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Prologue






It was in a time before our
time.






The wind whipped the icy sleet
across the cliff face in strong gusts.

Standing on one leg, leaning on
his spear, he had been motionless for an hour. The crevasse where
he stood was cut into the cliff face to form a small cave. He was
out near the edge of the ledge but protected from the wetting
buffeting wind by an outcrop of the cliff face.

Despite the weather, from where
he stood he could see the dogs running along the valley floor.
Irish Stag Hounds, large hairy and savage, he recognised them and
could have called them by name. Only this time they weren’t hunting
stags.

Then he saw them, following,
trying to keep up, maybe a fifty yards behind the dogs. They were
the Gamanraide of Connaught. They were his friends, his fellow
soldiers. Now they were hunting him down, he and the girl.

Although he knew they wouldn’t
see him he instinctively stepped back into the cliff face, but kept
them in view. Then he smiled; the dogs had branched left into the
Cruagh wood. The false trail he had set had worked. The Cruagh wood
was thick and extensive, an outskirt of the great forest. They
could search in there for days on end.

The men stopped, and then two
began to retrace their steps while the rest of the squad followed
the dogs. Two Backtrackers. He allowed himself a small shake of his
head, the Gamanraide were good soldiers, covering all bets.

Princess Fionnuala stood at the
edge of the fissure in the rocks that served as their cave and
admired his tall strong figure where he stood, dressed in the
clothes of a warrior, with sword, shield and spear. His shoulders
were covered with the fur of a bear he had killed with his own
hands.

He turned, somehow aware of her
gaze.

“They’ve taken the bait,” he
said above the wind and sleet.

Wrapping her cloak tightly to
her neck, she went and joined him.

They watched in silence as the
band of knights followed the dogs into the scrub towards Cruagh
wood.

“Their chariots won’t be much
use in there,” he added with satisfaction.

“Will I light a fire?” she
asked.

“No,” he replied sharply. “It’s
not safe,” he added more softly, more understanding in his
tone.

She looked up at him, her face
framed in her dark cloak. “We have the smoked venison and I’ve put
out the bowl to catch the rainwater.”

“Fine,” he said agreeably and
looked again out into the distance.

She went back into the fissure
to take out their meagre meal.

He still found it a shock every
time he looked into her eyes. Her large eyes, black with even
blacker pupils, framed by their clear white surrounds and her long
black eyelashes, they never ceased to unnerve him.

Her name belied her eyes.
Fionnuala was the Celtic name for fair-headed. Silken blonde from
birth with dark black eyes, her appearance had set her apart from
the beginning. And now was driving them west towards the rocks of
the Burren in county Clare.

“It will be two days forced
march,” he said as he came back into the cave.

He placed his bearskin cloak on
the wet stone floor and sat. She came with the venison and then
placed it and the bowl of water in front of his seated position.
Then placing her dark coarse cloak around his shoulders, she sat
beside him, snuggling in and sharing the cloak and his warmth.

“When do we start again?” she
asked as she passed him the sackcloth-covered leg of venison. He
took out his dagger and cut a slice, first for her and then for
himself.

“It will be dark soon. We should
rest and then we must be on the move at dawn.”

She handed him the water and he
took a sip. The bowl was of gold inset with emeralds. Again he met
her black eyes. He averted his gaze and she looked down to the
floor.

“Sorry, I was staring,” she
apologised.

“No it’s me. Your eyes are ... I
don’t know?”

“I’m used to it.”

“I care for you Fionnuala.”

“You are a true knight and
warrior Keltar,” she said and snuggled in closer, feeling warm,
safe and cared for.

“I took the oath of the Fianna
and became a knight of the Red Branch at seven years of age. And
now I am well schooled in their ways and I will defend your
innocence to the death.”

“I don’t want to be innocent. I
want to know of the world and my place in it,” she said with a free
sincerity born of the deep trust between them.

“We must talk to the Druid, we
need to know.”

“What do you need to know?” she
asked softly.

“I need to know if you are truly
a witch Fionnuala,” he said sincerely.

“You know I’m not,” she said
nervously.

“The King of Connaught wants you
burnt Fionnuala.”

“Ferdiad wants me naked in his
bed,” Fionnuala replied and the steel in her voice was
unmistakable.

Keltar chewed his venison and
reflected.

“Maybe both,” he conceded with a
laugh.

He put his strong right arm
around her shoulders and drew her in. She stretched an arm as far
as it would go around his waist. Contented, they ate together, one
arm each, sharing the tasks and smiling at their self imposed
awkwardness.






During this era at the start of
history, Ireland had a temperate climate with lots of rain and wind
and cloud and sunshine. Much as it is today. Perhaps it was the
weather that drove the inhabitants to seek passion in love and song
and poetry, to seek warmth in conversation and sadness in war and
strife.

The country was divided into
four kingdoms, Ulster, Leinster, Munster and Connaught. Much
forested, the terrain was rough and boggy in places but natural
grasslands supported a tough way of life and the possession of
cattle was the best indication of wealth.

The Red Branch Knights belonged
wholly to Ulster, serving their king. They were a standing army
well drilled in military science and feats of arms. The Gamanraide
were of Connaught and served their king. When not in battle they
trained or they hunted the forests for the abundant wildlife.
Cattle raids were their favoured form of foraging.

“If we squeeze into the back of
the fissure we can lie together,” Fionnuala suggested.

“Arrange it,” Keltar said and
standing he went outside to use the cliff face as his toilet.

The light was fading now, and
aided by the heavy grey clouds and the downpour, now turned to
heavy rain, this winter day would end early. He turned back
inside.

“We need to rest, the next two
days will be hard,” he said matter-of –fact.

“They say the Burren is a place
where there is not enough water to drown a man or enough wood to
hang him or enough earth to bury him,” Fionnuala offered without
turning, as she adjusted his bear skin to form their mattress and
then spread her cloak over the top.

“They have fat cattle,” Keltar
countered. “For they say that the grass growing in the Grikes
between the rocks is sweet and nourishing.”

“And the flowers,” Fionnuala
added. “They say they are like nowhere else.”

“It’s not flowers we’ll be
looking for,” Keltar said, while laying his long bronze, leaf
shaped sword against the cave wall where he could easily grasp it
in an emergency. He then laid his spear at an angle to the fissure
entrance, the better to trip anyone who might try to rush in. The
shield he put in place as a pillow while Fionnuala stood back to
give him room.

“Are you sure you know where the
Poulnabroune is to be found?” she asked.

They would sleep dressed for
warmth, but she hated to sleep in shoes and she carefully unbound
the long laces.

“Enough, we must sleep,” Keltar
said gruffly, getting under her cloak. His feet, still in sandals,
protruded at the end and she grinned at the sight of him. She
climbed in beside him, and he indicated she would sleep nearest the
wall, with him between her and any danger that might enter.

“How do you know we will find
the Druid Lochlain?” she persisted.

“The Druid Lochlain is the last
Druid of the Firbolgs and is known to dwell in that rocky place and
he conducts ceremonies at the Poulnabroune. They are a dark people
and he will know the ancient magic of darkness.”

“What will you ask of him
Keltar?”

“About the blackness. There is a
country somewhere called Greece. They say that is the origin of the
Firbolg and it is said they are a dark people. I will ask of your
eyes, Fionnuala.”

“My eyes?”

“The Druid Lochlain may know the
cure. For you are truly cursed in your great beauty.”

“It was Macha, the Druid of
Connaught who pronounced me cursed,” Fionnuala protested.

“You will be famous wherever you
go. They will always be able to find you.”

“And Druid Lochlain?”

“We must hope. He is our last
hope.”

“You are my last hope Keltar,”
Fionnuala said and as she spoke, she turned and knelt beside
him.

He kissed her forehead.

“Would you like me naked?” she
asked. Her tone of voice gave her away. He could tell she was
afraid for his answer.

“Fionnuala I am of the knights
or the Red Branch of Ulster and I swore a sacred oath to protect
you always.”

“I know,” Fionnuala said
softly.

He could read the gratitude in
her expression. She had grown up in a savage world of distrust and
betrayal. He was the one person she could trust to care for her
without seeking a return. He knew this and he knew her need to
check out his motives, and that to trust in someone was the most
important thing for her.

“When they sent you to
Connaught, they sent me to join the Gamanraide so that I could be
there to protect you.”

“You can love me and still
protect me,” Fionnuala suggested.

“I do love you,” Keltar said
fiercely.

“But you fear me?”

“Just your black eyes, for I
cannot read them.”

“I’m not a witch and I’ll not
steal your manhood,” Fionnuala said crossly and sat stiffly beside
him.

“Lie down,” he said softly. “Let
me keep you warm. We need to rest. The Gamanraide will not be
fooled for long. We have gained a day at best.”














Prologue






Part two











As they approached the Burren
they picked up on a pilgrim trail. It made the going easier, but
Keltar was on full alert.

“Not many on the trail,”
Fionnuala remarked in the peaceful silence.

Ahead, they had seen a couple of
pilgrims in the distance.

“We have to be alert for
vagabonds and thieves,” Keltar explained. “Man is the most
dangerous of animals, much more so than the inhabitants of the
wilderness we’ve just passed through.”






Their initial approach towards
the Burren suggested a hostile agricultural landscape in a huge
area of limestone rock. However as they got nearer it could be seen
that although extensive and rocky, there was ample though
intermittent grazing. Indeed Keltar was well aware that the people
of the Burren paid their tributes to the King in sheep and pigs as
well as in cloaks.

The weather had settled to a
bright cold sunshine. As they reached the eastern edges of the
Burren they could see that it extended far to the horizon.

“The Poulnabrane is said to be
at the centre of the Burren, we have a distance to go,” Keltar
explained without breaking his brisk pace.

Then they stopped. Ahead they
could see a small family group on the pilgrim trail. Apparently
their chariot wheel was wedged in a crevice in the stone along the
trail.

Keltar cut off the trail before
they were seen and followed by Fionnuala they made a detour to
avoid the group.

“I’m starving,” Fionnuala
remarked without complaint.

Keltar grunted. Their forced
march had made foraging or hunting impossible and their venison was
finished.

“Another couple of hours,”
Keltar said.

“This is a strange place,”
Fionnuala added.

Keltar grunted. He realised that
Fionnuala was just making conversation in the way of women.

“Not too long now,” he said.

Signalling Fionnuala to stop he
diverted to climb a Limestone mound.

As best he could Keltar scanned
the horizon to the rear. This was good chariot country and could be
traversed at pace if one could avoid jamming a wheel. He expected
the Gamanraide to be moving at a steady trot with the chariots and
the dogs pushing out ahead, moving at a faster pace than he could
with Fionnuala.

Early in the morning, he had
tried a military pace, leading at a jogging trot, but by mid
morning he sensed Fionnuala was becoming exhausted. So he had
slowed their pace down, the better to be able to continue for the
day.

“No sign, still clear,” he told
Fionnuala as he rejoined her at the foot of the mound.

“Did we lose them?”

“With luck, but if they are on
the trail they will be coming on, gaining steadily. We must keep
moving.”

“Lets’ go,” Fionnuala urged.

Keltar took the lead and she
followed.

“You all right?” he threw over
his shoulder.

“I’m well used to walking,” was
the spirited reply.






The Poulnabrane stood on
elevated ground with four massive pillar stones and an enormous
capstone. There were a few pilgrims walking a circle but the
sacrificial offerings of the day were clearly finished. Servants
were clearing up and gathering the offerings of the day.

“Druid Lochlain?” Keltar
demanded.

The servant lifted his cowl and
had an aggressive scowl.

Fionnuala produced the drinking
goblet with a gold and emerald design.

The servant scowled a smile.
“Wonderful offering,” he said, reaching.

Keltar put his spear across.
“First we see Lochlain,” he insisted.

The servant bowed and indicating
to follow he retreated towards a series of wooden huts. In the
centre there was a long wooden building. The servant opened the
entrance half door built into the large oak door.

Keltar and Fionnuala waited.

When the servant re-emerged, he
signalled. Keltar led and Fionnuala followed.

Lochlain was at the top of the
long wooden hall and they squinted in adjustment to the
half-light.

Keltar was half-believing,
half-cynical. Lochlain was his idea of a typical Druid, except
Lochlain was not tall. A broad built man with long flowing hair and
beard, Lochlain was clearly in the prime of life. This could be
seen in his step and movement.

Keltar bowed his head in respect
but as a warrior knight he stood and was alert.

“Druid Lochlain, my ward
Fionnuala has need of your help,” Keltar said simply. Fionnuala
knelt and held out the jewel-encrusted bowl in offering.

Lochlain appraised the couple in
silence. A servant took the bowl and put it on a side table.

“Advance to the light,” Lochlain
instructed.

A servant at the sidewall pulled
a rope and a large slat of timber slid aside to allow in the light
of the afternoon sun. It fell in a bright shaft of light across a
portion of the hall.

Fionnuala followed Keltar into
the light.

“A knight of the Red Branch in
the uniform of the Gamanraide, and a beautiful young woman of noble
bearing whose modesty forbids her look in my face,” Lochlain
summarised.

Keltar went down on one knee and
placed his spear on the ground.

“Noble Druid, I am Keltar of the
Red Branch and the Gamanraide. My ward is cursed from birth with
great beauty,” Keltar explained.

“A strange thing to say. Why do
you think she is in need of my help?”

“Fionnuala is the daughter of
Aoife of Dundalk, Keeper of the Salmon of Knowledge. Aoife who was
taken in battle and taken in rape.”

Lochlain stiffened in shock.

“You speak of Aoife, guardian of
the Salmon of Knowledge?” he asked.

“Aoife fled to Ulster, seeking
the protection of the Red Branch.”

“And the Salmon of Knowledge?”
Lochlain asked in level tones, hiding his excitement.

“I know not of this. Aoife died
in childbirth, leaving Fionnuala in the care of the Red Branch
Knights.”

Lochlain frowned and then
advanced a few steps.

“Show me your face child,” he
instructed.

Fionnuala looked up, lifting the
cowl of her cloak back onto her shoulders.

Lochlain’s eyes softened as her
saw the beauty of her silken hair and the soft gentle features of
her young beautiful face. Then she opened her eyes and looked into
his.

Lochlain stifled a gasp. He
stepped back and sat on his chair, his face impassive.

“Macha, the Druid of Connaught,
has pronounced her a witch and the King of Connaught will have her
burnt,” Keltar explained.

“It is he who burns,” Fionnuala
said bitterly.

“I’m not surprised,” Lochlain
said as her took in her soft well rounded but slim figure.

“Can you help us?” Keltar
asked.

“How?”

“We cannot hide, for she is too
beautiful.”

“Then all will desire her,”
Lochlain said with a shrug.

“Then make me ugly,” Fionnuala
said strongly.

“At what price?” Lochlain
asked.

“The goblet,” Fionnuala
offered.

“But a trinket,” Lochlain said
dismissively. “Do you think I want to make an enemy of the King of
Connaught?”

“How would he know?” Keltar
demanded.

“He would be told,” a voice said
from the shadows.

Keltar froze but braced for
action.

“Stop!” Lochlain thundered,
holding up his arms. “I am not yet finished my questioning.”

“You are a better tracker than I
thought Ciaran,” Keltar said softly as he closed his hand on his
spear.

“Stay your hand Keltar, you are
surrounded,” Ciaran threatened.

Keltar remained still, but while
trying to make out figures in the shadows of the gloom.

“How?” he asked helplessly. “By
what magic?”

“Keltar, you lost us near Cruagh
wood, so I reflected and decided this might be your destination and
I set out directly,” Ciaran said with a satisfied laugh in his
tone.

“We moved at pace,” Keltar
pointed out, trying to use Ciaran’s voice to place him
precisely.

“We are four warriors by chariot
Keltar. You are caught. The squad is already on the pilgrim trail
and will arrive here shortly.”

Keltar calculated. If they had
come by Chariot there would be two bowmen. Ciaran’s chariot drivers
were skilled bowmen. Once he moved they would release their arrows.
Four warriors in armed combat were possible to manage, but the two
bowmen? He stayed still and listened, he needed to know where they
were in the shadows.

“Silence!” Lochlain
thundered.

Lochlain stood in front of
Fionnuala. In truth he was nervous but he did not show it. He
forced himself to look into her dark black eyes.

“Child, tell me what you know?”
he asked.

“My mother was the Keeper of the
Salmon of Knowledge.”

“A fairy tale, there is no such
fish,” Ciaran offered from the shadows.

“Silence!” Lochlain
instructed.

Ciaran was happy to wait. He
could not see how Keltar would escape his bowmen and he felt
himself a match in combat and he had his warriors. But he feared
the Druid. He had given his word to the Druid in return for the
betrayal.

In return for facilitating the
ambush, the Druid had insisted on the right to question the
girl.

There was a clatter as a black
raven landed on the casement where the sunlight streamed in.

“My raven to tell that your men
are almost here, I must continue,” Lochlain said. As he spoke he
looked toward Ciaran.

Keltar’s spear impaled a bowman
to the wooden sidewall and as he threw Keltar rolled out of the
light.

The arrow of the second bowman
took him in the thigh and he cried out in pain. The warrior Filtrim
rushed forward and Keltar kicked and rolled, the arrow breaking off
leaving the arrowhead deep in his thigh. He took the pain and
crashed his sword up under Filtrim’s armour into his heart. Filtrim
took the second arrow as he fell across Keltar. Keltar’s dagger
found the chest of the bowman as Keltar launched it across the
hall. Cian and Oisin came in head on. Keltar parried, tripping
Oisin and piercing his throat. With a backward twist he came under
Cian’s guard and pierced him in the stomach.

Ciaran took his position
swiftly, carefully. He stepped in behind Keltar and beheaded him in
a single stroke of his sword.

Fionnuala began to cry deep sobs
at the loss of her hero.

“The bravest of the brave,”
Ciaran said regretfully as he picked up Keltar’s stare-eyed head.
“Now we will have a war with the Red Branch knights,” he said
regretfully.

“Stop!” Lochlain shouted.

Ciaran lowered his sword. “I
should kill her, for she caused all this.”

“Is she not to be
burnt”? Lochlain reminded him.

“Death is death.”

“Take your warriors, take Keltar
and place them in the Poulnabrane. Later I will do ceremony for the
brave fallen.”

“First I deal with the girl,”
Ciaran said.

“Have I not your solemn word
Ciaran? I must question her.”

“Will you do special ceremony
for Keltar? He deserves honour.”

“I will when your troop arrives, take the dead and leave me alone
in here with the girl.”

“The Salmon of Knowledge may
have existed, but on the taking of Aoife all had salmon and none
became the wiser,” Ciaran said with a cynical laugh as he put away
his bloody sword.

“Sometimes Ciaran, myths are
more than the story, sometimes they have to be interpreted,”
Lochlain said mildly

Lochlain signalled to his
servants to take out the bodies.

“Ciaran sometimes words are used
to convey meaning, not to convey plain facts,” Lochlain added
gravely.

Ciaran shook his head, not
wanting to disagree with a learned Druid. He was a military man
unused to philosophical and mythological discussions.

“I will lay my brave comrades to
rest and when the Gamanraide arrive we will honour the dead.”

“Let my servants assist and make
the proper arrangements,” Lochlain offered.

Ciaran looked at Fionnuala. He
wanted to hold her beauty but was afraid of her magic. She was too
beautiful to live in peace amongst men who were men. When she
looked up and met his eyes he stepped back, afraid of their
darkness.

“Lochlain what is it you wish to
do with her?” he asked suspiciously.

“To know the knowledge,
knowledge she may not know she has.”

Fionnuala stayed on her knees
still sobbing. The servants, supervised by Ciaran, cleared out the
bodies.

“The Gamanraide are here,”
Ciaran announced. “There will be a guard around this building until
we take the girl.”

“Leave the blood until later,”
Lochlain instructed his servants, despite the odour of death.

“I will lock the door and none
shall enter or depart,” Ciaran said as he ushered out the servants,
leaving Lochlain with Fionnuala.

“I will need some time,”
Lochlain added as Ciaran began to pull the door closed.

“Druid do your work with this
witch, but beware of her magic.”

“I am the Druid of the Firbolg and I know well the dark magic, she
cannot harm me,” Lochlain reassured.

“Stop sobbing child,” Lochlain
said when the room was cleared and the door closed.

Fionnuala looked up at him with
big round black tear-drenched eyes.

“I loved Keltar,” she said.

“Your lover?” Lochlain
asked.

“Had he wished, but he was just
my guardian.”

“Was he the knight who raped
your mother?” Lochlain asked gently.

“That knight died in the act,”
Fionnuala said flatly.

“And Keltar?”

“A member of the same clan and
at eight years of age already a knight of the Red Branch. He was
tasked to guard me always.”

“And you loved him?”

“And he loved me,” Fionnuala said simply. “He was my Guardian of
the Land.”

“I can grant your wish, you can
be made excessively ugly if that is your wish.”

“It is.”

“But you must aid me in return.”

“So be it.”

“Are you honest child. May I
trust you?”

“I always seek to answer
honestly any question I am put. Now that I go to die I have nothing
to gain from dishonesty.”

“Your death will be horrible.
Death by fire is a horror.” “Make me revolting to all men and
especially to the King of Connaught.”

“To all men, if you wish, but
you must know there is a side-effect.”

“A what?”

“Child, magic is dangerous. If I
magic thee thus, the effect will be that although all men are
repulsed by the sight of you, it will be that you will desire men
with every fibre of your being.”

“I already desire men.”

“You do not know the force of this, my child. This is the curse of
the magic. You will burn for the touch of men.”

Fionnuala shrugged. “Let us not
delay, for I will be dead soon by fire.”

The Druid began his preparation.
He kicked logs alight on the fire and pulled the chains to put his
cauldron in place. He hummed as he worked and mixed ingredients.
The raven on the window came and landed on a perch near the
druid.

“You must be naked child,”
Lochlain instructed.

“You too?” Fionnuala said
sadly.

“I am a Druid made with
different needs, but every man must desire you Fionnuala. That
Keltar must have been made of iron.”

Fionnuala smiled. “He was a man
of great honour who had taken an oath to maintain my innocence, but
he also feared I was a witch who would rob him of his manhood.”

“Still...” Lochlain said with a
shrug.






The Druid watched her undress.
She was indeed very beautiful. With difficulty he dragged his
attention back to his spell.

“Magic me so men will not desire
me,” Fionnuala asked when she was undressed.

“You will answer all my
questions?”

“Yes druid as truly as I am able.”

There was a loud bang on the
door. Fionnuala covered the tips of her breasts with her hands in
fright. The raven squawked and flew to the window. Ciaran stuck his
head around the door.

He froze in shock at the sight
of Fionnuala standing naked in the shaft of light.

“What!” Lochlain demanded.

“She’s truly beautiful,” Ciaran
said in awe.

“What?” Lochlain repeated.

“It is time, I must take her to
the King of Connaught, the light will be faded soon and we have
decided we will not dwell here. We will return for the burial
ceremony in three days.”

“Too long, they must be buried,”
Lochlain protested.

“Cremate them, we will return to
pay homage.”

“Intern them in the Poulnabrane
and then you may take the girl, but not before. I need time,”
Lochlain insisted.

“I see you are making progress,” Ciaran said sarcastically.

His remark inflamed Lochlain. He
stiffened in anger.

“It will be some sight when we
burn her naked,” Ciaran added and then began to close the door to
go arrange the internments.

“A moment!” Lochlain
instructed.

“Yes?”

“Enter for a moment Ciaran.”

Ciaran did not pick up on the
cold anger in his voice.

Ciaran stepped inside, letting
the door swing closed behind him.

“You must kneel in the presence
of magic,” Lochlain said in a loud angry voice. “Magic must be
given respect!”

Startled, Ciaran dropped to one
knee.

The Druid began to chant. The
raven came and landed on Lochlain’s shoulder.

Lochlain put a seagull’s feather
in the beak of the raven. As the Druid continued to chant Ciaran
watched as the Raven rose and circled the girl and then swooped in
his direction. He grasped the hilt of his sword in preparation for
he knew not what, but the raven swerved and the feather dropped to
the floor at Ciaran’s feet.

“Pick it up Ciaran,” Lochlain
instructed.

“What?”

“Please, I need you to pick up
the feather.”

Gingerly Ciaran picked up the
feather. As far as he could see it was just a feather.

Then the Druid chanted, raising
his arms. Ciaran felt a nausea rise in his interior. A purple fog
seemed to envelop him.






Fionnuala watched in horror as
the warrior kneeling at the door contorted in agony and disappeared
as a dark purple cloud enveloped him. When the cloud cleared the
warrior’s clothes, weapons and armour were a heap on the
ground.

Then she saw it. Confused and
dazed, a large seagull was emerging from the heap of clothes. With
a shriek it rose, flew unsteadily and then came to rest beside the
raven on the window ledge.

Lochlain laughed.

“Fionnuala from this day
forward, this Ciaran will be your protector replacing Keltar, your
Guardian of the Land. This is my gift to you and my punishment to
him for his disrespect.”

“A seagull?” Fionnuala said
doubtfully.

Fionnuala was totally confused
and not a little frightened at what she had just seen. It was clear
that the Druid of the Firbolg did have command of the old
magic.

“Drink this child,” Lochlain
added, ladling a mixture into her bowl.

“Yes?” she said fearfully.

“But first you must be
naked.”

“Am I not?”

“The medallion around your
neck,” Lochlain pointed out.

“My mother Aoife left
instruction that I was to wear it always. She said it was my
Guardian of the Water.”

“It is that medallion that makes
your eyes black,” Lochlain said confidently.

Fionnuala took off the medallion
and handed it to the Druid. It was a silver pink colour with black
eyes and cut into the shape of a salmon.

Lochlain laughed in triumph as
she took off the medallion.

“What is the cause of your
excitement?” she asked.

“The Salmon of Knowledge,”
Lochlain said greedily as he took the medallion.

“I also have a ring given by the
King of Leinster in atonement for my mother,” Fionnuala offered,
extending her right hand.

“Leave it, the medallion might
interfere with the magic, but not a ring.”

Fionnuala gave a small smile,
delighted to keep her ring.

“Now drink this child,” he said
urgently.

Fionnuala sipped the foul
mixture and in a determined effort she forced down the lot. She
felt nauseous.

“What now?” she asked.

The Druid laughed excitedly and
began to fasten the medallion around his neck.

“When you are ugly I will ask
you my questions,” he said. “There are certain things…”

Lochlain broke off. The
medallion was moving around on his neck.

To Fionnuala he seemed to
startle and then his eyes appeared to darken. He commenced his
spell, speaking urgently and making incantation in a loud angry
voice.

Then she heard the seagull give
a shrill shriek and rise into the air…

But she could observe no more.
Her body twisted and contorted and she screamed in agony. She felt
a purple cloud envelope her.

In her fear, she prayed for the
magic to protect her.


Chapter one






In our time:






Clancy was in a good mood. It
was crisp and cold, a beautiful winter’s evening in Chicago. The
Blizzard had quit after lunch and now everything was whiteout and
beginning to freeze. His radio was on volume, blasting out Country
and Western music. His partner Beatrice was passing him a big Mac
with large fries. They grinned at each other, shift nearly over and
all well with their world.

He had kept the engine running
and the heat up high and he pulled out along East Thirty-second
Street, heading towards Michigan. When the call came he took a
leisurely turn up South Indiana Avenue.

“Cheez!” Clancy said in
frustration.

“A body is a body, hit it!”
Beatrice instructed.

Clancy hit the siren as they
came to the East twenty ninth street junction with East
Thirty-first Street. They could see a small group, some vertically
jogging, and the entire group muffled up and wearing
tracksuits.

“They do boot camps in Dunbar
Park,” Beatrice explained.

They called it in and then left
the car. They followed the excited group of joggers over to the
body.

“Cheez!” Clancy said. “Isn’t she
ugly.”

Beatrice felt for a pulse and
put her head on her heart.

“Christ she’s still alive!”

“I’ve got a whiskey flask,” one
of the Boot Camp group offered.

“We were jogging, we practically ran over her,” another
explained.

“We have to get back to the fat
burn,” the Group leader reminded them.

“I’ll have to take statements,”
Clancy contradicted.

The naked wrinkled woman on the
ground began to cough and splutter as the whiskey hit the back of
her throat.

“Get a blanket!” Beatrice
instructed.

Clancy went to the boot of the
patrol car. He pushed the shotguns carefully to one side and took
out an old blanket.

“My business card,” the Group
leader offered as Clancy returned and handed the blanket to
Beatrice.

One of the Boot Camp women began
to help Beatrice to wrap the reviving naked woman. They sat her up
and Beatrice decided to try getting her on her feet.

Clancy examined the business
card. It was an advertisement for a Boot Camp Training Group.

“Sorry, I’ll need a list of
names and addresses,” Clancy said, but he kept the card.

“We’ll all freeze if we don’t
get moving,” the Boot Camp Leader offered. “Let me ring you
tomorrow officer. I’ll have all the names and you can follow up as
suits you?”

“Do you have a list of those in
the group tonight?” Clancy asked.

The Boot Camp Leader took a
crumpled printout from his tracksuit pocket. There was a list of
names with ticks opposite most of them.

Clancy took the list and
grunted.

“Well it looks like the woman
will live. O.K. so, just be ready to cooperate,” he said.

“Thank you Officer,” the Boot
camp Leader said with a smile. “Come Group, come, steady jog to the
next corner. Let’s get warmed up again.”

Clancy watched as they jogged
away. He put the papers into his jacket pocket.

“Will I get an ambulance?”
Clancy asked Beatrice.

“Tough shit,” Beatrice offered
her opinion. “The bitch is up and going, naked in a park”

“We can charge with vagrancy and
nudity in a public park,” Clancy suggested.

“You can forget pushing this
onto an ambulance crew,” Beatrice added. “You can be sure she’s no
money and they won’t take her if she can walk.”

Reluctantly Clancy helped
Beatrice lead the woman to their patrol car. They pushed her into
the back and locked the door.

“Turn up the heat, she’s
frozen,” Beatrice said as she and Clancy pulled away from the
kerb.











“What’s this?” the Desk Sergeant
asked as Clancy appeared, supporting a blanket clad wrinkled woman
of indeterminate age.

“Ugly old witch,” the Sergeant
grimaced and added as they approached the desk.

“Don’t be sexist,” Beatrice
objected mildly, but truly unable to disagree.

“Name!” the Sergeant
demanded.

“We have a couple of charges,
vagrancy and nudity and anyway, we can’t leave her out there,
she’ll be iced by morning,” Clancy added.

“I don’t think she speaks
English,” Beatrice added. “She tried to say something in the car
but it was foreign.”

“Conas mar athaw too?” the ugly
woman said in an unattractive shaky voice.

The Sergeant was taken aback by
her piercing dark green eyes.

“We need to lock her up for the
night,” Beatrice added.

“Yeah and we’re finished our
shift,” Clancy interjected.

“We’re not a charity,” the
Sergeant objected.

“She’ll freeze to death out
there,” Beatrice reminded him.

The Sergeant sighed and turned
the book around so that Clancy could write it up.

“Cells,” the Sergeant called to
a rookie cop behind the desk. “Mary?” he added and she looked
up.

“Cell detail,” he repeated.

“Can I have my blanket back?”
Clancy asked as Mary took the woman by the elbow.

The Sergeant shook his head with
a wry grin. “Spare us,” he said. “Collect your blanket tomorrow
Clancy.”

Clancy decided not to argue, he
didn’t really want to see the woman again.

“Take prints and run an ID,” the
Sergeant added and Mary nodded in agreement.

“O.K.” she said.

“We’re out of here,” Beatrice
said with satisfaction.

“Shift over,” Clancy added.

“Not so fast,” the Sergeant
said.

He scrutinised Clancy’s
notes.

“Clancy you check in for this
tomorrow. I’ll assign that new detective.”

“Johnny Cash?” Beatrice asked
with a grin.

“John Cashmier,” the Sergeant
corrected with a grin.

“You and Beatrice link to
Cashmier when you come back on shift and report the details of the
witnesses to him, O.K.?”

“O.K.” Clancy agreed.

“O.K. Boss,” Beatrice added,
anxious to get to the locker room and end their shift.

“Cashmier will let you know the
times for court if he needs you to proceed the case.”






Mary led the woman down to the
holding cell. It seemed to her that the woman was in shock, but was
otherwise in good condition, ugliness apart.

“Eidig?” the woman said, looking
down in shock at her wrinkled body.

“Clothes?” Mary guessed.

“Just keep the blanket on,” Mary
offered solicitously. “And we’ll do the body search and the
fingerprinting,” she added.

Mary put the woman in a separate
cell and led her to one of the bunk beds.

“Rest here,” she said. “Just
behave and in no time you’ll get a warm drink. This room will be
nice and cosy for the night. The Charity people will probably get
you clothes after you’ve seen the Judge.”






In the morning, Cashmier took
the case to the Judge.

The Judge wrinkled his nose as
he regarded the woman in the dock. "Nudity, vagrancy, how does she
plead?” he asked as he read the charge sheet.

“She don’t speak English,
judge,” Cashmier explained.

“Remanded for Social Worker
Review,” the judge said and brought down his hammer.

Mary took the woman back to the
cells.

Detective Cashmier folded his
file with satisfaction. Thankfully this was now a Social Welfare
Case.






It was late afternoon before
Helena arrived at the station. She had spent the day on her
external calls and was longing for a cup of coffee in peace at her
desk.

The Sergeant stopped her on the
way in.

“Helena, I have a new case for
you. She’s settled down in the holding cells, but she speaks a
strange language,” the Sergeant explained and handed over the case
file.

“I’ll need a linguist then,” the
Helena said.

“Just a minute Helena, you have
to process her, we’re not running a hotel here you know,” the
Sergeant said in alarm.

“I’ll take a look, but if she
don’t speak English or Spanish, then she’s not mine until we get a
linguist.”

“O.K.” the Sergeant agreed
reluctantly.






The Officer escorted the
prisoner to the Social Work Review workstation. She sat, the
officer standing behind her. On the other side of the desk, Helena
took a look over the top of her glasses.

“You don’t speak English?”
Helena asked.

No response.

“Spanish?” Helena added.

“Neel may,” the woman
responded.

Helena was interested to note
that the woman seemed to be in good health and had clear dark green
eyes.

Helena made her notes. She
decided she’d contact a charity to get some clothes.

Helena decided that the best
route was to get Clancy to drop the charges. That way the woman
could be dressed and then turned out into the snow. The alternative
was endless paperwork.

Helena went to the machine and
came back with two coffees.

“Pity you don’t speak American,”
she remarked conversationally, as she handed the cup of hot coffee
to the woman.

The woman sipped, made a face
and spat the coffee out onto the floor.

“Jesus!” Helena exclaimed. “Not
just an ugly bitch, you’ve no manners either!”

The woman handed back the coffee
with a ghost of a smile.

Helena dialled to get her
contact at the Charity for the Homeless. Her thought process was
now clear. Get the bitch clothes, then find a way to dump her.
Helena had a pressing caseload, and this she did not need.

“Nothing from the
finger-prints?” Helena checked, while she waited for the other end
to pick up.

“Nothing,” the escort cop
confirmed. “Nothing on file and no ID.”

“Hassle,” Helena said in
frustration. She hung up with a clatter, no one was answering.

Helena realised the woman was
staring at her as if she had just come from outer space. The clear
young eyes unnerved her. She shook her head, no the bitch had to be
over fifty with skin like that.

Helena began to finish the paper
work. “Do you know how to speak English?” she asked formally, pen
poised to tick the no box.

“Yes,” the woman said in an
unattractive squeaky voice.

“Shit,” Helena said and
stared.

The escort cop giggled.

“Why didn’t you speak English
then?” Helena demanded.

“Is it a magic potion?” the
woman asked, indicating to the coffee.

“Coffee,” Helena explained.

The woman wrinkled her wrinkled
nose. Helena met the eyes of the escort cop.

“Jane, it’s all right, you can
leave her here,” Helena said.

“She is still under arrest,”
Jane explained, reluctant to leave her charge.

“Tell Clancy I said to drop the
charges. It’s going to be too much hassle. I’ll see if I can get
her into a soup kitchen or a charity residence.”

“She could die out there, if
she’s left to the streets,” Jane offered.

“She’ll be all right, leave her
to me,” Helena reassured.

With a faint smile to Helena,
Jane went to contact Clancy. Helena began her paper work.

“Well now, lets’ start with a
name,” Helena said, leaning back.

The woman met her eyes. Again
Helena felt unease, such bright young eyes in such an ugly
face.

“Why didn’t you speak English
with the officers?” Helena repeated.

“Nobody asked me if I could.
Only when you asked did I know I could.”

Helena sighed. “Do you know how
to speak Spanish?” she asked in exasperation.

“Si” the woman said, much to
Helena’s surprise.

Helena gave a wry grin.

“German? “ she asked.

No response.

“Do you know how to speak
German,” Helena asked stubbornly.

“Ja,” the woman answered.

“Holy shit,” Helena said.

“That’s an American colloquial
expression,” the woman pointed out pleasantly.

“What’s your name?” Helena asked
with all her world-weariness.

Helena had just realised that
this case was going to be time consuming.

“Fionnuala Ni Connair,”
Fionnuala replied.

“I’ll call you Fionnuala, just
write it for me.”

“What?”

“Do you know how to write?”

Fionnuala took the offered pen
and wrote her name on the page Helena put in front of her.

“Writing is just amazing,”
Fionnuala said as she watched herself write her name.

Helena shook her head. “Your
address please?” she added.

“I have no home since I fled to
Poulnabrane,” Fionnuala responded.

“Where?’

“To seek the aid of the Druid of
the Firbolg, it’s well known in every corner of the land.”

“Not by the good folk of
Chicago,” Helena contradicted.

“Chicago? Is that this place?”
Fionnuala asked.

“Please…” Helena rolled her
eyes. “If you don’t mind, I’ll ask the questions.”

The woman looked down at her
feet.

“I have no clothes,” she
said.

“Fionnuala, how old are you?”
Helena asked.

“Just turned eighteen,”

“Come on this is a serious
enquiry, I need you to cooperate.”

“I know not the precise date of
my birth. My mother was raped…”

“Papers, do you have any
identity papers?” Helena interrupted.

“I did have the Salmon
Medallion, but the Druid took it. I had to be naked for the
spell.”

Helena looked sharply. “Black
magic, were you practicing some sort of weird magic?”

“He is a master of the black
magic,” Fionnuala said hopefully, thinking she was getting on the
same wavelength as the strange woman who was questioning her.

“Tough shit. Do you have any
relatives in Chicago, Fionnuala?”

“No.”

“Or anywhere in the US of A?”
Helena persisted.

“Where? Where is this U.S. of
A?”

Helena sighed. This thing was
growing legs. She wondered would she have to contact
immigration.

“Your parents?” she tried.

“My Mother died in childbirth
and my father was struck down at the moment of conception.”

“Parents not alive,” Helena
noted.

“Any guardian?”

“Keltar of the Red Branch was my
guardian but Ciaran decapitated him with a sword.”

“Keltar?”

“A knight and warrior of the Red
Branch who cared for me from birth. It was his sacred pledge.”

“Murdered by this Ciaran?”

“Honourably in mortal combat, there was no murder.”

“And where is this Ciaran
now?”

“I know not for Lochlain the Druid has turned him into a
seagull.”

“Really?”

Helena made a note about need
for psychiatric appraisal of delusional client.

Helena sighed again; psychiatric
services were even more overstretched than she was.

“How did you lose your clothes
Fionnuala?” she asked.

“The Druid Lochlain said I must
be naked.”

“Naked?”

“So he could make me
unattractive to all men.”

Helena picked up the phone and
dialled psychiatric services. She hung up when no one answered.

Then Helena decided. She dialled
her favourite charity. She’d call in a few favours. If she could
get sheltered accommodation for the old bitch she’d have her off
her casebook and recommended for psychiatric services.

“I’ll have to refer you to
psychiatric services for assessment,” Helena explained.

“Pardon?”

“A man will talk to you about your experiences Fionnuala,” Helena
explained.

“I desire a man with every fibre
of my being,” Fionnuala said agreeably, but in a convincing tone of
voice.

Helena stared. The woman had
said that in such a matter-of-fact manner. Then she had a thought.
Being ugly maybe the bitch didn’t get that much.

Helena smiled her warm smile.
She had just had an idea. If the bitch wanted a man there was Brian
Small. Brian Small could have the case.

Detective Small dealt with
immigration and Homeland Security. That would be revenge. Small was
anything but small and he’d completely ignored Helena the last time
she wore a plunging neckline. And Helena knew from long experience
that her plunged cleavage was one of the best in Chicago. Yes, the
bastard could deal with the randy ugly woman. The question was how
to assign her?

Helena rang the charity again.
This time she got through. She hung up with a satisfied look on her
face.

“Where were you born and how did
you end up in a Chicago Park?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” Fionnuala
responded. “There was a purple cloud and terrible pain. Then I came
to, beside a park in snow and it was so terribly cold, like nothing
I’ve ever experienced. Some strange people saved me and I was
brought here.”

“I need you to wait in the main hall,” Helena said sweetly. “You’ll
be collected and brought to a charity residence. I’ll ask a cop
called Small to visit you and help you with your problem.”
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