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Bad Blood immerses readers into sixteenth-century Ireland’s bleeding borderlands, where Gaelic clan loyalties collided with Tudor ambitions. As Tudor England rolled through the rebel kingdoms one by one in their quest to reconquer Ireland, only three of note survive. All three were based in the province of Ulster at the furthest reaches of the island.

The Gaelic clans were organised around family networks and brehon law. These networks were bound by blood, honour, and shared land. These were not just social units but political ones, each led by a chieftain whose authority depended on strength, reputation, and the backing of his kin. Wealth was based on cattle and was therefore portable. It was ruled by Brehon law which was based on customs and oral traditions. It was based on status and restorative justice. Each clan employed warrior mercenaries called Galloglass, who were descended from the Scottish island clans and were usually integrated into the family network. 

In the Gaelic lands, loyalty ran deep, but so did rivalry. Disputes between clans were a constant feature of life.  One of the most distinctive aspects of this system was tanistry, a method of choosing leaders that often fuelled those rivalries. Instead of automatically passing power to the eldest son, the next chief was selected from among the wider family. In theory, this meant the strongest and most capable man would lead. In reality, it often led to bitter competition, shifting alliances, and sudden violence, as multiple contenders fought to secure their claim.

While these internal struggles played out, a far greater threat loomed. England, under the Tudor monarchy, was steadily reconquering Ireland. What had once been a patch work of old Norman lords spread throughout the land in amongst the clans, the main power base was around Dublin and the east coast in an area called the Pale. The Tudor monarchs launched a determined campaign to impose English law, customs, and authority across the whole island. English laws, known as common law, were centralised, precedent based and enforced by the Queen’s agents. The monarchy was hereditary, so in theory the line of succession would be beyond dispute and should lead to a smoother transition. The traditional clan system, so central to Irish identity, stood directly in the way.

The result was a period of mounting tension and conflict. English officials sought to dismantle Gaelic power structures replacing tanistry with hereditary rule, making the clans that accepted ‘surrender and regrant’ vassal kingdoms.  Irish chieftains resisted, sometimes uniting, often divided. Warfare, betrayal, and uneasy alliances became the norm, especially in the northern regions where resistance was strongest.

Added to this, the three most powerful of the remaining independent clans, the O’Neills based in modern day county Tyrone), the O’Donnells (Donegal) and the Maguires (Fermanagh) were all going through succession issues at the same time as their patriarchs all died. The clans split into factions, some supporting the Irish strongman while others reached out to the English to support their claims. 

Bad Blood  is set in the Maguire lands right at the time when the O’Rourke and O’Reilly clans have succumb to the English and the crown now sets its sights on their lands. The chieftain of the Maguires is old and frail and the struggle to succeed him is about to begin.  










  
  

Chapter one

Encroachment
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Corradovar village lay before the strangers, neatly tucked into a gap between the luscious forests and the lake whose waves gently lapped upon the shore. The villagers had laid out fields of barley at every available opening as a protective barrier against starvation. Cows roamed freely and grazed on the delicious grass with a profusion of young calves to support the healthy herd. Pigs poked around the periphery of the village and searched the nooks and crannies of the palisade and the gnarled and knotted roots of the trees on the shore of the lake for any morsels of food they could find. The village had thrived under several years of peace. However, the scars of raiding scratched the surface of the prosperous facade, as testified further up the lake shore by the blackened soil of burnt crops. The lead stranger smiled. He had his leverage.

Out in the fields a boy called Eunan Maguire was roaming with his Irish wolfhound, Artair. A striking lad of muscular build, Eunan energetically threw a stick for his dog and when Artair returned it he showed how well he had been named by the boy’s father, for he was like a bear compared to the thirteen-year-old. The dog’s grey coat appeared matted, for he loved nothing more than swimming in the multitude of lakes around the village or lying in the mud outside Eunan’s house along the shore. Eunan could never work out his dog’s obsession with mud, and when he indulged Artair with a mud bath, his father would reward him with a good clip around the ear. But Eunan was fast gaining on Artair’s athleticism as he chased his dog through the fields and low hills at the perimeter of his village.

Now Artair froze, forgetting about his stick, and through his exposed teeth came a blood-curdling growl. Eunan ducked behind his dog. Between the tufts of fur on Artair’s back as the dog’s spine shook to his guttural growl, Eunan saw the cart and the two strangers who had come from the direction of the Pale stand up on the driver’s seat and observe his village. He stooped behind a tree to spy on them and saw the sun glint off something metallic hanging from one man’s belt. Eunan took to his heels and ran all the way back to the village screaming, “The English are coming! The English are coming!” at the top of his voice.

He ran through the centre of the village to his father, who was warming himself by a fire at the lakeside beside his house. His father was making jokes with men from the village who sat with him before they had their evening dip in the lake to clean off the dust and mud from working in the fields all day. The boy stopped and stood in silence as his dog bounded onwards, for his father looked jovial and at peace. He was here to ruin his father’s day again. But his father could not miss the flash of his son’s red hair or his giant dog bounding through the village, even if he could ignore him screaming his head off.

“What do you want, boy? Save us from your infernal racket!”

“Father, father! Strangers are here! Englishmen with a cart full of grain! I think they are armed.”

His father scowled and repaid the boy’s diligence with a clip round the ear.

“Go see where they are and be quick about it, boy!” he replied. “I suggest the rest of you come with me and see these visitors off!”

The two men and their cart entered the outskirts of the village and smirked at the fear their appearance brought out on the faces of the locals. After clearing a path for the strangers, the villagers gave directions to the shoreline and the chieftain’s house. The men of the village came out from behind the stone and thatch buildings and surrounded the cart. They signalled for the men to get down. They escorted the Englishmen into Eunan’s father’s presence and stayed in case they had invited in assassins. The strangers bowed.

“My name is Peter Squire, originally of Leicester,” said the larger of the two men, “and this is my friend, John Brodie of Liverpool, but we now live pleasantly in the Pale. We bring you greetings from Queen Elizabeth and her Lord Deputy in Dublin and a cart full of goods and grains from Dublin port.” He was paunchy, a little weather-beaten, with a tan from sitting exposed on his cart in the summer sun. Eunan’s father stood forward.

“I am Cathal O’Keenan Maguire,” he said, his face as friendly as granite. “I am the chieftain of this village and the surrounding countryside. Sit, eat, and drink, but you’ll find no business here. It is harvest time, and I am expecting the men from the Maguire to collect their dues any day now. If they catch you here, it’ll mean your death. Your deaths will mean my lands full of Galloglass until I can fill the Maguire’s pockets with enough reassurance of coin that I am loyal. If that fails, I’ll have to send him the first male born of the finest men in the village to persuade him of my loyalty. As time is short, excuse my bluntness, but why are you here, and what have you got to offer me?”

“The protection of the Crown and an army far more powerful than all the Gaelic lords can put together!” replied Peter Squire.

“As much as I wish the world outside the boundaries of my village would not come and bother me, I know it will never happen,” replied Cathal. “Now no disrespect to your Queen, your Lord Deputy or whoever. The Maguire is my kin, and it is to him I pledge my loyalty. If you want to play politics, go play it with him.”

Peter Squire smiled and pointed to the large log seats that created a circle for the men to sit around the fire.

“May I?”

“If you must,” said Cathal. He rubbed the back of his neck with such aggression it turned red. But Cathal sat also, so as not to appear rude.

“We come to offer you that peaceful life you seek, free of all the inter-clan warfare,” said Peter. “We come with the offer of lands and titles supported by the Crown. Your son can inherit your title and your lands. You can pay a nominal rent to the Crown and owe no loyalty, duty or warriors to a chieftain who imprisons your children and forces them to fight to extend their power. You can have the protection of Connor Roe Maguire and live a life of peace.”

Cathal swayed from side to side, as if the battle in his brain had unconsciously manifested itself in his body movements.

“I want peace,” said Cathal, “but fear it will not come in the way you suggest. You want to side with one Maguire against another. I will be the pips squeezed and squashed on the floor when the winner grips his prize. Connor Roe Maguire has offered me better terms for my loyalty, and he is the lord of the closer branch of the Maguire clan. But as soon as I make a move against Cúchonnacht, my rival for control of the village, Michael O’Flanagan, will be straight to the Maguire to usurp me!”

Peter ignored his protests, for they were all the same from village to village.

“There will be no prize and no squeezing when the Crown gets its way. There will be no clan wars, no retributions. You will all be landed gentry, not interfering with one another, everyone minding their own business, bringing their produce to a central market and getting predictable, consistent prices, all under the protection of the Crown. You want to be on the right side of this war, which is coming whether you look over the top of your hill or not.”

Peter contemplated the reaction on Cathal’s face, which was a scowl of confusion.

“The Crown is weak in this part of the country.” Cathal stuck his hands out as if they were weighing scales for the pros and cons of the argument. “Cúchonnacht Maguire keeps the peace through his political skill while the old lords of Ulster slog it out for supremacy. That is why we have peace, not because of the Crown. As I have said before, sort out what you want with Cúchonnacht and don’t drag my villagers and me into it.”

Peter sat forward, for he realised the time to make his point was growing short.

“The Crown is coming to assert herself on her lands of Ireland once more. Look at the O’Reillys to the south. Have they not been quiet since they surrendered their lands back to the Queen and were regranted them with English titles? Hasn’t the raiding stopped? Surely it is best to be on the winning side?”

“I’ll be long dead before your Queen does any winning,” said Cathal, growing tired of the same regurgitated arguments. Peter saw he had to take another tack.

“I’m sorry you have so little faith in the Crown. However, we have brought you a gift of wheat seed as a declaration of goodwill from the Queen. You have no wheat, and this is merely the first down payment from your mutually beneficial relationship with the Crown.”

“And how does the Crown assert herself in Fermanagh exactly?” said Cathal as he turned and signalled to his men.

“Through Connor Roe Maguire and your support for him.” Peter smiled to assure him.

“I cannot support Connor Roe now. He is weak, and Cúchonnacht Maguire is strong and supported by the O’Neill clan. Now leave before you get me in trouble, and Cúchonnacht replaces me with a more pliant chieftain.” At Cathal’s gesture his men surrounded their guests.

“Thank you for hearing us out and please have the grain seed as a gift from the Crown, as a reward for being a loyal subject,” said Peter. He rapidly looked around to ensure he was still safe before making a last plea to Cathal. But Cathal cut him off.

“Leave the grain and come back when Cúchonnacht is old and frail, which I fear will not be too long.” Cathal pointed towards the Pale and bowed his head so as not to look upon his guests anymore.

“So we have your support if Connor Roe was ever to put himself forward to become the Maguire?”

“If those circumstances were ever to arise, then Connor Roe would be my favoured candidate.” Cathal walked towards the Englishmen to force them to leave.

“Then we bid you farewell.”

Cathal gave a sarcastic smile and instructed his men to unload the wheat seed, and the strangers departed with an empty cart.


      [image: ]Several days later, Cúchonnacht Maguire’s men rode past freshly hoed fields filled with the precious wheat seed as they made their way to the village. They came with empty carts to fill with their dues of barley. But behind them another wagon rattled along the dirt road, this one filled with prisoners. They were greeted with less distrust than was reserved for the Englishmen, for most strangers brought trouble with them these days. The men stopped their carts in the centre of the village and sent for Cathal O’Keenan Maguire. Cathal’s men went to the stores to fetch the sacks of barley they had set aside from the harvest. Cathal conjured an air of congeniality within himself, despite his feelings, as he strode down to meet the men. They greeted him with the grinning faces of ambitious youth – the worst kind for a job like this.

“Not travelling via boat this summer?” said Cathal. He pointed to the lake to emphasise his point and flashed a smile to create a good first impression.

“Not everyone has the fortune to live by a lake,” said the young Galloglass constable. “Some chieftains are paying with cattle, and we have to drive them overland. A much longer and arduous trip for me this year.” He was a young man barely in his twenties who stood wide-legged with his hands on his hips for he thought it would convey authority. Cathal’s smile did not falter, for he wished to end this encounter with the least aggravation in the shortest period.

“I trust all is in order and you have received twenty per cent of our crop as agreed?” said Cathal. He waved his arms towards the two full carts to show their abundance. The young man was having none of it and was determined to show who was in charge.

“I have looked in your stores, and I will take your word, for what it’s worth, that you have paid in full,” he replied.

“What do you mean ‘for what it’s worth’? You are addressing a Maguire chieftain, not some mercenary lackey you can throw a couple of coins at for his obedience!” Cathal’s patience had quickly evaporated, for even though the crop had been poor for several years in a row, the Maguire had not lessened his demands in accordance. The young man smirked and swaggered over to Cathal to assert himself.

“You, sir, are addressing Donal MacCabe, the recently promoted Galloglass constable and enforcer for Cúchonnacht Maguire in these parts. Let me assure you, I know who I am addressing. While we collect dues, we are also searching for disloyal chieftains, ones who take a fancy to the English coin, seed or presents of Connor Roe’s cattle.

“We noticed on our way in you had planted a new crop, straight after harvesting the other one. Now I said to my men, I can’t remember you planting so many crops when I was here six months ago, or a year ago! How did dear Cathal come into such good fortune to plant a second crop? Was it all the protection the MacCabes gave him to save him from being raided by the O’Reillys? Well, yes, and that is partly why the Maguire gets his twenty per cent, thank you very much. But if Cathal O’Keenan Maguire is doing so well, surely he should contribute more? Since I have recently been promoted, surely I should try to impress the Maguire and increase his yield from this area, and we’ll all get rich together? Wouldn’t that be nice? But the Maguire wouldn’t like me taxing loyal subjects too much, so I thought twenty per cent was just fine for everyone. That is until I discovered this!”

Donal clicked his fingers, and his men threw Peter Squire and John Brodie off the back of the prisoners’ cart and onto the ground. Donal’s men kicked out the Englishmen’s knees and made them kneel before Donal and Cathal. They looked almost apologetic as they raised their eyes towards Cathal.

“These two confessed to giving you the Queen’s wheat,” said Donal. The judgement of Donal’s index finger hovered above the prisoners’ heads. Donal then returned his attentions to Cathal enjoying the feeling of power of holding the chieftain, his village and these vagabond English merchants all to ransom. “Now we like to know where everybody stands. It keeps everything nice and simple. These people support the clan and the Maguire. These people should piss off back to the Pale and the English where they belong.” Donal moved his hands to indicate where boxes should be placed on different carts. But the judgemental index finger returned and circled the two Englishmen kneeling before him. “Now, these two, where do they belong? I’d say in the middle of a dark wood with their throats slit by robbers trying to steal their wheat seed.” He turned once more to Cathal. “But you? I don’t know where you stand. Do you support the Maguire? Will you sell him out if the price is right? But in your favour, you have an abundance of crops, more than enough for you and your villagers. The Maguire needs loyal servants in this area and to protect his interests from Connor Roe and his English masters. So it may be in everyone’s interests that the Maguire looks upon you favourably, exercises a bit of forgiveness, and takes you back into the fold. The best way for you to show loyalty and to repay the Maguire’s generous offer is to extend coign and livery to a troop of Maguire Galloglass and have them live here with you. What do you say to that?”

Cathal went pale.

“No!” said Cathal. “I mean, we have only had one good crop and are surely too far away from the county borders for the Maguire to base any Galloglass here! The O’Reilly raids have died down! We would be more than willing to make a greater contribution to the Maguire if that should meet his needs?” He panicked and pointed at the stores as an invitation for Donal to take more barley if he wished. Donal gave Cathal an evil grin, for now he knew his weakness, what he was really afraid of.

“Here is a perfectly fine place for my master’s Galloglass,” he said, relishing Cathal’s discomfort. “Please do all you need to make them feel welcome. Maybe they could replace the children that your disloyalty made us take? Nevertheless, they will be with you in due course.”

“Take whatever crops you wish,” begged Cathal. “I’m a loyal subject to the Maguire. I’m a loyal subject!”

Donal laughed as he ordered his men to throw the Englishmen back on the cart so they could meet their destiny in a wood in the O’Reilly lands.

Cathal gasped for breath as he felt his control slipping away, and his disgruntled villagers filed back to their homes.








  
  

Chapter two

Birdsong 
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The cows mooed, the hens squawked, and the goats bleated. Feathers flew, hooves carved frustrated canyons on the mud floor and the smell of fresh animal excretion wafted through the poorly ventilated room as anxiety took possession of the farm animals. Amongst the swirl of people, prayers and animal faeces sat Artair, and he raised his throat to the roof and howled as if to crown it all off. Eunan sat cross-legged beside him, his hands over his ears, his eyes squeezed shut with only the tiniest of openings to let the tears roll down. 

“Clear the room of those animals and the boy!” roared his father. The pitch of his voice cut through the tense atmosphere in the room.

Eunan opened his eyes and looked on at his father as he gripped his screaming mother’s hand. Cathal’s face contorted with anguish and tears. The occasional unoccupied hand of those helping rested on his back to soothe him. A single candle illuminated the room from its position beside his mother’s bed. His mother’s screams filled the cavern as the furniture, ornaments, and candle smoke absorbed them and echoed them back in an endless loop. He wanted to help, but he was brushed aside by adults rushing around, for he was in the way, as usual.

His mother had seemed unusually bright and cheerful during the pregnancy, and both she and his father cradled the womb as if within it lay the path to happiness. But once it had come to the actual act of giving birth, nothing seemed to go right.

He wondered why they wanted another child because, for all of his thirteen years, it never seemed like they wanted him. His father beat him and his mother would blame him for all her ills every time he went near her. He baulked when watching his mother in agony, for every expression of pain penetrated the thick wall surrounding his heart, but his father made him stay to ‘see what you put your mother through’. His childhood had been a patchwork of pain sewed together with intermittent periods of pleasantness, mainly when his parents left him to do what he wanted. But not now, for his mother’s suffering suffused his very sinews. The birth hours dragged, and her screams got worse. Father and the physician were both worried that the birth had been going on for too long. Eunan would much rather have taken out his frustration by throwing his axes at the wooden target at the back of his house, but his father insisted he shared his mother’s bounty of pain. Her generosity was endless. Eunan squeezed his eyes shut and covered his ears, but the ground beneath his soggy bottom would not let him escape where he was.

“Come here, you,” and a pair of hands came from behind Eunan and a pair of powerful arms lifted him up and placed him on the seating logs outside beside the fire with the view of the lake. A long canine tongue left a loving trail of saliva on his face. Eunan felt the wind and his nostrils could at last relax. He opened his eyes to see they had banished him outside with the farm animals. His father’s men hemmed in his animals so they could not take this opportunity to escape.

A hand came from behind and played havoc with Eunan’s hair.

“Why don’t you play with your axes, for your mother and father will be some time yet,” came a warm voice. Eunan looked up and one of his neighbours gave him a kindly smile. “Come on, Artair,” Eunan called to his compliant dog. He decided the suggestion of some target practice was a good one.

The axes thudded with monotonous repetition, not that anyone noticed. Those adults that were kind enough to speak to him said that one day he would become a great warrior and fight in many battles far away from here. But whenever he called his father to see him throw his axes, he was told that he was only good at it because of his bad blood and that his parents wished they had a better son, one who was not polluted like him.

Eunan kept throwing his axes until he heard one last howl, and the screaming stopped. He ran inside. His father was crying, covered in blood, holding the new baby. But only his father howled. Cathal saw his son looking expectantly at him. Cathal balanced his dead daughter in the nook of his elbow and showed his son the back of his hand.

“You’re cursed,” he hissed. “Look at my beautiful daughter. Barely out of the womb and unable to take a breath!” He held the baby forward so that Eunan could see her. A tiny blue baby, with eyes that would never open, a neck that would never grow the strength to support the head, and lungs that would never take in air to cry for her mother’s help. But Eunan’s lungs could fill with air. He could scream for help. He did, but once again, it fell on deaf ears.

Cathal sank to his knees, wrapped up in his pain.

“She is dead! Yet you live!” Neighbourly hands came from behind to rest on Eunan’s shoulders, but they could provide no comfort.

Eunan burst into tears and ran over to his mother to seek solace. But she lay on the bench, her head turned as if she were asleep. The physician battled to stem the flow of blood from between her legs.

“Get out of my way, boy! I have to stop your mother from dying!” he roared as he brushed Eunan aside.

The tears became a stream upon which solace floated away. Some women from the village came in and tried to help the physician. A benevolent neighbour by the name of Mary stood between Eunan and his parents and took him by the hand and led him outside.

“I know your parents can be mean, but one day you will realise why and hopefully forgive them,” she said. Her face radiated a kindness he never saw on the faces of his parents.

“I know why,” Eunan said. “It’s because of my bad blood. They tell me all the time. I wish I could cut my arm open and watch all the bad blood flow away into the lake. Then my parents would love me.” He tearfully looked up at his neighbour, hoping to elicit at most an answer to his theory, or at the very least some sympathy.

“Don’t say such dreadful things," said Mary. "You’re just a boy. Stay a boy for as long as you can. If you ever need any help, just come around to my house.” She gave him some sprinkles of the sympathy he so desired. But it was all too much. Eunan sat on the ground and found more tears. But they could disturb even his tears as he heard a commotion and saw the sunken faces of the women of the village emerge from his house.

“The baby is dead. Something went dreadfully wrong. I don’t think the mother will ever walk again. That boy has brought a curse on their house,” said one. “Such a curse as we’ll never be rid of you for the Galloglass have you protected.” They turned from Eunan as if he was a little demon. Mary stood in front of Eunan to protect him from the barbs of the mourning women. “Don’t be stupid. He’s just a lad. It’s not his fault what happened. And shush, he’ll hear you.” Mary turned around, but Eunan was gone. Evidently, he had heard her. Mary panicked. “We must find him! We must find the chieftain’s son before the Galloglass come back! If they find him gone, surely they will kill us all?”

The terror of imagining the Galloglass who stayed in the village at the time of the boy’s birth coming back to find Eunan missing gripped the village.

“What? The boy is gone!” “Organise a search party!” “We must find him! We must find the boy!” came the cries of the villagers.

They immediately organised search parties and began their quest in the surrounding woods.


      [image: ]Eunan ran for the lakeside to hide amongst the reeds. Artair could feel his young master’s mood and bounded ahead, as if he knew where to go. Each tread of his lumbering paws scattered animals and birds alike and they squawked and howled to warn each other this beast was coming. Eunan cursed his dog and his lanky features, for it made them easy to follow. But the villagers were far behind. Artair stood above a particular clump of reeds and looked for his master’s approval. A pat on the head and a ‘good boy’ meant he got it. Artair was by now covered in mud, and Eunan stroked his hand along the sides of his dog to assemble the mud on and between his fingers. He combed his hair with his freshly muddied fingers and boy and dog were alike with their spikes of mud. Eunan smiled, and Artair barked his approval. Eunan pulled out a plank of wood from one set of bushes and held it over a little pond of water until he found some solid ground on the island in the middle to rest it upon. Once it was secured, the boy and dog crossed onto the little reed island and drew in the drawbridge.

They went into the centre of the island where the reeds had already been hollowed out. Eunan produced a blanket from a bag he’d brought and laid it across some rocks and reeds he had arranged into a form of crude seating. They both lay back listening to the birdsong and waiting for the local fauna to forget they had just seen a bear of a dog and a boy come by. This was Eunan’s refuge, where he could take up his drawbridge and hide behind his wall of reeds and forget about the world and its worries. But it couldn’t last. He knew he would eventually have to heed the villagers’ calls in order not to give up his hiding place.


      [image: ]The villagers marched Eunan back to the village after they had found him wandering in the woods. His father stood waiting for him at his house. Cathal had somewhat recovered from his previous outburst, but his blotchy face and tearful eyes left a telling trace. But now his primary emotion was anger. Anger at the boy. But one slap around the head was not enough to dissipate all he felt.

“Go see your mother,” said Cathal. “She is awake now. We’ll deal with your running away later.”

Eunan bowed his head to avert his father’s stare. He entered the house, each leg stiff with trepidation as he forced it forward. Shadows and darkness bathed the house except for the solitary candle that illuminated his mother’s bed. A moo and a flash of light showed the faces of the animals that had the same idea as he, to flee, but they too had been forced to re-enter. The blankets of the bed moved awkwardly as beneath them thrashed exhausted limbs.

“Eunan, is that you?” came a timid voice in the darkness.

“Yes, Mother,” he said. His nervousness now brought him to a halt.

“Do you want to see your sister?” she asked.

“I already have,” he replied. “Father showed me.”

“That was an order, not an invitation. Come and stand beside me.”

Eunan stood rigid in the centre of the room.

“Come here, boy,” she ordered.

His mother sat up on the bed, propped up on her pillows. Eunan stood beside her and peered over the edge of the bed. His mother grabbed his ear and yanked his head down.

“Look at your sister. Look at what you’ve done.”

She held out her arm and nestled by her breast was the blue baby who neither breathed nor moved. Eunan cried again.

“Why do you hold her still, Mother? Why not give her to Father?”

“Do you want to know why I say you have bad blood?” she demanded. She moved her face closer to his, and Eunan grew afraid of the mania in her expression.

“I have been curious since you go on about it so much, but fear I don’t want to know the answer.”

His mother ignored him but he could tell from her face that she was wrestling with herself in her mind.

“Many hundreds of years ago the Vikings came from the sea and sailed down the Erne and arrived in the lower lough. They destroyed all the monasteries, killed all the monks, and stole everything of value. Those animals then sailed further down the Erne to the upper lake and did the same again. They stole the valuables and burnt the fertility from the land. They will be remembered forever as a blight on this land.”

She thrust her face forward and gritted her teeth.

“Your father stole into my womb and ripped out all that was good and left me you. Just like the Vikings sailed down the Erne and destroyed our churches and lands, you sailed out of my womb.” She released his ear.

Eunan ran for the door.

“That is why you’re my little Viking, my boy of the bad blood, tainting all you touch!” she yelled after him.

Eunan ran straight past his father, Artair, and all the villagers and up into the woods.


      [image: ]Eunan ran through the woods his head filled with the tales told to all Maguire children of how the Vikings rampaged through Fermanagh and tried to destroy the essence of the Maguires themselves by burning all the monasteries founded by their patron saint Colmcille and desecrating all the churches they came across. It wounded him deep in his soul that his mother could associate him with these, the darkest foundation myths of the Maguires. It was as if she had intentionally set out to hurt him. But he was determined to be rid of this bad blood so his mother would love him and take him back.

Eunan sat on a stump deep in the woods and slashed himself on the arm with his knife. He had heard that physicians thought there were different types of blood, both good and bad and that you could tell them apart. Eunan watched the blood trickle slowly from the wounds, looking to see if he could identify different colours or if there was any other way of distinguishing the ‘good’ blood from the ‘bad’ blood. He grew frustrated with the lack of flow for all his blood looked the same. He sucked his blood out and spat it on the ground for he thought the bad blood must be hiding under his skin and if he sucked enough it would come out. 

Someone heard his angry mutterings, and a twig snapped behind the boy. He turned, and a giant stood before him, his beard a blaze of red, in chain mail and a metal helmet, with a giant axe that reached as far as the man’s shoulder and had an enormous curved blade the size of his face. Eunan trembled. Was this the Galloglass he’d dreamed would come and save him?

“What are you doing, boy? You’ll hurt yourself!” said the Galloglass. His voice exuded authority, which only encouraged Eunan to think this man was his saviour. But first, he must confess his sins.

“I just killed a baby, and I’m trying to get rid of this bad blood!”

The warrior put down his axe, sat beside the boy, and took his arm. He squeezed the cut closed with a tenderness the boy seldom felt.

“How did a boy like you kill this baby? I don’t believe it. Is someone playing a cruel joke on you? If they are, they’ll have me to answer to!”

The Galloglass smiled at him, and Eunan’s eyes brightened.

“Will you protect me?” Eunan asked. He looked wide-eyed at the warrior and thought there was not a man in the village that could stand up to him, not even his father.

“I can show you how to protect yourself," said the Galloglass. "How to be a great warrior if you like? But first, wrap this cloth around your arm to stop all that bleeding.” 

Eunan nodded and smiled, and hope came back into his veins. He took the cloth, wound it around his wounds and showed it to the Galloglass, who nodded his approval.

“What’s that on your belt?” asked the warrior.

“It’s my axe. I throw it. Do you want to see?” said Eunan.

“Show me, boy!”

“See that branch?” Eunan pointed to a tree twenty yards away.

“Yes?”

“Watch me snap it!”

Eunan threw his axe, and it whizzed through the air. But it only grazed the branch. Eunan frowned.

“Don’t be angry, boy. That was good for someone your age.”

Eunan flopped down on the ground. He looked up at the soldier again.

“Can I come with you?”

“You’re far too young for where I am going,” said the Galloglass.

The boy’s disappointment made the soldier smile.

“Show me where you live.”

“Do I have to go home?”

“Your parents will miss you,” the soldier said.

“They won’t!”

“Come on!” the warrior said, picking Eunan up by the arm. They went over to retrieve the throwing axe and the Galloglass made Eunan point the way home.

Eunan trudged towards the edge of the forest. He did not want to go home but felt he had no choice, and to cry like a baby would undo all the good work he had done to impress the soldier. But he felt he needed to know more about this man’s life before he returned to his unhappy one.

“Are you Galloglass?”

“I am. How did you know?” The soldier smiled down at him.

“I can tell by your axe. Can I be a powerful warrior like you someday?”

“Yes, but you have to train every day!”

They came to the edge of the woods and ran into one of the search parties. One villager grabbed the boy and shielded him from the warrior.

“We have nothing to give you for the boy. We are poor, and you have no use for him,” said the villager. They huddled together as if that afforded them some protection.

The Galloglass pointed his axe at the villagers.

“Why is this boy running around the forest trying to hurt himself?” he boomed. He pointed his axe at the woman trying to hide Eunan behind her skirt. “Are you his mother?”

“No. The boy’s mother is sick,” replied the woman.

“The boy still needs looking after. If I find the boy in the forest again, or see any more self-inflicted injuries, I will do more than point my axe at you!” The Galloglass hefted the shaft of his axe in his hands to ensure they got his message.

“Be away with you and don’t threaten us!” said the woman. “The village warriors will be here soon! Go before they find you!” 

“Mark my words and look after the boy!” the Galloglass said as he disappeared into the woods.

The villagers huddled around the boy and turned for home when they were sure the Galloglass was gone.

“Do you think he sent him?” asked one.

“Maybe. Let’s just bring the boy home,” said the woman.

Back at Eunan's home, the villagers told the tale of the Galloglass finding the boy. Upon the mention of Galloglass in the forest, Cathal was civil to the boy, though his world was collapsing around him and he sought to vent his frustrations elsewhere. He left the boy alone while casting glances into the woods to ensure he was not being watched. Eunan was left to reunite with his dog and they returned to their castle in the reeds to listen to the birdsong.


      [image: ]Fiona O’Keenan Maguire seldom left her bed after the stillbirth, for a pit of illness and depression came to settle in her head. Her dark moods led her to banish Eunan from the house, and she forbade him from visiting her. Eunan took up lodgings in the outhouse, and Artair happily joined him there. There he stayed and did his chores and practised with his axes, and kin and villager alike left him be.

The physician regularly attended Fiona because she was the chieftain’s wife, but he could do little to help her except assess what was wrong and attempt to ease her mind from worry. He assigned her prayers and many potions, none of which he thought would do her any good. Because of her complications during childbirth, she would never walk again. The local carpenter made her a barrow within which she could sit. Cushions and blankets from her neighbours made it comfortable. Her husband would sometimes wheel her into the garden, and Eunan would peer at her through the neighbour’s window. Her face was a storm of anger, and Eunan still did not go home, for no invitation was extended. Eunan was pleased, for Mary the neighbour was kind and fed him, and they left him in peace to throw his axes. He vowed to run away and become a Galloglass. That hope helped him persevere.








  
  

Chapter three

Donal of the five hostages
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Several months passed, and no Galloglass appeared in the village either to raid or take up residence through coign and livery, much to the relief of Cathal and the villagers. Harvest time came again and this time they considered themselves blessed, for it was a bountiful oasis after several years of hardship. They gathered the crops, filled the stores, and planted the seed for the next season. Then they danced and celebrated and were thankful for their good fortune. But while all manner of beasts gathered to live off the harvest – the villagers chased rats from the stores and crows from the freshly hoed fields – the biggest monsters had yet to make themselves known. 

One morning, the call came.

“Boats on the lake! Boats on the lake!”

Boats on the lake were a common sight since they were the primary mode of transport in Fermanagh, and you could get almost anywhere you wanted in the county by taking to the Erne river and navigating the two lakes. But everyone knew what the call meant.

The village went into a frenzy. Villagers emptied the store and hid the grain where they could. There was no time to transport it to their best hiding places on the islands of the lake. They hid their valuables and their children. But such treatment was not for Eunan. No, his father invited him back into the house and dressed him in his best clothes. Cathal was even pleasant to him.

“Boats to shore! Boats to shore!”

Cathal went down to the shoreline and covered his eyes from the sun. Out on the lake were three large riverboats of the Maguire. Harvest time meant the Maguire collected his share of the grain to store it in his Crannógs in the northern part of Upper Lough Erne. These man-made fortified islands were almost impossible to capture or rob, which meant the Maguire could hide out on the islands of the lakes of Erne indefinitely.

From behind the large boats came smaller boats filled with soldiers and tribute collectors, which rowed towards Cathal and the other villages on the southwest side of the lake. Cathal saw no point in hiding, for if he hid, the Maguire’s men would take whatever they wanted. So he sat and waited as three boats rowed ever nearer.

Once the boats reached the shallow waters, Cathal’s men grabbed the ropes cast from the vessels and moored them to the shore. Donal MacCabe leapt from the lead boat and strode ashore, straight to Cathal.

“Hello, Cathal,” he said. “I hope the harvest went well. The Maguire needs the help of all his loyal chieftains, and I assume you will prove yourself loyal?” He gave Cathal the youthful smirk of a man who had recently gained a lot of power and was keen to show it off. Cathal ignored him, for he knew there was little point in bruising Donal’s shallow ego and provoking him.

“Come this way and see what I can contribute to the Maguire!” he said, pointing towards the stores.

The villages had their own, much smaller, Crannógs in which they stored their grain, separate from the islands they used as hiding places. Two swordsmen guarded the only entrance to the largest Crannóg via a footbridge. Donal counted the sacks as the villagers brought them out from the store and stockpiled them on the shore for the Maguire. When Cathal informed him that what was in front of him was his share, he sent two of his men to count what bags remained in the Crannógs to tally the harvest yield.

After a while, the men came back and whispered in Donal’s ear. Donal laughed to himself.

“The harvest’s down this year, isn’t it?” he said. “Now, I can only judge your honesty by what I can count, and you have given me twenty per cent of that. Previously, we’ve found grain you’ve hidden, so I hope you’ve done a better job of hiding it this year. But I’m afraid I have some bad news for you. The Maguire has had to pay the coign and livery of the English soldiers imposed upon Fermanagh soil. We passed the cost on to you. That means the tribute is now thirty per cent.”

Donal grinned and his Galloglass stood erect and watched for any signs of trouble. The veins in Cathal’s neck bulged as he calculated the impact of this new rate.

“What! I can’t afford that! My people will starve!” said Cathal.

Donal remained perfectly calm, for he knew he had more than enough armed men to impose his will.

“No, they won’t,” Donal said. “They’ll just have to eat all the grain you’ve hidden from us. I’d be careful now, between you and me, and don’t get the blame for the supplementary tribute, for it was treacherous chieftains like you that undermined the Maguire and led to the English being on our lands.”

“I am a perfectly loyal chieftain to the Maguire! How dare you insinuate I am anything but!” said Cathal.

Donal walked over and put his arm on the shoulder of the red-faced Cathal.

“It’s a long fall from your high horse,” he said. “I’ve been coming here for years, and I know you. That’s why we need to sort out who’s who and who should be the chieftain in particular districts, for things are always happening to chieftains and then someone more Maguire-friendly takes over.

“The Maguire needs you to swear loyalty to the clan. We’ve been hearing rumours that you have received emissaries from Connor Roe and also the English, yet again. The Maguire needs to know that you are with him.”

“Do I not pay the Maguire his dues at every harvest, send my men to fight for him when he calls? Are these not true proofs of my loyalty to him? Why is it strange that I should have contact with the most powerful Maguire in my region? Is that not the clan hierarchy? Why don’t you ask Connor Roe about his contacts with the English? Whatever the Maguire does about it, when he comes to call, I will answer, as I always do.”

Cathal stopped and looked at Donal, hoping that if his words could not convince him, then maybe his facial expressions would.

“We are glad to hear you state your loyalty so forcefully,” said Donal. “However, the Maguire hears you have a son close to coming of age. The Maguire would like to invite him to enjoy an education only the Maguire can provide.”

Cathal had been expecting this. The two things that Donal could do to ensure loyalty were to impose Galloglass upon them or to take hostages. Hostages, given their experiences, were the least bad option. But he would not give in easily.

“Thank you for your offer, but my son needs to grow up protecting his people. There’s many a raider out there today, and we need all the men of fighting age we can get.”

“The Maguire would view it as disrespectful for such a generous offer to be refused!” said Donal.

Cathal’s resistance finally broke.

“Please don’t take my boy,” he protested.

Donal laughed.

“The Maguire will take a boy and return a man. In fact, he will take several boys and return several men. Gather the sons of the prominent men of the village and deliver them to us by sunset. Then we will return to the Maguire with your loyalty pledge.”

Cathal saw it was useless to protest. He looked around at the faces of his villagers and they put their heads down and would not look at him. They did not like it but would put up little resistance.

“I will see you at the centre of the village at sunset,” Cathal said.

“Good,” replied Donal. “Think of it as the first step to proving you are a loyal servant. I trust you will order your men to stand aside while we take our additional ten per cent?”

It was Cathal’s turn to look at the ground.

“I am a loyal servant of the Maguire.”

Donal MacCabe grinned and savoured his victory by looking at the crowd of villagers and making sure they saw his smile and Cathal’s bowed head. His ego boosted and his authority assured, he ordered his men to enter the stores.


      [image: ]Cathal ensured Eunan remained within his sight for the rest of the day, resorting to paying attention and listening to him if so required. He took Eunan by the hand at the appointed time and led him to the centre of the village. Eunan was happy to go with his father and was puzzled why he had lavished so much attention on him. Cathal promised Eunan that he would meet some warriors who would give him some training. This delighted Eunan, especially because he supposed his father would spend some time with him to help him train as he did with the other boys of the village. The light turned to shadow, and grim-faced men stood in the village circle with their first-born young sons in front of them. They lay their hands on their sons’ shoulders to show they would not be easily parted. They glared at Cathal when he arrived with his smiling boy.

“What have you told him?” asked one. But Cathal ignored him. He thought that if he took this opportunity to assert his authority then Donal would gleefully accept his chance to humiliate him.

“I thought you’d be the one smiling when you got rid of him!” said another. Cathal glared at the mass of faces but could not identify who was making the comments.

“If you give him to Donal and his Galloglass surely the others will take it out on the village for you abandoning your pledge to look after the boy?” said one red-faced man who wrapped his arms around his crying boy.

“How can they complain or take it out on the village if I send the boy to Enniskillen to get an education with the house of the Maguire and become a little lord?" said Cathal. "We all win then.”

Ten Galloglass stood in the centre circle of the village. Their hands were pressed to their axe shafts and they ensured they had easy access to their boats moored on the shore. Holding Eunan’s hand, Cathal crossed the circle to where Donal MacCabe still had not tired of his grin.

“How many of our children does the Maguire wish to take?” Cathal said.

“Enough to ensure your loyalty,” said Donal. “This is not a negotiation. We will take as many children as we deem necessary. They will be well taken care of in Enniskillen. I’m sure you’ve schooled them in the duties of noble boys towards their clan?”

Cathal shook his head.

“They’re just that, still boys,” he said. “How many do you want?”

Donal paused, studied the faces of the villagers, returned to Cathal’s and then pondered on the confusion in Eunan’s eyes. He squeezed his features together as if he was exaggerating the amount of thought he was putting into his decision. Donal was clearly enjoying this.

“Five, including yours,” he said eventually.

“Here, take him and be off with you,” replied Cathal.

Cathal let go of Eunan’s hand, turned and walked back towards the villagers. The other fathers knelt and hugged their boys goodbye and praised them for their bravery, while Eunan looked at the line of Galloglass beside Donal and cried when he realised his father had tricked him.

“Cathal?” called Donal across the circle.

Cathal sighed, stood and looked to the heavens, turned, and walked back across the circle again.

“Take him back,” said Donal. “We want your boy, not some impostor.” Donal picked up Eunan’s arm and held out his limp hand to his father.

“He is my boy!” Cathal fumed, and he stormed over the last couple of steps.

The Galloglass raised their axes to defend their master. Eunan cried, Donal smiled.

“We came for the chieftain’s son, and we are not leaving without him,” said Donal.

“He is there, standing in front of you!” said Cathal. He thrust his arms out towards the boy in the most forceful rejection without getting physical.

“You would have us believe a chieftain would give up his son without so much as a tear or a goodbye and walk away from him?” said Donal.

Cathal’s face stiffened. He had to keep his cool to get through this. “We said our goodbyes in the house,” he said.

“This boy is an impostor,” said Donal. “How can a chieftain’s son close to fighting age cry so much? Hand over the real boy, and we’ll not mention this deception to the Maguire.”

“He is the real boy!” said Cathal.

Donal grabbed Eunan by the arm and held him in front of him.

“He doesn’t look like you. We don’t want any bastards!” said Donal.

“He is born of my wife, resembles his disabled mother, and is my son!" said Cathal. "What more do you want of me?” 

“Why did you give him up so easily?” said Donal. “No father I have seen has given his boy up so easily as you.”

“He is brave and doesn’t want his father to embarrass him,” said Cathal.

“So he does that himself by bawling his eyes out crying? No, hand over the real boy, or we’ll return and take him.”

Cathal threw his arms up in despair.

“Enough of this nonsense,” he said. "Take your prisoners and go. I will discuss this with the Maguire the next time I am in Enniskillen.”

Donal laughed and his smirk grew wider the more he got under Cathal’s skin.

“Is the real boy a prisoner of Connor Roe?” Donal said.

“Take the boy and leave!” Cathal said.

The Galloglass leader stared at Cathal, and Cathal turned his back and walked off.

“Leave the impostor, take the rest. Let’s go,” said Donal.

The Galloglass walked across the circle and took the first four boys and walked towards the road. The other fathers pointed at Eunan and shouted, “Take the boy! Take the boy!” They turned to Cathal and demanded that he make them take the boy. Cathal ran and grabbed the boy’s hand, and they caught up with Donal MacCabe.

“Take the boy. He’s mine. I wish to pledge my loyalty to the Maguire. Take him as a sign of my loyalty. All the other fathers can vouch that he’s mine.”

Donal stopped and looked at the other fathers, who had also come after them.

“The boy is his?” he said.

“He may not seem it, but he is the boy’s father.” said one.

“Take him,” said Donal, pointing at Eunan. “But I would pray, Cathal, that when the boy turns of age he does not come back and repay you for this night.”

Eunan looked back at his father but could only make out the back of his head. He had finally done it, Eunan thought. He had finally rid himself of his monster of a son. The bad blood seared through Eunan’s veins.








  
  

Chapter four

Rounding the edges on the ego of a chieftain’s son
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Donal ordered his men to circle around the hostages in case any of the fathers changed their minds and attempted a rescue. But Eunan knew Donal should not have bothered. His father would not be making any attempt to retrieve him. His father had finally got rid of him. He could feel the bad blood within him and thought that he may as well give in. If his father thought he was so bad, he may as well live up to it. He willingly lined up behind the other boys to get on the boat. 

The boys tripped over themselves as they were bundled into the boats waiting for them by the shoreline. The Galloglass were still loading the grain onto the other vessels, but Donal MacCabe could not wait for them to finish. They had to leave now. He could come back for more grain when he was less exposed.

The darkness melted land and lake together, the only spots of light being the torches of the guards. Eunan elbowed his way to the front of the boat, and the other four boys had to contest the seats in the middle. The boys were given blankets to wrap themselves in and gruffly told to be quiet. Of all his fellow hostages, Eunan knew Senan the best. He was a skinny lad with black hair and inquisitive nature and lived just across the way from him in the village. He would play with Eunan sometimes, when his parents allowed, but would often feed Artair scraps, as he did not have his own dog. They could not talk, but Eunan gave him a knowing nod, as if to say he would look out for him if he would do the same for him. Senan nodded back, for he was also in need of a friend or ally.

The craft set off with the only noise, the gentle ripple of the lake being split apart on the bow. The boys looked in the direction they were going and the moon showed the shimmering path to Enniskillen. Despite what had happened that evening or knowing what the future held, the boys developed a small sense of excitement for most of their swordplay and stories revolved around Enniskillen and now they were finally going there. They rowed for a considerable time until they saw the lights of the Crannógs at the lower end of the lake bouncing on the gentle waves that lapped around the boat.

There was a set of four Crannógs controlled by the Maguire himself in the lower reaches of the lake, each of varying size. The boat made for the largest of these, which was about one hundred yards from the shore. They moored on the pier on the north side of the Crannóg.

“Everybody off,” said the Galloglass guard. The boys were only too willing to obey.

A wicker wall protected the man-made island and on it were several large buildings, all used as store rooms, and several smaller ones, used as barracks for the Maguire’s soldiers. There were several more small piers where other boats of different sizes landed and dispatched their cargoes of smaller livestock and grain. The Maguire did not build these islands. They had been there for as long as anyone could remember; hundreds, maybe thousands, of years old. The Maguire merely adapted them for his purposes.

“This must be where the Maguire stores his tribute before it gets transported up to Enniskillen,” said Senan. “My father told me about this.”

“Where are all the cattle?” said Eunan. “I thought the Maguire liked to get paid in cattle?”

“They go overland,” said Senan. “More dangerous, but you’d never fit the cattle on the boats.”

“Enough talking and follow me,” said a guard.

Eunan and the others were led to one of the smaller houses where they were fed a thin gruel, given straw to sleep on and blankets to wrap themselves in. The five settled in as best they could, cold and hungry. As they shivered, other groups of boys arrived later in the night and found Eunan and his friends had taken all the blankets.

The night grew chilly and as Eunan and his comrades slept, the other boys armed themselves with sticks and stones. They descended upon Senan, unravelled him from his blanket, and beat him when he tried to resist. Senan’s yelps awoke comrade and guard alike. Eunan leapt up and punched the nearest boy full in the chin. Then he grabbed an end of Senan’s ex-blanket and tugged as hard as he could. The other boys attacked him and forced him to let go. Eunan fell to the ground, and the hand that broke his fall felt some stones. Eunan picked these up, and his arm remembered the hours of practice with the throwing axes. By the time the guards came in and broke up the fight, Eunan had recovered the blanket, and the faces of his assailants were a mess of blood and bruises. Eunan’s prize was that they informed Donal MacCabe of his fighting skills, and he kept all the blankets.

Nobody got much sleep that night, since the air of distrust had only grown as the night got colder. Senan and the other boys huddled behind Eunan. When dawn broke, the guards came and bundled them onto another boat destined for Enniskillen. This was a larger riverboat, and it could take the boys and a sizeable cargo of grain. There were few Galloglass on the vessel but there were several cargo boats in convoy and several smaller boats full of soldiers escorting them.

The boat ride was relatively pleasant, for it was much more reassuring to travel during the day to somewhere you knew you were going to. Most of the time, Eunan just lay back in the boat and enjoyed the view as the guards left the boys alone. To ease the boredom, he also took pleasure in pissing over the side of the vessel when he knew the boys from the previous night were downwind and could do nothing about it. The guards just laughed as long as he did not piss on them.

By nightfall, they could see the lights of Enniskillen and the boys crowded to the front of the boat to get the best view.

Enniskillen Castle was the seat of the Maguire. The Maguires had chosen an almost perfect defensive position upon which to build the castle. It was built on an island, surrounded by the River Erne, which acted as a defensive barrier to keep out all but the most determined of enemies. The castle had gigantic walls and a singular bridge that protruded like a tongue to lap up any visitors and swallow them inside. A sister island held the castle island protectively to her breast, which contained most of the bustling town. Mooring posts and jetties spiked into the river at any available gigantic walls and the River Erne was flush with small boats either fishing or carrying produce up or down the river from other parts of Fermanagh, to be sold at the busy markets of Enniskillen.

The boat moored in the town of Enniskillen, and the cargo was unloaded. The guards escorted the boys through the town, over the drawbridge, and into the castle. Most of the boys were in awe, for they had never left their villages and only heard of such citadels and the Maguire in stories or games.

The guards lined up the boys in the castle’s courtyard. They held a roll call based on the notes Donal MacCabe’s men made. Rank in the clan hierarchy parted boys from their village fraternity. Rank also meant privilege and the important boys joined families that made up the inner Maguire clan or associated families. Eunan was one of those more important boys, as he was the son of a chieftain.

Donal told the boys they were here for several years and promised them an excellent education. The MacCabes would teach them fighting skills if they showed loyalty to the Maguire, and the sons of chieftains could become the Maguire’s favoured heir for their clans. Eunan liked the sound of that, but was mainly glad he was a chieftain’s son, for he did not have to clean up the boats like the lesser boys. Eunan had impressed Donal MacCabe with his fighting skills in the Crannógs, so they gave him to Desmond MacCabe, an old Galloglass warrior who had faithfully served the Maguire clan throughout his career.

Eunan waited to be claimed by his new family in an enclosure guarded by Galloglass. Desmond MacCabe sent his servant to collect him. The servant made himself known to the Galloglass and claimed Eunan. He introduced himself as Arthur and asked Eunan to refer to him by that name. Eunan stayed with the Galloglass while Arthur fetched the horses. Arthur was nervous, for Eunan was a strong young man who could easily overpower him. Eunan assured him he would not ride away and escape and that he was looking forward to meeting his new master, of whom Donal MacCabe had said many good things. Arthur eyed Eunan suspiciously but reverted to loyalty to his master. They rode out of the castle together. Arthur was tall and skinny and quivered like a frightened rabbit, yet Eunan considered the proposition of following him far more exciting than going home.

They rode for a couple of hours through forest and field until they arrived at a large house planted amongst a grove of trees on the banks of Lower Lough Erne. It reminded Eunan of home: the rolling fields, the lake dotted with small islands, the fields of barley. He cried for the reminder of home and the emotions of the past couple of days finally got to him.

“Please don’t do that when the master comes,” said Arthur. “He doesn’t tolerate any crying. You’ll find yourself a stable boy, and that would be very demeaning for the son of a chieftain.”

Eunan nodded and dried his eyes. He straightened his clothes and wiped his face, for he wanted to look impressive.

Arthur inspected Eunan, and upon being satisfied he was presentable, opened the door of the house.

“Master, I have returned with the boy from Enniskillen. He is eager to meet you.” Arthur announced to an empty room.

Eunan was anxious, but not in the manner Arthur meant. Eunan heard some noise from upstairs. Then came a roar.

“Bring him to the kitchen. I will meet him there.”

Arthur turned to Eunan.

“The master is coming.”

Eunan did not reply.

Arthur brought Eunan to the kitchen and invited him to sit on the bench. Eunan sat and waited while fidgeting with his hands.

“Don’t do that either. The master doesn’t like it!”

“He sounds just like my father,” muttered Eunan.

“Don’t do—”

“I know. He doesn’t like that either,” said Eunan.

The kitchen shook with the pounding of the stairs. A large hand hooked around the door, and a round body bounded into the kitchen and sat itself down. Eunan’s new master was a once-muscular man whose body had succumbed to the good life, like a retired bear with an endless pot of honey. He sat and grinned. But at Arthur.

“Arthur, is it time to eat?”

“Soon, master.”

Desmond MacCabe eyed the boy.

“Is this him? He looks a bit miserable to me. It is going to be such a chore if he is going to be like that all the time.”

Arthur turned and looked up from his kitchen chores.

“He’s had a long journey, master,” he said. “The conditions would not be of the manner you are used to.”

Desmond rubbed his brow. 

“I hope he hasn’t come here with expectations in the sky of being a petty lord! What can you do, boy?”

“Nothing,” said Eunan.

“Pardon? Speak up, boy!” said Desmond.

“What do you mean ‘what can I do’?”

“Tend the horses, cook, fight? Read, write? Whatever young boys are supposed to do these days?”

Eunan pondered his answer and thought of what he considered his host would think most useful.

“I can help around the house,” said Eunan. “I used to help my mother!”
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