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Chapter one

A temper coaxed forth





Affraic gently handed her brother his bag, a proud smile on her lips. His eyes lit up as he gripped it, the weight of his victory heavy in his arms. His back was dotted with a smattering of red marks from the congratulatory slaps he received from his fellow villagers. Angry scratches and dark bruises covered his arms and legs. His sweat mingled with the drops of gentle rain that had been a constant companion for the duration of the hurling match. 

He reached into his bag and pulled out an old rag, wiping down his hurley stick before carefully stowing it away.

“They won’t be so smug down the market for the next couple of weeks,” Finn said, the memory of the defeated faces of the men from the other village taking pride of place in his mind.

Gormlaith draped her arm over her son’s shoulders. “Your legend grows,” she declared proudly, daring anyone in the vicinity to challenge her son’s status as the hero of the team. No one did.

Finn glowed in the company of his family. Gormlaith was his rock, his protector, his advisor, and his comforter. She had always protected him, right from the time when he was a little boy and the family crisis was at its most acute. Angry men came when their father was accused of cowardice in the face of the Norse raids and they thought he might be hiding in their house. She was the one who slammed the door shut on them. They banged the pommels of their swords on the door and called their father all sorts of names demanding that he come out. She hid her young children and shouted abuse at them through the door. Finn cowered with Affraic in the corner of the house as their mother screamed all sorts of curses at the men, words they had never heard her utter before. Finn was frightened, but not as frightened as he would have been if he was on the wrong side of his mother. The men left and did not return. Given the gravity of the accusations made against her husband, most mothers would have left or been driven out of the village. But not Gormlaith. She faced up to all the rumours and accusations, placing the blame back with King Tigernach and saying he was covering up his own failure to drive the Norse away. In the absence of any evidence against her husband or the production of his body, the villagers eventually accepted her side of the story that he had disappeared and still was the hero he once was. Now, here they stood, village pride sitting comfortably on Finn’s shoulders as he led the village hurling team to another in a series of victories over their rivals.

His sister Affraic was also his constant support, rarely leaving his side. In their younger days she was more like his shadow as Finn was far more likely to be the victim of bullies because of their father rather than her. She may not have her mother’s bark but she had inherited her mother’s cunning and then some. Few who bullied Finn did it again after Affraic’s retaliations, be it through rumour-spreading, using her looks to get other boys to do her dirty work or other methods. She had grown up to be quite a beauty, with her inky tresses cascading down her lithe frame. Warriors and young lads alike stole glances at her, drawn in by the captivating beauty and enigmatic aura that seemed to shroud her every move. There was a certain aloofness about her, something they could never have, as if she was destined for a different path. But for the moment that path was her family. Finn smiled and imagined himself like a wolf cub, safe in a cave up in the mountains protected by two fearsome she-wolves.

They turned to leave to go back to their village to celebrate. But suddenly, a noise came from a distance, causing Affraic to turn and search for its source. She noticed a commotion coming from the path through the woods and quickly stepped in front of her brother to shield him from whatever may be causing it.

“Enough sport for today,” she urged, trying to distract him. “Let’s go home and revel in your victory. I can make you a nice pie. You’ll like that.”

But her brother, who ignored his aching muscles, easily peered over her head of black curls to see what was happening in the distance.

The villagers watched with a concoction of awe and fear as King Tigernach made his grand entrance on the back of a magnificent steed, its coat shining in the sunlight. It was a horse unlike any other they had use of in the village, for only the king could afford such an animal and he wanted everyone to know how he lived. Tigernach had always been a cruel and demanding king, always asking for more from the village. More men to fight his wars, more of their time to till his fields and more of their daughters to sew and mend so he could maintain his soldiers in the field. His presence, especially with such an entourage, could only mean he wanted something.

Behind him strode Ultán, his beloved son, his shoulders broad, his dark brown hair protruding from beneath his cap, his muscles honed by years of wielding a sword and shield. His eyes, as sharp as a hunting bird, betrayed no emotion, yet they seemed to command the very air around him.

In one hand, he gripped a freshly carved hurley made of strong oak, its surface still smooth and unmarred by the game it was destined to play. A small smile tugged at the corners of his lips as he caught sight of Finn in the distance.

“What’s he doing here?” Finn growled to his mother and sister as he pushed past them. “Why did he bring his son? I hope he does not expect us to bow in deference to him.”

Gormlaith stood in front of her son and rested her hands on his chest.

“Ignore them. Don’t cause trouble or aggravate them. Decline any offers for a match. Say you’re injured. Nobody will think any less of you.”

Finn glared at the entourage and gritted his teeth. The weight of his father’s legacy always sat heavy on his chest when he saw Tigernach and Ultán.

“Oh, they will, Mam, they will. Our only pride these days is on the hurling pitch, especially mine. I can’t take that away from the villagers. I can’t.”

Gormlaith looked up at him with pleading eyes.

“Pick your battles, Finn, pick your battles. I know I don’t always follow those words myself, but be better than your Mam.” But she could see his attention was already gone, now fully focused on the advancing Ultán.

Ultán stopped a few yards before Finn. He held his hurley low in both hands and gave Finn a smug grin.

“I have come with my men to challenge you to a game. I heard you have some reputation as a hurley player but I don’t believe it. I told my men you’d run away when I challenged you. Just like your cowardly father did when he served mine.” 

Ultán gave a smug grin. Finn snarled in response, taking the bait. But Gormlaith pinched him on his side, hoping to bring him to his senses.

“I can’t. I’m injured,” Finn muttered. 

The embarrassment of this lie burned on his face. Ultán roared with laughter.

“Injured? You don’t look injured to me.” Ultán shook his head and smirked. “Well, I hope you’re not going to show yourself up in front of your mother and your sister and refuse to play against my men and me? If you are, you can go along home and we’ll have a different sort of fun and games with them.”

Finn stood tall, gripping his hurley tightly and stood in front of his family.

“Leave it now, son. Come home with us before anyone gets hurt,” his mother said, tugging on his shoulder.

Finn waved her away.

“No one threatens my family like that. Not even the king’s son,” he declared. 

He squared up to Ultán. They were the same height and across the antagonism their noses almost met.

“If you’ve recovered from your ‘injury’, we’ll have a match,” Ultán goaded Finn. “What’ll the stakes be?”

“I always play for pride,” Finn said.

“Pride is for fools,” Ultán said as he grinned. “So I can see how it could appeal to you.”

Finn squared up again, refusing to back down from the challenge.

“So what do you suggest?”

“If you win, I will give you my new hurley stick. It is said the tree it came from was planted by Cú Cuchulain himself. Look at how it is hooped in embroidered bronze. Now I have it. A hurley fit for kings that draws the sliotar down from the sky to cover the stick bearer in glory.”

Finn stepped back and grinned.

“I bet the merchant who sold you that lie is long gone to count his money.”

Ultán stuck his face into Finn’s.

“Then you would be a coward if you did not want to face me if you think my hurley will shatter in the middle of the game.”

“You may be the king’s son, but he did not bless you with either pleasant breath, or any sense. I accept. What do you want from me if I you win?”

“I will come to you to do me a good turn. It may not be today, but sometime in the future.”

“And what if I refuse this ‘good turn’?”

“Then I shall tell your fellow villagers you broke your oath just like your cowardly father and see you and your family are cast out into the woods to live like beggars.”

Finn sneered at Ulltán.

“I will consult my men to see if they wish to accept your challenge.”

Finn turned and looked behind him. He ignored the pleading faces of his mother and sister and looked further behind to his men. They all stood grim-faced and slowly nodded. King Tigernach had humiliated or treated them badly in the past too many times for them to turn down this opportunity for revenge and they did not want to appear to be cowards.

Finn nodded to Ultán in acknowledgment.

“It looks like you have a game.”

It was Ultán’s turn to smirk. He turned to the watching crowd.

“Hear ye,” he exclaimed to all within hearing distance. “Finn and the villagers have accepted my challenge. He swore before God that if I beat him he would do me one task without quibble. No one trusts a coward’s son to keep his word so I make this declaration before all of you. If he does not keep his promise I will return with my men and take the value of my promise from your grain stores. If he wins, he gets my hurley stick.”

Gormlaith’s face dropped.

“My fool of a son agreed to that?”

Finn reached out his arm to protest at the declaration, but Ultán had already turned his back and his men took up their positions on the field. Finn had to win.








  
  

Chapter two

The way of the sliotar





The scene was set for a hurling match, and a cacophony rose from the spectators, their cheers weaving through the air like threads of an intricately spun tapestry. The first set of threads was somewhat soured as a bully in the form of the king’s son had appeared on the pitch and not all the villagers had the nerve to cheer against them for fear of retribution. The second intertwining set of threads was bright and vibrant as the king’s men cheered loudly for Ultán and threw curses and multiple slanders at Finn and the other prominent villagers. 

King Tigernach settled into his throne, a specially crafted seat made for him. His smug grin stretched across his face, confident that none would dare challenge him or defeat his son in front of him. The thought crossed his mind as to how ungrateful these villagers were for it was he who protected them from Hibernian raiders and worse, the Norse sea wolves. How could they not celebrate his son when it was he who would stand in the way when raiders came to burn their homes down? But Ultán would teach them respect, starting by winning this hurling match.

As the clouds parted and the sun shone down, it cast a dull glint on the modest crown perched atop his head. He remained silent, but the fierce warriors surrounding him let out thunderous roars, eager for the game to begin. The anticipation hung thick in the air, like a storm waiting to break.

Men, women, and children of the village pressed close together, their bodies a patchwork of colour and movement, each person jostling for a glimpse of the heroes of the hour. The smell of damp soil rose from the trampled ground, mixing with the scent of sweat and excitement that clung to every woollen tunic and leather boot.

Gormlaith and Affraic stood amongst them biting their lips, standing still in a swaying sea of people. They both gulped for they knew Finn was prone to bouts of foolish male pride but not before to such an extent that it placed him in active danger before their eyes. They moved forward in front of the group of villagers hoping they could steer this almost irretrievable situation into something that resembled a neutral outcome and pride saved on both sides.

The two teams came out, made up of young men in their prime, both team captains renowned for their skills on the pitch. But this was no mere game. It was an epically proportioned grudge match: the king’s son was keen to assert his own skills and powers independent of his father; for Finn and his team, it was a legitimate chance for a village to get some payback on a cruel overlord and regain some pride.

The sliotar, a ball made of leather made to bounce on the end of a hurley stick, rested upon the earth at a carefully selected mid-point, around which all the day’s tensions pivoted. Around it, each blade of grass shimmered with rain, mirroring the glistening spears of warriors under a reluctant sun. Ultán spat, crouched and snorted like a bull. “Ready yourself, Finn,” he boomed with feigned camaraderie. “Today is no different from any battle we’ve faced.”

“But it is,” Finn replied, eyes ablaze with competition. “My whole village watches.”

“Even worse for you then, boy,” Ultán sneered, hurley at the ready.

“Begin!” 

The elder’s staff slammed against the ground. He cast the sliotar into the air between the two men, signalling the match to begin.

Finn lunged forward, his hurley a blur of ash wood slicing through the air in pursuit of the sliotar. Ultán matched his movements with the precision of a seasoned predator, his eyes fixed on the small orb of solid will that soared between them. The world seemed to fade away as they focused solely on the sliotar, their own heartbeats pounding in their ears.

With a ferocious swing, Ultán’s hurley missed its mark by a hair’s breadth, the sliotar dancing out of reach under Finn’s precision control. “Protect and prevail,” Finn growled through gritted teeth, the memory of his father burning behind his eyes.

Finn could feel Ultán’s searing gaze burning into him, urging him to falter. But he refused to be swayed, using ancient tactics and pure instinct to outmanoeuvre his opponent.

The gap widened between them like a gaping chasm, Finn bounding ahead like a hare and Ultán the wily fox chasing at a distance. Finn delivered a powerful strike that sent the sliotar soaring over the line. A roar erupted from the villagers, but Gormlaith’s face remained clouded with concern.

“You’ve made your point, Finn. Now take it easy,” she cried through cupped hands.

At the referee’s signal, the match resumed again. Finn could see the determination in Ultán’s eyes. He would not be humiliated again. Finn bent his knees and leapt, ready for anything. This time, Ultán got the sliotar first. Finn moved to block him, but Ultán barrelled forward, using his superior strength to force Finn aside.

Jaw clenched, Finn raced after Ultán. He would not make it easy. The crowd held their breath as the two men struggled for control of the sliotar, skill against brute force. Ultán shook Finn off and charged down the pitch, sliotar in hand. Finn sprinted after him, hurley poised to strike. At the last second, Ultán feinted left, then pivoted right, trying to fake out the younger man. But Finn was too quick. He adjusted seamlessly, swiping at the sliotar, now at the end of Ultán’s stick, and sent it rolling free.

The crowd cheered as Finn regained control. He dribbled the ball steadily towards the goal, but Ultán was on him in an instant. The larger man slammed his shoulder into Finn’s back, sending him sprawling. The sliotar rolled loose once more.

Finn gritted his teeth, ignoring the flare of pain in his lower back. He would not be taken down so easily. As Ultán scooped up the ball, Finn was there to meet him. As they tussled sinews stretched, muscles taut, hurleys cracking together.

“Getting tired yet, boy?” Ultán taunted. “Why don’t you quit before you embarrass yourself?”

Finn’s eyes flashed. “I don’t quit,” he spat.

With a burst of effort, he ripped the sliotar free and took off down the pitch. Ultán lumbered after him, face reddening from exertion and rage. The ball snapped off the flattened wood with a sound sharp as a blackbird’s call. The sliotar soared through the air and smashed into the net. The crowd erupted, chanting Finn’s name again. Ultán stared at the goal, chest heaving, fists clenched white-knuckle tight around his hurley.

The sliotar was tossed up and the match resumed. Ultán charged forward like an enraged bull, all pretence of skill abandoned. He battered at Finn relentlessly, not caring if he made contact with hurley or body. There were very few rules in this game and even fewer when you were prepared to play dirty. Finn ducked and wove, avoiding the worst of the onslaught. He had to keep his head. If he lost focus, even for a second, Ultán would crush him.

Finn’s family watched anxiously from the crowd. His sister’s face was drawn, his mother wringing her hands. They could see no way out of Finn’s humiliation at the hands of someone who had no desire to play fair. Finn set his jaw and stood firm as Ultán bore down on him again. At the last second, he pivoted and let the warrior’s momentum carry him past. The crowd cheered Finn’s clever manoeuvre.

Enraged, Ultán rounded on him again. Finn was ready, eyes blazing with determination. Their hurleys cracked together, the force of Ultán’s blow vibrating painfully up Finn’s arms. He stumbled back a step, but quickly regained his footing. The crowd was hushed now. The earlier cheers turned to anxious murmurs. Ultán pressed his advantage, raining down blow after blow. Finn blocked what he could, but several painful strikes slipped through his defences. His ribs ached, his shoulders burned. Still, he would not yield. With a mighty swing, Ultán knocked the sliotar from Finn’s hurley. It rolled free as Finn crashed to the ground, the wind knocked from his lungs. The crowd gasped. His family watched in dismay as Ultán scooped up the ball and pelted towards the goal.

Finn forced himself to his feet, lungs heaving. With a burst of speed, he pursued Ultán, throwing his body recklessly at the larger man. They tumbled to the grass in a tangle of limbs. The crowd roared at the audacity of Finn’s tackle. Finn grappled for the ball, finally wrenching it from Ultán’s grasp, and knocked him into the mud. Before Ultán could react, Finn was up and sprinting for the opposite goal. His lungs burned, his muscles screamed, but he ran on. Ultán could not keep up, but gave the nod to his men. One man mountain ran straight for Finn and made no attempt for the sliotar. He collided into Finn, sending him and the sliotar flying in the air. Finn crashed to the ground and remained there as the sliotar was returned to Ultán. No one dared to tackle him as he trotted up to the opposing line and scored. The king’s section of the crowd, until now stood in silence, roared their approval.

Finn lifted himself to his feet, his face a storm of anger. He lifted his hurley as if to whack Ultán over the back of his head as he accepted the cheers of his supporters. But he saw his mother, watery-eyed, with her index finger planted across her lips. He would keep his temper, but she would not get it all her own way. He would still go out and win the game.

The sliotar was once more cast in the air and Finn clashed sticks with Ultán to bring it under his control. But no sooner had his feet left the ground than he received a sharp pain in the ribs and once more he went down in a heap. Ultán gained control of the hurley and ran down the pitch. Finn picked himself up and ran after Ultán. He saw Ultán wind his body up to belt the sliotar over the line. Finn threw himself forward to block Ultán’s shot. The sliotar, as if destined by the fates, slipped with a whisper past Finn’s outstretched hurley and over the line. A hushed gasp rippled through the onlookers, the sound of it slicing into Finn’s pride as effectively as any sharpened blade. The silence that followed felt dense, a fog of collective disbelief that descended upon the field, suffocating cheers and jeers alike.

There Finn stood, his black hair now a limp banner as he stood on the brink of defeat, stark against the overcast sky. His chest heaved, each breath a laborious draw as though the very air conspired to weigh him down. The muscles that had served him so well throughout the match now tensed with a different sort of anticipation, dread.

Finn trudged once more to the point deemed the centre of the pitch. Ultán beamed as if a hungry wolf was about to devour its prey.

“The Brehon will hear about your conduct today,” Finn growled.

Ultán laughed.

“The Brehon is my father’s man. So much so, he has a wager on me to win today. If the wind has died in your sails, you can always forfeit the game. As long as you do it in front of your mother and your pretty little sister.”

Finn cringed at the reference to his sister. He turned to the referee.

“Throw the sliotar.”

“As you wish,” and the man grimaced at Finn’s stubbornness as everyone seemed to know he was beaten accept he.

As the sliotar soared, Finn’s emerald eyes mirrored the grey expanse above, stormy and brimming with the threat of rain. Time slowed, and the world around Finn narrowed to the echo of the ball against wood. But as soon as his eyes were distracted by the dot in the sky he felt the thud of two bodies collide into either side of him. He fell, and the damp earth beneath his feet seemed to swallow his boots as his body folded into the ground where his failure was laid bare for all to see. He saw blackness and his head spun. This time, there was no getting up.

Little blurry shapes ran in front of his eyes. He felt the breeze on his back and then drops of rain on his face. His eyes focused. He raised his head to see Ultán throw his hurley up in the air in celebration as he took the lead in the game. Finn’s head dropped once more into the mud and all he saw was darkness.








  
  

Chapter three

 A greater menace





Gormlaith and Affraic ran onto the pitch, ignoring Ultán and his men, who were lined up to restart the game. 

“STOP THE GAME! STOP THE GAME!” Gormlaith screamed, waving her arms in the air as if her shouts alone were not enough to get everyone’s attention.

Ultán went to raise his fist against Gormlaith but decided against when his father stood up to object to his potential action.

“Get these women off the pitch,” Ultán cried, signalling to his men. “They’re trying to rob me of my victory.”

He pushed Affraic, who unleashed a mighty punch to his cheek.

“THE NORSE,” Gormlaith cried. “Their ships fill the bay!”

“This is cheating,” Ultán cried towards his father while pointing at Gormlaith and rubbing his jaw. “I won. Tell her I won. We need to resolve this first.”

Tigernach instructed his men to ignore his son and see if what Gormlaith said was true. A hush fell over the crowd as they left Ultán open-mouthed and waving his arms in protest in the middle of the pitch.

Gormlaith and Affraic rushed over to Finn as he lay stirring feebly in the mud. He rose with their help and exchanged an uneasy glance with Affraic. Without a word, they took off for the cliffs overlooking the sea, hearts pounding. A marauding band of Norse meant certain death. As they crested the rise, the blood drained from Finn’s face. An enormous fleet dotted the horizon, sails billowing, oars churning the surf.

“By Brigid’s grace,” Affraic whispered.

Through the sea of panicked faces, Finn’s gaze locked onto the horizon. The setting sun cast an ominous glow over the bay. The dark silhouettes of longships sliced through the waves like a swarm of predators closing in on their prey. Finn scanned the ships and grimaced. He counted to at least fifty before he got confused. More than he had ever seen. Fear coiled in his stomach even as determination steeled his spine.

“Gods above,” Ultán said, now standing beside Finn and his mother and sister. The rivalry that had consumed them moments ago now seemed a distant memory, trivial in the face of such impending doom.

“Back to the village!” Finn’s voice, though strained, carried over the din of the crowd. “We must prepare for the raid!”

Without waiting for a response, he turned on his heels, his mother and sister on either side as his crutches. The others followed, a tide of villagers surging away from the shore, their previous revelry replaced by the clatter of urgency and fear.

“Ultán, we need every man wielding whatever they can!” Finn shouted without looking back, trusting his rival to marshal the men while he raced ahead. His breath came in ragged gasps, his muscles screaming from the exertions of the game, now repurposed for survival. In the bustle of the crowd, Finn soon found himself alone in the clamour of villagers.

“Affraic! Mother!” Finn’s thoughts were with his family, his feet pounding the earth, each step a silent vow to protect them at all costs.

“Move, move!” Ultán bellowed behind him, the authority in his voice undisputed, his tall frame pushing through the throng of villagers.

The noise of the village grew louder as they approached – the cries of children, the barking of dogs, the hurried commands as the community scrambled to fortify their homes. Finn could smell the peat fires burning, a scent that usually brought comfort now tinged with the acridity of dread.

“Into the roundhouses! Barricade the doors!” Gormlaith’s voice rose from the centre of the chaos, her tone brooking no argument as she directed the younger ones and the elderly.

“Where is Affraic?” Finn’s pulse thundered in his ears, his eyes darting around in search of his sister’s familiar form amidst the melee.

“Here!” Her voice cut through the turmoil, calm and resolute, as she emerged from a dwelling, her hands already distributing weapons to the able-bodied. “I’ve hidden the little ones. The caves will shield them.”

“Good.” Finn nodded, a surge of pride warming him despite the cold grip of apprehension. His sister, once again, proving her cunning and strength.

“Prepare yourselves!” King Tigernach’s proclamation echoed above the fray, his presence lending a semblance of order as the villagers looked to their aging ruler for guidance. “Send messengers to the other kings and Malachy that the Norse have landed.”

“They won’t take us without a fight,” Finn declared, grasping the hilt of his sword, the leather familiar and reassuring in his grip. The warrior spirit within him hardened like iron in the forge. Defeat was not an option, not against this Norse horde, not when everything he cherished teetered on the brink of ruin.

As the shadows lengthened and the first stars pricked the velvet sky, the village transformed into a bastion bristling with weapons and anticipation. Every heart pulsed to the rhythm of war drums, every breath hissed with the promise of battle. Through it all, Gormlaith and Affraic attended Finn’s wounds so he would not disgrace them in the upcoming battle ahead.








  
  

Chapter four

The eagle’s claw





Sixty longships descended upon their prey, their dragon prows slicing through the serene waters of the bay. Each ship held at least thirty-five men to its bosom, all of whom craved the plunder and destruction promised by their leader, Thurgest, if their conquest of Hibernia was successful. Some saw the journey as merely a raid and would seek to return home when they had all the plunder they could carry. Some were there purely for the adventure, seduced by the tales of old warriors who had returned from previous successful raids to Hibernia. Then there were those who had been banished or chose exile, seeking to make Hibernia their new home. They were the most determined, since the stormy seas had not sunk them on the way there, it was Hibernia or the oblivion of taking to the waters again to find another home that awaited them. 

Thurgest stood tall at the helm of the lead vessel, as if his mere presence should terrify the Hibernians into submission. His gaze was as sharp as the steel blade he clenched in his calloused hand. He was a beast of a man, heavily muscled, covered head to toe in intricate tattoos of the variety only the wealthiest of warriors could afford. His hair protruded in blond braids out of the back of his weather-beaten helmet, his face was drawn down into a point by a long straggly beard.

He had been to this island many times before, but having extensively raided in the north he was now turning his attentions south, for he considered it a softer target. He was a jarl in his homeland, but these lands were to become his kingdom. His lust for conquest drove him, his motivation to be the most famous Norse of his age, the burning fire in his soul. That, and the territorial squeeze in his homeland meant that his brother had pushed him out and he had to seek fame and wealth elsewhere. But he was a wandering soul not afraid of the daunting task of landing on hostile shores with a small army of men to conquer the whole island.

But even he, as stubborn and fearless as he was, had nagging doubts in the back of his mind. He had promised so much to the various warbands and jarls that had supported his venture that he needed almost instant success. If he could not pay his men, and quickly, they could turn on him and his dream would turn into the nightmare that led to his death. He also had his ambitious brother to think of at home, who was already probably plotting and conniving to take all his lands while he was gone. But he had taken his son Einar along as part of their compromise agreement on the pretext of making him a man but really he was a hostage to ensure his brother’s good behaviour. But all of this could only be a twitch on his impassive face for no one could know of his doubts. For if he showed weakness to his men it would be his death sentence for there would always be someone ambitious enough to try to kill and replace him.

“Steady now,” Thurgest murmured. 

His warriors, a sea of hardened faces, clenched fists and determined eyes, nodded in quiet acquiescence. They trusted Thurgest, for his cunning had steered them through many a peril, his leadership an anchor in the tumultuous tides of their raids and conquests. They feared Thurgest for his wrath could be at any moment turned against them for the slightest infringement of his will. But jumping out onto the shore if it were full of natives armed to the teeth could only mean death. They squeezed the hilts of their weapons all the tighter.

As the ships neared the shoreline, the Norse leader’s gaze pierced the darkness, examining the coast before him. He sought somewhere to land uninterrupted – a place where they might dig their claws into Hibernia’s rich soil and claim it as their own.

“Here,” Thurgest finally said. “On that beach.” 

His outstretched arm directed their attention to a beach with a shallow incline of dunes behind it. The spot was flanked by thickets and shadows, an ambush spot for sure, but the incline would be easy to assault if they ran into resistance. 

“That’s where I have been told a natural harbour lies behind. It is known as ‘the Black Pool’ according to our Hibernian friends. This is where we will establish our longphort.”

Thurgest squinted into the darkness to ensure where he had chosen was correct.

“Drop sails!”

The sails fell as one, the ships slowing as they approached the banks of the river where it met the sea.

“Ready the grapples,” Thurgest said. “We land here.”

Thurgest stood tall, his silhouette imposing against the moonlit night as the prow of his longship scraped the gravelly shore.

“Disembark.”

His men responded with the dexterity of the greatest craftsmen. Oars lifted in unison, sliding softly onto the deck; shields gave the faintest of noises as they were unslung from backs; swords whispered from their scabbards. Bodies waded through the water, securing the boats so their comrades would not get wet. Boots met earth, heavy and purposeful, leaving deep impressions in the wet sand. The tang of seaweed mingled with the scent of anticipation emanating from the men.

Thurgest’s gaze never wavered from the shore that beckoned them forward. He stepped off the ship last, his own boots sinking into the gravel and sand. He felt a pang of satisfaction that he had crossed the storm-riven seas with his army intact, but knew the hard work started here. For with each footfall, he claimed this land, an unspoken vow etched into every step. His warriors gathered, and their weapons and shields formed a metallic forest bristling around him.

“Form up,” he instructed, his tone allowing no disobedience. 

They obeyed, finding their places with the ease of many battles fought shoulder to shoulder. Their shield wall was sleek and deadly. Each man knew his place, ready to protect their fellow warriors and leader. They scanned the surrounding sand dunes but all their vision inspired was fear and apprehension for it was all shadows and darkness with the spindly shoots of grass on top of the dunes silhouetted against the inky black sky.

They began their march, their progress a measured cadence over root and stone. Eyes flicked from shadow to shadow, seeking out any hint of threat. Yet, there was only the rustling of leaves and the distant cry of a falcon cutting through the night sky. The world held its breath, the moon and the stars watching these Norsemen with wary eyes.

Thurgest halted his men and listened into the silence. He heard only the sound of distant nocturnal animals going about their own business. They climbed the sand dunes and beyond that they saw the moon shimmering over what appeared to be the perfect body of water for a protected harbour.

“There’s no one here,” Thurgest said. “This must be the Black Pool our Hibernian thralls told us about. Make a camp and tomorrow we’ll explore our new lands.”

The men dispersed at their leader’s command.


      [image: ]Back at the bay, where the black pool mirrored the dark sky, Thurgest watched over his men with the acuity of a seasoned chieftain. He pulled his wolfskin cloak tighter for there was a nip in the air and even the Norse were susceptible to the cold of the night. Broad shoulders squared, he surveyed the managed chaos of preparation. The Norsemen worked methodically, erecting shelters and tents they carried up from their ships. Their camp stood out under the starry night like a wart on the back of Hibernia’s hand.

“Keep sharp,” Thurgest’s voice cut through the muted din of activity, “you never know what could strike us out of these woods. These Hibernians can fight like trolls when properly motivated.”

His men grunted their acknowledgment, the sound a low rumble of assent. They knew their leader’s reputation had seen him carve victory from the jaws of defeat more times than they could count. But if faced with defeat, he always had a smartly placed ship he could run to if he needed to escape. In Thurgest’s presence, there was no room for doubt, only the unyielding drive to succeed and claim their place in legend.

They all thought he had chosen well, for he had listened to the treacherous Hibernians who he had brought with him, captured on previous raids. They now were branded with Norse tattoos, which meant they could never go back to their homelands. They would be dead by a nervous arrow before they could blurt out their sorry tales of capture and abuse, and that they had only changed sides on pain of death. They had brought their new Viking masters to a sheltered pool known as the Black Pool that was off the entrance to the river Liffey but was the most defensible position on the river. It was free from the tides of the sea and could only be approached in one direction over the water. It was a perfect base from which Thurgest could start his conquest.

A figure approached, casting a long shadow in the light of the campfires that flickered in the moonlight. As the shadow neared, it became the huge hulk of a man, shoulders and arms a dense bulk of muscle. The shadow became more detailed to show the wolf’s head on his shoulder, a reminder he kept on the pelt he used as his blanket to always be alert. It was Torstein, returned from seeing the scouts off. He was a man whose loyalty to Thurgest was as steadfast as the ancient rocks that lined the shores of their homeland.

“The men have their instructions and make all haste,” Torstein said, his voice a low rumble. “There is no sign of any enemy force in our immediate vicinity.”

“Good,” Thurgest replied, his gaze never leaving the edge of the forest from where any potential attack would come. “Until the camp is finished, we are at our weakest. We will need every advantage this night. Split the men in two, some to make the camp and the rest to keep watch and prepare for tomorrow’s raid. But there will be no sleep for us to be had this night.”

Thurgest pointed to Torstein and himself. Torstein nodded and turned to relay his master’s instructions to the men.

“But spare the ale. The men must have their full wits about them this night.”

Torstein scowled.

“They won’t be happy with that. The men like a drink after such a long and perilous journey.”

“If they complain, tell them I like them alive to do my bidding, not lying in a ditch with their throats cut because they were too drunk to see the Hibernian knife coming.”

Torstein nodded. He had his orders.

By the glow of the fires, the warriors sharpened their axes and swords, sparks dancing into the night like fireflies. Their faces, illuminated by the orange light, were masks of determination etched with the stories of countless raids and battles. This was their element – the anticipation of the raid, the promise of glory and riches, and the camaraderie of brothers-in-arms.

Meanwhile, beneath the vast expanse of stars, and the nocturnal howls of the beasts of Hibernia, Thurgest waited, for either an assault by the natives, or for the scouts to return.








  
  

Chapter five

The lure of gold





The soft rustle of leaves and the indistinct murmur of voices broke the stillness of the night as shadows detached themselves from the darkness, materialising into the forms of Thurgest’s chosen warriors. The blades that faced them were withdrawn when their faces became recognisable in the flickering firelight. 

“Thurgest,” one of the scouts called out. His tone carried the delight of good news and hope of ingratiating himself with his master. “There is a monastery but a few hours’ walk from here that lies unguarded. Its doors are wide open to us, as if the sheep are inviting the wolf into their fold.”

“Tell me,” and Thurgest beckoned him forward. He squeezed his fist for if the monastery had much of value it would solve his immediate problem of paying his men and maybe even supply some thralls.

“Gold, my lord!” exclaimed another, stepping forward with eagerness etched on his rugged features. “Chalices, crosses, all wrought with precious metal.” His hands gestured with greed-driven enthusiasm, painting the air with visions of their spoils. “And books… so many books. Their covers glint with jewels that catch the moonlight like the eyes of a dragon hoarding its treasure.”

“Books,” Thurgest mused aloud, the word rolling off his tongue like a foreign coin, unfamiliar yet laden with potential. “Knowledge to be bartered or burned.”

“Indeed, and more,” the first scout added, not to be outdone. “Icons of saints and relics said to perform miracles – at least by those who believe in such things.”

“Belief is a weapon as much as any blade,” Thurgest said, his mind already weaving the threads of opportunity into a cunning tapestry. “But so is fear. We shall relieve them of these burdens. May their once holy relics to their cowardly god be the first of many repayments to those who have been loyal to me and brave enough to cross the great waters.”

He paced before the flames that licked at the darkness, casting a giant’s shadow upon the ground. The glow of the fire danced in his eyes, revealing a mind alight with strategy. Thurgest stopped, planting his feet firmly on the earth as if drawing strength from its core.

“Brothers,” he began, his voice a resonant growl that rumbled through the ranks, “we strike the monastery at dawn. It will serve as our spearhead, a diversion to confound any who might oppose us.”

“Will we not draw the ire of the locals?” Torstein wondered. He worried that if they revealed their position too soon they would bring the wrath of all the Hibernian kings down upon them and the once black pool where they made their camp would be red with Norse blood.

“Let them come,” Thurgest replied with a fierce grin. “When they see the smoke and hear the cries of their foolish priests, their attention will be ours to command. They will flock to the monastery like moths to a flame, and once they are defeated they will have left our true prize, the land and its riches, exposed.”

“By Odin, it's a daring gambit,” another warrior exclaimed.

“Fortune favours the bold,” Thurgest declared. “We are the storm that comes without warning, the tide that sweeps away the unwary, the wolf that sinks its fangs into the helpless lamb. Tonight, we are fate’s hand, and we shall grasp this opportunity with iron resolve.”

He looked upon his warriors, their faces illuminated by fire and the burning desire for glory. He knew how to conjure up the right words to get their blood pumping.

“Don your armour, sharpen your steel, and ready your souls for the glory of Valhalla,” he ordered, turning his back to the fire, casting his face into shadow while the light outlined his powerful silhouette. “Rest, if you must. But keep your weapons close and your spirits closer. Be warned we leave before this hour is settled. We sail on fortune’s wind, and she blows ever in our favour. In favour of the brave and valiant men from the north.”

The men shook their weapons in silence to acknowledge the words of their leader. The warriors dispersed, each man a tight knot of pent-up energy, murmurs of strategy and fate entwining like smoke around their hushed conversations. They adorned themselves in chain mail and warpaint, their movements methodical, a ritual honed by countless raids and skirmishes.

As the men dispersed to tend to their duties, Thurgest stood alone, the weight of leadership resting on his shoulders like the yoke of a mighty ox. He gazed up at the sprawling canvas of stars, and allowed himself a moment to savour the anticipation of conquest. Tomorrow would bring blood and spoil, but tonight, the world held its breath, waiting for the axe to fall.


      [image: ]Thurgest’s silhouette cut an imposing figure against the lowering moon, his voice a low thrum that wove through the ranks of his assembled warriors. “Brothers of the sword,” he began, each word deliberate occupying no more of the night than absolutely necessary. “I have called you back together for tonight we strike with the silence of a shadow and the suddenness of thunder.” His gaze moved across the upturned faces, their expressions a mosaic of anticipation and ferocity. “Our enemies slumber, their monastery walls unguarded, their treasures gleaming and unclaimed. But it is not the gold nor the silver that we seek this eve”. He scanned the eyes of his men for the true source of their greed, for those rebellious eyes that betrayed those who did not realise their true mission. He continued upon noting no dissent. “It is the terror we shall sow in their hearts. For once the terror takes hold, it will rot their will and these green and rich lands will then be ours.”

The men shifted, resisting the urge to cheer their leader’s inspirational words, leather creaking and metal clinking softly, a chorus of readiness. Thurgest stepped closer, lowering his voice to ensure every man leaned in to catch his murmured plan. “We will move as phantoms through the dark, swift, and unseen. The monastery will be our lure, its pillage, a message written in flame and fear.”

Eyes smouldered in the torchlight, reflecting a kindling resolve. Thurgest raised his hand, palm flat, a silent command for attention. “For it is fear that is our greatest friend. It makes them who are in its possession drop their swords, forget their duties to their masters and families, and leave the field to us, the children of Odin. We are the wolves at the door, the storm that breaks upon these foreign shores. Let no man falter, for tonight, we carve our destiny with the edge of our blades.”

A ripple of excitement surged through the gathering. The warriors gripped their axes and swords tighter, the air thick with the promise of battle. There was no dissent. This is what they came to Hibernia for. They were united in purpose, a single entity guided by Thurgest’s indomitable will.

“Go now,” he instructed. “Follow your leaders, who in turn follow the scouts that know the way. We strike at the hour of the wolf, when the moon stands guard and the world holds its breath.”


      [image: ]The landscape, bathed in the hues of twilight, lay hushed and unsuspecting as the chosen warriors, silent phantoms in Thurgest’s formidable host, wove through the undulating terrain. They moved with the stealth of a hunting pack, each step deliberate and soft upon the fresh earth, eyes vigilant for signs of life around the monastery that sat like a slumbering beast unaware of the predators at its doorstep.

Their movements were but whispers against the backdrop of nature’s chorus, the distant call of an owl, the rustle of leaves in the gentle evening breeze. The air was cool on their skin, carrying the scent of damp soil and the faintest trace of smoke from some far-off hearth. They communicated not with words but with gestures, a language of war-hardened kinship, each nod or hand signal enough to convey volumes.

Thurgest watched them, his heart a drumbeat of nerves and expectations. He turned his face towards the distant monastery, a dark outline against the star-pricked sky, and felt the old thrill of conquest surge within him. Soon, he would give the signal, and they would descend upon the monastery like a tempest from the old tales. And as he waited, the world indeed seemed to pause, the very air holding its breath in anticipation of the coming storm.

“Torstein, Einar” he called, selecting his men as one might choose arrows for a decisive shot. Torstein was one of his most trusted warriors whose axe had sung beside his own in many a fray. Einar was his nephew who he was supposed to blood and make a man. This would be the easiest opportunity. 

“Approach the monastery and see who guards it,” Thurgest said. “Then signal at the opportune time to strike.”

“Understood,” Torstein said.

He nodded and signalled to Einar who followed him into the twilight.








  
  

Chapter six

The green beast





Torstein’s breath misted in the cool dawn as he led Einar through the thicket, their bodies low to the earth. The dawn was but a whisper against the sky, barely touching the treetops that towered above them. Each man moved with a predator’s grace, their leather and chain mail scarcely rustling the undergrowth, despite the bramble’s clutching fingers. 

The mist of twilight clung to the woods like a lingering spirit, shrouding their advance towards the monastery. Einar trailed just behind Torstein, his eyes scanning the shadows, senses honed for any hint of resistance. He was well used to hunting and had some fighting experience, but all of this was back in his homeland, where he was familiar with the land. This was completely different, a foreign land in the twilight, the death of the night punctuated by the howls of unknown beasts. They were only supposed to be fighting priests, but he could not prevent his hand from shaking. Something he did not want Torstein to find out. So he tucked it in his pocket only to be rewarded with the sting of branches in his face that his spare hand should have warded off. He asked the gods to help a novice warrior to smooth his way to Valhalla should it come to that.

Torstein did not need to evidence a shaking hand to resent the young man for in his opinion his very presence detracted from his opportunity to win favour with Thurgest. He had served Thurgest faithfully for years and had yet to receive his just rewards for all his efforts. This boy could only ruin it for him and cast him back to the front of the shield wall.

Torstein squinted towards the horizon where the sun began its ascent, a blood-orange disc heralding the new day. It bathed the trees in a gentle luminescence, casting long shadows that danced with the retreating night. The woods themselves seemed to hold their breath, awaiting the unfolding drama.

As they neared the clearing, the hushed murmurs of morning prayers whispered through the air. Monks, clad in simple robes, emerged from their stone cells like a procession of ghosts. They lined up one by one, their heads bowed in reverence, oblivious to the two Norsemen concealed by the woodland’s edge.

“See,” Torstein said, his voice no louder than the rustle of leaves, “no guards. No spears nor swords. They think praying to their God will protect them, but their God will not shield them from Odin’s blades.”

They juddered when they heard the bang of a door from one of the monastery buildings and scoured the yard for its source. A boy with a bucket appeared executing some chore or other, but his loud yawn indicated he had not long risen. The boy’s head jerked back at the crack of a twig. Einar raised his hand in apology. Torstein scowled and wished that Thurgest had sent a man with more experience than a fool who would carelessly give their position away. The Hibernian boy’s head darted from side to side and into the nearby woods where the Norse were hidden. He dropped his bucket and ran back towards the monastery.

Torstein ground his teeth for a quick decision had to be made. His hand tightened around the haft of his axe, muscles tensing with anticipation. Einar secretly pinched himself on the thigh so he could concentrate his mind on the brief pain and not the pit of fear in his stomach. Torstein gave a nod. It was time. Torstein rose first, his axe held high above the bushes. Einar surged from their cover, the suddenness of their charge cutting through the serenity of the morning.

Their roar shattered the calm, fierce and bloodcurdling, a sound to freeze the heart of any man. The priests halted mid-chant, their peaceful line thrown into disarray. With terror wide in their eyes, they dropped to their knees upon the dew-soaked grass, hands clasped, praying to their God for deliverance from the wrath of these northern invaders.

Thurgest also heard the roars, hidden as he was in the woods with the main body of men.

“It is time for the men of the pale Christ to meet Norse steel,” he cried as he raised his axe to signal the charge. The men roared and charged behind him.

Steel glinted in the soft light of dawn as the Norse descended, the sharp sound of their battle cries mingling with the muted whispers of morning prayers. Thurgest led the onslaught, his silhouette a spectre of death against the burgeoning light that struggled to chase away the night’s shadows. His men, fierce and relentless, followed in his wake, axes swinging with brutal precision.

The monks stood no chance. They were lambs amidst wolves, jumping for the blade alleviated the pain all the quicker. The air thickened with the smell of sweat and fear as blood blossomed upon the verdant grass. Robes of simple cloth sliced easily under the unyielding bite of Norse steel. Several of the holy men fell, their last breaths gliding on the chilled air before their lifeless bodies fell to the ground. The remaining priests huddled together as there was no longer a means of escape.

“Enough!” Thurgest’s voice boomed across the clearing, halting the massacre as abruptly as it had begun. “We have not come for death but for gold.”

The remaining priests huddled together, their eyes wild with fear, yet as they could still clasp their hands together in prayer, some spark of defiance flickered within them. Thurgest beckoned forward one of his Hibernians to stand between himself and his prisoners to translate.

“Know this, priests,” Thurgest proclaimed, one foot on the head of one of their fallen brethren. “I am Thurgest, he who commands the winds and tames the waves. My name is feared across the breadth of Hibernia. Your God has abandoned you to cower beneath my blade. Now your choice is simple. Say your prayers and we will send you to your God and you can see if all the time you spent on your knees was worth your effort. Or, think to yourself, I am under the blade of Thurgest, yet he is merciful. What can I do for Thurgest that will stop the blade from coming upon my neck and cleaving my head from my body?”

The abbot, an elder whose spine was bent by both age and years of devotion, rose from his knees. His gaze never wavered as it locked with Thurgest’s.

“I care not for your name, heathen,” he spat. “Even if I knew thee, it would change naught. You are damned, damned to the deepest pits of hell for this sacrilege.”

A moment hung between them, as Thurgest digested this defiance from someone so old and frail, without the strength to back up his words. Then, swift as a falcon’s dive, a talon of steel found its target. Thurgest stepped back to show the dagger in the defiant priest’s heart. The old man’s eyes rendered a final flash of surprise before he crumpled to the earth, his soul departing on the morning breeze.

“He wasted his last breath,” Thurgest said with a nonchalant wave of his hand. “If he chose to die, it would have been better with a prayer on his lips.”

Thurgest turned to survey the remaining priests. His eyes were those of a hawk ready to swoop down on any lingering defiance, his chest heaving from exertion and exhilaration. But all he saw were the tops of bowed heads, all shaking in a cacophony of muffled prayers.

The dawn had crept in with hesitance, as if wary of disturbing the aftermath of Thurgest’s wrath. The scent of fresh blood mingled with the earthy aroma of the dew-kissed grass, the juxtaposition to the serene chorus of morning birdsong not being wasted on the priests.

“Tell me,” he began, “who would like to save their life by telling me where you’ve hidden the gold?”

The nearest monk, a wiry man with fingers interlocked in silent prayer, raised his head. His eyes held the remnants of fear, but his voice was steady. “We have taken a vow of poverty, lord. Our coffers are empty save for the instruments of the sacraments, which repose within the church.”

“Poverty?” Thurgest’s laugh was scornful as he turned to face his men. “They mock us with tales of empty purses and holy trinkets!” His gaze whipped back to the monks. “You’ll each meet your God just as your master has, unless something of value is offered. Or else I can help you fulfil your vows of poverty as I will ensure you gain no earthly possessions as you live as my thralls. Now, what is it to be?”

Priestly heads bowed. The silence was their defiance, or in some cases resignation to fate.

Thurgest cursed the pale Christ and unsheathed his dagger, its blade catching the first rays of the sun. The metal sang a song of death as it glinted in the morning light. He stepped forward, his face grim and resolute. The decision was made. Two priests fell before the rest, their bodies crumpling to the ground, their blood seeping into the soil of their homeland.

“Enough!” A young monk stumbled forward, his habit soaked with terror and humiliation. “Mercy, please! The only…  the only thing of wealth we possess is knowledge. The ford over the river Liffey. It’s the lifeblood of trade on this side of Hibernia.” His breaths were ragged, the words tumbling out in desperation. “He who controls the ford, commands the trade. Knowledge and power, my lord… that is our treasure for you.”

Thurgest paused, the heavy breaths of his warriors the only sound to break the hush of dawn. His eyes narrowed, weighing the monk’s words like coins on a scale. Control. Power. These were currencies he understood and valued far more than the glitter of gold.

“Then you will show me,” Thurgest growled. “If it holds value, it shall be mine. If not…” His eyes flicked over the remaining priests, each one pallid as death itself, “the river will claim you and the only thing of value this ford of yours will be covered with is your blood.”

Without another word, they set off, the nascent light of dawn casting long shadows across the land. The mists clung to the earth like spirits unwilling to depart, ensnaring the priests’ legs in cold tendrils as they were frogmarched towards the fabled ford. Their long robes, damp with the morning dew, whispered against the foliage, a mournful chorus accompanying their grim procession. A prayer for help. A prayer for hope.


      [image: ]Thurgest led them, his thoughts a tangle of anticipation and scepticism. Control of trade meant power, true, but could such a claim be trusted? It was a gamble, and Thurgest was not a man to leave his fortunes to chance. He signalled to his senior hersirs to be ready in case it was all a ruse.

The river’s murmurs reached them before its waters came into view. A promise of life – and for some, perhaps, a harbinger of death. It depended whether their promises contained a kernel of truth. As they emerged from the woods, the mist began to retreat, drawing back its veil to reveal the ford in all its strategic significance.

“See,” the young monk said, extending a shaky hand. “This is the heart of trade, where goods flow as freely as the river itself.”

Thurgest studied the ford, the way the water rippled and danced over stones worn smooth by countless crossings. He imagined longboats laden with wares, the clink of coin, the haggling of merchants, but more importantly, he could build a bridge and instantly strangle any trade not controlled by him. The monk saw a green beast grow in his eyes.

“Control here means dominion over the wealth that passes through,” the monk continued, his voice gaining strength. “But also responsibility for its safeguarding. But be warned.”

Thurgest raised an eyebrow that this monk thought himself so familiar that he could issue a warning to the mighty Thurgest. The monk gulped, but stuttered out his warning all the same, as if his and the lives of his fellow monks depended on it.

“The kings of the region also derive their wealth from this ford, so any attempt to possess it would immediately incur their wrath.”

“Thank you, priest,” Thurgest said, his tone softer, yet still edged with steel. “You show me wealth and a way to meet the local kings. I would not have accomplished so much today if it had not been for you.” He turned to address the priests, their faces drawn with dread and exhaustion. “The river will not feast today.” His proclamation seemed to lift the fog from their hearts, if only slightly. “Back to our camp,” he ordered, his command brooking no argument. “We are in need of thralls and you have a vow of poverty to keep. My offer was to spare your lives only. If you were so ready to offer me up the wealth of Hibernia to one you would call your enemy, I can only imagine how your mouth would gush forth if you met someone you’d call a friend.”

The monks’ mouths dropped, but they were shoved at sword point towards the Norse camp. As the monks shuffled away, Thurgest stood alone by the Liffey’s banks, the weight of potential conquest heavy on his shoulders. The river flowed on, indifferent to the fates of men, as eternal as the mist that now retreated before the relentless rise of the sun.
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