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      To those who hear the forest calling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      When the slaughter had come to its grisly end, they fled. Those who remained, took themselves into hidden recesses scattered across many lands. They mourned the dead and counted the living. In exile, they waited. They grew cold and hardened. Bitter and powerful.

      As years turned to decades, they bred. Bred hatred and bred numbers. Until both swelled beyond the ability to contain them.

      

      Then prophecy whispered her arrival upon the wind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      The sound of blades striking in the violent rhythms of battle rang through the forest, slicing through the air as surely as they cut through flesh. Songbirds fled, while squirrels, shrews, and voles cowered and burrowed beneath bracken or underground, escaping whatever threat had shattered the harmony of Dorcha Wood. Drawn to the commotion, Fiadh ran beneath branches of hawthorn and willow. Her bare feet muffled by the rotted leaves blanketing the forest floor. Keeping to the shadows, she darted among the underbrush, bunching her coarse woolen dress in her hands to keep from tripping as she leaped over fallen logs and moss-covered rocks. The clash of steel, followed by angry bellows, pierced the air, pulling her faster along her disjointed route.

      A break in the trees revealed her first glimpse of three men in heated combat, swords swinging in deadly arcs as bodies dodged and metal deflected. Slowing her pace, Fiadh crept closer and ducked behind a large oak bordering the meadow. Using a low branch as cover, she peered at the scene before her. Two men circled a third, their steps cautious, legs crisscrossing in a macabre dance. On the ground lay a fourth individual. Marcas’ eyes were fixed in an empty stare, his life having clearly bled out upon the grass.

      Fiadh looked back at the battle unfolding in the ordinarily peaceful meadow beyond the tree line. Blood and sweat covered the skin and scraggly beard of the man at the center of the attack, obscuring his features and age, but not enough that Fiadh knew she had never seen him before. The others were regrettably familiar. Jarvis and Hamish were part of Lord Darragh Baoill’s guard and, along with their now deceased comrade, were known for their cruelty and abuse of the villagers of Felmore. Fiadh recalled watching from the safety of the shadows of the forest as they flogged peasants until their backs were nothing but strips of open flesh. Or as they snatched women who had the misfortune of traveling through the recesses of the village unaccompanied, dragging them into dark corners where all she heard were faint cries. It would please her to see them cut down by the stranger they circled, their blades darting in and out in search of an opening.

      Fiadh watched the man at the center of the battle. He wore a tunic of dark cloth embellished with threads of silver embroidery that glinted beneath leather armor, complete with pauldrons and bracers, its chest piece carved with a crest she didn’t recognize. Muscular legs, swathed in thick woolen chausses, scissored as his blade whistled through the air in practiced rhythms. But with every strike, his sword slowed as though dragged toward the earth itself. The force of his blows waned. Peering closely, she saw blood streaming down his left arm and a large gash above his knee that looked so deep it surprised her he could stand much less fight. A wave of pity at the stranger’s fate washed over Fiadh as she saw Jarvis and Hamish pass a signal to one another before launching a coordinated assault from both sides. The man’s body twisted and darted, sword slashing through the air with such swift movements it became a blur. Grunts of exertion mixed with yelps of pain filled the air as blades found their mark. The small battle soaked the meadow grasses in thick clots of blood. She could smell it, tangy and metallic.

      Sucking in a breath, Fiadh watched the stranger fall to one knee, Jarvis having jabbed his blade into the man’s upper thigh. She knew it was over then and felt sadness for the poor soul they now taunted, sharp points stabbing into his back and sides, not enough to kill, only to cause pain. The man’s head bowed, chest heaving. Hamish raised his sword, arms extended to their full length, then cleaved downward for the death blow. Before the blade tore through the man’s neck, the stranger bent forward and thrust his sword upward and into Hamish’s belly. He twisted it viciously and ripped the metal out so forcefully Fiadh almost retched at the sight of what came with it. Hamish’s eyes bugged, and his mouth fell open. He dropped his sword to clutch his middle, stumbling like a drunk. Blood spurted from the wound in gushes, slipping past his fingers as he crashed to the ground.

      Jarvis screamed, “You bastard!” lunging at the man who now tilted his body to the side. His knee dug into the ground, creating a small rut. Swinging his arm in a horizontal sweep, he severed Jarvis’ left leg mid-thigh. Shrieks filled the air, drowning out the twisting and writhing of Hamish, still vainly clutching at the bloody, wormy mass spilling from his stomach. The carnage in the space of a few seconds was appalling. Fiadh’s heart hammered in her chest. She had never witnessed such brutality and wanted nothing more than to run, but her body had frozen, locked in fear so primal she could only stare.

      Staggering to his feet, the stranger stood over Jarvis and watched dispassionately as the man wriggled on the ground, clutching his severed limb. Lifting his sword, the stranger paused, tip pointed above Jarvis’ chest for just a moment, before plunging it into his body. The muted sounds of butchery traveled to Fiadh’s ears and she shuddered, gaze fixed on the scene as though anchored. Jarvis yelped, twitched, then grew still.

      “Who are you?” Hamish whispered as the man approached, sword plastered with the blood of his friend. She realized Hamish had only moments to live as he contemplated the man who would take his life. Perhaps they had thought this stranger would be an easy target, like so many others before him. Or maybe there had been some minor slight they had deemed worthy of blood. Whatever came before this carnage, the stranger was now ending it. On his terms.

      Looking down at Hamish, he said, “I am your reckoning,” before driving the blade into Hamish’s heart.

      Fiadh’s body unlocked. She covered her mouth to muffle a gasp and watched the stranger sway, sword hanging limply in his right hand. She shifted her weight, relieving the numbness creeping up her leg, and accidentally slid her foot onto a brittle twig that gave way with a loud snap. The stranger glanced up through tracks of blood splatter, tired but alert, and scanned the wood, stopping when he found her. Lunging forward in an awkward gait, he came for her, his sword gripped in fingers caked in gore and sweat. Fiadh scrambled backward, falling hard when her feet tangled on the hem of her dress. Caring nothing for any noise he made, the man blundered through the trees, murder in his glare.

      She tried to scream, but fear strangled her voice. Sprawled on the forest floor, surrounded by the woods she had known since childhood, Fiadh watched as the man stalked toward her. Dorcha Wood awoke as he passed beneath the bowers of ancient trees. Branches reached for him, limbs twisting into claws that stretched woody fingers to halt his progress. He brushed them away and stumbled forward, stopping just beyond her prone form, sword raised though she saw his arms tremble with the effort. Fiadh looked into the face of death as he stood over her in a mask of blackening blood.

      His eyes, a brilliant blue within his grisly features, stared into her. From somewhere close by, she caught a soft whistling sound that matched the rhythms of her frantic heartbeat. Fiadh saw indecision flash in the stranger’s face. The sword wavered in the air, its wicked blade tilting this way and that, before slowly lowering, its point digging into the dark soil. Air whooshed out of her lungs, stopping the strange whistling noise she had heard only moments before. Digging her heels into the soft earth, she struggled to sit up, holding out her hands.

      Finding her voice, she pleaded, “I’m not one of them.”

      The stranger nodded slowly, but offered no response other than the motion. As moments passed, during which her heart regained its normal rhythm, Fiadh relaxed her muscles, anchoring herself to the earth, feeling its energy course through her in calming waves. Closing her eyes briefly, she sent pulses of thought and intention to this outsider, the same feelings and messages she would send to the timid fauna who found their way to her within the depths of Dorcha Wood. Though Fiadh felt no tangible response from his mind, she opened her eyes, feeling assured he wouldn’t harm her, and gradually got to her feet. From her view of the brutal skirmish, she hadn’t realized how tall he was and now found herself craning her neck to stare into his travel-worn face. He looked down at her, his breath coming in pants, like that of an animal who had run too far, too fast. She watched his chest heave, the thick pads of muscle under his tunic straining, sensing he was going to pass out if he stood much longer. As if to affirm her suspicion, his knees buckled, sword falling to the side with a thump.

      Her hands reached forward out of habit before she pulled them back and asked softly, “Who are you?”

      He looked up at her, face filled with pain and weariness. “Gideon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Gideon blinked rapidly, his eyes becoming glassy, as Fiadh started toward him with slow, deliberate steps, as though he were a wounded bear. Wary of his intent and ready to flee, she marked his movements, pausing when his body shifted. The man shook his head, his skin growing pale beneath the gore and his unkempt beard, before turning a ghastly white. She had seen the look before as a young girl when her mother worked to save a woman whose birthing had gone badly. That event hadn’t ended well. The new mother bled out on the bedding amidst the silence of a babe who never took his first breath.

      The healer in her reached toward this stranger, fingers extending to his neck to feel the thrum of his pulse. Gideon jerked away, clumsily toppling to the side before righting himself onto his knees with unsteady hands.

      “I won’t hurt you,” Fiadh said, lacing her voice with the same soothing inflection and underlying intent she used on the timorous wild things she coaxed to her hand.

      He looked at her arm, trying to focus, and then into her features before pitching forward and landing facedown at her feet. Fiadh stood in shock for a moment, thinking he was dead, but beneath his bloodstained clothes, she detected the shallow rise and fall of his chest. Crouching next to his still form, she took his measure, feeling the beat of his heart. Sinking to her knees, she wedged her hands under his large body, lifting with great effort, trying to turn him onto his back. It took several minutes to wrestle his form to its side and then gently roll him. Stretching over his body, she cupped the back of his head and let it rest on the leaf-littered ground.

      The wound on his left arm just above the bracer had stopped bleeding, leaving dark tracks on his skin that were beginning to discolor to a blackened crust, while the small wounds on his torso and back were minor enough to be ignored for now. Gideon’s leg was a different story. There were two injuries to his thigh, one on the inner portion close to his knee and the second on his outer upper leg. They would all need stitching. Hopping up, Fiadh dashed into the woods, pulling a small blade, one she used to collect plants, from the leather sheath hanging on her braided belt, and began casting about for comfrey, yarrow, bleeding heart, and lichen to make a poultice.

      All around her, the forest groaned, growing dark as the uppermost branches bent inward, blocking the light. The creaking of trees filled the quiet with haunting sounds that had frightened countless wanderers from its depths, sending them racing from the woods with stories of the evil lurking there. Fiadh paused and closed her eyes, stretching her senses into Dorcha Wood, soothing the life that beat with fierce anger until the forest let out a sigh as branches shifted and settled.

      Once she had what she needed, she took the plants to a nearby stream and smashed them with rocks to grind them into a thick pulp before tearing off three strips of her dress and folding a handful of the mass into each of them. After soaking the cloths in the water for a few moments, she ran back to Gideon and secured the larger poultice on the worst of the wounds, binding it around his thigh before securing it with a knot, then moving on to the other lacerations. When the poultices were in place, she cast about for a horse to transport him to her hut deep in the wood. Her mother was best with a needle and would make quick work of the sewing.

      The only horses to be found were those of the stranger’s attackers, their poor state the best indication of whom they belonged. Taking one of them could lead Lord Darragh’s soldiers to her door, and that was not something she could risk. Slipping the tack from the dead men’s mounts, she tossed it onto the ground, then whacked their rumps, sending them into a gallop. If the fates were with them, they would not be found, free to live the rest of their lives away from the cruel whips whose marks had left years of scars upon their bowed backs. Dragging the saddles and harnesses into the woods, she covered them with a layer of debris, reluctant to do a more thorough job as Gideon could conceivably be on a swift road to death the more time that passed. Turning in a slow circle, she mulled over her options, acknowledging the strangeness of the outsider having no mount but brushing the thought aside when it was apparent he had traveled on foot, or the animal was well and truly gone. It became clear there was only one natural course of action given the man’s condition.

      She fashioned a makeshift litter from branches and strips of bark from a sapling. Placing the contraption next to Gideon, she slowly rolled him over, grunting with effort as his dead weight worked against her until she finally managed to wrestle his body onto it. Sliding his sword into its sheath, she tucked it against his side, letting his weight hold it in place. Fiadh stood, nodding to herself before arching her neck back and sending out a rolling trill through the trees. She cocked her head and listened, calling out again with a noise resembling an odd collection of birdsongs. In minutes, she was rewarded with the sound of hooves moving through the vegetation. Fiadh stood patiently as a beautiful buck, with antlers extending outward the entire length of a man, walked toward her, bowing his head when he was an arm’s distance.

      “Hello, Niall,” she crooned, extending her hand to stroke the buck’s velvety nose. “I can use your strong back today, my friend.”

      The deer’s liquid eyes bore into her, seeming to take in every word and make meaning of it. It had always been like this. Wild things found their way to Fiadh, and she could communicate with many of them through touch, thought, and words. She had often teased her mother, Riona, that she must be a changeling, one of the Aos Sí who had lived in these lands before they were hunted down and slaughtered. Riona scoffed at such nonsense, though at times, there was an underlying current of fear or worry under the surface. Something Fiadh had never been able to explore, being cut off at the mention of it.

      Those taboo peoples were relics of a tragic past whose mark on the world was ruthlessly obliterated. Lord Darragh’s grandfather, Magnar, had led a crusade against the elves, running them to ground, massacring entire families who dared to live alongside powerful men who had claimed the world as their own. At least that’s how the story went. To preserve that awful legacy, the current lord had long ago outlawed storytelling and artwork glorifying the Aos Sí, even the myths of little people and those who lived beneath the sea. Even so, Fiadh had still heard stories in snippets of forbidden tales told in quiet corners of the village while she hid and listened.

      The forest was utterly absent of their kind by the time Fiadh was born. However, perhaps there remained a part of them still lingering in Dorcha Wood, like a stain, keeping villagers away for fear of the things that dwelled therein, all those terrifying stories of monsters and magic. Mother had said that was why they lived in this place. Away from the prying stares of the people of Felmore. In the heart of a forest which bore its past like a shield, protecting those within it. Of course, being a practitioner of healing arts meant her mother had been somewhat of an outcast, to begin with, though people still sought out her medicines when in need, just not within the boundaries of Dorcha Wood. It was better to be apart from watchful eyes and wagging tongues in these times. At seventeen years, Fiadh had no memory of life outside the wood and couldn’t imagine leaving the forest’s tranquility for the realm of men.

      Reaching out a hand, Fiadh curled her fingers across the silky face of the buck, whispering calming words as his body twitched and nostrils flared at the scent of blood, ready for flight should the slightest noise alarm him. She slipped a hand around his ear to tug gently at an antler. Leading him in a half-circle, she positioned the deer so that it planted its hind feet at Gideon’s head and the front of the litter. Using long strips of saplings she had braided into a rope, she secured it around the buck like a harness for a plow horse. Holding the fibers in place against Niall’s chest, she urged him onward.

      “To my home,” she murmured. Niall lurched forward, delicate hooves thumping on the ground in a slow rhythm. He had been to her home numerous times, and Fiadh smiled as he turned his body in a north-westward direction. “You know the ways through the forest better than I ever will.”

      The journey was slow. Gideon’s limp body bounced with each step, frequently threatening to topple off the litter. Finally, her wattle and daub hut, with smoke curling from a tiny opening in the thatched roof, came into view. Fiadh let out a sigh of relief, glad to be where her mother could take stock of Gideon’s injuries and work her healing magic. Leading Niall to the rough wooden door, she stroked his back, sliding the loop of fibers off of him.

      “Thank you, my friend.”

      Niall turned his head, his massive antlers sweeping over her. Huffing softly, he nudged her forehead with his wet nose before bolting into the forest.

      Riona unlatched the door and swung it open, cocking an eyebrow when she took in the prone man on the ground. She was an extraordinarily handsome woman, despite the smattering of wrinkles framing her face and the streaks of grey accenting red hair that looked like the pale shades of a sunrise against her lightly freckled skin. Fiadh was dark where her mother was light, with hair so black there were no strands of brown to mar its perfection, and skin which glowed with a luminescence Riona liked to claim was the result of her daughter’s wildness. And within these youthful features were eyes, striking against her fair skin and dark hair, of such a crystalline green brilliance they glowed.

      “Where did you find him?” Riona asked, frowning and setting aside the bundle of herbs she had been binding to hang from the rafters. Gone were the days when Mother was surprised by what Fiadh brought home. Although, those who found themselves at their threshold had been nothing more than wild things for years. Once, Fiadh had brought a girl who’d had the unlucky fortune of ending up at the hands of Darragh’s ruthless guards. Riona had reluctantly allowed it, perhaps moved by the sight of one so innocent falling prey to the violence of men. They had sheltered her for days, using every medicinal herb to mend her body, but healing her mind was beyond their skill, and they had let her go, leaving her wandering toward the village just beyond the edge of the wood. And since that time, there had been no one. There was danger in helping those whose words could travel, be heard, and be acted upon.

      “In the eastern meadow. He was attacked by three of Lord Darragh’s men.” Fiadh saw her mother’s refusal before it was uttered. “I know the risks, but no one will know.”

      Riona pursed her lips. “Fiadh, we have spoken of this. An animal is one thing, but a grown man? And what of Lord Darragh’s men? Where do you think his soldiers will come looking to seek vengeance?”

      “I couldn’t leave him, Mother. He…” Fiadh floundered, trying to find the words. How could she explain the pull she felt for this stranger as she watched him fend off those monsters?

      “What?” Riona asked, her heart beating fiercely. They’ll come for her, her mind screamed, dredging up images of her husband’s broken body mixed with cries of anguish for the loss of her son.

      Lifting her arms in a limp gesture, Fiadh said, “I had to help him.”

      “You know nothing of this stranger. How can you think to bring him here?” Riona snapped, her eyes flashing to Gideon.

      She doesn’t understand the danger, Riona’s mind shouted, while another part of her begged her to tell Fiadh of her past, all of the things she had kept hidden to keep her safe. All her daughter knew was the story she had told her of a terrible storm that had taken the lives of her father and brother. Fiadh knew nothing of Darragh’s part in their deaths. She knew nothing of who she really was and why her true identity was such a risk. But, this was not the time, she realized, staring down at the prone form of a man her daughter had felt compelled to save. Perhaps, she was destined to find him. For all she knew, he was some piece of the puzzle that defined her daughter.

      “Please, Mother.” Fiadh watched Riona fold her arms across her chest and stare down at the man. “Just help me see to him. What’s the harm in that?”

      After a few protracted moments, Riona nodded. “All right. But one night only, and then he must be on his way, healed or no.”

      Fiadh’s shoulders sagged in relief. She knew, having watched the battle, Gideon’s wounds were no trifling thing. One day of Mother’s healing ways would not suffice. But she would let that realization come when it would, sure her mother would not send him off before he was ready.

      “And the men who attacked him?” Riona asked, leaning down to look at the stranger at her feet. “Did they see you?”

      “Nay, Mother,” Fiadh said. “And even if they had, he cut them down,” waving her hand at Gideon’s still form.

      Her mother always worried that one day she would find herself in a situation she couldn’t escape. It was not unheard of for a woman to go missing.

      Lord Darragh Baoill came from a long line of manor lords who had ruled the fiefdom since the elven wars. When King Stephan Laoghaire was crowned, Darragh had renewed his pledge to the kingdom, vowing fealty to a venal man whose deviant behavior was well known. It was even rumored King Stephan had killed his father for the crown, though such things were whispered in secret for fear of reprisal. In Lord Darragh, King Stephan had found a loyal vassal whose disposition matched his own and gave him freedoms over his land his predecessors had never attained in their lifetimes. The greed and cruelty of a few, fed by a man who surrounded himself by those who would do his bidding with no compunction or quarrel, systematically tainted the peaceful hamlet of her mother’s childhood. Peasants had become prey, as those whose station was meant to protect became something monstrous.

      Riona capitulated. “All right. Help me bring him in, and I will see what can be done.”
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      Working together, the women hauled Gideon onto a pallet and tugged his leather armor and tunic off as he lay unmoving. Riona looked at her daughter as she eyed the man’s trousers. “Turn away, Fiadh.”

      Doing as she was told, Fiadh spun around, fiddling with her braided belt as she listened to her mother’s grunts of exertion as she stripped the knight of his boots and leggings.

      “You may assist me now,” Riona said when she had finished. Fiadh joined her, blushing at the sight of a naked man, eyes darting to the folded cloth her mother had placed over his groin. “He is just a man, like any other, Daughter.”

      “Aye, Mother,” Fiadh whispered. She squared her shoulders and fetched a bowl of water and cleansing herbs.

      They washed his body, peeling off layers of blood and grime to reveal old scars and new injuries while noting the more superficial wounds that would not require a needle. It was a soothing task, the rhythms of their hands becoming mesmerizing. Soak, ring, swipe, rinse. For many minutes, the only sounds in their single-room hut were those of their work intertwined with muted breaths. And then Riona began a quiet chant, calling to the Great Mother, Danu, asking for her blessings to heal the man. Fiadh joined her and their voices, pitched low, filled the quiet before softly fading to silence.

      Riona regarded Gideon’s freshly revealed face, noting the youthfulness under the ragged beard that reflected travel and hard living. “I haven’t seen this man before.”

      Fiadh took in his features, the strong jaw beneath a thick layer of beard and the slight curve on the bridge of his nose where it looked like an old break had not healed right. Though weathered from the elements, his cheeks were free of wrinkles. A thin raised scar ran down the left side of his face from his temple before disappearing under a patch of beard. Sweeps of dark lashes and eyebrows, devoid of the grayness of age, stood out against his chapped skin. Peering at him, she had to wonder if he was much younger than he appeared. Despite the rough soldier’s life stamped upon his visage, Gideon was a striking man, tall and muscled with thick, brown hair hanging past his shoulders. She took in the braids on either side of his face, recognizing them for symbols of war.

      Holding one of the woven masses in her hand, she looked at her mother. “Do you think he was in a battle before he found himself here?”

      Riona lifted her gaze from the wound she had been inspecting and took the man’s hair in her hands. “It would appear he was headed to one at the very least, but I have not heard of any skirmishes nearby. He had no horse?”

      Fiadh shook her head.

      “Strange for such a one to have traveled on foot, alone…” Riona’s voice faded.

      Fiadh watched her mother’s mind working, seeing a spark of unease crease her brow, but nothing more was said. Dropping the braid, Riona stood and fetched a needle and thread. Returning to her place on the dirt floor, she commanded Fiadh, “Hold his leg while I sew.”

      Nodding, Fiadh leaned over opposite her mother and clamped her hands onto Gideon’s heavily muscled leg, pressing firmly, as Riona pierced the ragged edges of his skin. He twitched as the needle tugged his flesh but never woke. Once each wound was sewn, and the less severe assessed, Riona covered them with a thick paste, binding the more critical injuries with clean rags. Sitting back on her heels, she said, “That’s all I can do for him.”

      Fiadh rinsed her hands in a bowl of water and wiped them with a rough cloth. “Do you think he’ll live?”

      “He has a fair chance, though he’s weak, and it’s not just from the attack.”

      “What do you mean?” Fiadh asked, considering Gideon’s body as though she could somehow discern what her mother spoke of.

      Bending over the man, Riona peeled back an eyelid. “Do you see the yellow in the whites of his eye?” Fiadh nodded. “He is not well, whether from illness or poison, and his injuries may take a toll he can’t recover from.”

      Though Fiadh didn’t know this man, it saddened her to see someone brought low at the hands of those who would not hesitate to kill the innocent alongside the guilty. But she knew enough to understand some could not be saved. Taking heart in the knowledge that she had done all she could, Fiadh left Gideon to heal or succumb by the heat of the small fire.
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        * * *

      

      Slipping into the forest, Fiadh went back to the scene of the attack. Peering through the branches bordering the meadow, she could see the three guardsmen lying where they had fallen, their bodies growing stiff in the cool, autumn air. Scanning the landscape in front of her, she worried about Darragh’s retaliation should he come upon this scene. With three of his soldiers slain, he would undoubtedly launch a search for the killer and could find Gideon, and she and her mother would be guilty of harboring a man who had attacked the lord’s guards. That is if they dared to venture into the woods at all.

      The villagers of Felmore were a superstitious lot, and Dorcha Wood was considered an evil place of ancient elven magic. Darragh’s guards were no different in their beliefs, but happening upon the corpses of their men could sway them enough to enter the forest and seek vengeance. After all, despite their fears, they knew it was men and steel which had prevailed in the Great War, not magic and witchcraft. It was a frightening notion.

      Mother had told her they had deserted the village for the woods’ safety after her father and brother had died. A widow with a young girl living within the boundaries of Felmore was at risk of being preyed upon by Darragh’s men. So, they had left that world. It had happened so long ago Fiadh could not recall ever having lived within the confines of that place. She could not remember the faces of her father or brother either.

      Shaking off the past, Fiadh looked at the trees that sheltered her. If Darragh’s men found the bodies and invaded their haven with bloodlust, what would become of her and Mother?

      A dark thought entered Fiadh’s mind, whispering through her head. She shied away from it at first, horrified even to consider such an action. But the idea wouldn’t relent, snaking past her refusal and instinct to shy away from such a notion. Cù-Sìth. She could call upon the pack of Cù-Sìth who lived in the craggy hills deep in the forest. Relics from the past, they traveled their domain in small groups, hunting and raising their offspring far from the world of men. They were the nightmarish beasts mothers of the village told their children of, warning them to keep away from the woods. Every few years, a tale would surface of a sighting or the discovery of the mutilated remains of a foolish soul who had crossed the border of Dorcha Wood. They had never left this place, unlike the Aos Sí, who had used them as ruthless guardians of their kingdom. Instead, they lived on in relative secrecy, their names intertwined with frightening legends whose origins were lost in time.

      Fiadh knew the Cù-Sìth as no other did, having long ago felt their presence when roaming the depths of the forest. Theirs was an alien mind compared to the other wild things of Dorcha Wood. She had been drawn to them, her curiosity overriding caution. But nothing could have prepared her for what she saw when they found her.

      Remembering that time sent a shiver up Fiadh’s spine, the images of that day so clear. They had spat themselves out of the woods. A group of four materializing in a dizzying blur of hulking forms from a line of trees, their bodies becoming defined as they sprang into the light filtering from tall branches of oak and pine. The size of giant bears, the Cù-Sìth bore little resemblance to any natural creature. In bizarre patterns of black and mossy green, thick fur covered enormous canine bodies typified by massive chests and solid limbs, bristling at their shoulders in chaotic spikes before smoothly trailing down their bodies into lengthy tails with long strands of fur that braided itself into a curious knotwork. They had the muzzles of wolves, though much broader with immense jaws. The creature, whose posture indicated leadership, had curled a lip with a soft rumble as she stood immobile, revealing serrated teeth that could slice through bone as easily as flesh. Yellow eyes, stark against dark fur, reflecting an intelligence far beyond any she had encountered outside of the minds of humankind.

      Why they did not tear her to pieces on sight as they had in countless stories, she would never know. It had taken all of her courage to stand her ground and reach out to them with her mind, speaking words of friendship and peace. Somehow, the small pack of Cù-Sìth had understood, slowly sinking into the cover of darkness within the shadowy recesses of the woods until it was as though she had imagined them. She had not seen them since that day, but she had felt them, felt their peculiar intellect, and, now and then, the weighted feel of their stares.

      Limbs trembling with the knowledge of what she was about to do, Fiadh called to the pack, sending thoughts and images with the sole purpose of finding their strange minds and bringing them to her. Riona would be horrified if she knew what Fiadh was about. Discussing her affinity with nature and her unusual connection with Dorcha Wood always caused a shadow to fall over her mother’s face. There were secrets there, buried under layers of avoidance. Fiadh had given up trying to dig them out long ago. It was not worth fighting to pry something out of her mother she would never willingly tell. So, Fiadh kept her secrets. And now she would add another, a wicked secret that reflected a part of her she had rarely faced.

      Though it was cool, Fiadh’s palms began to sweat, and she rubbed them on the coarse fabric of her dress as she paced, at war with herself but determined to see this through. She had not killed these men, she rationalized. What did it matter if nightmarish beasts consumed them? It would be no different than the scavengers who roamed the landscape, picking at their flesh and tearing it from bone. In the end, the result would be the same, only quicker and without the risk of Darragh’s men discovering the remains. Fiadh strode in tight circles, glancing through the trees as time passed, growing more agitated with every second until she was on the cusp of leaving.

      They made no sound as they arrived. One moment, birdsong and the scurrying of small things filled the woods and, the next was silenced. Six Cù-Sìth stood a short distance away, their monstrous forms even more frightening than she remembered. Forcing herself to stop pacing, Fiadh walked slowly toward them, projecting confidence she didn’t feel as her mind blared red with alarm and an urge to run. The Cù-Sìth remained motionless. Their eyes—yellowed pools of frightening understanding—watched her movements. When she was a couple of steps from the closest animal, she stopped.

      The individual came toward her, lowering its huge head to be level with her face. An odd scent filled her nose as the animal’s breath huffed from its wide nostrils. Rank and sweet at the same time, the smell enveloped her, making her want to gag at its cloying scent. Swallowing hard, she looked into its endless gaze.

      Reining in her fear, Fiadh spoke to the beast from within her mind. Mankind threatens the forest if these men are found. She followed this with images of foxes and vultures consuming the dead, with the hope that this would translate into something they could comprehend.

      There was no response, not a flicker of understanding. Her heart sank. What if she couldn’t communicate with them after all? A low rumbling emanating from the chest of the Cù-Sìth facing her interrupted her thought. Lifting her head to look at him fully, she cleared her mind, inviting his thoughts into hers, and was startled by their clarity.





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/cu-sith-2.jpg






OEBPS/images/girl-of-dorcha-wood.jpg
a8 \\\\\' %gﬂ*}

. KRISTIN‘\JAQD .
v |  " \\\ A &

WES (¥
J'(/, },/ \"\x / \






