself. I’m too scared in case it goes wrong. But it is useful, no? It means I can stay for a while longer.”

“I thought you wanted to leave?”

“I did, but now we know their fort is in the south-east of the province and on the coast. The area we need to search is shrinking. I never really thought Mother’s plan was possible… but… perhaps now it is.”

Máelmórda paused, his shock fading. “To find it, I will need to send men there to explore. If King Brian finds out I’m spying in his lands, there will be consequences.”

“Not,” I said, “if you are true allies. The conversation we had with Sitric was for his benefit, but the plan benefits you too. You must set up a war. You must fight for Brian. Win for him. Then when Brian trusts you, you will be able to send some of your men, holy men perhaps, to visit the monasteries of Munster. Brian will let you… if you’ve proven yourself.”

“That, or I could engineer a war and kill him. That might be even better. Then I would be High King.”

“No, brother. One of the northern clans would take the high-kingship. Not you. Leinster is not strong enough to fight both the north and south.”

Máelmórda grunted. He knew I was right.

“Think on what I have said. Who else is an enemy of King Brian? Someone egotistical enough to think he could win, but weak enough that we can crush?”

Máelmórda stared at me. His every feature contorted against having to say I was right. “This was an idea for Sitric to win favour. Do you still put your son before me, or have you finally set him aside?”

I shook my head. Not this again. “This benefits Sitric, but that is not my main concern anymore. You are right. Mother was right. We need to take control from the Descendants. Why should we be the ones who must always run?”

Máelmórda didn’t look reassured.

“Sitric can call a much bigger army than you. You have only the men of Leinster. An army that is two thousand strong, on a good day. Sitric can gain allies from the other Viking kings. He could amass an army of over ten thousand if he so wished. An army that we can unleash on the Tuatha Dé Danann. And if every single one of these Viking warriors died to win our cause, then it is of no consequence to me.”

Máelmórda grinned. He liked this. He always liked talk of power. He was so like my mother in that way. “Before we do anything, you must give me the knife.”

“What knife?”

“You didn’t take the knife after you stole this gift?”

I steeled myself. He knew me too well.

“If you want me to trust you, you must tell me.”

“You trust me?” I sneered. “I didn’t have to tell you any of this. It is you who must earn my trust. Besides, before I give you the knife, we must find another Descendant so you can steal their gift.”

“And how do we find one of those?”

“I told you, there is a spy here. All we must do is work out who it is.” I stood and walked toward the door, placing my hand against it. “When I discover their identity, I will tell you. For now, you must go.”

Máelmórda walked to the door. He leaned in against me, lowering his mouth to whisper in my ear. “Sister, dearest, you will give me the knife. It is mine by right. It is me who will defeat our enemies.”

“No.”

His eyes glowed golden as he glared down at me, but I did not flinch. The fire inside me was rising, I could feel it. It burned at the blood in my fingers, wanting to come out.

“Go,” I said.

“It is mine!” Máelmórda hissed in my ear. “Now,” he said, this time shouting.

“No!” I screamed, the wailing sound inside my ear hurting my head. The fire was boiling over now, but I couldn’t control it anymore, I couldn’t…

“What is wrong? Queen Gormflaith!” Orlaith’s girlish voice sounded from outside the door.

Máelmórda swallowed his anger and released me as Orlaith came inside. I could see her wide eyes staring at me. “Is everything well, my queen?”

The pain in my ear, the fire-magic, all faded away. However, something else replaced it. A sharp tug inside my abdomen, then something warm trickled down my thighs and knees, which were still shaking. Orlaith’s eyes moved to my legs then the floor.

“Oh,” she said, holding out her hands. “Your waters have broken.”

I stared at the growing pool of water at my feet, edging outward, like little waves crashing against the sand.

“That is why I was calling you,” Máelmórda said, his voice raised ever so slightly. “Please fetch the nuns.” Máelmórda took my arm in his and led me to the bed. “My sister is in pain.”

A contraction swelled in my stomach as I sat. I had forgotten the pain of birthing a child, for Sitric had come to me when I was fifteen. Now I was past forty.

Orlaith ran out of the fort. “Crínoc! Sister Martha!”

Máelmórda took one last look at me as the rush of footsteps grew louder.

“Tell me where the knife is.”

“No.” I shoved his hand away.

He gave one last look at my swollen stomach before he reached for the door. “You’d better not die.”


Cill Rois, September 1000

Fódla

Lucrecia, settled by Murchad’s revelation, now went about her work with renewed strength. She didn’t smile or speak to Murchad, as she had promised. However, when she looked at her girls, the fear and sadness that had once filled her was gone. Joy had replaced it. Hope.

Today, we stood side by side as we prepared the vegetables for dinner, and she sang a song from her homeland as we worked. I was glad to have my friend back.

“Mama!” Maria sprinted toward our tent, Felicia half a step behind her. “Mama, Colgú says his family are coming today.” Her fingers went to her unbrushed hair, and she stared in dismay at the frayed edges of her dress. “What can I do?”

Lucrecia set down her knife. “So soon? I thought it would… never mind.” She walked over to Maria and held her daughter’s face in her hands. “You always tell me that I don’t know everything. Now you are going to have to take back these words.”

Maria’s eyes narrowed. “What have you done?”

“Felicia, go to my bag and take out the dress.”

Felicia ran to the other side of the tent. She unbuckled her mother’s leather bag and pulled out a parcel of clothing wrapped in soft leather. As she peeled the wrapping away, she gasped. “It’s beautiful, Mama. Where did you get it?”

“I made it myself when you were at your chores or sleeping. I wanted it to be a surprise.” Lucrecia sniffed as Felicia carried the new dress over to her sister. It was made of soft wool with a fur trim, and intricate embroidery ran across the neckline and sleeves.

Tears welled in Maria’s eyes. “Does this mean I can marry Colgú?”

“You are thinking of proposing to him?”

Maria laughed through her tears. “I don’t have to propose, Mama. He’s already asked. And I know he’s spoken to you.”

“Then you will know I consented.”

“Your permission would mean more to me if I believed you were happy with the match.”

“I am happy,” Lucrecia said. “When I am sad, it’s just because I don’t want to let you go. You are my baby, still.”

Lucrecia sighed as her eyes ran over her eldest daughter. “Felicia. The comb.”

Maria’s eyes widened in panic. “No, Mama. Not the comb.”

“If you must marry, I’ll not have anyone looking down on you. You’ve more tangles in that hair of yours than I’ve ever known.” Once Felicia placed the whalebone comb in her mother’s hand, Lucrecia tapped it against her arm, appraising her eldest daughter thoughtfully. “Come. This might take some time.”

Maria sat on the bed, reluctantly agreeing to her fate.

Felicia scampered out of the tent – I assumed because she didn’t want to be next – and I followed her. Together we got on with the food preparation and lighting fires so we could boil the venison.

“Where is Broccan?” I asked Felicia once we had finished.

She shrugged. “He was with Tairdelbach earlier.”

“I’d better make sure he is behaving. I’ll fetch some water for the pots on my way back.” I grabbed the water bucket.

“Thank you,” Felicia said, flopping onto the grass. She rolled onto her stomach and began to pluck daisies and buttercups.

“You making something?”

“Yes. For Maria. I’m going to make her a bracelet.”

I wandered over to the riverbank where some wildflowers grew. Using my gift, I watched as they bloomed, the pink and purple and yellow dazzling in the summer sunshine.

“Why don’t you use these as well,” I suggested, plucking them for Felicia.

“Oh,” Felicia gasped. “These are beautiful. Maybe I can make a headdress too.” Her nimble fingers began to arrange the flowers into the pattern she wanted.

“I’ll be back soon.”

Felicia gave a quick smile and wave, her mind now focused on the task in hand, and I walked to the men’s camp by the river, listening for my nephew and his friend.

One of the longships was nearly finished now. Falk’s men were bringing the oars aboard and fixing the ropes to the mast. From this distance, the sight was impressive. What a beauty it would be when it was finished and sailing upriver. Strolling onto the longphort, I rubbed my hand along the keel.

“What do you think?” Murchad said, walking over. Eocha, who was with him, stared at the ship with a look of self-satisfied admiration.

“It’s wonderful.”

“Do you like the prow?” Eocha asked, nudging me with his elbow. “It’s my design.”

The prow had been fashioned into a wolf’s head – all long snout, sharp teeth and pointed ears. “It’s very fierce, Eocha. Much nicer than dragons.”

Sitric, who overheard, snorted. “Nothing is better than a dragon, though I grant you, the wolf isn’t bad.” He winked at Falk. “At least they didn’t make us carve it as a swan.”

I laughed. “Yes, a swan would not have the same impact at all. Who suggested that?”

“Tadc. He told me some nonsense about a witch who turned her stepchildren into swans, but because they converted to Christ, their souls went to heaven when they died.”

Leif, the young man with the squashed nose, burst out laughing. “If anyone ever turns me into a swan, I’ll dive into the sea and let a shark eat me. What a terrible existence. I think—”

“Leif!” Falk stood up from where he was working on another ship, the frame still on the grass. “What is this?” He pointed to a plank of wood that was not in line with the others. “I curse the gods for your stupidity and letting my daughter marry you. If you build a ship like this, it will sink.” Leif ran over to fix the plank, earning a clip to the back of the head from Falk. “Idiot boy,” I heard him say.

Sitric sighed. “Poor Leif. Falk is a hard taskmaster. An even harder father-in-law.”

Murchad and Eocha watched after them, bemused. Then Eocha turned to me. “Talking of in-laws, have you heard that Colgú’s family are coming here today?”

“I have. Lucrecia is getting Maria ready.”

“Is Maria as nervous as he is?”

“She worries that his mother will not agree to the match.”

Sitric smiled. “Maria is very beautiful and deserving of such a fine young man. He is a prince, no?”

Murchad shook his head. “His grandfather is king, but Colgú is not the tánaiste.”

“You mean he is not the heir? But that can change. You Irish change the lines of succession all the time, or so I hear.”

“That’s true,” Murchad agreed. “Nothing is ever certain. When an Irish king dies, any man within five generations of a previous king in the male line has a claim. However, usually there are one or two claimants that are stronger than the rest. Colgú’s uncle is expected to be the next king.”

“And then who?” Sitric grinned. “Staying king in Ireland is almost as difficult as becoming one. I should know.”

This made the men laugh, but my stomach sunk a little. I didn’t know that Colgú ranked so highly in his clan. Would his mother look down on Maria because her mother was a former slave? If Colgú was a candidate for the kingship of the Uí Fidgenti, perhaps they would want a princess from a neighbouring kingdom to marry him instead.

“Leif! This is all wrong too.” Falk’s shout boomed over the riverbank, as did a second clip to Leif’s ear. This time Sitric didn’t laugh, rather rolled his eyes and returned to the ship where Leif was working, trying to make the peace between his nephew and friend.

“Oh, here they are,” Murchad said, pointing at the eastern path.

Ten people on horseback had just come over the hill. There were two women and eight men. All finely dressed, their garments much grander than the new dress Lucrecia had made for her daughter.

“What are they like?”

“They are proud. His mother especially so.” He pointed at the older woman with greying hair.

“You know her?”

“Aye. She is Áinfean’s sister.”

His eyes hardened as he watched his former sister-in-law come closer. He brushed his trousers and moved over to Colgú, patting him on the shoulder. Colgú smiled at his family, but he kept rubbing his hands against the fabric of his tunic, while small beads of sweat ran down the back of his neck.

Cries of welcome came thick and fast as the visitors dismounted. Colgú and his uncle hugged each of their family members with enthusiasm. Colgú’s mother was the last to reach her son.

“Mother,” Colgú said. “It’s good to see you looking so well.” He stared around the group until his gaze fixed on me. “This is Fódla. Fódla, this is my mother, Liadan.”

Liadan gave me a warm smile. “You are the healer? I have heard of you.”

I lowered my head, accepting the compliment, but I need not have worried – Liadan’s attention was already on the cooking fires and the tent beside it.

Lucrecia walked out of the tent first. No doubt Felicia’s quick eyes had spotted Colgú’s family arrival. She was wearing her best dress and her thick black curls were pinned up onto the crown of her head. A moment later, Felicia came out, then Maria. Her new dress and freshly combed hair shone in the midday sun. The headdress Felica had made was now woven into her curls, the vibrant colours catching the sunlight.

“Good morning,” Maria said as she approached us. Her voice was low. Felicia, who stood beside her sister, for once was completely serious and her fingers wrapped protectively around Maria’s arm.

“Good morning, Maria,” Liadan replied. “You are even more beautiful than my son told me.” She took Maria’s hand in hers. “I am glad to meet you.”

Colgú, who had stayed behind his mother, now stepped forward.

“We have your permission then?”

Liadan looked once again at Maria, then turned to Lucrecia.

“What do you say? Shall we let these two young pups have their way?”

Lucrecia’s lips twitched and she peered at her daughter, who was silently begging her to agree. “I say yes. Colgú is a good man. I am sure he will treat my daughter in the manner she deserves.”

Liadan raised an eyebrow. I was sure she had not heard someone speak of her son as being possibly deficient in this way before. Colgú, however, was grinning and took Maria’s hand in his. “Always.”

“Then why not marry today?” Liadan said. “Father Dáire came with us. Let’s have a wedding.”

Murchad caught Lucrecia’s expression and frowned. “So soon?”

Liadan glanced at the ships on the river. “It doesn’t look like there is any time to waste. The kings of Dál gCais are always so eager to send men to war. I’d like my son to marry before he leaves.”

“The ships are for trading the goods we took at Dublin. Colgú will be safe.”

Liadan gave Murchad a hard stare, then eyed Maria whose eyes were filled with worry. “If you say so, Murchad.”

“What do you want, Maria?” Lucrecia said. “It is your choice. No one else’s. Do you want to get married today?”

“Yes, Mama. I do.”

“Then a wedding we shall have.” Lucrecia smiled and clapped her hands.

“Come child,” Liadan said, holding out her arm. “While everyone else prepares the food, you can come with me and meet my family, and together we will walk to the church. It’s not far from here. My other sons will bring our tents so we can celebrate afterward. What music do you like?”

Liadan swept Maria away and started to introduce her to the rest of her family. Lucrecia gave me a wide-eyed stare, and we followed, making our way to the small stony church downriver.

*

After the wedding, the festivities began. Some of the Irish shipbuilders had brought instruments with them and played so the newlyweds and their family could dance. Work on the ships stopped and the Irish and Vikings walked to the church, bringing barrels of ale with them. Lucrecia hugged Felicia, while Maria was standing, arm in arm, with her new husband. His family took turns to wish them good luck or give them gifts. It was all as it should be. Smiles and good wishes. Prayers and blessings.

The scene was beautiful too. The river had widened significantly compared to where the shipbuilding was taking place, the river less tranquil. To the west, the river met the sea. Small waves lapped against the flow of the river water, creating chaotic swirls and currents. A small island in the middle of the river, full of lush grass and trees and wildflowers, looked beautiful set above the deep blue of the river water, while another larger island sat behind it. It was rocky and barren in contrast to the smaller island, though I could see an abandoned ruin there and a large hawthorn tree beside it.

I walked closer to the river, along the path and down the riverbank, to see the islands better. As I turned, I realised I wasn’t the only one who had come this way. A man sat on the rocks a little further downstream, a glass of wine in hand.

“Too tired to dance, Murchad?” I asked.

I knew he heard me by the slight incline of his head, but he didn’t answer.

“We must put the ships out tomorrow,” he said after a while, his voice slurring the edges of his words. “We need to check that they sail on seawater as well as the river.”

His gaze stared straight out ahead of us, over toward the island that stood at the mouth of the river. The rocky one with the ruin.

I sat on a boulder beside him, folding my cloak over my legs. “Do the islands have names?”

“The small island is called Hog Island,” he answered. “I used to love going there.”

“You don’t anymore?”

“Do you see the larger island behind it?”

I nodded.

“That is Scattery Island.” He took another sip of his wine.

“Scattery Island. Oh.” I stared out at the landmass in the distance. I’d heard this name before. Tomas had spoken of it. It was the island where King Brian killed Ímar of Limerick and all his sons in revenge for the murder of his brother.

Murchad’s eyes narrowed, and his head slid into his hand. “Ah.” He took another sip of his wine, running his hands through his hair. “Here I am thinking no one knows what troubles me. When the truth is, everybody knows. Even you. I can tell by the pity in your voice.”

“That’s not true.” I kept my tone light, but I had the feeling that if I said the wrong thing Murchad might unravel. I could feel a storm brewing, not outside, but within him. A great trouble. “All I know about Scattery Island is that your father killed Ímar of Limerick there. That is nothing to do with you.”

“It’s everything to do with me.”

I stayed on the boulder, still, hardly daring to breathe. I half hoped he would fall asleep, so that the sadness would wear off him like the drink.

“Do you need something?” he asked, his tone suddenly abrupt.

“No.”

“Then I think it is best that you leave me.”

The words stung. After months of avoiding each other and not speaking, the last weeks of being in each other’s company had done much to revive my spirits.

“I do not mean to hurt you, Fódla,” he said, somehow seeing the pain that I had struggled to keep from my features. “It’s just I find myself saying things to you that I shouldn’t.”

“Your plan. You regret telling Lucrecia and I?”

I could see that he did. It permeated every feature on his face.

“Father and I have kept our plans secret for decades now. Then you come along and… I cannot bear to think that you think poorly of me.”

“I would never think poorly of you.”

“Oh, but you don’t know me.” He pointed at the island. “Whatever you’ve heard about my involvement in Scattery Island, I know it is not the truth.”

“Then tell me the truth.”

“The truth…” He nodded, wiping his lips. “My father brought me here when I was eighteen. My uncle Mathgamain, my father’s older brother, had been murdered by King Ímar of Limerick, betrayed by King Muad of Munster. My uncle had travelled to King Muad’s dun, thinking he was there to agree a peace treaty with Ímar, but instead they killed him. My father had never wanted peace with the Vikings. The tribute that Ímar offered was worthless to him when so many of our people were being taken as slaves. But my uncle, he believed that friendship would end our struggles quicker than the sword. When my father heard of King Muad’s betrayal, a mighty rage filled him. He called every man he could, and we marched here. Ímar was inside the church with his sons when we arrived. His own men had abandoned him.”

“Ímar was a coward,” I said. “To call for a peace treaty when it was false.”

“Yes.” Murchad nodded. “He was a coward. His sons, though… I did not know them. One was older than me, one the same age. The other was younger, not really a man at all. We trailed them all out of the church. Not even the priest’s words of hellfire stopped us. And it was me that killed them. Not my father. Me.”

I listened in stunned silence to Murchad’s story, so different to the one that Tomas had told me when he sent me out to spy on King Brian and his family. He had never told me that the killing of Ímar and his sons was because Ímar had killed Brian’s brother, though he must have known. And yet, in a way it was worse too. Worse because I now knew the men who had committed such dark deeds.

“Why did you do it?”

“When I was younger, I lived with my uncle. Oh, I drank in every word he said about peace. I had agreed with the peace treaty, too. I thought my father a fool for disagreeing with Mathgamain. And so, after my uncle’s murder, my father took me with him to kill those responsible. Now that he could no longer change his brother’s mind, he wanted to change mine. And I was angry. So angry.”

“And did he change your mind?”

“At first.” He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “I killed Ímar and his sons, and I did it gladly. Then we rode to Belach Lechta and killed hundreds of King Muad’s men. I killed so many, every inch of my body was covered in blood, and even then, I was not satisfied. I found King Muad on the battlefield, and I drew my swords and sliced him open twenty times before I was done with him.”

Words came into my mind but wouldn’t leave my mouth. What could I say? What would help him? “Is revenge still what drives you?”

He shook his head. “No, I spoke the truth to you and Lucrecia. I quickly realised that these cycles of war and revenge had to end. To do that though, we must find a way to hold a peace. To stop the blight of greed and slavery on our land. But you see, deep down I am not a peaceful man. That is why I need to be alone.”

“Then goodnight, Murchad. Your secret is safe with me… and for what it is worth, I agree with your plan. Freedom is everything. It is the only thing worth fighting for.”

“Freedom.” Murchad breathed out the word. “It feels worth it.” He turned his head and looked at the outline of Maria and Colgú dancing with their friends. “But then I remember Lonán and all the friends I have lost over the years, and I don’t know. I don’t know anymore.”

“You must do what you think is right, Murchad. If you believe freedom is worth fighting for, then you must fight for it. Perhaps, though, it is time to be honest? Tell your men what they are fighting for. Not power and land, but their freedom, and their children’s freedom. That you fight for all. Maybe even Sitric would agree with you.”

Murchad exhaled, spilling the remaining contents of his cup on the grass. “The priests from Rome tell us of peace. They say there are kingdoms in the world where people are born and live and die and never see a sword drawn. Well, that’s all I’ve seen. Blood and death and war. I fight and do terrible things because I don’t want my son to live the same life I’ve had to. And that’s the truth about me, make of it what you will.”

He stood, taking his cup. “I’d better go. There is lots to do in the morning. Goodnight, Fódla.”


Killaloe, September 1000

Gormflaith

The baby lay in his little cot beside my bed. Donnchad, Brian had called him. A terrible name. The last Donnchad I had met died whimpering, his eyes cut out of their sockets by my brother. I told Brian it was a bad omen to name a child after a dead king, but Brian didn’t listen, and the babe was his son, so there was nothing I could do. The men named their sons. That was the tradition in this land. In all lands, probably.

Donnchad was small, given that he’d come a couple of weeks early, but for all that, he seemed strong enough. He had his father’s blue eyes and fair hair, a son of Brian, through and through. I supposed I should have been grateful for that. Babies born so soon after the wedding night were always greeted with an air of suspicion. However, his eager acceptance by King Brian and his family did little to mollify. Instead, I found Donnchad difficult to accept. Even looking at him was painful.

When Sitric was born, he had not looked like Amlav or Sigurd the Stout, the two contenders to be his father, though as he aged, he favoured Amlav more and more. No, when he was born, he had my hair, thick black curls, and I knew then that he belonged to me, that he was mine. The love that had been absent during my pregnancy suddenly arrived. Sitric had somehow captured my heart. I picked him up and held him tight and hated letting him go. At first, I thought that he might have my gift. Mother had thought so too. But then he caught fevers and sicknesses, like all the other babies, and Mother told me he was a mortal. To be certain, she used her fire-magic on the skin on his upper arm. It had burned and blistered and scarred. Mother’s interest in him had disappeared that very day. I hadn’t cared, though. I hadn’t cared at all.

That same love hadn’t arrived for Donnchad. I didn’t think it ever would. Every time he squirmed, I saw his father. Every time he cried, I saw a child different from me.

I pulled my blankets around me, my body still aching from the delivery. Bloodstained blankets lay underneath me, lined with sheep’s wool to soak up the blood still pouring from my womb. I was a mess, but at least he was out. My body once again was mine and mine alone. That was something. I turned over, thankful that I was comfortable on my stomach, no longer bound to lying on my back and propped up with pillows.

My eyes started to close when a loud bout of cheering erupted from the feasting hall. Brian’s men, and the Vikings who were staying as hostages, were celebrating Donnchad’s birth. I could hear Brian cheer as Ulf raised a toast to Donnchad. On any other day, those two would never speak, and yet now they were sharing a drink. As well for them that they could do it with a straight face. Men celebrating the birth of a child was the most ridiculous notion – as if they had anything to do with it. By rights, it should be me celebrating, me drinking the best wine and wearing my finest clothes. But no, the priests hadn’t blessed me yet as I was still bleeding. I was a pariah, disgusting and unclean, even though it was me that had done everything. I had endured all the pain, lost all the blood, had my insides ripped apart.

Donnchad stirred as the cheers continued. His eyelids fluttered.

Curse them all. They were going to wake the child. My breasts leaked as Donnchad gave a little cry, the woollen pads I’d pressed against them turning damp and sticky. Damn them all to hell. If they had breasts that leaked milk every time a baby wailed, they’d hold their tongues.

I slammed the pillow over my head, trying to blank them out, but it was no good. Hateful thoughts swirled around my head, and they only grew louder.

Footsteps reached the door, a light knock.

“Orlaith,” I whispered, not wanting to wake the child. “Go fetch your cousin. Donnchad is waking… and bring me some wine. I’m thirsty.”

The door opened. “I know you so well.”

Máelmórda came in, cup of wine in hand. “It’s the good stuff. I poured it myself. I can’t provide any milk though, I’m afraid.” He tucked Donnchad’s blankets around his sides and hushed. Donnchad stopped sniffling, and his breathing steadied.

“You are well-practised, brother. How many children do you have now?”

“Oh, at least thirty.”

His words turned sharp as he set my cup on the table.

I sat and leaned against the wall. He was back for the knife, not to give me wine. Well, he wouldn’t find it this time. Just after Donnchad’s birth, I had moved it. He would never guess where.

He sat on the bed beside me. Silent.

“I’ve not been blessed by the priests yet,” I said.

“So?”

“It’s bad luck for you to be here.”

Máelmórda snorted. He didn’t believe in these foolish notions either, which was perhaps the thing I liked best about him. “I want the knife, sister.”

His unrelenting arrogance was the thing I liked the least.

“No.”

Máelmórda stood, his face calm. “You forget that I know you. I know you better than you know yourself. The knife is in this room, and I will find it.”

“No, it’s not.”

He walked over to my dressing table and riffled through my jewellery box, turning over the necklaces one by one.

“Stop it.”

He didn’t answer.

“Get out of my room. I’ll scream.”

He dragged the table away from the wall and pressed his fingers around the edges. “Everyone is in the feasting hall and as drunk as our father on his worst day. No one will hear you, and I hate to break it to you, I don’t think anyone would care.”

He pulled out the dresses from my wooden chest, sifting through them, checking the linings and seams. What if he found it? Once he had it, I’d never see it again. The blood in my hands started burning, tingling my skin.

Why was it always like this? Why did everyone take what mattered from me? Máelmórda, my parents, even Sitric. As I stared at the newborn baby, now whimpering again, I saw another who would take from me. Now he wanted milk, but soon it would be love, then attention, then obedience. He wasn’t mine. He would never be mine, not even if I wanted him to be, for when I left Ireland, he would remain with his father.

“Get out of my room!” I threw my legs out of the bed, even though my stomach ached, and rushed over to Máelmórda, dragging him away from my dresses.

He shoved me away, and I fell to the floor. The tingling in my fingers burned hotter. Fire blazed in my palm and bolted toward Máelmórda. The force of it pushed me backward and this time my head smashed against the wooden post.

“Get out,” I screamed.

Máelmórda, now finished going through my clothes and bed, stormed over and dragged me by the hair. “Where is it?” He struck me on the side of my head. “Tell me.”

My vision blurred with the strike. How dare he. How dare he hit me in my own home and take what was mine?

I tried to stand, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t see anything, only a flash of light that burned so bright I could no longer see… and then… darkness.

*

“Gormflaith.”

My head throbbed as I opened my eyelids. Máelmórda was shaking me.

“You stupid bitch. Wake up.” Máelmórda’s eyes were wet with tears, his face ashen.

As I focused, his singed sleeve caught my eye. Was this what he was crying about? Ruined clothes? “Fire doesn’t hurt you, brother, and you can afford to buy more silks.”

“It’s not me, Gormflaith. It’s the baby.”

I glanced at my bed, then scrambled onto my knees. The cot was gone. Left was a lump of blackened ash and burnt wood. The blankets and swaddling turned to dust and rag. It took a few moments for my mind to understand what this meant.

“Where is he?” I stammered.

“Donnchad was in the cot when you unleashed your fire,” Máelmórda said. He wasn’t shaking me anymore. He didn’t even sound angry. He just stared at the charred mess in the middle of the floor.

My mind whirled. “Where is Donnchad?” I breathed out. This time it was me grabbing my brother. “What did you do with him?”

“He was in the cot, Gormflaith,” he said, letting my fist pound against his chest. “He’s… he’s gone.”

Loud wracking sobs filled my chest. What had I done?

Brian would kill me. How could I explain that his newborn son was dead, and that I had killed him?

“You need to leave,” Máelmórda whispered.

“Where?”

“I’ll have one of my men take you to the port at Waterford and give him enough money to pay for someone to sail you to Bristol. You need to leave now.” He shoved one of my dresses into a leather bag and threw it at me.

“Aren’t you coming?”

Máelmórda snatched up my cloak and wrapped it over my shoulders. “Of course not. I am a king of Leinster. You… You are just a crazy woman who took her son and left her husband. Perhaps you left Brian for another man. Wasn’t there a Viking earl who liked you? Yes, that will work. You’ll be an embarrassment, but not a child-killer.” He stared at the blackened cot. “I will get rid of this somehow.”

I needed to go. But I couldn’t. I kept staring at the cot – the black ashes and the blackened struts of wood. Donnchad was dead. I felt I should be crying, that the motherly love that had been absent earlier would come crashing around me now that my son had gone. But it didn’t happen. I felt sick. Sick that I had killed him. Wretched. But there was no anger… no love.

“I can’t control the fire-magic anymore,” I said to Máelmórda dully. “The witch’s gift. It’s made it too difficult. The fire-magic keeps trying to come out. All the time.”

“Well, you need to learn,” Máelmórda hissed. “If you had just given me the kni—”

A low snuffling broke Máelmórda’s flow. He stared around the room, and leaned against the door, his ear pressed tight to the wood. He lifted his finger to his lips. Someone is listening, he mouthed. The snuffling came again, followed by a high-pitched wail.

This time, Máelmórda and I turned to the centre of the room. The noise came from within the burned heap of ash on the floor. The ash moved. A little fist poked out from under the blackened wood, then a leg, rubbing the black soot over the ground.

“Donnchad?” I ran over and gathered him up into my arms, feeling him with my hands and fingers. He was just the same as before. Every finger, every toe, every curl in place. Relief ran through me. I hadn’t killed him. Relief. Relief drowned out everything.

Máelmórda stared at him. “He is one of us.”

“What?”

“He didn’t burn. Not even a scar. He passed the test.”

I set Donnchad on the bed and used the water from my washing basin to clean the soot and ash away. A Fomorian child.

“He is the first of a new generation, sister.” Máelmórda smiled. “We are no longer the last… and a boy.”

I didn’t roll my eyes at this last statement. I was too happy that Donnchad was not dead, and that I didn’t have to flee. The resentment I had felt earlier suddenly fell away. Sitric, for all I had loved him, had never been a true son to me. But Donnchad… now that he was Fomorian, it changed everything. He was mine now. He might look like his father, but he was my son. When Brian was long dead, Donnchad would still be with me. I wouldn’t have to give him up. I could tell him the truth.

“Sweep up this mess,” I snapped, “or else I will tell Brian that you came in drunk and knocked the candle into the cot.”

Máelmórda’s face soured. “No. Let’s play a game.”

I lifted my eyes to meet his.

“You said there is a Descendant spy here? Well, let’s find out who it is. What better way is there for an outsider to be flushed out than to create an air of suspicion?”

I smiled. Máelmórda did have good ideas, from time to time, and this was one of his best.

“Say someone came in and attacked you. I will say I was passing and heard you scream and chased them away. You will be the victim, I the hero, and our enemy will be brought close to hand, and it is Brian who will find them for us.”

“Do we want our enemy close at hand?”

“We do if we have a knife that can steal their gift.”

I nodded.

“Tomorrow I will have Brian show me all who live here that have not always done so. Then we will find out who the spy is. Indeed, an assassination attempt on the queen might even bring Brother Tomas himself back.” He stood, arms outstretched. “Now, give me the knife.”

I held my son close. “No.”

Máelmórda paused, ready to argue again, but then footsteps sounded outside.

“Are you ready to play your part, brother?”

My brother’s eyes glittered, a mixture of impatience and excitement swirling within.

“You will get the knife when I say. When we have our enemy in sight.”

Just before the footsteps reached the door, he drew his blade over the flesh on his arm and splattered his blood over his sleeve, before quickly resheathing his sword.

“Help,” he shouted. “Somebody help my sister.”

Two of Brian’s men opened the door, eyes wide.

“Someone was here!” he shouted. “They tried to kill the baby and my sister. Fetch the king at once.” As if on cue, Donnchad wailed loudly.

What liars we all were.


Cill Rois, September 1000

Fódla

I opened my eyes, blinking the sleep away from them. My awakening wasn’t sudden – it wasn’t a loud noise or shout that had startled me – but neither was it gradual. I listened; waiting to discover what it was.

When nothing came, I rolled over and pulled at the rope that held the tent door tight, just enough so I could peek outside. It was still dark, though I couldn’t be sure how long I’d slept. The campsite was quiet, save the snores that rumbled from some of the men’s tents. Lucrecia, Felicia and Broccan lay snuggled in the beds beside me, exhausted from all their dancing after the wedding, their soft breathing barely audible.

It was many hours till sunrise for everything to be so quiet, so still. I had not been awake in the middle of the night for years. I was too tired these days, and yet I remembered this hour well. In the days and months after Aoife died, it had tormented me.

I waited for the sinking feeling of emptiness to come, to arrive and pull me under. But it didn’t. I found myself content, joyful even that I was awake and all alone and at peace. I leaned over so I could pull the blankets over Broccan and Lucrecia’s shoulders, then went to lie down myself, but as I reached my side, I stopped and sat up. Now I had woken, I was wide awake and there was something about the silence of the night that begged me to go outside. To feel the silence… to be a part of it.

Pulling on my cloak, I inched open the tent rope a little more, just enough so that I could crawl through without letting too much of the night air into the tent.

The moon shone brightly, the ripples of yellow light fragmenting on the surface of the river. Scattery Island caught my eye. It looked so peaceful, yet the soil there was once covered in blood. The blood of slaves and children, slain outside the churches where they thought they’d be safe.

Tonight, there was no sign of that chaos. The island was no longer tarnished by mortal misdeeds, and it had become itself again. Rock, soil, root and tree. At the centre of the island, I could make out the large hawthorn tree. Moonlight cast a shadow over the ground in front of it, the dark shadow branches curling toward the river, toward me.

It was known that the river islands had once been the homes of the Tuatha Dé Danann, and the trees they left behind were a sign of who had lived there. The hawthorn tree was the symbol of Manannán mac Lir, and the roots of some of these trees were gateways to the otherworld he had created.

I did not know everything about our ancestors, not the way my father had, or Tomas did. But I did know that the Tuatha Dé Danann took our bodies to the otherworld when we died. The veil between the land of the living and the dead was thin, and they could not travel far to find us. That was why at the fortress on Fennit Island, we took our dead to the hawthorn tree in the courtyard, laying the bodies by the roots, and then we waited until our ancestors came. We couldn’t see our ancestors – the light they brought with them was too bright – but once the light faded, the dead would be gone. I knew that all to be true, for I had seen it with my own eyes.

My father had also told me that our ancestors left the otherworld to watch us. He had been alone in that belief, for even the witches and druids said that it wasn’t true anymore. If I was honest, I believed that our ancestors had abandoned us long ago. I didn’t believe that they came back to watch us, for why would they? What were we doing that warranted such devotion?

And yet… there was magic about this island.

Now that I looked upon it, I could feel it. My heart beat a little faster as I stared at the tree, my blood ran warmer, my breath quickened.

I stepped toward the riverbank, just as a low breeze picked up around me. The leaves of the trees rustled, the wind lifting their sound into the air, and my hair blew up above my shoulders, the red strands dancing beside the white.

Fódla.

I held my breath. Had I heard it? Or was it the remnants of an old memory that had come back to me? The first time I had heard a voice on the wind it had been on a night like this. Dark and still and silent.

Fódla. Come to me.

The words were the same as the last time Rónnat had called me to her, but the voice was older, deeper. It was my sister. She needed me again.

“Sister,” I whispered. “I am here. Talk to me.”

The hawthorn tree in the centre of the island quivered, almost like a fawn shaking water from its coat. The branches bowed over, moving closer to the soil, even though the wind wasn’t strong enough to move them. It was her. Somehow, Rónnat knew where I was. She wanted to speak with me. But not here. Over there.

I ran. I ran as quickly as my withered leg could carry me and threw myself into the river. I gasped as my chest and back were submerged in the icy water, but it only made me feel more determined. I needed this determination, for the current was stronger than I thought. The tide must be high, I realised, and this the point where the sea and river water fought each other. One tugged me downstream, then the other crashed against me, pushing me back, and mouthfuls of salty water filled my mouth. I didn’t care. The joy at hearing my sister’s voice kept me going. We had been apart for so long. I needed to hear her voice again.

When I reached the rocky shore of Scattery Island, I took a moment to catch my breath then staggered over to the tree and pressed my hand against the rough bark. “Do you hear me, sister?”

The wind rushed up around me, and in that moment, I knew that she did.

“I love you, Rónnat.”

Yes. Love. It is real, the wind hushed. Rónnat’s voice was so clear, and this time I laughed. And I cried. Rónnat was speaking Aoife’s words to me. How did she know them?

Rónnat’s power had always been a mystery. Tomas had prodded and poked me to ask her what she was capable of, and yet she would never answer. It seemed she had been hiding her gifts, hiding her power, for to speak with me like this… it would make her the most powerful witch to have lived in the last five hundred years.

Our father had seen her power and said she could rule the council one day if she put her mind to it. She never had followed his wishes, never desired what everyone else had wanted for her. She had always followed her own path, mysterious though it was.

Fódla. Love. It is real.

The leaves rustled again, and I pressed my head against the thick bark and rubbed my fingers over the thin leaves. I couldn’t put what my heart felt into words, but I hoped she felt it, nonetheless.

“Fódla.”

This time the voice was not that of the wind. It was low and deep, and filled with doubt.

“What are you doing here?”

I turned slowly. Murchad was standing behind me. Behind him there was a small rowboat dragged onto the shore. He stared at me, his forehead furrowed. Sweat dripped down his brow and his chest heaved.

“At first I thought you had fallen in,” he said. “I took the boat to find you… and then I saw you on the island. I told you about the currents… they are…”

I brushed my hand against my nightdress. Saturated with the river water, a pool had gathered around my feet. I looked a mess. I should have thought this through. Women didn’t run off to go swimming in a river in the middle of the night. Indeed, most mortals couldn’t swim. I should have remembered that. I had got caught up in my own emotions, in the sound of Rónnat’s voice.

“I was just…”

Murchad pulled out a knife from his belt. “Who are you?”

“What?”

He stepped closer. “What have you done with my friend?”

“What do you mean? It’s me. Fódla.” I frowned, my gaze locked on the blade that glimmered in the moonlight.

“No. You’re not. You are a spirit or a sidhe and you have taken my friend to the otherworld. Bring her back.”

I held out my hand to urge him to stay away, and that’s when I realised what had happened. The salt water from the sea had come into the river. Gobnat’s spell didn’t work here, and he was seeing the real me. The real Fódla. The woman who had no scars for all to see.

He dropped the knife and unsheathed both of his swords and pointed the one in his right hand at me. “Bring her back.”

“It is me. It’s Fódla.”

He inched closer, his face hard like stone. I knew what he was doing. I had seen him move this way when the Viking warrior fought him at Glenmama… and yet I stood there, transfixed. Suddenly he lunged forward and swung his arm around my neck. The blade in his left hand hovered over my face, the sharp edge inches from my neck.

I froze. “You’ve seen me like this before,” I whispered, pushing past my fear. “When you lay dying on Erin’s Eye and I saved your life. You saw me.”

Although I was pressed against his chest, I could feel his head shake. His grip tightened. The blade edged closer.

“When I leave Ireland, the spell on me breaks and you see me as I am.”

I raised my hand toward the sharp edge of his sword. Then I pressed my palm against the blade. So sharp, the edge sliced the skin. Blood poured along my arm, thick and red, and then I twisted it, moved it higher so he could see. Focusing, I let my gift flow through me, and in a moment the cut skin knitted back together.

His arm squeezed my neck. “What are you? A changeling?”

“No!”

“Then you are a sidhe? Have you come to take away my soul to the otherworld?”

This time I couldn’t stop the shaking from entering my voice. “If I wanted to take your soul, why would I have saved you on Erin’s Eye. I promise, I am not here to hurt you. I’m not here to hurt anyone.”

He paused. Then, he let go. I felt him rush to take a few steps back. Both swords were pointed in my direction. Still held high. Sharp edges close, but no longer touching my skin.

“Then who are you?”

Everything that Tomas and my father had taught me about secrecy swam around in my head. They would want me to find a lie. Or to run.

“I am… a Descendant of the Tuatha Dé Danann. Descended from Diancecht, the healer. That is my gift. That is why I was able to heal you on Erin’s Eye when you were dying.”

“Are there others like you?”

I nodded.

“Why are you not with them?”

“Broccan is mortal like his father. I had to find him somewhere to live. Mortal children are not allowed to live in our home.”

“Did you steal him?”

The disbelief on Murchad’s face hurt. He looked at me as if I were a stranger to him. There was anger there too. Fear.

“Of course not. He is my nephew… but not all our children have our gifts. They don’t live as long…” I shook my head. He would never understand. How could he? “I shouldn’t be telling you this.”

Reality hit and the pain in my chest intensified. What was I doing? It was against our laws to tell a mortal what we were. Even back when we lived among them, Descendants never told mortals this truth. Our ancestors loved them for a time and then left. That’s what I was supposed to be doing: ensuring Broccan grew into a good man and then leaving him to return to the fortress.

“You are afraid.” Murchad shifted his position, his eyes still focused on me. “Who are you afraid of?”

“You don’t think you are terrifying?”

“It’s not me. There is someone else. Are they here? Do they want to hurt you?” He glanced behind the hawthorn, once again lifting his arms so that his swords were ready to strike.

“I have many enemies, but I don’t think any of them are here. I am safe for now, or at least I would be if you lowered your swords.”

“Not until you tell me why you are afraid.”

“I am sorry, Murchad.” My lips were still trembling. “I can’t tell you any more.”

“Yes, you can.”

I shook my head.

“If you tell me, I will be able to help you.”

And that is what hurt most of all. He still trusted me. When the truth was, he shouldn’t, he wouldn’t if he knew why I was in Munster. Spying, watching, reporting back.

“I can’t ask that of you, Murchad. You think I am your friend, but I have not been honest. I don’t deserve your protection or your friendship.” I dried a tear running down my cheek. I had ruined everything. “Please put your swords away. There is no one here and I will not hurt you.”

He did as I asked. With the swords away, my breathing calmed. Standing straight, I held out my hand, still gesturing for Murchad to stay back.

“If you are truly Fódla,” he said, “please be honest with me now.”

“I can’t. If they find out…”

“Who are they? And how can they find out if they aren’t here? No one will hurt you when you are with me.”

The tears that I had pushed down, spilled over. He meant it. He meant that he wouldn’t let anyone hurt me. But he had no idea what would happen if the council found out. The witches and druids would steal me away. They’d bring potions of forgetfulness and force him to drink them, and in an instant, Murchad would forget all about me. Forget his promise. Forget everything. Even my name.

“When we go back to shore,” I stammered, “I will change back. You should forget you saw me like this. Pretend it was a dream. It is the only way.”

He stared at me. I couldn’t make out his thoughts anymore. He had locked them away, somewhere too deep for me to read them.

I ran. I had to get away. If I could just make it across the river, then I would change back. When he woke up, he might think this was a dream. Or at least, not be sure. Now that the left side of my body wasn’t shrunken, I sprinted, my legs eating up the grass underneath me, the wind pushing me forward.

“Fódla.” Murchad, running after me, grabbed my hand and swung me back. His chest was heaving, but his grip gentle.

“Where are you going?”

“Back to the tent.” I pulled my arm free. “Please, it’s best you forget this.”

“I can’t forget. I can’t forget anything when it comes to you.”

“Don’t say that.”

“It’s the truth, Fódla. I love you. I’ve loved you since the day I first met you. I can’t let you go.”

My body trembled. My hands, my legs, my mouth. Every part of me was at war with itself.

“They will kill me if I tell you.”

“Who?” His eyes widened. “Who will kill you?”

“There are others like me, some who are very powerful. We have rules about how we associate with mortals. I can’t…”

His hand took hold of mine. Slowly his fingers moved to my wrist and his other hand brushed my chin. “You weren’t supposed to save me that night on Erin’s Eye, were you?”

“No.”

“I knew I was dying. Felt it. And then you arrived, and the sickness left me. I saw fear in your eyes then too, and I didn’t understand it, but now I see… you’re not allowed to help us.”

“It’s forbidden.”

“If it’s forbidden, then why did you do it?”

“I don’t know.”

But I did know. I saved him because I couldn’t bear to let him go.

Murchad took off his cloak with his left hand, still holding my hand with his right, and wrapped his cloak around my shoulders. “Do you not?” Gently, he lifted my chin with his finger and pressed his lips against mine.

I pressed back. He was warm, and when his arm wrapped around my waist, I moved closer.

Love. It is real. That is what Aoife had said to me before she died. What Rónnat had repeated tonight. And this love was real.

“Stay with me,” Murchad whispered into my ear.

“I want to, Murchad, but I can’t. It’s too dangerous.”

“I told you – I will protect you.”

“You can’t.” I took a step back. “My gift is nothing compared to some of the others. They could take all your memories, make you someone else entirely. Kill you.” I took a step back, though every part of my body wanted to stay. “I love you, Murchad, but we cannot be together.”

“One day?”

His hand kept hold of mine. Not roughly. Gentle. Easy enough for me to pull it away, except I couldn’t make myself do it.

“Give me hope, Fódla. Is there no way to make it possible?”

Was there a way?

The knife of mortality that Tomas had held during Rónnat’s trial came to mind. One of our ancestors had used the knife to be with her mortal lover. It was a story used as a warning. To show that the loss of our gifts was like a death. But I didn’t believe that anymore. Living in the fortress, locked away forever, was the true death. For how could I leave Broccan? How could I leave my friends? How could I leave Murchad? Tomas had told me that a mortal’s love was fleeting, but it wasn’t. He was wrong.

Murchad stared at me, his blue eyes searching mine.

“It is possible… but… when we return to the mainland, I will return to how I used to look.”

“That doesn’t matter to me, you know it doesn’t. I love you for who you are, and I told you that at Imbolc. I love you for your kindness. For your heart. For how you have saved my soul and brought me back to who I was.”

I shook my head. “I have done nothing…”

Murchad took both my hands. “Let me tell you my last truth. When we first met, at Lonán’s ráth, it was to put the bridge there. That had been my plan until you argued with me. Until you reminded me of my duty. My father’s plan to take the high-kingship… it made me do things I swore never to do. You saved me from becoming the monster that was growing inside me.”

“Where is that monster now, Murchad?” I pressed my hand against his chest. “Within you still?”

“No,” he said. “It is gone. You drove it away.”

“No, you did, Murchad. You made the decision.”

Murchad pulled me back into his arms and kissed me again. His fingers brushed my lips, my chin, my hair. “When,” he whispered. “When can we be together?”

“I will be called for a gathering in the spring. I will have to go. I will give up my gift of healing and become mortal. Then they will let me go.”

“You should not have to give that up.”

“It is not you who asks, it is they. It is they who are wrong, but I have lost patience with them. I’ve lived most of my life locked away and I do not want to go back.”

“So, when you come back, we will marry?”

I stepped back so I could better see the smile on Murchad’s face. “Yes.”


Killaloe, September 1000

Gormflaith

Donnchad cried in my arms. My breasts were drying up, so thankfully, my red silk dress remained free of milk stains. I waved over to Niamh, Orlaith’s cousin, to take him away to feed him, though I gave him a tight cuddle and a little kiss on the nose before she took him.

“Tell me again – what did the man look like?”

Brian sat on the chair in my room, his face serious, angry. Oh yes, he knew this emotion well. This was something that he couldn’t hide behind his cold eyes.

I dabbed my eyes with a linen cloth, gazing after my son as he was taken out of the feasting hall. This was where the game really started. I had left it too late to play vapid, though that would have been the easiest tactic by far. Dull shock would have to do. Brian held my hand tighter than he’d ever held it before. He pulled me closer to him and helped me to my seat.

“Gormflaith.” Brian raised his voice a little. There was no anger in his expression anymore, no frustration, only worry. There might even have been some tenderness. “Gormflaith, you must try to remember. I can’t have you or Donnchad attacked in my dun again. We must find out who he is.”

“Yes,” I agreed, wiping more tears from my eyes. “That is my dearest wish. I couldn’t bear it if something happened to Donnchad… but the thing is, his face was covered. I don’t know.”

Brian squeezed my hand. “Then, tell me again what this person said. Try to remember every detail.”

“It’s as I told you. All he said was death to King Brian and his kin.”

“That’s it? Are you sure?”

“Yes.” I wiped away a tear and turned my head. “Then they threw the torch in the crib, and I started screaming and grabbed Donnchad. If Máelmórda had not heard me, I don’t know what would have happened. I think whoever it was would have killed Donnchad and then me.”

Brian placed his arm around me. It felt odd to have him hold me, to feel his warmth on my skin, but once the shock faded, I pulled him closer and sobbed into his chest. He’d listened to all this before. He wanted more details. More facts. And I had none to give him.

He turned to Máelmórda, this time his voice harsh. “It’s one thing for Gormflaith to be so terrified that she can’t remember. You are different.”

This made me smile. Yes, Máelmórda was a man. And men didn’t do stupid things like forget.

“If you want me to be honest, when I heard my sister screaming, I assumed it was you.” Máelmórda stood by the wall, arms folded.

“Me?”

“Wives and husbands argue all the time.”

“I’ve given no woman cause to scream.”

“So you say,” Máelmórda said, holding his calm. “But what goes on between a man and a woman in the dark of night would surprise many. The gentlest of men can be a torment in the secrecy of their own home. A house devil. Isn’t that what the women say?”

Brian leaned in his chair and moved his arm from my shoulder to my hand. He didn’t like the insinuation. It insulted his pride.

“However,” Máelmórda continued, standing taller, “when her screams became frantic, as her brother, I had no choice but to intervene. That’s when I saw the fire. I saw her screaming on her bed, holding the baby. The crib, as you saw, was aflame.” He kicked the heel of his boot against one of the feasting tables. “The perpetrator pushed past me and ran out of the door. I pushed him back, and that’s when he struck me on the arm with a knife.” He slowed his voice and nodded at his blood-soaked sleeve. “You are angry with me for not pursuing him, but I mistakenly assumed one of your warriors would catch him. My only thought was protecting my sister and nephew. For all I knew, another attacker could have been hiding in the house. I decided to stay and protect my family.”

Brian grunted, a soft sound, and one of acceptance. I smiled into the fabric of Brian’s tunic. Máelmórda was too good.

“So,” Máelmórda said, his voice rising, “did your men find anyone?”

“Not yet.”

“Any suspects?”

“A few.”

“Well,” Máelmórda snapped, “just before I left the hall, all the Viking hostages were there. Guarded by your men. So, it wasn’t one of them. Which means it is someone who lives here. One of your people.”

“No one here would hurt my wife and child.”

“Don’t be a fool,” Máelmórda shouted, his eyes wild. “If they said death to King Brian and his kin, it is an enemy. Not just to you, but your whole family. To my sister. My nephew. Your other sons and grandson. Don’t let yourself be blinkered. If it was someone inside this dun, they have fooled many people, not just you.”

Brian stared at my brother, a look of grudging acceptance suddenly appearing. Máelmórda’s story, and now accusations, were too plausible for him to dismiss. This conversation was improving by the minute. Concerns that King Brian wouldn’t believe me had fallen away. Worries that he would blame my brother had vanished. However, even in my wildest dreams, I had not expected respect.

“You are famous for having the common folk live in your dun and surrounding lands,” Máelmórda said to Brian, his voice under control this time. “You take in escaped slaves and fuidir from other clans. Perhaps you have been too trusting? Perhaps a rival has placed someone here to watch you?”

Brian breathed out slowly. “I am not a trusting man. Never have been. But I don’t judge people by their rank… However, mistakes can be made. Perhaps I have let too many people inside the dun.”

“You cannot send them all away,” I said, my voice teary. “They will blame me.”

“No, you can’t send away your enemies when their identity is unknown,” Máelmórda said. “You must seek them out.”

King Brian fidgeted in his chair, his free arm rubbing his beard. “I will have a think.”

Máelmórda leaned forward. “I should like to think with you. Perhaps if you showed me who the outsiders are, something will come to my memory. A rumour, even. There are many clans who dislike your family’s rise to power. They smile and laugh to your face, but they whisper when you are gone.”

“And they speak these whispers to you?”

“Not anymore. We are family now… but I confess, I used to whisper such dark words myself. That’s how I know.”

They spoke a little more, but I found myself unable to hear what they said, no matter how hard I tried.

“Gormflaith?” Brian shook my shoulders. “Gormflaith, you are shaking.”

I looked down at my hands. Yes, I had used my fire-magic, used it to destroy, and it had worn me down. Exhaustion was taking me over now. I needed to sleep.

“It is the shock,” Máelmórda said, frowning. He was not expecting this. “She needs to rest. This has been too much for her after giving birth.” He took my hand in his. “She is my only sister, King Brian. You must take care of her.”

King Brian nodded. Of course, Máelmórda’s statement was said to shame Brian. Men only had to be reminded to look after their wives when they weren’t looking after them. Brian held me tight and took me to my house, which was now cleared of the ash and charred wood.

“I’ll send Orlaith,” Brian said.

“No,” I said, collapsing on the bed, the shaking getting worse. “Máelmórda is right. I just need to sleep.” I glanced around the room, using the last of my energy. “Where is Donnchad?”

“With Orlaith and Niamh.”

“That’s not good enough!” I tried to stand, but I stumbled, my knees buckling, and Brian rushed to hold me.

“No, you need to rest. I will look after Donnchad myself. He will stay with me in the feasting hall today, I promise. Every warrior in my dun will be there to protect him.”

I pretended to wilt under the kindness of his words, but really it was the fatigue pulling me under. My eyes were closing, the shaking increasing. I pulled my blanket over my body and let the darkness take me.

*

When I awoke, I was in a prison.

A man sat huddled on the ground in the far-right corner. He was covered in a thin tunic, resting his head against his knees, his arms wrapped around his legs. He shuddered every so often, his teeth chattering and grinding against each other. The reason for his discomfort was clear. Thick grey stone loomed all around him. The room was small, the ceiling low, so low that the man would most likely not be able to stand straight, and droplets of water leaked onto the floor from where the limestone paste had rotted away.

He was not asleep. His breathing was too quick, too deep. The cold must be uncomfortable, not to mention the rats and mice that scurried across the floor. I took a step closer and as I did, the man lifted his head to pull his cloak tighter about him.

“Olaf?” I whispered.

He glanced up, scanning the cell. “Who is it?” His eyes roved around the room, and for a moment he stared right at me, then past me, then over to the left wall. “Show yourself.”

I moved a little closer. “Olaf, it is Gormflaith.”

“Gormflaith.” His shoulders relaxed and he leaned his head back against the wall, his eyes closed. “I can hear you, Gormflaith, but you are not in the cell. Where are you?”

I brushed my hands over my dress, but somehow the fabric did not feel real against my fingers. The cold, the smells of a cell so infested with vermin were absent, too. “I am far away, Olaf. I am dreaming, I think.”

“Perhaps I am dreaming too.” He smiled. “But maybe not. Sigurd’s mother told me you were a witch, you know. I didn’t believe her at the time.”

“Sigurd’s mother?” I’d heard the tales that Sigurd’s mother was a witch but had paid it no attention. Perhaps I should have. Amlav had said she was a völva. She could speak to the Norse gods, or so she said. Amlav said most people who claimed to speak to the gods were liars, but he enjoyed talking about them all the same. The story was that Sigurd’s mother had made Sigurd a banner before he fought the Scottish king. She said that it would bring victory to the man it was carried before, but death to the one who carried it. Sigurd gave the banner to his standard bearer, who duly carried it before Sigurd in battle, and by the time the battle was done, all three of his standard bearers were dead and Sigurd had won. He had won every battle since. And at every battle he fought, the standard bearer died. Amlav had laughed at this. Standard bearers often die, he chuckled, especially when you pick young boys and old men.

“Sigurd’s mother spoke of me?”

Olaf nodded. “She said the gods told her you were a witch. I thought she said it to dissuade Sigurd from marrying you, but now I think she spoke the truth.” His hand gestured to the grim cell. “You must be if you can talk to me and not be in the same room.”

I glanced around the stone cell again. An iron chain imbedded into the stone wall held Olaf’s feet together. He was a prisoner then. He had survived the attack from Svein Forkbeard and been brought here. “Where are you?”

“Oh, don’t worry about that. I don’t intend to be here much longer.”

The thick chains made a lie of this statement, but Olaf had escaped death before, unless he thought of death as the final escape. I hated that. Death during battle on the open sea was still death, but a worthy one. Dying in this hovel with the rats should not be Olaf’s fate. “How are you—”

“How is married life treating you?” he interrupted.

“I’ve had another son.”

“And to think, all those years ago, you told me you were too old for bearing children.”

“I am too old.”

“Have you listened to my advice yet?”

“What advice?”

“I told you to follow your own mind. Now that Sitric has betrayed you, can you do that?”

“I am trying to survive, Olaf. Sitric is no longer a concern of mine.”

“That is a shame for him. You truly are a treasure. Mightier than any warrior. He was a fool to trade you away. Now you are in a new kingdom, you must be braver.”

His words, meant to comfort, did anything but. I did not want pity or to be told how to behave.

“Why should I take advice from a king who is no longer a king?”

“I regret nothing, Gormflaith.”

“You don’t regret that you were defeated in battle?”

Olaf gave that dry laugh of his, his blue eyes flashing cold. “You assume becoming King of Norway was my biggest ambition when it wasn’t.” He shook his head. “My ambitions are greater than that.”

I glanced at his robes, the scars on his face, the lines around his eyes. “And this is part of the plan, is it?” I stared at the moss-covered walls and the rats at my feet. “To be chained up in a shithole surrounded by rats?”

“It wasn’t the first plan, no, but there is still a plan. Remember that, Gormflaith. There are no failed plans. Just old ones, and new ones.”

His eyes, still icy and blue, gazed into the distance. He looked older than I remembered, more drawn. A new tattoo, one of a coiled snake, ran along his hand. I could just about see it through the filth. The last time I had dreamed of Olaf, those hands had run along my body, my lips, my hair. In that dream, they had been soft and clean.

“Who betrayed you?” I asked. “Who told Svein where you were?”

Olaf smiled, his fingers tracing the snake tattoo on his arm. “A person I did not expect.”

The door rattled before he could say anything more and two men came in. One with a stick, the other with vine wrapped over his wrists. Olaf held his body tight, lips curled. The first man stepped forward and slammed Olaf against the wall, punching him in the ribs. Blood spattered on the man’s face. Olaf laughed, his hand wiping his mouth. The second warrior raised his hand and swung it down, slicing open Olaf’s cheek…

*

I jolted awake.

I sat up slowly, running my hands through my dark curls. What a strange dream. Taking a moment to set aside the stone prison and Olaf, I set my feet onto the floor. I had stopped shaking. That was good. Someone had left a plate of food on my table and lit the fire. Even better. My appetite suddenly returned, and I reached over to pick up the largest piece of chicken I could find.

It was long into the night before anyone rapped on the door.

Máelmórda came in, stepping quietly over to my bed.

“We haven’t found anyone so far,” he whispered. “The men who are escaped slaves, or who have come from other clans, have either been here for years, or else are too distant from the king’s circle.” He stared at me. “This Tomas, he said he had spoken to the spy while he was here? While he was in the dun?”

I nodded.

Máelmórda crouched beside me, hands threading through his beard. “What about the man, Pátraic? He says he is a distant cousin, but not from these parts. It’s possible…”

“What if it wasn’t who we expected?” I said, remembering Olaf’s words from my dream. “Not a warrior. Someone else.”

“This is a warrior clan. They wouldn’t send a man here who wasn’t a warrior. He’d never fit in.”

“What if it’s not a man?”

Máelmórda rolled his eyes.

“Think about it. Our mother was able to ingratiate herself with my father. Sometimes it’s easier for us. Women can move around and go unnoticed.”

“To have any chance with the king, she’d need to be as love—”

“Oh.” I slammed my hand against my brother’s shoulder, a laugh building. “I know who it is.”

Máelmórda edged closer.

“I can’t believe I’ve been so blind.”

“Who?” He stood, pacing. Readying his mind on how to find them tonight.

“Steady yourself. She isn’t here. She’s off with Sitric and Murchad and the shipbuilders.”

“Are you certain?”

“Yes. Don’t worry. She’ll return soon.”

Máelmórda took out his sword from his belt and rubbed the sharp blade against the stubble on his chin. “Why don’t I find her now. Kill her and take her gift.”

He looked at me expectantly, hand open.

“I will give you the knife when she returns, no sooner.”

“Why?”

“Patience, Máelmórda.” I stood and walked over to him, closing over his open hand. I had to make him see. “Mother told us of how her brothers died on the battlefield. She ran away when she saw the warriors come for them. Ran into a tower and begged the monk there to hide her. When the Descendants won, she heard them torture her brother.”

“I remember the story,” Máelmórda shook my hands away from his. “I don’t need you to remind me.”

“Raoul was the only name her brother gave them when they asked him who hadn’t come to battle. Mother was always scared. Afraid they would somehow find out about her, but she was wrong. The Descendants believe that the Fomorians are all dead and now they fight among themselves. We must not squander this by making reckless decisions.” Reaching out with my hand, I touched his beard and the hairs underneath my finger turned grey. “We have time on our side now. Something Mother never had.”

Máelmórda gave an exasperated groan but he didn’t grow angry like he did last time. “Fine,” he said. “I can wait. But you must tell me her name.”

The name danced on my tongue. Should I give it, or not?

“We must stick together.” He set his sword back into its sheath. “It’s not just the two of us anymore. There are three.”

Oh, he was so like Mother when he spoke to me like this. So provoking, always able to find my weak spots.

“Her name is Lucrecia, and fear not, brother, I know her; I know all her weaknesses. By the time I am finished with her, she will have told us the location of the fortress and you will have her gift. And then we will destroy her and her family, as her kind have tried to destroy ours.”


Cill Rois, March 1001

Fódla

The finished ships sat in the water. Fearsome they looked with their wolf prows, and a marvel of craftsmanship to be so long and wide and yet so nimble. The men had worked hard all through the winter storms and frost, never stopping, not even for the winter solstice, and now their work was nearly at an end. The new sails rattled against the ropes and beams as the men tied them tight to the mast. Falk was right: the ships seemed alive somehow. I reached out to touch one, to feel what was left of the tree against my fingers.

“A beauty, isn’t she?” Falk smiled as he surveyed his work.

“She is. It is a great skill you have, to make these.”

“My father taught me, and my grandfather when he was alive.” He stroked the ship, his hands much rougher than the wood underneath them. “It runs in the blood, you see.”

“Are you talking about your ships again?” Sitric came over and clapped his friend on the back. “You speak of them like other men do their women.”

“I’ve said it before, my ship, Seabreaker, is my greatest love. You may laugh, but it is true.”

“You have a son and daughter, do you not?” I asked. “You love your ship more than them?”

Falk rubbed his cheek. “It’s a different kind of love. My children are grown and pursue their own destinies, but my ship will remain with me until a storm rips her into pieces, and then, gods willing, I will sink with her.”

“Do not listen to him, Fódla,” Sitric teased. “He was in tears when his daughter married Leif.”

“I was,” Falk admitted. “Crying that Freya fell for that idiot nephew of yours when she is so beautiful an earl would have married her. But she would not listen. It’s as well I have Seabreaker to keep me company.”

Murchad approached. He gave me a passing smile, then inspected the ships. His eyes ran along the masts, the sails, the nails and ropes.

“Beautiful, aren’t they?” Sitric said to Murchad. “And you have ten, just as we promised.”

“As long as they work. Sea and river.”

“Work?” Falk growled. “You dishonour me.”

Murchad shrugged. “It is not your skill I question, Falk.”

“Ah.” Sitric smirked. “Then it is me? You think that I scheme against you? That I would waste my men’s time building you ships that will sink or become stuck in the shallows.”

Murchad didn’t say anything. He jumped onto the nearest ship and ran his hands over the steerboard. This made Sitric laugh. The King of Dublin was in good form today, and easily shrugged away the challenge in Murchad’s eyes. Perhaps it was because we were going home soon. I imagined a king would always want to be in his own kingdom.

“Why would I try to fool you, Murchad?” Sitric asked. “We are family now. We must put old grudges behind us. Isn’t that what we all agreed. You killed my brother. I killed your friend. Now my mother is your stepmother, and your sister is my wife.”

“Friendship is the goal, yes,” Murchad said. “Which is why we are sailing the ships to Killaloe in three days’ time.”

“So soon?” Sitric frowned, his good humour fading.

“Aye, why not. Falk said the ships are almost ready.”

“They are.”

“Well then, it’s time to return to Killaloe. Don’t you want to see your wife and your new son?”

Sitric’s smile did not return, though he nodded in agreement. Despite his frequent visits to Dublin, he hadn’t once travelled to Killaloe, not even when news arrived that Sláine had given birth to a son.

The examination continued and I was as absorbed with the ships as Murchad and Falk. The prows, the stern, the tall masts. The sun was shining and a light breeze blew in from the south. It was a good day for testing the ships out on the river, and yet a feeling of ill-tiding niggled at my mind. I looked upward, searching for signs of cloud. The sky was clear… save for a black dot in the distance, growing ever closer.

Senna.

The dot was so small it could be any bird, yet I knew it was him. I sensed it, even from here. My stomach began to turn. Senna’s appearances usually filled me with dread, but this time it was different. Flowers were starting to bloom. This visit might be to recall me to Fennit Island for the gathering. I gazed over at Murchad who, every so often, glanced at me.

“I’d better go and find some lungwort.” I picked up my basket and hobbled toward the forest. The men either ignored me, or grunted a farewell, already absorbed in their work for the day.

*

I sat on a small rock, hidden under an oak tree with low-hanging branches. It didn’t take long for Murchad to come. His footsteps crunched along the newly fallen leaves.

“I can hear you, you know.”

He gave a quiet laugh.

“You might be a good warrior, but you’re not a good tracker.”

“If you were a deer who might scurry away, I would be quieter.”

“Perhaps I will scurry away.”

He walked toward me, pushing away the leaves that hung low. I tried to look away but found I couldn’t. Every time we were alone, my pulse quickened, my mind ceased to work and my heart sang. Not that we were alone often. It was too dangerous with so many men around who might see… but sometimes… sometimes, we managed.

Murchad sat on the rock opposite.

He placed his hand on his heart. It is what he did when he wanted to come closer.

I shook my head. “I’m about to be called away,” I whispered. “It’s time.” I pointed up at the sky and then my eyes. They are watching.

Murchad understood my meaning. He picked up my basket, empty still, and passed it over to me. I set my hand on the handle to take it, when he placed his hand over mine. “Come back to me,” he whispered.

I nodded, wishing I could kiss him. Hold him. But Senna couldn’t be far away. For him to see Murchad and I this close was dangerous enough.

“You will look after Broccan for me?”

“Of course.”

Slowly, Murchad stepped away and walked out from under the tree’s canopy and returned to the riverbank.

I waited until he had disappeared, then sat on the grass by a group of lungwort plants. It didn’t take long for Senna to find me.

The black crow dropped quickly from the sky and landed on the grass. He hopped over to me, nearly falling, and I reached out to help him. A small scroll was attached to his right leg, and I pulled the thread around it loose. There were no words on the parchment, only a symbol, a circular shape worked into a spiral. It meant gathering. I reattached it to his leg, making sure to tie the string tight. “You are tired, Senna,” I said, feeling the strain in his wings. “You have been busy recalling everyone.” I touched his chest and back, using my gift to heal his muscles. “Go home and rest. As soon as I say goodbye to Broccan, I will leave.”

Senna pecked my hand then opened his great wings and flew into the sky, his course set south-east toward Fennit. Where had he been to be so fatigued? We had Descendants spying in many distant cities, including Constantinople, Esztergom and Rome, but Tomas did not usually send Senna so far afield. I watched him as he left, relieved that he had not lingered to watch me, or worst of all, escort me to the gathering.

Brushing the grass and dirt from my skirt, I lifted my half-filled basket, and returned to my tent.

“Broccan,” I called out, hoping he hadn’t already left to play with Tairdelbach.

“Yes, Aunt Fódla?” Broccan came bounding out from under the door flap and wrapped his arms around my waist. He smelled of salted porridge and Lucrecia’s barley bread, and his training sword was already slung into his belt. Just in time then.

“I have to go,” I said. “It might be for a few days.”

“Why?”

“There is a woman who is very sick, and I need to tend to her.”

“Can I come?” My nephew reached forward to hold me closer. “I can carry your bags.”

“No, my love. It is best you stay here. Then when the ships sail to Killaloe, you can go home.”

“You will miss the ships?” His forehead furrowed. “No. No. We should stay together. We should…”

I took Broccan’s hand in mine. “Now, Broccan, it’s much better for you to stay with Tairdelbach and practise. Murchad has agreed to look after you, and I won’t be long.”

His scowl deepened and a stubborn look crept into his eyes.

“Watching me look after the sick is no fun,” I said, before he could speak again. “Please, stay here. Let me get on with my work. I will be safe, I promise.”

“Well…” His face moved through sadness to acceptance. “Can I walk with you for a while?”

“Of course. That would be lovely.”

Broccan, cheered by this, gave me another hug. “I’ll go and get my cloak.”

“What is all this?” Lucrecia said as Broccan pushed past her into our tent.

“I’ve received a message. A woman is unwell, and her family have sent for a healer.”

She took my hand in hers and held it tight. “What will I do without you?”

Gently, I kissed her cheek. “You will be fine. Are you still set on travelling to Colgú’s and Maria’s new home with Felicia?”

“Yes, but I don’t plan to stay for long. The newlyweds need time alone. An overbearing mother-in-law is not a reputation I want.”

“Then I shall see you in Killaloe when you return.”

Lucrecia gave my hands a tight squeeze then returned to the tent to continue packing away her clothing. Glad that she was visiting Maria, I smiled as I watched her. Aside from the fact she longed to see her daughter’s new home, it meant the Dublin visitors would be gone by the time she returned to Killaloe.

Broccan rushed outside, my two bags in his arms and his cloak over his shoulder.

“Come on, little fawn,” I said. “Let’s go.”

*

“Look, there are dandelions already out,” Broccan said as we walked through the forest. “Do you remember we used to eat them?”

“I do.” I handed over my basket. “And we made broth with them. Why don’t you run ahead and pick some? Then you really must return to the camp. We can’t even see the treeline at the riverbank anymore.”

Broccan, ever eager to help, gave me the bags of herbs, and ran on to where the dandelions grew on the grassy verges under the oak trees still yet to leaf – his long, blond hair trailing behind him, just like his cloak.

A strange sensation suddenly ran up my leg. A nervous twinge. My stomach lurched, turned cold. I stared at Broccan, who had kneeled down to pick the flowers. He looked up, cocked his head to one side. He felt it too.

I glanced behind me. The birds had silenced, the animals stilled. What was it? It must be something big to cause the animals to hide. A wolf maybe.

“Broccan,” I shouted. “Come here.”

Broccan turned, nodding as he hurried toward me.

And that’s when I saw it.

A hundred feet away. A bright light refracted the sunlight. The leaves moved.

A shadow darkened the path.

“Broccan!” I screamed. “Run!”

Broccan, seeing the terror in my eyes, sprinted, unsheathing his practice sword. The wood was heavy, but not sharp.

I sprinted, pushing through the pain that ripped down my left side. “Broccan,” I screamed again. “Faster.”

The shape was catching up to Broccan now, the shadow rushing forward. Branches crunched underfoot… but everything else was a blur, so fast did it move. What was it? No… My heart thudded. Who was it?

I wanted to shout, to scream. To tell them to leave, but I could hardly breathe. If I could just get to Broccan first.

The figure rushed out from behind the trees. Flashes of brown hair and a red cloak caught my eye.

“Stop it!” I screamed, holding out my hand. “I am Fódla of the Tuatha Dé Danann and I command you to stop!”

The figure kept moving, though he slowed as he approached Broccan. Whether it was because he had listened, or because he was drawing a weapon, I could not tell. The blurred face suddenly came into focus, and he glanced at me as he raised his blade high above his shoulder.

“No!” I ran faster, though I knew I wouldn’t reach Broccan in time. “Don’t hurt him, Tigernach.”

Tigernach’s gaze moved away from me and back to Broccan. The sword was swinging down now, the sharp edge of the blade aimed at Broccan’s neck.

Broccan’s eyes met mine. He was going to die, and I couldn’t save him; and he knew it. He dived forward, but instead of hitting the ground, he spun, raising his wooden sword with a speed that should have been impossible and launched it at his attacker like a spear.

Tigernach hit away the wooden sword, but the force of the blow caught him off guard and he stumbled back.

“Tigernach,” I said. “It’s Fódla. Stop. This boy is under my protection.”

He glanced at me, his eyes glazed, slightly unfocused.

“Why are you here?” I asked, trying to stall him, to give Broccan time to get up and run.

“I’ve come to kill the boy.”

“Why? Who sent you?”

He stared, pausing a moment, frowning. “I don’t… I don’t remember.”

But as he stared at Broccan, I sensed that he didn’t care. He smiled as he saw a trail of blood trickle down my nephew’s head. He wanted to hurt him. He wanted to kill him.

Tigernach raised his sword, and once again ran toward my nephew. This time, Broccan could do nothing to stop it.

Time slowed as I watched. My lungs emptied of air.

Tigernach grabbed Broccan and threw him against a tree, stunning my nephew as he cracked his head against the trunk. Tigernach once again raised his sword, the tip aimed for Broccan’s heart. Tigernach was going to kill him. A fatal blow so I couldn’t heal him.

“Stop!” I screamed.

“Stop!” Another voice behind me shouted.

But Tigernach did not stop.

Suddenly, a golden spear pierced Tigernach. He flew sideways. The force was so strong the steel head pinned him to the next tree. A shocked Tigernach glanced at the metal sticking out from the side of his chest. Blood sputtered from his lips.

I looked in the direction that the spear had come from. A tall man was standing on a rock, his black, braided hair hanging to his waist.

“Colmon,” I stuttered. “What is happening?”

I shook my head in amazement as I looked at Broccan’s rescuer. It took me a few moments for my body to respond, to move toward Broccan who lay dazed against the tree roots, his face completely ashen.

“It’s all right, my love,” I said as I reached him, holding him tight. I let my gift flow into him. His left arm was shattered from his fall, blood ran down his face. I pressed my hand against the shattered bone, healing away the cuts and bruises. His skull was fractured too; a shard of bone broken loose. I closed my eyes, focusing my gift, healing him until not even a scratch remained.

Colmon ran to Tigernach.

“Who told you to come here?” I heard Colmon say.

“I… don’t… rem…” Tigernach’s voice trailed away.

“Fódla, quickly,” Colmon shouted. “He’s dying.”

I released Broccan. Stumbling over the leafy ground, I reached Tigernach as quickly as I could and pressed my fingers against his chest. “It’s too late, Colmon. His heart has stopped beating. He is gone.” I stared at the young warrior, his mouth parted, his lean body now sagging against the tree. Colmon held his hand, his face full of anguish.

“It is not your fault. I told him to stop, as did you. He wouldn’t listen.”

Colmon grunted. “He was young and never allowed to fight outside the fortress. The stories that Cerball would tell him… they made him long for battle all the more. I should have helped him see. I should have…” Colmon’s regrets trailed away. There was nothing that could change the past. He knew that as well as I.

“What was he doing here?” I asked. “And why are you here?” I stared at the spear piercing Tigernach’s body. He should only have obeyed the commands of his gift-leader, who was Colmon.

Colmon pulled the spear free of the young warrior and laid him to rest on the grass. “I am here because Rónnat told me you were in danger. I didn’t believe her at first… but I had to see you for myself. I do not know why Tigernach is here. He’s meant to be at the fortress.”

Colmon stared at the young warrior, his eyes wet and angry. He was as shocked as I, and the fleeting suspicion that Colmon must have sent him faded. He had been watching me though. For how long? Had he seen Murchad and I alone together?

Colmon twisted his lips, his gaze shifting from his fallen friend and over to Broccan. “How did you move so quickly?” His voice was soft, gentle even, but there was an edge to it, too.

Broccan, shivering, wrapped his arms around his shoulders. I rushed back over to my nephew and held him tight. His injuries were gone, yes, but shock clung to him like a morning mist. He needed warmth.

“Have you moved like that before?” Colmon asked him.

“Yes.” Broccan glanced between us, his mouth set in a firm line. “You move quickly too.”

“I do.” Colmon moved closer to Broccan. “I am a Descendant of the Tuatha Dé Danann, and so, I believe, are you.”

Broccan shook his head, leaning into me. “The Tuatha Dé Danann are just stories. Tell him, Aunt Fódla.”

“It is true, Broccan.” I pulled back slightly, so he could see my face and know I spoke the truth. “I suspected you had a gift after you attacked the monk in the dun, but there can be no doubt now. You have a gift of the Tuatha Dé Danann. Your mother was a Descendant of the Tuatha Dé Danann and so am I.”

Disbelief still clouded Broccan’s face and he glanced between me and Colmon as if waiting for one of us to start laughing.

“Look at your arm, Broccan. Feel your head. There is blood on your shirt and trousers, but there are no cuts. I healed them when I held you.”

Broccan rubbed his head with his hands, his face pale, as he felt for the wounds that were no longer there.

“You knew he had the gift?” Colmon eyed me sternly.

“I suspected. The last time he moved like a warrior, it was when Tomas was here. Tomas attacked me and Broccan pushed him away. He gave Tomas a concussion… but I have watched him ever since, studied him with the other boys, and he never showed any more signs. I had planned to speak with you at the gathering and ask you to test him.”

“Did Tomas see the way he moved?”

“I didn’t think so… I healed him before he came out of his concussion, and Broccan had hit him from behind, but I… can’t be sure.” I was so certain Tomas hadn’t seen, but what if he had? I lifted my chin to meet Colmon’s gaze. “Do you think Tomas ordered this?”

Colmon bowed his head. “When Tomas and I last spoke, he said that we should retreat further from the mortals and bring the treasures to the fortress. I’ve also heard rumours that some Descendants want us to rule over the mortals one day. How can he, or anyone else, persuade the council of either plan when the existence of Broccan proves that our gifts are not fading, and indeed, are still presenting between the offspring of a Descendant and a mortal? The news that Broccan has a gift will bring chaos to many… and yet, I confess, the evidence does point at Tomas, for who else could make Tigernach forget who sent him.”

“Only a druid.” My mind filled with the list of druids who could brew the potions. Forgetfulness, love, death. Tomas, however, wasn’t the only one, and it did no good to accuse him without proof. He hadn’t been the only one who might have seen. Gobnat had been in the dun too.

“It’s against the law for a druid to give a Descendant a potion without permission,” Colmon said. “Would Tomas fall so low as to break this law?”

My last memory of Aoife came to me. The medicine she said Tomas gave her. I had dismissed it back then as confusion and put her memory loss down to the fact she was mortal. What if I was wrong? What if Tomas had been using his potions on her… Had Tomas made her condition seem worse to make me let her go? He had grown disinterested in her in those final years. Loathed the sight of her wrinkled and grey… and he’d wanted me to give him more children.

“Fódla?”

“Maybe. Maybe he would.”

Colmon sighed. “We will get no further talking here. I need to speak to Tomas. Try to uncover the truth of who did this. To do that, we must hide the boy.”

“Should we not take him to the fortress? Once everyone sees what he can do, then there will be no danger. No one would dare hurt him.”

Colmon shook his head. “His gift is not presenting fully yet. Broccan has enemies. Whoever did this doesn’t want the son of a mortal to have a gift. If we bring him now, he would be forced to demonstrate his gift at the gathering and may not be able to show it. If that happens, he’ll be excluded from the fortress and whoever wants to kill him will see that he has no control and that he is weak.”

“Then we need to pretend that Tigernach was successful. Give Broccan time to learn.”

Colmon stared at my nephew, still huddled into himself, doubt on his face. I couldn’t let anything bad happen to him. I wouldn’t. Running my fingers through my hair, I took a deep breath. How could we pull this off and trick Tomas into thinking his plan had worked?

“If I hide him, and we both attend the gathering, we can fool them. You aren’t meant to be here, so you will act as if you know nothing. I will tell Tomas that Broccan is dead. Then, after the gathering I will tell him that I need to travel to Rónnat to tell her the news. Instead, I will bring him to Rónnat’s crannog and you will meet us there.”

“You have someone you trust to hide him?”

I nodded.

“Then go. I will leave now. I need to reach the gathering before you do to see if I can uncover who sent Tigernach here.”

“Better you than me.” Anger edged my voice as I thought of Tigernach, his life over. Such a senseless waste.

“No anger, Fódla,” Colmon said. “You have an act to keep up. If you want the Descendants to believe Broccan is dead, you must play the part they expect to see. Broccan’s life depends on it.”

“Yes, you are right.” I had failed Aoife. I would not fail Broccan.

“Farewell, cousin,” Colmon said. “When you reach the fortress, I will watch over you. Keep you safe.”

“Thank you, Colmon.”

Colmon lifted his hood over his head, took Tigernach’s body into his arms, and walked into the forest. Turning, I stumbled over to Broccan.

“Broccan,” I whispered. “We must go.”

“Where?” He lifted his tear-stained face and stared at me.

“I am afraid there are more people who want to hurt you. We need to make sure they believe you are dead.”

He gave a barely audible grunt, his face still pale. “Where shall we go? North?”

“No. I need to leave you for a while. Just a short while.”

The despair on Broccan’s face faded. He wiped his tears with his palm. “Then you should go. I don’t want to be a burden, Aunt Fódla.”

“You aren’t.”

He shrugged his arm out of reach. “Then why did you lie to me?”

“Because I wanted to keep you safe.”

“But I’m not safe. People want to kill me. I have this… gift… I’m a monster.”

“No, no, you are not.” My words had lost all their value with him. How could I explain why I had lied to him for all these years?

“Broccan. I need you to trust me. I will tell you everything, but right now, we need to move. Please, come.”

He stared at the ground. I tugged at his arm and at last he stood and followed me in silence as we made our way to the forest edge close to the campsite. Murchad was working on one of the ships, surrounded by a group of shipbuilders. Sitric was there too.

“I need you to fetch Murchad. You must say loudly that you are coming with me instead of staying here. People must not think to question your whereabouts. Can you do that?”

Without answering he ran off. I worried that he would run away, or be unable to carry out my instructions, but instead he ran to Murchad and relayed the message. When Broccan returned, he stood behind me, refusing to meet my gaze.

“Fódla?” Murchad strolled into the forest. “What’s wrong?”

“I need you to do something for me. And not ask any questions.”

Murchad’s smile faded. “Of course. Anything.”

“You must hide Broccan somewhere. No one must know who he is. No one must be able to recognise him.”

Murchad licked his lips. “I can take him to the church. Father Dáire is a friend of mine.”

“He will keep Broccan safe?”

Murchad nodded. “I promise.” He glanced at a shivering Broccan, his brows furrowed, questions dancing in his eyes. But I couldn’t answer them. Not now. Instead, I took hold of Broccan’s hand, holding it tight. “You don’t understand what has happened, and I know you are angry. But you must do this. I will explain everything when I return. I won’t be long.”

I looked at Murchad, trying my best to keep the fear from my voice. “By the time I return, you will be in Killaloe. I won’t want anyone to know I am there.”

“When you arrive, go to your ráth and hide. I will check it every evening once it gets dark.”

Nodding, I took a step back. “I love you, Broccan. I will see you soon.”

Broccan’s eyes slowly lifted, and he gave a despondent nod then followed Murchad as he cut through the forest so they could meet the river path while avoiding the shipbuilders. My nephew stared back at me only once. His eyes were narrowed, his mouth tight. He was becoming a man and his heart was sore. I only hoped one day he would trust me again.


PART III


Fennit Island, March 1001

Colmon

I arrived at the sandbank bridge to Fennit Island before Fódla. Any signs of danger, I would help her escape. That had been my resolution. And as soon as she arrived, I would find her and watch over her. She had smiled when I said this, comforted. However, her imagination only went so far. Mine stretched to something much further away. I saw every way a druid could hurt me, every way that a witch could, too. Potions of death and forgetfulness, spells of transformation and ivy briars around my neck were the most obvious ways they could torture me. Not the only.

My footsteps did not falter as I crossed the sandbank. I did not expect the culprit to suspect me today. They would notice that Tigernach had not returned, but Tigernach was young, and curiosity to explore the outside world would seem more plausible than death at first. It would remain that way if Fódla and I could stick to the plan.

The tide had not long receded, and my footprints left watery imprints in the damp sand. In days gone by, I had enjoyed this walk to safety. To be away from the blood and war that plagued the mainland. Today my steps were heavy. I was moving toward a fight, not away, and I had never wanted that for my home.

Why had someone wanted Tigernach to kill Broccan? Could it really be Tomas?

I took my sword from the sheath and spun it round in my hand. The song of the steel always helped me think. Tomas was my main suspect – there was no denying that. But why would he want to do it? He’d spent the last sixty years talking of our powers fading, our numbers dwindling. Petrified that our gifts would one day cease.

He said that he only wanted the Descendants to be safe, and once I would have taken him at his word, but there were so many rumours circulating around him that I could no longer do that. Cerball, Méabh, Fiachre and Fódla all had told me different stories about Tomas. According to Fiachre, Tomas wanted more power. Cerball had smelled Eilis’ blood on Tomas’ cloak. Méabh said there were other Descendants who wanted to rule the mortals, but that Tomas was silent on the matter. Fódla, who knew Tomas best of all, thought he would use his potions on other Descendants without their knowledge. Who was he? Which version of Tomas was the right one?

As I thought, Rónnat’s words from her crannog crashed into my mind. It wasn’t just Fódla’s safety she had warned me about. A great war is coming. A war within a war, and I’m telling you, my sister is in danger, and if she dies, all of our kind will too.

A war within a war? I gave my sword one more spin, then put it away. I had been lost inside my head for too long. Life was changing in the fortress. It was no longer a sanctuary, and when I arrived, I needed to get to the root of it.

Yes, it was time to go to the high tower and speak with my old friend, to see where his schemes led and who followed behind him. He needed my vote at the gathering tomorrow, and to secure it, he would have to tell me what he planned, or some portion of it. The trick would be deciphering what he truly believed, and what he said as a means of persuasion. My skills as a warrior were well honed. Blade, axe, spear. I was deadly with them all. But there were other skills we had. Subtle ones. Truth, lies, half-truths and exaggeration. There was an art to dissecting words. I had never used these skills on friends before, but I’d never thought I needed to.

Pausing to settle my mind, I took a deep breath, then climbed the rope ladder. As expected, Tomas was sitting at his desk, face buried in musty scrolls.

“Ah, so you are back,” he said, not lifting his head. A moment later, he glanced at me from the corner of his eyes and gave me a quick smile before returning to the parchment.

“I am.”

“How was the journey?”

This time, I waited. A man looked at another when they asked them a question. Tomas may have been the leader and used to giving orders, but that was not the relationship we had, or at least it was not the one I’d thought we had. I had not been paying attention, though. This sudden show of control was not for vanity’s sake. I needed to read him. And to read him, I needed to watch his face, his eyes, his hands, his lips.

At last, when the silence grew too long, he rolled up the scroll and turned in his chair to face me. “Sorry, friend. I am distracted and being unforgivably rude. Tell me, how was the journey?”

“It was fine.”

“Sit down, Colmon.” He gestured to the chair, his expression beginning to lighten. “Please, save me from these books and tell me about Dublin.”

“The monastery is nearly finished. So is Christ Church, though it isn’t as impressive as the monastery. The Vikings have kept their word, and none of the monks or priests have been injured. It’s going better than I hoped.”

“Is that all you have to say for yourself?” Tomas wagged his finger. “I hear you’ve been causing quite a commotion.”

“Have I?” My thoughts turned to Cerball. Had something happened?

“The fight with King Sitric. Please don’t tell me there is more.”

“Oh, that. No, nothing else.” Old news then. Good.

“It’s not every day a monk fights a king.”

“Sitric asked to have a training fight with me, and the abbot agreed to it. I could not say no.”

“Oh, I know. I heard all about it. And the self-imposed exile afterwards was a stroke of genius.” Tomas leaned forward, his smile growing. “I’d guess Sitric wasn’t happy when you struck him in the face.”

“You know what kings are like. They need to be put in their place every now and then.”

Tomas grinned at the old joke. It was what my father used to say. “I suppose that’s true. It’s as well that you let him win.”

What if I hadn’t? I wanted to say. What would you do to me? But that wasn’t the right question. I wanted him to think I was his friend still, so I smiled like the days of old and rested my hands on my knee.

“Of course I let him win. There are others in Dublin who look at his crown with envy. News that a Christian monk defeated him wouldn’t go down well. I’m there to spy, not to create chaos.”

Tomas’ hands ran through his hair as he laughed. “You see, this is why I sent you there, old friend. You know this. Others… others still haven’t learned that we cannot involve ourselves in their affairs. Even those I have trusted deeply can’t keep to spying, they must interfere. The women are the worst. The sight of a mortal warrior seems to make their hearts beat all of a flutter.”

“Like Eilis?”

The name made him start and the grin left his face. His pulse quickened.

“I heard she ran away. Is it true?”

He nodded, his face paling as he leaned back in his chair. “She was frightened. She admitted to me that she had lain with the King of Connacht. Admitted that she had persuaded him to follow a course of action that she wanted.” He tapped his fingers against the table. “She knew what was coming.”

“What action did she advise?”

“To make peace with Brian Boru, is what she said.”

“A noble cause.”

“It was. That is why it upset me so much. But the laws are laws for a reason. They can’t be broken. Taking the sides of kings, influencing… they are dangerous paths to walk down, as you well know. If she’s asking him to make peace with one mortal, then she’s asking him to make war with another.”

There was no denying this. The kings constantly fought. Every one of them had an enemy and war was never far away. And in years gone by, this reasoning would have been enough for me to think that Tomas knew the right path. It sounded so reasonable… and yet, he was withholding much from me. I could feel it.

“Where did she run?” I asked.

Tomas’ forehead furrowed, and he rubbed the bridge of his nose. “South. Probably to Normandy.” His pulse quickened again, the skin on his cheeks flushing pink. This was a lie.

“Did you send anyone out to look for her?”

“The council agreed that Tigernach should search for her. He left a few weeks ago. I hope you don’t mind. There wasn’t enough time to write a letter asking for permission.” His pulse slowed as he spoke. Ah, so this was the truth. Or at least, searching for Eilis was the excuse he might have given the council for letting Tigernach leave the fortress. Unless another druid had got to Tigernach before he left.

“Do you think she is alive?”

“Yes,” he said, “why wouldn’t she be?”

Another lie.

I waved my hand to indicate I did not mind him sending Tigernach out, keeping my eyes on Tomas. He gave me a polite nod, then rubbed his fingers along his chin. How innocent he looked. When had he learned to lie like this? I remembered finding Raoul of Normandy, the last Fomorian, lying dead in his own vomit, the air full of its stench mixed with the sweet scent of poison. How well Tomas had lied to everyone then, telling the council that he had slain the Fomorian with his own hands. I was so keen to avoid the unwarranted glory that I hadn’t noticed. A better story, he had told me. The last Fomorian is dead, and it would have been by our hand, if Raoul hadn’t been such a coward. I had agreed to the lie. Like a fool.

“Where did the trail start?”

“The stones of Danu.”

That was close to King Brian’s dun. Not far away from the shipbuilding camp, either. If Tigernach’s official business had been looking for Eilis, Tomas could have given him an order to find Fódla first.

“The stones of Danu are a dangerous place to bring a captive witch. They will have enhanced her powers.”

“I know. Gobnat was with me. I thought that was enough.”

“Eilis fought off you and Gobnat?”

“No, just me. Gobnat had left to look for food.”

He stared at me, perhaps suddenly aware that I had asked so many questions, more challenging ones than my tone had implied.

“Well,” I said, giving Tomas a reassuring pat on the shoulder, “I know Tigernach is young, but I’m sure he is up to the challenge of finding a runaway Descendant. He will be eager to prove himself.”

“I hope so. With you away in Dublin and Cerball deciding to leave us, well, it didn’t leave me with many options. Which is why I need you to stay here now that you are returned.”

“Is Cerball not back?”

“No, neither is Méabh.”

“You let Méabh leave?”

Tomas sighed. “She wanted to be with her father, to spend time with him before he dies. I told them both to be back for the gathering.” He lifted his hand above his head. “As you can see, people are growing tired of listening to me. The laws that bind us are weakening in their minds.”

“I will look for them after the gathering. Cerball looked very old the last time we met. Perhaps he has aged quicker than we thought, and Méabh is struggling to bring him back.”

“Yes, that’s probably it. Bring him home if you can. If not, if it’s too late, Méabh must return.”

Tomas trailed off, the way he did when he wanted to change the topic of conversation. I paused a moment, then two, waiting to see where he went.

“Our numbers are still falling, Colmon,” he said at last. “Our powers fading. I have not admitted this to anyone else, but less than a quarter of the druids can brew the potion of truthfulness. Even fewer the potion of death. I believe this deterioration is the same with all the gifts. Did you ever think this would happen under our watch?” He tapped his fingers on the table, his expression utterly forlorn. “The warriors have fared worst of all. Only three left when Cerball goes.”

“It is difficult to see our numbers dwindle, yes.”

“Only twenty cupbearers. Two weapon-makers… and Fiachre is such a mess these days, he barely counts.”

“Poor Fiachre.”

“He drank so much last night he vomited all over himself and then just lay there.”

“In the hall?”

Tomas shook his head. “No, he spared himself that indignity, at least. In his bedroom.”

“He is not well.”

“I know. That’s why I watch him, help him when possible, even though he hates me. He’s not the only one who is finding our seclusion difficult. We were not meant to be locked away like this. And yet, when we are out in the world, we get involved with the mortals, we die for them… and our numbers dwindle even more.”

I grunted, low enough to be barely audible, just enough to prod Tomas along.

“When our ancestors lived here… before they were banished to the underworld by the Milesians… they were the High Kings. Mortals fought for them. Not the other way around.”

“Yes,” I said. “That is true.”

“The sons of Miled tricked the Tuatha Dé Danann to win the kingship of Ireland, but now the sons of Miled are dead. And they have left a ruined land behind them. A land full of corrupt men and fallen women.”

“Ruined?”

“The Irish kings kill each other for glory, Vikings kill for gold and silver. Ruined. All of them.”

He pushed a scroll my way. “I’ve overheard the younger Descendants say that we should fight the mortals for the kingship of Ireland while we still have some strength in our numbers.” He eyed me cautiously, his hand steady, yet I could tell he was nervous.

“Our numbers are too low.”

“The treasures would give us an advantage. If we had the sword and the spear, it would even the odds. We don’t need to kill the people, just their kings. And when the Lia Fail roars for us, the people will follow us once more. We will be gods reborn.”

“Is that what you believe, Tomas? Truly?”

“It’s not my idea. It’s the younger Descendants’, but… it is interesting.” He shrugged. “Perhaps one we should bring before the gathering.” He held my gaze, his hands steady. “I would rather have your support though. What do you think?”

“The mortals would not stand for the murder of their kings.” That was the first problem, to be sure. But Tomas was wrong, this was not who we were. When our ancestors were kings, it was because the mortals asked them to be. They had never taken it. How could he not see this?

Tomas touched a small cup on his desk. “They wouldn’t like it, but the mortals could always… forget.”

I pulled my chair closer to his. I couldn’t believe what he was saying. “You would give a potion of forgetfulness to mortals without their consent?”

“If I had to.”

“This is a big change, Tomas.” I kept my voice considered. Thoughtful. Conspiratorial. “When we changed the laws, we spoke of peace. Now you want us to use our magic to make people lose their minds.”

“What other way is there? Being separated from our treasures is weakening us, I’m sure of it. If we could reunite them, rebuild our strength, our numbers would grow. And if we were in control of Ireland, we could enforce the peace. Stop the mortals fighting.”

Could you stop us fighting, though? No. Because we were just like the mortals in that way. We would not hold the peace any more than the mortal kings had. We would fight over the kingship as they did. Who would be king, we would ask? Druid, warrior, witch?

I nodded, for I was not here to argue. I was here to listen to his plans, but inside, my stomach sank. Tomas had laid his true thoughts bare. He wanted us to go to war. To fight. To kill. To hold power for power’s sake, and he’d do anything to achieve his goal. Even kill Broccan. Even use his potions on people to make them lose their memories. I knew it now. I knew it was him.

“I need you to speak with Fiachre,” Tomas continued. “Convince him to vote yes. If he brings the sword, you bring the spear and I bring the Lia Fail, we will be stronger. Unstoppable.”

“Affraic will not agree to bringing the cauldron here.”

“No, Affraic is against me… but the cauldron is not important right now. When she is ousted from her role and Fódla put in her place, we will find the cauldron then.”

Oh, Tomas. Unbidden, images of us fighting with the mortals came to mind. We were just like them. Exactly the same. We had the same passions, loves, fears, faults as they did. How had he forgotten? Perhaps he had never truly seen?

A great war is coming. A war within a war.

Rónnat spoke the truth then. If so, was there any way to stop it?

I stood slowly, giving Tomas a smile. “The hour is late, friend. I must rest before the gathering tomorrow.”

Tomas grinned back, relaxing into his chair. He was so certain he was right. So certain that his plan would work. “Goodnight, Colmon.”

I made my way down the rope ladder and walked to my rooms. This was worse than I had thought. Much, much worse.

*

There is a time in the dark of night, the middle point between the sun setting and rising, where everything is silent. That does not mean that everyone is asleep. Oh, far from it. The fortress had many eyes that watched while the rest of us slumbered. I, however, was a warrior Descendant. A night-wolf. And if I wanted to stay hidden from watching eyes, I could.

I crept into Fiachre’s room. He slept on a chair, his head slumped against a table. A pitiful sight, smelling of wine, stale ale and urine. The mortals who had loved him hundreds of years ago would not believe this was the same Fiachre. He’d been so proud once. So controlled.

“Fiachre.” I shook him gently.

He groaned as he lifted his head from the table.

“We need to talk.”

“Where? What?” He snorted as he rose, his thick arm reaching for his sword. I grabbed it and pinned him to the wall. The force made his eyes widen. “Colmon?”

I held my hand over his mouth. “Be quiet,” I mouthed and then glanced at the window.

He nodded.

“Tomas is planning for us to go to war with the mortals,” I whispered. “He says he has the numbers to win the vote to unite the treasures tomorrow.”

“I told you this would happen,” Fiachre wheezed. Though his breath was full of wine, his eyes held my gaze, the reaction of a more sober man than the one I held before me. It was relief, I realised. Relief that someone finally believed him.

“Tomorrow at the gathering, I will side with Tomas. You will disagree and refuse to hand over your treasure. I need you to hold off telling him where it is for a month, maybe two. Buy me some time.”

“What for?”

“The warriors have a ráth on an island, hidden from the druids and witches. Old magic shields it from them. I will take your sword and my spear there.”

“Where is it?”

Rathlin was an island off the north coast of Ulaid. Small and sparsely populated. But I couldn’t tell Fiachre that. His lips were too loose, his anger too unguarded.

“You will not be coming. Tomas is watching you. You will tell me where the sword is, and I will hide it.”

His arm flung me away. Fiachre was strong. Years of working in the forge had given him muscles that even warriors were envious of. “No,” he hissed.

“It is the only way. Think about it. You are being watched. I am not.”

“How can I trust you?”

“Because… it is too late. There is no other way.”

I walked over to Fiachre so that we stood only inches apart. I stared at him, and he stared at me. We had fought with each other and against. So had our fathers and their fathers before them. We both loved and hated each other, but trust was not something we had ever given the other.

“I will not give Tomas your sword. That is not why I am here.”

“Yes,” Fiachre finally said, holding out his arm for me to take. “I know you speak the truth. So tomorrow, you want me to play the fool. It won’t be hard.” He took out his knife and walked over to the axe hanging on his wall. Using the tip of the knife, he hit the bottom of the axe shaft and part of it came loose, allowing a folded piece of parchment to fall free.

“This is the map that will show you where it is.”

Now that the way to the sword was in my hand, I wondered that he had given it to me so easily. There was pride still left in him. I felt it when he held his axe, fire-forged with his gift. So strong that no other steel could scratch it.

“Is there something you are not telling me?”

Fiachre sat back on his chair, his hazel eyes staring at the axe on the wall.

“You never had any children, did you, Colmon?”

“No.”

“My son hates me. He stands against me in everything, and I trust him less than I trust you.”

“Cenn doesn’t hate you, Fiachre. He hates to see you like this.”

Fiachre waved his hand at me. Leave, the gesture said. “I’m sorry I cannot be of more use.”

“You can still—”

“No,” he shook his head. “It’s too late. But I will play the fool at the gathering tomorrow. I will help you one more time.”

His eyes closed as his head rested against the back of his chair. I wanted to tell him to clean himself up. I wanted to say I would help him, but I had said all those words many times before. Too many to count. And yet, my very being ached to leave him like this. As I slid into the shadows, I made myself a promise that when things were settled with Broccan and Fódla, I would return and drag him to my father’s ráth. Take him away from his ale and whiskey. Feed him. Let him heal.

The proud man I had once known was still there. I just hoped it wasn’t too late to find him.


Killaloe, March 1001

Gormflaith

“Brian!” I called from the back of the hall. “Look at Donnchad.”

Our son, who usually was lifted and laid by Orlaith and Niamh, had been sitting on the floor, but rather than let Orlaith pick him up, he had launched himself forward, and was now inching forward on his hands and knees. He had so many rolls of fat, I wondered his arms could hold the weight. He was determined. I’d give him that.

Brian laughed, left his men at the top table of the feasting hall, and walked toward us. “He’s keen to get moving. Just like his brothers.” Brian kneeled a couple of feet ahead of his son and held out his arms. Donnchad looked up, gave his father a slobbery grin, and shuffled his legs.

Orlaith and Niamh gasped and giggled behind me. “Ach, he’s doing so well. Growing so fast,” Niamh said to her cousin.

He was, though thank the gods it was her feeding him and not me.

Sláine glanced over from where she sat, holding her new son, Amlaíb, in her arms. He was two months younger than Donnchad, but well behind in terms of development. Lines of worry creased her forehead, but when her gaze returned to her son, her smile returned.

I linked arms with Orlaith, mimicking the sickly sweet smile that Sláine had given her son. Keeping Brian happy was essential, and his children seemed to be the only way to his frigid heart.

“I have news for you,” Brian said, as he swept Donnchad into his arms.

“Oh?”

“Máelmórda is coming for a visit. I expect him this evening.”

Again. So soon. I told him as soon as a Descendant arrived, I would contact him, but impatient and stubborn as he was, he didn’t trust me.

“He is upset that I have not discovered who attacked you.”

“Brian, there is no need. I think truly it must be someone you don’t know and they escaped the dun as soon as it happened. Otherwise, I’m sure you would have found them.” I held out my hands for Donnchad. He patted them away, twisting instead for Niamh.

“Oh, Donnchad is hungry.” Waving Niamh over, I frowned as she took him away, then bit my lip.

“What’s wrong?” Brian asked.

“I just wish… that I could have fed him.” I gave my son a wistful glance as he snuggled into Niamh’s waiting arms. “But my body wouldn’t work. I’m too old.”

Brian, cold though he was, had thawed since Donnchad’s arrival, especially when we spoke of him. “Don’t be silly. You’ll be weaning him soon, and you’re not old.”

I patted the grey in my hair and sighed, giving Donnchad a last longing look as Niamh swept him out of the feasting hall so she could feed him in my house in peace. Orlaith followed them, clapping and smiling at Donnchad, who gurgled back.

“It’s such a lovely day. Do you think I might go for a walk?”

Brian’s voice hardened. “Where?”

“Just along the riverbank a little.”

He didn’t answer, only pursed his lips while he pondered the possibility of me running again, or even worse, someone coming to take me away. I kept my expression clear, smiling as I stared up at the blue sky.

“When I was a girl, I would often go swimming in the river by my father’s dun. Perhaps I would feel young again if I went for a swim now.” I gave Brian a conspiratorial grin. “Or do you think me too old to be so foolish?”

Brian followed my gaze. It was a nice day. I wasn’t asking to go far. He couldn’t really say no, even though he wanted to.

“If I go now, I’ll be back in time to help try Donnchad with some broth.”

“Father.” Tadc waved at Brian from the top of the room. “Come and see this.” He held up a note that had come from one of their messengers. Father Marcán muttered something to Tadc, who grimaced in return.

“Fine,” Brian said, his interest in me waning. “Don’t be long and stay in sight of the dun. I don’t want you to be in any danger.”

“Of course not. It’s just a quick swim. I’ll probably dip in my toe and be too scared to go any further.”

Brian began his walk back to the table as I spoke, his mind already elsewhere. There. Free at last.

*

I sat by the riverbank. Alone, and as far away as I could get without the warriors telling Brian I had disobeyed him. Months of pleasantries and cooing after a dribbling baby had all been for this. With Donnchad so young, and Brian anxious for our safety, I’d barely set foot outside the dun since the night of our attack. Practising inside the dun was out of the question, for I couldn’t afford to let loose another fire. That would turn suspicion my way. No, finding somewhere private was essential, even more so now that Máelmórda was on his way.

I needed to get some manner of control over my new gift as well as regain control over the old one. Fire- and witch-magic did not seem to go with each other, and yet I had to try. Aside from adding a few grey strands to my hair and a few wrinkles around my eyes, I had dared to do nothing else.

That changed today. When Máelmórda arrived, he’d want me to show him what I could do. Back when Mother had taught us to use and control our fire-magic, he had always watched. Laughed when I had failed, sniggered when I had succeeded. Belittled and teased at every opportunity. I’d hated it. I used to touch him with my hands when the flames still danced along them. He would cry, the fire hurting his skin, but I didn’t care. My fire never left a scar. His laughter did, though. As had Mother’s face when she watched me struggle.

If she were still here, she wouldn’t be laughing now. Neither would my brother when he arrived. No, when I showed Máelmórda what I could do, I wanted to watch his eyes open wide. I wanted to see Mother’s expression in his. I wanted them to be impressed. Terrified.

I strolled a little further toward the gorse bushes, thinking about what to do next. So far, I had changed my appearance, but what else was I capable of?

I thought back to old stories. Mother had told me tales about witches who could command the trees to move and who enchanted the wind. The trees and wind were large and mighty, so perhaps I should start with something small and insignificant.

Gently, I pressed my fingers against a strand of long grass. Words were not required to use our fire-magic. Thoughts and feelings manipulated it. When I wanted to change the colour of my hair, it had been the same. Was it that simple? Desire?

Move.

I imagined the grass blowing like it would on a stormy day, but the grass didn’t shift. Not an inch. Crouching beside it, I held the grass tight with my hand. Still, it did not budge. I reached deeper inside. Deeper.

Before I could stop it, the strand of grass was ablaze. A fire unleashed was difficult to control – and recently it had got away from me too often. This time, less distracted, I was able to pull it back. The flames disappeared, leaving behind only a blackened and scorched piece of earth.

Shit.

This wasn’t good enough. I had to control the fire-magic while allowing the witch-magic to come out. It seemed easy when changing my appearance. The fire instinctively recoiled at touching my own skin, but with the grass it wanted to be set free. Looking about for something else to try, I stepped closer to the bushes. What other witch-magic could I attempt? Maybe the legends that Mother told me were nothing more than stories. I thought back to the night I stole the gift. The pretty witch had transformed into a deer. She had also cast a spell to make Eilis appear as if she had no tongue.

Three large spiderwebs spun between the bushes caught my attention. They were not separate the way most webs were; these were so big that the edges merged. I stepped closer, marvelling at the intricate pattern and ordered strands. On each web, there sat a spider on the highest point, holding itself tight as if in a ball, concealing itself so that an unsuspecting insect would fly into their trap. They were ugly creatures. Long skinny legs with shiny brown bodies littered with small yellow spots, and yet I couldn’t help but admire them. Three sisters, looking out for each other, staying together to weather the storms that life threw at them.

I reached forward and tapped the middle web. Too hard. Two of the spiders pulled their bodies tighter, but one of them moved, rushing along a thin strand that led into the bushes, trying to escape. I set my hand in front of her before she reached the sanctuary of the green leaves. Gingerly, she put one leg out onto my finger, then another, proceeding to crawl over my hand.

Trying again, I focused and calmed my emotion. Emptied myself of every worry, of Donnchad, of Sitric, of my family. I emptied myself until I was cold inside and felt for my new gift. The gift struggled against me, and fire-magic rushed toward my fingers.

No. Not fire. Witch-magic. I stared at the spider. Change.

I forced every bit of energy into my hand, keeping the spider on me, not letting her escape or jump. Slowly, the legs of the spider shortened. The yellow spots became black, and the brown body turned red. I set it back onto the centre of the web. A ladybird now. No longer a spider.

She tried to move along the thin threads but couldn’t manage it. The web stuck to her, she couldn’t find her balance, though still she tried. But the more she struggled, the more stuck she became. Her legs were too short, her body too dense. The web held the ladybird tight.

The two spiders from the webs on each side unfurled. Slowly at first, they wove their way toward her, toward their sister, no longer knowing who she really was.

The ladybird fought to free herself. The thread vibrated, almost as if she was calling to them, first for help, then to stop.

But they didn’t stop.

Animals never did.


Fennit Island, March 1001

Fódla

The sandbank to Fennit Island was still there when I arrived, but not for much longer. The tide was coming in. It wouldn’t be long before it submerged the sandy pathway. This was the last chance to make it over for the gathering, and it appeared as if I was the last Descendant to make the crossing. I walked briskly, keeping my feet away from the waves lapping at the edges of the sand.

Two of the giftless children were waiting at the other side, ready to take any horses that returning Descendants might have to the stables.

“Greetings, Fódla,” one of them said, grinning.

“Greetings, Síle,” I returned. “My, you are a grown woman. You were a child when I left.” Síle blushed, knowing my words to be true. She was tall, with a full figure and bright eyes. She’d already be married if she lived on the mainland. As if knowing my thoughts, she glanced longingly at the land from which I had come, just the way Aoife once had.

Her older brother, Anlón, gave a nervous smile. “Mother says I must go out soon. What do you think, Fódla?”

I pulled him into a hug. When he was younger, he had helped Aoife in the kitchens and enough of the boy was left in the man for the hug to be returned. “You can stay. You know that.”

“I know.” He pulled away. “I’m ready. I’m taking the potion of forgetfulness after the gathering. Mama says the men of South Connacht are more peaceful than elsewhere. Do you think… do you think they’ll accept me?”

“If you work hard and are kind-hearted, yes. There is always work and welcome for those willing to do their part.”

Síle’s feet shuffled, and her hand reached for Anlón’s. She hadn’t decided yet. She wasn’t ready, or perhaps she was too attached to her family here. Aoife had been the same at this age. It was only as she got older and watched other giftless children leave to make lives for themselves that her desires changed.

“Thank you, Fódla.” Anlón nodded at his sister, his chin a little higher. “Everyone tells me not to go. They say it’s too dangerous… but I have to try.”

I gave him a final look before I walked away. Should I have said what I had? With no memory and no family, he’d be given work as a shepherd. A lowly life where wolves or war would soon find him. When he looked out past the sandbank, was that all he longed for? I suspected not… and yet, I had watched Aoife as she lived here for all her eighty-three years. No wolves, no war, but death came for her all the same.

Leaving them behind me, I walked into the fort, then to the gathering hall. Loud voices, new wine, old stories. It made me think of the last gathering I had attended. When I walked into the hall, Gobnat had greeted me with Laeg’s refilling wine cups. Old friends laughed and joked. I had wanted to avoid all of them. The noise had hurt my ears. So had the whispers.

Silence.

That was what greeted me in the great hall this time. The two hundred Descendants, already gathered in the room, though not yet seated, turned to stare at me. Laeg’s mouth parted. Fiachre stifled a hiccup and dropped his cup to the floor. Someone scurried to pick it up for him.

“Fódla!” Gobnat got up from her chair at the top table and ran down the hall toward me. “What has happened to you?”

Everyone else continued to stare, and I ran a hand over my dress, which was travel-worn, but not excessively dirty. “Oh… you cast the spell, Gobnat,” I said, as my other hand reached to brush aside my withered hair. “You should be the least shocked out of everybody.”

Whispers were rising. What was wrong with me? I lifted my hand to touch the scars on my face.

“No, Fódla.” She pointed out the window. “The tide is in now and we are parted from the mainland. The spell has broken. You are… beautiful. Radiant.” She touched my hair. The lank white strands on the left side of my head were red again. Full and shiny. “I’ve never seen you look like this before. Your skin, it is glowing.”

I turned my hands. The skin was clean, unbroken by scabs, my nails no longer chewed away to the skin.

“It hardly matters,” I said, hiding my hands under my sleeves. When I next glanced up, the stares had moved away, the silence broken. They hadn’t seen me for a few years and desired new stories, that was all. I wondered what they had said about me in my absence.

“Well, you’ve arrived just in time.” Her voice became formal, and she led me to an empty chair at the front of the hall. “The gathering is about to start. What kept you?”

As I had arranged with Colmon, I started to cry. After years of lonely nights spent crying alone, I should have been an expert at it. As it turned out, forcing tears to come was difficult. It was only the thought of what so nearly did happen that allowed my body to respond. “It’s Broccan. As I left, I heard screams. I ran back to find him… He is dead.”

Gobnat’s mouth parted. “How?”

“Later,” I hushed, wiping my cheeks. “Don’t make me talk about it now. I want to make it through the meeting without…”

Gobnat gave my arms a gentle stroke, her forehead furrowing. “Come and find me after. We will talk more.”

She walked back to her seat. The chairs in the front rows were filling up. Affraic, Laeg and Shae were already in their seats at the high table. Fiachre stumbled up the aisle, red-faced and dishevelled, though I could see that his hazel eyes were clear. Colmon walked behind him, taking pains to move so that if Fiachre fell, he might help him.

Colmon finally sat and glanced about as if he had little care. When his eyes rested on me, he gave me a warm and cheery wave, the same as he always did, but then turned to help Fiachre sit up in his chair. We were acting now. The parts to be played based on who we were before I left Fennit Island.

Lowering myself into my chair, I rubbed my hands, the smooth skin crinkling under the pressure. I used to rub my knuckles so hard they turned red and raw, and the urge to do so again filled me. Instead, I set my hands in the pockets of my apron, closing my eyes until the large doors at the front of the hall creaked open.

Dressed in a fine silk tunic and fur cloak, Tomas entered. Head held high, calm and collected, the picture of serenity, but I could tell from the way the skin on the bridge of his nose creased that he was concentrating. Perhaps going over what he planned to say. He looked so innocent. So stoic.

Was any of it real? With every fibre of my body, I wanted to ask him if he had sent Tigernach to kill my nephew, but that was not the plan. I was here to observe, to hide in plain sight, and leave. I was to let him console me so I could make my escape with Broccan and find Rónnat. The thought of Broccan and Rónnat reunited held me together and kept my anger at bay. No shouting today, no arguments.

Tomas caught my eye as he sat. His mouth parted a fraction, then he smiled. Gobnat tugged at his sleeve and whispered in his ear. Broccan is dead. Tomas’ eyes swiftly found mine again, his eyes narrowed, head shaking with disbelief. I mirrored the sad smile he gave me. Please, it said, we will talk later. He nodded, lowered his head, and took a breath. When he next looked up, he was focused. He raised his hand, and the room silenced.

“The gathering this year has special importance,” he said. “We have agreed to vote on whether we should bring the treasures of the Tuatha Dé Danann here. We’ve had a long time to consider this. Now, we must decide.”

Affraic raised her hand, her upper lip curled. “We must vote no.”

Tomas sighed that patient sigh of his. “If you want to begin the debate, Affraic, so be it.” He waved at her to continue, a gesture that caused her sneer to deepen.

“You say that our powers are fading and that our numbers are dwindling?” She looked out across the great hall. There was no denying this statement. When I was younger, the gathering hall had been full. Men had to stand at the sides so we could all squeeze in. Now there were empty seats at the back, and Grainne, the last prophetess, still had no replacement.

“What has caused this, is the question we all ponder?” She looked pensive as she tapped her finger against the arm of her chair. “War?” She nodded. “War, no doubt. We took sides against each other. Fought for the mortals. Hundreds of warriors lined up on one side to fight against hundreds on the other.” Standing, she took a step forward. “Fomorians?” She nodded again. “Yes, when they last attacked, almost ninety years ago now, they killed fifteen of our number. The wars before that? Our records say that thousands of our kind died fighting them and their fire-magic.

“And what of us that are left? Our powers, are they weaker than they once were?” She shrugged. “Perhaps the best of us died in those wars and left only those with the weaker gifts to bear our children. Or perhaps the magic in Ireland is fading. The land is growing older, and our ancestors left us a thousand years ago.” She stepped off the platform and strolled into the centre of the hall.

“We decided to stay in the fortress sixty years ago to stop us from killing each other. We have done that. But during that time, our numbers have diminished. Our older members are dying off. The number of children we are having, gifted or mortal, are few.

“And so, Tomas has asked us, what shall we do to replenish our numbers? What shall we do to strengthen our power?”

She stared around the room, pausing. The crowd was silent, absorbing every word. “He will ask us today to recall the treasures to the fortress. He thinks that the treasures will cure us. I don’t think that is true. The treasures have been separated and kept hidden for hundreds of years. If he brings them here, how long will we have to wait to see if it works? A year? Ten years? Fifty?”

Tomas shook his head.

“What if I say to you that it is right that our powers are fading, that our numbers are dwindling? We live in the land of the mortals. Perhaps we should be free to live among them and if our magic fades, then so be it. We will have lived our lives as we want, instead of cooped up here like animals in a pen.”

“That will mean,” Tomas said, sitting up straighter, “we will go back to a time when we fought with each other.”

“No,” Affraic said, calm now. “We must stop all of this. The organisation, the gatherings. Everything.”

Tomas narrowed his eyes. “How will our children learn to use their gifts?”

“Parents will teach them, friends, but at the rate we are having gifted children, soon there will be no one left to teach. You must let go of your histories, scrolls and books. We must look forward, not back.”

Tomas shifted in his chair, a small smile curling his upper lip. “If what you say is true, why stop us bringing the treasures here? If I am right, our gifts will grow stronger, our children will once again be born with the stronger gifts. However, if I am wrong, then the gifts will continue to fade, just as you say.”

She glared at him. “Because giving you access to all four treasures requires trust, Tomas. And I do not trust you.”

Tomas’ mouth parted.

“Where is my granddaughter?” Her voice hardened. “Where is Eilis?”

“I told you. She ran away. Too frightened to face us.”

“That is not true. Eilis would not do that.”

Gobnat and Tomas stared at each other, and Gobnat sat forward. “Affraic, I promise that—”

“You were not there when she ran away, isn’t that what you said? You said you had gone to look for food.”

“Yes, but…”

“Then your promises are worthless.” Affraic walked closer to Tomas. “Where is she?”

“She will come back,” Tomas said, waving his hand. “Tigernach has gone to find her.”

Affraic turned around, locking eyes with her sisters and daughters. As I glanced over at them, sitting on the other side of the hall, I noticed Báine, Eilis’ mother, smiling. Affraic gave a curt nod but didn’t smile back. “Will you take the potion of truth, Tomas?” she asked. “If you have nothing to hide, it won’t be a problem for you.”

Tomas tutted. “We do not ask other Descendants to take the druid potions. It is forbidden.”

“Then you will not mind if my family goes out to search for Eilis ourselves. No insult to Colmon. You have trained Tigernach well, but he is young. We will have better luck finding our kinswoman.”

Tomas stalled. He didn’t want to agree. Affraic was right, he was hiding something, but he didn’t want to show it.

“How about this,” Affraic said, while Tomas stalled. “I will vote to bring the treasures here if you let me and my family out to search for Eilis. That way, we both have what we want. I will give you ten years to prove that it increases the number of gifted children born to us, but that is it. After that time, we will put our future to a new vote. To stay locked away here. Or to leave and be free.”

“Ten?” Tomas frowned. “It is too short. Twenty.”

Affraic opened her mouth as if to speak, but Gobnat hit her hand against the table. “There,” she said brightly. “A solution that suits everyone.” She looked around the hall. “A compromise.”

Tomas stood, the line in the middle of his forehead deepening as he frowned. “Hands up those who would have us unite the treasures for ten years and allow Affraic and her family to search for Eilis?”

Almost everyone raised their hands. Even Affraic. As the result became apparent, Colmon lifted his hand in the air, nodding at me to do the same. Slowly, I raised my hand.

“Good,” Tomas said, “now we can move forward.”

A few of the younger Descendants began to argue. “We want to leave now,” one of them shouted.

“I know,” Tomas said. “But the vote has been cast. Once the treasures are returned to us, we will talk about this again. I promise.”

The young Descendant pushed his way out of the hall, a couple of his friends following.

Tomas rubbed his head, appearing saddened yet sympathetic to the outburst. “Affraic, you must bring the cauldron here, Colmon, the spear, Fiachre, the sword. You have until the winter solstice.”

Fiachre grunted, his eyes roving around as if suddenly awakened, then stood and tripped over his feet, banging against the table. “What?” he slurred as he was helped up by Colmon. “Get off me.”

“You must bring the sword here, Fiachre. It has been agreed.”

“No,” he roared, spittle flying. “Never.”

Fiachre’s outburst took even Tomas by surprise and the Descendants all suddenly stopped speaking.

“Cenn,” Tomas waved over Fiachre’s son. “Take your father to bed. We can discuss this again when he has sobered up.”

“No,” Fiachre shouted, pushing Colmon, then his son, away. “I will not bring it here.” He thrashed his legs, punching and kicking them away. “Get away from me.”

Cenn held his father’s legs, allowing Colmon to pull Fiachre into a hold which soon rendered him unconscious. Gently, Colmon lifted Fiachre, whose head rolled gently against my cousin’s chest. “If the meeting has ended, Tomas, I will take Fiachre to his room. I will leave tomorrow and bring my spear here. When I return, I can help you with Fiachre if he hasn’t changed his mind.”

Tomas smiled warmly this time, the tension in his face relaxing. “Thank you, friend.”

Colmon trudged off with Fiachre in his arms and Cenn at his side. He passed my chair as he made his way to the doors. Catching my eyes, he gave a small nod, then glanced at Tomas.

So it was Tomas, after all?

I stared at my former lover, the father of my only child. He stood there, his thoughts somewhere distant. Gobnat smiled as she cleared away his books. I supposed even though the argument had turned sour, he had his wish. At last, the treasures would be united.

The rest of the Descendants stood, some talking, others whispering to their friends. The noise would rise to a din soon, individual voices inaudible over the hum. It was time to go, escape to my room before…

“Fódla.”

I turned to find Tomas staring at me. “Come to the high tower. We have much to talk about.”


Killaloe, March 1001

Gormflaith

Máelmórda had matured.

I could see that as I looked at him from my side of the top table while we ate our breakfast. I couldn’t quite place why or how, but it was there all the same. A slowness, or gravitas, that had been missing before. I listened to him speak to see if it had spread to his words. He said nothing out of the ordinary. He complimented Sláine, talked of the new trades he’d made at the Dublin markets with Brian, but after a while his conversation faded away. Even that was strange. He usually talked on, enamoured with the sound of his own voice.

He turned to Sláine once he finished his porridge. “I hear I’m not the only visitor this week.”

“Yes, that’s right. Though Bébinn is hardly a visitor.”

“Of course,” he said, glancing at Brian. “This is your youngest daughter? I don’t think I’ve met her.”

“No, you haven’t,” Brian replied. “King Sechnall has fostered her since the peace treaty we made at Cluain Mhic Nóis. I’d hoped for Bébinn to visit at the end of last year, but the weather in the north turned bad early and Sechnall thought it unsafe. This has been the first opportunity for my men to bring her home.”

“It’s a nice day for her to arrive home. Blue sky and warm air. Makes a nice change from the rain and wind.”

Sláine glanced out the doors, her eyes bright. “Could we go for a walk along the path, Father? See if we can spot her?”

Brian set down the hard crust of his barley bread and stood. “Aye, why not. Better than sitting here and waiting.”

“Do you want to ride out, sister?” Máelmórda said to me. “You can see if the new mare I bought suits you.”

Brian stopped in his tracks and glanced at my brother.

“There’s no problem, is there, Brian? Gormflaith needs to be outside. She looks pale, don’t you think? And while we are gone, you can talk to your family… and your men.”

Brian scowled, but nonetheless, gave a sharp nod before he walked out of the feasting hall with his daughter.

*

By midday, Máelmórda and I were galloping across the Munster countryside. At the time, I thought it a foolish notion that he’d bought me a new horse, but now she was here, I quite liked having one of my own.

Máelmórda pulled his mare to a stop once we reached a grassy meadow, and I pulled up beside him.

“I can’t believe Brian agreed to this,” I said, grinning. It really was beautiful today. The blue sky, the forests, the shrubs and flowers growing along the path. Greens and yellows and pinks. When I had run away last year, the bleak winter openness had frightened me. Today, with the sun shining overhead, it felt glorious. Almost as if I were free.

“A ride out is hardly asking for much, is it?” Máelmórda shrugged as he pulled his horse closer to mine.

“It is when your husband doesn’t trust you.”

“He must trust me then.”

Sometimes the most ridiculous things were true. Máelmórda, a man who had fought against Brian, had stabbed his son in the leg with poison, and who had blinded another king while bound in chains, was considered more trustworthy than me. I hissed through my teeth, my body unable to conceal my frustration. Máelmórda didn’t have an honest bone in his body, and Brian knew it. My oaths, my promise of fidelity, of marriage, of death do us part, mattered not at all… all because I was a woman, and Máelmórda a man.

It would have irked me more, this never-ending unfairness, except I was too delighted to have left the dun. It was glorious to be away. Away from my stone-faced husband, dull Orlaith, and her even duller lactating cousin. And oh, to be away from Donnchad and his cries.

“I used a touch of guilt, too,” Máelmórda added. “I told him that I spoke to you last night, and you said—”

“We didn’t speak last night.”

“—that you were afraid of another attack.”

What a delicate flower he was painting me as.

“Brian said he would think again about what happened and try harder to discover the culprit.”

Ah, so that was why he wanted him to talk to his family, and to his men.

“I wouldn’t push him so hard, Máelmórda. He has a suspicious nature. We don’t want him to consider that there was no attack at all.”

It was a possible next step, and that was assuming Brian hadn’t already considered it. My husband was unwaveringly loyal to his men. He wouldn’t want to question them. To shame them. And that was why his mind would stretch to places I didn’t want it to go. It was best the burning of Donnchad’s crib be left as a bad memory and nothing more.

“Unlikely. Kings are always suspicious of attacks on their children. Which has made me think of Donnchad. He’s very important to me. More important to me than he is to Brian, I dare say. He’s one of us.”

“Yes. I know.”

“Which is why I want you to have this.” He pulled out a gold pendant, the size of my thumbnail, from his pocket. The chain was made of gold too. Thick and well-crafted. Very expensive.

“It’s beautiful. Though I don’t know how well it will protect my son.”

Máelmórda set it into my hands. “Turn it around. Look at the back. There is a screw that you can twist.”

My fingers reached for the screw. It was ever so slight, not visible at all from the front. I pressed my fingernail against it.

“No. Don’t,” Máelmórda shouted. “Inside there is a vial of poison. Once the screw is out, the poison will pour out of the hole.”

Poison? I glanced again at the pendant. “But why?”

“Men are as likely to try to kill Donnchad for being the son of Brian Boru as for being a Fomorian. It’s not unheard of for brothers and cousins to kill children if they believe they are a threat to them claiming the kingship. You must be vigilant until he is old enough to protect himself.”

“Where did you get it?”

“It’s the same poison I used on Murchad. I know it’s not potent, for it only gave Murchad a fever, but I have a man in Dublin waiting for the Venetian traders to come back. When they do, he will buy something much stronger, and we will replace it.”

I put on the necklace, setting the pendant against my chest. The notion I would need poison was a ridiculous one. I was as practised with a knife as he was… but the pendant was pretty, and I had grown bored of my other ornaments. I was about to say so to Máelmórda, but then I noticed him staring at a building in the distance. A church, from the look of it. I swivelled in my saddle, looking to the horizon. “Where do you want to go? Tadc said that on the southern path there was…”

“Oh, we aren’t going far. Today, I am proving that you can trust me. That I am worthy.”

Worthy? Worthy of what?

“I know what you think.” Máelmórda gave me a lopsided grin. “You think I am a coward.”

“Everyone thinks that.”

“I suppose they do, but kingships are not won on who has the best sword arm anymore.”

“Aren’t they?”

He threw me a dirty look. “You know they aren’t.”

I didn’t give him the nod he was hoping for. Every kingship I’d ever known had been won with sword and spear. Amlav had won Dublin with his own hands and siphoned away the land from the Irish kings with blood and axe. My father, detestable as he was, fought like a daemon and kept the other Leinster kings at bay with his army.

“If not strength, what are kingships won with?”

Máelmórda tapped his head.

“You think you are going to impress me with your intelligence?” I snorted. “Not likely.”

“I will show you. For today, we are meeting an old friend.”

“You don’t have any friends, neither do I.”

“An old ally then.” Máelmórda tilted his head toward the church. Small and grey-stoned with uneven walls and no door. An insult to churches. Certainly, the grave-digging monks of Iona wouldn’t be impressed. A movement caught my eye – two horses grazed by the church’s apple trees. They were muscular and strong. The monks at Iona would be impressed by them. They were bred to be fit for a king.

“How did you get Sechnall to agree to speak with you?”

“Oh, we’ve been meeting in secret for quite some time. Plans are underway.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“Last Lughnasadh, when you spoke to Sitric about finding another ally for Sechnall, well, it made me laugh. We are brother and sister, and even though we argue, it seems our minds work the same way.”

“Mother taught us well.” She had. On occasion. I was beginning to realise that more and more. Ethlinn, Queen of Leinster. Loved by my father, hated by everyone else. Especially me. “So, what is the plan? You have found him someone to fight with?”

“Yes. King Cathal mac Conchobair of Connacht hates Brian. He has agreed to fight with Sechnall. And me, of course. And Sitric.”

“How?”

Máelmórda’s face grew serious. “Sechnall plans to regain the high-kingship of Ireland and wants to kill Brian and his sons.” He held out his hand. “Not Donnchad, obviously. That is already agreed.”

I knew Sechnall would never kill a baby, so Máelmórda’s worry was unfounded. The truth was, Donnchad was too young to be a threat or hold a throne. Men did not follow drooling babies in Ireland the way they did elsewhere. No, without Brian to raise him and protect him, he would lose all his potential. Sechnall knew that very well.

“I want an easy ride through Munster, sister,” Máelmórda continued. “I want to find the Descendants’ fortress. If all the men are away fighting, then my scouts can scour the coastline.”

It was a good plan, to be sure. If all the fighting men were called up to fight against Meath and slaughtered, then it would be much easier for Máelmórda’s men to ride into Munster. However, the people of Munster were hardy. Having an unknown warrior ride about the province might not be as easy as Máelmórda expected. And we still didn’t know the location of the fortress. Not yet.

My brother’s grin returned. “I’ve told him about Brian’s ships.”

“Sechnall won’t like that.”

“Oh, he doesn’t. The last time Brian had a fleet, after he killed Ímar of Limerick, he sailed it up the River Shannon and Sechnall burned every single one of them.” Máelmórda laughed. “I heard afterwards that Sechnall begged Gluniairn to build him a fleet, but Gluniairn never would. Oh, when I told Sechnall that Sitric had agreed to build ships for Brian, he was overcome with envy.”

The story deepened. If Máelmórda had already told Sechnall about the ships, agreed on a plan to kill King Brian, and found Sechnall an ally, what was there left to do? And why would Sechnall agree to ride into his enemy’s land in secret?

I stared at Máelmórda, my face hard and unsmiling and waited until his smile had faded. “So you want to tell Sechnall you’ve found him a new ally in King Cathal. But tell me, brother, why are you meeting him here instead of Leinster?”

“Ah.” He rubbed his thumb over my chin. “There are more prizes to be won than just gold and the crowns of dead kings.”

I pulled my face away. “I won’t marry him.”

“Sechnall. Brian. What’s the difference? Both will be dead soon. You are buying me time. That is all.”

Máelmórda pushed his horse forward. There, as far as he was concerned, the argument was over. Deciding to follow, I said nothing. There was much on my mind. Many more questions I wanted to ask Máelmórda, but I held them back. After all these years, I was learning from Olaf and Brian. It would be better to listen to what was said before rushing in and laying out all my fears and desires. And after all, a knife could twist easier from behind.

*

Once we reached the church walls, we dismounted. “Do what you do best, sister,” he whispered as he took my hand. “Entice him and tease… and take away those grey hairs.”

I closed my eyes, reached into my gift and cleared myself of emotion. The witch-magic came to my fingers, the fire-magic burning behind it, trying to get free. I held it tight and focused my energy on my hair. Slowly, the grey darkened. Máelmórda gave me an approving smile, and together we entered the church.

Three men stood by the altar. All waiting for us. One was Sechnall, the other his oldest son, Flann. The third was a priest, who promptly scurried away.

“Greetings, Máelmórda. Greetings, Gormflaith,” Sechnall said.

“Hello, Sechnall,” I returned. “You are a rare man indeed to creep into your enemies’ land like this.”

“Your brother’s proposal intrigued me.”

His voice was rash, hot. He stood there, beads of sweat trickling down his brow. His stare was imperious, but he watched me. Closely. Máelmórda squeezed my hand. Behave, it warned. I gave him a smile. Yes, I will, was my reply… but I would have some fun first.

Sliding my arm out of my brother’s, I walked toward the altar, stepping into the beam of light cast through a hole in the roof. I’d left a couple of strands of grey, but that aside, I was back to myself. Back to the old Gormflaith. The one who made men wilt at my feet.

And Sechnall was wilting.

“A proposal from my brother?” I smirked. “Isn’t that strange? I waited for a proposal from you once. There I was, alone, pacing inside the Dublin great hall, anticipating your victory. What a disappointment…”

His eyes widened a little, his breathing quickened. “That was how it was meant to be. If your son had won Glenmama, I would have married you the moment I arrived through the city gates.”

What arrogance. He spoke without the slightest concern that I would have said no.

“Instead, I am married to Brian,” I chided. “All because you were too scared.”

“Scared?”

The insult affronted him, just as I had expected. Pride was ever the fault of Sechnall. A trait that had resided within his half-brother, Gluniairn, too.

“Yes. Scared.”

Máelmórda held his hand in front of me, his eyes narrowing, his lips tightening. “That is not true, sister. Sitric and I fought as we had agreed. We rushed in and lost. It is the way of battle.”

“Oh, I’m not doubting Sechnall’s ability to follow a strategy.”

“What is it, then?” Flann stepped forward, shoulders raised, nostrils flared. The tánaiste through and through. Proud. Just like his father. Just like Gluniairn. His ring-mail armour glimmered in the sun as he stepped closer. The gold rings on his fingers clinked. However, even with all his trinkets, he was a poor reflection of the man who sired him, who, in turn, was a poor reflection of the man he wanted to kill.

“Your father wanted to defeat Brian,” I said slowly. “He had the greatest chance he’s ever had to do it. And he didn’t? Why? Because of an oath.”

Sechnall bit his lip and lowered his head.

“You should have ridden into battle, fierce and proud, but you didn’t. You came too late, and you lost everything. And what for? Brian has broken his oath, has he not? For he calls himself High King now, no longer just King of Leth Moga.”

“My honour is worth something to me.”

There, that was enough prodding for now.

“Yes, I know,” I sighed. “That’s why I like you.” I inched out of the light toward the shadow cast by my brother. “But… you must act against him now if you want to regain the high-kingship.” I glanced up at him from under my eyelashes. And if you want me.

Frustration leaked out of Sechnall’s every pore, but to his credit, he steadied his voice. “Brian will not leave his fort for some time now, and no matter how much I wish to kill him, no army can march into Munster.”

“You did it once before. When you burned the tree of Mag Adair.”

“I had more men then. I could afford to lose them.”

“There might be a way.” Máelmórda rubbed his chin with his hand. “Remember the ships I told you about? They are nearly finished. Soon, he plans to sail them up the River Shannon to Connacht, and then onto Bréifne, to sell the goods he won at Dublin.”

“Connacht?” Sechnall paused. “His late wife was from Connacht. They love him and Murchad.”

“The south of the province loves Brian, that is true… but not the north, and that is where King Cathal is from. He has agreed to fight with us. All you and King Cathal need to do is build an obstruction in a part of the river that runs through his land so the ships can’t move. You will barely lose a man, as his warriors will be trapped within the ships. Good archers and spear throwers can take out most of them before a sword or axe is raised. Fire will do the rest.”

Sechnall’s smile grew.

“Murchad will be there, too. Tadc as well,” Máelmórda added. “You can destroy the whole line in one day.” He glanced my way. “Aside from Donnchad, of course.”

Sechnall took a step back and whispered to his son. Flann looked wary, his shoulders taut, his skin pale.

“When?” Sechnall asked.

“Ah,” Máelmórda replied. “If you want to know the specifics, then we must swear an oath and agree to certain terms.”

“Which are?”

“Dublin will continue to be under Sitric’s kingship. We will split the tribute from Dublin for the next ten years, and I want the southern border of Leinster to move south over the Osraige region of Munster. The kingdom of Munster is too large. It needs to be put back in its place.”

These were not inconsiderable requests. The borders of the provinces did not move easily and Sechnall had never split his Dublin tributes before.

Sechnall glanced at his son, who finally nodded his head. Pausing only a moment, Sechnall held out his arm and Máelmórda clasped it. There, the pact was made. There would be war.

“The ships will sail up the River Shannon in two moon cycles. You need to call your men now so you can set up the trap.”

Sechnall nodded his head, and without another word, he and Flann left the church.

*

“Say it.” Máelmórda stared at me, forehead furrowed, perturbed by my silence.

“You really want my opinion?”

“If you think I’ve missed something, yes.”

I let his doubt fester for a moment. I had to convince him, and he would be hard to sway.

“What if I suggested that the right thing to do was to betray Sechnall and fight with Brian?”

He gave me a sideways glance. “I thought you couldn’t wait to be rid of Brian.”

“I couldn’t. Before. When I couldn’t do this.” I turned my hair grey, then white, then back to black with streaks of grey. I reached over and held onto Máelmórda. Slowly, all the hair on his beard turned grey. My brother looked at it with interest. “You’ve been practising?”

“Yes.”

He fingered the grey strands, eyeing them with interest. “What purpose would there be in your strategy?”

“We don’t know where the Descendant fortress is yet. We are getting closer, but the area of land is still much too large. If you go to war against Brian and kill him, the province of Munster will be in chaos. Travelling through it will be even harder for strangers, not easier.”

Máelmórda pursed his lips.

“If, however, we fight for Brian and we help him win, he will trust us. It will give us time to find the fortress. Donnchad needs to be twelve or thirteen before he is powerful enough to wield his fire-magic. A little older again before men will consider him as a possible heir, and I need to practise my magic.” I brushed my hand over the grey hairs, newly returned. “We no longer need to do as Mother said and rush this. We have more time now… and besides… what if we came across another Descendant? A warrior or weapon-maker? You could steal their gift. Would it not suit you to be more powerful?”

Máelmórda’s eyes lit up. “It would.”

“And if Brian defeats Sechnall at this river battle, Brian will move north. But the northerners will not be so easily played as Sechnall, and the Ó’Neills will want revenge. The armies of the north and south will drain of men.”

“As will mine if I fight for Brian.”

“Some, yes. It is inevitable, but in secret you will be recruiting new friends. Sigurd the Stout for a start. Sitric is rich. He can hire other Viking earls to come and fight. Then it will be you who has the greatest army in all of Ireland and Brian and the Descendants will not know how the tide turned against them so fast.”

“It is possible…”

“And,” I added, “we need Brian to live for now to ensure Donnchad’s claim to the throne is a good one. His sons and grandsons, however, could do with pruning away. Wouldn’t you enjoy that? Killing Murchad. Killing Tadc. Killing Tairdelbach.”

The smile on Máelmórda’s face grew. He liked it, this vision I had created for him. Máelmórda the warrior. Máelmórda the High King. Máelmórda the Fomorian, slayer of the Descendants.

It was everything he had dreamed of.


Fennit Island, March 1001

Fódla

I climbed the ladder and took the chair beside Tomas’ desk. He sat there, writing on a piece of parchment, so I waited for him to finish. It was dark up here, even with the candles lit, and the smell of mould and damp permeated the room. It made me wonder why he liked it up here so much. In times past, I had thought it was to get away from me. Then, when Aoife aged, to get away from her, so he could remember her before her face lined and hair turned grey. But no, he was still here, alone.

Well, not quite alone.

A line of black crows lined the top shelf. One with yellow eyes gazed down at me, watching. His head cocked to the side as he stared, eyes narrowed.

“Thank you for coming, Fódla.” Tomas set down his quill and turned to face me. This was the true test. I had to pass. I had to make him believe that I did not suspect him. But just like I saw his lies in the hall, I was terrified he would see mine.

“Broccan is dead,” I said.

He looked at me, his forehead furrowing, his eyes soft. “I am sorry. What happened?”

“I don’t know. We were at the mouth of the River Shannon with the shipbuilders. I had just left to come to the gathering when I heard shouting. I ran back and he was already dead… someone stabbed him through the heart. I can’t imagine why someone would want to hurt him. He is… was a child. An innocent.”

Tomas gave me a sad smile. “Mortal men are wicked. We know this, do we not?”

“We do.”

Tomas eyed me with interest. He was being careful.

“You have changed since we last met.”

“I was agitated when you came to Killaloe.” I lifted my eyes to meet his, wiping away a tear with my sleeve. “You did not tell me you were coming.”

“It is hard to always be acting a part.”

“Yes.”

“Gobnat’s spell must have been difficult to endure, but it was necessary.” He tilted his head, and his eyes ran over my body. “And now look at you.” He grinned. “You look just like you did when we first met. Even more beautiful, I think.”

I shook my head.

“You are different in other ways, too. Less worried.” He paused. “Aoife was a strain on both of us, but I can admit now that you were the one who carried the burden. I am sorry I was not more patient with you.” He took my hand in his. “Can you forgive me?”

The word yes would not come, but Colmon’s warning rang in my ear. We had to leave here without Tomas suspecting and having me followed. “I know you loved Aoife,” I said, instead. And he had. For a time.

“Yet, I did not do everything I should have. I see that now. Time away has given me a fresh perspective.”

“I am glad to hear that. I never liked it when we quarrelled over our daughter.”

Tomas’ smile grew, and the caution that had held him tight fell away. “Fódla, you have no idea the joy your words have given me. I’ve always had plans for you, as did your father. And today, you saw how unfit Affraic is to be the gift-leader of the healers. It should be you. I’ve always felt…”

I let him talk about his plans for me, even though I wanted to tell him of my wish to become mortal. That I loved Murchad. That I hated him for trying to kill Broccan. The old me, the woman whose emotions had always been on the tip of my fingers, the grieving woman who hid them away only to explode, she would have done as much by now.

No longer. Now my thoughts were hidden. My words a ploy. My actions, secret.

“What do you think?” Tomas asked, his eyes still shining. “You’ve gone very quiet.”

“You’ve more ambitions for me than I’ve ever had for myself.”

“You are too modest, that’s why.”

I nodded my head, mirroring the smile he gave me. “First, I need to go and tell Rónnat what happened to Broccan. Once I return, we can discuss your plans for me. As for Affraic, I don’t think removing her as the gift-leader is the correct course.”

“How so?”

“Let things sink in first. You can afford to be generous. If you go in heavy-handed, you will only heighten her family’s feelings of grievance about Eilis.”

He drummed his fingers on the table.

“Once she finds Eilis and brings her back to the fort, Eilis will go to trial, and then sympathy for Affraic will fade. Don’t you think?”

“Very good, Fódla. Yes, I agree.”

I watched Tomas as I spoke those words. He seemed so genuine with his response and yet Eilis could not have run with her legs bound by chains. My instinct wanted to press him, but it was too dangerous. I couldn’t afford for his good humour to falter, or for him to grow suspicious that I was not on his side. Affraic would have to take care of Eilis. Broccan and Rónnat were my responsibility.

“Affraic should be the one to bring the treasure here,” I continued. “It’s the best way.”

Tomas nodded. “Yes, you are right. I’ve set them a deadline. The end of the year. If they breach it, then I can discuss making changes. And you will be back by then.” He flashed another smile and brushed my hair with his hands. “Looking radiant. And everyone will agree to replace her with you. How could they not?”

His hand moved from my hair and ran to my hand. His thumb rubbing against the space between my thumb and my forefinger.

“When do you intend to visit Rónnat?”

“Now.”

“Why don’t you stay a while?” His tone was soft, the meaning behind his suggestion clear, but still subtle enough that I could pretend not to notice.

“No, I cannot, Tomas. The news about Broccan weighs on my mind too greatly. Best to leave now and pass on the news. Then, when I return, I will be myself again.”

Tomas took my hand in his and gave it a gentle kiss. “You are too good. You always have been.”

“No… but I do try.”

“I should warn you before you go that Rónnat has turned… a little wild.”

“Have you visited her?”

“No. She won’t let anyone on the island. On occasion, I send Senna to watch over her. Rónnat dislikes that too and drives him away, but I don’t like to leave her completely unwatched for too long.”

I didn’t like this. The crannog was not going to be the safe haven I had envisaged. Not if Senna was watching my sister.

“Now, don’t look so sad, Fódla. She was always a little odd. Solitude has merely heightened it.”

“I see.”

“I only mention it because she may not let you on the crannog, or perhaps not be herself.”

“It is kind of you to warn me, but I am sure she will let me speak with her. How long she lets me stay is another question.”

“Perhaps you shouldn’t go alone?” His hands tightened around mine.

“Don’t be silly.” I lightened my smile. “She won’t hurt me. Best I go, then leave. If someone else comes, it will only agitate her more.”

“Well, don’t stay away too long. I have missed you.” He leaned forward and kissed me lightly on the cheek. This had always been his way of showing affection, to show that he wanted me. My heart was racing, and I knew he could feel it, for we were so close. Best to let him think that love fuelled the response rather than hatred.

“I have missed you, too.”

When he pulled away, his smile faded suddenly. He edged back, his hands dropping mine. Scared that he had seen the lie in my words, I stepped back, my chin trembling despite all my efforts to steady my nerves. That was when the moonlight shining through the window found me. The skin along my wrist glowed red in the pale light and the hair hanging loose by my side, white. Ah, the tide had gone out. The spell had taken hold once more.

“Do not be sad, Fódla,” he said, sitting back in his chair. “When you come back, I’ll have Gobnat break the spell. I can tell you hate it.”

“It’s not so bad.”

“Again, you are too good, but this time you are jesting. No woman could not be distressed by the loss of her looks, no matter what you say.”

“We are not all such vain creatures.”

Tomas eyed me once more, a flash of curiosity reaching his eyes. Colder than before.

“Besides,” I added, giving a gentle shrug. “The disguise was useful.”

“Yes,” Tomas agreed. “You are right. You are grateful that it protected you. I see that.”

He smiled again. All is forgiven, it said. But I was not the same young girl whose heart he had captured, nor was I the mother of a child I wanted him to love again. Forgiveness had no hold on me anymore.

“Goodbye, Tomas.”

“Goodbye, Fódla.”

I made my way to the ladder and climbed down, smiling until he could no longer see me. He hadn’t noticed the lies in me. The act. Was I better at lying, or had he never truly known me? The answer wasn’t necessary. Not anymore. I was now doing as Aoife had asked. Living rather than hiding. Refusing to be trapped by Tomas’ lies. I wished that I had found this strength inside me sooner, but I would not allow my grief to bring me low anymore. I had done my duty, played my part, and now I could find Broccan and take him to his mother.

*

The fortress was a large building, and I’d never felt at home there. The ceilings were too high, the walls grey and gloomy. My bedroom was in the healers’ wing, though Tomas had ensured it was at the very end of the corridor. Much easier for me to sneak out for secret meetings in the high tower. The warriors lived in a smaller section by the training square, which was a large, grassy pitch next to the sand dunes that led to the beach.

I walked along the corridor that linked our two sections quickly, not wanting to speak to anyone if possible. Saying the words Broccan is dead was a torture and I had no desire to say them again.

Thankfully, Colmon was not inside. He was in the training square, practising with his sword, and so I clambered out of one of the windows, and made my way toward him with the fresh air around me rather than the stone walls.

“I’ve come to say goodbye, cousin.”

He set down his sword and came over to hug me.

“Is everything as we hoped?” he whispered in my ear.

“Yes,” I whispered back. “Meet me at Rónnat’s crannog.”

He pulled away and gave me a wide grin and picked up his sword again. He was a good actor when he wanted to be. “I leave tomorrow to bring my treasure to the fortress, as the council decided.”

“Of course,” I answered. “I am going to visit Rónnat to tell her about Broccan.” My voice was too brittle. I could hear it ringing false against my ears, though I had no choice but to keep going.

“Before I return, I must search for Cerball. He hasn’t returned.”

“Are you concerned?”

“No.” Colmon gave me a reassuring smile, which I hoped was genuine and not part of the act. “I fear old age has caught up with him and slowed him down. It’s my responsibility to ensure he makes it home in time.”

“Good luck in finding him, cousin. I look forward to us meeting again. Don’t be late.”

“Oh, I won’t be.”

I gave Colmon a nod. He returned it. There. The plan had worked so far. Our lies were in place. It was time to go. I made my way inside and began the walk along the corridor toward the front doors. The sandbank was above the tideline. There was no reason why I couldn’t leave now… if I could just reach there without being spotted.

“Fódla! Where are you going?”

No such luck.

Gobnat came out from one of the herb rooms, brushing what I thought was powdered hemlock and foxglove from her hands. The odour was slight, but I’d spent many years in that room, exploring new cures for old ailments. The witches used our powders sometimes, they said it helped with spells, though hemlock was not usually one of them.

“You didn’t come to see me,” she said, frowning.

“I’m sorry, but I must leave tonight.”

“Ah,” she twisted her lips. “You go to see Rónnat then?”

“Aye.” I lowered my head, swallowing, but finding nothing in my mouth but dryness. “It’s not right others know about Broccan before she does.”

Gobnat pressed her hand against mine. We had been good friends once. She listened to me when I spoke of Aoife, never judged, only listened. And yet, now, as we stood together, I felt an emptiness between us. I had poured my heart out, and yet I realised that she had never spoken of herself or her own desires, and so, with Aoife no longer here, the threads that linked us had vanished.

“I am sorry for your loss,” she said. “It must bring back painful memories.”

“Yes, it does.”

“Do not feel like you failed,” she continued. “It was Aoife’s time. And sadly, it was Broccan’s. There was nothing you could have done.”

I sniffled, pretending to take comfort in her words.

“Do you want me to break the spell?”

My hands rushed to the white hair and scars on my face.

“If you are going north, there is no reason to keep it. Unless you are going back to Munster first?”

She lowered her head to catch my eyes.

Had I really been such a fool all these years? She had always been Tomas’ puppet, never my friend. When Rónnat and Aoife ran away, I, anxious and afraid, had confided in her. When I was filled with grief, it was she who suggested I take Tomas’ potions to make me sleep. She had helped him cage me, follow me, trick me, and she was doing it again.

This wasn’t friendship. She wanted to see what I would divulge.

“Why would I go back to Munster? Now Broccan is dead, there is nothing for me there.”

“I thought maybe you’d want to say goodbye…”

“No,” I said. “No friends. Nonetheless, I will keep the disguise until I return. It came in useful more than once in keeping strange men away, and the journey to Rónnat’s crannog is long.”

She smiled, gave me an understanding look and linked her arm in mine. “Let me walk with you to the sandbank bridge.”

I accepted the offer and together we made our way out of the fortress. She spoke of Affraic and the gathering, of Tomas and his worries, and I found myself feeling something worse than loneliness, for I was burdened with the knowledge that she was acting a part and I had to play along. Like little girls playing pretend, only now we were grown, and the play was not something that resided in our imagination. This was a show, a display for all to see. I found myself thinking on how to trick her into revealing some of the questions I had buried deep within me, for this might be my last chance.

But outside, Tomas’ crows flew overhead, cawing and croaking. A pair of yellow eyes watched me the closest. The questions I wanted to ask Gobnat fell away, for Senna would hear them and tell Tomas, and that must be avoided at all costs. Yet the questions continued to roll around my head. When Rónnat ran away with Aoife to escape the fortress and I confided in you, did you tell Tomas? Did you know that Tomas gave my daughter potions of forgetfulness so I would let her go when she became sick?

So many questions, so many lies, only one truth. But no answers today. Only the act that she had always played, and the one I had begun.

I pulled my arm away when we reached the sandbank and kissed Gobnat on the cheek. “Thanks for walking with me. When I return, we will speak more.”

“Yes,” she said, still smiling. “We will meet again very soon. And then we will talk and sing and dance like old times.”

I held up my hand and waved, then set my right foot on the damp sand.

“No,” I whispered as I walked away, “never again.”


Killaloe, April 1001

Gormflaith

Bébinn sat beside me for breakfast, her ankles tapping against the wooden legs of her chair. She was a pretty girl, tall for her age, but childhood still clung to her spirit. “Can we ride out, Father?” She eyed Brian with her large doe eyes.

Sláine, who’d been quiet and sullen prior to her sister’s return, grinned.

“Please?” Bébinn glanced at Sláine and Tadc, urging for more support. “I haven’t seen Murchad or Tairdelbach in so long.”

“Another day or two won’t hurt you then,” Brian answered, but I could tell he was teasing.

“Oh, let her ride out, Brian,” I said, joining in now that I knew his mood. “She’s excited to see her brother and nephew. Sláine is too, aren’t you, Sláine?”

Bébinn gave me a grateful smile. Sláine managed one too.

Brian sighed and wrapped his arms around his youngest daughter. “Ah, well, if you are all going to harass me, then I’ll say yes. Tadc, you go too. Take the men with you. And girls, you’ve to be home before nightfall or I’ll not let you out again.”

Bébinn squealed, kissed her father and ran out of the hall, presumably to the stables. The Viking hostages watched her go, her long hair streaming out behind her. Ulf’s gaze lingered the longest. But Sláine didn’t move, fussing over Amlaíb who was fast asleep in her arms.

“Why don’t you leave baby Amlaíb with me?” I said to her. “He can play with Donnchad.”

Sláine tightened her hold on her son. “No. I can wait to see Tairdelbach and Murchad. Tadc, you take Bébinn.”

I gave an exasperated sigh and stretched my hands out. “You can’t hold him all the time, otherwise he’ll never learn to crawl. Come on, give him to me. A grandmother wants to spend some time with her grandson. Besides, if the ships do come today, Sitric will be glad to see you.”

“I don’t think…”

Brian set down his slice of bread. “I agree, Sláine. Off you go. The fresh air will do you good.”

Sláine twisted her lips. “I can’t. Amlaíb will need feeding.”

“Niamh can feed him,” I said. “Donnchad isn’t taking as much milk now that I’m weaning him.”

“Come on.” Brian stood and held out his hand for his daughter to take. “I’ll go too.”

Sláine’s expression softened. “I suppose I’d better. Someone needs to look after you all.”

Brian laughed as Sláine handed Amlaíb over to me. He whimpered as his mother’s heat disappeared and I held him tight to try to trick him into falling back asleep. Sláine followed her father, though on hearing his little cry, turned to check on her son.

“He’s fine,” I mouthed, holding him tighter. His nose crinkled and his thighs pushed against my stomach. His face was turning red, and he drew in a large breath. Thankfully, Sláine was out of the hall by the time he let out his wail.

“Orlaith,” I said, beckoning her over from the end of the table where she sat with Niamh and Donnchad. “Take Amlaíb, will you? My dress is dirty. I need to change.”

Orlaith rushed over, taking my grandson into her arms. “Oh, he’s still so tiny compared to Donnchad.”

“Well, that’s because his mother doesn’t let him down. He’s no muscle.”

Orlaith winked at Amlaíb, pouting her lower lip and making silly noises to soothe him. She couldn’t have looked more ridiculous if she tried, but the babies reacted to her. Donnchad had taken to crawling after her, and I would swear that his babbling had begun to make the sounds of her name before mine.

“Why don’t we take Amlaíb and Donnchad to the riverbank? Let them crawl around and get some air about them?” I took Amlaíb’s hand in mine and tickled up his arm. “Yes, do you want to play games with Granny and Uncle Donnchad?”

Orlaith giggled and waved Amlaíb’s other hand and squeaked, “Yes, I do. Yes, I do.”

Laughing, I stood. “I’ll get changed and set the blankets out for us to sit on. You and Niamh can follow me when Donnchad has finished feeding.”

I walked out of the feasting hall, stopping to greet those still eating. Soon enough, I heard the thud of horses’ hooves and made my way to the feasting hall doors. Brian and his older children left the dun in a flurry of laughter and cheers, which meant I was free to walk to the river by myself.

*

My taste of freedom with Máelmórda had made me crave more of it, and the quiet walk along the riverbank was bliss. Soon Orlaith and Niamh would find me, and I’d have to join in minding the children, but for now, I had peace.

Today, my mind was full, and the solitude was welcome. The ships’ arrival meant the return of Sitric and Murchad, but also the return of Lucrecia. I hadn’t given much thought on how to extract the location of the Descendants’ fortress from her yet. For a start, Máelmórda needed to be here so he could steal her gift. But now she was returning, it was time to plot our next move. Would I need to talk to her? Befriend her?

I shook out my curls and pushed those thoughts away. For now, I only needed to enjoy the sunshine and find a place for the children to play. My problems could wait for another day.

The wind was cool this morning, fresh, though the rising sun was growing warmer. Not anywhere too close to the river, though there were some pretty wildflowers there. Trying to find a better spot, I walked past Crínoc’s ráth, and the sound of laughter drifted up from the river. Other people were enjoying the sunshine. Swimming maybe? I walked a little closer to the riverbank to see who it was.

It wasn’t children as I first guessed. It was a man, by himself, laughing as the cold water ran over his body. He wore no clothes and had long hair to his waist. Ah, Ulf. He submerged himself in the water, then walked onto the riverbank and rubbed the water from his body. He was brave washing himself here. Anyone could have walked past, old maid or young maiden, but I supposed that was his intention. No point having a manhood that big with no one to admire it.

I turned and walked back toward Crínoc’s ráth.

“Gormflaith,” he called after me.

“Hello, Ulf.” I turned, lowering my eyes until he covered himself with his tunic. “How are you?”

“I am well,” he said. “Thank you for your hospitality during my stay.”

I waved away the gratitude. “The ships will be here any day now. Then you can return to your wife. What was her name again?”

“Which one?”

“Pretty face, no hair.”

“Ah, yes, the lovely Asfrid.” He strode closer. “A trader from Denmark fell in love with her, and like that”—he clicked his fingers—“she was gone.”

“Her hair grew back then?”

He shrugged.

“You should have known that cutting her hair would only work for so long. As soon as her beauty returned, other men would notice, and her hatred for you would see her in another bed.”

“I thought a baby would keep her,” he said, without an ounce of shame. “But that mother of hers is a witch, I swear it. She gave her herbs to stop a baby growing.”

Svanhild was no witch, that was for certain. If anyone knew that it was me. But many women knew the flowers that kept babies away. Not that they always worked, of course, but then Asfrid only needed them to work until another man noticed her worth.

“I’m looking for a new wife,” he said. “Perhaps I should take you.”

“Take me?” I scoffed.

“Or…” he grinned, lifting his tunic slightly. “Perhaps you might want to follow of your own accord.”

“You think I would give up my husband, a king of Munster and Leth Moga, for that?”

Ulf smirked. He heard the derision in my tone, but it didn’t fluster him. “You are too wild for these Irishmen. We worship the shieldmaiden. If you had been born one of us, you would be like Lagertha or Hervor and have your own warriors to command. These Irishmen seem to worship a woman called Emer, though I can’t understand why. All she does is sing and sew.”

Oh yes, Emer, the wife of Cú Chulainn. Her six virtues had plagued me since childhood. Good voice, good embroidery, sweet words, wisdom, beauty and chastity. A goddess in my father’s eyes, and yet I only saw weakness. When Fand of the Tuatha Dé Danann stole her husband, what did she do? Nothing. And when Manannán came to reclaim his wife, Fand was given a mist to cover her eyes from her lover. Cú Chulainn was given a potion of forgetfulness so that he no longer endured the pain of separation. And what did Emer get? Nothing. She was forced to take back a faithless husband without a word of complaint.

“Do not speak of our ways with such disdain, Ulf. You are a guest here, remember that.”

“You wouldn’t regret being with me.”

“So certain of yourself, aren’t you?”

Ulf smiled. He was certain. So very certain.

“The answer is no.”

“Well, if you are not available, another woman will have to do. What about your slave?”

“I don’t have a slave. There are no slaves in Munster.”

“The girl who follows you around like a slave.”

“Orlaith?” I rolled my eyes. “She’s much too good for you.”

Ulf burst out laughing. “You don’t like me, do you? That’s because you are getting old and dry, like desert sand that has forgotten the caress of the sea. If I want to marry Orlaith, she will marry me.”

“Can you do it without hitting her and cutting her hair though?” I smirked. “You can’t catch all your wives by scalping them.”

His forehead furrowed for the first time.

Glad that I had finally dented his inflated opinion of himself, it was time for him to go. This was meant to be a peaceful walk, not listening to Ulf’s talk of finding a new woman. “You’d better go, Ulf.” I shooed him away from the river. “My son and grandson are coming here to play. You are not welcome.”

Ulf finished dressing, then walked away, just as Orlaith and Niamh came with the children in their arms. Ulf grinned at Orlaith as he passed her, causing her rounded cheeks to flush. He glanced at me quickly, raising an eyebrow to show he saw the response he had elicited.

“Don’t trust that one,” I whispered in Orlaith’s ear. “He is trouble.”

Orlaith nodded and set Amlaíb on the grass while I watched Ulf walk away. I knew he was terrible from Asfrid’s trial. Even worse, he’d had two wives before Asfrid. Both had died from mysterious causes. I guessed that no woman in Dublin would consider marrying him now, which was presumably why he was looking in Munster for a new bride. Indeed, even the slaves in Dublin would not want…

Lucrecia.

She had once been his slave, hadn’t she? I smirked. What an interesting development. I wouldn’t even need to use my fire-magic on Lucrecia to make her talk. I could simply threaten to marry her daughter to Ulf, and she would tell me everything I needed to know.

*

The children played by the river for a time. Amlaíb did little more than drool and roll from his front onto his back. However, Donnchad crawled around, laughing and clapping, and it was much easier to fuss over him now that he reacted. In fact, I found myself remembering some of the pleasant days I had spent with Sitric at this age and didn’t need to act as much as usual.

Orlaith beamed at me as we laughed over Donnchad’s fascination with the daisies that grew along the riverbank, and Niamh sang a song as she fed Amlaíb. Perhaps this wasn’t as awful as I had expected. Perhaps I could even grow to enjoy being a mother again.

“The ships!” A voice boomed. “They are here!”

Orlaith and Niamh scooped up the babies.

“Quickly,” I said, grabbing the blankets. “Let’s go and meet them.”

The ships sailed along the river to gasps and cheering from the people of Killaloe. The wolf prows loomed large, and the polished wood glistened in the sun. The men on the ships who were from Killaloe waved at their families, while others anchored the ships so the crew could disembark. Brian, Sláine, Bébinn and Tadc were there too, hugging Murchad and Tairdelbach once they jumped onto the riverbank. Niamh was already walking down to them with Amlaíb, and Sláine ran over to her, arms wide open to take her son so she could show him off to Murchad.

I moved my gaze further down until I found the ship with Sitric and Falk. Sitric was watching Sláine too. He didn’t disembark for a while, but I saw the interest in his new son grow, until he too jumped onto the grassy bank and walked over to his family. He smiled at his wife and held out his arms to take the child. Brian and Murchad made way for him. Tadc even clapped him on the back.

“Give me Donnchad,” I said to Orlaith.

I held out my arms for my son, but he squirmed, clinging on to Orlaith.

“I think… I think he’s tired,” she said, trying to unwrap his fingers from her hair.

“Oh, yes. I forgot.” I pulled back, my good mood dissipating. “He’s had a busy morning. Let’s set him down for his nap.”

We moved toward the dun. When I glanced back at the river, Sitric was smiling. Laughing. He gestured further down river, pointing out the rest of the ships which were about to drop anchor. These ships were just as beautiful as the first. However, these ones were full of men. I frowned. The Viking shipbuilders and the Irish carpenters I had accounted for, but where had these young warriors come from?

“So many men,” I said to Orlaith. “Do we have enough food?”

“Oh, yes,” she said as we passed the dun gate. “Thirty rowers for every ship, we were told. Crínoc’s been expecting them. Look.”

A hive of activity greeted me. The fires were lit, the women cutting the meat and vegetables, and Crínoc barking orders.

“Are there enough women to cook?” I glanced around me, staring at the ships. “Where are Lucrecia and her daughters? Can they not help?”

Orlaith shook her head, then snuggled into Donnchad. “No. She didn’t come back with the ships. Didn’t you hear? Maria married Colgú. The whole family has gone to visit his home.”

She saw the frown grow on my face and reached out to touch my arm.

“Don’t worry. Lucrecia will return soon.” She smiled suddenly, her eyes brightening. “Once we put Donnchad down for a sleep, why don’t we help with the cooking?”

“What a good idea.”

Orlaith nudged Crínoc as we passed her. “We’ll be out to help soon.”

Crínoc only grunted.

I said nothing as I walked past Crínoc and the other women of Killaloe. Not one of them glanced my way. Not a greeting, not a passing nod, not even a word of gratitude that I would assist them. A queen. Mother to their prince. And still I was nothing to these people, merely another body to chop vegetables and stir a pot.

I marched past them, outpacing Orlaith and keeping my eyes focused on my house. Worrying about mortals was something I no longer needed to do. One day, not too far from now, they would notice me. And they would rue the day they thought I was beneath their concern.


Killaloe, April 1001

Fódla

I followed the path to Killaloe, wondering if the ships would still be there.

They were.

The tall masts were visible from the hills, the sound of laughter in the air. A feast was underway, which was good. Not that I feared the guards, but I could not afford to be spotted. The thought of Crínoc discovering I had returned filled me with dread. All the women and men of Killaloe adored Broccan and would ask me where he was. What would I say? That he was dead? No, I couldn’t continue that lie with the people who knew and loved my nephew. That I had left him with friends?

What friends? they would ask. For I had none outside of Killaloe. No, it would be easier to avoid them altogether. At least Lucrecia wasn’t here. I hated the thought of hiding from my friend.

Withered leaves littered the floor of the forest, the edges of them golden and brown. I picked one of them and folded my hand around it, turning the leaf to dust. I couldn’t stay here forever. It was time to go, to move, but I needed a moment. To be alone before the struggle truly commenced. It would be difficult to get Broccan north. The plan that Colmon and I had concocted stitched together well, but all plans worked on the strength of the thread, and mine already felt taut and frayed. For there were problems that Colmon did not understand. Broccan. When I found him, I would have to tell him everything – all the things I had kept from him. Would he ever trust me again? Would he want to follow? And what of Senna? So far, I had not spotted Tomas’ crow, but that could change at any moment. Tomas seemed to believe that I intended to go straight to Rónnat’s crannog, which meant Senna would start his search further north. However, Senna was not easily fooled, and I guessed he would come looking for me in Killaloe sooner rather than later. If I could just speak to Broccan to tell him of my plan before he arrived, all would be well. I was so close… I just had to keep faith that I would be with Broccan soon.

Crouching lower into the bracken by the treeline, I watched men loading the ships with the trade goods from King Brian’s dun. Sitric and Falk were setting out the oars in their ship, though cups of wine were in their hands. Leif was doing most of the other work, checking the sail and ropes. Eocha and his men were checking their ropes and sail too, many of them watching Leif so they could copy him, while the others took turns to touch the wolf-head prows. Crínoc and her younger sister were packaging parcels of food.

It was too dark for them to be leaving tonight. They must, therefore, be preparing for an early departure in the morning. That was good – it meant Murchad would still be here and able to check the ráth. I waited in the forest until dusk fell then made my way into my old home.

Once inside, I readied myself for Murchad. Not in the way that I used to ready myself for Tomas. There was no fixing of dresses, nor brushing of hair. Instead, I paced, walking back and forth, trying to ease the slow passing of time.

At last, I heard footsteps.

“You are here,” Murchad came into my ráth, closed the door, then rushed toward me, his arms wrapping around my body. “I was worried.”

I held him tight, sinking into his chest. “There is no need to worry. I am well.” I pulled away, though I wished I could have remained in his embrace longer. “Where is Broccan?”

“He is safe,” Murchad answered. “I hid him as you asked. Father Dáire has taken him to Saint Bran’s monastery. I can take you in the morning if…”

“No. I must get him tonight.” I kept the fear and urgency out of my voice. Murchad would want to help, but I couldn’t allow it. When I did not return to the fortress, Tomas would search for me and whispers that I had been seen with the Prince of Munster would not go down well. “Thank you, though, for helping.”

“You only ever need to ask.”

Oh, how I wished I could pause time. To breathe him in and watch the moonlight dance on his skin. There was no time for that now. No time left at all.

“I must go, Murchad. Broccan and I have a long journey ahead of us.”

“Can you tell me where you are going?”

“North.”

“And you must go now?” Murchad’s eyes shone with questions that he was trying not to ask. I loved him for that. For not pushing. For understanding.

“Yes.”

Murchad glanced out of the ráth in the river’s direction. “The ships depart in the morning. They are travelling along the Shannon, up through Connacht and into Bréifne. You can travel with them if you wish?”

“I don’t know. Broccan cannot be recog—”

“Oh, do not worry about that. I’ve disguised him. No one will suspect it is him.”

“Not even Tairdelbach?”

“Tairdelbach isn’t going.”

Sailing on the ships seemed risky, but I needed to reach Rónnat’s crannog before Senna found me. The ships would be faster than walking and would save our energy for the last part of the journey to Ulaid – and if Broccan wasn’t recognisable, then this could be the best way to reach Rónnat.

“That might work, yes.”

Murchad leaned against the wall and took my hand in his. “You know if you and Broccan are in danger, you can stay here. I will protect you.”

“It’s not…”

“That night I first saw you, I knew there was fear in you. I know you can’t talk about it, but you don’t need to risk your life. I won’t let anyone hurt you.”

“You wouldn’t say that if you knew the danger I would bring. I must go.”

“For how long?”

This time a question I couldn’t answer, or in truth, one that I didn’t want to answer.

“You aren’t coming back, are you?”

I shook my head.

“Can you tell me why… or at least…”

Murchad’s face crumpled, the pain in his voice building.

“Broccan is in danger, Murchad. I need to get him far away from here… I didn’t think this would happen. I’m sorry.” My voice trembled, for this might be the last time we would speak in a long time… maybe ever. “I must leave. Until he is grown and able to protect himself.”

Murchad stood straighter and laced his fingers through mine. “If I could go with you, I would.” He slipped a gold ring from his finger and set it in my hand. “Take this with you. The monks know that whoever comes for Broccan must show them this.” He folded my hand over. “And I want you to keep it.”

“I can’t…”

“You can.”

“It’s too valuable.”

“Oh, I’m not giving it to you. I’m letting you borrow it. That way, one day, you will have to return it to me.”

This brought a smile to my face. Hope – that was what he offered. Hope that one day we would reunite. “You will wait for me?”

“Always. There will never be anyone else. Only you.”

I had to go. But for a moment, I let time move around and beyond Murchad and I. A last kiss to hold in our memories when the nights were long and dark.

*

Saint Bran’s monastery was only an hour’s walk from the dun. It was a small building, filled with monks who had taken a vow of silence, and as a result no one from Killaloe ever visited. I hurried along the narrow path. The sky was dark, though the birds were beginning to sing. Dawn wasn’t far away.

A single monk stood by a wooden shed, milking the goats. He gave me a sideways look as I entered, though not long enough to stop his work.

“You have a boy called Broccan,” I said. “Murchad mac Brian told me to collect him.” I showed him Murchad’s ring. This made the monk pause. He stood, inspected the ring, then nodded his head and entered the sleeping house beside the small church.

When the monk reappeared, a boy walked at his side. Head bowed low, his hair was shorn to his scalp, with stubby patches at the sides. He wore a brown tunic, grubby and threadbare at the sleeves. His face had a film of grime and mud, and his easy smile was nowhere to be seen. The change in my nephew made my heart ache. I understood now why Murchad had so easily waved away my concern that the men on the ship would know who he was.

The monk gestured for Broccan to go to me, and then disappeared into the goat shed, closing the wooden door behind him.

I rushed forward to hug Broccan.

He let me embrace him, but his arms did not wrap around me as they usually did. He stood there, still and withdrawn. “You must tell me the truth,” he said, his voice quiet.

I moved back, not wanting to hold him if he did not wish it. “I will tell you on the way.”

“The way to where?”

“The ships. We are travelling north with them.”

“Why? Why north?” He tugged at the coarse woollen cloth and a hand ran through his shaved head. “And why must I pretend to be someone else? I’m not you.”

The words stung even though I deserved them.

“The truth will be difficult for you to hear, Broccan. But I will tell it to you, if you will listen.”

He nodded, his face grim, tears almost falling, but not quite. He was holding them back, his face flushed with the effort.

“Like I told you before, your mother and I are Descendants of the Tuatha Dé Danann. She is a witch, and I am a healer. They are our gifts. Colmon, the man who saved you, has the warrior gift.”

“I know you are a healer,” he said. “That’s obvious. But what is a witch… I mean, what can my mother do?”

“Lots of things. She is very powerful.”

“Then why did she give me away?” The tears pooled at the corners of his eyes suddenly spilled over.

I kneeled at his feet and lightly pressed my hands to his side. “She didn’t want to give you away. She had to.”

“You said she was powerful. If she…”

“There are many of us, Broccan. Many of the Descendants are strong, and we have laws we must follow. Rónnat broke one of them.” I paused. “She lay with your father, a mortal man. It is forbidden. And so… your mother was banished from the Descendants’ fortress by our council, and she was ordered to give you to a mortal family. However, before you were taken, she asked the council if I could look after you until I found a good family to leave you with. The council agreed.”

He stared at me, his big blue eyes narrowing. “Is that what you’ve been doing all this time? Finding someone to leave me with?”

“No.” I shook my head. “No. Your mother and I agreed that I would stay with you until you were grown. The Descendants sent me to Munster to spy on King Brian, and I did that to make sure that they would let me stay there with you. Our plan was working.”

He wiped the tears from his cheeks and took a step back. “What if you failed at it and the council told you to leave me? Would you have done it? Left me alone?”

“Of course not. It’s not like you think…”

“It is like I think,” he said, his voice shaking. “I’m not a fool. I always thought you were so brave. But you aren’t brave, are you? You just go along with whatever you are told to do, even when it’s wrong.”

“Broccan…” I slumped to the ground, my head in my hands. How could he see through me so clearly, child as he was? How could he see my soul and understand the very worst parts of me? “Yes,” I sobbed. “That is true. I have always… found it difficult to have courage. No longer. You are right. I must stand up for what I believe in.”

“And what is that?”

“You, Broccan.” I squeezed his hand tight. “I believe in you. Once we find your mother, we will come up with a plan to keep you safe.”

Broccan wiped away a tear. “Are there more Descendants who want to kill me?”

Every bone in my body wanted to protect him. To wrap him in my arms and tell him everything would be all right. But that would be a lie, and I had promised myself I would not do that to him again.

“Yes.”

“Why? What have I done?”

“A child born between a mortal and a Descendant has not had a gift for hundreds of years. It’s not meant to be possible anymore. I believe one… one of the Descendants found out about your gift and didn’t like it, and that is why the warrior in the forest tried to kill you. Whoever it was must be brought down. And if it must be me, I am ready. I will find my courage.”

Broccan collapsed beside me and wrapped his arms around me, his warm arms tight against my skin. “I love you, Fódla.”

“Oh, sweet boy, I love you too.”

I held him for as long as I could, but the night sky was turning. A faint light glowed on the horizon. “We need to be at the ships before the men finish their breakfast. Now listen to me, Tairdelbach cannot know who you are. Promise me you won’t let him see you. Whoever tried to kill you must believe you are dead, otherwise we are in danger.”

“Will… will I ever speak with him again?”

I sighed. “I don’t know, Broccan. When you are older, you can decide your own destiny, and if you see Tairdelbach in your future, you will meet. I am sure of it.”

*

Hand in hand, we walked along the path to Killaloe. When we arrived, the men were already boarding the ships and readying themselves for the trip ahead. The riverbank was a hive of activity as the crews loaded the last of the provisions.

“Go to the first ship, Broccan. It’s mostly Viking. No one from Killaloe is there.”

Broccan nodded.

“I will sit in the second ship. I’ll be just behind you if you need me.” I gave him one last hug. “Come, let’s go while everyone is busy. You don’t want your friends to notice you.”

We weaved through the crowd, Broccan’s face down, and I helped him into the first ship, calling one of the warriors over. “The priests have asked for you to take this young novice to a monastery in Bréifne. Murchad has agreed.”

The refusal the Viking was about to give died when I said Murchad’s name, and he motioned for Broccan to sit at the back of the ship. “Don’t be a nuisance,” I heard him say. “And no praying unless one of the men asks you to.”

I quickly moved away and sat on the second ship, pulling my scarf tight around my hair and face so no one from Killaloe noticed me. Leif was already on board and gave me a wave of recognition. Falk seemed surprised to see me, but gave a welcoming grin. “Women with red hair are bad luck on ships,” he said, “but I suppose river water is less dangerous than the sea.”

“My hair is only half red, anyway,” I said, giving a nervous smile.

Falk grunted. “Even better.”

He walked along the ship, shoving the men who had arrived late to their seats, and shouting at Leif to stack the trade goods tighter against the keel. The air filled with similar commands as other captains tried to get their ships in order. I watched Broccan to see what he thought of the longships, expecting wide eyes and smiles. But, instead, his face was cast down, head resting against a water barrel.

It broke my heart to see him so despondent. It would be a long trip to Bréifne, a few weeks if not more. I hoped in that time, he did not drift any further away from me and that our relationship could be as it was before.


Killaloe, April 1001

Gormflaith

The feasting hall was a hive of activity. Every guest, warrior and trader was there, eating their fill before the long journey north began. Days of preparation and loading ships with goods had all led to this moment and there was an air of excitable anticipation.

“The ships are wonderful, uncle,” Tairdelbach said to Tadc. “They glide on the water. Just like Manannán’s horse, Enbarr.”

“Enbarr? Who’s been filling your head with these old stories?”

“The shipbuilders.”

“Which ones?”

“From the Uí Fidgenti clan.”

“Heathens.” Tadc rolled his eyes. “Don’t repeat them to Father Marcán. He’ll have you praying in the church for a week.”

Tairdelbach frowned, though his mood quickly brightened. “I can’t wait to get back on a ship. I wasn’t sick. Not once. Most of the other men were.”

Brian arrived at our table, late as was his way when the hall was busy – he had to speak to everyone, from the serving women to the lowly traders.

“Hungry?” I lifted the platter of breads closer so he could pick what he wanted.

“No. Later.” He waved the plate away.

“You can’t travel on an empty stomach.”

He glanced at me. “You’re not getting rid of me so easily, I’m afraid.”

“You’re not going with the ships?”

Brian shook his head. “No. Tadc is leading the trade mission. Murchad, Tairdelbach and I are staying here.”

“That’s good,” I replied. “I didn’t want to be rid of you.” I twisted my lips to indicate that I was displeased with his words. It was difficult to find the right line. To overact, he would see through it. To show too little, he wouldn’t even notice. “I am glad you are staying.”

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to tease.”

He wasn’t sorry in the slightest, but he was pacifying me, which meant he’d bought what I was selling.

“What did you say, Grandfather?” Tairdelbach lowered his spoon, his mouth hanging open. “I’m not going with the ships?”

Brian contemplated his grandson, whose grin had now completely disappeared. “No. Not this time. You’ve been away from Killaloe too long as it is.”

Tairdelbach stared at his father, then back to Brian. When no one contradicted the order, he stormed out of the hall, his feet thudding against the floor.

I helped myself to another slice of bread, but if I could, I would have thrown myself to the ground and stomped out of the hall like my step-grandson. This wasn’t the plan. Brian and Murchad were meant to be sailing north too. When Máelmórda came here with his message of betrayal, I needed Tadc, the most impulsive, to ride to Connacht to save his family. With only Tadc on board, Brian might decide to stay in the dun with Murchad and send his warriors to defend the ships instead.

And this battle wasn’t the only issue at stake. For Máelmórda to rise, Brian’s heirs needed to die. Máelmórda knew that as well as I, and if they were absent, Máelmórda might switch allegiances to fight for Sechnall.

When I turned my attention back to my husband, he was conversing with his daughters. They hung on every word he said. Just as Ragnall, Gluniairn and Harald had once hung on Amlav’s. Fathers had an easier time holding their children tight to their wishes, but that didn’t mean I was completely without skill.

“I will wave the ships off,” I said, picking up a half-sleeping Donnchad from Orlaith’s arms. I held him close, rocking his body to ensure he didn’t wake. Thankfully, he gave a little snore, and pressed his head against my breast. “It will do Donnchad good to see them. Coming, Orlaith?”

Orlaith bounced out of her seat, smiling at the prospect of waving a farewell to the warriors on the ships, and together we walked to the riverbank. Pátraic was saying goodbye to Crínoc, and Orlaith made her way over to them, while I strolled toward Sitric who was helping a crew of Munster men with their oars.

My eldest son jumped into the ship to show them how best to move the oars into the oar-port, a broad smile on his face. I could see Amlav in him as he got older. The same love of the water, the ache to be free. I could tell he wished that he were setting sail, rather than riding home with his wife to Dublin.

“I thought we’d have longer together. We have barely spoken since your return,” I said.

He took a deep breath, moving closer to me as he coiled a rope. “You told me to spend time with my wife. I’ve been busy doing that.”

“Has it worked?”

“A little. She doesn’t hate me anymore.”

“A new wife shouldn’t hate her husband. What did you do to her?”

“Nothing Father didn’t do to you.”

Time apart had reignited his resentment toward me rather than doused it. The anger bored me, but Sitric had a part to play, and he was my son still. I moved closer to him, right to the edge of the riverbank.

“Sitric,” I said, nodding my head for him to come closer.

He set down the rope and came to the side of the ship.

“Keep your sword and shield close. Your axe sharp.”

The bitterness in his stance vanished, and he stood a little straighter. He jumped onto the riverbank and pulled me into a hug. “Tell me,” he whispered.

“When the ships arrive in the north of Connacht, Sechnall will attack,” I whispered back. “Your uncle will come here soon to tell Brian of the treachery, and together they will ride to meet Sechnall in battle. You must go with them.”

“Whose side am I on?”

“Family is so important, is it not? You, King Brian and Máelmórda are all on the same side.”

“The last time I spoke to Máelmórda, he spoke of a pact with Sechnall.”

“He’s changed his mind. And if he changes his mind again, it is your duty to make him hold firm. Now is not the right time to turn against Brian. Do you understand?” I pulled out of our embrace and gave my son a smile. “Not yet.”

My son did not return the smile, though he nodded his head. His eyes flittered from his feet, then to his sword, then his arm-ring.

“Sitric.”

“Yes?”

“Amlav didn’t give any of his sons an arm-ring. They had to earn them. Earn yours.”

I stepped away, wrapping Donnchad’s blanket around his legs, and moved along to look at the other ships. They were almost ready to leave now, some of the men already in position to row. The women of Killaloe waved at their husbands, sons and brothers, and one by one, the remaining crew members boarded the ships.

Tadc was the last to board his ship, the one at the very back, still conversing with his father and Murchad. Oh, what I would give to know what they were saying. But to look too eager to join them would be unwise, so instead I hugged and cooed at Donnchad. Some of the women smiled at us as they passed. But they were not who I wanted to impress and so I walked toward the dun.

“Ach, wee Tairdelbach,” Orlaith said as she caught up with me. “He wants to go.”

I glanced over in the direction she was staring at, and there I saw him, kneeling in the long grass, only his hair and nose visible above it. A trembling lip and two teary eyes trying unsuccessfully to stay dry. Perhaps not all was lost after all.

“Do you think I should go speak to him?” I said to Orlaith. “I could say I want him to play with Donnchad?”

Orlaith didn’t look convinced.

“Or… I could say I have a gift for him. That will cheer him.”

Orlaith smiled at that.

“Why don’t you go on and make Donnchad’s broth, while I see what I can do?”

I inched my way into the long grass until I stood beside Tairdelbach, who gave me a watery frown.

“What’s wrong, little one?”

Tairdelbach wiped his nose. “Nothing.”

His eyes didn’t move from the ships. He couldn’t take his gaze away from the men taking up their oars and saying their final farewells. Some of those going weren’t too much older than Tairdelbach. Indeed, in the first ship there was another boy, about Tairdelbach’s height. Hair shorn and dressed in the plain woollen garbs the novice monks wore. Longing filled my step-grandson’s face as he stared at all of this. If he’d been my own blood, I would have told him that soon this novice would be on his knees and reciting prayers day and night, and that this might be the last time he laughed at the wind blowing in his hair. But Tairdelbach was not my blood, and comfort was not something I could ever offer him.

“Ah,” I said, brushing his cheek with my fingers. “It’s hard to be left behind.”

“It’s not fair,” he said, his stoic façade crumbling. “My father fought Viking raiders when he was my age, but I’m not even allowed to explore.”

“Times have changed, Tairdelbach. When your father was your age, the entire country was at war.”

“I don’t want there to be war. I just don’t want to be kept safe.” He rolled the final two words. The vowels lengthening in a perfect imitation of his father.

“Your father fought a lot at your age, that is true, but your grandfather was so busy fighting the Vikings, he probably didn’t know where Murchad was. I’d wager your father went to battle, whether King Brian knew it or not.”

“Really?”

“King Brian was busy winning a war. Do you think he always knew where his children were?”

Tairdelbach shook his head.

“King Brian is a true hero. So is your father. Men speak the names of King Brian and Prince Murchad in every part of Ireland and beyond.” I grinned down at him. “How lucky you are that times have changed, and you don’t need to make such a name for yourself.”

Tairdelbach lifted his head, eyeing me thoughtfully. “They are legends? Like Cú Chulainn?”

“Oh, yes. Even more so. Cú Chulainn is a story. King Brian and your father are flesh and blood, and their prowess as warriors is legendary. King Brian went off to war with three hundred men and returned with only fifteen, while thousands of his enemies lay dead.”

Tairdelbach stared back at the river. “Yes, I know.”

“Times have changed. Thank the Lord.” I made the sign of the cross and lowered my head. “Children are safe in their beds, and they no longer need to fight.” I nudged Tairdelbach on the shoulder. “Come now, into the dun with you. Leave the warriors to transport our goods north. We can eat the barley-cakes.”

I beckoned for Tairdelbach to follow me.

“I’m just going to wait until they leave,” he said. “So I can wave goodbye to all the ships. Then I’ll come in.”

“Promise?” I gave him a stern look. “I don’t want to be left to eat them all myself. And Donnchad will be much happier if he has you to play with.”

Tairdelbach gave me a look of unconcealed boredom, but nodded again.

I turned, walking slowly to the dun. By the time I reached the gate, the outline of Tairdelbach in the long grass had gone.

*

As night fell, Orlaith took Donnchad to his cot in my room, while I said my goodbyes to the other women. Máelmórda had not yet arrived, and it left me no other way to stay in the feasting hall so late. I enquired after every son. Then every daughter. Then their grandchildren.

I was beginning to fear something had happened to Máelmórda, when suddenly the call of the guards broke through the tired chatter of the feasting hall.

“The King of Leinster has arrived, King Brian,” Cassair shouted from the doors.

I turned to Brian. “Did Máelmórda tell you he was coming for a visit?”

Brian shook his head.

I gave a worried frown and stood at the door of the feasting hall as Brian and then Murchad joined me.

My brother rushed into the hall with two of his men.

“There is news, King Brian,” he said. “Sechnall has built a large construction across the river in north Connacht. He means to trap the ships and set them alight.”

Brian rested his hands on the chair beside him, his face pale. “The men on the ships are carrying weapons. They will fight.”

“No, Brian, listen,” Máelmórda panted. “That’s not all. Sechnall has joined with King Cathal of Connacht. My spy says the army will number over two thousand, and once they finish with the ships, they plan to march south into Munster. My man also heard a rumour that the warriors of Ulaid may join them.”

Murchad was the first to move, his calm exterior already broken. His fingers curled around his sword, and he marched forward. “We must catch up with the ships.”

Brian held him back, shaking his head. “No. We must rally our men so we can meet this army when it comes our way. We will send a messenger and pray he reaches the ships. But Tadc is no fool. He will know if the battle cannot be won and retreat.”

“No!”

Murchad’s shout echoed around the hall. I hadn’t expected this reaction. Not yet. Not without him knowing that Tairdelbach was on the ships.

“You have fought Sechnall by river before, have you not?” Sitric asked, breaking the silence, his voice for once finding an edge with his father-in-law.

Brian nodded.

“And Sechnall defeated you. Burned all the ships, too.”

“What is your point?” Murchad, anxious like I’d never seen him before, snapped at my son.

Sitric leaned back in his chair. “You lost last time to Sechnall because you Irish don’t know how to fight on the water. My father told me about the battle… and how he would have won it.”

Murchad’s eyes widened. Not trusting my son, yet… desperately wanting to. “You know how to win?”

Falk snorted. “Of course we do.”

“Then we will go.” Murchad made to push past his father. “How many men do you have?”

Máelmórda gave an apologetic grimace. “Only fifty. I was out with a hunting party when I heard the news. I didn’t have time to go back for more men. Sitric has the men that he brought from Dublin. That makes one hundred.”

“We must ride out now and go to where Sechnall has built the obstruction,” Sitric said, summoning his men, who sat in the hall. After being so full for the last week, it was now almost empty. All Brian’s warriors had gone with the ships or returned home. “Brian, you must call whoever can be here by the morning and send messengers out to those we will pass on the way. How many will that be?”

Brian tapped his hand against the table. “By tomorrow? One hundred. Another two hundred, when we call men up on the way.”

“That will be enough,” Sitric said. “Sechnall’s men will be so distracted by the ships that we will sneak up on them, and then it is they who will be trapped. The warriors on the ships will kill those on the river edge, and the warriors on the land will push the men of Connacht toward the river. Like the jaws of a whale, we will close in around them from all sides and their numbers will cease to be an advantage. Instead, it will punish them.”

Murchad nodded, then glanced at Eocha. “Ready the horses. I will ride out ahead.”

“No,” Brian held his hand over his son’s. “You will ride with me. Scouts can ride on ahead.”

“What if we don’t make it in time?”

“Then the ships are lost, but now our men know how to make new ones.”

Murchad shook his head. “What about Tadc? What about the… people we will lose?”

“Tadc is a grown man and knows how to fight… and for those that fall… we will pray for them, my son. It is the way of war.”

Murchad snatched his hand away and paced to the table. “No. I’m going. Where is my son? I want to say goodbye before I leave.”

The hall fell silent.

“I haven’t seen him since this morning,” one of the women said.

“I’ll go and look in your house,” Orlaith said, “he must be asleep.”

She ran out, while Murchad glanced about the hall, his hands running through his hair. “This morning? Surely that is not the last time someone saw him,” he muttered.

No one answered. I glanced around the hall expectantly, waiting for the moments to pass until panic set in. Then I set my hand on my mouth, my eyes widening. “You don’t think he snuck onto one of the ships, do you? He was so upset at being left behind.”

Murchad rubbed his forehead. “No. He wouldn’t disobey me like that.”

“It’s only,” I continued, “I asked him to come into the fort to play with Donnchad, and he said he wanted to be like you, Murchad. To earn a reputation…” I let my words trail away, watching as Murchad’s expression of denial turned to doubt, then to fear.

Orlaith ran back into the feasting hall. “He’s not in the house. No one has seen him.”

Murchad pushed past his father. “We go.”

Brian grabbed his son. “No! Not now. It’s too late to ride the horses. In the morning. Eocha,” he bellowed. “Let’s plot our course.” He turned to my brother, pointing. “You, tell us what you’ve heard. We need to work out where Sechnall and Cathal have set the blockade. Otherwise, we won’t find them in time.”

He glanced around the feasting hall, barely pausing to take a breath. “Warriors, ready yourselves. Cassair, send your sons to the clans who live close by. Tell them I’ve called up their men. We leave at first light.”

The warriors sprinted out of the hall. Sitric gestured for Ulf to follow him and bellowed orders at his other men, while Máelmórda did the same to his. Well, well, well. The men of Munster, Leinster and Dublin were fighting together as one. Who would have thought this day would come?


The River Shannon, April 1001

Fódla

I sat on the ship, day after day, as we travelled north. Through Munster first, then weaving between the borders of Connacht and Meath. The river was beautiful and I came to appreciate why Falk enjoyed sailing so much. It was not an easy river to navigate, that became apparent very quickly. Sometimes the river would empty into vast loughs, the land only visible on the horizon. Falk would rest at these times and let his men take over. Other times, the river would narrow so that the opposite riverbanks only stood fifty feet apart. On these occasions, Falk took the steerboard himself, guiding his ship through the shallows of the riverbed.

These observations helped keep my mind occupied, for life on the ship was not easy. The rough wooden benches were hard, and the wind cut through my cloak, but the worst thing about living on the ship for weeks on end was being separated from Broccan. He was on the ship in front of me, close to the barrels of water at the back, doing as I asked and not interacting with the men. He hunched down when the wind blew, his fingers rubbing at the wooden crucifix around his neck.

Every so often, his lips would move, though there was no one close enough for him to be speaking to. He was probably going over our conversation, or else thinking of questions to ask his mother. Rehearsing what he would say when they met.

It wouldn’t be long before those rehearsed words could be spoken. Falk had said it would only be another day until we passed the border between Connacht and Meath and moved into Bréifne, which was where I wanted to disembark. I couldn’t wait. I longed to see Rónnat more than anything, and I was also looking forward to spending some time alone with Broccan. Our walk to the crannog in Ulaid would be like those first years we were together, trekking through forests and eating wild berries along the way. Talking, laughing, watching deer and birds. He used to tell me everything then, every thought, every hope and dream. Now secrets formed in his mind. Worries lingered. Fears for himself and for me. Worst of all, he wondered why I had kept my secrets from him and if I had any left to share. As soon as we were alone, I would tell him everything. Answer every question, no matter how painful. I just hoped Senna continued to stay away.

“Sit down, Éoghan,” I heard Falk shout.

I glanced up. One of the men had let go of his oar and stood.

“Please. I need to see the healer,” Éoghan replied, eyes down.

Falk rolled his eyes but beckoned the man forward.

“Will you look?” Éoghan said to me. He held out his hands, which were raw and bloodied and covered in blisters.

“No gloves?”

He shook his head.

The Viking men, who were with us, all wore a soft, woven mitten. At first, I had assumed it was to stave off the cold, but now I could see the real reason. The soft leather on the palm protected the hands from the continuous strain of pulling the rough wooden oars.

I took out some paste, though it wouldn’t help much if the young man had to continue rowing. “Do you have a scarf?”

Éoghan winced as he rubbed the cream over his hands. “No.”

“Then take this.” I took a headscarf out of my bag. “Wrap this around both hands, making sure it is tight to the skin. It will help your hands to heal and prevent more blisters from forming.”

A flush of red ran up Éoghan’s cheeks. “You are too kind.”

“I suppose it’s not only you who is suffering?”

He laughed, the tension broken. “No. A few of us are the same.”

“Why don’t we cut the scarf? There is enough fabric here to make wraps for three.”

I took out my knife and sliced the garment into thirds.

“How are your arms and back?” I asked.

“In agony.” This made him blush again. “The Viking men don’t suffer the way we do. They are laughing at how weak we are.”

“Ah, but they’ve been rowing ships all their lives.”

“True.” Éoghan knotted the headscarf, his hands now completely covered in cloth. “The water is in their blood. The land is in ours.”

Éoghan smiled, the salve now cooling the blisters, and he walked back to his position on the ship. He gave the two extra strips of fabric to his friends, then took hold of his oar and pulled.

Falk tutted as Éoghan sat and I held the pot of healing paste out. “You need some?”

Falk spat over the ship’s side, an expression of disgust on his face.

“We are making slow progress,” he muttered. “If this was one of my ships, I’d have the men whipped for complaining so.”

“You whip your slaves?”

“I’m not talking about slaves, woman. I’m talking about my men. And yes, I’d whip them so the gods don’t punish them harder. You Irish, you are good fighters, but soft in other ways. Very soft.”

“Your gods punish the weak. Why is that?” The Norse religion was familiar to me. They spoke of magic and gods walking the earth, similar in many ways to the Tuatha Dé Danann, except there was such an emphasis on strength. To punish the weak, merely for being weak, was a strange philosophy.

Falk shrugged. “The gods play with us, that is true, but the weak do not live for long no matter what. Better that I whip them, than an enemy sword finds their stomach.”

“We aren’t at war, Falk,” I said. “We are trading.”

“The gods will grow bored with all this peace talk soon, mark my words. Then war will break out.” He leaned forward and tapped his nose. “Who will survive? The men who are hardened by my whip or those who’ve had lotions spread on their hands to keep their skin soft?”

He gave me a pointed look, a smile of satisfaction on his face, then turned his attention back to the steerboard. We were approaching a bend in the river and the river was narrowing. A steady hand was required to navigate the ship away from the shallows at either side, especially now. Sharp rocks and boulders protruded from shallows to our left, hefty enough to cut a hole through the keel. Falk knew exactly what to do and kept the ship in the very centre of the river. I glanced up at Broccan’s ship and hoped his captain was as competent as mine.

“What is that?” Falk muttered. He stood, eyes narrowing.

I peered over the side. Falk was right. There was something there. In the distance. A long structure spanned the width of the river… but not a bridge. It was too low in the water.

Falk stood at full height. “Anchors,” he roared. “Pull in the sails.”

Men in the ships behind us stood up, puzzled, then they too spotted the blockage. I could hear the command being carried in the wind, the same word, anchor, being shouted over and over.

Falk stared upriver again, squinting at the approaching blockage. “You,” he said, pointing at Éoghan. “Pull down the yard. Leif, help me with the anchor.”

Éoghan ran to the yard rope, which held up the sail, and let it out. Leif ran to the back of the ship and helped Falk hoist a heavy wooden frame, that had been lashed to a huge stone, to the side of the ship. Panting with the effort of moving it, Falk wiped the sweat from his brow. “Wait for the ships behind us to drop anchor first, then push.”

The crews in the ships behind us seemed to be following Falk’s lead and were readying the anchors and drawing down the sails to stop our advance, though the ships with the Irish crews struggled, still not used to handling their longships.

“Thor save us,” Falk muttered, staring desperately at two ships that nearly collided. One having thrown their anchor in too soon, while the ship behind them was still sailing forward.

I glanced at the ship ahead of us, glad to see that they had already taken in their sail and were waiting for us to drop anchor. Broccan huddled against the barrels, staying out of the way.

“That storm that blew through a few nights ago must have felled some trees,” Leif said. “We will have to cut them up before we can travel on.”

“It doesn’t look like trees,” I said, climbing onto barrels by the mast.

“You have good eyes?” Falk asked.

I nodded.

“What does it look like?”

“It’s flat, but the wood, they are planks rather than trunks. Parts of it reflect the sunlight. Steel, or polished iron, maybe.”

“Does it span the entire width of the river?”

“I think so… yes.”

“Then it’s not the storm. It’s men’s work.” Falk grunted.

I stared once again at the structure. He was right. It was too long and too uniform to be the work of nature. “What could it be?”

“The gods have grown bored. Just like I told you.”

I examined the blockade again and my stomach dropped. If it wasn’t natural, it meant someone had built it… to stop us. I glanced at the treeline by the side of the river, breathing so hard that my head spun.

“It is time for you to hide.”

“What?” I gasped, barely able to breathe.

“We are about to be attacked. Stay on the ship. Only if it catches fire should you try to make it to shore.”

Falk moved to where Leif stood, his attention now on the task at hand. The ships behind us had all lashed their sails to the mast, most had dropped their anchor.

“Stop,” shouted Falk. “Attack! Pull up your anchors. Row to the riverbank.”

Confused shouts filled the air. The men in the ships closest to ours eyed the blockade for themselves, while those further away were waiting for the commands to be passed down.

Leif and three of the men on our ship dragged up the anchor. “Look, Falk,” Éoghan said, “there are men on the northern riverbank. Through the trees. I can see them.”

“Shields,” Falk roared. “Raise your shields.” He scanned both sides of the river and I followed his gaze. The north side had a sloping riverbank, with a forest starting a hundred feet beyond and a potential army lurking within. The opposite side was raised, the land full of dry shrubs and bushes, but the shallows on that side were still full of sharp rocks that made it impossible to land the boats there.

Oh, no. I needed to get Broccan out of here. As I ran to the front of the ship, I locked eyes with my nephew. Eyes wide, he moved out from behind the barrels, and this time I could see that someone else was with him. Another child. I kept my eyes trained on the movement. A hand, then a mop of light brown hair peeked over my nephew’s shoulder. Tairdelbach? What was he doing here?

“Men at the front, shields at the ready!” Falk roared, unsheathing his axe from his belt. He ran up the ship, dragging the men into position. “You lot,” he shouted at the twenty or so men still sitting. “Turn the ship! Row to the riverbank.”

Éoghan gaped at him. “Toward the army?”

“Yes, toward the army,” he roared. “We can’t land on the other side, and we can’t fight them on the river, can we? Move, you useless bastards. Before we hit that.”

I glanced once again at the blockade. Now that the anchor had been pulled up, the current was pulling us toward it. I was right. The wooden planks spanned the whole river, and iron spikes stuck out from them. If we didn’t turn, the ships would become impaled, then the next ship would crush us, and the next.

“Archers!”

Before the warning cry had finished, arrows pounded the ship. Steel hit wood and flesh. Screams filled the air. Leif froze as the impact knocked him back. The outer rim of his shield was the only thing that had prevented an arrow from hitting his head.

“Raise your shield higher, idiot boy!” Falk roared at him.

In a fury, Falk paced to the steerboard, and saw me crouching at the front of the ship. “I told you to hide,” he growled. “Get behind the mast.”

But I couldn’t hide there. I had to get to Broccan and Tairdelbach.

“Row!” Falk roared at the men. “We need to get to the riverbank!” He hit his shield with his axe, beating out a rhythm that the men could row to. “Men at the front, shield wall! Protect the rowers.” He shoved a man back to the oar post. “Row! Harder!” He growled, shaking his head at the slowness of the Irish rowers, and took up an oar himself. The ships on either side of us were slightly ahead and approaching the riverbank.

Arrows continued to pelt our ships, but now that the men were organised, they weren’t finding much in the way of targets. Then suddenly, the archers stopped. And from the trees along the riverbank, men appeared. Hundreds of them. A thousand.

“More arrows!” Éoghan shouted. “Shields up.”

I lowered my head behind the inset of the prow. This time, the archers had not aimed for the men. They hit the masts, the sail, the hull, and the pungent smell of whale oil filled the air.

“Faster,” Falk screamed. “Before they send fire.”

“Broccan, Tairdelbach,” I shouted. “Can you hear me?”

My nephew peeked up from behind the water barrels and nodded. Tairdelbach nodded too.

“Jump over the edge. Swim to the far side,” I said, pointing at the opposite riverbank. “We need to get off the ships.”

The rocks were sharp by the riverbank, but the current would take us further downstream, hopefully away from the worst of them. If we could just make it across, there was plenty of thick gorse to hide in where we’d be safe.

Another arrow hit the ship. More oil. It was soaking through the sail now, soaking the barrels and ropes. Falk turned his head, growling. “The ships will burn.” He screamed at the men behind him. “Row, you fools. Faster.”

Another arrow landed, then another, then finally an arrow hit that was aflame, and within a matter of moments, it lit the oil and began to spread.

“Look!” Leif shouted. “They are coming.”

The army moved out from behind the trees and began to run down to the riverbank. Long spears or swords in their hands, they aimed for the men disembarking the ships.

“Shield wall,” Falk screamed.

The men at the front locked their shields, preparing themselves to land on the shore and jump onto the riverbank, while the men at the back rowed, pulling with all their might as the flames grew closer.

I locked eyes with the two boys and quickly tied my bag around my chest. “On my word, you must both jump,” I called.

Both boys turned their eyes from the fire, which was spreading toward them, and hoisted themselves onto the edge of the ship.

“Jump.”

I waited until they were both in the river before I rolled over the side. “Kick!” I shouted as I landed beside them. Both boys did as I asked, arms pulling to reach the other side, legs thrashing under the water. The current swept us downstream, further from the gorse I wanted us to hide in, but at least they were able to keep afloat without being dragged under. The old me, with no withered shoulder and legs, could have helped them, but I struggled to miss the rocks and haul myself to the riverbank with my left leg and arm so weak.

“Down,” I hissed, lying flat. “Wait.” There was a small grouping of trees not far from us. I waited to see if there were any men concealed within. There didn’t seem to be. “Come,” I said. “Hide behind the trees.”

“No. I can’t,” Tairdelbach said. He was facing the other way, watching the fighting on the opposite shore. Tears filled his eyes as he saw Tadc fighting two men with spears. “We need to help my uncle.”

I could not deny the strength of feeling that Tairdelbach had. He wanted to help his family and friends, but in front of me, I saw only despair. There were too many enemies on the riverbank. They had come with fire and swords and spears. Every man on the ships, Viking or from Munster, would die before the day was out.

Falk was screaming at the front of his shield wall, Leif standing beside him. Other men from my ship were on the riverbank now, fighting. Swords hit spears and axes. Men screamed and already the river ran with blood. Whoever had attacked our ships had the high ground and more and more of them pressed down, pushing the men of Munster toward the ships that were on fire.

“We can’t help them from here,” I said, taking Tairdelbach’s hand. “Perhaps we can think of a way to help from the trees, but it’s too dangerous to stay here in the open.”

The two of them reluctantly turned and followed me.

“Look,” Broccan said, glancing behind him. “Look, Aunt Fódla.”

From the side of the riverbank, hundreds of horses crashed through the enemy lines. “It’s our warriors! The warriors of Munster have come.”

Broccan was right. Somehow, they had known of the attack and come to save us.

“Come on. Hide in the forest.” I took Broccan’s hand, but Tairdelbach stilled.

“Where is my uncle?” he asked. “I can’t see… Where is—”

With a loud thud, a thick spear shot through Tairdelbach’s chest. He stood there a moment, blood spluttering from his mouth, then he stumbled, his hands gripping Broccan’s cloak as he fell, thudding, eyes closed, against the ground.


Killaloe, April 1001

Gormflaith

Waiting is always the hardest. Waiting for men to go off to war. To find out who wins, who loses. Who lives, who dies.

When Amlav came back from the Battle of Tara, weeping over his dead son, I had known he was broken, and my heart had leaped for joy. I was foolish then. Oh, I could see that now. Foolish and headstrong and naive. It was the beginning of the end for me. The end of my power, and if I’d understood how much I might have wielded, I would not have wished for Amlav’s death.

Gluniairn had followed behind his father and dead brother, head bowed. I had thought he would keep me safe, that I would sit beside him at the top table as his stepmother and former queen. Left alone to raise my son. Left alone to sleep at night with whomever I wished. But as soon as I returned from Iona, Gluniairn had made it clear that wouldn’t be the case. If I wanted to stay in the fort, well, then there were things I needed to do. And oh, how he watched my son. How he frowned when Sitric proved himself stronger than Gilla. How his fists clenched when he heard the men compliment Sitric’s strength.

It took me years to realise that Amlav had been safety. Safety for my reputation. Safety for my son. A wall behind which my fire-magic remained a secret. And when Ragnall died and sent my husband mad, that safety disappeared as quickly as water on sand.

And so here I sat on Brian’s chair, contemplating Brian’s death and what it would mean. I hoped Sitric kept him safe. The truth was, I needed him until Donnchad was older. Brian left me alone and his walls were high… but that didn’t stop me imagining him lying on the grass, mouth open and glassy eyed.

“Queen Gormflaith.”

Orlaith came into the room, her rosy cheeks flushed with excitement.

“Yes?”

“An old man has come to the dun. He’s lost.”

“Where is he from?”

“That’s the thing. He won’t talk to anyone, but he says he will speak to the king.”

I gestured to the empty hall. “The king isn’t here.”

“But you are. I think if he had something to eat, he’d come around. He looks unwell and seems a bit… confused.”

“Bring him in.” I could hardly have said anything else. The customs around welcoming guests were ignored at one’s peril. Kingships had been lost over not receiving guests properly. Unfortunately, an old, confused man was owed the same guest rights as a visiting king or prince, and I would have to endure him.

Finishing my morning oatbread, I waited for him to enter. I didn’t have to stay long. Orlaith or Crínoc could tend to his needs. Now that Brian was away, I had no intention of remaining in the dun all day. Another walk along the river to practise my witch-magic would be just the thing.

“Here he is, Queen Gormflaith,” Orlaith said, practically shouting into the old man’s ear. He didn’t even flinch. God, he was old. His back was so bent over, he stared at his feet as he shuffled forward. A wooden staff, much too tall for him, helped him along, but without Orlaith there to guide him, he would have fallen over the benches.

“Please.” I gestured to one of the front tables, usually reserved for Brian’s family. “Sit here.”

Orlaith helped him over and gently set him down. Now he was sitting, I could see his face. My, he was withered. His cheeks were sunken, gums rotten, with hardly a tooth left in his head. The outlines of his legs were visible through his threadbare tunic, and his limbs were so thin I was surprised he could walk. How had he come here by himself in this state?

“Are you a priest or a monk?” Orlaith asked, spotting the crucifix around his neck. She crouched down, so she was eye-level with him. “Is your name Brother…” she trailed away, hoping that he would finish.

Instead, he scowled.

“I am not a brother. Why do you talk such nonsense? I am a warrior! Deadly with both the sword and spear.” His staff clattered to the floor, and he tutted impatiently. “You knocked that over, stupid girl.”

“That’s no way to speak in the King of Leth Moga’s dun,” Orlaith said, standing and taking a step away.

“Leth Moga? There is no such place.” He glanced up from under sagging brows, his neck straining to look at me from where he sat. “Where is Méabh? I don’t know you. Where have you taken me?”

“You are in Killaloe,” I said. “This is the home of King Brian Boru of Munster and Leth Moga. Can you tell us your name?”

The old man shook his head. “Brian? That is not a proper name, and he’s certainly not the King of Munster.”

“Who do you think is the King of Munster?” Orlaith asked, puzzled.

“The King of Munster is King Cellach.”

I glanced at Orlaith, who frowned. She waited until the old man stopped muttering, then moved closer to me. “King Cellach was a king of Munster over fifty years ago,” she whispered.

“Oh.” I tapped my fingers against my head. Even Orlaith understood what this gesture meant. Sometimes the minds of old men and women rotted along with their body, and they remembered the days of their youth more brightly than the present. This old fool was reliving his youth, even though his body was as close to the worms as it could be. His children had probably put him out to die in the cold, too tired to look after him any longer.

“Well, I shall fetch you some stew,” I said, standing. “It will warm you up.”

The old man slammed his hand on the table. “I don’t want stew. I want my daughter. Where is she?”

Orlaith looked close to tears, her face full of worry. It was as well somebody was willing to fret after him because I had no wish to watch him slop over his food and piss his tunic when he was done.

As I moved along the back of the hall, I noticed the old man stand, ever so slowly. “I am sorry,” he said, looking at me, his voice a little stronger. “Who did you say you are?”

“Queen Gormflaith.”

“Oh, yes. Yes. Thank you for your hospitality, but I should be on my way. My daughter, she came to find me… and then she was gone. I need to look for her.”

Orlaith nodded, relieved that the insults had ceased. “Your daughter will be worried about you. What did you say your name was again?”

“Cerball.”

“And your daughter’s name?” she asked.

“Méabh. She’s very beautiful. She has the same colour hair as you. A great cupbearer.”

Cupbearer?

I stilled at the edge of the table. His daughter was a cupbearer? That was one of the Descendant gifts.

He was a warrior. He had said that when he came in. Deadly with both spear and sword. He was a Descendant too.

I looked him over again and couldn’t help but notice how much his sunken cheeks resembled my mother’s before she died. Old age savaged Fomorians and it appeared to do the same to the Descendants of the Tuatha Dé Danann. We fell in on ourselves, our bones turning to dust underneath our flesh while we still breathed. However, he was alive. His gift was fading, no doubt, but it was not gone. Not yet.

Damn the gods to hell for bringing him here.

“Father!”

A beautiful young woman with pale skin and brown hair came into the feasting hall. “You ran off, Father. What happened?”

The old man swivelled in his seat. “I am sorry, Méabh. My mind…” He waved his fingers above his head. “It left me again.”

“Do not worry, Father,” she said, her chin trembling. “We are together now.”

She kneeled at her father’s feet and took his hand in hers. So, she was the cupbearer. She was beautiful, just like the witch nun who had come here last year.

Quietly, I walked past the table and toward the aisle. Killing him with the knife or using the poison in Máelmórda’s pendant wouldn’t work with other people watching, one of them a Descendant at that. No. I needed to get Donnchad and myself out of the dun until they left. If I could ready the mare that Máelmórda had bought me, I would be away before anyone noticed.

“Queen Gormflaith,” the old man said. “This is my daughter.”

I stopped and turned. “Yes. Hello, Méabh.”

Orlaith looked at me expectantly, her eyes darting to a plate of bread at the far table. When I didn’t speak, she gave a little giggle and smiled at them both. “Queen Gormflaith offered your father stew when he arrived. Do you both want some now?”

“Oh, how kind.” Méabh looked at her father, her eyes still full of concern. “Yes. It would do us good. You are kind to offer.”

“I will go and get you some,” I said.

“No,” Cerball said, his gaze fixed on me. “Let this young girl get the stew. You go too, Méabh. Pick out something nice for me. A cup of fresh milk, too. I wish to speak to the Queen of Munster if she will humour an old man with her time.”

Orlaith grinned. “Of course. This way, Méabh. There is a pot of stew over the outdoor fire. Something is always cooking there. There are so many of us to feed. And the cows are milked just outside the ringfort…”

The two of them walked outside, Orlaith babbling away, while Méabh listened in silence.

“If you’ll excuse me,” I said to the old man, “I just need to ask Orlaith something.”

I walked down the aisle, almost jogging in my haste to get away from the old man and out of the dun. I glanced back as I reached the door. But the old man was gone.

A hand suddenly grabbed me from behind, another covered my mouth.

“Your hall,” the old man hissed in my ear. “It smells like fire.”


Connacht, April 1001

Fódla

“Quick, Broccan,” I screamed. “Help me lift him… behind those trees.”

I glanced around as I reached Tairdelbach. Who had shot him? Were they still out there?

“It came from the other side of the river,” Broccan said. “A man on a black mare.” He watched the riverbank, his eyes scanning for movement. “He’s gone now.”

“Stay behind me, Broccan. If it was a Descendant, they will…”

“It wasn’t a Descendant. He aimed for Tairdelbach.”

Broccan stopped talking and grabbed his friend from behind and dragged him back, his warrior strength building within him. Indeed, he moved so fast that I couldn’t keep up and instead used my body as a shield in case another spear fired our way.

“There.” I pointed to the large oak tree. “Behind the roots.”

Broccan pulled even harder, dragging Tairdelbach to safety. “Can you heal him? Don’t tell me you won’t because of the rules.”

“I will do my best, Broccan.” Our eyes met. “I promise.”

Quickly, I unfastened Tairdelbach’s cloak and placed my hand on his chest. The metal spearhead was touching his heart, and the blood vessels attached to it were torn open. He would bleed out soon. I had to be quick.

“Hold him tight, Broccan. If he moves while I pull out the spear, he could die before I heal him.”

Broccan set his hands around Tairdelbach’s shoulders, pinning him down.

Using my gift, I searched for the best way to pull the spear clear. Slowly, I tugged, trying to bring the spearhead out the same way it had gone in, all the while using my gift to mend the arteries that had sliced open.

“There,” I said, throwing the spear aside once it was clear of Tairdelbach’s body. Concentrating hard to heal more of the torn veins and arteries, his heart steadied, and I pulled my hand away.

Broccan smiled as he watched the colour come back to his friend’s cheeks.

“Keep holding him. I’m not finished.”

Taking the knife from my bag, I held it over Tairdelbach’s shoulder.

“What are you doing?”

“Someone tried to kill Tairdelbach. They will know they struck him. I must pierce him on his shoulder so that suspicions are not raised when they discover he lives.”

“Why do you care? You said you would find your courage.”

“I don’t do this to help me, Broccan. It’s to save Tairdelbach. If I healed him and left him without a scratch, who would believe what happened? His family need to protect him, and we won’t be there to save him next time.”

Slicing Tairdelbach’s shoulder, I pulled at the skin, making it look worse than it was. Then I pressed my hand against the original wound and healed the flesh and skin until no one would have ever known a spear had struck him there.

As the pain receded, Tairdelbach groaned, and his eyes fluttered open.

“You saved me,” he muttered, taking hold of Broccan’s hand. His fingers fumbled at the wound on his shoulder, checking to see how it looked, then his eyes roved around his surroundings. The trees, the leaves, the river. Unfocused and tired, he kept groaning as the memory of what had happened came back. “My uncle,” he said, trying to stand. “I must help him.”

“No,” I pushed him back down. “The wound in your shoulder needs to be stitched, otherwise you will bleed out when you stand.”

“But I need to know what is happening.”

“We cannot help them, Tairdelbach. It will happen whether or not we are there to watch it.”

“No,” Tairdelbach sobbed. “I need to know. Please.” His big blue eyes, the same as his father’s, stared at me, tears streaming down his cheeks.

“Very well,” I sighed, seeing that I would not dissuade him. “I will stitch you first, then I will go.”

First, I rubbed paste on the wound to clean it, then I set some thread into my needle. Stitching from one side of the flesh to the other, I sealed the wound on Tairdelbach’s shoulder. I worked diligently. The wound would leave a scar, but the closer I knitted the flesh together the better it would look. However, that was not why I moved so carefully. Tairdelbach, in all his hopeful youth, wanted me to watch the fighting so I could tell him his uncle lived. I was not young or hopeful and dreaded what I might find. Who had won the battle? And who had saved our men? Murchad? The thought of seeing him fall plagued my mind. I didn’t know if I was strong enough to do as Tairdelbach asked.

“You should rest now.” I set the needle into the bag and placed my cloak over him to keep him warm.

“Only if you go,” Tairdelbach answered. “Please.”

Reluctantly, I agreed. “Watch over him, Broccan. I won’t go far.”

I moved away from the oak tree and toward some gorse close to the river. On the opposite riverbank, thousands of men fought. Screaming. Fighting. Dying. The men who had arrived on horseback were now pressing our attackers from behind, and it was Tadc and Falk who now held the better ground at the edge of the riverbank as they thrust their spears and swords at the men who were crushed in the middle.

Three of the ships had burned to a blackened char, but the others had survived, the fires now out. Either the whale oil and fire arrows had not found enough purchase on the damp wood, or else the Munster and Viking warriors had put them out before they spread. No longer afraid of being burned by the ships behind them, the warriors of Munster and the Vikings stood further into the river, hacking down their attackers as the horses drove them down the riverbank. Some of their archers had climbed back into the ships to pick off their enemies who fought at the edge of the fray.

The river ran red with blood and bodies, face down and still.

What recklessness had led to this? It was a trade mission. Why were we attacked? And what of the men who died fighting us? They had not come of their own volition. Which king had summoned them from their homes to fight here today?

A horn sounded. A horn of surrender.

The fighting stopped.

“Men of Meath and Connacht, set down your weapons and kneel!” A voice shouted over the crowd.

Our attackers did as the voice commanded. Many slumped to the ground in a heap, ’too tired to stay on their knees. A man on horseback rode down from the treeline and to the riverbank, though I could not see his face. He moved slowly, weaving through the men and toward another man on horseback with grey hair and a long cloak at the edge of the battle. “Do you surrender, Sechnall?” he shouted, so all the men could hear.

The man with the grey hair nodded.

The man on horseback turned and held out his hand to Sechnall, a way to bind the defeated king to his word. It was Murchad. Every inch of skin was covered in grime and blood, his tunic stained red.

I ran back toward the oak tree. The battle was over.

“Broccan,” I cried, “Tairdelbach!”

I stopped in my tracks as I reached the long roots they were lying behind. A big black crow with yellow eyes sat on one of them. His head moved, yellow eyes staring at me, unblinking.

He had seen me heal Tairdelbach.

What a fool I was. I hadn’t even searched for him. And now he would tell Tomas that I used my gift on a mortal… and that Broccan was alive.

Falling to my feet, I stared at the crow.

“Senna,” I begged. “Please don’t tell Tomas. Let me and Broccan escape him. Please.”

The crow folded out his wings and launched into the sky, leaving me to watch as he disappeared into the darkening cloud.


Killaloe, April 1001

Gormflaith

I wrestled against him, but I couldn’t move – not an inch. I felt for my gift, reaching for it, pulling it in.

The old man turned me around, a knife at my throat, ready to slice it open. Then the fury drained away. “Méabh?”

“Father,” I said, my voice shaking. “What are you doing?”

He lowered the knife. “My mind… my mind… it is wandering again. I’m sorry.”

“I know, Father.” Straining against all instinct, I didn’t move. “You were screaming about a fire. I came to check on you.”

“Yes,” he said, staring around the hall. “It’s the queen. The hall stinks of her Fomorian fire-magic. It’s everywhere.”

“What? How can that be?”

“I don’t know. But it is true… I had her… I swear I did.” He looked down at his hands as if they could answer the mystery of where the Fomorian queen had gone. “But it must have happened in my mind. Where is she now?”

“She has gone to fetch her son,” I said. “Did you say anything to make her suspect what we are?”

“I… I don’t think so.”

“Good. We must do this together. Let us stay here for dinner, then this evening, when she is sleeping, we will capture her.”

Cerball nodded. “Yes, you are right. We should bring her to the fortress. Tomas will want to question her. If she is alive, then there might be more. Her son… we will take him too.”

I peeked outside. Still no sign of Orlaith and the real Méabh. “We are in Killaloe, yes? How far is the fortress from here?”

“It’s another week to Fennit Island at the rate I’m going.”

“If we took their horses,” I said, concealing my smirk, “we could be there by tomorrow. But we need our strength.” I walked to the vase of water at the edge of the hall, still there from last night. Leaning over, I emptied the contents of the vial Máelmórda gave me into a goblet and added water from the vase.

“Drink this. We must wait for nightfall. Be patient and rest, so we are strong enough to take her.”

Cerball nodded, draining the cup.

“I will fetch the stew. Stay here.”

I ran out of the hall, changing back to myself as I slid through the doors. I couldn’t believe I had pulled that off. My hands shook, my stomach turned. If he’d been any younger, he would have killed me. Then he would have found Donnchad.

Well, now I had a chance. The poison had been strong enough to lay Murchad low and give him a fever. Hopefully, it would weaken this warrior. If not… if his Descendant blood was too strong, the plan of watching and waiting would give me an opportunity to escape. I had the location of the fortress now. Fennit Island. Máelmórda could press ahead and destroy our enemies once and for all. I just had to reach him before this Descendant could kill me.

*

It took time, trying to leave discreetly. I had to pack a bag of clothes for myself and Donnchad. I had to tell Niamh to take Donnchad for a walk to Crínoc’s house, even though it was time for his nap. Lying to the boys who worked in the stables was the worst, for they were warned to keep an eye on me by Brian and wanted to know where I was going. One of them even threatened to ride out with me. No, I said. I’m not riding anywhere. I only want to bring the horse out on the grass to show Donnchad. Bring him to Crínoc’s ráth. They seemed to believe me and stopped asking questions. Then I had to steal food, milk and water, and fashion a sling out of fabric that I could use to tie Donnchad to me when we were riding at speed.

At last, everything was ready, and I crept toward the dun gate. I could see Donnchad playing by the stream with Niamh. Crínoc was with them. Both were probably wondering why I had sent Niamh there. They’d be even more confused when I took Donnchad away from them and galloped off into the distance. The stable-boy was already outside the dun with my horse and walking her over to where Crínoc and Niamh stood.

Now. Time to go.

“Queen Gormflaith,” Orlaith shrieked. “Come quickly.”

She spotted me by the gate as she came running out of the hall.

“It’s Cerball. He’s sick.”

I glanced inside the feasting hall. The old warrior lay on the floor groaning, while Méabh held his hand. “I don’t understand,” she said. “This isn’t how it…”

The old man’s skin had turned purple, and he was wheezing every time he breathed. He was worse than I expected. Much worse. I took a step inside. Sweat dripped from his forehead onto the floor.

“He’s scalding,” Méabh said, snatching her hand away from his skin. “I don’t understand why this is happening.”

“I’m sorry,” I said to Méabh. “The summer fevers can be cruel.”

Méabh shook her head in disbelief. Of course, her father was a Descendant and mortal illnesses weren’t supposed to affect them.

“F…” He began to choke, frothing at the mouth.

“Help,” Méabh screamed. Cerball thrashed, blood streaming from his nose and mouth.

“F… Fom… Fomor…” he hissed.

“Father,” Méabh sobbed. “Somebody help him.”

But all Orlaith and I could do was stand there open-mouthed as he arched his back and took a final breath. The thrashing, the shaking; it all stopped.

The old man was dead. I had killed him.

I concealed my smile.

Máelmórda would be so jealous.


Connacht, April 1001

Fódla

I watched until I could see Senna no more, the knot in my stomach tightening. I needed to get to Rónnat before Senna reached Tomas. Otherwise, he’d find Broccan and I, and bring us back to the fortress before Broccan was ready. There was no time to delay. I had to move.

“Did you see?” Tairdelbach said once I reached them.

“Yes. Your uncle is safe, and your father is here.”

Tairdelbach let out a sob and tried to stand.

“No,” I said. “I will swim across and ask the men to row a ship downstream to collect you. You are in no condition to swim and I’m not strong enough to carry you across.”

Broccan inched closer to his friend. “I will look after him.”

“I know.” I glanced at our surroundings. The oak tree shielded us from the river, but not the land behind us. “I want you to hide in the gorse bushes. It will be safer if you are out of sight.”

I helped Tairdelbach up and showed him and Broccan the bushes I wanted them to crawl through. “Stay here until I return. Come out for no one else.” They both nodded, curling up beside each other, using my cloak as a blanket, while I removed our tracks from the soil. Whoever had fired the spear at Tairdelbach wouldn’t be able to find him if he came looking. Besides, I wouldn’t be long. Murchad would be as eager to reunite with Tairdelbach as me.

Quickly, I submerged myself in the river and swam to the other side. Without the noise of the river between us, I could now hear the groans and cries of injured warriors. Many men had not yet perished, though were still destined for the land of the dead. They called out for their wives and mothers and friends. Some cried for the end and begged the men beside them to give it.

I was already tired from healing Tairdelbach. I would not be able to help them all. Only another one or two, and yet, to my shame, there was only one man I cared about. Murchad had been covered in blood when I last saw him. Was it his?

In the distance, many warriors, including some on horseback, gathered in a circle by the riverbank and I made my way there.

“King Sechnall,” I heard a familiar voice say as I approached the circle. I slipped past the men standing in front of me until I saw who was talking. It was King Brian. He was not on his horse, instead he was standing on the bloody soil. King Sechnall kneeled at his feet, with one of his sons kneeling beside him.

“You have broken the peace,” Brian continued. “You have betrayed your oath to God, for you swore to war with me no longer. What do you say?”

I pushed closer. Tadc, Eocha, Murchad and Máelmórda stood either side of King Brian. Their chests were heaving, they were blood-soaked and hurt, but they were still moving and breathing. The tightness in my chest loosened.

The King of Meath didn’t speak, he only glowered at the ground.

“I see you found your bravery, Máelmórda,” Sechnall said at last. “I should have known to expect little from a man who poisons princes.”

Máelmórda shrugged away the insult. “You cannot blame me for telling Brian that you planned to attack. We are family, and my sister would not have liked it if her husband was slain in battle.”

Sechnall spat on the ground, phlegm and blood splattering the mud.

King Brian lifted his sword. “I could kill you now, as is my wish.” He lifted the tip of his blade until it brushed against the neck of Sechnall. “Or I could let you go, as Murchad tells me I should, on the condition that you recant your claim to the high-kingship and give me hostages.”

King Sechnall wiped at the blood and sweat dripping down his cheek. “You want to be High King, do you, Brian?” He shook his head. “The northern Ó’Neill kings and the King of Ulaid will not allow it. They did not come to my aid, it is true. But they will not let you walk on the hills of Tara as High King. They will die before that happens.”

“I will deal with them in due course. It is your word that I need now. You can submit. Or you can die. Which is it?”

King Sechnall waited a moment, glancing at the body of a man who lay on the ground in front of him. This man was not moving, his lips and skin blue and pale. I recognised him. It was his eldest son. Flann, he was called. The one who had danced with Sláine at the peace treaty. “I will live,” he said. “You are High King. Enjoy it… while it lasts.”

“What hostages will you give me? What tribute?”

Sechnall lowered his head, his shoulders slumped. “I will give my grandson, Congalach. And my nephew. But I will not entrust them, or my tribute, to you, Brian. I will give them to Murchad.”

Shock flooded Murchad’s face.

“You are the tánaiste, are you not?” King Sechnall said. “After all that has passed between your father and me, well, I do not trust him with my kinsmen. But I trust you.”

King Brian shrugged his shoulders. “You can give the hostages to my son if that is your wish. It makes no difference to me.”

“Fine. I will take your hostages and tribute,” Murchad said. “Then you are free to leave, but first you must kneel to my father and swear an oath to him. He is the king. Not me.” He glanced at another man, silver-haired and broad. “You too, King Cathal. Connacht must swear allegiance to my father.”

While King Brian told the men the oaths they were to swear, Murchad turned to Tadc. His lips moved. Where is Tairdelbach?

Tadc frowned, shaking his head. Of course, he probably didn’t even know Tairdelbach had been hiding in the first ship. I stepped forward, catching Murchad’s eye. He stilled as he stared at me, his hand lightly touching his chest. I held out two fingers. Broccan, I mouthed, Tairdelbach.

Murchad’s shoulders slumped forward and the lines of worry on his face fell away, but I didn’t have the heart to tell him any more until I could show him that Tairdelbach, though injured, would live.

*

I walked away. The making of oaths was not where I should be now that Murchad knew I had his son. No, I needed to find someone to help me bring the boys across the river. A Viking would be best.

Stumbling over the mud, the first Viking man I spotted was Falk, sitting on the rocks by the riverbank. I walked over to him. He would know what to do. “Falk,” I said, waving at him, “I need your help.”

He grunted but didn’t look up. That’s when I saw the young man lying against him. Leif.

Falk held him tight, his arm around Leif’s shoulder, while Leif’s head rested on Falk’s lap. There was a spear wound to Leif’s stomach, blood and bile spilling onto the ground. He wasn’t dead, though his hands were shaking and teeth chattering. He would be soon.

“You fought well, Leif,” Falk whispered in his ear. “Your father would be proud.”

Leif lay still, fluid rattling in his chest. “Look after… Freya,” he whispered.

Falk held Leif’s hand. “Oh, I will. You do not need to worry about Freya. And I do not need to worry about you. Valhalla will take you, my boy. Tell Harald I said hello and to have a drink ready for me when I come.”

Leif closed his eyes and Falk, the man I’d never heard utter a kind word to his son-in-law before now, dissolved into tears.

“I can save him,” I found myself saying, reaching into my bag. “If you stew these nettles in hot water, the tonic will help him regain his strength.”

Falk shook his head. “The halls of Valhalla are calling him. Look.” He pointed at the murder of crows gathering on the treetops. “The Valkyries will be here soon. The gods have sent them to take the only son of Harald Amlavsson to the great hall.” He stroked Leif’s face, his bloodstained hands rubbing against Leif’s rounded cheeks. “My poor Freya. She will never get over it. She loved him so much. Even when she was a child, she followed him everywhere.”

“The wound is not so bad as you think.” Gently, I pressed my hand against Leif’s stomach. My gift flowed into him, repairing the tears to his intestine and arteries. “The wound has missed his stomach. It’s not as bad as it looks. I tell you, he will live.”

Falk shook his head again, but the laboured breaths of Leif had softened now. Shock remained, and I left him, teeth chattering and swimming in blood, but life within him. “I will pick some more nettles and make a broth. It will restore his strength, for he has lost a lot of blood.”

I left them then. Falk stayed with Leif, holding his hand, rubbing some warmth into him instead of letting it seep away.

My strength was almost gone now. My hands were shaking, and I had only enough strength to help one more. How to pick? There were hundreds of men who needed my help. If only our healers, locked away in the fortress, were here.

I sat down on a rock and pressed my hand against a man whose ribs were shattered. Left alone, they would pierce his lung. I didn’t know his name, or who he had fought for, but I healed him, nonetheless.

My legs wobbled as I stood. I could hardly move, but I didn’t want to leave Broccan and Tairdelbach alone any longer. I made my way toward the river and waded in.

“Fódla!”

I turned.

It was Sitric, running toward me. “You said to Falk that you needed help. What is it?”

“I…” my voice trailed away. This was the man who had killed the nuns at Lusk nunnery.

“I saw you cross the river with two boys,” he said. “One of them was Tairdelbach, wasn’t it? Do you need help to bring them across?”

“No. I just… I’m sure that Murchad…”

Sitric held out his hand. “I understand, Fódla. You do not trust me.”

“No. I suppose I don’t.”

“How could you when it is my fault that you are scarred and that your family died in the fire at Seir Kieran? Would you believe me if I said I am a changed man?”

“I would if I saw that change.”

“Well, then let’s start now. Let’s return Tairdelbach to his father. I will find some men who are fit to row, and we will bring him here. Come.”

He gathered ten men. Enough to row one of the ships downstream and anchor it close to the opposite riverbank where the rocks wouldn’t damage the hull. Together, we walked up the riverbank to the gorse bushes, and Sitric took Tairdelbach into his arms.

He gave his wife’s nephew a grin. “You’ve had quite the adventure, so I hear. Boarding a ship without anyone knowing.”

“Aye,” Tairdelbach said, wiping his nose.

“Don’t worry too much. No harm done.”

“My father will be angry.”

“A bit, perhaps. But he’ll be too happy you survived the battle to care.”

He lifted him and Broccan into the ship. Tairdelbach silent, and Broccan concealing his face with his hood. Sitric spoke with them both as we rowed back. Gave them kind words of encouragement. Strange. He looked so like his mother, cold and tightly wound, but I also felt something else when he talked to the boys. Compassion and sympathy. Could he be forgiven for all the pain he had inflicted? I didn’t know. But I hoped he kept trying.

*

Sitric and his men set up a tent for me and the boys in the forest, while Tadc and King Brian came over to check on Tairdelbach, but as the night darkened, the men moved to their own tents, leaving me, Tairdelbach and Broccan alone. The two boys, both completely exhausted, began to doze. I couldn’t sleep, though. Not until I had spoken to Murchad.

At last, he came.

“How is he?” Murchad asked, kneeling beside me. “Why is he still sleeping? Did he hit his head?”

“No,” I whispered, picking up the spear. “It pierced his chest. I have healed him, but he is drained. I also had to make another wound on his shoulder.”

Murchad eyed me.

“Broccan saw the man who fired the shot. He said he aimed at Tairdelbach and knows that the spear landed.”

The lines etched into the skin around Murchad’s eyes deepened. “Then I am indebted to you and Broccan.”

Murchad moved over to his young son and took him into his arms, holding him there. “What were you thinking, son?” he whispered in his ear. “You mustn’t leave me like that again.”

Tairdelbach’s eyelashes fluttered open. “Father,” he said. “You are here. Are you hurt?”

Murchad’s chin trembled as he rubbed his fingers over the pale cheek of his son. “No. I am well.”

Tairdelbach’s hands wandered to his chest, looking for the spear that had pierced it. He glanced up at his father and burst into tears. “I am sorry. As soon as I left, I regretted it.”

“Hush. I know.” He rubbed his son’s cheeks and kissed his forehead. “Now, back to sleep. You must rest.”

As night turned dark, the campsite quietened as the men fell asleep. Some, however, could not find any relief from the pain of their injuries. Every time I felt my energy return, I went out to the injured and did my best to heal them. Some were too far gone to help without drawing attention, but I was able to save another four men dying from wounds that had festered. For others, I numbed their pain so they would pass over more comfortably.

“Come, Fódla,” Murchad said. “You must rest, too.”

Nodding, I walked over to the tent and sat beside him. Broccan and Tairdelbach were asleep. Eocha lay sleeping at their other side.

“What will you do?” I said, glancing at Tairdelbach.

“The ships are getting ready to move on so we can trade with the kings of Bréifne and Ulaid, but one of the ships will transport the injured home.”

“You will be happy to take him back to Killaloe.”

Murchad shook his head. “I am not going home. Neither is Tairdelbach. I won’t let him out of my sight after what happened.”

“Where are you going?”

“The army is going to Tara.”

“But Sechnall said that the other kings wouldn’t allow…”

“Father hopes that now Sechnall has been defeated, bringing the other kings of the north into line will be easier. He plans to use the trade mission as a way of gauging what we will face.” He paused. “His visit to Tara, though, will also show them my father is serious about wanting the high-kingship.” He turned to face me. “You are leaving tomorrow?”

“Yes, there is still a way to go for Broccan and I. Do you think… might we borrow a horse?”

“Of course. You don’t even need to ask.”

It was strange how the dark midnight air changed the feel of a conversation. We weren’t touching, yet I could sense him. I sensed his hand inches from my stomach. His shoulder, almost touching mine.

“I will miss you,” he said.

“I will miss you, too.”

Murchad sighed. “I don’t know how I can be without you. I don’t say that begging for you to stay, for I know you can’t, but it is the truth, Fódla.”

I took his hand and pressed it against my lips. To be parted from Murchad would be painful. I was so full of pain, so used to it, that I didn’t expect to feel it so. All the careful plans I had made… how would they now come to pass? Senna had seen us. Who knew where Broccan and I would have to go to hide from the Descendants who would pursue us?

But Murchad and I, we still had these last hours before dawn, when we must part ways.

I stood, caught Murchad’s eye, and walked deeper into the forest. The leaves were thick here, the pale moonlight speckling the ground like freckles. The darkness of the night reluctantly giving way to light.

An alder tree, thick-trunked with a blanket of moss and leaves underneath, stood ahead of me and I came to a stop behind it and waited.

When Murchad arrived, he kissed my arm, then my neck. A warmth spread through me. The warmth of acceptance and belonging. An understanding that we were better together than apart. His touch, his voice, his arms. His lips on mine. Mine on his.

When Aoife died, oh, the years afterward had been so dark, and I thought I’d never feel anything other than the force that crushed me and made every word an effort, every breath, agony.

Yes, the dark is forever present. Once seen, it never goes away. I felt it still. Always.

But now, with Murchad, I also felt the light.


Killaloe, May 1001

Gormflaith

Orlaith came into my room early.

Donnchad was already awake, waiting for her to lift him from the crib. He was walking now and would bash his feet against his mattress when he wanted to get up. “La-La,” he called out, his attempt at forming her name.

“Where is he?” Orlaith teased, creeping closer, arms already open. Donnchad squealed in delight and rushed to stand so he could reach her more quickly.

“Morning, Orlaith,” I said, sitting up in my bed. “Any word?”

“Yes!” She spun on her toes, which made Donnchad giggle. “The scouts say they’ve seen horses coming toward Killaloe. It must be them.”

I returned Orlaith’s smile as expected. The anxiety one usually felt when an army returned was entirely absent this time, for we already knew what had happened. Two weeks ago, a ship of injured warriors had returned to tell us the story of the river battle. Since then, word had spread throughout the province and already the kings and queens from the surrounding kingdoms had come to the dun in anticipation of Brian’s return. No longer did they call him King of Leth Moga. Now they called him High King.

Brian’s victory was complete. To my relief the warriors said that Máelmórda and Sitric had acquitted themselves well in battle. But other concerns had not been answered. Tairdelbach, had he survived? None of the injured warriors mentioned he was there.

“We have much to do!” I threw off my blanket, thinking of what to wear to greet my husband, son and brother. Soon I would have the answer to my questions. “Is Crínoc ready?”

“Don’t worry. We’ve plenty of food.” Orlaith’s smile faded a little. Guessing how much food was required for a returning army was always a matter of concern. How many men would return compared to how many had left? We had won the battle, yes, but as always there would be losses. Cooking too much food would only serve as a reminder of those who had fallen in battle. Not cooking enough would be talked of.

“Oh, and Lucrecia and her daughters arrived this morning with Colgú and his mother,” Orlaith said as she dressed Donnchad in his tunic.

“How lovely. It will be nice to see Lucrecia again.”

My mood brightened. The timing couldn’t be better.

Walking over to my chest of clothes, I picked out my blue silk dress. “Orlaith, would you fetch my—”

A loud scream rang out. I turned to find Orlaith frantically stomping her foot against one of my scarves that had fallen onto the floor. A small flame danced at the edges of the fabric. I stared at the fire, and using my gift, put it out. Orlaith leaped back, mouth agape as the fabric smoked.

“Did you knock over a candle?” I asked.

“No.” She stared at the candles on my table. None of them were lit. “I don’t understand what happened.”

I cast my eyes over the candles. She was right. All the wax holdings were cold and hard.

Donnchad clapped his hands, giggling. “La-La,” he sang, pointing to the fabric.

Could it be him?

Walking over to the scarf, I picked it up. The flame had travelled along the embroidered flower without touching the fabric on either side. Too exact to be the work of an ordinary flame. Yes, it was Donnchad.

Mother had said that when Máelmórda and I were young, our fire-magic could not be controlled. We had no power to set large fires, only to singe or burn, but still… it was a danger. She said that was why she had hit us so much. To make us fear our magic until we were old enough to follow her instructions. I still remembered her slaps and pinches. Oh, I had hated her so much then.

I walked over to the table, my back to Orlaith so I could pick up one of the spare candles without her seeing. I set fire to it, then immediately put it out. The wick smoked.

“Oh, here it is.” I set it on the table. “How forgetful of me. I lit it this morning. It must have fallen.”

Orlaith shifted Donnchad onto her other hip, the confusion falling away. “What a shame. Your scarf is ruined.”

“No harm done.” I rolled the fabric up, not wanting her to notice the peculiar way the flame had travelled. “But now that Donnchad is walking, I should probably put the candles away. You know how clumsy he is.”

Smiling into my son’s eyes, I rubbed his cheek with my right hand, while my left moved to his foot, which I pinched.

He burst into tears and snuggled into Orlaith’s shoulder.

“Oh no,” I said. “The fire must have shocked him. Let’s go outside and help Crínoc with the feast.”

Orlaith left the room first, smiling again and babbling at Donnchad, who was rubbing his pudgy fists against his wet eyes, his sobs sobs already fading away.

*

The scouts were right. The horses in the distance were the warriors of Munster, and it didn’t take long for the men to arrive at Brian’s dun. I could see Brian, Murchad, Eocha and Tadc riding together. Tairdelbach sat in front of his father, already waving at his friends. So, the line of Brian Boru had not been pruned as Máelmórda and I discussed. Disappointment flooded my veins. Really, could my brother do nothing right? I searched for him. I had to run my gaze to the end of the army, for Máelmórda and Sitric and the warriors of Leinster and Dublin rode at the back. He was smiling and laughing. Waving at the people of Killaloe who had come out to cheer them.

Sláine and Bébinn ran out of the dun and down the hill to greet their family. I held my ground at the gates. The fires were lit, the food cooking. I had even helped prepare the vegetables. Everything was as it should be, and I waited to play the part of a queen that my mother had prepared me for.

“Welcome home,” I said to the warriors that came through the gates. “Food and wine await.” I even handed out some cups myself. Brian, Murchad, Tadc and Eocha came into the dun, arms linked with Sláine and Bébinn. Little Tairdelbach ran ahead of them and grabbed one of Crínoc’s barley cakes. They all greeted me. Brian gave me a kiss on the cheek, asked after Donnchad, and complimented the feast. He did everything one expected a husband to do and say, but didn’t linger, and eventually, the whole family moved past me and into the feasting hall.

At last, Máelmórda and Sitric reached the gate, Ulf, Falk and Leif behind them. Leif practically fell off his horse, his skin pale and clammy. “Leif,” I said, setting down a wine cup. “You are injured.”

He waved my concern away. “Nothing a good cup of ale won’t heal.”

I glanced at Falk, who nodded. “He’s healing. A spear pierced him. I thought he was going to die, truly I did. I didn’t believe Fódla when she told me the spear had missed his stomach, but she was right.” He took out a pouch of dried leaves from his cloak pocket. “Do you have any boiled water?”

“No,” Leif interrupted, shaking his head. “No more of Fódla’s nettle tea. Not tonight.”

Falk grunted but didn’t complain when I handed Leif a cup of ale and placed the leaves back into his pocket. “Tomorrow then.”

Leif slumped forward, his arm holding his stomach and gave Falk a grateful grin.

“Please, Leif, sit. Rest,” I said. “You are weary. Food will be brought to you. And you” – I kissed Sitric on the cheek; he stood tall, no visible scars or injuries, aside from a cut over his cheek – “greet your wife and son.”

Sitric raised his hands. “That’s where I was going.”

He wrapped his arm around Leif so he and Falk could help him in. Ulf walked behind them, pausing to give me a sly wink.

“Brother,” I said, turning away. “How are you?”

“Everything went as planned.”

The rest of the Leinster and Dublin men walked into the hall, and he waited beside me as I greeted them all. The feasting hall was full and Crínoc and the other ladies had already begun bringing in the food.

“Lucrecia,” I heard Crínoc shout from the cooking fire. “I hear you have good news for me!”

I nudged my brother and he turned to take in Lucrecia and her daughters as they entered the dun, stopping to tell Crínoc about Maria’s wedding.

“That’s her?” Máelmórda whispered.

I nodded.

Máelmórda’s fingers brushed the hilt of his sword. “Tonight, when everyone is drunk, we will make our move. Be ready for my signal.”

“Of course.”

At last, everyone had entered the feasting hall, even Crínoc and her serving women, and Máelmórda and I moved to enter now I had done my duty and greeted all the guests. Máelmórda linked arms with me, and together we walked up the aisle. Brian was already standing at the top table, a cup of wine in hand. He waved to hush the crowd.

“Warriors of Munster,” he shouted. “Warriors of Dublin. And warriors of Leinster. Welcome to my dun.”

Every person in the hall raised their cup, silent as they waited to hear the words of their king.

“Thank you for riding north with me,” Brian continued. “We have defeated King Sechnall and quelled the rebellion in Connacht. You fought with me, and you followed me to Tara so we could ride on the hill of the kings of Old Ireland.” He stared around the room. “The kings of the north have heard we were there. They are not happy. And so, I say to you now, I will count on your loyalty in the days and years ahead. Munster, Leinster and Dublin. We are united by family and by blood. Now sit and eat with me, and know you have the gratitude of your High King.”

The hall erupted, cheering, crying, laughing.

I clapped my hands in delight, and smiled at Orlaith who was holding Donnchad. I waved her over to me and held out my arms to take Donnchad, who promptly tried to get back to her. “Orlaith,” I said, holding him tight. “Will you fetch Brian the good wine I have stored in my house?”

She ran off to do as I bid, and now she was out of sight, Donnchad stopped squirming.

“So my husband is now High King?” I said to Máelmórda.

My brother rolled back his shoulders and sighed. “Our warriors defeated those of King Cathal and Sechnall. Flann died in battle and Sechnall conceded he had lost his crown. So, yes, your husband is High King. Which, I suppose, makes you High Queen. Congratulations.”

“How did the battle go?” I asked, pretending to show off Donnchad to his uncle.

“It happened as we arranged. We arrived as the battle was underway. Any later and we might not have been able to turn it, but we did. Only three ships were destroyed, two hundred lives on the Munster side, but very few of my own men.”

“And what about Tairdelbach? I’m so glad he has come home safe.”

“You are kind to worry so.” He concealed his smirk with his cup of wine. “He was struck with a spear, but the wound was not fatal. The healer woman, the one with the scarred face, swam across the river with him when the fighting broke out. Whoever threw the spear had only time to make one shot. It was feared that it had pierced his heart, but luckily it was only his shoulder.”

His eyes revealed his disappointment now, the smirks and smug smiles gone. He’d always prided himself on his ability with a spear. In fact, when he was younger, he never missed.

“Praise be to God,” I muttered.

Máelmórda returned my platitude and held out his cup so one of the serving women could refill it.

So Fódla had helped another of Brian’s family.

Once again, she had saved someone against our best efforts. And what had Falk said? He thought Leif would die, but Fódla had come over and said he would not… My hands moved to touch the empty vial around my neck. The warrior, Cerball, had died, even though the potion had not killed Murchad. Fódla had been with Murchad that night. She said she had burned the infection away.

“Where is Fódla?” I asked. “I would like to thank her.”

“Oh, she went north. Her and this little monk boy left after the battle. You’re happy about that, I’m sure. The scars on her face made you feel ill, did they not?”

I nodded and continued to walk up the aisle.

Could it be? Was Fódla the spy? Yes. It was true. It all made sense. She was a healer Descendant of the Tuatha Dé Danann, and under my nose this whole time. The strange sensation I felt when she was close. The reason Tomas had come to the fort was to speak with her. Not me. Not even Brian. He had come to the fort specifically requesting a healer, then asked to go somewhere private with her. How had I been so stupid? So blind. I’d been so dependent on Brian and Máelmórda discovering the identity of the spy, I hadn’t paused to think for myself.

I gripped my brother’s hand and pulled him closer. “It was her,” I whispered. “She was the spy.”

Máelmórda paused, frowning.

I laughed and threw my arms around him, pulling him into an embrace. “Think of who should be dead but for her. Murchad, Leif and now Tairdelbach. Fódla saved them. She is a healer.”

Máelmórda pulled away grinning and kissed Donnchad on his hand. “You are right, sister. You are right.” He moved close as if to kiss my cheek. “How did you miss this? What a fool I was to believe in you.”

My brother laughed again and took another cup of wine, leaving me behind to walk toward Sitric.

Me? I had failed him.

I had done everything. It was me who had discovered the Descendants, me who had followed them and stolen a gift. Me who’d had a Fomorian child. What had he done? Nothing. Not one thing.

Anger flooded me, but also disappointment. I had missed Fódla, that was true. Going forward, I had to be smarter. I had to stop relying on others, my brother included. This was a game I needed to win, and I refused to be undone by those who were lesser than me.

The image of Olaf came to me. The coiled snake tattoo around his neck, the way his cold eyes had stared at me when I dreamed of him.

Have you listened to my advice yet? I told you to follow your own mind… Now you are in a new kingdom, you must be braver.

Could I be braver? Did I want that? I stared at my brother. He wanted to kill the Descendants and be High King. I glanced up at my husband. He wanted to rule over all men. But I wanted power too. More than anything.

Donnchad squirmed in my arms, eager to eat at the top table, but instead of offloading him to Orlaith, I kept him close. It was time to be brave. It was time for me to keep my own achievements closer to hand. Donnchad was a Fomorian, and he was mine. I had to make sure it stayed that way.

Instead of walking to the top table, I moved to one of the Viking tables. Leif was there, smiling, drinking his ale, while Falk laughed as he ate his food. Ulf grinned as I walked by, his eyes following the swish of my hips. “Gormflaith. You are looking beautiful today.”

“Thank you, Ulf.”

“I shall mourn our parting when we leave for Dublin tomorrow.”

“It is a shame that you all must go so soon.”

“Indeed, I would have returned home sooner, but Sitric wanted to come here so he could take Sláine and Amlaíb home himself.”

“You are a good friend.”

Ulf took a sip of his wine, leering up at me with that smug face of his.

“I was thinking a little more of your troubles, Ulf. Your lack of wife.”

Ulf glanced at Falk and Leif. I could tell he wanted to make some lurid suggestion that I come with him to Dublin, but perhaps wondered if they would tell Sitric.

“Orlaith is still without a man.”

He frowned. “Your slave girl.”

“She isn’t a slave. I told you that. She’s a distant cousin of Brian’s.”

He looked over at Orlaith, who was talking to Bébinn and Sláine, all plump cheeks and bright eyes. “You told me to leave her alone last time. What’s changed?”

“Nothing you need to worry about. But I will owe you a favour if you take her.”

“Then I will make her an offer.” He looked over at Orlaith again, eyeing her up and down, and licked the oil from the salmon skin off his fingers, grinning.

As he stood and made his way to Orlaith, I walked to the top table. It was cruel, yes, to do this to Orlaith. She was kind and sweet and Ulf would ruin her. But to control Donnchad, I needed her to leave and never return. My son’s affection for her needed to die so he would learn to rely only on me. It was the only way for me to teach him how to control his fire-magic, and his hate for me could not be tempered by love for another.

“Come, Donnchad,” I said. “You must sit with your mother tonight. We are going to be with each other always.”

I took him to the table and prepared a bowl of mushed carrots and beef, then set him on my lap. I let Brian fuss over him, laughed when Donnchad sneezed, and cooed when he demanded more food.

Máelmórda finally took a seat beside me and joined in. He was adept at playing the part of a happy family and gave Donnchad a golden chain to play with.

“Any other news while I was away?” he said in a low voice. “Any visitors?”

“No. Nothing at all.”

“Good.” My brother’s shoulders slumped forward, then he asked for the serving woman to give him more salmon while he drained his cup of wine. The music had started and when he next looked up his attention had moved away from me and to the unmarried women serving the wine.

I could have told him everything. There was much to tell. I could have told him about the warrior Cerball and his daughter, Méabh. How I had killed him and how Méabh had insisted on taking his body home, to Fennit Island. But no. To give him knowledge now would only make him impatient, and Donnchad needed to be older before I could allow Máelmórda to make his move. Fomorian brother and Fomorian son. They would be my pawns to move on the chessboard. Not the other way around. This time, I would be the one with the power. Máelmórda didn’t know it yet, but it was my song he was dancing to. For I was a Fomorian and a witch. I had the Descendant’s knife and I had killed a warrior. Olaf was right. I needed to be brave and use my head for my own ends.

And that – for the first time in my life – was what I was doing.


The Road To Rónnat’s Crannog, 
May 1001

Fódla

The journey north took longer than expected. I had forgotten how the forests of Ulaid weaved and wove. Mountains and valleys. Rivers and bogs. We were getting close now. Familiar paths and skylines marked the way to Rónnat’s crannog, and my stomach fluttered at the thought of holding her again.

“We need to walk the rest of the way,” I said, dismounting and reaching up to help Broccan down. “The ground is too soft.” I pointed at the white tips on the grass in front of us. “Look at how much bog cotton there is.”

Broccan slid down the horse’s flank and wrapped his arms around me. His face peered up at me, eyes wide and clear. “Thank you, Aunt Fódla.”

“You don’t need to thank me, Broccan. Saving Tairdelbach was the right thing to do.”

“I’m not talking about that. For looking after me.”

I stopped and took his hand in mine. “You are my heart, Broccan. I will always love you. Always think of you. Always want to be with you.”

Broccan nodded. “I understand now… why you lied to me. It’s the same reason you lied to Tairdelbach when you told him the spear hit his shoulder. People can’t know that you can heal them, otherwise you will get into trouble.”

“Yes. It’s hard to conceal gifts like ours. People might swear to keep your secrets and then the next day tell everyone who will listen. You are a warrior. As you grow older, it will be difficult to hide it. But you must learn, otherwise you will make yourself a target. The mortals may try to use you. Other Descendants—”

“Will try to kill me?”

I hated that he said that. Hated that it was true, and that Tomas had done this. In all the old stories, we were the heroes, the saviours. Had they all just been stories that we told to make ourselves feel better? Had we really put our lives on the line for the mortals we loved, and if we had, could we return to those times?

Broccan gestured at the path ahead. “How much further?”

“Not far.”

*

At last, the bogland gave way to a stony terrain and the lough came into view. The mist that Gobnat had summoned around the island was still there, for which I was grateful. The thought that Senna might be there, watching us when we met each other, made me feel ill. He had followed us every day since the river battle. I knew that. I had felt him watching. Not today, not yet, but he was close.

I tied our horse to a low branch and made my way to the edge of the lough where a small boat waited for us. The same one that I had carried Broccan in all those years ago. Then he was only four, so small he could curl up on my lap. Now he was nine and rowed the boat by himself. Children of his age were not fully in control of their gift, but I felt the strong tug of the oar as he propelled us forward. He was like his mother that way. He ran toward his emotions, instead of away from them, like me.

Broccan jumped off the boat and ran up the path to the house, then stopped. I followed after him. We did not notice Rónnat right away. She was behind a tree, watching us, taking us in. She stepped out from behind the trunk, her thick hair wild and uncombed, just like in my dream. Leaves and flowers were woven into her hair, everything lopsided and loose.

Broccan stared. “I remember you,” he said, tapping his head. “But what I have in here isn’t right, is it?”

“What you remember is true, little one,” Rónnat said. “It’s only that there are empty spaces instead of colour.”

She walked over to us slowly, a sad smile building. “You are angry with me,” she said to Broccan. “I can see your anger swimming around you like wasps at a hive. You are trying to hide it. Please don’t.”

Broccan, shoulders tensed, nodded. “I don’t want to be angry, but I don’t understand everything.”

“Neither do I. So, you must let your anger go. I don’t have all the answers you seek. Neither does the wind.”

This made Broccan smile a little. “I remembered… a memory of you that I have is… you said if I talked to the wind, you would hear it.”

“I did.” Rónnat grinned. “I heard all your secrets that you whispered, and I know that some of the things you wish for will come true.”

“Will I be a famous warrior, like Murchad?”

“Yes,” she said. “And no.” She shook her head and one of the flowers in her hair fell to the ground. She shivered as she picked it up and held it out for Broccan to take. “Will you hug me, son?” she asked. “Will you forgive me?”

Broccan ran and wrapped his arms around her, holding her tight.

“I wish you could have stayed with me. I wish that more than anything, but it could not be.”

Broccan cried as he held her, his fingers clinging to her dress.

“Come, sister,” she whispered, beckoning me over. “Join us. Let our three hearts beat as one as they did one night long ago.”

I ran over and folded myself into their arms. We were a family, bound by love, even when distance had kept us apart.

*

Rónnat and Broccan talked together for the rest of the day, and I kept my distance so they could be alone. I cooked and tidied, and used my gift to help the vegetables in the ground grow. Rónnat had always been distracted when it came to practical things, but even so, the island had grown wild. Briars and gorse had reached the back of her house and climbed the walls. The island was full of hares, chickens and goats. However, she was thin. Not because there wasn’t enough food, but because her mind wandered.

As the evening waned, Broccan became weary and fell asleep inside Rónnat’s hut. She came out to me then, her eyes red and wet.

“How are you, sister?” I asked.

“I am like the earth, Fódla. But I am happy.” She nodded her head, wiping her cheeks with the fabric of her dress. “You’ve done a wonderful job with Broccan. He is so beautiful in his heart. Just like you.”

“Did he tell you what happened?”

“Yes. So did the wind.”

I disliked her talk of the wind. It might speak her words, but it had its own words too, ones I didn’t necessarily wish to follow.

“Colmon will be here tomorrow,” she continued. “You must go to Rathlin Island with him without delay. Help him train Broccan in his gift. You also must become stronger at using yours. You are capable of more. Much more.”

“Now you sound like Tomas.” I frowned. I couldn’t help it. He had always pressured me to put myself forward to sit on the council, to push myself. But that was not what I had wanted.

“Don’t be sad, Fódla.”

“I’m not.”

“You do not wish to be locked away on Rathlin Island, is that it?”

“No more than you want to be locked away here.”

Rónnat laughed and lay back on the grass. “You won’t always be trapped there, though. You will be able to leave Rathlin when Broccan is grown. And so you should.” She stared at me and brushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “You found love, sister. Your heart is beating again. I can hear it.”

“I have, but it doesn’t matter…”

“Love always matters, Fódla. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. That’s what Aoife tried to tell you too. You will meet him again. I promise.”

It was hard to understand what my sister said. She seemed unfocused. More unfocused than ever. Yet I trusted her more than anyone, myself included. I moved over to the grass and sat beside her. The hems of our dresses touched.

“How do you know this, Rónnat?”

Rónnat wiped the dirt from her cheeks, her wild hair catching around her hands as she did so. “The wind speaks to me. It tells me what will happen. And I… see things. In my head.”

“The future?” I watched my sister until her eyes met mine. “Are you a prophetess? Like Grainne?”

“Yes. A prophetess.”

“Well… Why didn’t you say? You could have been the council leader. You—”

“Would have been revered?” She shook her head. “Nobody wants to listen to what I have to say. The wrong people would… hurt me, more than they have. No. This is the only way. I am doing all I can. The wind has set me on this path, and I will follow it through.”

The wind again. It had such a hold on her. What had it said to make her so stubborn? It frightened me. Not only if the wind’s words were lies… but also if they were true.

“There are different gifts, you know,” she said, “within our magic. Subtleties. Some witches can dream walk. Others can summon mist and rain. I am a prophetess, but I can speak with the wind. We have lost much of our knowledge and those who have it hoard it away. They don’t want us to know that there is peril within our gifts.” She tapped at her head, slowly rocking back and forth. “To speak too often to the wind is dangerous and it… no longer speaks with me as it did. Sometimes… but not often. It says I must trust in what it has already told me. I must trust my visions. The wind is clever, sister. Not like the earth. Not like the water. The earth gets lost in memory. The water always lies. Remember that, Fódla. Remember that.”

“Are you safe here, Rónnat?” I reached out to hold her hand. She was as cold as the lough water even though the night air was warm.

“Safe. Yes. Gobnat’s spell protects me from Descendants, mortals and Fomorians. From everyone. Everyone. I made the spell stronger, too. Not even Gobnat can break it now. The fire will find you, though. Tomas too. Don’t let him.”

I was losing her. She was drifting, her mind moving away from where we were. I had to keep her with me. I squeezed her hand tighter. “Are you sure you are safe, Rónnat? Tomas told me Senna watches you…”

Rónnat laughed, her eyes too bright. “Don’t worry about Senna. That crow won’t follow you anymore. I know, sister. I do. Others will search though. Hundreds. That is why you must hurry to Rathlin.” Her fingers shivered in mine. “I worry about you, Fódla. You are the only person who stands between life and death, sister. Only you. And the fire will find you.”

“What do you mean?”

“You are the only person who stands between life and death, sister. Only you. Do you hear me? Only you.”

“Stop saying that.”

“You must find them.”

“Who?”

She tapped her temple, rocking faster. Muttering something incoherent to herself, she reached into her pocket and pulled out a necklace. “Take this.” She dropped a silver pendant into my hand. Strange symbols marked the surface. On the other side, something had been scratched into the metal.

“Isolde?” The word was not familiar. “What is that?”

“Not what, who.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“You will know who to give it to when the time is right.”

My shoulders sagged. I was sick of the riddles and the secrecy. I wished she could tell me more. Or speak plainly.

“Fódla. I can see fire.” This time, her voice was quiet. Her face paled. And she stopped shivering. “I see it all around you. It burns everything and everyone. The seven hazel trees will save you. Remember that. Seven trees.”

She stared at me with such intensity that I nodded and pulled her close, even though I didn’t understand.

“Be careful,” she whispered. “I cannot change anything else. This is all I can do.”

She tapped her ears, then fell against me, shaking and shivering again. I pulled her against me and held her in my arms, warming her with my cloak until the shaking stopped and she fell asleep.

“I love you, Rónnat,” I whispered in her ear. “Please don’t leave me. Please don’t go.”

But she didn’t answer. Her mind was either in her dreams or with the wind, and I could not reach her there.

*

Colmon arrived in the morning, just as Rónnat had said. He wore no smile. No easy greeting on his lips.

“Where is she?” he said as he met me outside Rónnat’s hut.

“Talking with Broccan. She is unwell… but she is holding herself together this morning. Just about.”

Colmon set down his bag, uncharacteristically weary, though I guessed it was not with fatigue.

“Did you find Cerball?”

“No.” His frown grew. “I heard he passed through Munster with Méabh. He should be at the fortress by now.”

“Then why so sad?”

“The person who saw them passing. They said he was the oldest man they had ever seen. I wish I could say goodbye.”

“I am sorry.”

Colmon pulled me into an embrace. “He understood. Don’t worry.”

“But I do worry.” I gazed up at my cousin, watching as his grey eyes tried to conceal the pain he felt at the imminent passing of his mentor. “When we spoke after Tigernach tried to kill Broccan, we did not know who was responsible. At the fortress you said it was Tomas. Are you sure?”

Colmon nodded. “My fears about Tomas are worse than we first thought. I believe he is planning to kill the kings of Ireland and become High King himself. He hates the mortals. His own kind too when they don’t agree with him. He has turned into a monster, and I am sorry that I did not see it before.”

“I did not see it either. Aoife might have had a better life if I had.”

The two of us paused a moment, lost in our regrets and thoughts of what might have been.

“What next?” he asked.

“Rónnat wants you to train Broccan.”

“Yes. I agree. Once he can control his gift, he can go to the fortress and tell everyone what Tomas did. Justice must prevail. We must make things right.”

I didn’t like this suggestion. I didn’t like the thought of going back to Fennit Island when we knew what Tomas was capable of. But we couldn’t hide away forever. Broccan wouldn’t want that any more than Aoife had. However, I was determined that Broccan would have a choice. He could confront Tomas if he wanted, but if it was his wish, he could make a life for himself outside the confines of the Descendant fortress.

“Rónnat said you would take us to Rathlin Island.”

Colmon grunted. “She shouldn’t know about Rathlin.”

“She says she is a prophetess, and that she sees the future. The wind speaks to her, tells her what will happen. She says we must hurry there.”

We locked eyes. Uncertainty passed between us. Fear. Rónnat had been proven right so far, for she had warned me about Tomas when I had been blind to his faults. And yet the future she saw held so much darkness.

You are the only person who stands between life and death, sister. Only you. And the fire will find you.

“We will do as she says,” Colmon said, breaking the silence. “Now that I have two of the treasures, Fiachre’s sword and the warrior spear, I planned to go there anyway. It is protected by old magic. We will be safe.”

Glad that he had not argued with Rónnat’s plan, I hugged him. Broccan would learn much from my cousin. Colmon would not only teach him how to fight but also how to control his gift. Untrained warriors had killed men before because they hadn’t understood their strength, hit too hard or ran too fast into someone. They usually died young themselves, unable to control their power. I did not want that for my nephew.

“Morning, Colmon. Morning, Fódla.” Rónnat came out of her hut, smiling, and holding Broccan tight. “I wish we could speak longer, but you must go now. You must reach Rathlin before Tomas’ spies catch up with you.”

“I wish we could stay here,” Broccan said.

“As do I, my love. But the spells on the island keep me safe, not you. Do not worry, little one. We will all meet again.”

Broccan smiled at this, and I suspected it was the only thing she could have said to convince him to go.

Rónnat walked toward me and took my hand in hers. Rubbing gently over the scars on my left hand, they disappeared. The white hairs on my left side turned red, and my back and shoulders straightened. Gobnat’s spell was finally broken.

“Wouldn’t it be safer for me to stay that way?”

“You have lived a life, sister, where you have not been yourself. First, you tried to be who Tomas wanted you to be. Then you lived for Aoife. Next, you acted a part.”

“I was myself in Munster.”

“A version, yes. And people saw through the act and loved you. But now you must learn to love yourself.”

She turned to Colmon next. “Train Broccan well, but do not cage him. When he decides to go, let him.”

“And what of me?”

“Oh, Colmon. The wind, the earth, the river – they could all tell you what you should do and you would listen to none of them. Your heart is your own. You will tread where you must. But look to Fódla and Broccan. They are… important.”

We climbed into the boat and Colmon pushed us off with the oar. Rónnat waved and as the mist descended into the space between us, I heard the wind rushing along my arms and around my hair, lifting the red strands high into the air.

“Goodbye, Rónnat,” I whispered. “I love you.”

“Yes, Fódla,” the voice on the wind replied. “Love. It is real.”


Rónnat’s Crannog, May 1001

Rónnat

The wind sings to me. I sing back.

My mind craves our song, though it happens less often now. It truly is a thing of beauty. To sing. To be joined. To be lost.

The earth listens and lets me sink into it. It doesn’t understand the song, of course. It cannot feel the tone or the melody or the desire behind the words. I do not blame the earth for this. Why would I? The earth cannot change. Not even for the wind. Certainly not for me.

The water is sleekit. It pretends to understand. It listens and wraps the words around itself. But these are lies. A deception. One would be wise to avoid water all together.

The song the wind sings today is full of sadness and I cannot bear to join in. Earth doesn’t listen. Even the water turns away. Too much truth makes the water weary.

I listen though. I listen as the wind tells me that the threads have been rewoven and now must land where they may. The wind cries when it says this. It has lost the future now. And the past does not comfort.

I lay down on the grass, my hair a blanket underneath my dress. The wind had gone. And I was waiting.

She would be here soon. From this distance, I thought, she might already be close enough to see me lying here by myself. She didn’t intend to stop, though. She had smelled my sister and was hastening after her.

The black dot in the sky was the first sign of her. It grew and grew until the wings became visible. Then the black beak and feathers. Then her yellow eyes. She caught a glimpse of me and turned north. I was nothing to her. Nothing at all. As interesting as the grass I lay upon.

What a fool.

I held out my hand to summon the wind. It listened to me, even though there was no song left in our lungs. A storm blew up. Thunderous clouds and swirls of rain caught the bird with its power. The crow with yellow eyes thudded to the ground, right at my feet. I stood and closed my eyes, using my magic.

When I opened my eyes, she was there.

A woman. Long limbs, olive skin, green eyes.

I held out my hands and ivy and grass wrapped around her legs and arms. The earth understood this command very well.

“Let me go,” the green-eyed woman hissed. “Tomas will kill you.” Spit and phlegm. Her teeth bared, a black liquid covering them and her tongue.

I left her to thrash and scream as I unburied a small vial from under the tree. It was a dark pink colour. Beautiful. Enchanting. A tonic to something utterly destructive.

“Drink this, Senna. Then you will see Tomas.”

“No.”

“I promise. It is not a trick.”

“I need him.” She screamed as she clawed at the ivy, her back arched. “I love him. To be parted from him breaks my heart. You must let me return to him. I will not speak of you. I promise. Please… please help me.”

“This will help you.” I held out the vial, this time closer to her face. “You drink this, and you will see him.”

She eyed me, her green eyes narrowing. “You are speaking the truth… I can tell.” Her voice was scarcely more than a whisper. “Why do you help me?”

“I help everyone.”

Hesitantly at first, she grabbed, then drained the vial.

Slowly, she fell back. I closed my eyes and took away the ivy and grass and waited for her to speak. The grass shuddered as it moved back into the soil, shouting at me for allowing it to feel the love hunger of the crow woman. It will dream of this hunger now. Always.

“Hush, grass,” I whispered. “Hush now.”

The woman stood, shaky on her feet. “Where am I?”

“In the kingdom of Ulaid.” I tapped the empty vial. “Tomas gave you a love potion so he could control you. This potion reversed it. I told you I would make you see him. See him as he really is.”

Never trust a druid. That was what my father had always said. But even he had not imagined the depravity that Tomas would find. Only the wind had known that.

“Where is my mother?” Senna asked.

“I do not know who your mother is.”

“Yes, you do. Her name was Airmid. Daughter of Sárnait, the witch.”

This cleared my mind. “Your grandmother was Sárnait? A Descendant?”

Senna nodded. “My mother was giftless, so she left the fortress, married a mortal and had me. She told me nothing of her past until I grew into a young woman and discovered I could move the grass. That’s when my mother took me to visit Tomas. He sent her away, saying he would help me… told me that I could join you all in the fortress… and he gave me a drink… and then I loved him and did everything he asked. Years have passed since that day. A hundred, I think. Maybe more.” She studied her hands, looking to see if she were withered and old.

“We do not age in animal form. That is why you are young, and your family is gone. I am sorry for your suffering.”

She shuddered as she remembered, and I did not trouble her with more questions. There would be time for that later.

“There is food and clothes in my house,” I said. “Please, take whatever you wish.”

She ran toward my house, wiping tears from her eyes as she turned.

“Does Tomas know?” I called after her. “Does he know my son lives?”

Senna shook her head, then ran inside.

I let her be. Senna and I had time. My mind moved elsewhere. Where it was needed.

I could still hear my sister. Hear her steps on the grass. When she was a child, she would skip beside me, holding my hand, staring up at me with wide eyes and a gentle smile. I thought of that all the time.

Time is an uncertain thing. I had many years ahead of me. Other people I loved had very little. Very little of it left to enjoy. And I wanted to listen to them while I could.

I closed my eyes and brought my sister to mind. I recalled the way she smiled as she turned to say goodbye this morning. The white mist and wind swirling in her hair. Her sweet lips and bright eyes.

As I remembered this, my smile faded.

The wind had told me two stories. One was full of fear and death, but also joy and peace. The other had only fire. And that was how I saw Fódla now. The Fódla of the second story. The Fódla of my visions.

She was surrounded by fire.

And she was burning.


Author’s Note

What a year it has been.

When I signed a contract to publish The Children of Gods and Fighting Men, I really didn’t know what to expect. How would readers react to a historical fantasy set in tenth-century Ireland? Would they like it? Would they feel as connected to the land and characters as I did?

The response has been wonderful. I’ve had so many messages from people saying how much they enjoyed learning about these long-forgotten feuds and battles, or how intriguing they found Gormflaith’s scheming, or found inspiration in Fódla’s enduring kindness. The theme of motherhood has been much discussed.

Thank you to everyone who has reached out to me. Writing can be a lonely pastime, or at least it used to be before The Children of Gods and Fighting Men was published. It’s been lovely sharing this story with you all and listening to your thoughts and questions.

With The Words of Kings and Prophets the story continues.

Historical records show this as a year where King Brian Boru began to take control of Ireland. At Glenmama, he won a great victory and finally brought the Dublin Vikings to heel. King Sechnall, by not participating in the battle, suddenly found himself in a weaker position.

The battle along the River Shannon is documented and it was here that the power of King Sechnall came undone. Bested by King Brian, he could no longer say he held power over the Irish provinces, and Brian’s attempt to become High King began in earnest.

I find this rise to power intriguing. King Brian Boru is a legend in Ireland, but so much of his history has been misinterpreted. As I mentioned in my previous author’s note, Brian Boru is often depicted as a praying saint, whereas historical records show a famed and ferocious warrior. Once again, I have continued my quest to depict an Ireland that feels more truthful, where the people are real, and the struggles they face are accurately depicted. For Brian does not spend these years praying. He is moving forward with his ambition, and finally his former enemies are bonded to him through marriage. The young Viking King of Dublin, Sitric Silkbeard, now fights for his father-in-law, but questions over his loyalty remain. There is much to intrigue, so many stories to uncover – and hopefully I have entertained you with my interpretation.

Alongside the historical aspects of the story, we also have the magical Irish mythology weaving into the narrative. Fódla and Gormflaith, both in their own way, strive to succeed and survive in this brutal world. In The Children of Gods and Fighting Men they were forbidden from using their magic, but by the end of that story, they begin to consider if they can hold true to these rules.

And of course, they start to realise that they don’t want to – albeit for different reasons.

If you enjoyed this story and would like to learn more about Irish history at this time, there are quite a few non-fiction books I used in my research, and I have listed them below.

Brian Boru and the Battle of Clontarf by Sean Duffy

Early Medieval Ireland 400-1200 by Dáibhi Ó Cróinin

Viking Pirates and Christian Princes by Benjamin Hudson

River Kings by Cat Jarman

Irish Kings and High Kings by Francis John Byrne
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