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			De​dication & Author’s Note

			For my family – Cynthia, Jereme, and Gwyn

			Thanks for supporting this dream!

			Dear Reader – Please note t​hat I occasionally use some Gaelic. If you would like to learn more about this language, I have included a section in the back matter titled Guide to Gaelic Language.

			There are also sections in the back matter that provide a list of Central Characters & Places & Terms (with pronunciations), a summary of Mythology & Legends, and an overview of Gael Druids & Sigils. 

			I point these sections out, as some readers suggested they would have used this information had they been aware of it.
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			Breanna Ban Morna rolled to her left to evade her opponent’s sword stroke, the soft green grass of the glen briefly cradling her shoulders. Calm filled her despite her vulnerability. Breanna had successfully seized the void, fe​​eling the exact moment she managed to touch that place between the material world and the Tuatha realm, what the Aos Dána called urghabháil an neamhní, and her opponent could no​t. In battle, she could see her rival’s countermove in her mind before he even started his arm in motion.

			Prepared, she was on one knee, the sinews of her arm and shoulder muscles snapping tight like drawn bowstrings, bracing her frame for his next strike. With her left arm raised over her head, the hand holding her weapon nearly where the iron joined the wood, Breanna caught her adversary’s blade on her crossguard and drove in with her other blade.

			As quickly as he had been within range, he managed to leap clear of her thrust. His fierce expression made it clear he wanted to crush her in their warrior dance of blades; the slight upturn at the corners of his mouth added a taunting touch. But his confidence would not be enough today. Being one with her blades, one with the ground at her feet, and even inside her opponent’s mind—seizing the void, now that could bring victory.

			Fortunately, this time, her mind managed to hold onto the void, where she was just an extension of her surroundings. Spinning as she rose, Breanna blocked his roundhouse slash with the weapon in her slightly weaker right hand. His strength and height proved an advantage when their blades locked, and he pushed her over backward. Breanna let the motion flow over her as she twisted aside before rolling to the ground like water poured from a bucket, her white-haired ponytail flowing after her motion. Her challenger followed his last move with an overhead swing.

			Breanna anticipated his reaction again, and, to her opponent’s surprise, she came up with her long blades crossed. She caught his heavy two-handed sword on the axis of her blades and swept the other’s blade down and away. As her attacker lost balance, Breanna promptly brought around the black oak haft of the long blade in her left hand and struck him in the side of the head. Then, she sprang clear of any possible retaliation. Her blade would have sliced through his throat if he had been a genuine opponent.

			The young man with whom she was sparring went down, sprawling ungracefully as his sword slipped from his hand, clearly knocked out. Confidently and with some bravado, Breanna whirled both long blades a few times before letting the smooth wooden hafts slap against the boiled leather vambraces strapped on her forearms. Then, finally, she released the void, as there would be no response from Fergal Mac Conall today.

			“Cum air do làimh!” one of those watching cried.

			Breanna stood down as commanded, letting the tension pour out as she calmed her pounding heart and heaving chest, hardly having even noticed the effort she had worked up during their duel. She wondered if maybe the void had shielded her fr​om feeling her body’s strains as she drove her blades into the grass.

			Breanna glanced down, taking in her light green tunic and darker green leggings, neither of which were the right green to hide the grass stains. She was pleased to see that there was not even a scratch on her body and wiped the sweat from her brow. Then she rolled her shoulders, turning to her Chief with the smallest of smiles touching her lips, one born of ultimate satisfaction.

			Sh​e assumed the Champion title with her victory over Eoin’s cousin, Fergal, who had goaded her into making the challenge. As Eoin’s Champion, it was now her role to fight for him in any duel—a Chief was not allowed to take on a single combat challenge directly, especially when he was a Prince of the Blood.

			Br​eanna heard their band of young men and women whisper in awe, and they softly thumped their spears against their shields in approval. Few had bested Fergal Mac Conall, certainly never with long blades against a heavy two-handed sword. He was their best warrior, having earned his gold Gaelic Knot armring before most had even gained a silver, and Breanna had only taken a moment to put him on the ground.

			One of their warriors said, “I would have gladly cut off my braids to move with such speed and grace, with such intuition.”

			An​other lad claimed, “That duel had to rival any show of blade work that Connachta’s Maeve could put on!”

			Another argued, “But Maeve didn’t defeat Ulaida’s greatest warrior and guardian of the great Dun Emain Macha.”

			He​r cousin, Toal, nodded in agreement. “You’re right. A better choice would be Ma​cha Mong Ruad, the first female warlord of Ulaida and Ard-Banríona of Erin.” 

			Breanna watched them, somehow seeing that, at that moment, they believed their new Champion was someone from a Bard’s tale, with the sun bursting through the morning mist. As she pulled her beaded green Connemara marble-laced thong free, she caught the glare of sunlight in the shimmering white hair falling about her shoulders.

			Breanna sighed explosively, breaking the spell her fellow warriors had been weaving over her victory. Her impressions of the match were different, her aching muscles and sweat-covered body telling her that their comórtas had taken much longer. Certainly not something for the Bards to spin a tale over. Her ability to seize the void was not that solid. She still had much to learn. Today, though, she was driven by Fergal’s infuriating challenge, which had worked in her favor. Still, she held her head high, ensuring her shoulders were straight.

			Despite how she may have looked, she could see that those around her did not think of her as haughty. Breanna knew they all had been in the shadow of her Chief’s cousin when it came to battle. As her blue-eyed gaze swept over their band of young warriors, Breanna’s finely arched, pale eyebrows and sharply lined face expressed defiance; she hoped their band would take it as a challenge to practice harder under Eoin and his cousin’s keen eyes. She wrapped her beaded hair tie passed down by her grandmother—she did not like her hair braided as many of her fellow warriors did—around her neck and released the tension in her body.

			Knowing none of them had expected her to beat Eoin’s cousin, Breanna pointed to the warrior she had knocked out lying on the ground. “Help him. Fergal and I might not agree often, but he at least deserves to have his head examined. Go fetch one of the Aos Dána apprentices.”

			Toal was the first to move to Fergal’s side. The young redheaded lad had always admired the older warrior, following him like a hound’s whelp, so the frown that fell over his boyish face surprised no one as they watched him survey the damage. Another lad took off at a run for their dun as commanded.

			As Breanna turned away, their appointed Chief Eoin said, “Well, Bre, you’ve proven you’re the best and bravest of us, and it was clear you seized the void where Fergal could not. You’re now my Champion, our Red Branch Champion.”

			Lifting his chin proudly, he added, “I think it’s time you help Fergal and me train these children who would be warriors of our dun.”

			Breanna did not respond as she wiped the sweat from her brow again, still flushed from her efforts. Instead, she watched two other boys several years younger than herself step forward to help Toal get the barely conscious Fergal into a sitting position. Fergal groaned when they lifted his shoulders off the ground. Then he hissed at Toal as the lad pushed aside the muddy red hair that covered the large bump on his temple to inspect it. He slumped back to the ground, holding his head.

			Breanna sighed, relieved she had accomplished her goal without seriously injuring Eoin’s cousin, fool that he was to challenge her. They couldn’t afford to lose him. That much was clear, though she doubted Fergal thought likewise of her. She turned slowly to her Chief as she plucked her long blades from the ground, her eyes narrowed. “Eoin, not this again. My skills with the void are—unstable.”

			“A​re you questioning me? Your unstable control is mastery compared to mine,” he countered and stepped toward her, cocking his head defiantly. His newly braided bright red beard and plaited hair made him a fierce-looking warrior, and his muscular frame was as imposing as ever, though he was only two years older than her. While Breanna was tall for a young woman, he was a bit more than a head taller than her. When she did not answer, Eoin added, “If so, I will challenge you myself. You’ll have to accept the role of Red Branch Chief if you best me in combat. That will leave you with no other choice.”

			Breanna’s eyes flew wide. Eoin appeared to cringe when the nostrils of her thin nose flared, and she exclaimed hotly, “No! As I have said before, it’s not my place to teach, and I don’t take kindly to your attempts to force me. Creating another Red Branch was your idea! Forming a fían might have been more appropriate for our dun, with you as our Ceann-buidhne. That would have allowed you to join the High King’s army and request protection.”

			Eoin sputtered and took a step forward. “Fíans are for Fir Bolg clans—not true Gaelic warriors! No warrior with noble Ulaidan blood would swear as a Ceann-buidhne to the Ard-Rí, that useless arse of a Connachta-spawned king!”

			Unfazed, Breanna continued, “Since you did not, Eoin Mac Cairbre, this is yours and your cousin’s responsibility. But know that I’ll do what I must when I have to. I’ll be your Champion, but no more. I have another charge that I have always focused on, and you know it.”

			Her Chief recovered his wits, saying tightly, “Come, girl, you’ve seen seventeen summers! Any warrior here would give a finger for the honor of leading our Red Branch.”

			Breanna snorted derisively. “Well, that shows you I’m not just any warrior, nor just any woman, you oaf!”

			Then she buried her long blades in the earth—an intended miss just inches from his toes. She hesitated, letting her jaw jut out slightly, then turned on her heels and stomped away.
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			Eoin watched her as her streaming, stark-white hair contrasted sharply with the surrounding green of the forest she was marching toward. Silence settled over the glen, except for the song of a few yellowhammers. He peered around at the others in his band, yet none were willing to step into the hornet’s nest he had bashed open.

			“The Red Branch needs you to be strong,” he called after Breanna. When she kept walking and did not reply, he turned to face those watching the exchange and barked, “Dawdlin’ about isn’t going to stop Hakon’s Dreadriders. Go find something to do!”

			“Like what?” one of the younger lads rejoined. “Challenge one of them to a duel like I’m Breanna? If she can kick Fergal’s arse like that, then a Dreadrider would kill me in a heartbeat.”

			Despite having earned the gold Gaelic Knot tier of their warrior class, which should have commanded their loyalty, Eoin knew his grip on this band of young fighters was tenuous, for he was only a few years older than they were. Even though many considered him Dun Arrogh’s Chief, their Ceann-cinnidh, he was, at times, yet another boy with whom they had shared their childhoods. He had to be strong for them to accept his leadership—something they had seen little of from the elders of their fort since the Dreadlord had killed their former Ceann-cinnidh and begun his rule.

			Eoin took a threatening step toward the boy, and then he remembered that one of the Aos Dána had once said words could be as powerful as blades. Perhaps using a Druidic wisdom approach was the best approach here. Instead of striking the lad as he had intended, he said, “The old Red Branch warriors of the Clan Ulaid were never foolish. They attacked when the odds were in their favor and showed bravery when the odds were against them. We will challenge the Dreadriders in our own time. Until then, we have weapons to make and food to be harvested and gathered.

			“At the very least, you can gather rushes and peat for the dun or fetch water. Set yourselves about helping with those tasks. Remember, the Dreadlord benefits when we bicker and appear divided, allowing that dubhchaile to continue his ungodly rule. When we follow that path, it weakens our gods and strengthens his gods.”

			With that, Eoin pulled Breanna’s long blades from the earth, turning after his new Champion with a dramatic swirl of his multicolored cloak. Yet he knew his followers would say no more, as they knew all too well the truth of his words. The Dreadlord had kept them divided, kept them weak. Many of their fathers and older brothers had either died at the Dreadriders’ hands or were now hostages—sometimes called daor aicme, even though they might once have been freeborn—to the white-haired invader.

			Hakon Skadi had come to their land like a thief in the night, stealing what had been theirs before they knew it. His ways had been different and had caught them off guard. What cost them most in battle was that they had used chariots and footmen, while Hakon’s Dreadriders had attacked riding upon giant steeds. While Dun Arrogh’s warriors occasionally rode their hill-bred horses, especially when pulling chariots, they were no match for warhorses. Even outnumbered, the Dreadlord’s warriors had carried the day with that one advantage.

			Because their small dun lay between the major Ulaida, Laigin, and Connachta clans, no one came to their aid to keep them free and saor aicme. The provincial kings—and even the Ard-Rì in Mide—viewed the Dreadlord of Garm as a small buffer between rival clans. In the eighteen years since usurping control of their land, the Dreadlord was always careful not to engage those powerful clans in outright battle, especially those most in the High King’s favor in Mide. He never posed a significant threat to other clans, instead focusing on small cattle raids. Those living within the narrow strip of the territory claimed by Hakon Skadi were the ones to suffer.

			And so the Clan Mórdha’s Red Branch warriors had begun to slip away to do as their Chief bade them: do what they could to stop Hakon Skadi, the Dreadlord of Garm. Eoin could only wish that the elders of Dun Arrogh would stand with him and proclaim him as their new Ceann-cinnidh. Yet that was a wish for the future.

			He found his new Champion sitting on a fallen log inside the tree line of the woods. She had finished unlacing the vambraces from her arms and set them aside. She crossed her arms tightly over her chest to emphasize she was still mad at him. He stuck her blades in the ground at her leather-thonged feet, missing her toes as she had just done with his. Sitting beside her, he said softly, “You forgot these.”

			Breanna only nodded and continued staring at the small, now sun-filled meadow dotted with buttercups, with Fergal still lying in the middle of it, holding his head. They had taken to calling it their Grove of Instruction, just like Ulaida’s old warriors of the original Red Branch used to do at Emain Macha many hundreds of years before. It was where their heroes taught the art of war to their children. Save for Eoin, Fergal was considered the best warrior in their offshoot Red Branch band. Because Eoin was their Chief and was forbidden to fight in single combat, Fergal Mac Conall had been their Champion for the last two years.

			Now, Breanna Ban Morna was their Red Branch Champion. And unlike others who sought to use swords like those wielded by the Dreadlord, she had chosen long blades. They were traditional in her clan, though many had given over to short swords, and some even to long ones, over the past few decades. As ancient weapons, long blades typically had tapered bronze or iron blades, the length of a man’s forearm, and ash or oak hafts roughly two inches in diameter and as long as a short man’s leg. Short crossguards were set where the metal blades and handle joined to protect the wielder’s hands.

			Eoin knew her clan well, and that Breanna had the fortune of possessing iron-wrought long blades, a set that had once belonged to her father. Before that, her grandmother, Cahira, had used them in battle; they had passed to her father, Nevan, as his wife Morna chose not to take the warrior’s path as Cahira had. Given that many generations of Clan Dálaigh warriors had grasped the old blades, the black oak hafts had worn smooth. He knew she treasured her blades, for her father and grandmother had wielded them, both blooded Gaelic warriors who had earned their gold Celtic Knot armrings, as she had recently done.

			Unable to take the silence, Eoin heaved a breath forcefully as he absently tugged on one of his plaits. “Bre, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have pushed so hard back there, especially in front of the others. It’s just that you fought so brilliantly. You were like a warrior touched by the gods. And Fergal and I could use an extra hand.”

			“Few want to train with the long blades,” Breanna countered dryly, though she looked pleased by the compliment.

			Eoin countered, “While true, it seems that lately you fight with a confidence few can match, and your ability to anticipate an opponent’s moves in battle when you seize the void is growing sharper daily.”

			At those words, Breanna leaned forward to retighten the leather straps, which she wound in a crisscross pattern from her feet to her knees. “You know I won’t bother with other weapons. Especially swords like the one wielded by the Dreadlord.”

			“His Dreadriders make effective use of such blades, just like the Red Branch once did.”

			Breanna shrugged. “Long blades are lithe and quick and suit my fighting style. A longsword would be too heavy for me. With four edges, I can dance and dazzle in motion, allowing me to strike and kill. Fortunately, I only knocked out Fergal. Yet, he did not pull any strikes. If the void failed me, as it has before, it would be me on the ground and not him, and I’d likely be bleeding out.”

			Eoin winced at the thought but had nothing to add to that. Instead, he let the Grove’s peacefulness settle over them. Co​ntinuing to push at Breanna now would only make things worse.

			Next to Eoin, Breanna chuckled. “He’s going to have a sore head. Given that either of us could have drawn blood, we should have had a Healer on hand for this challenge.”

			“Aye, foolish of us,” Eoin agreed. 
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			Breanna noted only Fergal and Toal remained in the empty clearing, their fellow members of the Red Branch having slipped away into the woods.

			She knew spears, arrows, and bows were always in demand. Breanna’s uncle, the smith in their small dun, often let her young warrior friends help make spears and arrowheads from the bits of molten bronze, copper, or iron left over from his sword-making efforts for the invaders who ruled them. But, unfortunately, it seemed as if they all tarried in some way or another fo​r th​e brooding Dreadlord of Garm. Breanna assured herself that it was something she would change, though she was unsure how to rid their land of the Dr​eadlord’s stench.

			Eoin distracted her, saying, “Only a few days until Samhain. There won’t be many more warm days like this until spring—nothing to look forward to except rain, sleet, and wind. Listening to Cahir prattle about what it means for a Gael to wear the warrior’s armring is not how I want to spend the winter. Yet, I suppose our younger ones need such guidance. Perhaps we can help them improve their void-seizing skills. That’s something even Fergal and I need help with.”

			“Aye, seizing the void is hard,” was all Breanna offered.

			“Yet you could help with that, as you’re our best at it.”

			“Och, maybe, yet it doesn’t feel so. Today, it answered me, but I’m inconsistent. I’m missing something and don’t know what it is.”

			“Maybe we can make a trip to Dun Uisneach to see if their Druids could be of help?”

			That suggestion finally got Breanna’s attention as she turned her eye to his and let a quirk of a grin creep to her lips. Then, she reasoned aloud, “Traveling to Dun Uisneach at this time of the year would not be easy, ​and we would have to head east before going south to skirt the Dreadlord’s territory. Not to mention that we have much to do to prepare for winter.”

			Eoin shrugged. “Aye, we do. Maybe next spring. It’s too close to Samhain anyway, and few want to cross the land now.”

			Samhain, time of the spirits, Breanna thought. With that, she wondered what her father had been like, wondered where his essence—his anam—wandered. Breanna had never known him, something the Dreadlord had made sure of before she was born. Her uncle was the only clan member who had tried to provide a semblance of a father figure for her, and at that, Ky​ras always had his own family and had worked hard to tend to it as the Dun’s smith, leaving little time for her.

			Ulicia, their Druid Healer, appeared on the far side of the meadow, wearing a green robe and red tunic. Around her pranced her apprentice, a young lady dressed in a simple brown shift who was a few years younger than Breanna. The older woman hobbled on her walking stick, occasionally shooing the youngster away. She took a long while to cross even half of the small glen with such a short gait. When she reached the center, the Ollamh paused to examine Fergal and apparently demanded to know what had happened.

			Still helping their former Champion, Toal motioned and pointed in Breanna’s direction. The well-aged woman’s chortle carried across the space between them, likely an insult of some kind. Then she reached into a pouch at her belt and gave him a herb before moving on, leaving her young assistant to help the warrior wash it down. Even from a distance, Breanna could see the fire rising in Fergal’s face, but she knew he would not say anything; one did not insult an Ollamh.

			“Wonder what brings Ulicia out here?” Eoin commented. “The Druids usually only send an apprentice when no blood has been drawn.”

			“Again, foolish of us to assume so, as even a head injury could be serious,” Breanna suggested, leaping to her feet. She grabbed her long blades and slipped them into the harness on her back, then slid her leather vambraces over them before marching across the meadow toward their Healer. “Anyway, let’s find out.”

			She was starting to wonder if it was a good thing to be Eoin’s Champion. If not for Fergal’s arrogance, he would not have goaded her into challenging him as Champion and becoming his replacement. Yet Eoin’s cousin constantly tested her, somehow suspicious of something, but of what she did not know.
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			Ulicia greeted Breanna and Eoin in the warmth of the sun-filled meadow where they usually trained. The latter asked quickly, “What brings you so far from Dun Arrogh?”

			“Someone had to see to Fergal,” she answered, then eyed Breanna. “I assume you had that duel everyone was talking about? Eoin should have had at least my apprentice here to attend to any wounds.”

			“Aye and aye,” Eoin co​nfirmed. “Fergal goaded Bre into challenging him. She was masterfully able to use her void-seizing abilities, so much so that Fergal didn’t stand a chance. She is even better than I am at seizing the void, leveraging it repeatedly. I certainly can’t slip in and out of it at will as I saw her do during Fergal’s challenge. It should have been a close match, but it was not. She fought as if the gods touched her.”

			Ulicia took in his words, turning back to stare at Breanna. While not a Seeress, sh​e could command the Aos Dána vision state, ​and the sight took her. After a glimpse of Breanna’s destiny, she shook her head and said, “Then that makes you Eoin’s Champion. Poor timing, this.”

			“That may be,” Breanna countered. “Fergal still needs to learn to seize the void to become the warrior we need him to be. Yet, that is another matter. The Aos Dána would not send a full Ollamh to check on a slightly cracked head when, you said, your apprentice could have handled it.”

			With a frown on her weathered face, the Ollamh replied, “Bad tidings about your mother, Bre. Morna’s taken a turn for the worse. I doubt she’ll last the night.”

			“No—” Breanna whispered, her knees sagging. Then Ulicia saw the young warrior’s spine stiffen as Breanna added more firmly, “I should be at her side.”

			Ul​icia nodded to her, narrowing her eyes as she assessed the young warrior’s mettle further. Then Breanna turned away and raced toward their dun at a run, her long legs flying across the terrain. Ulicia turned to catch Eoin’s eyes, and the concern revealed in that glance made her wonder how Breanna would handle the otherworld pulling her mother back into the Cycle of Time.

			She knew Eoin Mac Cairbre was as close as anyone to the odd girl. That Breanna had always been different was not something anyone ever dared mention. Intense, distant, as if she were a stranger in their dun that all knew of but trod carefully around.

			Few said anything about such traits as her white hair and bright blue eyes with their striking red flecks, for they knew if Morna caught wind of such talk, even the stoutest of men would pale under the tongue-lashing she would mete out.

			When, long ago, some of the older warriors had questioned her daughter’s use of the Clan Dálaigh’s name, Morna Ban Cahira had nearly ripped off their heads. She’d marched up to them with her mate’s long blades crossed before her, claiming insult to her dead companion’s memory and ready to challenge them. Breanna was of their blood, and that was that.

			To say Morna was a formidable woman was an understatement, and such words were seldom uttered again and never to her face.

			Eoin fell in at Ulicia’s side as they walked from the glen. When he offered an arm, she snorted at him and hobbled along with her walking stick. Breanna surged ahead, making for home. Ulicia noted Eoin had watched his new Champion’s firmly muscled yet sleek figure as she quickly faded from their sight. Then, silence settled between them. Ulicia noticed he let her uneven gait set the pace, and she picked their path through the sharply rolling hills surrounding Dun Arrogh.

			Their fort lay nestled between two small lochs. Save for at the highest elevations, the land was covered by a forest of black oaks, leaving a dusky light beneath the tree canopy. It provided enough cover for the moss-covered rocks, ferns, and ivy to grow in the shadows, even though the sun was still shining.

			After the forest had enveloped them and the murky light made it seem that the sun was setting, Eoin asked, “Is there nothing you can do?”

			“Morna’s lost the will to live,” Ulicia replied. “Even the greatest Ollamh has no magic to counter such power when that happens. Erin’s Cycle of Time seeks to respin her soul. I’m more concerned about Breanna. She’s likely to take her mother’s passing hard.”

			“At least she still has her sisters,” Eoin offered.

			“You know as well as I that they have never taken to Breanna,” the Druid said with a scowl. “Even her uncle keeps his distance, always letting her go her own way. Maybe it’s because Bre’s mother loved her so much, and Kyras hated to do anything that would have caused strife for Morna after the Dreadlord killed his older brother.”

			Eoin thought for a moment and then nodded. “Given such an inflexible man raised her, Bre has always been able to do as she pleased, hasn’t she? While Toal bows to his father, Kyras only allows the boy to be in my Red Branch because it gives him a reason to learn better smithing. If that man knew how much Toal wanted to be a warrior, he’d not be pleased.”

			“So you see, Bre would surely not be a warrior if it had been up to her uncle. Nor would his mate, Lissa.”

			“Aye,” Eoin concurred. “Even with her mother’s blood-right to the warrior class, it’s doubtful Kyras would have allowed one of his daughters to pursue such an art. And Morna’s oldest daughters, like their mother, did not choose the warrior’s path. Only Breanna followed Nevan’s footsteps; never once did Morna try to discourage her. Don’t get me wrong—I’m glad she didn’t.”

			Ulicia agreed. “Her grandmother had a similar drive.”

			Eoin shrugged. “I didn’t know Cahira very well, as I was young when her grandmother passed. Yet, Bre’s the best warrior I’ve ever seen wield the long blades, and lately, she always seems to be able to anticipate her opponent’s next move—not just one of them, but all of them. As I said, she has a command of the void in duels that is nearly masterful. Our Red Branch would be nothing more than a band of boys without her. Besides myself, the only warrior we have who could stand against one of Hakon’s Dreadriders is Fergal.”

			“Only you three can defend us; that will not be enough.” 

			“I only hope Morna doesn’t try to change Bre’s mind about being part of our Red Branch. But, unfortunately, deathbed requests can hold much sway over those left behind. And we need Bre. That much is certain.”

			“You worry about what cannot be,” Ulicia confidently informed him as they caught another glimpse of Breanna’s lithe form flying up a steeper, rocky slope that was mainly devoid of trees, her white hair streaming in her wake. The Healer was glad they would not be taking that path. “It is Bre’s destiny to be a warrior. Even one without the sight can see that.”

			Eoin conceded, “You’re right, and Breanna’s ir​on-willed nature leaves little room for any doubt about that.”

			They watched the forest swallow her a moment later as she ascended directly toward their fort. They had been circling that same hill to take a more indirect route to their home, as the Ollamh was too old for such climbing.

			It was well past midday when Eoin and Ulicia arrived at Dun Arrogh, following the well-worn trail around the rise. She knew they had taken the long way back and were at least a half-span behind Breanna.

			As they passed between the gates, Ulicia took in the small hut that Breanna shared with her mother. “I am concerned about how she’ll get on without Morna to shelter her.”

			“As her sisters are married, she has rights to her mother’s hut and belongings,” Eoin countered stiffly. “We should give Breanna the afternoon with Morna and her sisters.”

			“Aye, that we should.” 
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			Morna and Breanna’s hut might have been little, but it was drafty. Breanna huddled around her mother’s bed with her two older sisters, wh​o had traveled to be at her side once news reached them that their mother was ill. As she eyed each of them, Morna sighed, her body tired and old, a used-up shell. Unlike Breanna, Orla and Ronat possessed their mother’s soft, oval face, though not her wavy red hair. Their raven locks were straight, and their figures were short and stocky like their father’s. Were the pair boys, they would have followed their uncle’s smithing trade or taken their father’s or grandmother’s warrior path.

			Yet girls they were, and with Nevan’s death, both had handfasted young: Ronat to a merchant trader, Orla to a cattle raiser. Both always sought to be elsewhere. The former lived a day’s ride northwest on the loose border between Connachta and Ulaida, and the latter’s mate managed a steading located in Mide, about a two-span horse ride to the east of Dun Arrogh, with a fair number of cattle. At​ least their mates kept them out of the Dreadlord’s reach. Yet, they were not for sure out of harm’s way, as they lived in a barely civilized land.

			In contrast, much to Morna’s concern, her youngest had remained single, showing little interest in men. All had thought Br​eanna would handfast with Eoin Mac Cairbre, but she kept him at a distance. She insisted he was a friend and no more, claiming she had to focus on ending the reign of terror the Dreadlord had brought upon them.

			Yet, Morna had commanded a ​Druid to cast an ugly destiny upon her daughter. Fo​r that, the Cycle of Time would shape her fate when her anam was released. She hoped to find Nevan again but knew she di​d not deserve him. No​t with the fate she had cast upon her unborn daughter, ​one that stained Morna’s very soul.

			When Ulicia and Eoin stopped by to see Morna much later in the afternoon, the Healer brushed everyone aside to check on her patient. Morna said sourly, “By the Gods, Ulicia, I’m dying. Let me go in peace.”

			Ulicia glowered at Morna but said nothing. Instead, she pulled her herb pouch from her belt and began rummaging inside it. Finally, she held a tiny pinch of some unnamed herb from a small sack within the larger one. She commanded, “Orla, hand me that cup of water.”

			Morna groaned. “Not another of your foul-tasting concoctions.”

			Depositing the herb in the water, Ulicia replied, “Something to help you with the pain and to sleep.”

			Morna groaned again but drank the potion and grimaced. “There, are you happy?”

			“Taingeil,” Ulicia growled. Then she knelt by her patient, placing one hand on her forehead and the other on the packed earth floor to call on her Druidic Earth Elemental power, feeding it to Morna. “There, you can thank me later.”

			Morna sighed at the infusion of energy and then insisted, “I’ve something to discuss with my youngest daughter. Please, give us some room. Then I’ll get the sleep you think I need. Orla, Ronat, you too.”

			“But Mother—”

			“Ronat,” Morna said tightly, “would you bring dishonor to your mother on her deathbed?”

			Ronat shook her head and turned away. She and Orla could barely stifle their sobs as they slipped through the door with the Ollamh. Morna grinned at the thought of her elder daughters. The two of them had always been so like one another. It was a comfort that they had good mates.

			The smile faded as she focused on Breanna and Eoin. If only the same were true for them, but her youngest daughter’s destiny lay on a different path. 

			Eoin put a hand on his Champion’s shoulder, the two warriors’ eyes meeting and holding for a brief moment before he said, “I’ll see you later.”

			Morna saw more in that glance than Breanna had. Although her daughter was now supposed to be the one to protect him, to be his Champion, Morna knew Eoin would die to keep Breanna from harm. It was good that she had such an ally, as what was to come would require all the help she could get.

			Alone with Breanna at last, Morna said weakly, “My daughter, my love, you know all I have left will be yours when I pass on. You must also know something else before I die, something you may not want to accept. When I was young, a Druid once told me that the hard truth is better than an easy lie. I’ve lived the latter ever since Nevan was taken from us by the Dreadlord.”

			“What is it, Mother?” Breanna asked. “It is something about my father?”

			“Yes,” Morna said as she squeezed her eyes shut. A tear ran down her cheek and into her graying red hair. “Have you ever wondered what your father—what Nevan, looked like?”

			Then, opening her eyes, she saw Breanna had taken a step forward and sank to her knees beside her. “Father? No, I don’t suppose I did. I assumed he had fair—”

			“He had long black hair, much like Orla and Ronat’s—the mark of Fir Bolg lineage—much like his brother Kyras and his son Toal,” Morna confirmed, closing her eyes, hoping to see a memory of his face. Then, a moment later, she glanced up and added, “Few in the land of Erin have your white hair and blue eyes. Red hair and blue eyes, yes, but not white.”

			“What are you trying to say?”

			Morna hesitated. “That Nevan was not your father.”

			“Was not my father?” Breanna said, echoing her words in confusion. Perplexed, she took her mother’s hands and asked, “If he wasn’t my father, who is?”

			“He lives south of here, in Garm,” her mother answered.

			“In Garm?

			Closing her eyes again, Morna said tightly, “Yes, your father is Hakon Skadi.”

			“What? He’s who?” Breanna demanded, and Morna forced herself to gaze up at her wide-eyed daughter. 

			“When the Dreadlord first came to our land, he raided our dun,” Morna began, this time more slowly. “After killing your father, he raped me. Only Ulicia knew what had happened when you were born, but I did not tell her who had done the deed. Yet I think she knew. Then, when Hakon returned that following spring for his tribute, I discovered it had been the Dreadlord himself who was your father. I’ve told no one else about it to this day.”

			“Some in our clan must suspect that I’m a half-breed!”

			“I castigated any who dared to suggest you weren’t truly of our clan, as we Gaels trace our lineage through our mothers.”

			“Curse him!” Breanna seethed.

			“Speaking of that, you also should know I had our Fáidh place a geas upon him and you, even before you were born. Our Druid Seeress, Beatha, cast it so that the geas would lie coiled like a snake until I died, and then the seed sown by his lust and murder would rise against him and be the source of his destruction. You are that seed. How you’ll accomplish this feat, I cannot say, but your geas compels you to destroy him.”
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			Earlier that same day, Hakon Skadi strode through the yard of Dun Garm, contemplating the rumors about neighboring Ulaida and Mide readying themselves for a new round of raids on each other when the seasons cycled into spring. His position on the northeastern side of Loch Ree had always been a sore point with the local clans on this side of the River Shannon. Since he’d created a small buffer with Connachta, they had tolerated him, especially given that the High King was a Uí Néill clansman descended from that northwestern kingdom. With Niall’s first mate being of traditional Ulaidan lineage in the northeast, Hakon had to tread carefully there, so he mainly kept his raids to the southwest.

			Given Dun Garm’s growing control in his region, though, Hakon’s need to spread out was becoming evident to more than those who had joined him in exile. He just had to keep the various clans warring amongst themselves for a while longer. Especially when the Ard-Rì was off warring with anyone and everyone across the sea—he’d be too strong to displace from his foothold. If he made peace with his brothers back home, they could send him enough warriors to expand his territory in this land. 

			Thinking about how he could foment more vicious raids among the Gael clans, he stepped into the small round hut. He demanded of his Seeress, his völva, “I need my prophet to tell what the spring will bring.”

			“T​hen I must cast my Blood Runes.”

			Hakon stepped up behind her, peering over her shoulder, to watch her perform her magic in the dim light of her small, windowless hut. Runa turned her intact eye, the chill expression on her wrinkled face making it clear she wanted more room to work, but Hakon ignored her. He needed to know what threats might be rising to threaten his plans of domination.

			After an awkward moment, Runa growled at Hakon, who ignored her dark gaze. Finally, she shrugged and turned back to her altar. He could barely see her, save for her gray hair, as she had dressed in a simple wrap of deep blue wool over the same colored linen shift. The lone candle she used for light flickered out as she plucked a crow from a nearby cage, and Runa waved a hand to relight it.

			With the bird trying in vain to bite her, Runa muttered a curse and added some ancient Norvegr spell words Hakon understood to be an invocation of a god, and another candle burst to life. Then, using her other hand, she snatched up the small jewel-handled knife that hung with other Norvegr glass and amber bead swags from a round silver brooch pinned above her breasts. In a smooth, swift motion, she sliced off one of the bird’s legs and let the blood from its severed claw drip onto her altar of white marble.

			The crow loosed a strident squawk, valiantly trying to bite at the hand that held it, but the old hag gripped it firmly so its beak could not inflict any damage. Then, Runa quickly jammed barley flour into its tiny stump to stem the blood flow and tossed it back into its cage. It cawed in protest as she cackled, “My crow still has one more leg to give me.”

			The völva turned back to her altar and cried, “Urd! Verthandi! Skuld!” Th​en she cast her Blood Runes onto the large flat stone.

			The black rectangles of stone clattered, some turning up arcane white marks, some covered in blood, some neither. Impressed as always, Hakon watched Runa analyze the symbols.

			As she paused over each rune stone, the völva hemmed and hawed over every detail.

			“Ihwar bare of blood: change comes.

			“Tyr in blood: a band who plots against your rule.

			“Uruz in blood: ill fortune in the future.

			“Perdhro bare of blood: an action with negative results.

			“Naudhiz in blood: something from your past returns.

			“Gyfu in blood: the power of gods in play.”

			Then she shook her head, adding, “Bad stones in such a combination, but what do they mean? What are my little black beauties trying to say?”

			Runa stopped murmuring, letting silence fall over the room as the sight took her to that space between the Earthly realm and that of her distant Asgardian Gods.

			And with that, Hakon Skadi, warlord and son of a Norvegr Jarl, was swept up by her magic, and the dark room faded away.
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			Pulled back in time to when he had initially led his fellow warriors up the River Shannon in his first few months here, Hakon ripped his sword across his newest attacker’s gut. A moment later, the startled Gaelic warrior was collapsing, sword slipping from his fingers, body crumpling to the ground.

			With no other opponent ready to challenge him, the Norvegr warlord grinned as his warriors dispatched the remaining Gaelic fighters facing them. He took a particular delight in watching those warriors who had joined him in his exile, knowing they would be stalwarts in his goal to dominate a section of his newly adopted homeland. Covered in blood, his warriors taunted the locals as they cut down the Gaels they faced.

			Hakon and his warriors had ripped through the local Gael defenses at their latest stop while traveling upriver, using their greater steeds to their advantage. He had insisted his warriors leave enough of their rivals alive to tell the story of each assault on the Gaelic Clans of Erin. Enough to let the belief spread that a new warlord had come to this green land, sending the cream of their warrior class to the otherworld, and would not be easily displaced. Let them throw their lives away.

			He had searched for a spot to establish a fort for months. Still, the lowlands on the ribbon of water he learned was named the River Shannon had not yet revealed a suitable place to establish his presence as a new overlord. Finally, however, rumor had reached his ears that there was a place upriver, at the intersection of three powerful kingdoms, where he might be able to settle. 

			Lost in his thoughts, Hakon nearly failed to notice a Gaelic warrior who had broken through the lines and charged him with his sword ready. Hakon spun left, letting his blade lash out as the Gael overreached his mark. With exquisite timing, he sliced through the back of the wild warrior’s neck as he passed. Blood sprayed as the Gael tumbled dead to the ground, his head nearly severed.
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			Hakon snapped back into the current time as he swayed, dizzy from the strange shift. What did it mean? How had he been back in time, reexperiencing his campaign along the River Shannon? It had never happened before. To cover his lapse, Hakon demanded, “What do you see, old woman? Will Ulaida and Mide clash in the spring?”

			“Patience. The Goddess Gullveig demands patience above all else,” she crooned as she stirred the re​ctangular Runes through the blood with one long fingernail, peering closely at the symbols on the small stones. Silence commanded the room, and it seemed like time had stopped, if only for a heartbeat. Then the völva jerked into motion. “Ah, yes, I see. Even from distant Asgard, you guide your seið-kona’s eye well, Gullveig. Very well, indeed.”

			“What have you seen? Has your goddess spoken to you?”

			Using ancient Novergr words, where Hakon again only understood enough to know his völva had thanked the one she worshipped, she turned her withered face to him. Her useless right eye rolled up as if briefly in a trance before she said, “Gullveig showed me there are three potential warriors the Tuatha gods have set in your path—one in the south, one in the east, and one in the north.

			“One of them will come to challenge you. Each young warrior has the potential to blossom into something greater. Through their Druids, the gods of this land cast a geas on each of them, an invocation that binds a soul to a purpose. I can’t see which true soul enjoins the required geas, yet one does, or maybe all of them. All who are a product of your seed.”

			“My sons will challenge me? Here, at Dun Garm?”

			The hag shook her head, pausing to take in her stones again. “We do not know that yet. They were all babes you sired in your early days in this land but have now come of age. One who bears you great hate, one who seeks justice, and one driven to destroy you. A father killer for the father killer.”

			Hakon grimaced as Runa cackled at her choice of words. That he and his father had never seen eye to eye was still a sore point, but he did not regret the actions that had led him to this land. His father had been an old fool, though only Hakon had seen the truth of this in his family. His father had not been willing to risk expanding his realm, even when they would burst at the seams if he did not. His brothers, blinded by their passions, would have killed Hakon had he stayed in their homeland.

			And by Thor’s hammer, the whole village would have risen against him had he tried to assume the position of leadership held by his father. He was rash when he should have bided his time. Their clan’s völva had pronounced that the punishment for such a he​inous manslaying was lifelong banishment from their homeland, and should Hakon attempt to remain, he would bring doom upon them all. The word of Runa’s sister carried much weight back home, and Hakon had known he had no choice except to flee. Now, he could never return. 

			Pushing his idle thoughts aside, he asked, “How will I know this Destroyer?”

			Runa glanced at him slyly, and Hakon wondered if she could read his mind. Then, with a slight grin, she ga​zed at her Blood Runes one last time and said distantly, “Hard to say. Look for one each from your territory’s northern, eastern, and southern edges. They will all bear your brand. Mirror images of yourself, like sharply edged blades.”

			“Well done, Runa, well done. I shall reward you for this.”

			The hag only nodded and collected her stones from her altar, wiping the bird’s blood off with an old, rough-spun cloth. Hakon had used her many times to keep the native Gaelic population in check, spy out opportunities for conquest, and help them stay ahead of the surrounding clans. She seemed more adept at wielding magic than her local counterparts, which was a source of pride for Hakon.

			Knowing what dangers lurked in the darkness of the future was a definite advantage. And Runa had not failed him in the roughly eighteen years since his flight from the mainland and arrival here. Why she had joined him had always been a mystery. Maybe it was because she could not hope to displace her sister as the head völva of their clan back home in Alfheim.

			Hakon left Runa’s conical hut behind—she preferred to be away from those who made Dun Garm their home, so he’d built her a little hovel at the southeastern end of the fort, yet close to his tower—and made his way toward the main hall. The air was cool and refreshing, and he shielded his eyes from the bright sunlight after being in the near darkness his völva preferred.

			His concerns about possible future raids shifted to those of this unknown Destroyer. He thought of what duns lay north, east, and south of Garm but still within his territory. While not within his reach, Dun Uisneach came to mind southeast of his fort. He’d raided their borders and raped women in surrounding lesser settlements, so there were possibilities. Yet the clans with solid ties to the Ard-Rì had pitched Dun Uisneach along the High King’s Road. Their Chieftain, Faolán, a cousin of King Niall’s, had always been adversarial and never engaged in any trade. While no significant duns lay east of Dun Garm, he could have sired a child at one of the settlements around Loch Síleann. It was the same for a dun to the north near Ulaidan territory, where he remembered that his Dreadriders had heard of some young Gaelic warriors trying to band together.

			Runa had sussed out some of the island’s legends and myths, so he knew there was an original Red Branch, an ancient clan of fierce warriors founded by Rory the Red. Hakon had encountered Ulaidan descendants only a few times when attempting a cattle raid too far north. While their power had diminished in recent years, he respected the abilities of those warriors. Their hopes for glory had been kept alive by King Niall Noígiallach’s first mate, Inne, who was born into an Ulaidan clan, and then his second mate, Rignach, was a mix of northeast and southeastern clans.

			It made Hakon wonder if the unknown warrior he had named the Destroyer was among this ancillary band. If his son led Gaels anything like those of the old Ulaidans, Hakon could have a real battle on his hands. That Runa had foreseen the rise of this Destroyer with at least some detail was a boon. One who would come to challenge him, one of his very own seed. He smiled at the thought of killing a bastard son, a young cretin impudent enough to raise a hand against his father.

			That he had been too lusty with the unwilling women of his newly conquered lands in those first years was a mistake, and he certainly had left behind more than his share of bastards. Keeping encounters with women limited to those who had joined him from his homeland or those who came to live in Dun Garm might have been wiser. He had never considered choosing a wife, as there had been too much to work on over the years. Yet, he did need a son to follow in his steps—something to consider when he cleaned up his current mess.

			Hakon passed his tower as he made hi​s way to the north side of the main hall. As​ the center of his fort, the spire was the only multi-tiered stone living quarters he had yet to see in Erin’s heartland. However, he had seen others like it in the rocky southwest of Mummu and the northwest of Connachta when they had traveled up the River Shannon upon arriving on the Emerald Isle. The High King of Erin, the Ard-Rì, was said to have the largest fort in the land, called Dun Tara, that lay to his east. The sprawling Dun Uisneach to his southeast was a bit grander than Dun Garm and commanded as many warriors as he did.

			Still, his tower was something of which he was most proud. It had a private upper level for his needs, while the lower level housed his servants. When he had first settled in the area and built Dun Garm, he’d taken hostages from the surrounding regions and found the local smiths produced inferior weapons just as their builders constructed shoddy huts, halls, and forts. Yet he had his artisans work with them to enhance their skills. The efforts refined and improved their construction and smithing.

			Hakon had built his fort on the highest hill in the area, and the added height provided a good view of the surrounding plains. After raiding several duns his first summer in Erin, he had decided that having such a stone dwelling built within his fort would deter the locals from attacking.

			He’d added extra feet to the ramparts to be more like those of Dun Uisneach than the smaller Gaelic forts nearby, serving as the fort’s main line of defense. Sharp pickets topped off the stone and earthen fortifications, and he had constructed his gates at the north end of the fortress with stout timbers. Those details were something rival duns had failed to pay adequate attention to. Thus, Hakon’s aggressive battle tactics quickly winnowed his opponents’ offensive capabilities without concern for retaliation.

			The main hall loomed before Hakon. As he stepped through the door and down a short ramp, he noted fresh rushes had been gathered from Loch Ree and spread on the floor. It was good to see his hostages keeping up with their duties, though he had overstepped the Gaelic tradition of the practice by many years. Overhead, the large, inverted, boat-shaped expanse had a newly thatched roof for the winter. The upper half of the timber-framed walls had been covered with wattle and daub, while the lower half was packed earth covered with a vertical row of timbers to hold it in place.

			A raised space between the wicker walls and the main floor provided a communal sleeping area for guests and some servants. A hearth and a cooking pit were at the room’s far end. It was nearing the midday meal, and the smell of baking bread filled the air.

			Unlike the Gaels, Hakon did not keep a se​parate table as the Jarl of Garm. Instead, his Dreadriders and the lesser warriors had gathered at two rows of oaken tables that stretched the length of the hall. Al​l were restless and ready to eat. Rude comments wafted about, most aimed at the cook and his assistants.

			Off to the sides sat Norvegr women and children who had come with or been born in this land. They waited for their turn at the tables, passing the time by working at looms, spinning wool, or doing needlework. He wished for more warrior women, but that had not happened yet. More women in his homeland took the warrior’s path, while only a handful did so here.

			Hakon approached two of his more seasoned Dreadriders, Donalt and Royd. The latter knew the northern reaches of his lands better than he did, for it was the warrior’s task to collect the tribute from the duns in that area. He​​ stated, “There’s a rumor that a splinter group of Gaels are working to create a new rebel band near the northern border of Ulaida and Mide. Any thoughts?”

			Royd responded, “From our last pass through there, when the duns had all paid their full tribute the previous fall, there was no sign of any real warriors. It seems to be only talk. I can investigate the matter when we collect this year’s tribute in the next fortnight. I’m more concerned about the real Ulaidans.”

			Hakon nodded and turned to Donalt, commanding, “Find Alrik for me—I have a mission for the two of you.”

			Moving on, Hakon decided not to send Royd on the mission he had in mind for the north. Maybe the old warrior was getting lax, which meant he could miss something important. Besides, he did not want to wait for the tribute collection to arrive.

			Farther down the table sat another pair of Dreadriders he trusted with his life. They were twin brothers who had been born eighteen years earlier while at sea on their voyage to Erin. Lunt and Lang had lost their mother during the crossing, and when her mate had tried to save her, he’d also been lost. Thus, Hakon had taken them in. Now, at almost eighteen, they had matured into burly warriors with bulging, well-tanned muscles, each always ready to battle for him, preferably back to back.

			Unlike the natives, who preferred braids, they wore beards and had shoulder-length blond hair free of ties. While this could hinder them in battle, they believed courage overcame all. They also wore sleeveless wool tunics, allowing their massive arms to be unencumbered. It pleased Hakon that most of his Dreadriders had kept to the ways of their homeland. So he asked the two brothers, “May I join you for this midday meal?”

			“We would be honored, my Jarl,” the twins replied simultaneously, as they were prone to do. Lunt added, “We have been training hard this morning, working on developing the skills of some of the younger whelps.”

			“Well done, we need that,” Hakon commented. Then he demanded that a nearby indentured Gaelic servant who worked in the kitchens and main hall bring ale. When the man had brought three tankards filled to the brim, they raised their cups to thank the gods of Asgard. Lunt and Lang nearly drained theirs in the first gulp, though Hakon was more reserved.

			The cook came by with a pot of fish stew, stopping first at the Dreadlord’s table. As Hakon’s warriors assailed Dun Garm’s cook with complaints that he was taunting them by not serving the red meat first, he said with a sigh, “Such carnivores! The roast boar will be ready shortly.”

			“No doubt, Jarlson, no doubt. Thanks for your efforts.”

			The dun’s cook nodded and walked around the other tables as his staff helped him. Hakon watched his fellow warriors quickly slurp the stew.

			Then, Jarlson’s servers brought out the platters. There had been a successful boar hunt yesterday, and the long, slow cook over an oak fire filled the hall with savory scents. Of course, Jarlson came to Hakon’s table first to offer him the best cuts from his oversized platter.

			The cook began to dole out the finest joints of the boar, but, given he was not overly hungry, Hakon commanded, “Let these two have the choice pieces. They’ve earned it.”

			Lunt said, “A boon, my Jarl. We thank you for this Champion’s portion.”

			Lang only grunted his appreciation as he tore into his joint. Grease ran down his lips and into his pale young beard; that he nearly inhaled the meat was not something anyone bothered to point out. The bread, which was also on his plate, went untouched. On the other hand, Lunt ripped a large piece of meat from his joint and wrapped it with a hunk of rich, dark bread.

			Hakon let them eat, watching with pleasure as his two favorite warriors satisfied themselves. He only picked at the soup in his bowl, his thoughts elsewhere. Finally, as they had nearly finished, he said quietly, “I have a task for both of you.”

			“Hmmm,” Lunt said as he swallowed. “As always, we are yours to command.”

			Hakon smiled, but then the thought of his völva’s words a​nd visions of his potential Destroyer crept to mind. “Runa has foreseen that there are three young warriors who will potentially rise against me, all spawned by my loins in our early days here, days when you were but babes. They could be to our south, east, or north. You two will take the north. You will know him by my brand; he bears my eyes and hair color, and you will see me in their facial features. Find him and bring him to me. You can kill him if he resists, but I’d rather you subdue him.”

			Lang said, “Hmm, so north, that is a wide range.”

			“It is—I don’t have any more information than that, and neither does Runa,” Hakon said with a grimace as he rose—he hated not knowing more about his bastard sons. “You two will search to the north, where I used to raid when we first came to this land. I’ll send Alrik to the east, and Donalt will take the south. They know those areas better than you two.

			“Talk with the older warriors who collect tributes there before you leave, as they can help you with their memories of the north. Runa could only give those three directions. And ask if there is any truth to the rumors that a band of Gael warriors might work against us there to pull in support from Ulaida.”

			“We’ll set off as soon as we finish our meal, review what our senior warriors know, and gather supplies from Jarlson,” La​ng said to his Jarl. “We will ride soon, my Jarl.”

			“I know it’s close to Ancestor Night, their Samhain, but do not let that concern you,” Hakon replied. “May the gods of Asgard guide your steps. Runa will cast ahead for your safety. Do not be overzealous. I prefer no battles, so tread carefully around the Gaels. I look forward to what you have to report.”

			[image: ] Breanna [image: ]

			Breanna, stunned by the news, rose slowly to her feet. The Dreadlord’s daughter! A moment later, she asked, “Is that why you let me train with Eoin and his Red Branch? So I could fulfill your geas? So I could be your Destroyer?”

			“I’m sorry, my love,” her mother said, pulling her daughter back to her side. “I shouldn’t have done it. I had thought I would hate his child. Then you came along, all sweetness and light, and doused my thirst for revenge. You were just so easy to love.”

			With her eyes downcast, Breanna whispered, “How could I not see this?” 

			Morna could only shrug. “At first, when you said you hated the Dreadlord and would one day kill him, I would laugh with everyone else. How would my little girl defeat Hakon Skadi and his Dreadriders?

			“While you have the right to the warrior class by your grandmother Cahira’s blood, fewer women now aspire to such a life. Fewer still earn the gold Celtic Knot as Cahira did. But after you chose the warrior’s path like your father and grandmother, you showed such promise, even at an age you should not have been able to. When you followed that up by earning a silver armring at thirteen and began to use the void, I believed your destiny was true, and it was my geas at work.”

			“Yet you still could not tell me?”

			Morna shook her head, tears in her eyes. “Then you earned your grandmother’s gold armring last summer at Dun Uisneach. Our Aos Dána informed me you could seize the void and use it to create a blade dance like no other. When I heard that, I knew my actions before you were born were more than just a hateful wish.

			“I would have to tell you about the geas one day—only I could never utter the words. How does a mother tell her child that her father is a monster everyone hates?”

			“Oh, Mother,” Breanna said as they wrapped their arms around each other.

			Morna sighed. “I hope you will forgive me, my daughter.”

			Breanna stumbled from their shared hut, tears on her cheeks. Who was she? A true warrior, or just one driven by a magical geas born of hate and revenge? Feeling her notorious iron will start to crumble, she sagged to her knees. Why couldn’t her mother have kept such awful knowledge to herself? Why couldn’t she have taken it to her grave?

			Breanna was nothing more than a bastard daughter of Haken Skadi, a dìolain! 
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			In the dusky evening light, Eoin strode across the yard toward the main hall. There was a chill in the air, especially now that the sun had slipped beyond the horizon, and he huddled in his checkered wool cloak to keep out the cold. Eoin briefly wondered what Breanna’s mother had to tell only her, but his growling stomach quickly won out over his concerns.

			The challenge for Champion today was one of the few days he had not sparred with his band of warriors, so he decided he could skip a stop at the communal bathhouse. As he approached the main hall, Eoin observed that many of the huts required repairs. With winter expected to set in shortly after Samhain, he knew there’d barely be enough time to patch the thatching and wattle walls. It was something he’d have to talk to the elders about.

			Since the Dreadlord had killed their Ceann-cinnidh, Eoin’s father, eighteen summers before, few true warriors remained at Dun Arrogh. Indeed, none had the spine to stand up and take the mantle of Dun Chief. All feared the Dreadlord and his Dreadriders would not look favorably on one with such aspirations.

			Eoin had commanded his mother, Aife, to make him a cloak with five colors, which had raised more than a few eyebrows. Yet his clan traced its roots to Conal Cearnach and the Ulaidan Clans, and such was his birthright. With such a lineage, he could wear garments fit for a Royal Prince of the Blood. Once their Brehon had confirmed his request, Aife and Lissa, their Master Weaver and Dyer, had set out to make such a cloak. They used alder bark to dye half of the wool squares black, allowing them to sew a checkerboard pattern with white for the main body. Then, madder for a red collar, and woad for blue stripes down the front opening, plus weld and gorse to make a light green hem.

			Eoin chuckled now at how he had strutted about in it. Then he remembered being forced to keep his cloak hidden when a Dreadrider had come to the dun seeking their tribute. It was something he’d vowed not to repeat. Th​e od​ious Dreadlord’s attempt to rule them made him see red for a brief moment. Then, regaining control, he thought about what they had done to outsmart Norvegr Jarl and his men, such as building hidden root cellars in the surrounding woods to ensure they always had enough food for the winter. The crops had been productive, and soon, the Dreadriders would make their rounds to collect Hakon’s share.

			Eoin put aside his thoughts of​ the Dreadlord as he entered their central hall. It, too, was a bit run down, with old thatching on the roof and dirty rushes on the floor. Here and there, he spotted small holes in the wattle and daub walls. To create distinct spaces within the large hall, movable cedar screens were set up, allowing the women to work on weaving or needlework near the front while meals were prepared and served at the back. The hearth at the room’s far end held a pot of boiling stew, the smoke from the peat and oak fire escaping through a small hole in the roof above.

			The high table sat empty because they still had no Ceann-cinnidh, something Eoin planned to correct soon. Dun Arrogh needed a Chief. Men, women, and children sat at the lower tables, ​and each was lost in their bowl of stew. A few warriors who had already finished eating were in the corner playing dìsnean, a game of chance using marked stones. From the groans he heard as he passed, Eoin knew Breanna’s Uncle Kyras was winning again. Their smith was always one for that game.

			Seeing Fergal eating by himself, Eoin made for his former Champion. He asked, “How’s the fare, cousin? Calla’s efforts as good as ever?”

			“Kerill brought down a nice fat doe this afternoon,” Fergal said between mouthfuls. “It didn’t take much for her to improve nature’s doings. Go get some for yourself.”

			Eoin nodded and made his way to the kettle. Calla, a short and portly woman with dark hair and features that marked her as one with Fir Bolg lineage, doled a portion into his bowl and handed it to him.

			“Where are the joints?” he demanded of her. “Venison stew on the day Kerill brought the beast down?”

			“Meat’s already in the smokehouse,” Calla said, her exasperated tone making it clear this was not the first time she had heard the complaint. “Winter’s on the way, ya know.”

			“A warrior shouldn’t have to live on this,” Eoin grumbled.

			“You should thank the gods you’re alive to enjoy it!” the cook countered. “Maybe get your arse in the kitchen and help!”

			Eoin only scowled at Calla, but the stew was better than berries, nuts, or cooked roots. After pouring a cup of ale, he drained half off in one gulp, refilled it, and then took his bowl and a hunk of dark bread back to the battered oak table where Fergal was finishing his meal. Before taking his first bite, Eoin asked, “How’s your head?”

			Fergal just grunted as if to say it was nothing. Eoin didn’t press the point and began to devour his stew. A moment later, he commented, “Well, let’s not talk about the fact that she knocked you out. Bre’s mother will probably not see it through to sunrise.”

			“Aye, so I’ve heard,” Fergal said flatly. “May Lugh watch over her anam.”

			There was more silence between them as others from the dun swallowed the last of their meals and began cleaning up. Eoin noted the dull buzz of activity in the hall. The Bard of Dun Arrogh was getting ready to spin his evening tale, and some women were already working quietly at the looms or spinning wool. Two lads, one with a fiddle an​d one with a lute, were finishing a mournful tune. Though a few men remained huddled in the corner playing dìsnean, most now sat with their ale cups, talking about the coming winter between songs.

			When the lads put their instruments aside so their Bard could start, Eoin turned his gaze to the table where the elders sat and thought about prodding them into getting repairs underway before the first snow, but that could wait after Samhain. 

			Then he took another gulp of ale and noticed the sizable red welt on Fergal’s temple when his cousin brushed his hair back. The sight made him consider Breanna again. Ah, that girl was indeed a challenge. He had always felt there was more between them than she would admit—or allow. Leaning back in his chair with a sigh, he asked his friend, “Do you think losing Morna will interfere with Bre being my Champion?”

			The question brought a little color to Fergal’s face. “I doubt you’ll be facing any challenges before spring. Hakon’s warriors are too busy collecting the tribute and preparing for winter. Besides, I doubt her accomplishment will stand until then.”

			Eoin bristled at Fergal’s bravado and rejoined with disdain, “It was enough to beat you. Her ability to seize the void today was impressive, something you’d best figure out. It’s like you’re averse to the magic of our land.”

			Fergal growled, “But we’ve yet to see how she does with a Dreadrider staring her down.”

			“Nor have you or I faced one of Hakon’s lead dogs,” Eoin countered. “Only the two of us have ever taken trophies, and those were not Dreadriders.”

			“That’s my point,” Fergal said tightly. “The Red Branch doesn’t need women as warriors!”

			“We need all the warriors we can get,” was Eoin’s chill response. He was surprised by his cousin’s display of gender prejudice and added, “Would you tell all women they can’t be part of our Red Branch, even if they can claim warrior class blood rights and have earned a gold Celtic Knot armring, one her grandmother earned and passed on to her? One who can seize the void as Breanna does?”

			“Well, they shouldn’t be allowed to comórtas for the Championship.”

			Eoin opened his mouth, a stinging retort at the ready that it was his fault for pushing her, and then paused. He knew Fergal’s comments about the role of women in their Red Branch were just a way to cover what was bothering him: losing his comórtas with Breanna. A moment later, he observed quietly, “If you hadn’t continually goaded Bre’s use of long blades, she would have never exploded and demanded a challenge match to see which of you was indeed the best warrior. And you’d still be my Champion.”

			“You can’t tell me you’re not pleased with the outcome,” Fergal accused Eoin as he rose from his chair. “You’ve always been soft on that girl. Now you have to count on her for your life.”

			“That I will and that I do,” Eoin concurred darkly. “And I know she’ll not let me down, especially not with her command of urghabháil an neamhní in battle. Something you’d do well to learn. Yet that will only happen when you stop being averse to the magic our land has gifted us, that the Tuatha Gods have granted us.”

			Fergal started to let the barb on his tongue slip. But their Bard cleared his throat and blew a few notes on his flute to signal he was ready to begin his traditional narrative. First, he would recount part of their Celtic history and his interpretation of the tale’s meaning in relation to their daily life.

			Fergal muttered, shook his head as he picked up his wooden bowl and cup from the table, and said, “I’ve had enough for one day.”

			Eoin rose with him. He was the taller of the two by nearly a full head and stepped next to him to make it clear he was in charge. Both knew that Eoin had obtained his features from Clan Ulaid’s famed warrior Conal Cearnach, and the latter carried Fir Bolg blood through his mother. It was a difference that gave Eoin the right to wear the cloak of a prince.

			Eoin commanded, “I will not waste this fair weather, cousin. Pass the word, we meet in the Grove at sunrise.”

			“Aye,” Fergal managed to say as he turned away. 
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			Fergal thought trying his hand at a game of dìsnean would get his mind off the disaster of a day he’d had. At least in that, he would have a fair chance at winning. However, when he saw that Kyras was still tossing the stones, he couldn’t suppress a grimace. A fair bet, indeed!

			But as he approached, the burly smith rose with a groan, saying, “My knees need rest. The stones are all yours, Fergal. I’ve had enough winning for one day.”

			Fergal took the stones, smiling at those around him for the first time that night. He thought that maybe his luck was changing, but as Kyras walked away and Fergal made his first toss, the mark of the crow turned up on all three stones. He could do little more than groan to himself. A​lways a loser.
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			Hakon walked around the circular room at the top of his stone tower, gazing out the south window first, then crossing to the east window, and finally to the north window. While they were only small slits, they gave a view around his dun while keeping out most of the wind. As he sat near the north window, a lone candle burned on a table near his bed, and the evening was losing its twilight quickly. His two giant wolfhounds, Hati and Skoll, were already asleep on the floor beside it.

			Hakon wondered about the ones who sought to destroy him, the father killer for a father killer, as Runa had named him. What was driving his sons? What were they doing at that moment? Where were they, the spawn of his loins, lurking in the dark? Maybe he should have done more than send his Dreadriders out to search. Instead, he pondered if he should march a circuit around his territory with his host of Dreadriders and warriors to raze the land.

			It would certainly instill fear in the hearts of those who would support th​is possible Destroyer. But, then again, such a show of force might also raise alarms among the Gaels. If the warriors at Dun Uisneach, ruled by Royal Mide itself and located to his east, got wind of such a march, High King Niall Noígiallach would have to respond.

			Then there were always those at the ever-watchful Doon of Drumsna, a river fort manned by Connachta’s best, which lay along the River Shannon to his northwest. He did not need another skirmish with the clans from that area. In his travels up the River Shannon eighteen years ago, he’d had enough of the Co​nnachta and Mummu clans to the west, constantly harassing and skirmishing.

			Only Ulaida seemed preoccupied enough to leave him alone this fall—mainly because their king had just died, and a new one was still trying to establish himself. Yet, chancing an engagement with either the Ulaidan clans or those of Royal Mide made the Dreadlord think twice about gathering a force to root out his tr​ue Destroyer. Had it not been for the Ard-Rì of Erin’s desire to pursue raids abroad, Hakon knew he would not have survived his earlier years when he was establishing himself.

			He continued to regard his decision to settle on the loose border of three of the five major kingdoms of Erin as sound, for the other clans still seemed more interested in making war with each other than dealing with him. It had allowed him to act with moderate impunity. That would change once they saw his growing presence. Those in his dun had been patient but would only remain so for a few more summers.

			There were already some who had settled outside the protection of his fort. With Garm straining at its seams, more would soon follow, which could start them fighting amongst themselves for the choicest locations. He needed more land, and to hold it, he needed more warriors. That made him think of his brothers, Gefion and Tyrin. Maybe, in the spring, he would send two of his longboats back with a proposal to trade some of his land for muscle and steel. Hopefully, time will have smoothed the waters with them. 

			A knock at his door startled him out of his contemplations, unsure how long he had been musing. His two dogs were already on their feet, alert for signs of danger. Yet it was now dark, with a waxing moon hanging high above and countless stars dotting the sky. The harshness of his voice was more than evident as he commanded, “Come.”

			It was Runa, though he did not have to look, as the jingle of her bead swags that hung from the brooches over her chest was well known to him. She said nothing as she stepped into his chambers and waited. If not for the late span, his manservant, Sveinn, one of his retired warriors, would have asked before letting her come to his door, and Hakon would have said no in his current mood. The völva’s unexpected arrival certainly did not settle well; lately, she rarely had good news.

			Without turning his gaze away from the black night, he asked darkly, “What brings you here, old crone?”

			“My poor little crow has given me its other leg,” Runa replied, easily matching his caustic tone. “You should kn​ow w​hat my Blood Runes revealed about the father killer.”

			 “I believe you meant to name them Destroyers?”

			Runa quickly amended, “Yes, my Jarl, Destroyers.” 

			“I’ve sent Lunt and Lang north to seek that one out,” Hakon said firmly as he finally rose and shuttered his windows for the night, his dark mood passing so suddenly he could have been another person. “I have also sent Alrik to the east and Donalt to the south. If anyone can find them, it will be those four. When they do, they will bring him here or kill him if he resists.”

			“I believe you’re mistaken,” the crone corrected as she smoothly crossed the floor to where he stood. “They may find him all right, but they’ll not bring him to you. They will fail because your potential Destroyer is a mighty warrior. And that doesn’t even consider that he is protected and aided by the gods of this land. Th​rough my Blood Runes, I have foreseen that the Destroyer will soon be traveling, seeking a piece of forgotten Tuatha magic before coming to try and kill you. I cannot say how to find this old magical weapon, but the gods of the Tuatha Dé Danann will ensure that it finds its way into his hands.”

			“Then summon the gods of Asgard to aid us!” Hakon demanded, but he saw doubt in her eyes.

			Runa shook her head. “If only it were that easy. But, unfortunately, our gods are far away, tied to our homeland and people. They can reach me through my link to them, but they can neither directly wield their power here nor in any part of this land.”

			“Then may Thor’s hammer protect us,” Hakon intoned as he sat again and let his gaze wander back to the night. If the Tuatha gods were aiding his Destroyer, he would face more challenges than he had thought.

			“Neither Thor nor his hammer can help us,” the völva informed him. “But there are many gods in this land, some of whom may aid you. Long ago, near the time the gods of the Tuatha Dé Danann came to power, another people known as the Fomorians had settled in this land. They and their gods lost Erin to the Tuatha—ever since that time, those gods have been at odds with each other. The Fomors hate the Tuatha and their gods, which might be enough to enlist their support.”

			“Are there any other options?” Hakon questioned. “What about this One God? Some at Tara now worship him, it’s said, and if Niall Noígiallach tolerates such nonsense, maybe there’s something to such a god. Can we call on him?”

			“Th​e One God who would chase away the many gods of Erin, and Asgard for that matter,” Runa snorted as she raised a hand, warding off the very idea. “They believe in no other gods. And because we do, their god would not heed our request for help. Thus, th​is One God is not for us. Besides, I doubt he would have much power here in Erin. Aside from those in Tara, few have heard of him, and even fewer offer him worship. A god’s power comes from those who worship him, so we should not bother with that one.”

			“Very well,” Hakon said as he faced her. “Then it’s the Fomorian gods we seek. However, I’m concerned about whether they have the power to assist us. Are they strong enough to face the gods that the Druids follow?”

			“Only one of the gods, once worshipped by the Fomorians, is a threat to those who aid your Destroyer,” Runa replied. “When the Tuatha and their gods first defeated the Fomorians, these fallen gods attracted another following. If it were not for the Fir Bolg, a wave of settlers who had arrived before the Tuatha, the Fomorian gods would be gone altogether. Still, with few clans paying tribute to them, their powers are weak, only a shadow of their former selves. It’s the most powerful of these Fomorian gods whom we seek. His name is Tethra, and he commands a host of sea demons. With rivers crossing this land like so many ribbons, his minions should be able to go nearly anywhere.”

			“Can you do it? Ca​n you call on this god named Tethra?”

			Runa shrugged. “For eighteen years, I have been laboring quietly, learning all I can about this land’s magic. The Druids keep their secrets well hidden, and I am an outsider—they still call me a baobh, a Fury, a dark völva. Nonetheless, I have persevered, so there is a slim chance. It’s near the time when the spirits of this land are closest to the world of the flesh. The veil is thinning. If we wait until Ancestor Night, I might be able to do it.”

			“Will this Tethra do as you bid?”

			“Not my bidding, but maybe yours,” Runa corrected. “You must be the one to convince him to aid your Dreadriders in locating the father killer—ah, I mean Destroyer. Remember, Tethra and his demons despise the Tuatha Dé Danann. So if gods like Lugh and Danu are aiding your bastard Destroyer, this otherworld god of the Fomorians might be more inclined to help.”

			“Tonight, I must know tonight,” Hakon demanded, taking a step toward her.

			Runa’s tone was firm. “We have no choice except to wait for Ancestor Night—the Feast of the Dead is the only time I dare work such magic. The Fomorians are tied to this land and have an overlapping Samhain festival. I have learned that angering a god is not something to do lightly. And to call them when the veil is not thin enough for them to cross from their world to ours would not be in our interest. Besides, a day won’t matter.”

			“Then prepare yourself for the Feast of the Dead,” Hakon commanded. “You summon him, and I’ll convince him to support our cause.”

		


		
			​Seeking the Destroyer
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			Lunt and Lang had visited five small duns and settlements along the outer reaches of th​eir Jarl’s territory the afternoon they set out, and they had then worked their way north along the River Shannon. Now north of Loch Ree, their big mounts could take the softly rolling, grassy terrain at a gallop as they followed the riverbank. Unfortunately, searching for the potential Destroyer had yielded no results, but the weather remained good, and the cowering locals had been hospitable enough.

			Lunt knew his brother would have preferred ending their quest for Hakon’s bastard sooner rather than later, as Jarlson’s ale and cooking were better. The two Dreadriders spent their first night beneath the stars, which bothered Lang more than Lunt. It was close to Ancestor Night, the Feast of the Dead, when spirits walked the land between sunset and sunrise. With Lang jumping at every sound he heard, his skittishness showed he had not slept well.

			Early the following day, the warriors reached the outer edges of their Jarl’s territory. The River Shannon took a northwesterly track, and if they pursued its course, it would lead them to a fort those of Connachta called the Doon of Drumsna. Wanting to stay clear of those clans as they took affront to any challenge, they headed northeast, following a tributary that forked into the Shannon.

			Barely a span later, they encountered a small dun eking out life along the estuary. There were only a few huts inside the ringfort, most of which were in desperate need of repair, with the thatching on all except the main hall having holes in various spots. The wattle and daub walls were not in much better shape. The dun’s earthen ramparts had eroded over the years and were useless, with nobody to​ maintain them. Mainly, older adults populated the hovel. Neither Lunt nor Lang knew the name of the dun, and it didn’t look promising. Still, they stopped, hoping to glean some information from someone.

			When he saw how much work the huts needed to make them livable, Lunt said to his brother, “Better to sleep beneath the stars than here.”

			“Maybe last night,” Lang countered. “But tonight is Ancestor Night, and I will not sleep beneath the stars on the Feast of the Dead. Instead, we’ll find someplace with a roof. You can count on it.”

			Lunt just laughed, letting the subject drop. An older man dressed in rags approached with his head bowed low. Others from the dun stayed within the doors of their huts. The warriors dismounted, stretching their stiff ground-slept bodies as they did so. Lunt noticed that a few red-headed lassies going about their chores had stopped to admire their muscles that rippled across their massive frames. They were a fierce-looking pair with swords strapped over their shoulders and their white hair flying in the breeze, each a replica of the other. Iron-studded leather belts encircled their waists and wrists were the only accouterments to their attire of white woolen tunics and cloaks, along with knee-high, deer-skin boots.

			The older man stopped before them. “What can I do for such mighty warriors?”

			“We are searching for a warrior much like ourselves,” replied Lunt.

			Lang added, “Yes, one with our white hair and blue eyes, but not as large as us because he’d be a half-breed.”

			“You’ll not find any warriors here, with white hair or not,” the old man informed them.

			The statement surprised neither Lunt nor Lang. The latter turned to remount his horse. Lunt, however, probed with, “What about any Ulaidan descendants forming a new band of warriors? Heard of anyone like that?”

			The older man glanced up as if surprised. He answered carefully, “Who hasn’t heard of the fierce Ulaidans that spawned such greats as Rory the Red, the Hound of Ulaida, and Conal Cearnach? One of the great tales spun by our Bards.”

			“Not historical ones,” Lunt corrected. “A new band, one led by a young upstart.”

			“Here, in Mide, under Tara’s gaze? The Ard-Rì would surely frown on that.”

			“These are Hakon Skadi’s lands, not Niall Noígiallach’s,” Lang informed the old man stiffly.

			“Whatever you say,” was the reply, a smile briefly touching his aged lips. “Niall of the Nine Hostages may tolerate the Dreadlord, but I doubt his son would.”

			“Well, have you heard of any new bands forming?” Lunt pressed.

			“No, but it would have to be led by someone who could trace back their lineage to the original Ulaidans,” the old man advised as he looked away to the northeast, where the original Re​d Branch had once roamed. “Someone with that lineage. There’s an arm of the Clan Mórhda at Dun Arrogh. They draw their roots from Conal Cearnach. You might try there.”

			Lunt and Lang glanced at each other, their eyebrows arching in unison; it was their first lead since leaving. Then Lang said, “How far is it to this Dun Arrogh?”

			The older man rubbed his jaw. “You’ll easily reach it by nightfall on those beasts. Just follow the river, then go east at the split.”

			Lunt flipped the old man a silver coin, saying, “Hand that to the next Dreadrider who comes to collect my Jarl’s yearly tribute. By our decree, given your openness, he will take only half of what’s due.”

			With that, the pair mounted up and slowly rode out of the dilapidated dun, saying little as they left the older man behind. 
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			Donalt and Alrik rode out through the gates of Dun Garm, each charged with a mission to seek out their Jarl’s Destroyer, with Alrik having the longer route to the east to search. Before Hakon had staked his claim, that border would have been the River Shannon, but it was now west of Loch Síleann and north of the River Inny. 

			The two older warriors had agreed with their Jarl that each would take the area they knew best. For Donalt, it was west to Loch Ree and south to the High King’s Road, also known as Slighe Mor. Hakon had declared that matches for his potential bastards should come back with him to Dun Garm, and it appeared that such an effort would require more resources than what Hakon sent him with.

			Donalt’s task was to search the territory south of Dun Garm so that he could follow the shoreline of Loch Ree down to Slighe Mor, the High King’s Road. Then, if he discovered nothing about the bastard, he would follow the road toward Dun Uisneach, as there were settlements around the fort Hakon had raided during his early days in Erin.

			To help Alrik skirt the hills directly east of Dun Garm, the warriors rode together on the way south for a short time. Then, looking toward the east, Alrik said, “This is where we part ways. It’s poor luck with you drawing the more difficult path, as Dun Uisneach is not our friend.”

			“Aye, they are not, and, yes, it is time we part,” Donalt replied. “Our journeys should take about the same time, my friend. I expect to see you back in Dun Garm in two nights. It should get us back to Dun Garm on the eve of Ancestor Night. Worst case, the day after. Good hunting.”

			“Agreed, and you as well,” Alrik answered. “I want to make it to one of the Loch Síleanne settlements before nightfall. As​ you said, it is the season’s end a​nd the start of the dark time. Hopefully, the settlers might reveal something about our quarry.” He pulled his reins to the left and pushed his heels into his horse’s flanks. As he headed northeast, the beast surged into a gallop. 

			Donalt did the same, letting his horse have its head, knowing there was a friendly settlement at the south end of Loch Ree where he could ask around and spend the night. The next day would see him reach the High King’s Road and another small dun at the road’s intersection with the River Shannon. He suspected the settlements near Dun Uisneach would bear more fruit, but it was best to be thorough. That said, he knew he had to tread carefully around the clans of Mide, as they would certainly like to catch an outlander alone in their territory. Moreover, he would have to move swiftly from settlement to settlement or dun to dun in his search for Hakon’s bastard, as word would travel about a Dreadrider seeking a young white-haired warrior.

			His ride was uneventful, and within about two whole spans, he was fording the River Inny. Later in the day, as evening drew near, Donalt came upon the settlement he had been seeking at the south end of the loch. It was nestled where the larger body of water flowed into the River Shannon, yet had no fortifications. Since he often patrolled the territory south of Dun Garm, he knew the folks here and had always treated them respectfully. Nevertheless, the first few years had been tense as the Gaels got used to the Norvegr presence just to their north.

			As he pulled his mount to a halt and slipped from his saddle, one of the stable boys ran up to help. “Donalt, what brings you here?”

			“Searching the southern area down to the High King’s Road and east for a young warrior,” was Donalt’s answer as he strode away. “I need to speak with your father. Take my horse to the stable and fetch him for me. I’ll meet him in the hall.”

			A short while later, he took a cup of ale and watched the cook cut him a hunk from a freshly baked loaf of bread, one of many that would be part of the evening meal. Then, as Donalt bit into his piece, he turned to see the stablemaster enter the central hall of the settlement. Swallowing, he said, “Aodhán, it is good to see you.”

			“Aye, the same for you, Donalt,” Aodhán agreed. “The lads have a fresh catch of trout that Aoife will be cooking up shortly. I assume you are staying the night in my stable.”

			Given that it was not a question, he gulped ale to wash down the bread before responding. “Indeed, your boy is already looking after my horse. I appreciate your offer of a place at the community tables and a spot to sleep in your loft. Yet before we get to enjoy the evening, I have a question central to why my Jarl sent me south.”

			“Of course,” Aodhán said with a hint of curiosity. “How may I help you?”

			Donalt paused to take another gulp of ale, then said, “As I’m sure you recall, we outlanders were somewhat overzealous in our desire to control this area when we arrived here. As such, my Jarl took some liberties that left behind offspring. Only a few, but they are of age now. He is interested in seeing if they want to learn about their Norvegr heritage. Do you know of any lads in the area with white hair like ours, ones seeking the warrior’s plaid? Anywhere between here and the High King’s Road, likely as far east as Dun Uisneach?”

			Aodhán scratched his beard. “Well, lads here, who usually comórtas for th​eir bronze, silver, and gold armrings in the summer, mentioned three white-haired warriors had competed and added they were curious about that because of you, making them wonder if those Gaels might not be purebloods.”

			“A comórtas is a fight, já? How do they work?”

			Aodhán answered, “While in open battle, Gaels warriors aim to kill and claim the head of any foe as a trophy—Chiefs usually put those cloven heads on pikes before their gates to show the prowess of their warriors—a comórtas is a challenge between two warriors until one of them yields or the judges declare a victor. No killing allowed. Once a year, those challenges determine the granting of warrior armrings.”

			“I see. Would your lads know which settlement th​ese white-haired warriors hail from?”

			“One was from a settlement closer to Dun Uisneach, though I doubt they knew which. Th​e others were east and north.”

			“Excellent news,” Donalt said. “That makes my evening lighter. So let’s enjoy it!”
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			Alrik followed his planned course east, staying below the hilly terrain to the north, and let his mount take them around those hills and up the valley that led to Loch Síleann. The riding was easy, and he made good time, stopping only briefly to water his horse at a crossing stream. He pulled a travel ration from his pack during such a pause and then was off again. Keeping with his plan to go to the northernmost settlements of the loch first, he pressed on until the light was getting dim.

			Then, he spotted a small but familiar settlement where he had collected tributes over the years. It was close to Loch Síleann, so fishing was one of its primary sources of food and trade. Alrik noted a few wattle and daub huts built next to each other, but there were no earthen ramparts or gates to protect them. There was also no central hall. Instead, they had a large, round, open-air structure with a thatched roof where they gathered for meals. The cook had placed his stone oven and fire pit in the center of the area.

			Several burly Gaels emerged from the abodes as he rode into the main yard, looking warily at the Dreadrider. Alrik slung his leg over his mount and slid to the ground. “Good evening, good folk. I seek guest rights for this night. I will provide a silver for your inconvenience and the opportunity to share your meal. Perhaps, exchange tales since I see you have no Bard for this night.”

			One of the stocky Gaels, clearly a farmer, strode toward him with his field scythe. “I recognize you. You’re one of those outlanders who demand we make a tribute to your overlord. Yet you take and only bring ill winds in your wake.”

			Alrik sighed. “I am not here for tribute this time. Just information, a meal, and a place by your fire while I eat. It is why I made a generous offer of one silver for your hospitality.”

			The Gael farmer shrugged. “We don’t appreciate your sort, but we can share our food and fire for a silver piece this night. And tolerate you.”

			“Outstanding,” Alrik replied. Seeing where they tied off their diminutive hill-bred horses, he led his horse to a picket just a bit away from them. Next, he unsaddled his mount and pulled a brush from a pouch to groom his beast. Then, after fetching a bucket of water and some feed for him, Alrik returned to the central covered firepit with its combined stone oven. While he had tended to his horse, others had queued up for a turn at the pot bubbling over the fire pit and the pail of ale.

			“We will need a few extra coppers for the horse feed and the information you seek,” the Gael added.

			Alrik chuckled and handed the man the silver and a few coppers. “Good bargaining. I like you, Gael. My name is Alrik.”

			“I am Seoras,” the shorter man said. Taking a bowl, he stepped in between two of his fellow settlers, begging their pardon, and scooped a ladle full of fish stew into it before handing it to the Norvegr and then passing him a cup of ale. Alrik nodded his appreciation. Finally, sitting by the fire, Seoras asked, “What information do you seek?”

			Alrik took a moment to answer. He scooped some of the stew into his mouth with his fingers and then washed it down with ale. “Compliments to your cook. As for the information I seek, I know this is a sensitive subject, but our Jarl is concerned he may have been overzealous in his early days when we first came here. He most certainly left behind offspring and now wants to make sure they have the opportunity to grow into the fine warriors they could be. Removing their burden from your clans.”

			Seoras nodded. “Hmmm, maybe your lord would like to add mo​re warriors to your cause.”

			“Aye, it would seem that way,” Alrik agreed, chewing slowly on the fresh bread. Then, after swallowing, he added, “Yet it would not be enough to change the balance of power either way. Our Jarl is only looking for those he sired, a number that should be no more than three within his territory. We believe one could be in this area. He would have white hair and blue eyes.”

			The Gael nodded and gulped his ale. “You are correct. Someone like that could be in this area. So now we bargain some more. Two more silvers for what you want to know.”

			Alrik peered shrewdly at the farmer, then nodded.

			“There is only one such young man around Loch Síleann, now with seventeen summers under his belt, that fits your description. He​ wields a sword reasonably well in our seasonal games around this region. Ride to the south end of the loch, and you will find him in a settlement there.”

			As if sensing he would get no more out of Se​oras, Alrik held out his cup for more ale. “Very well, I’ll bid you goodnight. When I leave in the morning, you’ll have two additional silver pieces.”

			They nodded their agreement. Seoras dipped the cup into the ale bucket while Alirk rose to accept it. Then he turned to fetch his bedroll from his mount. Alrik decided to settle near the picket line that held his horse, preferring to be slightly apart from the settlement folk. He was pleased to see that the area was relatively dry, so he spread his oiled bedroll tarp next to his saddle and then placed his softer bedroll over it.

			Scanning the dark sky, he considered Seoras’s tale, wondering whether the young white-haired warrior to the south could be his Jarl’s Destroyer. Then, with a shrug, he laid down and ducked beneath the bedroll, throwing his waterproof cloak over himself. Finally, he tucked his sword at his side and rested his head on his saddle to seek a good night’s sleep.

			Th​e morning light woke Alrik. He found all as it had been the night before, and the settlement was stirring to life around him. As expected, a few women were gathered around the covered fire pit and stone oven, pulling the first-morning bread from the latter. His horse stood nearby, looking down at him as if to suggest it was time they moved on.

			Alrik grunted as he stood, stretching to work out some muscle kinks. It had been a while since he’d slept on the ground instead of a pallet. He moved off to a side creek to relieve himself, then washed his face, neck, and arms to clean off the previous day’s grime. Seoras stood by the main oven and returned, ready to hand him a bowl of cooked oats with his breakfast.

			With the bowl passed between their hands, Seoras turned to snatch up a mug for the massive warrior, filling it with a warm tea that was in the ale bucket, saying, “I will ask no more for providing your breakfast. It is only civilized. Yet, before you leave, I believe you have something for me.”

			Alrik nodded and accepted his mug of tea. He sat by the oven and used his fingers to scoop his meal into his mouth. When finished, he rose to gulp down the tea. “As we agreed, my friend.” 

			Seoras replied, “No, not friend. I’m not stupid enough to insult you, knowing the skill you possess with your blade. Yet, as a farmer, I know how to use the land to feed our mutual people, so I know you see value in my continued existence.”

			“Well said,” Alrik responded with a nod as he reached into his pouch and handed the Gael two coins. “Here are your promised pieces. Given Samhain is upon us, may your settlement thrive.”

			With that, Alrik mounted his horse and rode south, leaving th​e settlement behind. The ride along Loch Síleann was easy in the calm morning, with a mist drifting over the water. Even though the rising sun was cloud-covered, the fog along the Loch Síleann shoreline eventually burned off as Alrik rode on.

			The morning passed without happenstance, and the terrain was easygoing. A ​​considerable settlement appeared as the end of Loch Síleann drew close to where the River Inny began. It​ was a bit larger than the one he had left that morning. Having collected many fall tributes over the years, he knew this settlement was centered on farming and fishing, as well as raising cattle and goats, and breeding and training horses—on​e of the main villages that supplied the people of this land with its bounty.

			Alrik made for the suitably-sized stable before dismounting. A boy ran up to the Dreadrider, saying, “Great warrior of the outlanders, let me take care of your mount.”

			“Já, boy,” Alrik answered, letting his reins drop. “Who is your Horsemaster?”

			“That would be Epona,” the boy answered, turning to lead his horse away. “Follow me. She is in the training yard working with a mare.”

			Alrik followed the boy to a large square structure, with the front half covered and enclosed, providing two rows of stalls, and the back half was just covered, each area having a thatched roof. The stable and a loft that kept hay dry sat off to the left. As they entered the training yard, a sturdy yet shapely woman turned from her efforts that were focused on a medium-sized mount. Her flaming red hair was plaited into braids, revealing her bare arms and shoulders, which showed off her toned muscles. She quieted her horse by pulling its head down; it was not as small as the hill ponies raised in the north, yet not anything like the size of his mount. However, if she let his horse crowd her, the beast could intimidate her mare. Deftly, the Horsemaster circled her away from the sizable stallion that was his.

			Epona flashed her eyes to the warrior and then back to his steed. “A great beast, outlander. I have an eye for a horse’s capabilities and potential matches. Maybe we can exchange something to breed your stallion?”

			“Maybe,” Alrik said to the horsewoman. “Yet I seek something else.”

			Epona nodded. “Boy, take his mount to water and feed. I don’t need him sniffing at my mare here. Make sure you keep him a stall or two away from our mounts. And you, what brings you to our humble settlement?”

			Alrik smiled as the boy did as commanded. “I am Alrik, Dreadrider of Garm. My​ Jarl is​​ seeking young warriors whom he might have sired when we first came here. What, now, seventeen years back? Only three of them have developed some prowess, with one excelling in this area. He has white hair, blue eyes, and sharp features like those of his sire. This lad is said to have participated in last summer’s competition fo​r his Celtic armring. Point me in the right direction, and you can breed a mare with my stallion without bartering.”

			Epona smirked. “That sounds like bartering.”

			“Then it is,” he answered. “What can you tell me?”

			“Two.”

			Alrik nodded. “I grant you two mares to be bred with by my mount.” 

			“Damn, too easy! I should have asked for three,” the Horsemaster muttered.

			Alrik smiled. “I could sweeten the deal, but only for you.”

			“You mean with me!” Epona nearly exploded. “I think not!”

			“It would get you three mares bred by my stallion,” Alrik said with a wink.

			Epona shook her head. “No! I don’t want to see more of your kind spring forth between the legs of our women nor from my own.”

			Alrik shrugged. “Your loss, then. Now tell me where the young warrior is?”

			“His name is Braoin,” she answered, her eyes still narrowed. “The lads are always working in the fields or hunting or fishing for tonight’s and the next day’s meals for the settlement. They will be back before the sun sets.”

			Alrik nodded. “All right, then. I’ll have an ale or two in the main hall while I wait. Let me know if you need anything, such as a third mare you’d like to have bred. Should you accept the challenge, such a mare must be a very sturdy match, understood? As to the first two mares, I’ll be here until midday tomorrow. So use my stallion wi​sely before I leave.”

			With that, he turned his attention to the main hall.

			Al​rik observed the clan members as they filtered into the central hall, scanning for the lad Epona had called Braoin. Roughly twenty men, with a range of old to young, found seats at the long tables. One remained standing, taking in the Dreadrider. Alrik held the other’s gaze, seeing a younger version of his Jarl before the lad sat on the bench with his fellows. He noted Braoin’s eyes straying to him occasionally as if wondering why he was in their hall.

			Servers had set cups beside the ale buckets as they made their way around the tables, each scoping out a share. Alrik, interested in how the settlement operated, saw that the cook had bowls of fish stew and bread baskets delivered to the tables first. Then, he sent out platters of baked trout and bowls of roasted root vegetables. Finally, the musicians started to tune up their fiddles while the kitchen staff cleared away bowls and plates and refilled the ale buckets.

			With that, Alrik stood and strode to the lad’s table. “I understand you are Braoin.”

			He sensed wariness in the young man’s eyes, knowing he cut an imposing figure, but the Gael firmly answered as he rose, “Yes, I am Braoin.”

			“I see you wear a silver armring.”

			The lad lifted an eyebrow, answering, “Aye, earned it at Du​​n Uisneach during the regional Gaelic comórtas this past summer.”

			“I would have words with you, preferably outside.”

			“As you will.”

			Alrik nodded and turned to lead the way out of the main hall, noting that the young warrior trailed behind him reluctantly. More than a few eyes followed them as they went out the door. As they stepped outside, Alrik took in the chilly evening air, his gaze traveling up and down the young warrior’s solidly built frame. Contemplating the silver ar​mring that Braoin wore just above his left bicep again, he found it was unlikely this one was Hakon’s Destroyer. He asked, “You know where I’m from?” 

			Braoin nodded. “Dun Garm.”

			“M​y Jarl—Chief as you would call him—asked me to seek you out, as you’re likely his offspring,” Alrik stated. “He would like to meet you. Is that something you would do?”

			Braoin’s eyes narrowed. “To what end?”

			“That is to be determined,” he responded evasively. “You sleep on it. Maybe we can spar in the morning to gauge your skills. Then, if you’re capable, you can ride back with me to Dun Garm so the Dreadlord can assess your mettle.”

			“And if the Dreadlord finds me less than desirable, what then?”

			“You’ll return here,” was the answer. “Continue your life as before.”

			“What’s in it for me?” Braoin asked. “My people need me.”

			“No worries—Hakon, my Jarl, will compensate you and them appropriately,” Alrik responded as he jingled his purse. “Skip going to the fields or hunting in the mo​rning, and we’ll spar fo​r a few rounds.”

			Braoin nodded and headed back into the hall. Alrik took a moment to gauge the lad as he stood in the doorway, curious whether he could be good enough to cause Runa to think of him as the possible Destroyer. It seemed unlikely, but best to know.

			As he was about to head back to his bench for another ale, Epona strode from her stable and hailed him with, “Alrik! Good news. Per our barter, I had two of my mares in heat who found your stallion worthy of them. So let’s have a meal and some ale to toast my luck that both mares will have fruitful encounters!”

			“Hmmm,” Alrik responded. Then, he added with a wink, “I think better luck would be that you have three chances for foals, maybe have a stallion all your own.”

			Epona took the warrior’s arm, pulled the door to the hall closed behind them, and responded with a grin. “While that sounds interesting, I think not. As I said, I’m against seeing your kind spring as babies from between our women’s legs, especially mine. While Braoin’s a good lad, I’m not interested in seeing more like him around here.”

			Alrik shrugged with, “Your loss.”

			Epona smiled darkly. “Don’t be so sure. Had I accepted, you might, at best, have awakened without your manly parts intact. At worst, I’d have cut your throat.

			“Anyway, it was a good bargain otherwise. Hopefully, I will end up with two stallions bred from your superior Norvegr horseflesh that I can sell to Chief Faolán at Dun Uisneach. It would be good to see two Gael warriors riding against your kind, each mounted on horses we provided them with.”

			She rose, tossed back her cup of ale, and added, “I think I’ll eat with my kind tonight.”

			Alrik sighed, wondering if his bargain might not have been as good an idea as he first thought. She had what she wanted, and he did not. Hopefully, his negotiations with Braoin would end better. 
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			After spending a restless and wary night in a hayloft ab​ove Epona’s room, he checked his private parts when he rose the next day. After all these years, the Gaels hated them still. Then, shaking off his thoughts, he walked through the mists swirling off Loch Síleann and into the settlement.

			He entered the main hall to see Hakon’s bastard sitting at one of the tables with an older man. He strode toward them, took up a bowl, and poured cooked oats into it. “Good morning, Braoin.”

			“Alrik,” came the flat response. “This is my uncle, Garyth, my mother’s brother. He now looks after me, as my father passed when the Dreadlord visited this settlement before I was born. I thought it best for him to hear your proposal.”

			Alrik nodded to the man, then dug into his bowl for a while, ignoring the world. “Well met, Garyth. As I told your nephew, my Jarl—”

			“The Dreadlord, who raped my sister, killed her mate, left her bereft, all to slake his desire to assert his authority over us?”

			“Ahh, yes, that would be him,” Alrik answered nonchalantly. “But that was many years ago. Now that the lad has grown, he must know his true father. Before taking that step, it would be good to have a no-blood duel to assess his skill level.”

			Garyth’s eyebrows drew together as he demanded, “And if he says—”

			“Uncle,” Braoin injected, “I already accepted his challenge. I’ll go to see what this is about. There’s more here than what we see. And I’ll get compensated for my time, which could benefit our settlement.”

			“Good lad,” Alrik said with a nod. Then, after they finished breaking their fast, he added, “Come, we should retire to the yard and check your skills with a blade.”
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			As Braoin rose to follow the Dreadrider, Garyth held him back, saying, “Remember, your mother had our Fáidh cast a geas to ensure that you bring justice to her and the one who your father should have been. So may your path be true.”

			Braoin bowed. “I remember, uncle. I feel the weight of my geas every day.”
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			By noon, after Alrik had tested the lad and found he had reasonable blade skills—he used two medium-sized swords over one larger two-handed single broadsword—that he thought could be enhanced with more training, he decided they should return to Dun Garm together. His Jarl and Runa would determine if Braoin was who they sought, and fortunately, the lad was willing. So, as the young warrior packed, Alrik went to the stables to get the lad a mount and find his own. They’d both had a busy time at this settlement.

			Seeing Epona, he said, “Horsemaster, I need to borrow a mount for the lad so we can return swiftly to Dun Garm.”

			“I figured as much,” she answered with a dark smile. “I have a mare ready for Braoin. Needing to assure her return, I took the liberty of mating your stallion to a third mare just now. He rode her well, and the mare is pleased with herself.”

			“You took liberties I did not bargain for with my stallion, woman!”

			Epona laughed and then, with a wink, replied, “I did, but you need my mare, do you not?”

			Alrik shook his head, knowing he had negotiated poorly with this shrewd woman. 

			When he sighed in resignation, she advised, “I suspect you haven’t bargained with a Gael woman before. You might want to think twice about that next time.”
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			Donalt broke his morning fast with those who rose early in the main hall. Then, he rode south, leaving the settlement at the intersection of the River Shannon and Loch Ree behind. The easiest path to the Dun Uisneach area was to follow a narrow trail south along the river so he could pick up the High King’s Road to ride east and north. It took several spans for Donalt to reach Slighe Mor, where it intersected with the River Shannon.

			As expected, he soon arrived at a small settlement he had briefly stopped at during a previous ride in this area to see if they should challenge Dun Uisneach for control of the villagers. Built along the road’s north side, it was mostly a fishing village that bartered its catch to travelers on the High King’s Road. They also managed the river crossing on behalf of the High King.

			He pulled to a halt and dismounted since he needed to water his horse. He led the beast to a watering trough the settlement kept filled for travelers. Then, seeing a sword that stood against its side, he glanced around and caught sight of a sturdy young man. With a smile, he reached into his pack for a few travel rations and strode toward him.

			The ferry was the only way across River Shannon, regardless of the time of the year, as the flow was almost constant because of the size of Loch Ree—a massive body of water. At the moment, the lad carried no more than his spear and fishing net, as there was no demand for his muscles to pull the ferry across using the guide rope. A good-sized bucket half-filled with fish sat on the riverbank.

			“Good day,” Donalt called with a smile. “It looks like the fishing is going well!”

			The bulky lad turned, giving the outlander a wary glance. Donalt understood his concern, especially given that he bore a great sword, whereas the lad only had a spear. The young man glanced at his blade in the distance by the watering trough, his muscles tense as if needing to be ready for action.

			The Gael fisherman answered cautiously, “Aye, it is.” 

			“I wish you good luck with your efforts, especially given your Samhain festival is near,” Donalt continued, deciding to use a carrot instead of a stick to beat the Gael. “Care to share my travel rations? I’ve some jerked boar our cook smoked up.”

			The lad seemed to relax. “That would be a welcome change to a heavy fish diet. My name is Crogher. What brings you to the High King’s Road?”

			Donalt raised his hand and offered a hunk of boar to the lad. “I’m just passing through to the east—name’s Donalt. Last night, I stopped at a settlement north of here, where the River Shannon flows out of Loch Ree. My friend, Aodhán, the stableman there, mentioned something I’d like to ask you about.”

			“I’ve met Aodhán. A man who is good with horses.”

			“Indeed, he is,” Donalt agreed. “My stallion has bred with some of his mares. As I see you have a sword and wear a silver armring, I thought I’d ask if you were at the summer trials.”

			“Aye, of course,” the lad answered. “I plan on winning my gold ring next year.”

			“Best of luck with that,” Donalt offered. “Would you know of a lad in the area with white hair like ours, one who sought his warrior’s plaid and armring last summer? Aodhán mentioned his lads had competed with one, but they did not know his name or which dun or settlement he hails from.”

			“That would be Bradaigh,” Crogher answered with certainty. “I understand he is from a settlement east of here, on the north side of the road, but I don’t recall him mentioning its name. He said he spends as much time as possible working at and around Dun Uisneach because they let him train their blooded warriors. He beat me in our match and won his gold. Why the interest?”

			Donalt smiled at how informative and open Crogher was and answered with a shrug. “Well, you noticed he has white hair and blue eyes like ours, right? So we expect he is partly Norvegr and would like him to know he’s welcome to visit our dun.”

			“Hmm,” said Crogher, “I hope he gets to know his kin. Now, I should be fishing. Everyone expects a feast for the next two nights of our Samhain festival. With others hunting or gathering roots and vegetables in the fields, I must supply the fish!”

			 Donalt slipped a hand into his belt pouch and pulled out a silver piece. “Here, Crogher, you’ve been a great help in my task. Buy something for yourself or a lassie.”

			“Appreciated!” Crogher took the coin as they clasped hands in a warrior-to-warrior armlock. “I’ve not met many of your kind unless it was in defending what’s ours. I did not expect our encounter to be so hospitable.” 

			As they parted, Donalt mused about how easy it was to get answers with honey rather than arrogance. He wished their younger warriors, like Lunt and Lang, would learn this sooner rather than later. But, unfortunately, even Hakon was too ill-tempered at times. Shaking his head, he mounted his horse and turned for the road.

			Donalt could not believe his luck in discovering so much about Hakon’s bastard. That this Bradaigh had earned his gold armring meant he could be the one his Jarl sought, but he was unsure how to convince the lad to go to Dun Garm with him. He kicked his mount into a canter, expecting to reach the settlements between him and Dun Uisneach by mid-afternoon, especially given the going was more manageable on the broad, clear road. Yet, he knew he should not be overly optimistic about finding his quarry this day, as Crogher had not recalled the name of the settlement Hakon’s bastard hailed from.

			After two spans of riding and one unsuccessful inquiry at a small settlement, Donalt came upon a dun with ramparts topped with a wooden picket. The barrier ran parallel to the road, and two guards stood before the dun’s gates bearing long pikes.

			Donalt slowed his horse and jerked him to a standstill. He took in their stance and how they reacted to his arrival. Then, observing they were tense, he said, “Hail, my fellow warriors. Peace be with you.”

			“Your kind are not welcome here,” one of the guards stated dourly. “Why do you stop at our gates, outlander?”

			“I am seeking one of us who might live among you,” he answered. “A half-breed.”

			 The guards eyed each other briefly before the same guard replied, “We do not care who or what you seek. We will have no business with you. Unless you have a writ of travel, move on.”

			Donalt sighed. “No, I do not have a writ. His name is Bradaigh. Have you heard of him?”

			“No writ,” one said, shaking his head. “A piece of advice, Norvegr. If one of Chief Fáolan’s fians catches you without one, they will take you hostage until you can pay for passage on the High King’s Road.”

			The other guard said nothing, just stared. Then both leaned their pikes his way as if daring him to dismount. Donalt bristled but knew he would not engage any Gaels in battle on his mission. Hakon did not need these clans launching any late-season campaign to ensure they reined him in. In a head-to-head battle, the Norvegrs often prevailed, but now was not the time to test their mettle. As further discussion was pointless, he returned his horse to the road and headed east.

			Again, after another span of riding, he came upon a similar dun with similar guards. Their stance indicated any interaction would lead to the same result he’d just had at the last one. Given this, he kept his horse moving along the road. Then, knowing he was getting close to Dun Uisneach, he decided not to press his luck with no writ and headed north at the next opportunity the terrain allowed, as it was time to return to Dun Garm.
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			Overwhelmed by the weight of the words your father is Hakon Skadi, Breanna stumbled out the door of her mother’s hut, soon to be her hut, and sagged against the steeply sloped thatch roof. She doubled over and retched, but nothing came from her empty stomach. With her dry heaves barely under her control, she shakily tried to rise as her uncle, Kyras, appeared at her side, extending a hand, offering to help her to her feet.

			“Bre, are you all right?”

			In the light of the firebrand he was carrying, she managed a nod, keeping her eyes downcast, unable to look up at him, fearing her shame would expose her. She wondered if he knew—i​f he could see she was Hakon’s spawn. Ignoring his offered hand, she sputtered, “I—I’ll be fine. My mother is passing.”

			“She is,” Kyras agreed. “We will miss her.”

			Breanna just nodded. Yet, he must know she was a dìolain. A bastard!

			Kyras said with concern and some sorrow, “Breanna, while your mother is passing, know we will be your family now.”

			“How could you?” Breanna demanded, attempting to wave him away.

			Kyras appeared confused momentarily, then said, “Because, no matter what others say, you are of our clan. Never forget that.”

			Then he pulled her to her feet, adding, before turning away, “Your clan needs you to be strong.”

			“Be strong?” she whispered shakily to herself.

			Despite the long day and little food, Breanna wasn’t hungry. And even though her skin was grimy with sweat and dirt from her battle with Fergal earlier in the day, she could not bring herself to seek out the communal bathhouse, for this was when many washed. So, not wanting to encounter anyone else, she made for the gates of the dun. The wind had picked up, and the cold made her draw her mantle close about her neck. Few dared to travel at night, especially this close to Samhain, for one never knew what the spirits would do with those caught alone in the dark.

			Breanna was too numb to be concerned about tales of ghosts and fairies. Learning that her mother would probably be dead by morning was bad enough. Yet the revelation that hers was not pure Clan Dálaigh blood, that something else flowed through her veins, had dazed her beyond feeling.

			As a child, Breanna had hated Hakon Skadi and had not known why, but then, as she grew up, she’d been given a good reason due to how Hakon treated her people. Al​l Gaels in Dun Arrogh despised the Dreadlord for his iron-fisted rule. Now she knew better, knew that a Druidic geas was driving her urge to destroy him. Every fiber of her brain, heart, muscle, and bone had been committed to seeing Hakon dead by Beatha’s magic before she was born.

			In her dreams, the man who was suddenly her father had twisted on her blades countless times, writhing in agony as she split him from chin to groin. Now, no matter what happened to​ the Dreadlord, whose face mirrored her own, she had to accept that.

			Heading south from the dun, Breanna walked in the darkness, following a path leading into the forest that circled west and north. While the large oak trees cut the cold wind, the thought of her father’s Norvegr blood running through her veins made her shiver as if she stood naked in a sleet storm.

			There was little moon or starlight in the dense woods, and she ran afoul of many bushes and tree limbs. The path became very narrow as Breanna moved deeper into the woods, with vines and brush catching at her feet.

			She wasn’t sure how far she had gone when she stumbled and fell. A sob escaped her lips, and she began to cry. Cry because she was tainted and had been sp​awned by such dreadful darkness. Would she come to be like her father, cruel and hated? Would those of Dun Arrogh shun her, cast her out? Was that her destiny? The weight of her newfound lineage was an overwhelming pressure, dragging on her shoulders like a boulder. Alone and afraid, she could not hide her tears as she lay on the damp forest floor.

			When she heard her cries echo back, Breanna willed herself under control. The forest around her also grew quiet, but the mimicking sound continued. It made her skin crawl, and she wondered what haunted her. The eerie cries began again, this time sounding closer and with a slightly different tone. It was a moan that grew into a steady wail, rising in pitch until it turned into an ungodly scream, filling the night air like nothing she had ever heard. As the remnants of the shrill faded, Breanna did not dare rise. Whatever had caused such a commotion was in the trees above her. Any attempt to run would be pure folly.

			A chill ran down her spine as she realized it came from something outside her world, something otherworldly. She had heard stories of fairies who wailed called Bean-Sidhe and whose voices could enchant her people. There were also Sìthiche, fairies who were mischievous and could be both benevolent and malevolent. Once people were under their spell, the fairies would take the poor souls off to one of the Sidhe’s underground villages; few escaped their grasp once taken to such a place.

			Breanna let a hand drift over her shoulder to the haft just below the crossguard of one of her long blades. She lay nearly motionless, hoping whatever it was would pass on. 

			It was not to be. A wraith wrapped in a blue-white glow appeared over Breanna, floating gently in the air, yet she did not know if she was a Bean-Sidhe or a Sìthiche. The fairie was a stunningly beautiful young woman. She had long, golden hair and sharp, elfin facial features and wore a nearly transparent, white gown. Surprised by the elegance of the Tuatha fairie, Breanna asked hesitantly, “What do you want?”

			“Bean-Sidhe seek those who cry in the dark of night, especially at this time of Samhain,” came the melodic reply. “Do you also cry for the dead?”

			“No,” Breanna said cautiously. “Is that whom you cry for?”

			“Yes, I cry for the dead, our warriors, the lost souls of the Tuatha Dé Danann. While our battles with the Fomorians and Fir Bolg are over, those who once fought for us are those whom we must remember. Among all fairies, only the Bean-Sidhe can remember our dead with honor. So why do you cry if you don’t cry for the dead?”

			Breanna stiffened, unwilling to share her newly discovered lineage. Angry and frustrated, she spat, “Maybe I do cry for the dead. My mother is dying this very night.”

			Floating closer, the Bean-Sidhe gave her a hard, steely-eyed look. “You lie. You cry for yourself.”

			“How can you know that?” 

			“I understand crying deeply,” the Bean-Sidhe said indignantly, floating away. “Every Bean-Sidhe does. We’ve had eons of experience and know when someone is crying because of a true loss—like when a Fomorian cuts down a brave Tuatha warrior before their time—or when it’s just someone taking pity on themselves.”

			“I was not crying for myself,” Breanna countered, her anger bringing her to her feet. Her long blades were in her hands so quickly that she hadn’t realized she was drawing them. Her voice was hot as she exclaimed, “My mother is dying this night, but not before she told me my father was not who I thought he was—that he is the Dreadlord of Garm!

			“You would cry if you discovered your father was an evil man—maybe a Fomorian. Someone who everybody hated, a man you hated with every muscle you possess because your mother used an Aos Dána to lay a geas of hate, of destruction, on you before you were born. It is a hatred so deep that you can feel it coursing through your veins every moment of every day. A man you wanted to kill more than anything, even if it cost you your own life!”

			The Bean-Sidhe backed away another few yards, more from the vicious sound of Breanna’s voice than because of the blades, stating, “There is something about the fury within you. You have a geas in you that is far more profound than what typical Gaelic Druids usually cast. Yours is the work of the Tuatha gods.” 

			The fairie gave Breanna another long, searching look. “Yes, I see the Dreadlord in your face. He’s an enemy, an enemy who deals with other gods, gods not of this land. Gods which the Tuatha consider rivals.”

			“You know of him?”

			“Th​e Bean-Sidhe know many things about the world of man,” the fairie flatly stated as she drifted closer, her eyes capturing Breanna’s gaze more deeply. Then, after a moment, she nodded as if having made a decision. “You will be destined to seek what our gods lay before you, something greater than just a Druid’s geas. As you described, I feel that otherworld touch flowing through your veins, not just your father’s. Because of this, there is something more to you, something fated that I must not interfere with. I will not, cannot, enchant you and take you under my mound. Instead, I will guide you to a Grove where others of my kind dare not go. Yo​u will find one of​ your magic workers who can help you fulfill your geas there.”

			“Somewhere safe?”

			“Yes, it is a Druid’s place,” the fairie informed her with a sigh as if the whole conversation had put her out. “But you must not cry again. The time of Samhain brings many of my kind into the woods. Other Sidhe might not be as taken with you as I am, may not see our Tuatha gods touch upon you.”

			Breanna could only nod warily, wondering why she had left the safety of Dun Arrogh. Sheathing her blades, she followed the Bean-Sidhe through the forest with some hesitation, its glowing form drawing her through the darkness. The trail’s overgrowth made any progress an effort, as it was little more than a deer run, and Breanna soon doubted the Bean-Sidhe had spoken honestly. Maybe she had been enchanted and was being led to an underground Bean-Sidhe mound. At that thought, she stumbled as she struggled through the woods. Frustration flared within, and she nearly broke down and cried out, enough! Then her pride asserted itself, and she surged onward.

			The fairie seemed slightly annoyed that her agreement to help was costing her so much time. Breanna considered using her long blades to cut a path, but thought twice about the idea. Her Bean-Sidhe guide might not approve of a stranger going about hacking up a sacred Sidhe forest.

			Breanna lost sight of her fairie guide, and as she pushed through some thick brush to follow, she stumbled into a small clearing. At the center stood a massive oak with a trunk wider than Breanna’s height. The boughs were thick enough to be trees, their considerable lengths forming a complete canopy over the bare earth where the forest did not infringe on the Druid’s place of magic.

			A stone-ringed fire burned in front of the ancient oak, and seated beside it was an old Druid dressed in a tattered blue and red mantle. The colors signified she held the title of Fáidh, the Seer branch of the Aos Dána. Though the blaze momentarily blinded her, Breanna could make out few details beyond what she knew from their Bard’s teachings.

			“Welcome to my fidh,” said the Druid without turning her gaze away from her stone-ringed fire, gesturing broadly around her. “This is a sacred grove not found by many.”

			“Forgive my intrusion, ancient one,” Breanna said as she started to back away, now able to see more clearly. “A Be​an-Sidhe led me here, saying it would be safe. I ​had been wandering, and then—”

			“One of the Bean-Sidhe had you in her grasp and let you go?” the Druid questioned sharply, turning a blind, withered eye toward Breanna. “Well, well, a Sidhe enchanted by a Gael warrior. Or her story. Never known that to happen with a fairie.”

			“It was more likely my story. The Bean-Sidhe said I was fated and she should not interfere.”

			As the Fáidh locked a one-eyed gaze on her, Breanna noted a milky film covering the Druid’s other iris, and she knew the sight had taken hold of her. Then the old crone cackled and surprised her by commenting, “You are Morna’s daughter, Breanna, of the Clan Dá​laigh. And now, I understand, Eo​in Mac Cairbre’s Red Branch Champion. Come, sit beside me, share my fire. There are matters we must discuss. The Bean-Sidhe was correct in her assessment of you.”

			Breanna’s legs obeyed even though her mind said to run.

			“I am Beatha,” the Druid said softly. “One-time Fá​idh of your dun.”

			“You!” Breanna spat and started to rise. “The one who cast this geas on me!”

			“Sit,” Beatha commanded softly, her gravelly voice as imposing as the ancient oak tree behind her. “Your mother cast your destiny, and the gods likely had a hand in it, too. I was just an instrument.”

			Breanna sagged back to the ground. “So you say.”

			“Aye, that I do.”

			“The others speak of you as the hermit,” Breanna said. Then, warming herself by the fire—she hadn’t realized how cold she was—she added almost absently, “Since Aodhfin is still just an apprentice Seer, we have no real Fáidh in the dun now. Few think much of his abilities.”

			A smile came to Beatha’s weathered face, but it was gone as quickly as it had come. Silence, save for the crackling fire, fell over them for a time. Breanna dared not disturb the Druid, noting that the sight had taken hold of her. Then Beatha said quietly, “May Lugh watch over your mother tonight. As for you, a new life starts when the sun rises.”

			“That I know all too well,” Breanna grumbled. “As do you, as you cast the geas.”

			Beatha studied her visitor, her chalky iris rolling up with the sight again. “You have no idea how difficult the task ahead will be. Not yet, anyway.”

			“The task ahead. And what is this task?”

			“Have you ever heard of the Book of Danu, the Le​abhar Námhaid Steach?” the Druid asked, ignoring Breanna’s question, her voice now more than a whisper. Then, when there was no response, Beatha drew her rag of a shawl back over her shoulders and said, “I suspected not—few outside our kind have. It’s also been called the Book of Invasions. Some say it was written by the Mother Goddess Danu and gifted to her Tuatha Dé Danann when they came to Erin.

			“Others say it is a Fomorian thing. Either way, few know of the many treasures which the Tuatha possessed. Long ago, an ancient Druid discovered a Sidhe path to one of their sacred islands called Falias, where he laid eyes upon the Leabhar Námhaid Steach. Someday, we will write down the words Amergin passed on to us from the great tome. It will ensure that no more historical details will fade through the generations.”

			Breanna sucked in a breath of amazement. “He found the seat of the Tuatha gods?”

			“Some call it that,” the Aos Dána confirmed. “As I said, Amergin discovered the Book of Invasions in their halls. Being a fairie place, he could read the strange writing despite only knowing the Druid language of Ogham. The book not only recounts the history of the Tuatha Dé Danann and their conquests over the Fomorians and the Fir Bolg but also the future. And because their shadowlands mirror our own, that includes our future. Through his quick wit, Amergin escaped from Falias—the fairie folk rarely let those of our world leave once we’ve found one of their places of magic. Nonetheless, Amergin was able to pass his knowledge on to his followers. Since then, pieces of the book, Leabhar Námhaid Steach, have been handed down from Fáidh to Fáidh.”

			“And what does this book tell us will happen?” Breanna questioned, her interest stirring.

			“Much, and not all of it good,” Beatha replied as she poked at her fire to get it blazing again. “About the coming of the Dreadlord, those with the sight have known of this for some time. He is one of many to come from beyond the Ninth Wave and invade the land of Erin.”

			“You all knew this would happen?” Breanna asked incredulously.

			“Yes, but not when, who, or how,” she answered. Then, after a pause, she added, “Leabhar Námhaid Steach foretells that Erin’s Hero will rise again and again if we remain strong in our worship of the Tuatha gods. Is that clear?”

			Breanna nodded, saying nothing.

			“Good,” Beatha continued as if talking to a child. “Ćroí Dàn chooses Er​in’s He​ro. I ​believe you already know she is also called the Heart of Destiny. Each such hero will lead us to face that given wave of invaders. You are one of those of whom I speak.”

			“Me? A hero?” Breanna protested and shook her head. “Erin’s Hero? I can hardly believe that.”

			“It does not matter what you believe,” Beatha said dryly. “The gods have willed this. It is your destiny to end the Dreadlord’s reign of terror. The geas your mother laid upon you before your birth will blossom tomorrow. It’s up to you what that flower produces.”

			“You don’t understand,” Breanna protested as she rose again. “He’s my father!”

			“I know this,” the Druid said quietly. Th​en she demanded, “Sit! There is more to my story and your story.”

			Feeling small, Breanna did as Be​atha ordered, a colossal sigh exploding from her lungs as the weight of what Beatha had said dawned on her. First, according to her mother, the Dreadlord was her father. Next, the Druid had called her a hero. Not just any hero. Erin’s Hero! If you counted Lugh, on​ly five were claimed by the Heart of Destiny.

			“Please, I don’t want to hear it,” Breanna begged. “How can you ask me to kill my father? I hate him, I surely do, and I want to see him dead. Yesterday, I would have gladly stuck my blades through his belly. Yet, I don’t know if I can be the one.”

			“Be quiet and listen,” Beatha commanded. “All I know is that the gods have made it your destiny to stop him, though no one can say how you will accomplish it. Ending the Dreadlord’s reign will pose one of the greatest challenges, for he is a mighty opponent. Left unchecked, he would one day rule a greater part of this land and do so with the iron fist we know all too well at the intersection of these three provinces. When others in his homeland follow him to our land, we will b​e worse off, likely ruled by the Norvegrs. Still, there may be some tools that will help you in this task.”

			“Tools to help me kill my father,” Breanna mumbled woodenly.

			“Yes, Bre, if you insist, tools to help you kill your father,” Beatha said in a tone that showed how thin her patience was becoming. “There is more to Amergin’s story. He found other treasures in Falias, such as Nuada’s magic hand and a sword now wielded by the Sea God called Answerer. Then, there was Lugh’s great spear and sword. He even peered into the Stone of Destiny, Lia Dàn, and beheld our emerald isle from coast to coast.”

			“You mean he went to Tí​r na nÓg? The place where Niamh lured Oisín into the fairie lands?”

			Beatha said, “Th​at is a fairie tale our Filídh Bards spin to keep the curious from being where they shouldn’t be. Yet, our Bards do tell true stories about the wonders Amergin beheld.

			“They say or sing nothing of another wonder, one which we Fáidh have kept silent about, have kept to ourselves. For with its magic, one might be able to rule our land.”

			“With fairie magic?” Breanna asked doubtfully.

			“No, with the magic of the Tuatha gods,” the Druid corrected. “The tale we’ve passed down amongst our kind since Amergin’s death speaks of a set of long blades made of oak and diamonds called Lann Dàn, the Blades of Destiny. While shaped much like your own long blades, these are magic-wrought weapons said to enable a warrior to conquer enemies who wield magic against them.

			“Legend has it that the Dark Goddess traveled to the Ice Island north and west of Erin, summoning two massive elongated diamonds from deep in the heart of a volcano’s caldera on its southern coast. Badb Catha and the smith god, Goibhniu, worked together to craft the large gems into magic-bearing long blades.”

			The notion of possessing an all-powerful weapon held a certain allure that the warrior part of Breanna could not resist, especially since they were long blades like her own. She asked excitedly, “Did Amergin say ho​w these long blades worked their magic?”

			Beatha shrugged. “We don’t know how they aid their wielder. The story is fading, but it’s certainly related to magic. Nonetheless, Amergin managed to take these long blades with him when he escaped the grasp of the Tuatha Dé Danann. He quickly hid them, thinking our gods would pursue him to reclaim their treasure. He left vague directions to his apprentice, indicating their location, and commanded that we should seek out La​nn Dàn and call on their mighty magic if the need arose one day. Unfortunately, Amergin died at the hands of the Tuatha without revealing his hiding place.”

			“And you want me to find them and use their magic to kill my father,” Breanna whispered.

			“Yes,” confirmed the Druid, her one-eyed gaze holding Breanna’s lock to her own. “Now listen closely. Amergin’s directions have not fully survived. We know it is a place that lies both north and south of Black Pig’s Dike, where the sun shines only after reaching its zenith. From this place flows a river that feeds the land. Within this place, one can find Lann Dàn. Look closely, for many rocks hide the fairie’s treasure.”

			Intrigued, Breanna asked, “And do you know this place?”

			“Some of us have tried to solve the mystery,” Beatha replied. “None have succeeded. We believe Amergin hid the blades in a cave on the west side of Cu​ilcagh Mountain. Rivulets from the cave feed the Shannon, and the river feeds this land. Lean forward so I can make sure you can recall the words as I have given them.”

			Breanna nodded, trying to remember the area, as she slipped from the log and onto one knee. Beatha stood and moved to place a hand on her forehead. When younger, Breanna, Eoin, and Fergal had once tried to follow the Shannon to its source. They had only reached Loch Aillionn, but the Cuilcagh Mountains, the source of the Shannon, had not been much farther beyond the lake. She had seen the tallest mountain, Cuilcagh itself, in the distance. And now the Druid was saying she must seek its heights.

			Be​atha closed her eyes and murmured a chant, and then Breanna jerked her head back as if a tiny bolt of lightning had struck her. The Druid said, “I have sent your request.”

			As she rose face to face with the Seer, Breanna demanded, “So, it’s up to me?”

			“Yes,” the old Druid replied. “It’s up to you. Samhain will be upon us tomorrow at sunset. That is the time to ask for help. If it is the gods’ will, Lann Dàn shall be yours.”

			“And how do I get the gods to answer my call?”

			Beatha looked perplexed momentarily, saying, “The gods always answer my call, in one way or another, whenever I seek it. Sometimes, they only speak to me through their sight. Yet, tonight, they are speaking loudly and clearly. No one knows how they hear, but they do. You know how to seize the void, yes?”

			“Not reliably,” Breanna answered sourly. “The urghabháil an neamhní can be elusive.”

			Beatha nodded. “I sensed that you have it in you, more strongly than you know. It takes practice. You should seize it in calm moments, not just when you’re in a battle. Let it guide your mind, not just your weapons. Our Lawgivers, Seers, Bards, and Healers have individual uses for the void or the sight. To the Aos Dána, the urghabháil an neamhní and the Elements are our power source. Yet, we are not teaching our warriors how to seize the void as we have in the past. Your grandmother could command it better than most. It can also be your source of power, help you survive your geas, one that will lead you to end the Dreadlord.”

			“I will need the void to call the gods, yes?” Breanna asked.

			“Certainly. It would be good to practice tomorrow before the sun sets. But, as a test, try it now to ensure you can find the directions I implanted in your mind.”

			Breanna closed her eyes and tried to still her thoughts. At first, it was a challenge with the chaotic images from the past day’s events swirling through her, but then she felt a tingling on her forehead where Beatha had touched her, and the words sprang forth in her mind. She repeated them to the Fáidh and then added in wonder, “I did it. I heard the directions in my head, which were in your voice.”

			Beatha nodded with a smile. “You did. Now, be here when the moon is high tomorrow night and call upon our gods to aid you in your quest. I’ll be here and light a fire so you can find this Druid’s Grove.”

			[image: ]

			Dawn’s first light was touching the horizon when Breanna Ban Morna returned to Dun Arrogh. The sky had a dark purple complexion, something Breanna thought was fitting as it matched her somber mood. She knew her mother had passed on, and she should be helping her sisters prepare her body for the passage rite this evening. While she tried to connect with her siblings, they had always kept a distance, not just because they were a few years older. Yet, Breanna did not want to dwell on that now. Their gods had cast her new destiny. It seemed fitting that her mother had died on the eve of Samhain, and Breanna hoped her spirit—her anam—now wandered with her father’s.

			Breanna quickly corrected that thought, knowing her mother would find Nevan, not the one who had spawned her. Maybe the pair could once more find life together when the Cycle of Time turned somewhere not plagued by the Dreadlord, her birth father. She did not want to think about being commanded by the Fáidh and, ultimately, Danu to kill Hakon Skadi. Yet, in her heart, she knew she would defend her family, her dun, and her clans if her father attacked. Seeking him out to destroy him was something she had not yet come to accept.

			Vowing not to tell anyone about her newly discovered lineage, Breanna entered Dun Arrogh with some trepidation. She hoped few were about to test her resolve. Unfortunately, even though she was starving, it was too early for the morning meal—Calla was just now stoking up the hearth, getting the peat burning once more in the dun’s main stone oven to cook breakfast. So Breanna went to the bathhouse since there was little to be done about it until Calla had something to feed her. One thing she didn’t need was for her sisters to ride her about showing up to help prepare their mother’s body for burial in such a dirty and smelly state.

			Breanna sighed in relief that the communal bathing and clothing wash hut was still empty. She was pleased that whoever had the morning bathhouse preparation duties had already set buckets of clean water near the peat fire that burned in the hearth at the back corner of the room. Breanna set her long blades aside against the wall with a groan over her sore muscles. Then, she stripped off her harness, cloak, tunic, and boots. Next came the belt holding her dagger sheath, then leggings. Finally, she approached a large bathing tub and placed an empty warming bucket under a drain at the bottom edge to draw out any settled dirt and silt, followed by another one be​fore she replaced the plug.

			After pouring out the dirty water through a stone drain, she grabbed a bucket of warm water in each hand and brought them to the big tub to refill it. When she found the water was still cool from sitting overnight, she added both buckets of warm water. Refilling them, she set them by the fire and slipped into the still somewhat chilly tub. She used a cleaning rag and soap to scrub herself. It took two dips to feel somewhat human again and then another two to wash her hair. After wringing it out, she brought her beaded thong from her neck and tied her wet hair into a ponytail.

			The door opened, and her Aunt Lissa stepped into the bath hut. Each was equally surprised to see the other.

			Lissa said, “Oh, my dear, I’m sorry your mother has passed. Know you will always be one of ours. You’re clan to us.”

			Breanna nodded but said nothing as Lissa prepared a tub for herself. Lissa eventually settled into the water and scrubbed herself down. Breanna was unsure what to say to her aunt. She no longer felt like one of their clan and was more self-conscious of her outlander appearance than ever before.

			Lissa said, “Toal cannot say enough good things about you, you know?”

			Breanna knew she had to answer, saying, “He’s a good lad.”

			 “I am relieved he has you to protect him,” Lissa continued.

			“I will always do my best,” was the response as Breanna climbed from her tub and took the time to scrub her tunic and leggings. Once she had wrung them out, she threw on her cloak and pulled on her soft leather thongs, wrapping their leather straps up to her knees.

			Breanna knew Lissa was watching her as she soaped herself and dipped to rinse several times. Her aunt, who was Dun Arrogh’s Master Weaver and Dyer, said when she emerged, “I know Kyras didn’t have much time for you while you grew up, but he does love you in his gruff way. As do I. Hmmm—poorly said, for I’m anything but gruff.”

			“I understand, Auntie,” Breanna said, taking up her wet clothes and weapons as she turned uncomfortably toward the door, not wanting to let anyone get close to her lest they discover her real father’s name. “I must help my sisters prepare for my mother’s ceremony tonight.”

			“Of course, as a young lady should.”

			Yet Breanna could not help but wonder what her aunt and uncle honestly thought of her as she marched to her hut. How could they not know?

			She found Ronat and Orla already tending to her mother’s body, readying it for burial. Both were teary-eyed, and Breanna said little to them as she put on clean clothes and hung the wet ones to dry. Despite the cold reception her sisters gave her, she spent a few moments in silence with them. To Breanna’s relief, neither asked about their mother’s last words. Still, she wondered if they were being short with her because Morna had delivered no final message for them.

			Only then did she realize she had always held a special place in her mother’s heart, more so than Ronat and Orla. Her mother’s protective shield had kept the talk between her sisters suppressed all these years. 

			Orla broke the silence first, declaring, “We need to decide what things our mother would want to carry her anam into the afterlife, hopefully, to find our father.”

			Breanna felt the dig but did not respond, suggesting, “The ivory sewing needle he gave her, for sure.” 

			Ronat added, “Of course, she sewed our father’s garments and skin with it after he battled. Something she couldn’t do with his head once Hakon relieved him of it.”

			Breanna’s jaw dropped as Orla piled on, “Her silver comb would be good. She always had such fine Gaelic red hair.”

			“Unlike Father’s and ours,” Ronat said icily.

			Breanna knew they suspected what Morna would not confirm, but neither would have dared to hint at it in such an awful way when their mother was alive. If they had muttered those thoughts to each other, others in the dun must have done the same.

			Breanna’s brave front faltered momentarily, making her wonder what the elders would say if they discovered the truth. She would probably be turned out of the dun once word got out she was Hakon’s dìolain. She would be an outcast!

			Only her outrage at her naivety, outrage over being so blind as not to see where the rumors were leading, kept her emotions from breaking through. She was a warrior, Du​n Arrogh’s Red Branch Champion, and would not let any allegations break her. One day, she would prove them all wrong, and that day would be when she killed her father—killed the Dreadlord!

			Breanna seethed, “On this day, you would dig so deep, both of whom left your mother and me to our plight and escaped the horrors of the Dreadlord, leaving us behind to be safe with your mates.”

			Before the silence between the sisters became even more uncomfortable, Ulicia came by their hut to assist in adorning Morna’s corpse with herbs that would aid her passing to the spirit world. The Druid eyed Breanna critically for a moment, and from that look, Breanna thought Ulicia would ask about her lineage, but then the older woman moved on to tend to Morna’s body. Their uncle and aunt also came by to offer their help, with Lissa carrying a tray of honey cakes. As they all sat in the tight quarters of the small hut, hungry beyond belief, Breanna devoured the cakes all by herself, leaving none for her hateful sisters.

			Seeing the women still tending to their duties, the burly smith excused himself and went off to make sure the mound was ready for the burial of his brother’s wife while Lissa helped the Druid dress the corpse. Morna had asked to be placed next to her mate’s body in their Grove of Remembrance, something they all had expected, especially given she had never really gotten over losing Nevan. Within a span, her daughters had gathered the personal belongings they knew their mother would have wanted at her side in her burial mound. It was mostly small things Nevan had given her when they had first married.

			“There,” Orla said as she pinned a silver brooch on her mother’s chest.

			“Yes, I think the gods are ready to receive her,” Lissa confirmed. “You did her up proudly.”

			Ronat started to cry. It was a performative moment Breanna had witnessed before; her sister had always been soft. Breanna turned away, saying, “Then we’ve nothing more to do than wait for sunset. I need to get something to eat and ask Eoin to join us tonight.”

			Eoin had never been close to anyone in her family except herself and her mother, so she hesitated to see if they would protest. But Orla just nodded as she moved to comfort Ronat. Surprised, Breanna could only shrug before stepping from the hut. She had been hoping to get into an argument, which would have helped her vent some anger. 

			Finding herself thwarted, Breanna understood it would not be the last time that she wished her mother had taken the awful knowledge about who her birth father was to her grave, and since she had not seen it coming, she was again furious with herself.

			Despite consuming her aunt’s honey cakes, Breanna knew she had to eat something more substantial. She met a few cousins in the main hall, and they paused long enough to wish her mother’s anam a good journey. But Breanna had little to say in acknowledging the condolences, just giving them a nod of thanks.

			After filling her stomach with some of Calla’s deer stew and bread from the morning’s bake, drowsiness swept over her. Given she had not slept at all last night, she trudged back to what was now her hut. Her sisters had left, probably to seek out the baths and breakfast as she had. Breanna sank onto her bed. Her gaze found her mother’s still form, and her strength failed her as she rolled into a ball and drifted off to sleep.

			Breanna stirred from her slumber a few spans later as Orla and Ronat returned to their mother’s side. She rubbed her bleary eyes and sat up with a heavy sigh. It was time to get moving. After lacing on her vambraces, she grabbed her long blades, telling her sisters, “I need to find Eoin to let him know he’s welcome tonight.”

			Breanna found none of her fellow warriors at the dun, so she went to her uncle Kyras. It turned out that Eoin and Fergal had gone to train with the others, hoping to take advantage of the good weather before it turned. Breanna, unsure of how long she’d slept, wondered if their band might have already finished their workout. If so, she might have to rely on working through her blade forms by herself instead of sparring with someone.

			Breanna quickly marched forward to work off some anger. As she crossed the central yard of the dun, several more cousins stopped her so they could express their sorrow that one of their own had passed. Breanna managed to nod at each of them and kept walking, wondering what they honestly thought of her as she set out for the Red Branch’s Grove of Instruction.

			Then, she was away from those she knew as fellow clan for a moment and was relieved to be alone. A blustery wind buffeted her as she walked, and she felt thankful not to be on edge about letting her mother’s secret—which was now hers—slip, leaving behind cousins an​d clan asking how she was coping. Coping! She was doing anything but that! She was a bastard, and positive they had all whispered the same thing Orla and Ronat had recently insinuated to her face! Her sisters ensured she would now be self-conscious about her appearance when she faced those who lived within Dun Arrogh.

			Breanna’s expression was grim as she tried to act as if nothing had changed, as if her blood was rooted in the lineage of the Clan Dálaigh as she had always thought. But how she would be able to face Eoin was another matter. Could she keep her secret from him, or would he be able to read it on her face? And what would he think about her being the Dreadlord’s daughter? Would he understand? After all, Eoin was her closest companion, and she knew he loved her. Her geas had always made her keep him at a distance, but she knew they could share more without that barrier. Then she wondered how that could be, especially when he was a Prince of the Blood, and she a tainted half-breed.

			Yet, that thought buoyed her confidence; he would understand, as he always had. Maybe even become an ally in her quest. Then she wondered if perhaps he would not trust her and wouldn’t wa​nt her to be his Champion any longer. After all, she was tainted with Hakon Skadi’s hateful blood. His cousin Fergal would hold it against her, using he​r tainted lineage to sow seeds of distrust.

			“If so, my quest is just something I’ll have to do alone,” she muttered aloud. A moment later, she met Toal and the others. As Eoin and Fergal were absent from the band, she demanded sharply, “My Chief, where is he?”

			“He and Fergal decided to clean up in the stream instead of using the bathhouse,” Toal answered. He hesitated before adding, “Sorry about your mother’s passing, Bre. Our family will miss her. If I can do anything for you, you will let me know, right?”

			Others nodded in agreement, adding their condolences. Then, given that Toal needed some acknowledgment from his iron-willed cousin, Breanna pulled him into a hug, something she rarely did. He stiffened for a moment and then hugged her back. Breanna said, “I will. You’ve always been my favorite of our clan. Thanks for those words.”

			Untangling herself from her cousin, she added, “I need to let Eoin know he’s welcome at the burial tonight. I’ll see you back at the fort.”

			As her band moved on, heading for Dun Arrogh, Breanna altered her course slightly, angling somewhat on a path where she knew Eoin and Fergal would be. They often used that stream to clean up in its chilly waters. A little less on edge due to her cousin’s heartfelt offer, Breanna crossed the south end of their Grove of Instruction and started up the last significant hill before she could see the narrow creek. Yet when she crested the top, what she saw stopped her dead still.

			In the vale below, two of the most sizable white-haired Dreadriders Breanna had ever seen were locked in combat with two Gael warriors. One thing was clear—they were defensive against her father’s Dreadriders. And they could be none other than Eoin and Fergal!
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			It was well after the sun passed its zenith in a sky partly filled with fast-moving fluffy clouds when Lunt commanded they stop for their midday meal despite Lang’s urge to push on. His brother had demanded they find a dun before nightfall and was ready to eat on horseback to accomplish his quest. Lunt laughed, scolding him for his fear of the Gaelic fairies, and picked a small valley with a stream feeding the Shannon estuary they had followed earlier.

			Lunt had not traveled so far north and east for several years—mainly because Hakon usually sent older Dreadriders to collect his annual tribute—so it was hard to remember all of the settlements in the area. The dun that the old man had referred to was not one they remembered clearly, given the years since they’d been in this area. It was mainly because of the older man’s directions that Lunt knew they didn’t have to push themselves.

			Their cook had put together some travel rations of smoked salmon and salted boar for when they couldn’t find a dun to sate their stomachs. They could have hunted for their meals when they had such leisure, but neither wanted to spend the time, as the faster their search was over, the sooner they could head back to Dun Garm. Someone was always there to fill their ale skins.

			The pair tied their reins to a birch tree and sat quietly in the lush grass, enjoying the rare sunshine while they ate and drank the cool water. Afterward, they returned to the nearby stream to wash up and water their warhorses.

			It was there they spied two Gael warriors a few hundred yards downstream. The Dreadrider brothers mounted quickly and were pounding through the shallow water at a full charge before their targets even looked up. By the time they had closed on them, both had their cloaks thrown back, and they’d drawn their swords. Lunt and Lang reined in their mounts a few yards short of the two redheaded warriors, with Lunt stating, “I would have words with you instead of battling.”

			“We have no words for Hakon’s Dreadriders,” the taller Gael warrior replied.

			Lunt dismounted with a swagger. He was confident they would be victorious in any fight with such locals and motioned for Lang to follow suit. “Making words is easier than fighting. We’re interested in talking with a young warrior of the bloodline of Conal Cearnach, who was said to be collecting warriors for his cause. Someone about your age, I suspect. Someone with the gold Celtic Knot armrings—blooded warriors. I understand there is an arm of that clan at Dun Arrogh, along with, maybe, a fair-haired warrior?”

			The two Gaels glanced at each other, their expressions nearly revealing their surprise. Then, finally, the shorter of the two shook his head. “Like my cousin told you, we have nothing to share with the Dreadlord’s dogs.”

			Lang launched himself at the one who had insulted them, and a battle erupted.
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			Breanna bolted toward the fighters, pulling her long blades from the sheathes over her shoulders. She saw one of the Red Branch warriors start to go down, a sword stroke passing just over his head, but the move turned into a shoulder roll, and he was suddenly out of range. Recognizing the maneuver, Breanna knew that it was Fergal Mac Conall. Shifting her focus to the other, she saw Eoin Mac Cairbre’s checkered black and white cloak now clearly visible. By the stars! Her Chief was engaged in single combat without his Champion!

			Iron clashing rang through the vale as the four warriors danced among each other’s blades. Eoin got a slice in on his opponent’s leg, but it cost him a glancing gash on the head as they separated.

			Breanna pushed herself to run faster. As she surged forward, her legs flying over the terrain, Fergal barely blocked a sword stroke that nicked his upper left arm. The Dreadrider slipped under his defense and opened a wound below his hip when the Norvegr deflected his counter. As Fergal staggered back, Hakon’s dog followed with a thrust that caught the Red Branch warrior high in the right shoulder. With his sword arm now useless and unable to dance clear of his attacker, Fergal stood defiantly as his opponent swept his sword back as if prepared to take the Gael’s head off with one blow.

			Breanna needed a spear to span the distance between her and the Dreadrider to save Fergal, yet she did not have that option. She did what an old warrior from Ulaida had once told her was the worst maneuver one could make when fighting with her favorite weapons—she decided to use one of her blades as a spear. Unfortunately, not only were they poorly balanced for throwing, but Breanna would be nearly defenseless if her aim was off, especially with only a single long blade to counter a Dreadrider’s sword.

			She gave herself a fraction of a moment to reach for the void. Then, feeling time slow, her eyes sharpened with focus as she saw the trajectory needed and let the power from the Tuatha realm flow into her veins, infusing her muscles. The weapon sailed clear of her hand and toward its target. When, in what should have been an improbable fling at best, her long blade found its mark, the white-haired warrior threatening Fergal went down screaming in pain, the blade buried high in his right thigh.

			Breanna was on him a moment later, jerking her blade free before he knew she was there. As the Dreadrider barely managed to choke back a second scream and groaned loudly between clenched teeth, he scrambled up on his good leg.

			Breanna grinned at his stunned expression. She took advantage of that moment, and it almost cost him his life as she lashed a blade across his left shoulder. Still, the wound did not affect his sword arm, and he countered with a powerful overhand strike. It was Breanna’s turn to grunt as his sword met her crossed blades, her muscles tightening to hold off the blow.

			Unable to withstand his strength, she swept the other’s blade away from her and came around with her hafts to crack him in the ribs, using the same move that had taken down Fergal during their challenge. The Dreadrider gave a deep grunt as he took a stumbling step away, then turned to face her again, standing between her and Eoin. Although he had a limp, the Dreadrider was still free to attack Eoin as he raised his sword to the guard position.

			Her Chief, the man she had sworn to protect, was also limping badly, and a scarlet stream was flowing from a gash over his left eye. She could see the blood was impairing his vision, and Eoin was on the defensive. His attacker was pressing in for the kill. Seeing the Dreadrider’s next strike in her mind, she leaped over his downward-slicing blade, even as he started the motion. The ground rushed up to meet her as she flowed into a somersault. It brought her up behind her opponent; she removed his legs from beneath him with a back sweep of her hafts. He went down with a thud, and Breanna laughed triumphantly as the air exploded from his lungs. As he lay there gasping for breath, Breanna sprang toward the other Norvegr.

			“Lunt, behind you!” the downed warrior managed to gasp.

			The other Dreadrider, who had backed Eoin into the stream, was forced to turn away before he could try to strike again. Growling at the annoyance, he attempted to brush Breanna aside with a wide slice of his sword. It was a significant miscalculation. She dropped below the flashing piece of steel, raking his hip just beneath his leather belt with one of her blades as she passed to get in front of Eoin. When Lunt turned to face her, she used her other blade to jab his thigh just beneath a wound Eoin had made previously.

			Lunt cursed as he let his sword sweep back, but the move was clumsy, and Breanna was too quick for him, dancing clear by jumping into the stream. He planted his feet firmly and took a big overhand stroke. St​ill holding the void, Breanna foresaw his thought and feinted with a crossed-knife block. Yet before their iron blades clashed, she spun to her left, letting the powerful motion of his muscles carry the Dreadrider into the stream. He nearly stumbled and fell as she climbed from the water, drawing him after her.

			Enraged, Lunt stormed out of the stream, letting his blade swing straight for her neck. Having anticipated him again, Breanna laughed and ducked to the left. Returning to a solid stance, she drove one of her blades into his groin. As Lunt doubled over, she drew her other blade across the hand holding his sword. He dropped the weapon as if it were a red-hot brand and instinctively put his good hand on her shoulder to steady himself.

			Lunt examined Breanna’s eyes and hissed, “Destroyer. My Jarl sent us for you. There is no mistaking he spawned you, given the death you hold in your eyes—his eyes.”

			Breanna gave him a cold and calm gaze.

			“If you wore armor and helm,” he said, “I would say you are one of Odin’s Valkyries, death-maidens who ride winged horses and choose which warriors live or die in battle. Is that you? Will you carry me to the halls of Valhalla when you take my life?”

			 “No, Dreadrider,” Breanna sneered. “I’ll ensure one of the Mórrigan’s crows eats your eyes out before you die.”

			Lunt whispered, “Then you’re just Hakon’s bastard Destroyer, just a woman and barely at that?”

			“Never been called a Sg​riosadair before,” Breanna darkly replied as she jerked her blade free, causing him to hiss in pain. “Being a girl, I am no less capable and have bested you both!”

			“Bre, behind you,” Eoin warned Breanna as he limped from the stream and tried to wipe the blood from his eyes again. She let Lunt sink to his knees and spun to face the other Dreaderrider again. He was nearly upon her.

			She went for his other shoulder this time, sensing the man’s ego in the void would not let him think the opening she presented was a trap. Breanna spun to her left at the last moment and ducked enough for his outstretched blade to cut the air just above her head. As his sword arm carried itself over her by his inertia, she laughed again and rammed one of her blades into his armpit.

			The white-haired man screamed and pulled himself free, dropping his sword and staggering in a circle, trying to keep his feet under him. With a grunt, he bent to grab his sword with his other hand and backed away from his nimble opponent.

			Breanna circled him as he stumbled toward his horse and clutched the reins, her blades twirling as a threat. Lunt, leaning on his sword, managed to half-crawl, half-drag himself out of the lurching blade reach of Eoin Mac Cairbre and to his brother’s side, who struggled to stand. She also took in her Chief as he sank to his knees, bleeding before her. Fergal crawled to his side.

			“Bre, kill them!”

			Breanna moved to stand between Hakon’s dogs and her charges, breathing steadily, eyes narrowed as she stared them down. She had a decision to make. Fight the Norvegrs, kill them, or save her Chief by ensuring he doesn’t bleed out.

			Lunt croaked, “Lang, get me on my horse before she decides to kill us.”

			Lang, who still had one good leg, managed to get his brother mounted despite his nearly useless arms before throwing himself on his warhorse, knowing the white-haired warrior woman was at his back. Breanna stood motionless, save for continuing to rotate her blades with meaning as she let the void dissolve. Then, giving them a dark smile, she watched them flee.

			Eoin got a knee beneath himself and cried, “Bre, stop them!”

			She made no move to follow the command and merely watched the pair ride off, both barely able to stay on their mounts. Then she turned to check on Eoin, saying confidently, “I am your Champion. You take priority, and I cannot chance you’ll bleed out. They won’t be back.”

			“They may not, but Hakon will,” Eoin said stiffly. “They came seeking a young warrior from Clan Mó​rhda. Someone about my age.”

			“How did they know part of your clan was in this area?” Breanna demanded.

			Eoin countered, “A more important question is why were they searching for one of the Clan Mórhda?”

			“The Red Branch?”

			“I think so,” Eoin agreed, nodding as Breanna tore two strips from her linen undertunic, the smaller one to bind up the gash on his head and the larger for the nasty slice on his left thigh. Her Chief added, “That means the Dreadlord himself might know about us. And if he doesn’t, he soon will.”

			“I need to patch up Fergal as well,” Breanna said urgently. “Then we need to get you two to Du​n Arrogh.”

			Moving to Eoin’s cousin, she tore strips from his tunic to tie off his wounds. She ignored Fergal’s grimace as she bound up the various slices the Dreadriders had inflicted and got him to his feet.

			Fergal told Breanna, “Nice move back there when you went low and took that Dreadrider in the groin. Wish I had thought of it.”

			Breanna pretended to ignore the compliment. “Can you walk?”

			“It’s not that bad,” Fergal replied, but he groaned with each step.
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			The brothers didn’t remain mounted farther than the next valley before stopping to tend to their wounds. Lunt quickly checked his private parts, for that was where Hakon’s bastard warrior had injured him most gravely. He half-expected to see his manhood split in two or have his jewels spill into his hands. That he might bleed to death was of little concern by comparison.

			An explosive sigh of relief washed over him when he saw that he was whole where it counted; the blade had entered at an angle, just missing anything vital, and dug into the flesh toward his left hip. Blood ran from the gash, but not as freely as he had anticipated. Still, wrapping the area proved a challenge. After that, he set to binding up his other wounds. Once finished, he turned to find his brother struggling to stem blood flow from the wound beneath his right armpit. With Lang’s injuries making his arms useless, Lunt had to help him.

			As he worked, Lunt asked, “Did you see her eyes?”

			“Yes, as well as her face,” Lang answered.

			Lunt grimaced, saying, “She fights like one of Odin’s Valkyries. She always seemed to know what move or counter I would make before I knew it. So when she stood over me, I thought I was bound for Valhalla.”

			Lang nodded. “I expect Hakon himself could find her skills challenging.”

			“A woman, who would have thought it?” Lunt tore off another strip of cloth using his teeth and one good hand. “And did you hear her laugh at us as she fought?”

			“Never felt so humiliated,” Lang spat, hissing as his brother tied off the wound on his left shoulder. Lunt did the same for the deep puncture in Lang’s thigh, where the Gael had flung her knife in what should have been an impossible throw. “I had no idea she was coming or where she came from, nor how she could have thrown one of her long blades at such a distance so accurately. I thought it was a spear!”

			From the bloodstain spreading over his brother’s side, Lang said, “That gash under your arm won’t be easily staunched. Let’s hope we can slow blood loss until we find a Healer. There’s no mistaking she came from Hakon’s loins, though. I’ll cut off my beard if she’s not his daughter, his bastard.”

			Lunt nodded in agreement. Then he thought again and countered, “But is sh​e our Jarl’s Destroyer? Remember, Hakon spawned a few children in those early years, especially in raids to the north. After all, he mentioned he sent Alrik to the east and Donalt to the south. So they could be the ones to find his Destroyer.”

			Lang smiled grimly. “You’re saying there’s no telling if she’s the one? After all, Hakon never said to look for a woman, and I don’t think his völva is certain.”

			“Runa would know if she saw her,” Lunt commented. “I’d be willing to wager on that. And I’d wager that we met the Destroyer in her vision.”

			“A wager? How much?”

			Lunt jerked on either end of the strip of cloth he was using on the wound beneath his brother’s arm, causing the other to groan as he commanded, “Be serious! I am talking about telling Hakon we let a woman beat the two of us.”

			“Escaping with just our lives, barely, is not something to be proud of, is it?”

			Lunt finished tending to Lang’s wounds and stood with a grunt. “Not exactly.”

			“Maybe we don’t tell Hakon the warrior he thinks is a son but is, in fact, a daughter?”

			“And how could we leave out a major detail like that?”

			Lang shrugged. “Tell Hakon the Destroyer attacked us at night.”

			“How would we have known it was his bastard?” Lunt asked.

			“We saw his white hair in the firelight.”

			He shook his head. “I don’t know. Let’s get help and talk about it later.”

			“Good idea,” Lang agreed. “It is Ancestor Night—I don’t want to sleep under the stars.”

			Lunt growled, “If we don’t find help, you won’t be sleeping anywhere—you’ll be​ dead.”
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			That evening, the pair rode into a small dun southwest of Dun Arrogh and dropped hard from their mounts. Lunt had lost the most blood, mainly because he could not stem the rivulets that coursed down his leg, so it was left to Lang to stagger toward the tattered main hall. There were no Samhain celebrations in the central yard, and Lang wondered if they had no Druids to perform their sacred rituals; that did not bode well, for that meant they might not have a Healer. Save for the Dreadrider, nothing stirred. Even the animals were in for the night.

			When Lang finally stumbled through the hall door, all eyes came around to stare at the white-haired warrior. He said, “I am a Dreadrider in need of a Healer. Any man who helps my brother and me will have the gratitude of my Jarl. And Hakon Skadi can be most generous to those who help him and his.”

			The people in the room turned their heads back to their tankards and conversations, ignoring him.

			“I said my Jarl would be most generous,” Lang repeated.

			A gray-haired man said rudely, “The Dreadlord has never been generous to anyone. At least not to anyone outside of Dun Garm.”

			“Then I claim Guestright!” Lang demanded.

			No one else in the shabby hall had any words for him. Near the hearth at the room’s far end, a short, reedy man was the only one still staring at Lang. A woman with a kettle full of water groused at him for gawking and commanded his help. He jumped to take the heavy iron pot from her and scurried out a small door near the hearth. Silence settled over the room.

			Lang spat a curse and limped from the hall. Returning to his brother, he muttered sourly, “No help here. They wouldn’t even grant us Guestright.”

			“By Thor’s hammer, we’ll be dead by morning if they don’t help us,” Lunt moaned.

			“Lead your mounts over here.” The short, wiry man Lang had seen in the hall crept from the shadows. “I’ve sent for help,” he said. “Our Ollamh apprentice will help you. She’s not a full Druid but has been keeping us alive when there’s a need.”
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			Eoin and Fergal limped into Dun Arrogh with Breanna’s help. When she left the pair just inside the gates to fetch their Druid Healer, Eoin said, “That was a closely fought battle until Breanna arrived. Once more, she controlled the void as if it were an extension of herself. We need to get better at doing the same.”

			Fergal just grunted as the smith turned away to his work.

			Ulicia arrived, and with help from Toal and Ky​ras, they moved the pair onto pallets outside her hut. His mother, Aife, arrived shortly thereafter, gasping at the blood-covered pair.

			Aife growled, “Damn those Norvegr’s. I lost my mate to them, and now they nearly took my son, too!”

			She said nothing while Eoin hissed and grimaced as the Healer and her apprentice sewed him up and then did the same with Fergal. It took several spans in the late afternoon before they finished.

			As the Healer finally finished wrapping each of their wounds with bandages, Eoin sighed, “Thank you. Those two Dreadriders posed more of a challenge than we expected.”

			Ulicia nodded tightly. “A near thing. Either of you could be lying next to Morna this evening and joining her anam in passing to the otherworld! If not for Breanna, that is.”

			Eoin raised an eyebrow, asking, “What did she say?”

			“Nothing. Your Champion didn’t need to, gi​ven she was covered with blood yet bore no scratch when she found me.”

			Eoin shrugged. “True enough. She was, indeed, brilliant.”

			As the scowling old Healer motioned for her apprentice to pack her bag, she added, “Try not to do that again. Toal, please help me get them both lying flat on the ground. They each need a gift from the Mother Goddess, or those wounds could fester.” Then, Ulicia drew on her Earth Elemental power to aid their healing.

			Toal soon brought buckets from the bathhouse and helped to get them washed up, and eventually, the two young men rested comfortably in Cl​an Mórhda’s roundhouse. As Fergal dozed off, Eoin heard Ulicia command Aife that they be left alone, something he didn’t mind, given that he was dead tired.

			Eoin sighed, “Luckily, I’​m not truly dead! Thanks to Bre.”
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			The younger warriors in their little band crowded around Breanna, as​king how she had accomplished such a feat as beating two Dreadriders. Still, her mood didn’t match the exuberance displayed by her fellow warriors. Putting them off with a short comment that the Dreadriders had underestimated her, likely because they thought women couldn’t fight as well as men, Breanna grabbed a fresh change of clothes and left the band behind. She had a mother to see buried; now was not the time for celebrating. Heading to the bathhouse, Breanna was determined to clean up so she could see her mother off to the Cycle of Time as a daughter should. Yet, being covered in blood while standing next to her half-sisters might be fitting.

			Later, Kyras had helped place Morna’s body next to that of her long-dead mate’s burial mound, and the Druids chanted her mother’s soul on its journey to be with Nevan. Afterward, Breanna left her clan to check on Eoin. She wanted to tell him about her visit with the Druid Beatha and the quest the Druid had charged her with, though for now, the part about her newfound lineage would remain her secret.

			Fortunately, Breanna entered the large Clan Mórdha hut while Aife and Eoin’s younger sister, Eithne, sat in the main hall having their evening meal. Only Eoin and Fergal remained, and both were asleep.

			Breanna knelt beside her Chief’s bed and touched his shoulder. Eoin opened his eyes slowly. “Sorry that I couldn’t join you for your mother’s burial,” he said. “I know it was hard when I lost my father, and now you’ve lost both your parents. ”

			“Don’t worry about it,” Breanna assured him softly, yet her expression was tight as she turned her eyes away. “It was fine, save for my sisters being churlish.”

			Eoin asked, “Over what?”

			Breanna rose and walked to a table where jugs of ale and mead sat. She poured herself a cup of honey wine and asked a bit too lightly, “Ale?”

			“No, not tonight. Ulicia’s draughts are hard enough to stomach, and adding ale might stir the pot too much. Yet, I do sense something happened between you and your sisters. Bre, please, talk to me.”

			Breanna shrugged without letting their eyes meet. “It’s a private matter between sisters, Eoin. Best to leave it at that.”

			She brought him a cup of water, which he gulped down before adding. “Aye, I’ll leave it for now, but not for long.”

			Breanna winced at that declaration, yet she had enough mind to seize control of the conversation, stating, “I have a more portentous tale.”

			“More important than your mother’s funeral?”

			Knowing she’d have to let part of her story slip but not trusting herself to keep the pieces she wanted hidden from her Chief, she rose again and turned away to ensure he could not see any emotion flicker on her face. Then, looking out the door, she said hurriedly, “I took a walk in the woods last night and met our old Fáidh, Beatha, the one our Aos Dána call the hermit. She told me about a set of long blades of fairie origin called Lann Dàn. The blades are said to be able to conquer even the mightiest magical warriors, and that means I should be able to kill the Dreadlord with them when he comes searching for you.”

			“Fairie long blades?” Eoin questioned. “Bre, what are you talking about?”

			“The Fáidh told me to seek out the magic weapons in a cave on the west side of Cuilcagh Mountain,” Breanna said excitedly as she faced him again. With the challenge of her quest foremost in her mind, she added, “If the gods are willing, I’ll find them and defend Dun Arrogh against Hakon’s scourge. Beatha told me to go to her Grove tonight and call on our gods to guide me in finding Lann Dàn.”

			“That old lady is crazy,” Eoin exploded as he tried to sit up. Then, gasping in pain, he slouched back with a grimace. “No one in their right mind would go to a Druid’s sacred grove, especially on Samhain’s night.”

			“Leave that to me. Should the gods heed my call, will you help me find Lann Dàn?”

			“I’d follow you anywhere, Breanna, you know that. Still, these wounds will not heal overnight. It will take a few weeks before I can endure such a trek, and I doubt you’ll wait that long if the gods do indeed speak to you.”

			Breanna blushed over her Chief’s words, wondering which of them was whose Champion. He was always so committed to her, and it was apparent to more than a few, including Breanna, that he loved her. She had known it for years, but the geas burning in her did not allow room for such emotions. Knowing her father’s identity made it even more challenging to acknowledge their bond. She found the silence uneasy and bit her lower lip, uncertain how to respond. Then, getting her wits about her, she turned and sat next to him, asking, “Who do you think I should take with me then?”

			He sighed. “Well, Fergal is worse off than I, so he’s out. It has to be Toal. He’s the only one of our Red Branch brave enough to go on such a quest, and he’s not a bad shot with his bow. Since he’s kin—he’ll not cut and run if this fairie place is more dangerous than you expect.”

			Breanna winced over Eoin calling out her cousin’s bond, yet agreed, saying, “Yes, Toal’s a good choice, even if a bit young.”

			“His father won’t like the idea—his mother even less so.”

			“I’ll tell Kyras that the Goddess commanded his son to join me,” she countered. “He respects the Fáidh and their visions too much, especially that one, to risk angering them. If I say the gods will protect us, he’ll not say a word.”

			“Be careful out there tonight.”

			“Always,” she responded, her hand brushing lightly over his as she rose, her eyes locking intently on his, looking for any hint that he knew her secret. The spark that had always been between them seemed unchanged for a brief moment, and then Breanna was gone.

			[image: ] Eoin [image: ]

			“Lugh, watch over my Champion,” Eoin whispered to the Sun God. But no one was there to hear him as the rough-hewn door closed solidly behind Breanna as if cutting her off from him. Instead, the darkness of night swallowed her—the darkness of Samhain’s night.

			The thought of being out on such an evening made Eoin shudder. It was a chill that could not be warmed by a fire or huddling in his bed. Yet he still pulled his woolen blanket around his shoulders. He muttered a Druid’s charm to ward off the feeling of foreboding and hoped Breanna knew what she was doing.

			Unable to sleep, he picked up a book that his mother had given him years ago. It was written in Latin by a poet, and Aife had used it to teach him how to read. When he had mastered it well enough to read on his own, he’d started to tutor Breanna.

			As he leafed through the book, he fondly remembered how they spent many long winter evenings reading strange stories from a different land together. That made him sigh as it brought his love to his mind once more, something he was doing often of late.

			And now she was off to seek out their Tuatha Gods over a crazy tale by Dun Arrogh’s one-time seeress. Her quest would surely spin a tale stranger than any of those in his book.
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