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"In the days when the High King still held court at Tara, and the old gods had not yet withdrawn entirely from the hills and hollows of Erin..."
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BOOK ONE: THE MEETING
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Chapter I: Of Cormac the Poor Scholar

In the days when the High King still held court at Tara, and the old gods had not yet withdrawn entirely from the hills and hollows of Erin, there lived in the county of Galway a young man named Cormac O'Donnell. He was the son of a small farmer who had died of the fever when Cormac was but a boy, leaving him nothing but a thatched cabin, three acres of stony ground, and a name that had once been proud but was now as threadbare as an old cloak.

Cormac was what the Irish call a poor scholar—a young man who had learned his letters at the hedge school and who spent his days in the fields with a book of poetry in his pocket. He was tall and thin, with the black hair and grey eyes of his ancestors, and there was about him an air of dreaming that made the practical folk of his village shake their heads.

Cormac was poor—poorer than most. His three acres yielded barely enough potatoes to keep him from hunger, and his only cow had died the winter before. He lived on porridge and wild greens, and sometimes, when the fishing was good, on trout from the river.

But Cormac did not mind his poverty overmuch. He had his books, and he had the hills, and he had the company of the wild creatures that came to his door in the evening—the hares that played in the meadow, the foxes that barked in the twilight, and the owls that called from the ancient oak.

It was on a night in late autumn, when the leaves were falling and the mist was rising from the boglands, that Cormac first saw her. He had been walking home from the village, and he had taken the path through the Glen of the Two Lakes—a wild place where few people went, for it was said to be haunted by the sidhe, the fairy folk who dwell in the hollow hills.

The sun had set, and the twilight was deepening into night. The mist was rising from the lakes, turning the world into a place of grey shadows and half-seen shapes.

And then he saw her.

She was standing by the edge of the lower lake, her back to him, gazing out over the water. She was dressed in white, and her hair was the colour of ripe wheat, falling down her back in a cascade of gold.

Good evening to you, lady, he said, and his voice sounded strange in his own ears.

She turned, and Cormac felt his breath catch in his throat. Her eyes were the colour of the hazel nuts that grow in the hedgerows—green and gold and brown all at once—and they seemed to look into his very soul.
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