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Chapter One
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1114 AD Ceann-Coradh, near Cill Dalua, Ériu

“I cannot do what you ask, my chief.” Maelan kept his back stiff and his gaze forward. He couldn't bring himself to look Diarmait Ua Briain in the eye, not after the command he'd just been given. Not only did it leave a bitter taste in Maelan’s mouth, but such an act would break his code of honor as a Christian.

The chieftain stopped mid-stride. “What did you say, Maelan?”

Concentrating on the wall tapestry in the large royal chamber, Maelan remained still. “I said I cannot kill Murtough Ua Briain.”

Diarmait growled and spun, his thin frame hidden by the enormous multi-colored cloak he loved wearing. His face darkened, and he picked up a metal platter. The remains of his meal dropped to the floor as he flung the platter against the wooden walls. The harsh clang made Maelan flinch, and he didn’t flinch easily.

He stepped so close to Maelan their noses almost touched. The smell of mead and onions came strong from the other man’s breath. “How many winters have you been a warrior, Maelan?”

“Almost fifty, my chief.”

Diarmait cocked his head and raised his eyebrows. “In fifty winters’ time, you never killed anyone?”

He gritted his teeth. “Of course. A warrior kills many enemies, my chief.”

“Yet you refuse to kill my enemy now.”

“You haven’t ordered me to kill an enemy. Instead, you’ve ordered me to kill your own sick brother. You do not order an honorable killing. You order a kin assassination, my chief.”

Diarmait threw his hands in the air. “Stop saying my chief every other word, Maelan! By the power of the sun and the moon, we’ve known each other too long for such formalities. I don’t understand your reluctance. The man is a warrior, just as you are. Why would you scruple to kill another warrior?”

“Killing a warrior in battle is honorable. Killing a helpless kinsman on his sickbed is murder.”

He spun, pacing several times as he spoke. “You and your stupid Christian morals. Why are you so blind to necessity, Maelan? When he recovers, he’ll take the túath from me again. If that happens, you’ll be just as dispossessed as I will be.”

Maelan could think of nothing to say. Either he argued with Diarmait or betrayed his beliefs. No man could serve two masters. 

Chief Diarmait closed his eyes and let out a weary sigh. “Time was, you would do as your chief commanded, Maelan. When did you change?”

Maelan knew when he’d changed. He clenched his teeth against the memory of that battle—a day which still haunted him.

Diarmait crossed his arms and frowned. “Sometimes I just don’t understand you, Maelan. You’re my warchief, my best warrior, and one of my oldest friends. You’ve stood by me through war, raids, and celebrations. Your wife, may she rest in the Summer Lands, was my own dear cousin.”

“That is all true, my chief. Nothing changed.”

“Yet you won’t kill for me.”

Maelan straightened his spine. “I cannot justify such an act to my God. It is dishonorable.”

Diarmait threw up his hands. “Dishonorable? How in the name of all things holy is killing dishonorable? Battle is an ancient tradition for all Gaels.”

“This is not a battle, and not for Christians, my chief. I mean, Diarmait.”

Diarmait growled. “Codswallop! A bunch of stammering weaklings. You and my brother both love them for some unknown reason. Go, Maelan. Leave me now. Do send me someone with the skills I need. You must have one warrior in your command unweakened by your Christian morals.”

Maelan almost smiled but restrained himself. “Yes, my... yes, Diarmait.”

Once he safely escaped the royal rooms, he breathed a sigh of relief. It didn’t really matter who he sent in his stead. No one else would have his own advantage. Murtough Ua Briain, his own chief’s brother and rival for the Chiefdom of an Mhumhain, would live another day, unless his illness took him.

Maelan had a good group of warriors under him, with various skills and specialties. Maelan could be an excellent assassin, thanks to his magical talent but he’d never use his magic for something against his code.

As Diarmait had pointed out, not every Gaelic warrior believed secret killing to be dishonorable. In Gaelic culture, killing was a logical part of the constant warfare between tribes and clans. However, Maelan was raised in a strict Christian household. His grandfather had been a priest, and such sins were unforgivable.

His chief still cleaved onto his pagan beliefs, though Diarmait certainly gave lip service to the Christian God and their priests when it suited him. He could hardly do less these days, with the amount of sheer power the Church now held. Many winters ago, in Maelan’s great-grandfather’s time, pagans lived everywhere but they’d been hunted and destroyed with alarming violence in other lands. Crucifixions, even burnings, were not unheard of. This practice wasn’t as common on their own island.

Despite being a warrior all his life, Maelan detested and regretted unnecessary violence. A shred of memory intruded on him, a time when violence ruled his heart but he shoved it away.

Maelan found the sanctuary of his own room and closed the door, thankful to be out of sight. He removed the simple brat from around his shoulders and sat at the plain wooden desk.

He had work to do. The supply lists were still unfinished, and he must assign mentors to the new trainees. Some of those boys were barely grown. One only counted seven winters. Certainly, training a warrior young helped get them used to the feel of a spear in their hands, but seven?

Maelan’s own training had officially started at twelve, but he’d played with a wooden sword since he was ten. That’s when he was fostered to his mother’s brother, a warrior in Corcaigh. He’d been so proud of his wooden practice sword and leather helm. Maelan smiled at the memory but frowned at the memory of his grandmother. She’d left the winter before his fostering, disappearing in the night without a word. He’d only found her once, many winters later. He clenched his teeth against his frustration at that meeting. 

When he turned thirty, she’d sought him out again, though he’d believed her long dead. She’d gifted him with a family heirloom, passed down for generations untold. He kept the brooch, a magical artifact which granted him the ability to stay hidden in plain sight.

Her talent hadn’t been so useful. Instead, hers almost got her killed. Did she still live somewhere? Had she managed to reinvent her life again? He hoped so. He suspected, however, after she relinquished the brooch, her talent of eternal youth had faded.

After swallowing hard and chiding himself for useless nostalgia, Maelan bent to his work.
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The savory odor of roasted beef met Maelan at the doorway of the feast hall. He stopped to take an appreciative breath of his favorite meal. The cook at Ceann-Coradh had perfected the art of slow-roasting spit beef, marinating the meat with some sort of miraculous herbs. He didn’t care if he went to the devil for eating it, the beef tasted so good.

He took his place about a third of the way down the long wooden table. The head of the table was reserved for the chief, his family, and his closest advisors. Then came Maelan as warchief and Eógan mac Fionn, his own second and closest friend.

The rest of the soldiers, wives, and other craftsmen were arrayed at the other end. In all, thirty people sat at the chief’s table.

Raucous laughter from the lower end of the table made him narrow his gaze. If they got too rowdy, Maelan had a duty to discipline them. The noise settled when one of the younger warriors noticed his glare. He shushed his companions, and they continued in a more subdued volume.

A murmur rippled through the hall as two young women entered, chattering merrily between themselves. His granddaughter, Orlagh, and her best friend, Eolande.

His granddaughter, all of seventeen winters, was his pride and joy. She was a strong young lady, with long, blonde, straight hair, and freckles. He did wish she acted more biddable, but she had a proper warrior spirit beneath her short stature. He was proud of her despite her constant japes. But Orlagh wasn’t the one who had caused the murmurs.

Eolande had white hair. Not white like a very pale blonde but white as new-fallen snow. She had violet eyes and her otherworldly coloring always caused rumors of Fae blood. Maelan decided the rumors were a load of rubbish. He’d known a girl with violet eyes when he was a lad, and she was certainly human. Didn’t most elders get white hair? Nothing unnatural about that. But speculation never seemed to settle, no matter how many winters Eolande lived at Ceann-Coradh. Of course, the fact she kept a raven with white eyes as a pet did nothing to quell such rumors.

Their giggles were light, and twinkling compared to the warrior’s rough laughter. The room hushed as they took their seats, but they weren’t the cause for the silence. 

The chief entered and stood at the head of the table, surveying his extended family and retainers. He nodded to the servants, and they bustled in with huge platters. They placed the first platter in front of Chief Diarmait, a whole roasted haunch of beef, still sizzling from the spitfire. As they sliced into the roast, its aroma permeated the hall, and Maelan had to restrain himself from grabbing his portion out of turn.

As no guests were present, Chief Diarmait received the choicest portion, the tenderloin, a beautifully marbled cut near the ribs. Maelan’s mouth watered as he waited.

More servants brought root vegetables, barley bread, cheese, and ale. Those at the head of the table got wine or mead, as they preferred. Soon, conversation faded as people ate, chattering voices replaced by the smacking of lips and the glugging of drink.

After satisfying his hunger on the rare roast beef, Maelan turned to his right. “Eógan, did you get the younglings set up with their training schedule today?”

Around a mouthful of cheese, Eógan mumbled an affirmative. He then swigged half his ale and grinned. “Aye, and a couple of good lads we have, too. Two are already taking charge of the rest. The ginger one, though, watch out for him. He’s already caught the girls’ attention.”

“What about that wee one, Séan Óg’s boy?”

Eógan waved his hand. “Ah, he’s fine. That one carries a fierce anger. You should’ve seen him attacking the pell. Have you seen the size of his feet? He’ll outgrow them all.”

Reassured by his second’s assessment of the new fosterlings, Maelan nodded. “Inform me if any problems crop up tomorrow. The first day is always full of eager anticipation but then reality sets in. Many realize they won’t see their parents for moons, so the power plays and bullying begin.”

Eógan narrowed his gaze and pointed to Maelan with a chunk of bread. “Have I ever let you down, Maelan?”

“In training the boys? Never. However, I do recall a couple of situations I’ve had to extract you from.”

Laughing, Eógan dipped the bread into the beef drippings on his plate. “True enough! But it was grand fun, aye? Remember my fat, feisty woman down in Luimneach? The one with the midnight-dark braids. Oh, she was so worth it.”

Despite himself, Maelan chuckled. Eógan had wooed the woman for moons. She’d been at least a foot taller than the stocky warrior and several stones heavier. When he finally succeeded in bedding her, they’d practically destroyed the tavern room. Maelan had to pay for damage to chairs, tables, even a cracked hearth stone. What in God’s name had they done to crack a hearth stone? Maelan never asked and always wondered. Eógan had been in no shape to answer questions at the time. Covered in cuts and bruises, passed out from his exertions, Maelan had to drag him home to Ceann-Coradh via boat along the River Sionann.

Eógan plunked a full mug of small ale in front of him. “Maelan. You’re thinking too hard. Drink more, think less.”

Maelan sighed and gazed into the frothing mug. Eógan’s answer to most things was drinking. Maelan didn’t share his friend’s gleeful faith everything would work out by getting drunk.

With a slap on his back, Eógan growled, “I said drink! The ale won’t get any stronger if you stare at it. It might curdle from your sour visage, but the ale won’t get stronger.”

Maelan shoved Eógan with his shoulder and growled back. The shorter man was his closest friend but he knew better than to be so familiar in front of others. Maelan, as warchief, had a dignity to maintain and an image to uphold. Tumbling about in a drunken brawl was not part of his image, no matter Eógan’s affinity for such a state.

Sometimes Maelan believed Eógan would have been better off in a fían, free from command of any chief, marauding across the countryside and hiring himself out as a mercenary.

While some warriors who ran with the fían were landless and poor, all túath warriors owned land. It was necessary to support them so they might devote themselves to fighting, to protecting the chief and the laborers. And while túath warriors had a code, some acted more nobly than others. Eógan didn’t come from peasant stock but he acted as if he did. Sometimes Maelan wondered if it was worth all he went through to protect Eógan from his own follies. Then he remembered the Aileach and all disloyal thoughts fled.

He needed to escape. After chugging the mug of ale, he pushed himself away from the table. His wooden bench made no noise in the din of conversation, and he escaped from the smoke-filled hall.

Alone in his room once again, he sat on the bed and closed his eyes. He was so tired. If only Eógan showed a little more sense, he could pass on the duties of warchief to his younger friend. In truth, he had no one he trusted to have the dignity and ability the position required.

He once entertained the belief he might train his granddaughter, Orlagh, to be a worthy heir. She had the feisty spirit and the strength of will. However, she never grew tall, and while a man could be an effective short warrior, short women had a distinct disadvantage on the battlefield and in command of other warriors. Her tongue was given to sarcasm and insult, neither of which would endear her to men. Besides, her mother, rest her soul, had coddled the girl and given her everything she desired. The child was spoilt.

Maelan undressed and lay back with a long-suffering sigh. He must get some sleep. Tomorrow would be a full day.
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The drip, drip, drip of rainfall filled Maelan’s ears as he listened for other sounds. He’d been all day on this patrol but he couldn’t relax. One of the farmers asked him to watch for a missing sheep, and who knew where the beast had gotten to.

The first flowers of spring pushed through moss and dried leaves left over from autumn. The rich, loamy smell of earth and rotted wood was thick.

Something snapped and Maelan froze. No Ostmen should be in these woods but that’s what he was here to verify. He scanned the area but nothing moved. Slowly, he pulled up his magic, shielding his body from view. His grandmother would have called this shield a Féth Fíada, an invisible cloak. Whatever the name, it covered his whole body. He knew from experience someone could still see a shimmer but for the casual observer, he disappeared.

Each foot carefully placed, he crept to the glade. A slight rustle of leaves moved in the wind. Was that another snap? He froze again. A slight movement pulled his attention to the right and he steadied his gaze on a blur of red.

He didn’t recognize the men. They weren’t Gaels, not with those ridiculous helms. They wore no golden torcs to indicate status. Their weapons even looked foreign.

Maelan held his breath as they passed. The three warriors walked so close, he could have reached out and touched them, but he didn’t. He needed to see where they were headed, not get into a skirmish.

When they turned south, rather than north toward Ceann-Coradh, he let out his breath. They must be headed toward Luimneach. The town had become an Ostman stronghold years ago. Chief Diarmait had no love for the Ostmen and hated the fact they were so close, a mere five leagues to the southwest but little could be done. They were well-established and not given to running away simply because their neighbors disapproved. All the Gaels could do was watch them in case they decided to resume their raiding habits again.

Another movement caught his eye. No red this time but a soft gray. Behind that copse of ash trees. A wolf.

And such a wolf it was. An enormous animal, staring right at Maelan. Of course, a wolf could easily sense him, despite his magic. He remained still and prayed to God the animal would forget him and leave.

The creature stared at him. He resisted the urge to shoo it away. It wasn’t a dog, domesticated and used to sleeping at his master’s feet. This was a wild animal, used to hunting and killing.

Maelan locked gazes with the creature and gauged a keen intelligence. Then the wolf blinked once. Maelan found himself blinking in response. When he opened his eyes again, the wolf had disappeared.

Maelan scanned the surrounding woods. The creature couldn’t have gone so completely. It must be hiding somewhere nearby.

Cautiously, Maelan moved toward home. His chief would need a report of the Ostmen, despite their obvious track south. More and more, their incursions came close to Ceann-Coradh. Of course, when he told Diarmait of the Ostmen, Maelan knew very well he’d be told to follow them back to Luimneach once again and use his magic to spy on them. He’d once again refuse. He didn’t know why his chief still bothered. Maelan would always give the same answer. He could justify using his magic to guard their own territory but to invade another man’s land? To him and his personal code, such cowardice was despicable.

He lost his footing and slipped into a still-icy pond. With a curse, he pulled himself free but was soaked up to his knees. Grumbling, he shook his leg and turned around, anxious lest someone had seen his clumsiness. Maelan was getting old. He needed to pass off his duties soon before he lost the respect of the younger warriors. An old warrior only left his post in three ways. He retired willfully with a plan, he fell in battle, or he was deposed by a younger man, usually by force or deceit. The first was the best strategy. Still, he hated the idea of on relying upon a younger man.

But first, he should find someone to replace him. He must ask Eógan for a suggestion.

Maelan spied the ringfort in the distance, a massive hill rising above the surrounding woods. A killing field surrounded the fort, so anyone approaching would be easily seen. A stone wall around an internal wooden palisade surrounded over a dozen large roundhouses. In addition to the great hall, stables, kitchens, the armory, with smaller structures for living quarters.

Trudging up the entrance path, Maelan called a greeting to the sentry, who saluted him. He acknowledged the honor and headed straight for the great hall. Chief Diarmait should be there this time of day, and Maelan needed to inform him of the Ostmen. He should also mention the wolf. The farmers in the outlying areas would be glad to know of such a creature nearby.

Raised voices coming from the great hall made him groan. If the chief were already entangled in a dispute, Maelan might be drawn in. Straightening his back, he gritted his teeth and entered.

Orlagh screamed at a young guard, a dull young man who’d finished training last summer. Her face was red and her eyes puffed to slits. She must have been at this for a while now. Diarmait sat in his large, intricately carved wooden chair with his eyes closed and his chin on his hand, obviously bored.

As he opened the door, she turned to him. “Grandfa! Grandfa, tell this flea-ridden woodcock he has no call to tell me what to do! I am not subject to his supervision, and I shall not follow his orders!”

Maelan closed his own eyes and prayed to God for strength.

His chief kept his eyes closed as he said, “Maelan, do take control of your granddaughter.”

Maelan took hold of her upper arm and pulled her away. “Come, Orlagh.”

She tried to pull away but he held firm. “No! I don’t have to go anywhere with you or anyone else!”

He’d had enough. “You do and you will. You are not yet married, so you are my responsibility. Have you no care for my reputation? My own standing with the soldiers I must command? If I can’t control my own granddaughter, why should they listen to my orders? Come to my room, and we’ll discuss the matter. Now.”

She pouted but didn’t resist when he pulled her away. He swore Chief Diarmait chuckled as he closed the hall door.

Several tense minutes later, they reached his small roundhouse near the guard barracks. Most of the guards slept in a large room but as commander, he had his own quarters, with a smaller roundhouse nearby for Orlagh. It was small and simple, but he treasured the privacy.

He forced his voice to pitch low and soft. “Tell me what happened.”

Orlagh yelled, “It wasn’t my fault!”

“Did I ask you whose fault it was? No. I asked you to recount the facts. Be objective. Tell me what happened, in what order, and to whom.”

She scowled but took a moment to think before she answered. She sighed and stood straight, eyes front. He smiled at her imitation of his own stance when giving a report. “Eolande and I were in the market. We were eating bridies and bothering nobody when two young warriors bumped into us. I very politely asked for an apology but they refused. They said they didn’t apologize to changelings.”

Maelan rolled his eyes up to the thatched roof, hoping for guidance from above. “Then what happened?”

Orlagh looked down and shuffled her toe across the rushes on the dirt floor before she answered. In a small voice, she said, “I hit him.”

“Speak up, Orlagh.”

She raised her chin and looked straight into his eyes, her voice strident again. “I hit him. I punched that boiled cow’s udder in the groin, and I’d do it again. He has no right to call Eolande a changeling!”

Maelan tried hard not to chuckle. “That’s true but it isn’t your place to administer justice.”

Her gaze narrowed. “I couldn’t just let him mock her with a self-satisfied smirk on his face!”

Maelan unhooked his brat and took it off his shoulders, hanging it on a peg near the door. “You could and you should. Next time, fetch someone in authority. Report him to his superior.”

Her face grew red again as she hissed through gritted teeth. “He was the superior!”

Maelan spun, staring at her. “Who, precisely, did you punch, Orlagh?” 

The muscles jumped as she clenched her jaw. 

“I’ll find out easily enough, child, so you’d best tell me.”

“Conn.”

He crossed his arms and glared at his granddaughter. “Conn. You punched the chief’s fosterling in the eggs. Orlagh, have you no sense in your pretty little skull?”

“Just because he’s the chief’s fosterling, he thinks he can get away with anything! He’s a bully and a cheat and a... a...”

“And a...?”

Her angry red face turned to blush, and she dropped her gaze. “He’s... just rude. He thinks he can take anything he wants.”

Maelan put his hand under her chin and made her look up. “Has he touched you, Orlagh? Did he try to take you?”

She pulled away and shook her head. “No, no, not me. But he cornered Eolande yesterday.”

His stomach turned cold, and he clenched his fists. “Cornered her and did what?”

“He didn’t take her or anything, but he tried. He earned a few scratches from both her and her raven, but she got away.”

“And is that what prompted your behavior today?” She shrugged, looking at the floor. “Were you defending her, Orlagh?”

She glanced up and gave a half-smile. “I suppose so.”

Maelan smiled and patted his granddaughter on her shoulder. He must have hit too hard as she wobbled. “That’s my girl. Well, I can’t in good conscience punish you for defending your friend. However, you’ll need to make a public apology.”

Her eyes widened. “But Grandfa, he deserved it! He shouldn’t be allowed to attack her like that!”

“I couldn’t agree with you more, Orlagh. However, this is a private matter and shall be handled privately. The public matter, you punching the chief’s fosterling, no matter how well-deserved, needs to be dealt with publicly.”

Orlagh crossed her arms and pouted. “I won’t. He doesn’t deserve an apology. In fact, all he deserves is another punch in the groin. I’m happy to deliver the latter. Several times. I might even use a club this time.”

The mental image of his diminutive granddaughter pummeling the young snot repeatedly with a club appealed to Maelan, and the corner of his mouth quirked up. This made Orlagh giggle, which in turn made him chuckle. “All right, all right. Orlagh, you know the rules. You know what’s expected of you and what honor demands.”

She heaved a huge sigh and rolled her eyes. “Yes, Grandfa. I know the rules.”

“Then at tonight’s meal, you shall deliver your apology in front of all, yes?”

“I shall apologize. But I won’t mean it.”

He smiled and hugged her. “Strictly speaking, honor only demands the appearance of respect, not the reality. Learn that now, my child.”
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Her grandfather touched her arm. “It’s time, Orlagh.”

She gulped. She hated this but she’d wronged someone. Brehon Law was crystal clear on the matter. She hadn’t even needed to ask the bard for clarification. This was a basic rule.

Lifting her skirts so as not to trip, she ascended the dais to stand next to the chief’s elaborate chair. He turned his head and nodded.

Orlagh looked down the long table, and everyone stared at her. She swallowed as the smoke hazed the hall. She wasn’t used to being on display like this. Orlagh preferred to make things happen behind the scenes. After clearing her throat three times, she opened her mouth, but nothing came out. Several people twittered. 

Voices called out from the smoky room. “Going to do a dance for us, Orlagh?”

“Fae-lover!”

“Go on, girl, spit it out!”

Clenching her fists, she straightened her back. “I... I struck Conn, and I apologize. It was wrong of me to do so.”

“You busted his balls, girl! Say it like it is!”

Orlagh tried to see who shouted but the smoke made her eyes water. As her testimony was finished, she descended with her back straight, retreating to the safety of her grandfather’s side.

He put his arm around her and hugged her so tightly, she squeaked. “I’m proud of you, Orlagh. That couldn’t have been easy but you did well.”

“Thanks, Grandfa. Next time...”

“No, no next time, Orlagh. This is the punishment for a first offense, and you know it. Next time an apology won’t be enough. Just be sure there is no next time, aye?”

She nodded, sullen. Not another outright assault, perhaps. But that bully wouldn’t get away with his little tricks again. She’d make certain. She’d simply have to be more circumspect with her next act of justice and make the punishment fit the crime.

Orlagh glanced around for Eolande, who hid in the shadows. Stretching out her hand, the pale girl came forth to take it. She squeezed hard and smiled at her best friend, her closest confidante. Eolande’s violet eyes swam with unshed tears, but she lifted her chin. Her raven sat on her shoulder and nuzzled her neck, blinking balefully at Orlagh.

A stir at the hall entrance drew their attention. Several guards rushed in. The tallest one, a young man named Caiside, spoke, out of breath. “Chief! A delegation’s wanting entrance.”

Chief Diarmait sat upright. “A delegation? From whom?”

Caiside’s eyes grew wide. “Ostmen!”

The hall fell silent as the chief stared back at the guard.

The Ostmen had settled in Luimneach centuries before and used it as a base to first raid, then settle and trade along the river Sionann. That town had changed hands back and forth between the Ostmen and the Gaels many times. In all those years, no Ostmen had ever approached Ceann-Coradh to talk. Such information would have been in her own priest-led education.

Chief Diarmait shaded his eyes with his palm for several moments before he looked up and nodded. “Escort them in. Let’s hear what they have to say.”

Caiside hesitated. He glanced at his father, Eógan, before asking his question. “Should we offer them guest-right?”

The chief rolled his eyes. “Of course, we should offer them guest-right, idiot! It’s a double-ended obligation. They cannot kill their host, and we cannot kill them.”

Blushing, the young guard saluted with a fist to his chest and rushed back out. His companions followed. Several minutes later, they reappeared with three Ostmen.

Orlagh had seen Ostmen before but never this close. While she stood on the hillfort palisades, they’d been in small raiding parties at the edge of the cleared plain. Once she’d spied one of their fierce long-ships, sailing down the river. Everyone had stopped to stare at the spectacle, the red and white striped sail a beacon for their interest.

The delegation was dressed in fine clothing, with decorative beads and etched armor. They carried enormous broad axes over their shoulders, and they clanked as they walked. The entire hall stared as they marched to the area before the chief’s dais.

The chief stood as the Ostmen approached. “I welcome you to Ceann-Coradh, royal seat of the Dál gCais. Please, be our guest. Sup of our bread and drink of our ale. I am Chief Diarmait Ua Briain.”

The tallest of the Ostmen bowed and spoke in passable Goídelc, “I thank you for your welcome, Chief Diarmait Ua Briain of the Dál gCais. I am Imar, son of Olaf, son of Haldor. I have lived in Luimneach for many winters. We desire to speak with you for trade.”

His wording sounded strange, but his accent was easy enough to understand. Orlagh had never seen a man so tall. He towered over her grandfather. And such hair! A blond almost as white as Eolande’s. Maybe she was part Ostman?

The raven cawed into her ear and Orlagh flinched. Eolande squeezed Orlagh’s hand tight. “What? Eolande, what’s wrong?”

Her friend whispered with wide eyes. “Those men. They know evil.”

Orlagh cocked her head. “Do you mean they are evil? Have you met them?”

Eolande hissed, her teeth showing in a grimace. “No, no, they know evil. They court it, like a warrior courts a maiden. They sacrifice to the evil and offer it their souls. They’re twisted and black, smoking husks of the men they once were.”

The white-haired girl spun and ran away from Orlagh and skittered through the kitchen door. She disappeared into the shadows as the Ostmen spoke with her chief. One Ostmen, a shorter one with black hair, watched her leave with one eyebrow raised.
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Chapter Two
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Maelan knew what his chief sought. Now, more than ever, Diarmait needed to know what the Ostmen planned. As sure as the sun rose in the east, he’d tell Maelan to follow them back to Luimneach. Therefore, Maelan made certain he wasn’t available for his chief’s summons. Even that came close to a violation of his vow of loyalty, but it was better than an outright refusal. He organized a patrol and went out to search the forests. Perhaps he’d find that wolf.

He hadn’t heard any complaints of a massive wolf, but he’d seen it. The creature prowled their land, and he’d best take care of the creature sooner rather than later. If the wolf mated this spring and begat a pack of cubs, the woods would be awash with predators. 

Farmers and their children would be in grave danger. The ringfort relied upon farmers to supply food, as farmers relied upon craftsmen in the ringfort to supply tools and warriors to protect them. Each class had its place, and each relied upon the others. Ériu had a close-knit society.

Maelan held his spear across his body as he stalked through the woods. The crunch of the dead leaves and snapping branches distracted him. Trees thinned out in this area, but undergrowth made it difficult to walk with any degree of stealth. His magic didn’t hide sound or smell, only appearance. As far as he’d been able to tell, the magic created a trick of bending light. By redirecting the viewer’s vision around him, he became harder to notice.

Maelan had enlisted Eógan’s help many winters ago to test the magic. He recalled his friend’s resistance to the idea with a wry smile.

Eógan had laughed. “What do you mean, magic? Like an entertainer’s trick? Making ribbons appear out of thin air?”

Maelan shook his head. “No, my friend. Magic, real magic! Like something out of the old tales. Shall I show you?”

His friend crossed his arms and narrowed his gaze. “Fine. Show me. But don’t expect me to believe your magic tricks.”

Smiling, Maelan drew upon his power. The brooch sat in his pouch. He didn’t need to hold the jewelry but working the magic became easier if it was close. A shimmer appeared, making the world around shift and twinkle. That told him the magic worked.

That, and Eógan’s gasp. “Maelan! What... where did you go?” His friend glanced around frantically. He leapt to check the closed door, the window, and even under the bed. 

Maelan chuckled and his friend stared at him, narrowing in on the sound. “I’m right here, Eógan. How did I work this trick? What’s the secret?”

Eógan strode around him. “I can perceive something. A trick of the light. Like along the beach on a hot, sunny day. Are you certain this isn’t some sleight of vision?”

“No, this is real magic.”

His friend crossed his arms. “And where did you get this real magic? You’re no Druid, and you’re certainly no god. Have you made a contract with the devil? Or saved some faerie queen from certain death?”

With a grin, Maelan dropped his magic and patted Eógan on the back. His friend jumped back with a shout. He almost tripped on the bed but windmilled his arms until he regained his balance.

“You look like you’ve seen a spirit, my friend. I assure you, I am no such thing, just a man lucky enough to be given a magic artifact. The magic is useful enough in the woods when I’m on patrol.”

Eógan eyes grew wide. “You’d be the best spy in the land with this, Maelan!”

“You know me better than that, Eógan. I won’t spy on an enemy. They may be an ally tomorrow. That’s not within my code.”

Eógan snorted. “Spying may not be in your code, but spying is absolutely in the chief’s code.”

“Then you’ll have to be my delegate, and if he tells me to spy, I’ll send you instead. You have to be as good as I would be.”

With a sly smile, Eógan held out his hand. “Wonderful. Give me the magic, and I will be the best spy in the world.”

Maelan shook his head. “I can’t. The brooch isn’t something I can gift to you. The legacy is mine and only mine until I pass the magic on to someone within my family.”

“I’m your blood-brother.”

Maelan sat on the simple wooden chair. “That’s not the same thing. I must gift the brooch to a true relation.”

“Who, then? Your son and his wife are both gone from that fever.”

“Young Orlagh’s my best hope but I’ve some distant cousins, too.”

Eógan frowned. “Orlagh is barely five. You can’t give a child magic like this.”

“She won’t be five forever and the magic talent is different for each holder. But she won’t be able to disappear. She’ll have a different gift.”

Eógan sat on the bed beside him. “So, you’ve this powerful magic from some mysterious benefactor, and you won’t use it to help your chief or your clan, and you won’t give it to someone who can.”

Maelan rolled his eyes. “I do use the magic to help both my chief and my clan. I use it on patrol every day. And I refuse to use it to enter our neighbor’s lands to spy on them. No power is to be used lightly. Every time I use it, I get a pounding headache. Even if I wanted to give it to you, I couldn’t. That’s not how this magic works, Eógan.”

Eógan shook his head. “You’re a fine commander but your decisions baffle me sometimes.”

Standing, Maelan smiled and clapped a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “And you baffle me all the time, Eógan. If we were the same, where would be the delight in life? Come, I owe you a drink. You’ve helped me today.”

A rustle in the underbrush snapped Maelan’s attention back to the present. A red squirrel scampered up an ash tree and chittered at him until Maelan grinned. No, Eógan hadn’t understood his reluctance on that day, or any day since. But Eógan didn’t need to understand him to follow his orders. Eógan was a good second, supportive of everything his commander requested, despite occasionally chafing in private.

He stood stock still, listening. Nothing moved in this part of the woods. He’d circle out to the farms on the south side, to ensure they’d nothing to report. Perhaps he’d have his midday meal with them. The older couple on the far south edge made delicious oaten bread with honey. They always shared their bounty with their warrior protectors.
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Orlagh stood in the courtyard with both hands on her hips, building up the energy to start her chores. The kitchen garden was daunting, even in the pre-dawn twilight. She’d neglected her weeding duties for too long and now the work would take all day. 

Perhaps she’d make a game of the weeding. She’d find a few things for Eolande’s room, sprigs of angelica or juniper. Eolande loved the scent of juniper and having wild things nearby helped when she felt trapped indoors. The white, star-like flowers of wild garlic beckoned to her in the dim light. 

Hearing rapid footsteps, Orlagh spun just as Eolande grabbed her hand and tugged. “Come, Orlagh, come! The birds are ready today. Today’s the best day to start!”

Orlagh resisted her friend’s pull. “But I’m to help with the weeding in the kitchen garden this morning!”

“You can do that later. We must hurry!”

Orlagh laughed and pulled her skirts up with her other hand, almost tripping on the flagstones before she found her stride. She thanked God she’d worn her sturdy boots today and not her indoor shoes. The spring day would be warm and full of life and sound. The rising light danced through the windows as they skittered through the kitchen, grabbing a loaf of bread and a chunk of cheese.

Out past the stables they ran, past the armory, and past the pig pen. They ran through the wooden palisades with a wave to the guards, up the earthen dike, and through the gate in the stone wall. Eolande’s raven followed them, swooping and cawing as he flew.

“Wait, wait, Eolande! I must catch my breath.” Orlagh stopped, panting with her hand pressed to her side. The earthen ridge was so steep.

Eolande glanced up at the surrounding hills with frantic eyes. “Hurry, Orlagh! The dew will dry.”

“The dew? What in the name of God are you nattering on about, Eolande?”

Her friend shook her head, her white tresses swishing back and forth. “Not God, no, definitely not God. Come, then, have you caught your breath yet?”

Without waiting for an answer, she grabbed Orlagh’s hand once again and pelted down the dike. This time Orlagh launched less awkwardly but still staggered.

They rushed across the open ground between the dike and the forest, then the ground rose again. The hill to the north stood the tallest and, of course, that’s where Eolande dragged her.

Up and up they ran, though Orlagh made them stop several times to catch her breath. Eolande seemed to have unlimited energy this morning.

As they climbed the hill, the mists grew thick, and Orlagh could barely see the ground in front of her. Eolande didn’t hesitate. She ran along some fantastical path, through the undergrowth and around stones and trees.

Abruptly, they burst through the tree line, jumped over a stream, and reached the summit. Before them stood a small stone circle, most of the stones recumbent in the dewy grass.

Orlagh had been here several times over the years but rarely this early in the morning. In front of them stood five stones, not like the larger circles in the south. Only the altar stone in the east still stood. To this monolith Eolande rushed, placing her hands on the slick, dark surface and closing her eyes. Her raven landed on the stone and watched her as she hummed a single note.

The stones hummed back.

Orlagh tried to figure out how her friend made them sing. They sang in a low, steady hum, with no tune or melody but the sound tickled the soles of her feet and crept into her bones.

The vibration was strong but not painful. Orlagh dared to touch the altar stone, curious as to how it changed when active.

The stone felt warm. The surface should have been ice cold. Spring had arrived but the early morning air was still chilly, damp, and full of mist. The cold clamminess of the dew-wet grass seeped through Orlagh’s boots. How could this monolith be as warm as a hearthstone?

Eolande’s hum grew stronger, louder, and the raven flapped his wings, cawing in an oddly melodic counterpoint. Now Orlagh hummed as well, her own hands drawn to the stone. 

Together, they harmonized with the surrounding earth. The sound grew in volume and power until the sun burst through the fog and pierced them with a radiant beam. Warmth on her face made Orlagh gasp and open her eyes. Birds and butterflies swirled around them in a colorful dance. Orlagh laughed and spun, her arms flung out in the wonder of the moment. 

Eolande stopped humming and opened her own eyes. She turned and sat with her back to the monolith and giggled as several birds landed on her arms. The raven chased off the interlopers, as if jealous of his mistress. Orlagh sat next to her, enjoying the sun and the sights. One starling alighted on her shoulder, and she regarded the creature with a curious gaze. The tiny bird cocked his head, chirped once, and flew away into the vanishing mist. 

The white-haired girl wore a huge grin. “I’m so glad we arrived in time to welcome the sun! I was afraid we wouldn’t.”

“What did we arrive in time to do, Eolande?”

“Welcome the spring, of course! Silly. We’ve done this before. Don’t you remember? Every spring.” She lifted her hands and several butterflies alighted on them.

Orlagh shivered, despite the sun. “No, we haven’t. I’ve been here before but not this early.”

Eolande shrugged. “Well, maybe you didn’t come with me. I certainly have. Spring is my favorite time of the seasons.”

“Oh, really? I couldn’t tell.” Despite her words, Orlagh was glad Eolande had brought her. They sat alone with the rising sun, singing birds, and warm earth. The mist still swirled below them, patches of cloud opening here and there to reveal the tops of trees and an occasional farm.

Orlagh loved watching clouds, but she usually sat below, looking up. Seeing them shift below her in the dawn was dream-like and fascinating. The stone wall around the hillfort appeared and disappeared in the white. A patch opened up near the river, a glint of the sun reflecting off the water. A larger hole showed the big farm to the east, where they got turnips in the spring and autumn.

Movement stirred in one patch, and she focused on the area. Men? Yes, she spied several people. A cart with horses led by men and women dressed in bright colors. Orlagh couldn’t tell if she recognized them, but the clothing seemed unusual. Visitors usually meant stories and news. Suddenly, she was eager to be home.

“Very well, if you must go, go. I’ll bide here a while longer. The birds haven’t finished telling me stories.”

Orlagh stared at her friend. This wasn’t the first time the girl had read her mind, but she didn’t do so often. 

Shaking off the feeling of oddness, Orlagh descended at a much more sedate pace. The hill was quite tall, and she’d injure herself if she tripped. Of course, then she’d get to the bottom fast.

By the time she reached the front gate, she was soaked in dew and mist. Orlagh glanced down at her simple léine, stained with mud, wet, and wrinkled. So much for upholding her family honor, something her grandfather always prattled on about. How could she be expected to keep dry walking through the mists? An impossible task, like one of the ancient quests gods sent foolish mortals on. 

With a shrug of her shoulders, she strode into the hillfort with her head high and her dignity intact, despite her slovenly appearance.

Nonchalance remained all well and good but for new arrivals, she ought to look her best, so instead of heading to the main hall, she made straight for her tiny roundhouse. But when she got inside, she couldn’t decide what to wear. The green made her too pale, especially if the sun shone brightly today as the clear sky promised. The blue? No, the pale rose would set off her blonde hair. The reddish color also made her freckles stand out more, but she liked her freckles. That may not be the fashionable opinion, but she didn’t care. Her mother had once told her they were kisses from the sun god.

She faltered at the memory of her mother. Both her parents had died from fever many years ago. Orlagh only had a few vague memories of them. Occasionally, a strong one punched through, like the one about her freckles. Such memories often brought her to the edge of tears.

Suddenly, she felt alone in the world. She had her grandfather, but he only scolded her. Orlagh did have a sister, but Tarren had gone to live with their mother’s sister in Corcaigh. They’d not seen each other for several winters.

She sniffed tears back and stared at the léine in her hands. Unconsciously, she’d gripped the cloth so tightly, it got wrinkled. With a grunt of displeasure, she shook it out and surveyed the damage. No, the fabric would be fine. Wearing the garment should smooth most of the wrinkles away.

Pulling her hair back into a tight braid, Orlagh glanced into her bronze mirror approvingly. Oh, wait, her boots. She pulled off the soaked footwear and replaced them with soft, open sandals. They’d do well enough for the day, as long as she remained in the fort.

Properly presentable, she hurried to the great hall, for that’s where any guests would be entertained. Her excitement grew as laughs echoed across the yard. 

Visitors hadn’t come to share tales for a long time. Orlagh loved all the old tales. From cautionary tales of warriors being foolish enough to turn down old women who happened to be goddesses, tragic tales of lost love and despair, to mad quests assigned by the gods, Orlagh loved every one of them. They transported her to another place, another life, another time. Oh, how she’d loved to have lived in those times. 

When Maelan had finally convinced her to learn to read, she discovered even more stories. If their old bard would allow her access to his private library, she’d never leave until she read every single scroll and parchment. She ached for the age of adventure and heartbreaking loves, of foiled fate and disastrous mistakes.

In contrast to those exciting adventures, her life seemed so boring. Day by day, very few things broke her routine. Grow the food, harvest the food, eat the food. Raise the babies, marry off the babies, raise the new babies. Make a treaty, steal your neighbors’ cattle, fight a skirmish, make another treaty. Even the Ostmen no longer posed much of a threat. They’d mostly settled and become farmers themselves.
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