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Chapter 1


 


 


He breathed in the cool, fresh morning air, a signal of autumn’s arrival. The sun shone down on the walls and courtyard of Lundersin Castle. Atop each tower was a large white banner depicting a red dragon. Each fluttered in the breeze, which was just strong enough to blow the clouds across the blue sky. Seeing the banners made him smile. He raised his chin and took a deep breath.


Feeling better, the sixteen-year-old prince swung his sword gently. Eager to start his morning swordsmanship practice, he groaned, wondering why his instructor was late.


Suddenly, he remembered last night’s feast. The king had muttered to him, unexpectedly, that life is a sea of trial and adventure. The prince frowned. Normally he held his chin high out of habit, but he couldn’t help but lower his hazel eyes and sigh heavily. He swung his sword harder.


“Good morrow, Aidan.”


The prince knew that voice, except it wasn’t his instructor. He turned to see his cousin walk up to him. She was a year younger than him, and her long, fiery red hair glowed like copper in the sunlight.


“Good morrow, Eilwen,” he replied through a groggy yawn. He wiped his auburn bangs out of his eyes. “What are you doing out here so early? Breakfast won’t be for quite some time, though I admit I can’t imagine how anyone can eat after last night’s feast.”


Eilwen smiled, crossing her arms. “You’re not fully awake yet, are you?”


Aidan rubbed the side of his neck. “Well, practicing my swordsmanship or horsemanship skills always renews my vigor.”


Eilwen’s deep blue eyes narrowed.


Aidan laughed. “Oh, come on, Eilwen.”


“Aidan, you know I’ll always support you.” Eilwen uncrossed her arms.


“I know.” He looked away. “I was thinking about our tour of Denú last spring.”


Eilwen’s smile disappeared. “Oh, don’t remind me.”


“No one else will listen to me. I’ve never gotten to prove myself. Nor did I get to truly see the land. The king took me and didn’t let me take part in anything.”


“It was the same for me, Aidan. At least he let you attend his meetings with the nobles. Yet I want to be useful, the same as you. I would defend our land to the end as well. Why are there no more shield-maidens of Denú, like from long ago? Such women were respected and honored. Are they so forgotten that they’ve become mere folklore, like the Dríacht?”


Aidan’s ears reddened. “Haven’t I taught you the sword in secret even after our uncle denied you lessons? Have I not shown you support in defiance of his will?”


She furrowed her brow and stepped forward, looking up at him. “I am grateful, Aidan, but merely learning the sword doesn’t satisfy my heart. I’ve no wish to sit here within Lundersin’s walls, waiting for our uncle to arrange a ‘suitable’ match for me, doing nothing useful. Don’t you see how much we are alike, that I have as much right to defend and stand for Denú as you?”


Before he could answer, the air became hotter and drier, and the wind gained strength. Lundersin’s banners’ fluttering became more violent. Aidan wondered if their masts might split in two. Suddenly, everything grew deathly silent, a feeling like the moment before heralds blew trumpets and beat drums. Then Aidan heard a swooping noise. Slowly he turned and looked straight into the sky, as did Eilwen. The hairs on his back stood like hedgehog quills as a gigantic shadow passed over them.


He shouted, “We’re under attack!”


Aidan did not take his eyes off the black dragon, now joined by two more, one red and the other gray.


One guard blew an ox horn. Soldiers scurried about. Eilwen shouted, “Archers, to your posts! Be quick about it!”


Before Aidan could call Eilwen’s name, he saw a soldier running past and stopped him. “You, gather as many able-bodied men and boys of age as you can—even the servants! Get them into the armory and out here. Hurry!”


“The king!” cried another soldier. Aidan’s head turned.


King Carrick marched into the courtyard with soldiers trailing behind him like sheep. A big, beefy man with long auburn hair and a thick beard, he wore a rich crimson cloak over a red tunic, a gold torque around his neck, gold bracelets, and a round, thin golden crown sitting low on his forehead.


The king looked up and stopped. Aidan looked up again, too. The dragons’ terrible screeches echoed through the air. Their enormous eyes glowered as they licked their fangs with forked tongues. Archers fired arrows, which barely penetrated their scales.


“I await your command, my liege,” said Aidan dutifully. “Where am I to fight?”


“Escort Lady Eilwen inside,” ordered Carrick. “Stay out of this fray.”


Aidan’s mouth slackened. “Uncle, I—”


“Aidan,” Carrick said with a stern look in his eye. “Dragons are attacking us. I will not have you and your cousin out here for them to kill or capture!”


“Uncle!” protested Eilwen.


“After all I’ve lost, I will not lose my heirs!” the king roared. “You, Aidan, are my brother’s only son! If I should die, you must live so the dynasty continues! Now go inside!”


Holding his frustration, the prince said yes, while the princess frowned but said yes also. Without a word, Aidan guided her by the arm upstairs through corridors and up a narrow, winding staircase. They repeatedly dodged soldiers, as well as frightened women and children.


“Please, Aidan,” said Eilwen once they were indoors. “I can fight. Let’s don armor and sneak into the fray, with no one being the wiser.”


He stopped, gripping her harder but not looking at her. 


Eilwen narrowed her eyes and said, “Aidan, you’re hurting me!”


Aidan turned slowly, glaring. “Have you gone mad? Do you know what you’re asking me? Giving you sword lessons is one thing, but do you really think we could do something like that without getting caught? The armory will be bustling now. There’s no way we could do that without somebody spotting us. Can you imagine how our uncle would feel if something happened to you? Just as I am his brother’s only son, you are his sister’s only daughter. I may be his heir, but you are dearer to him than any dragon’s hoard, and you are dear to me. I won’t risk your life.”


“Sometimes you have to do what is right, no matter what anyone else tells you.”


“Even at the risk of treason?” asked Aidan.


“Yes,” she said. Eilwen paused. So did her cousin.


Aidan saw her darting gaze, and he wished he could alleviate the pain he knew she felt. He raised and lowered his shoulders, blinking. He said in a gentler tone, “Now isn’t the time. You know my position. We must be patient. Please, trust me.”


Eilwen frowned. She stomped away with Aidan calling after her, never responding. He did not bother to follow her. Instead, the prince raced back down the winding stone stairway, finding himself in a maze of soldiers and servants. Aidan could hear the dragons’ roars through the windows. He kept pushing through the streams of people, quietly ordering everyone out of his way, incapable of stopping to even look at them. 


Spouts of fire from the dragons’ mouths, and the intense light, made everyone crouch down even though they were inside. The screams outside filled Aidan’s ears, and his nose twitched from the smell of ash. Eventually, they all stood. Aidan was near a window on the stairway, and he looked out, covering his nose and mouth as he coughed. Strangely, the flames had been aimed not at the castle, but at the land surrounding its walls.


Aidan stared, wondering why it was burning around Lundersin. Then he rushed down the stairs and through a corridor, leading him to the battlements. He ran past archer after archer, as they sent arrows into the heavens.


“Good work, men. Keep it up. Keep those arrows going!” said the prince, coughing from the smoke. He turned to a soldier who wasn’t an archer. “You, assemble a reserve squadron. We must put out the fires before they surround us. Get as many buckets as you can and fill them with water from the well. Bring them back and dump them from the safety of the walls! Be quick about it!”


“Yes, Your Highness!” replied the soldier, bowing his head and putting his fist to his heart before running off.


The black dragon flew close to the castle walls. Several armored men charged on horseback with their spears ready. Unfortunately, they were no match for such a creature, as the scales were immensely thick. The dragon seized one soldier with his claws, taking him into the air. The soldier struggled to free himself, crying for help. Alas, the creature threw him down. He crashed against a stone wall, tumbling to his death. Aidan saw it all, his jaw hanging open.


The prince detected the king’s voice over the battle noises. He peered down into the courtyard, spying him, now fully armored, with a legion of armed men trailing behind him. 


The king and prince made eye contact, at which point Carrick glowered like a raging dragon himself. Impassively, Aidan resumed encouraging the archers, and, catching a quick glance, he grabbed a longbow from a dead one, firing arrows himself. He heard Carrick shout, “Get my nephew out of here straightaway!”


“I’m not going anywhere!” said Aidan, drawing another arrow without looking over his shoulder. But before he could fire, the gray serpentine dragon swooped down so close to the wall that the creature could have destroyed it with his tail. Several people jumped away and landed on their backs or bellies. Aidan scuttled backward until he fell, groaning.


Two archers helped Aidan back onto his feet, but presently, as the sounds diminished, the prince looked up, squinting and coughing, as soot and dust had thickened the air even more. The first thing he could make out was the three creatures flying away. He wondered why they were leaving.


Everybody was left speechless in the smoldering ruins. Several men who had been carrying buckets of water—soldiers and servants alike—halted. However, it took them no time to return to their work. Carrick shouted amidst coughs of his own, “Get the water outside! Go through the foregate! Hurry! Now!”


“What if the beasts come back, my liege?” one soldier protested.


“They’re gone!” shouted the king. “They would’ve demolished us by now if they’d wanted to. Now do as you’re told! Raise the portcullis!”


Slowly, it rose, and men ran outside with their buckets dripping. A few men, in their haste, tripped and spilled water. However, one bucket at a time, water was tossed onto the flames. The only figures not lifting a finger were the king himself and one of his closest councilors. Dara, High Sagart of Denú, was garbed in elegant emerald-green robes, the hem of which he kept raised from the ground with one hand. With his other hand, he held his garments over his mouth and nose. An old, lean man, his head was balding.


“Mercy of the heavens!” Dara whined. “What—what a disaster!”


Aidan, who’d been watching Dara, rolled his eyes. He hollered from the wall, “We need more water to dowse the fire! Don’t waste a drop!”


“Are you all right, Aidan?” called Eilwen, who had returned outside.


Seeing her below, he sighed, replying as he came down a set of stairs, “I’m fine, Eilwen. The creatures are gone. Lundersin wasn’t harmed, but these fires could spread if we don’t put them out!”


“Do you think they’ll be back?” she asked when he was halfway down.


“I don’t know, Eilwen. But the fact that they were here is serious. This was a statement, a warning. Dragons haven’t attacked Denú for ages. If these creatures have returned from beyond the southern province of Iúir, there may be more. If so, we’re doomed.”


“Do you need help with the water?” asked Eilwen. “I can carry buckets.”


“Eilwen!” a loud voice shouted. The cousins turned to see the king stomping towards them, his mail armor clanging, with Dara trailing behind.


Aidan huffed. He knew they were in for it now, but the problem of these fire breathers remained. He said beneath his breath, “What can we do? Who in this kingdom can help us?”




 


 


 


 


Chapter 2


 


 


Glascoil Forest’s inhabitants slowly awakened. Among them were four youths, accompanied by a loyal dog. She was a golden-furred retriever, who always slept close to them. One by one they stepped out of a small cave covered by moss around the entrance. Trees had taken root above. An oven close to the cave consisted of a small, circular hole lined with stones, surrounded by low stone walls.


They all stretched their limbs and backs, letting loose great yawns. All around them, they heard a chorus of birds beginning to sing. The sound of the water’s trickle from the stream greeted their ears, too.


Dermot inhaled the forest air. It was so still and cool. Wildflowers opened their petals; their fresh aromas filled his nostrils. Morning dew’s presence made his skin tingle. A nearby raven honked and cawed before flying off. A woodpecker pounded away at an oak tree’s trunk, the sound echoing through the trees. The youths could view spiders’ webs and insects spiraling in the air, gilded by the distinct rays of golden sunlight piercing the foliage.


“Good morrow,” said Ruairí. “How’re you all feeling?”


“Refreshed,” remarked Dermot, “as if I were a butterfly emerging from a cocoon.”


“Me, too,” said Brian, Dermot’s younger brother.


Yseult barked.


“I think I’m finally recognizing different calls,” said Dermot, listening to the birds.


“Really?” asked Brian. His face lit up. “Me, too.”


Dermot continued, “I know Iorwerth said to set aside certain times of day, such as early morning, to listen to their tongues, but—”


“Aye—I mean—there’s one we just heard” said Ciara, the only girl among them. “Listen. That bird enunciates two long peeps, and then three more much swifter.”


“True,” agreed Ruairí. “That call greets us nearly every morning.”


There next came a bird’s caw that they knew well. Peering through the treetops, Dermot caught a brief glimpse of a falcon soaring overhead. He was gone as soon as they’d seen him, but Dermot knew him to be their dear friend Keane. Before he could speak, another sound distracted them: a collection of distinctive howls. They turned to see a wolf pack. One of the younger wolves trotted up to greet them. He was a good friend to them all as well.


“Good morrow, Fáelán. You’re getting bigger,” said Dermot, smiling and giggling as he petted him. It was true. He was no longer a little thing. Yseult sniffed her fellow furry creature. Dermot remembered the day they met. He lowered his head.


Fáelán whimpered, cocking his head. Dermot smiled again.


Yseult looked at Dermot and barked. Ready?


“Are you all ready?” asked Ruairí.


“I know I am,” said Ciara, who wore trousers instead of a dress and smiled. “Are you?”


Yseult barked. Always!


“Let’s do this,” said Brian, who made a sly grin. “And may the best runner win!”


Yseult and the novices followed Fáelán and his pack. They dashed between and around the trees, jumping over old logs and rocks. Dermot could feel pain setting in in his lungs, limbs, and heart, which made him tired. He repeatedly looked up at the sky to watch rays of morning light pierce and reflect off clouds, leaves, and branches. They kept going, until at last, they stopped near the placid stream. The youths knelt with their hands upon their knees.


“I think one of these days, we’ll be beating you.” Dermot chuckled. Each of the wolves’ faces had a cheery, playful look, especially Fáelán’s.


“Come,” he said, petting the young wolf. “I think we’ve all earned a drink.”


“We have,” agreed Ruairí. With that, they lined up alongside the stream. Yseult and the wolves lapped up water, creating ripples. The novices cupped their hands, bringing water to their lips. They drank a good amount and splashed more on their faces. The water’s kiss on Dermot’s skin was equally soothing.


“Good morrow,” said a familiar warm, calm voice. “Don’t drink too much water, else you might become ill. Never take more than what you need, or more than what you give back. Water is a giver of life, as is the air we breathe.”


They all turned. There stood their elders and mentors, Saershe Greentrees and Iorwerth Dragonsbane, along with their dear animal friends, the gryphon Ferghus Woodborn, Iorwerth’s falcon Keane, and three unicorns: Olwen, her mate Aengus, and their daughter Vannora.


Dermot’s face turned rosy as he giggled. “Still able to sneak up on us.”


Saershe smiled. “You must always keep your senses fully acute, even when running or resting, else you shall never be able to sense another presence, especially that of an adversary. Be open but not distracted. Remember that and our most precious merits. Dríadórs must be pure of heart and strong in limbs, and their actions must match their speech.”


“Aye,” said Dermot. He lowered his head.


“Good morrow, Grandma, Iorwerth,” said Ruairí.


“How was the water?” asked Saershe.


“Cool and refreshing,” remarked her grandson. “I love watching it flow, with the sunlight reflecting off it. It’s so heavenly and magical!”


“Time is a river without end, my friend, for the flow of river and stream is itself ceaseless, always rolling forth,” Iorwerth proclaimed.


“True,” agreed Saershe. “You, Dermot, have celebrated your birthday since your induction into the Dríacht.”


She’s right. I’m sixteen years old now. Next springtime, Brian will be fourteen. Dermot rubbed the whiskers on his chin and under his nose. 


A river of memories rushed into his mind, which made him feel even older. He thought about when he’d first met Saershe, Ruairí, and Ferghus’s mother, Maeve. He recalled the night his home village, Emerin, had been consumed in dragon fire, then the night of Ferghus’s hatching in Fianúa Forest, and the night Maeve had been slaughtered. So much had happened to him and Brian since they’d left home. It felt like yesterday. A terrible surge of heat bloomed throughout Dermot’s body. He clenched his teeth and his fist.


Sighing, Dermot pressed his hand against his forehead, shielding his eyes. Shrill noises greeted his ears. He peered into the tree overhead. He could see baby sparrows and squirrels on a branch and in a small hole within the trunk, respectively. He could feel the animals’ unkindness rush through him. Even the tree berated him. Go somewhere else! Leave us alone!


“I . . . I don’t understand,” said Dermot, looking at his elders. “Why are they so furious with me? What have I done to offend them?”


Iorwerth sighed. “You will find that wildlife—plant and animal alike—react to the feelings and thoughts any outsider brings into their dominion. Often, with humans, their emotions bleed out, and the dwellers of this domain are affected.”


Dermot didn’t speak. He felt thick in the throat.


“Travelers, no matter if peasant or noble, when passing through a forest, isolate themselves from all it has to offer, usually because they only wish to get out,” said Iorwerth. “They simply close their souls to the forest. They generate thoughts of anger, fear, and frustration, with no care that it might affect creatures who call the forest home. Even if they aren’t angry, they do not embrace the forest nor enjoy it. They know they don’t belong here. Because such outsiders are intruders, these animals—in fear—hide. Why else do you think travelers scarcely see the forest’s inhabitants?”


“But I . . . I’m a dríadór,” said Dermot. “I didn’t know all this before.”


“Does that mean you should behave like an outsider, even while they approach you?” asked Saershe. “Remember, Dermot, the forest, and all the creatures, must accept you. As a dríadór, you’re responsible for tending their homes, and respecting them and their inhabitants. We must always take responsibility for our actions and our mistakes. Do not let personal turmoil wall you from your sacred duty, as it did Torin.”


Dermot knew what she meant. Torin was Taranis’s true name before he betrayed the Dríacht, devoting himself to black magic and to dominating all Denú.


“Forgive me,” said Dermot. The lad’s eyes became wet.


“Apologize not to us,” said Iorwerth, “but to these forest dwellers.”


Dermot nodded, despite being convinced he wouldn’t be forgiven. Having dropped to his knees, he found all the creatures now gazing back at him, silent. He sighed heavily. Forgive me. I never meant to hurt any of you with my thoughts. Truly, I didn’t know. I’m so sorry.


Exchanging looks with the creatures, a familiar feeling beset him from them. Thank you. You’re forgiven.


His lips formed a half-smile as he wiped tears from his cheek. Nodding, Dermot still felt unworthy of their forgiveness, but he was grateful for it. He sniffled. Then he paused and looked up to hear a raven squawking from an oaken branch. The others looked, too.


“What’s he telling us?” asked Brian. “Is something wrong?”


“Someone’s coming,” said Iorwerth. The youths shuddered, but Iorwerth made squawks of his own. The raven honked back. 


Iorwerth’s eyes widened. “’Tis not a warning call, but an announcement. He’s here.”


“What? Already?” asked Saershe.


“What? Who? Who is it?” asked Ciara. Dermot echoed the same questions in his head.


Sounds came through the thicket. Dermot’s heart jumped. Out stepped an old man whose hair matched his snow-white robe. His tabard and cloak were pale gray. His hand held a tall, dark gray staff topped by a smooth, milky-bluish spherical jewel set inside what resembled a snake’s mouth made of iron. Saershe and Iorwerth walked up to the man and embraced him.


“Children,” said Iorwerth, “permit me the honor of introducing Ailill, mine and Saershe’s mentor, eldest living among the Dríacht, and our High Dríadór.”


“Greetings, novices,” said Ailill, bowing his head with his hand upon his heart. “It’s a pleasure to meet you at last.”


They bowed their heads in turn as Iorwerth introduced them by name. Saershe remarked how glad they were to see him again. Iorwerth said, “We weren’t expecting you for another few days.”


“I had to quicken my pace,” explained Ailill. “Rowen is doing what she can for the wild spirits in the East and South. I’m afraid the situation has grown worse faster than predicted.”


“Rowen’s another dríadór, right?” asked Dermot.


Saershe nodded, and then Ailill continued. “Across Denú, Taranis’s black magic is slowly polluting many forests. Some still don’t appear to show signs, but others are sickening at a faster pace. One might think autumn has come unusually early, but the leaves are all withered and bear none of autumn’s beautiful colors. I feel nothing good flourishing any longer, and the soil reeks of sickness. I could smell the foul affliction everywhere. Rowen has seen the same in the East. The trees creak in the wind, and many have already fallen.”


“What has become of the animals?” asked Iorwerth, resting his hand on his heart.


Ailill continued, “Several are dangerously ill, too, and they’re as frightened as the trees and plants. Many are either fleeing or trying to remain hidden. But there’s greater evil afoot. To begin with, more people are vanishing.”


“Vanishing? What do you mean?” asked Brian. “Is the Mairágh growing?”


“Oh, they are, no question, me lad,” replied Ailill. “However, I speak of the water horses.”


“The kelpies?” Dermot noticed that everyone was looking at him. “I have heard about them in many a Denuan tale. They are reputed to be magical creatures resembling steeds, dwelling in rivers and lakes. Their manes are noted as having grasses and bulrushes caught in them. They lure unwary humans onto their backs, drown them, and devour them.”


“Yes, me boy,” said Ailill. “They’ve been claiming more victims, especially at the Great Loch of Denú.”


The Great Loch, Dermot thought. He knew it to be within the eastern province of Sálach, close to the Emerald Mountains, its waters wider and deeper than any lake in the realm.


“What tidings of the dragons, Ailill?” asked Saershe.


“There lies the greatest danger. The beasts are spreading their fire over the land. More towns and villages have been incinerated,” he continued. “They are far from done. I’m certain. And I dread to imagine what lies in store for the creatures beneath the Llyrean Sea.”


“Well, what’re we going to do?” asked Dermot.


“Aye,” said Brian. “We can’t stay here and do nothing.”


“You’re quite right,” said Ailill. “The time has come.”


Dermot’s ears perked up.




 


 


 


 


Chapter 3


 


 


Aidan rode ahead of a lengthy line of armored soldiers. They had been riding all day, and now they were nearing the top of a gently sloping heath.


“Stop!” Aidan held up his hand. The prince clutched the reins, smelling charred wood and smoke from down below, despite the distance. He shuddered, remembering the attack on Lundersin.


“Forward!” Aidan quickened his pace, rushing up to the top of the heath. Yet when he got there, he pulled the reins, making his horse skid to a halt.


Aidan whispered, “Mercy of the heavens!”


It was the town of Astilae, or what remained of it. Clouds of smoke drifted from the castle’s battlements and the town’s walls. Many houses were barren, with exposed walls and innards. Common household items lay scattered all around, along with broken, half-burned wagons and singed weapons. 


Aidan’s stomach grew heavy. Only one day after the attack on Lundersin had a messenger come from the Earl of Astilae, requesting aid because Ilbrech and other towns and villages in his territory had been attacked.


“Your Highness! Look!” said a soldier near Aidan, pointing.


A horde of broken people were trudging up the hillside. Most were townsfolk. Only a few wore soldiers’ garb. Two soldiers were on horseback, leading them, but even the steeds were trotting feebly as they hung their weary, sweaty heads. Their tunics bore the emblem of Astilae: a pair of purple battle-axes crossed on a white field surrounded by a black border. Aidan saw the people lift their hands as if to cry out to them, but none did.


Slowly the prince and his men made their way down. The two soldiers rode up to him and bowed their heads. All the horses whinnied and nodded among themselves.


“Your Highness!” said one soldier. “Bless the spirits and ancestors you’re here!”


“Where is the Earl of Astilae?” asked Aidan. “I must speak with him.”


“Your Highness, Lord Astilae has . . . has been taken prisoner. His wife and children were . . . they have been s-slaughtered . . . save his eldest son . . . who has also been captured.”


Aidan paused and peered at the town’s ruins again, before turning back to the soldier. “Who took them hostage? What exactly happened here?”


The soldier shivered. “A dragon, sire. The beast came and attacked our town two nights ago. But as we assembled to fight back, a legion of armored men in black besieged us. We fought valiantly. I swear. But we stood no chance against both forces.”


“And where are these black-armored raiders now?” asked Aidan. “Do you mean to say they were in league with those creatures?”


“They’re gone, Your Highness. We don’t know where. They vanished into the darkness as if they were one with it. They made off with our provisions and many prisoners—not merely Lord Astilae and his heir, but every able-bodied man they could seize alive. Alas, we were in no condition to give chase. Why they spared the rest of us, I don’t know. Those fire-breathing fiends disappeared soon after, and they never once harmed the men who besieged us.”


As the soldier finished speaking, desperate refugees converged on the prince’s party. Several were about ready to collapse. Soil and soot stained them all over, and their tattered clothes bore singes. Voices rang out begging for the return of loved ones kidnapped by the invading horde. 


Aidan raised a hand, silencing their ragged pleas. “Listen, good people! You have suffered a terrible loss. But I swear to you, on the bones and names of my ancestors, your loved ones shall be avenged! I am Prince Aidan of Denú, Duke of Raiph. I will safely guide you to Lundersin!”


The people stayed silent, not even smiling.


Aidan looked up. “I—wait, who is that?”


He pointed, and the soldiers and people all looked. In the distance there appeared another horseman riding hard, carrying a large banner that slowly came into view. Meanwhile, many survivors tried comforting one another.


“’Tis a red banner, Your Highness. He must be from Harlíeo,” said the captain.


Aidan kept his eyes on the rider. “Harlíeo? But that’s in the North. Captain, take two men and ride out to meet that messenger. Learn what tidings he brings. I must escort these people to Lundersin. If Harlíeo has approached us directly instead of the Duke of Núinna, whatever’s afoot must be worse than we thought.”


Before the captain could reply, the rider in the distance dropped the banner, slumped forward, and slid off the side of his horse, which also collapsed. Aidan shouted, “Captain, and you two soldiers, come with me! The rest remain here.” 


They rode out. Once they’d reached him, Aidan and the captain dismounted and knelt beside the horseman. Their companions dismounted and grabbed the horses’ reins while the captain brought his water skin up to the man’s lips. The messenger took a long drink and started choking. As the man coughed up water, Aidan introduced himself and asked him for tidings, putting his hand upon the horseman’s shoulder. The man tried to speak, but still coughed.


“Easy,” said Aidan. “Take your time.”


“Dr-dragons are—on the rampage, my prince. Villages—towns—the North is—aflame! People—so many—slain.” The messenger heaved hard.


Aidan was stunned into silence. The messenger, calmer, said, “Many men have been captured, along with earls and chieftains. Legions of armored men in black are on the march in the realm.”


“Were the dukes informed?” asked Aidan.


“Aye, sire. Has nothing reached you from them?”


Aidan shook his head.


 


***


 


Eilwen stood upon the ramparts, her eyes bulging and mouth agape at the bedraggled line of peasants staggering up the slope and toward the keep. Many collapsed before they could reach the gate and had to be carried the rest of the way by soldiers. She hurried down and ran up to Aidan as he handed his horse’s reins to a stable hand. “Who are these poor people?”


With a somber face, Aidan explained to her what had happened, before walking away.


Eilwen turned to the refugees. Her mouth went dry. She had never even spoken to common folk before. Could any words warm their hearts? What should she do? 


One woman noticed her. She asked, with open hands and a look of longing, “Milady, we need food and water. Can you spare any?”


A man saw her and begged, “Please, anything. Please!”


 


***


 


Carrick sat silent, his fist pressed to his lips, gazing at the map of Denú splayed out on the table. A few courtiers sat around him. Messengers had arrived from the dukes shortly after the refugees. Dara said, “The first dragon attacks appear to have been o’er a month ago, in Núinna, maybe even earlier than that.”


“A month?” repeated Aidan. “That can’t be possible. If they’ve been occurring for longer than a month, how is it we haven’t heard of them until now?”


“Do we even know what provoked the beasts into attacking?” asked the king. “Was a golden goblet or some other trinket stolen from one of their treasure hoards? Or did they suddenly decide they wanted to rampage Denú for the love of carnage?”


“We do not know, sire,” said Dara. “But there are those raiders in black. Every time they’ve appeared, they’ve pillaged, massacred, and taken hostages. They must have a greater, darker purpose in this. I suspect they’re building up an army.”


“How in the heavens could anyone even form an alliance with dragons?” the king shouted, holding his hands out. “They are beasts of fire, wrath, and greed! They don’t negotiate. They force humans to give in to their desires!” 


Silence temporarily reigned.


Aidan asked, “What of these raiders? Could they be forcing prisoners they take to serve them, or whoever is their commander? If these are, in fact, coordinated slave raids connected with the dragons, someone specific must be devising them. The deaths of messengers show that they do not want us to be ready to mount a counteroffensive.”


Carrick eyed his nephew before turning back to the assembly. All eyes were on him. He said, “We must find out who these men are and what they want. We must find out for certain if these dragons are in league with them. Whether they are or aren’t, if we stop the dragons, we can even the odds when the enemy strikes again.”


“Where do we start, Uncle?” asked Aidan.


“We shall build up our defenses should there be another assault.” The king kept his eyes on his council. “Draft up every able-bodied man and boy we still have in Lundersin and throughout Raiph.”


The sound of a throat clearing drew their attention. Eilwen stood in the doorway.


“Eilwen, what are you doing here?” Carrick growled. “I told you to return to your chambers. How far does your disobedient streak run?”


“Were you listening this whole time?” asked Aidan, almost chagrined.


Carrick turned to one of his guards. “Escort her out now. I will deal with you later, Eilwen. Now, we must send messengers to the dukes. Have them ready the other noblemen and all o’ their soldiers and whatever forces they still can. I want the dukes with their strongest men here at once. I want to know why the Duke of Núinna has been negligent.”


Eilwen shook off the guards who were trying to lead her out, and she stepped forward. “My lord, there were only a select few who could oppose the dragons. Long ago, they were able to stop them from attacking and pillaging. They once were a well-respected coven in Denú.”


She now had everyone’s full attention.


“What are you suggesting, Eilwen?” asked the prince.


“Aidan . . .!” Carrick leaned forward, his face reddening and his fist tightening.


“Simple brute force will not do. We must act with courage and valor—yes! But with aim and logic, my king,” Eilwen said. “We must seek out the Dríacht.”


One could have heard a drop of ale hit the floor.


“You know that’s not an option.” The king huffed. “The Dríacht disappeared long ago. Now, leave this hall with your fanciful dreams. We do not have time for them.”


“Indeed,” agreed Dara, wringing his hands. “Their light has gone out in this kingdom. We sagarts must serve in their stead. We are the spiritual beeswax that binds Denú together. I must see to it the faith of the people is not extinguished.”


“Your Eminence, it was never proven they’d gone!” Eilwen shouted from the doorway, resisting the guards who were trying to escort her away again. “The Dríacht disappeared, but they could still exist, hidden somewhere in the forests of this land.”


“Impossible,” said the king. “I told you this is no time for jests and childish fantasies. You are wasting our time.”


One courtier stood slowly, facing the king. “Sire, what if what the Lady Eilwen says is indeed true, and the Dríacht do, in fact, still . . . exist.”


Carrick glared. “What are you talking about?”


“Well . . .” The man hesitated. “There were reports of sightings more than a month ago of a dragon burning most of the Forest of Ámhen. Peasant talk, ’twas all. I remember hearing it when I went with Your Majesty on a trip to Crandáir.”


“I did, too!” cried Eilwen.


“I believe some even claimed to have seen figures throughout the realm,” the courtier said, “sightings of shadowy individuals deep in the forests. I gave no great thought to it at the time, but—”


“So, no one has ever had interactions,” replied Dara, “just sightings . . . unreliable at best.”


“I agree.” The king frowned. “People see what they want to see, misguided by superstition or their own imagination. No one has definitive evidence of any sorcerers, only fantasies!”


“But if there is a drop of truth, it’s worth investigating,” asserted Aidan. He turned to a guard. “Prepare the fastest and most rested horses at once. Assemble a squadron.”


“Aidan, what’re you doing!” boomed the king. He stood. Everyone else did the same.


“I’m going west,” said Aidan. “The Wizard-King of Denú himself was a dríadór. Legend has it that he helped defeat dragons long ago. If the Dríacht still exists, if it is the only way to find out who these raiders are and why they and the dragons are attacking, we must find them.”


Eilwen gasped and smiled. 


Dara said, “You’re the future King of Denú, Your Highness, and the future of your family’s line!”


“Yes,” said Carrick. “Your place is here.”


“Then lock me up, my king. I will go, regardless. As prince of this land, I must defend the people and show them your heir is fit to continue your lineage. Sometimes one must do what is right.”


No words could escape Carrick’s throat, or Dara’s. Everyone’s eyes were fixed upon Aidan. He exchanged glances with Eilwen, who beamed. 


Half-smiling, the prince turned to the guard again. One gaze was all it took to get the man moving. Next, Aidan looked at the courtier who’d spoken. “Where in Crandáir have the most sightings been reported?”




 


 


 


 


Chapter 4


 


 


Mairágs and slaves initially appeared to Taranis like tiny bees as he stood on his balcony in the fortress Magh-Tuira, but he was able to zoom his gaze in close, like a hawk. Many mairágs practiced for combat, while slaves forged handheld as well as siege weapons. The dark sorcerer jutted his chin as warmth expanded in his chest.


As Lúg circled over the Valley of Fire, Taranis saw a gaping hole where the dragon’s eye used to be—the same eye Saershe had gouged out during the fight at Ámhen Forest.


The wizard turned and walked into his throne room. He stopped as four witches faced him: Myf, Oona, Eigyr, and the lusty, copper-haired Neasa, who made eye contact with him and said, with glossy eyes, “My prince, everything is proceeding as planned.”


The scáithír, a high-ranking mairág, stood at attention, along with two other mairágs. One, the former sheriff of Emerin, pushed his shoulders back and thrust his chest out. “We mairágs are eager to prove ourselves.”


Taranis bypassed them and looked at the scáithír, who said impassively, “The Dríacht have not yet come out, sire. However, refugees from the North are slowly making their way south.”


“Most excellent,” said Taranis, raising his chin again. “Prepare squadrons for our next move.”


The scáithír, the former sheriff, and the other mairág—Lord Emerin himself—bowed and left. The sheriff clenched his fist tightly as he did so. Taranis turned his attention to the witches, asking, “What of our research?”


“We’re doing our best, milord,” said Myf, who shrugged. One of her eyes was entirely gray.


“We must do better.” Taranis grumbled as he breathed heavier. “My victory depends on it.”


 


***


 


Dermot had grown used to living in that cave in Glascoil. He’d had a home again. The night before they left, there had been heavy rain, the dew of which lingered on the grass and leaves. It was settling to hear the downpour while sleeping. Dermot had welcomed it wholeheartedly. Even in childhood, he had always preferred to be asleep during a rainstorm.


Now he knew he would be a traveler again. Only this time, his home had not been burned to ashes. He shut his eyes, recalling the death and flames in Emerin.


“Are you all right, Dermot?” asked Brian.


“Oh, yes,” he stuttered, looking in different directions before reaching down into the river, cupping his hands, and splashing water onto his face. He felt as if time froze, apart from the water dripping down his face. He remarked, “That feels good.”


“The water is flowing onward,” remarked Ruairí, “to the sea.”


“The Llyrean Sea?” asked Brian.


“Aye,” Ruairí replied. “I would sure love to see that, of all Nature’s wonders, someday.”


“So would I,” agreed Ciara, stepping out of the cave. She smiled wide. “Maybe one day, we could all go there, together.”


Iorwerth suddenly appeared. He said, “Finish washing yourselves. It’s time for feeding.”


Dermot knew what he meant. It was more than breakfast. A nursery had been set up for infant animals in Glascoil, and among them were orphans of Ámhen Forest. Dermot could still remember the grit and heat from that dragon fire, even worse than the one that destroyed Emerin. He thought about both as they walked towards the nursery.


They eventually arrived, sheltered by the branches of giant oaks. Hollowed areas in their trunks and underneath their roots provided sleeping places for many animals. Among those the dríadórs met and cared for that day were foxes, squirrels, rabbits, and fawns. Some of the younger squirrels and rabbits hadn’t yet grown fur. One fawn still had spots but bore scars from that dreadful day in Ámhen. Dermot recognized a fox kit as the one he’d met not long after arriving in Glascoil. Yseult kept her distance from the foxes at Iorwerth’s behest to not frighten them, her being a hunting dog. Some of the younger ones hadn’t yet opened their eyes.


Dermot and his fellow novices sat alongside the elders. Yseult lay beside them. Keane was perched atop an oaken branch. Ferghus lay a short distance away, close to the unicorns as they grazed. Saershe and Iorwerth brought Ruairí and Ciara, respectively, a baby bird and rabbit. Ailill asked Brian for help with the squirrels, and Dermot sat alongside the fawn.


“Saershe and Iorwerth tell me that you four have done well with your studies,” Ailill said, as he stroked the neck of a baby rabbit that he’d fed.


“Well, we’ve been doing our best to attune ourselves to Nature’s miracles and her mystic forces,” said Dermot. “My favorite moments, of course, are with the animals.”


“Remember, we dríadórs must observe and interact with and study all animals to achieve fluency with their lore and gain greater wisdom and insight into their behavior,” said Iorwerth, “which, in turn, sharpens our own abilities. You ought to understand them so your understanding of yourselves, of your abilities, may proliferate. You have learned much already and must continue to do so.”


“Aye, so where’re we going?” Brian asked.


“East, my young friend,” said Saershe. “We are going to the Denuan Spine.”


Everyone paused. The only sound that came was a squawk from Ferghus.


“The Emerald Mountains?” asked Brian.


Dermot’s heart missed a beat. They were traveling to the domain of the gryphons.


“That’s right,” replied Saershe. “The time has come to renew the ancient alliance.”


Ferghus lifted his head. Although his eyes conveyed uncertainty, Dermot could sense his quickening heartbeat and quivering muscles. The young gryphon squawked. My ancestors’ home . . . 


“Does Ferghus still have other relations there?” asked Ciara. “I mean, apart from . . .”


She faltered—something she seldom did. Dermot could feel they were all as sensitive as he was at the talk of Ferghus’s family.


“After his father’s death, few gryphons were left of Ferghus’s grandfather’s tribe,” said Iorwerth.


“There’s Maeve’s tribe,” put in Ailill. “They, too, supported the alliance, but after that terrible war, like many others they weren’t keen to shed more blood.”


“Maeve also felt, for certain reasons, that she could no longer stay with her family. Her mate also felt that they could not stay,” said Saershe.


“Do you think we can persuade the tribes to join us again?” asked Brian. “I mean no disrespect, but you haven’t seen them in so long.”


“We must try,” said Ciara, standing. “The memory of our ancestors must hold some importance to them, as must Ferghus’s existence. We all must work for it.”


“They do indeed, my dear,” said Iorwerth. He put his hand on Ciara’s arm to make her sit. “But you cannot jump into it. It shall require extensive talking and persuasion. No dríadór alive can do so better than you, Ailill.”


“Thank you,” said Ailill. “I’ll do my best.”


“Where do we fit into all of this?” asked Dermot.


“Well, my young friends,” said Saershe, “you are in for another great adventure. Think of it as another opportunity to gain experience and prepare yourselves.”


“For the war?” Ciara asked. “Or for our destinies?”


“As dríadórs, you must be prepared for whatever shall cross your path,” said Iorwerth. “Remember what happened within Ámhen?”


The novices murmured. Dermot’s mind harkened back to those terrible memories. Ámhen had been a beautiful, ancient greenwood, like Glascoil, but a dragon named Lúg, under Taranis’s command, incinerated innumerable trees and smashed others by brute force. 


Iorwerth spoke again. “Recognize and bear in mind the unique traits, tendencies, and lessons of creatures and plants alike, my young friends. Heed what they show us about the miracle that is life, including how to live and survive. It must be clear to you all, as dríadórs, that wildlife isn’t merely our teacher but a part of us, as we are all part of this same domain.”


The youths looked at one another. Iorwerth continued while observing a stick insect in his palm, “Consider your personal feelings, your characteristics, given they shall bear striking similarities to certain creatures. Many a dríadór has discovered as much when they least expected it or weren’t even searching. Always remember, size and appearance matter not, such as with the wren, a warrior at heart, by no means irrelevant.”


“When do we get to learn how to shape-shift?” asked Dermot. “And to heal with hands?”


Saershe and Iorwerth stared. Dermot wished he could think of something else to say. He understood he shouldn’t have spoken. He had learned so much since his induction into the Dríacht. Their lessons included—in addition to physical exercise, mindfulness, and mental stillness by grounding—the herbal art of wortcunning, tracking, animal behaviors and lifestyles, observing the skies and trees every day, and even basic skills of surviving in the wild from cooking to starting and putting out fires. 


Still, shape-shifting was something he had been eagerly awaiting. He wanted to really feel what it would be like to be another creature, as well as to gain mastery of the elements, and their special healing powers.


“I was wondering that myself,” admitted Brian.


“Me, too,” agreed Ruairí tentatively.


Saershe sighed. “You young souls have to understand that the power of shape-shifting is a dangerous one, which can destroy you if you do not remain master o’er it.”


“I don’t follow,” said Brian. “What do you mean by destroy?”


Saershe sighed. “Ages ago, there was once a dríadór exceptional in the mastery of shape-shifting. There was one animal form he favored more than any other.”


“What form was that?” asked Brian.


“What was his name?” asked Dermot at the same time.


Iorwerth shook his head. “His name was lost over generations. And which form he loved is irrelevant. This dríadór came to love this form so much that he eventually would transform into no other. In time, it became so central to his heart that he came to wish it were his true form.


“So he renounced his true form. Although his fellow dríadórs tried to help him, their efforts were fruitless. He retreated into the forest, never to be seen again, living the rest of his days in the form he chose.”


“You make it sound like shape-shifting is so dangerous,” remarked Brian, raising his hand, “that it shouldn’t be attempted, but you all do it. Saershe, you saved our lives in a gryphon’s form at that castle.”


“Yet they never forget who they truly are, Brian,” said Dermot. “I think that’s what they’re saying. Shape-shifting is meant to understand the mind and life of the animal, to view Nature from another creature’s eyes, to fully understand what they’re like, and to defend Nature, but never to become another animal. We must always remember our true selves . . . and our sacred vows as dríadórs.”


“Precisely,” said Saershe, smiling and nodding approvingly. “That dríadór renounced who he truly was. He forgot his duty, those who cared for him. He let magic—and his desire—control him. Whether any of us like it or not, magic always comes with an important responsibility. Torin practiced black magic, and he paid a price for turning his cloak, as you well know—losing his soul to darkness.”


“Yes,” admitted Brian, his voice quieting in reflection.


“But please, do not let this story dampen your hopes,” said Saershe. “We do not forbid shape-shifting. We only recommend caution. In time, you’ll all learn to shape-shift, and to heal by laying on of hands. But you must bear the strength to be able to master it, and the imagination to see yourselves as other creatures in every way possible. To heal others, you yourselves must be in good health to draw on life’s quintessence—the element of spirit. It may well save your lives.”


Dermot looked at the animal younglings, specifically those who were not old enough yet to know who or what they were. Although he had imagined and dreamed what it would be like to be several different animals, he wondered for the first time how accurate those dreams might have been. He was distracted when he looked up and saw Ferghus now appearing disgruntled.


“Excuse me,” Dermot said to the fawn. He got up.


The fawn nodded. Please come back soon.


I will.


Dermot walked slowly towards Ferghus. He asked, “What is it?”


Ferghus looked up. I’m thinking about my ma, and all she did for me. Now I’m to meet kin I’ve never met. All I can think about is the night when she was murdered.


“I’ve never forgotten that night, Ferghus.” Dermot’s face fell. “And I never will.”


Of course you haven’t. Your father took her from me.


Dermot could feel a hunger for vengeance in Ferghus, which made him feel like he had ants crawling on his skin. “Please, Ferghus. Taranis took her from us. He made my father his slave. Were my father in his right mind, he’d never murder anyone.”


How do you know? Your entire village hunted her down, following your chieftain’s orders. Oh yes, Ma told me. Lord Emerin wanted her head. And for what? Glory? Honor? What glory or honor is there in hunting a creature solely to kill it?


“Ferghus, your mother raised you to be who you are. I wouldn’t be who I am without my father. He is a good man. Please.”


Ferghus glared. 


Keane landed on a branch above their heads, attracting everyone’s attention with his squawking. Soldiers are approaching the edge of the forest!


When Keane went silent, Iorwerth called out, “Where are they from?”




 


 


 


 


Chapter 5


 


 


Refugees who had been driven from their homes in the North had been traveling on foot, with the few horses they had left drawing carts of what little supplies they had, as well as the dead and dying. Once again, they had stopped to bury another poor soul whose strength had been spent. The air was quiet, free from the only sounds they had heard for days: the wind and the clanging of the armor belonging to the soldiers among them.


One of these soldiers muttered aloud, “The sun sets on another unfortunate soul.”


Looking down on the freshly turned earth marking the grave was a woman who had come from the village of Emerin. Granuaile did not know how much longer she could bear this endless suffering and death. But she knew she had to live for the sake of her family. 


She prayed, shutting her eyes. Dermot, Brian, wherever you are, please be strong. I will find you, my boys, no matter where that sorceress has taken you. And my darling Pádraig, if you’re still alive, I will find our children, and I will find you. I swear. If you have passed on to the Otherworld like this woman, I swear upon my father’s name I shall look after our boys.


Glancing up, she saw the last face she wanted to see—that of an old man who abandoned his son. He was her own father-in-law, Lonán, a potter by trade. He made his way toward her. Twitching her lip, she turned her face away, making her nose pinch.


“Granuaile,” said Lonán.


She could feel his presence next to her. Nevertheless, she didn’t move her head. She crossed her arms. “Go away.”


Lonán whispered, “Very well. Hate me if you must. But there is too much at stake here. Divisions like this will allow Taranis to defeat us easily. We must put aside our differences and stand together against him.”


“It’s your fight, not mine.”


“It is your fight, Granuaile. It’s everyone’s fight. Taranis has declared war on all Denú. If you want to save Pádraig, and for your sons to live in peace once more, you must stand and fight! Now that I know my son’s children are alive, so long as I still breathe, I won’t give up on them.”


Granuaile’s lips parted. She turned and glanced at him. Such strength was something Lonán hadn’t seemed to have in his soul. But now written on his face was fierce willpower.


“I knew refugees might appear in Harlíeo after what happened to Emerin,” he said. “I have no doubt Saershe would’ve wanted me to help them when they arrived. But as I tried to tell you, I wondered who would’ve believed me. No one in Harlíeo had seen a dragon or heard of what had happened. I’d hoped to come forward with you, but the town was attacked before I got the chance. Hate me for that, too, if you must. The spirits know I do.”


Lonán turned away, leaving Granuaile with what he’d said. She hadn’t pieced together his silence with the fact that no one had known about Emerin’s devastation until she, Pádraig, and the others came to Harlíeo. She remembered how their story had been met with doubt from the soldiers and the earl himself.


I cannot talk to him. Not yet, she thought. She looked over to a woman who clutched a small, hungry girl tightly. Although the child was not bawling, Granuaile could see tears streaming down her face as the little girl grasped her stomach, which was bloated from lack of food.


Granuaile thought about how she’d cried after her mother died. Her father had told her to be strong and tough, insisting that it would be a harsh world for a young woman who showed weakness.


I’m sorry, Da. But I cannot help crying now.


Then, it was as if she heard her mother’s voice, like a spirit from the Otherworld, warm and compassionate. Be strong, Granuaile. You must be, now more than ever, but not at the cost of your own heart, my darling.


Granuaile looked up and around, but nobody looked back at her. She couldn’t speak or even think, and she felt oddly numb.


There was no sagart amongst them, so the leading soldier of Harlíeo said a simple prayer: “May this poor soul find peace in the Otherworld, amongst ancestors and spirits.”


Before long, they were trekking once more. Caemoch was a greater distance away from Harlíeo than Granuaile had imagined, at least twice as long as she guessed it had been to reach Harlíeo from Emerin. Yet, looking at the other refugees and the supply carts around her, she wondered if the greater numbers and the supplies they carried made the journey far slower.


Into the early afternoon they trudged. Still reeling from hearing her mother’s voice, Granuaile could see her fellow Denuans’ boots becoming worn. Some people were barefoot. From among the soldiers, a couple of scouts were sent ahead to see what was on the other side of the gently rising heath they were approaching. It wasn’t long before they came back.


“Hurry!” one of them shouted. “There’s a river up ahead! There’s water! There’s water!”


His words made everyone’s lips open as they panted harder to make their way to the top. Granuaile could feel her lungs working hard, until at last they reached the top and looked down below. Many people gasped. A few even shouted, “Look!”


Before them, there was a great river. Sunlight made the restless blue surface sparkle. It was a beautiful sight. Granuaile paused with her mouth slightly open. She had never seen a body of water like it before. For a moment she forgot her thirst and hunger.


“It’s the Coiled Serpent.” Lonán put his hand above his eyes as he gazed at the water. “The greatest and longest river in all Denú. Caemoch was founded along its banks, like many other towns. It shouldn’t be much farther.”


Even before he spoke, people started making their way down, quickening their pace. Granuaile, for her part, eagerly craved the water’s cool and refreshing touch in her mouth and throat. Yet for all her thirst and her soiled clothes and skin, she was too weary to run hard. Nevertheless, like the others, she made for the river as fast as she could.


Fortunately, the water was clean and potable. Everybody spread out at the riverside. Families stayed together, with the women minding the children. People cupped their hands repeatedly, gulping down so much water that many of them choked, coughed, and spat it back out, especially the children. A few nearly got trampled, and then they all gradually settled down. They tossed water up into their faces. It was not long before they waded, and in some cases dashed or crawled, into the water, dunking into it and coming up. A few of the younger men took their shirts off. Some women, including Granuaile, took off their shawls.


Granuaile walked out of the river. Her garments hung onto her. Seeing them like that, she shut her eyes and clenched her teeth. She moved wet bangs out of her eyes when she saw Lonán again. He was sitting by himself. Unlike many others, he had not gone into the river to bathe. Taking a deep breath and tapping her thighs with her fists, she walked over to him, shuddering. By this time, the other people had settled down, either sitting or lying.


“Aren’t you going to wash yourself?” she asked.


“I will, my dear,” he replied. “I’d prefer to wait ’til the excitement dies down.”


She started to walk past him without a second glance when a young girl cried, “Look! There’s a horse in the water!”


Granuaile stopped and turned as Lonán stood. Sure enough, there was a giant, pale-white stallion in the middle of the river. Everyone paused. The poor creature was struggling in the water, whinnying.


Someone—Granuaile couldn’t tell whom—shouted, “Hurry! We must help that poor creature!”


A few people swam toward the horse. Some on the land, meanwhile, cried out. “Come on! You can do it! This way! You’re almost there!” 


Granuaile watched but stayed silent, briefly thinking how odd it was that the horse didn’t seem at all panicked in making for the riverbank.


Slowly the horse came closer into view, with people around it, though no one had touched or aided the horse. Granuaile could tell, from the way the legs moved, the hooves were touching solid ground below the water. The horse tramped weakly onto the riverbank and knelt low enough for a little boy in the water to climb on.


“Mercy of the heavens!” gasped Lonán, jerking his head back.


“What?” Granuaile asked. “What is it?”


“Do you see those bulrushes on the back, and in the mane?” he asked, pointing.


She looked closer. Sure enough, there were dark green bulrushes caught in the horse’s mane and hanging over his back. “Yes. Why?”


The old man hollered, “Don’t go near that creature! That’s a kelpie!”


“A kelpie?!” a woman shouted. 


Granuaile’s eyes bulged.


Before anybody could respond, it was too late. Once the boy had eagerly climbed onto the creature’s back, the kelpie turned and charged at a surprising speed back into the river, passing groups of stunned onlookers.


“No!” Lonán screamed. He charged into the river, splashing water. Several adults, including the potter, raced after the water horse, while others in the water joined them. They heard the boy scream over the kelpie’s splashing.


“Jump off! Now!” a woman shouted, cupping her hands over her mouth.


“I can’t get off!” the boy cried, writhing and waving his arms. “I . . . I’m stuck!”


“Fight back!” cried another person. “Kick him! Pull the mane! Twist the ears!”


The boy kept screaming. Lonán and the other rescuers swam as hard as they could. Granuaile watched, wringing her hands. For his age, Lonán proved to be a strong swimmer. She was impressed, but she was far more concerned about the child.


Unfortunately, the kelpie was too fast, thrashing his tail and splashing so loud that it boomed like thunder. The boy’s blood-curdling screams were silenced as he and the kelpie disappeared. All that was left was a surge of foam and ripples that had turned red from the boy’s blood. Granuaile shut her eyes and buried her face in her hands.
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