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Dedicated to the three most important and influential women in my life.


To my late grandmother, Mary, and her sister, Ellen - both of whom I dearly miss, and wish were still here to share this with. Also, to my wonderful mother, Rosemary, who has taken everything that life has thrown at her and come out the other side a lovely person - a person who supports, advises, and encourages me… and who was first to learn of this story.


For “Danwell”
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CHAPTER ONE


Unlikely Allies
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It was a peaceful morning on a remote mountain summit, somewhere far, far back in Ireland’s ancient, mystical past. Nothing here stirred, except for the long grasses that swayed and waved gently in the cold winter’s morning breeze that now drifted across the bare, rolling landscape that was the Balveeran mountain range. The mountain was older than history itself and had stood sentinel for millennia over a land that was filled with myth, legend and folklore, and was called Faltanragh. Here, on the summit, almost four thousand feet above sea level, the views were stunning and took in almost the entire northern territories of Ireland. From here, you could see clear across to the mountains of the Inishowen Peninsula; beyond Lough Foyle to the north and north west; then round, eastward, past a glimpse of blue-green ocean to the Antrim Hills over in the east; and even those of Galloway and Arran of Scotland, far in the distance behind them, on a clear day such as this one. Further round lay the solitary old, long extinct volcano known as Slieve Mish, or Slemish, as it is now called, in the south east; the great vastness of Lough Neagh and the majestic Mourne Mountains toward the south; and lastly, round to the Balveeran and Sperrin Mountains, where they spread out to the south west and west.


The sun was just rising over the hills, far off to the east by the coast, casting its eerie winter glow from the summit to half way down the sparsely forested slopes below, as it had done for millions of years before. For now, everything looked much as it always had done on Faltanragh, which had remained un-spoilt by human touch thus far.


No-one lived this far up into the glen, or even within several miles of the summit of Faltanragh, as it was considered by all who knew of it as unfit for farming of any crops, and very inhospitable and dangerous in winter, what with the howling winds and the drifting snows. The nearest village or settlement was that of Glenarran, roughly translated as meaning Glen of the Eagles, which was visible roughly five miles away to the south east, and a good three thousand feet lower than the summit in altitude. There was ample fishing and hunting in the rivers and forests of the lowlands surrounding the village, which meant that there was no real need for the villagers to stray too far from their home down there anyway. In fact, the only visitors to stray near, or onto, the summit, were those of the four-legged variety, or those that could fly.    


On this morning, as with every other, people were stirring in the village below as, with the onset of daybreak, there was work to be done, and lives to be lived. Faint plumes of smoke could be seen rising through the clear morning air, and the distant sounds, both of farm animals and of metal clanging - probably the village blacksmith - drifted up here on the breeze. On a rare occasion, one of the village folk might cast an unwitting glance in this direction, only to admire the majesty, then carry on busily about their day. Most of the locals considered the summit so barren and desolate that there was no good reason for anyone to venture up here, as there was nothing to see or do here except admire the views… or so they all thought, at least.


A small, stone-built house with whitewashed walls, a thatched roof, and an occasional tiny window here and there, sat by a babbling stream near the northern-most edge of the village, in an area of Glenarran known locally as Esslan. It lay nestled in the shade of a giant old Sycamore tree, whose branches, the leaves now stripped by autumn and winter, oddly resembled skeletal, outstretched arms and fingers. Inside the house, the old stone walls and exposed thatched roof fought to keep the heat of the fire in, and the bitter chill of the winter out. The inhabitants of this house, the MacBrien family, were just normal, everyday people like you would find in any village during these times, and they were going about the business of breakfast, as any other family would probably also be doing right about now.


The living room, where they were presently gathered around a roughly made wooden table, was small and served as the kitchen and dining room as well. It was dimly lit by the morning sun peering in through the one tiny window at the back where the house faced east, and by two old oil lamps, one of which stood in the middle of the table at which they sat. The room was filled with the aroma of peat, or turf, which was burning in the big open fire where breakfast had just been cooked. A black and white collie dog lay stretched out on the floor in front of the fire, enjoying the heat bathing her body from the flames behind her and the warm stone floor beneath her. They had named her Holly, after the tree near the back of the house which she was born under three years earlier.


At one side of the table, furthest from the warmth of the fire, sat Dara, father, husband and head of household. He was a handsome young man in his mid-twenties, tall and lean with long dark hair and the bluest eyes you could imagine. His face was thin with high cheek bones, and he wore a faint smattering of stubble on his lower jaw. Dara was gentle in his ways, and always thoughtful and considerate toward others. He was also a bit of a dreamer, as somewhere in the back of his mind, he secretly believed in all the legends and the folklore of his people, which he had heard many times as a child, and hoped that someday during his lifetime, he might actually see evidence of some of it, but as of yet, hadn’t. He was a hard worker, which he needed to be, as he had a wife, Mary, and two young daughters named Ellen and Rosemary, the other occupants of the table, to look after and provide for. To this end, his days were spent fishing, hunting and tending their small farmstead while Mary looked after their children, cooked for them, and washed and mended their clothes.


Mary was his childhood sweetheart and they had happily grown up together, married and then started a family, but a year or so back, she had gradually started to become noticeably weak and showed signs of a strange illness. It was almost more than she could manage these days to look after the two girls and do the cooking and cleaning, with her illness weakening her to the point where she was unable to do more, as it now exhausted her.


Although she never complained of her illness and the occasional pain in her breast, suffering in silence all the while, the local community knew, or feared, that she was dying slowly, of course. At least they assumed so, as did Dara, and all were fairly certain, sadly, of what lay ahead of her. All of their friends and family did what they could to assist Mary and Dara, wherever and whenever possible, but this was a time before effective medical treatment and hospitals, and there wasn’t much else they could do but help out, comfort and wait for the inevitable, regrettably.


This morning, as with every other, Dara was readying himself to set out with his faithful sheepdog on his daily check of their small flock of sheep that roamed the lower slopes of the eastern side of their neighbouring mountain, the majestic Faltanragh. After, he’d go hunting for rabbit, or maybe even a deer if he got lucky. He finished the breakfast of potato, bread, black pudding and eggs, which Mary had prepared for them on the fire, and rose to his feet, being careful not to tread on Lucy, the big grey and black tabby cat that was sprawled out amongst their feet on the floor below the table. He walked round to behind his beloved wife, placing a hand gently on her shoulder.


“I’ll be off now, Mary love. Look after yourself and the girls, and I’ll see you in the evening,” he stated in his soft voice, as he bent to kiss her softly on the cheek.


She looked up at him and smiled, warning, “Wrap up warm now, Dara love. It’s bitter cold out there today.”


He moved round to the side of the table where his two daughters were sat and kissed each gently on the top of their heads in turn and whispered to them, “Love you,” to which they giggled. Then he walked to the corner of the room where he kept his heavy coat and his hat. As he put them on, Mary bravely beamed at him, “Try to bring something nice for the dinner, my dear.”


He gave her a courageous smile and a nod as he walked to the door, somewhat reluctantly, and said, “Holly, come now girl,” tossing the dog a scrap of black pudding at the same time.


Dara reached for the longbow and quiver of arrows hanging on the peg to the side of the door and slung them over his shoulder, then pushed his big hunting knife down into the sheath on his belt. He turned and gave his family an almost forced smile, then drew back the heavy bolt and lifted the iron latch. Swinging the heavy wooden front door open, he reluctantly stepped outside with a “Brrr”, closing the door quickly behind himself and Holly again.


Outside, the January air felt crisp as Dara drew his coat in around his waist tightly and adjusted his hat so that it covered his ears from the biting chill, as best he could. He reached down to pat Holly on the shoulder affectionately, then walked down the rough stone steps, away from the door, and set off across the little wooden bridge and along the lane heading south-west out of the village, following the stream as far as the waterfall, then turning westward. His heavy boots crunched through the frozen mud as he walked in the direction of the mountain, where he expected his sheep would be, bidding good morning to the one other person whom he passed on his way.


It wasn’t long until they were in open country, as his house was near the northern-most edge of the village. Off in the distance, he could just make out the tiny white dots that were sheep, grazing on the mountain’s lower slopes just near the Gorran Forest’s southern-most edge. As they walked, he thought to himself that, despite the cold, it was a beautiful sunny morning, with not a cloud in sight. He also thought, with a heavy heart, about his beloved Mary, and worried what would become of her, as always. What would he do if he lost her due to her illness, and how would he explain her passing to his daughters of just four and six years of age? He desperately wished that he knew of some way to make her well again, or that he could find someone who could make her well again, but resigned himself to the fact that there really wasn’t much chance of either happening.


Dara now, with some difficulty, forced these thoughts to the back of his mind and tried to lift his spirits by whistling his favourite song, as he trudged onward through the icy mud and grass, Holly busily sniffing her way along at his side. The grass was relatively short here, harvested at the end of summer to provide feed for the villagers’ cattle throughout the winter months, then shortened even more by the sheep grazing since. Its shortness afforded the dog the opportunity to stretch her legs, and off she sprinted ahead of Dara until he called her back by his side with a sharp whistle after some moments. After an hour or so walking, they reached the lower side of the forest and turned left to follow the tree line around to where he hoped his flock would still be, as the forest blocked his view and he could now no longer see them.


The smell of larch and pine filled his nostrils as he took a deep breath through his nose, then slowly let it back out as he closed his eyes. He loved the smell of pine, and had done ever since his childhood. He had used trees from this very forest to fashion most of the furniture in the house that he and his family shared - the house left to him by his late parents. At this point, he could have taken a short cut through the forest, for certainly it would have saved him time, but he decided wisely against it. Others from the village may have laid traps for hunting, so it was risky for Holly, as well as himself, and he thought better of it.


Rounding the edge of the forest now at its most southerly corner, he worked his way up the gradual slope, with Holly faithfully by his side as they began to ascend the mountain. At one point, he stopped to catch his breath and slowly tilted his head back to look skyward. A large bird circled high above him against the blue backdrop of the clear sky, gliding effortlessly in whatever air currents it was using. He wondered what it was and what it was like to be up there, soaring on the breeze, but it was so high above that he couldn’t tell if it was a buzzard or an eagle. Either way, it wasn’t interested in them, he was sure, and so he made his way onward and upward in search of his flock.


An hour or so later, and they were on the upper side of the forest now, walking some hundred yards out from the tree line so that he could take in the views that this altitude afforded him. Below in the distance, just a few miles away, he could make out the village, with his little house by the stream on the side nearest him. He thought to himself that it looked so peaceful and for a second, he wished that Mary had come with him, but she was too weak for the journey, sadly.


Dara had been walking on the upper side of the forest for half an hour now, still with no sign of his sheep, and he was growing evermore concerned.


“Where are you hiding?” he asked out loud, even though he knew there would be no answer.


He turned and looked back in the direction he had come, in case they’d gotten around him somehow - through the trees, maybe - but there was no sign of them back there. So, he decided to turn north-west and head further up the mountain, just in case they’d ventured that way. He found himself wishing that there had been some snow - just a little on the ground; enough to show animal tracks, which would have made his task so much easier. Unfortunately for him though, there had been no snow this winter -  not yet. He kept walking, on and up, passing a solitary old hawthorn tree that had been forced to grow at an almost forty-five-degree angle by the prevailing winds up here, but still no sign. Then, a thought suddenly occurred to him…


“I think this may be the farthest up this mountain that I’ve ever been,” he said out loud again, to Holly this time.


He wondered if anyone he knew of had ever been this far up the mountain, but doubted it. Maybe old man McKinney had, as he was the oldest in the glen, Dara thought.


Suddenly, it occurred to him that he must be only a mile or so from the summit at this point, but he still couldn’t see it yet. Nor could he see his sheep, worryingly.


The mountainside undulated somewhat here, like giant steps cut into the now steeper slope. Every time he thought he could see the top, as he climbed, it turned out to be just the top of yet another giant step or ridge, and there lay another beyond it, and another, and so on, for more than an hour. At one point, as he negotiated a particularly steep slope, Dara slipped and fell, and landed face down in the icy grass with an “Umph!” Holly immediately got the idea that it was some kind of game and darted to his side, shoving her cold, wet nose in his ear, and barking playfully.


“Off, Holly. Stop it now,” Dara said calmly, as he patted her head affectionately and dragged himself back onto his feet. He quickly brushed the front of his clothes down, using only his hands, and set off again, onward and upward.


As they approached the top of the next ridge, he thought that there would be yet another one of these steps or ridges, to climb, but he was surprised as he came over the top, when into view, about half a mile in the distance, lay what appeared to him to be the very summit of the mountain, as he could see no higher point anywhere nearby. Fortunately, he could also see his sheep, a hundred or so yards in the distance ahead.


Dara let out a sharp, high pitched whistle. That was the signal for Holly to go to work, and she set off at speed toward the sheep, sprinting around behind them and gathering them together as they protested, baa-ing loudly, then driving them back toward her master. As she did this, Dara momentarily stared in awe at the summit and the surrounding lands below, far off in the distance. He found himself thinking of the legends and folklore he’d heard as a child about an ancient people known as the Danu - or was it Duan, he wondered - who once supposedly ruled over the entire kingdom of Ireland using ancient magical powers which they possessed. He wondered if they’d ever really existed, and if so, what had become of them, and where they were now?


Suddenly, the flock thundered past with Holly in pursuit, bringing Dara back to his senses as he calmly turned and began to follow them back down the slope. He’d only walked a hundred yards or so when, suddenly, he heard a faint, but audible, strange sort of buzzing or crackling noise in the distance behind him, the like of which he’d never heard before. Almost fearfully, he began to turn around slowly, worried as to what on earth could be making it…


Not very far away, meanwhile, a boy named Oran sat slumped on a very large, ornately carved wooden chair near the centre of the great room at the heart of a castle which had stood here secretly, concealed from all by magic, on the summit of Faltanragh for hundreds of years. The early morning sunlight filtered in through the three tall, narrow stained glass windows to his rear, colourfully illuminating the walls of the room around him. The two end walls either side of him were lined with book shelves that were stuffed with very old books of varying size and thickness, bound in all colours. In the middle of each of these walls stood a large, round-topped wooden door, both of which were currently shut. The longer walls of the room to his front and rear were home to vast murals and tapestries depicting the ancestry and history of the castle’s very unique inhabitants. The wall to his rear showed scenes of what appeared to be gods or angels and other winged creatures descending to earth from what seemed to be some manner of great floating air-ships. On the other wall, to his front, was a great battle scene which featured, at its centre, a fire breathing dragon with a rider on its back.


Spaced evenly on the black granite floor along each of these longer walls stood a total of six life-sized white marble statues. There were three on each side, all of which faced the centre-line of the room. On one side were three men and on the other, three women, all with names inlaid in gold on the base of each. On the side hung with the tapestries depicting gods and magical creatures to Oran’s rear, the women’s names read Eriu in the middle, with Banba and Fódla either side. On the side depicting the great battle scene to his front, the men’s names read Nemed in the centre, with Nuada and Lugh either side. Thirty or so feet above, the vaulted ceiling was an ornate, wooden beamed affair, the entirety of which was decorated with ancient Irish symbols and designs. Near either end of the room, two large wrought iron chandeliers hung from it, adorned by dozens of tiny oil lamps which glowed dimly.


Oddly, there was a hole which measured about twelve inches across right in the centre the ceiling or roof, through which could be seen the bright blue sky. In the exact centre of the room, just in front of Oran and directly below the hole in the ceiling, stood a round grey stone structure, some four feet in diameter and three feet tall, which had a shallow pool of water in the top. In this pool of water sat, perched on its end, what appeared to be a rather large, egg-shaped, bluish object, some twenty inches tall.


The room was completely quiet, except for the faint sound of Oran’s breathing - or rather, snoring - as he was currently fast asleep.


In fairness, most ordinary folks’ houses would fit into this rooms vastness quite easily, several times perhaps. The room was not ordinary though, and Oran was certainly not an ordinary boy, not by any stretch of the imagination. Certainly, at first glance, he had all the appearance of a normal boy, albeit a strikingly handsome boy. He had, in fact, the appearance of a youth in his very early teens and was of roughly the same height and slight build of a boy that age, in spite of his many, many years.


He, himself, wasn’t actually sure how old he was - no-one here was - but he had been here for almost one hundred years, since the time when they had discovered him, then just an infant, abandoned just outside the castle’s entrance one summer’s morning. They had found him by chance, nestled in the long grass and heather, peacefully asleep and wrapped in several heavy blankets, one of which bore the name Oran, embroidered in gold at one corner. Cocooned inside the blankets, he wore nothing but a slightly ill-fitting, although extremely ornate, silver bracelet, which was adorned with various coloured gemstones.


To this day, no-one had ever figured out how he had gotten inside the protective time cocoon generated by the dragon crystal that morning, and all had since passed it off as some divine or magical intervention of some sort. Perhaps it was the bracelet, perhaps not, and up until now in fact, none were even aware as to the full extent of the bracelet’s secrets, nor the magical gifts concealed within it. Despite the strange circumstances surrounding his being there, they took him in as one of their own, calling him Oran from that day onward, in the belief that someone, perhaps a parent, had stitched it into the blanket so that whomever found him might know his name.


He was dressed now in a heavy purple robe, the breast of which was embroidered with an intricate Gaelic design in gold thread on the left side, and which was tied at the waist with a heavy gold cord. He wore a pair of white sheepskin slippers on his feet and, of course, the silver bracelet on his right wrist, which he had been found wearing all those years before, and which neither he, nor anyone else, had ever removed. He sat leant, or rather slumped, to one side in the big wooden chair, with his head tilted to the right and his cheek leant on his upturned right palm, his right elbow supported by the arm of the chair and his left leg crossed over his right. His dark hair was cropped quite short, except for a long, thin tail at the back which was currently draped over his left shoulder and down across the middle of his chest, reaching almost to his waist. On closer inspection, as well as his unusual age, there was also the very unusual pair of slightly pointed ears that would set him apart from a normal teenage boy - well, a normal human teenage boy anyway. For now, he was still fast asleep, although he really, really shouldn’t be.


Elsewhere in the castle, most of the rest of its few hundred inhabitants were fast asleep also, as they would normally be at this time of morning. They were now, sadly, the only surviving people of the Danu race, or Tuatha Dé Danann in old Irish, translated as “The people of the goddess Danu,” who were also previously known as Tuath Dé, which meant “tribe of the gods.” Myth and legend say they themselves were gods, or the offspring of the gods, who had arrived in Ireland somewhere near Connaught sometime around 2000 B.C., in great airships which blotted out the sun for three days. It is said that after they landed, they burned their mighty ships, having no intention of ever leaving Ireland.


The legend goes on to describe them as possessing striking beauty, unbelievable longevity of over one thousand years (possibly even immortality) and magical powers which they had used to rule over all of Ireland for centuries. Over time, they had fought off many invaders in great battles - firstly on arrival in Ireland under King Nuada, a direct descendant of a previous ruler of Ireland named King Nemed, defeating and displacing the then native tyrant, Fir Bolg. The second battle, where King Nuada lost his life and was succeeded by his champion Lugh, took place against their old rivals the Formorians, a malevolent race who practiced dark magic, sorcery, and who represented everything destructive and harmful in nature. A third and final battle took place against a race called the Milesians of Iberia, which they again survived, but only just. Over the centuries, with each battle, they suffered many losses despite their victories, and now, all who remained lived a peaceful, secluded and very secret life here in this hidden castle.


No human had seen them for centuries and to the current population of Ireland, the Danu were all but forgotten. All that existed of them now were the muddled stories handed down from generation to generation, over the hundreds of years that had passed since their disappearance. Different people told the myths and legends in their own way and stories changed as they were passed down through many families and generations. Some told the story that the Danu were a fierce, powerful and tyrannical race who stopped at nothing to get what they wanted, murdering and pillaging down through the ages. Others told a kindlier tale of them, saying they were a peaceful, benevolent, magical people who helped mankind of older times with the use of their magic, and that they had made the lands fertile and bountiful for everyone in Ireland.


The truth is more along the lines of the latter story and that they were, in fact, a kind race who were blessed with all manner of good magical abilities, known to some as “light” magic, who peacefully co-existed with and helped mankind where and when they could. They all possessed magical gifts or abilities of varying degrees and types. Some had more than one gift, which were mainly to do with life or nature, or both - for example, the ability to control fire or water, or even plant life.


A few very accomplished magicians could even manipulate the very earth itself and conjure wondrous creatures out of it and its elements. Others could control and command various types of animals or insects and a small number had evolved into what became known as the Aos Sí, or Fairies, and were capable of flight.


When the last battle, against the Milesians, ended several hundreds of years ago, the three hundred or so surviving Danu fled here on the orders of King Lugh to share in a secret - a well-kept secret which now sat on the stone plinth directly in front of Oran.


The secret was, in fact, the bluish crystal object - an unhatched Fire Dragon’s egg, or dragon crystal, which sat in the now almost completely evaporated pool of water on top of the old stone plinth; a secret which had been kept by this mythical race for hundreds of years and which was now, oddly, turning slightly orange in colour.


All Fire Dragon eggs possess a little-known “magic trick” of their own, you see, and from the time they are fertilised until the time they hatch, they magically encase themselves in the hardest crystal known, and then envelope themselves and their surroundings in a time cocoon for protection and to avoid unwelcome discovery. Unfertilised eggs don’t possess the ability to produce the time cocoon, because if they could and were “hidden in time”, then the male dragons would be completely unable to locate them in order to fertilise them, if they couldn’t see them in the first place.


The time cocoon allows the egg to be just a few moments ahead in time and engulfs everything around it for a few hundred yards, for safety’s sake. When the embryo inside nears maturity, it gets warmer and warmer, hotter and hotter, then when it is about to hatch, heats up to the point where it bursts into flames, then emerges from the crystalline shell, at which point the Fire Dragon is born and the time cocoon ceases to exist.


Now, the time cocoon may seem an odd concept, but think of it this way… you’re walking through a woodland and one tree is a few moments ahead in time - of the time that the rest of the forest and you, yourself, currently occupy - but you don’t even notice as you walk past it, because to your eyes, it’s not there, and never was. You’re not expecting it to be there and therefore, it doesn’t seem unusual or out of place. You would only notice its absence had you known that it was there before, you see. That’s how the cocoon works. It makes what it’s protecting - in this case, the castle - skip a few moments ahead in time, so that it appears not to be there at all. Simple really, and very effective.


The leader of the Danu, King Lugh, knew of this secret and had, by virtue of a bargain with the now sole surviving Fire Dragon, come to possess this fertile egg with the express intention of using its abilities to hide his people from the rest of the world. He had been fortunate enough to be, for one thing, “Commander of Dragons” amongst the many magical gifts he possessed, and rode on their backs commanding their every move as they flew through the skies, throughout all the great battles. At the end of the last fight, he made a solemn pact with her. He offered her not only her freedom, but also immortality, if she would give him one egg and she, known as Rydian, accepted and agreed.


So, the Danu fled here from almost total defeat, having lost hundreds at the hands of the Milesians on the plain near the north coast, although the Milesians suffered great losses too. They were banished to live underground forever by the Milesian ruler, although Lugh had other intentions for his people. The fearless Fire Dragon, Rydian, flew with King Lugh astride her shoulders to this spot he had chosen on the summit of this mountain called Faltanragh, meaning “ancient peak”. Here, on this summit, she laid the precious egg once the rest of the Danu had arrived and were present, as they must all be within the range of the magical time cocoon when the egg was laid and fertilised, else they would be separated by time forever. Then, in order to fertilise the egg, an elder named Murchad the Wise used an ancient incantation to transform her to a male dragon briefly, upon which she, or he, swiftly hovered over the lone egg, providing the required fertilisation. That done, and as the time cocoon developed, she turned to Lugh and bowed her great spiny head to him and said, simply and solemnly,


“It is done, my King.”


Lugh simply nodded, knowing that it would, sadly, be the last he would ever see of her, as Rydian turned her back to them all and with a mighty whoosh of her giant leathery wings, rose gracefully into the air, at the same time returning to female status, and with her new gift of immortality, flew off towards the east. Now laid and fertilised and, at last, under the dragon crystal’s protection, the Danu built their magnificent, beautiful castle in two days, using only their magic, and have existed peacefully here within its walls - a well-kept secret ever since.


There was one problem, however, with using a dragon crystal as a means to keep the castle hidden. It must never be allowed to heat up and hatch, or the time cocoon would be lost forever and the castle and all within it would be exposed to the world. This meant keeping it cool at all times, and at all costs, thus preventing it from maturing and hatching.


Now, this may sound odd, or even slightly absurd, but for Oran and his peers, this meant half of some days and nights spent taking turns at fetching cold water from the mountain spring in the castle courtyard nearby and dousing the egg with it periodically to keep it cool, thus prolonging the cocoon indefinitely - as Oran was now charged with doing on this very night. You may also be wondering why it is that the Danu can’t just use their magic to stop the egg from hatching, and the answer is that the crystal sheath serves a purpose. It protects the egg from the magical spells of others amongst other things and besides, Lugh thought that the task of keeping it from hatching was a good way of teaching the younger elves discipline and responsibility.


Oran was still fast asleep, despite what was taking place in front of him, but he would wake soon - very soon. At first, as he slowly stirred from the deep sleep, he thought he was dreaming the strange buzzing, crackling sound. Suddenly, he realised that he couldn’t possibly be dreaming because he wasn’t allowed to fall asleep and therefore, couldn’t possibly be having a dream. The noise was getting quite loud and suddenly he became aware that he had fallen asleep. Oh no! he thought. No, no, no! He woke with a jump, panic-stricken, his heart pounding in his chest, and snapped open his eyes as he bolted upright in the chair. “No!” he gasped, then wailed again, “Nooooo,” at what he thought he saw in front of him.


He was still half asleep as his nostrils filled with an awful burning smell and he rubbed frantically at his vivid green eyes with both hands, trying to see, no, trying to rub away the sight in front of him that was the source of the noise that he really wished he was not hearing right now.


“I’m in so much trouble,” he cried aloud…




CHAPTER TWO


Myth or Fact
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Dara continued to turn around slowly, fearful of what he might actually see, and of what was making the strange noise, which he could now hear quite clearly. He stopped turning and stood facing the summit, rooted to the spot with fear, having forgotten about the sheep already, and almost about Holly too… but not quite.


“Holly! Here, girl… come!” he yelled, coming to his senses once more. He tried desperately to see what was making the awful noise, but still he couldn’t quite tell, or see, where it came from or what was making it.


The sheep were still galloping down the mountainside in the direction in which they had just been chased by Holly, as she now returned to Dara’s side, sat down by his feet and looked up at him blankly. He didn’t return the look but instead, stared directly and intently ahead, still trying to see what on earth was making this strange, awful noise. Whatever it was, it appeared to be just out of sight, over the top of the ridge which they had just come down over.


He then looked down at Holly - maybe for inspiration and maybe for courage - who was still looking up at him, her tongue hanging out one side of her open mouth as she panted, waiting for his next command. He found no inspiration from her, but somewhere, deep inside himself, he found the smallest little bit of courage - enough to make him want to walk in the direction from which it seemed the noise originated.


“You stay here now. Good girl! I’ll be back in a minute or two,” he commanded, as he wagged his index finger at her.


He patted her on the head then put one foot forward, slowly, never taking his gaze from the ridge in front. Then he put another, and another, until he got to the point where he could almost see over, and that’s when he turned to look back at Holly. She was still sitting obediently where he’d left her, some hundred yards or so back, still waiting for her master to give the next command. Suddenly, Dara felt the need for company, for he felt somewhat scared too, so he beckoned her to his side again with another sharp whistle. Holly darted up the slope and was sat next to him in no time, at which Dara felt a welcome sense of relief.


From where he stood now, he felt that he need only walk a few more yards and he would be over the top of the ridge and surely be able to see the source of the noise, which was now getting even louder. With that in mind, he thought it best to get down on his belly and crawl to the top of the ridge - for his own safety, in case there was something, or someone, that would have the desire to attack them. As he lay down on the ground, he winced at the unpleasant damp chill penetrating his clothes from beneath him, then wriggled himself forward slowly. Holly followed along closely behind in her own similar canine version of his crawl.


Upon nearing the top of the ridge, something to his front-left, toward the summit, caught his eye briefly. It was like a bright flash in the sky, it seemed, like lightning, but then not. Well, it couldn’t be lightning, he told himself. Firstly, there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and secondly, it was winter, so how could it possibly be lightning? Then, he wondered if he had gone mad. He shuffled himself round a few degrees to his left, still on his belly, so that he was directly facing where he thought he had seen the flash just before. This way, if it happened again, he was sure he would be looking in the right direction and have a better view of it next time.


Dara didn’t have to wait long as, within a few seconds of repositioning himself, what appeared to him to be another bolt of lightning originated from a point in mid-air, a couple of hundred feet above the mountains summit. It shot straight up, not down, into the heavens above and with it there came an audible, crackling sound. As he continued to focus his gaze in the direction of the summit, which was now just under half a mile away, he became aware of something else, which he understandably hadn’t noticed before.


Just below the point where the lightning bolt had emanated from in mid-air, there appeared to be a haziness, or distortion, in the very air itself, which expanded as it reached down toward the summit. Farther below, at ground or summit level, it appeared to extend several hundred feet in either direction and was really only noticeable by the way it distorted what you were seeing, like heat haze does in summer. As Dara carefully studied the haze, he worked out that it formed a type of giant, dome-like shape.


Just then, another bolt of lightning shot up into the sky above, with another loud crackle which startled him briefly. He focused his eyes on the spot in mid-air now, directly below where the lightning had originated from, noticing now that, floating in the air, there appeared to be swirling mist which had a faint, bluish tinge to it, slightly darker than the blue of the sky around it. The swirling patch of bluish mist appeared to Dara to be something in the region of several feet across and hung in mid-air, at the top of what he was now telling himself was a giant, transparent dome that shot out lightning every so often. What manner of magic or trickery must this be? he puzzled.


He lay there motionless, on his belly, with Holly at his side and continued to watch intently. As he did so, it appeared that, slowly and steadily, the dark blue swirl grew larger in diameter and now formed a large ring, and also appeared to be descending slowly through the air as it expanded, approaching the ground below at a slow but steady pace. He kept watching, never taking his eyes off the strange sight in front of him as it sank lower and lower in the sky. After another ten minutes or so, the swirling ring of blue mist had grown to about two or three hundred feet in diameter and was now just over a hundred feet off the summit.


As the ring of mist continued to descend toward the ground, Dara observed, astonished and in complete disbelief, as what seemed to be four shimmering, white stone turrets appeared to rise out of it. They seemed evenly spaced - about two hundred feet apart, he guessed - and he also guessed correctly that they formed the four corners of a large building, or more specifically, a castle. Dara was so in awe of what he was witnessing that he hadn’t even noticed that his heart was now racing madly. His mind was also racing with thoughts of what was unfolding in front of him, and questions. What could it be? Who could it be? Was it real, or a strange dream?


The great, shining, white stone castle continued to reveal itself over the next few minutes or so, as the swirling ring of mist continued to descend. When the mist was only a foot or so from the ground, and the castle now fully revealed, there was a final loud crackle, accompanied by a bright blue flash, as the ring of mist vanished and then, there was only silence…


Without even thinking, Dara rose to his feet to get a better view, throwing caution to the winds now in the process. He was completely speechless following the events that had just occurred and looked down at Holly, who was still lying on her belly beside him, staring back up at him with what appeared, if possible, to be a surprised look on her face. Dara was now the one with his mouth hanging open.


At this point, curiosity got the better of the dreamer in him and his fear was almost completely overcome. He could see no obvious signs of life or danger anywhere, and the castle appeared to be uninhabited, from where he now stood. He took a deep breath and started to slowly walk in the direction of the vast structure.


As he walked, he took in every detail of the castle. The four turrets, first revealed, were almost a hundred feet tall and thirty or so feet in diameter, and were distanced evenly, as he had suspected, so the castle formed a perfect square. They were connected by walls of almost the same height, which appeared to curve outward slightly as they rose from the ground and then curved completely inward at the top with no apparent edge, like the hull of some great ship. The entire structure appeared to be made from the same white, shimmering, marble-like stone which appeared to be somewhat reflective, as he could see both the ground and the blue sky around reflected clearly in its surfaces. Both the walls and the turrets were crenellated along their tops and the only openings appeared to be small archers’ slits dotted here and there on the walls and turrets, and several small windows here and there, near the tops of the turrets. He wondered now if anyone was watching him from one of these windows but thought it unlikely - or at least, hoped not.


He carried on slowly, forward, toward the formidable structure, noticing that within the ramparts sat a tall, circular tower, which protruded well above the walls as it stood taller than everything else around it. It was some thirty to forty feet in diameter and had a conical, slate type roof. The uppermost dozen feet or so of the tower appeared to be entirely made of glass and around the lower edge of this were what appeared to be ornately carved stone birds, set into the walls every few feet. He assumed that the entrance must be on another side as he was unable to see any way in from where he stood.


As he neared the castles’ perimeter, now only about fifty yards away, he lost sight of the tower due to the sheer height of the walls. Oddly, he thought to himself, there were still no signs of any life as of yet. Perhaps the castle was abandoned many years earlier, he pondered. He pressed on slowly, one second looking down at his feet and the ground ahead so he didn’t trip, then up at the walls and turrets.


Holly was once again by his side as they both now approached the castle from the south-east together. As he stared up at the turret nearest them, he noticed what he assumed was a statue, set into a niche in the turret wall about three quarters of the way up. It appeared human in form and size but seemed to have a pair of large wings folded across its front and was the same colour as the rest of the stone from which the castle was made. He looked once more at the ground to check his footing briefly, then back up at the turret, but thought he was imagining things or had gone mad again, as the statue that was white only a moment ago was now the blackest of blacks.


Suddenly, there followed an ear-piercing shriek, which could only have come from the direction of the castle, and which made Dara think that an eagle was swooping on Holly. He quickly turned to his side, briefly looked down at her and saw that she was safe, and then turned to look back at the castle in front but did not for one second expect what he now saw before him.


The black statue, which was once white, was now no longer a statue it seemed and was stood directly in front of him, no more than five feet away, swaying hypnotically from side to side slightly, with wings folded across its front as before. His heart suddenly leapt into his mouth and fear gripped him inside, rooting his feet to the spot where he now stood. It was all Dara could do to mumble the word, “Huh?”


He noticed that the creature, if that was indeed what it was, was extremely unusual, in that it seemed to have a glossy, almost liquid kind of skin, if such a thing were possible. He also noticed its rather disturbing lack of any facial features, despite the human like head, and small bump that resembled a nose on what would be its face if it were human. There was no mouth, deep sockets with no eyes, and no ears, it appeared, and it was completely naked and completely hairless and smooth all over.


Suddenly, it stopped swaying in front of him and in the blink of an eye, fully extended not one, but two pairs of wings with a somewhat loud, ruffling noise. One pair of wings was set slightly lower than the other, he observed, and were slightly smaller in size, and both pairs were similar in shape to those of a bat. The creature started to sway again but this time fluttered, or shook, its wings as it did so, and Dara wondered, oddly, if it was doing some kind of dance perhaps. He was too scared to ask - too scared to say anything, in fact - and he then realised that he too was shaking, but in his case, it was from sheer terror. He was just about to look down at Holly again to check that she was alright when suddenly something wrapped itself around him from behind, gripping tightly and restricting his arms and legs. In fact, it was such a firm grip he couldn’t move at all and could just about breath.


It was then that he realised that there had been another one of these creatures behind him all along and that the one in front had served the sole and specific purpose of distracting, or mesmerising, him while others moved stealthily into position behind him, just out of sight. He then looked either side and discovered that there were two more of these creatures stood several feet away on either side and just behind him as well, so there were four in total. Then, it dawned on him - one for each turret, they were guards or look out sentinels, he presumed.


They were in fact called Shawan, and were formidable creatures, no less, conjured up by Danu magic using animated minerals from the earth such as oil, tar and limestone amongst other things. They possessed amazing strength and blinding swiftness in flight and were very adept in combat. Their most useful trait, however, was that they could not die, as they were not living things, thus meaning that they could not be slain on the battlefield.


The one directly behind Dara had almost completely engulfed his arms, torso and legs in its lower pair of wings, making it virtually impossible for him to move. He tried to turn his head to get a look at it, then thought better of it, based upon what he could see either side and in front of him. They all looked identical. He looked directly at the creature in front and as he did so, it tilted its head slightly to the left and a wry kind of smile, lined with dozens of tiny white, needle-like teeth, appeared across its face where there was no mouth before.


Seconds later, as he was still staring at the creature to his front, there came a strange, loud whoosh directly behind him. The next thing Dara felt was the particularly odd sensation of himself being jolted or lifted upward. His immediate reaction was to look down - maybe because he could no longer feel the ground under his feet, or perhaps because the creature in front was now disappearing below him. And yet, the ground was still there, it was just getting further away, and he suddenly came to realise he was being flown through the air.


“Arrghh!” he screamed out in terror, as they flew swiftly toward the castle wall…


Meanwhile, inside the castle, Oran stopped rubbing his eyes and removed his hands from them quickly, at the same time staring in horror at what was happening in front of him. What had been a large, bluish coloured, egg-shaped crystal was now an amber to almost red egg-shaped crystal, with very little blue remaining. The crystal was now so hot that it was in the process of boiling the water in which it was sat. He realised to his horror that, as he had somehow fallen asleep, he had allowed the egg to heat up. Now, it was going to hatch, and they would lose the time cocoon forever, he feared.


He jumped to his feet, frantically grabbed the pitcher of water on the floor and swiftly began pouring it onto the egg, but soon acknowledged that his efforts were worthless as the water instantly turned to steam when it made contact with the egg, as it was already searing hot and now almost totally crimson in colour. He dropped the empty pitcher on the floor and took a step back, realising that his attempts to preserve the egg were futile, all the while staring wide eyed at the scene in front of him in sheer terror and panic.


Oran continued to watch in shock as the last of the water that the egg was sat in boiled away, and everything became bone dry. The entire egg was now glowing crimson red and there was the distinct, awful smell of burning. He stood there, rigid with fear, waiting for the Fire Dragon to hatch from the egg and fly out through the hole in the roof, but after a few moments nothing had appeared, and he found himself wondering if something were wrong with it.


At that point, as he stared on in dismay, the uppermost part of the egg started to turn black and smoke started billowing out of the top of it. Within the next few moments, the rest of the egg turned firstly to black, and then to what appeared to be ash, then slowly it began to crumble until there was nothing left on top of the plinth but a small pile of smouldering ashes, but no baby dragon. He was completely speechless and just stood there, staring at the top of the plinth. Thoughts were racing through his head now, about what would happen to him when this came to light.


He didn’t have to wait long to find out, as the heavy wooden door to his left swung open violently and an angry looking lean, bearded man in a long leather coat burst into the great room, closely followed by two huge Irish Wolfhounds whose heads were almost level with his shoulders. The man stormed over to the plinth and stared at the ashes in what looked to Oran to be a mixture of complete disbelief, anger and shock. He then swiftly swung his head round and glared directly at Oran, who was now flanked either side by the two wolfhounds.


“Where is the dragon, Oran?” the man demanded angrily.


Oran, who was now shaking with fear, looked at his King and murmured, “I… don’t… know… Sire. There… appears to be no dragon, just… ashes.”


Just then, Oran began to weep, as fear of what was to come sank in deeper. Seeming to doubt that there was no dragon, King Lugh turned and reached his hand out to the pile of ash and ran his fingers through it, as if hoping to find something in there, but there was, indeed, only ash.


“Tell me what happened, Oran,” the King ordered.


“I don’t know S… Sire, I… I… I fell asleep… I th… think,” Oran stammered through his tears.


The King turned to look at him again, now with an angry scowl across his face.


“What do you mean by, you think you fell asleep? You mean you did fall asleep, Oran, and that is why this has come to happen… no?” Lugh raged, as his mind raced with thoughts of how to overcome the tragedy.


Oran stood with his head hung in shame now, staring at his slippered feet as he continued to weep, not knowing what to say to the King next. Lugh turned to stare at the ash again for a moment, and then turned to Oran again and said, “This will require the immediate attention of the high council, I fear. You have committed a very selfish act, with very severe consequences, against your people - and you have put the safety of all of us in great jeopardy, young man. There is absolutely no time to lose. We must act swiftly.”


“But I didn’t mean to, my Lord,” protested Oran, defiantly.


“Silence now! Stop with your blubbering at once!” Lugh snapped, as he motioned to the two other men who had been waiting silently, just beyond the door. “Men, take him to his quarters where you will watch over him as he gets dressed, and then escort him down to the lowest level of the castle, please. Wait with him in the dark chamber until I summon him.”


Oran hung his head in shame again, wondering what awaited him in this mysterious lowest level of the castle. He had never been below ground level and until now, he frankly wasn’t even aware that there was any part of the castle that extended below ground. He was now very afraid that he was doomed to spend the rest of his existence locked away in a darkened cell underground - this dark chamber which the King spoke of - beneath the castle.
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