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“What did you say to him?”

“Just the one word.”

“What inspired you to say that word, Greesha?”

“It just came into my head.”

“Just like that?”

“Yes, Grandmother, just like that. It was like a bubble in a pond, rising to the surface.”

“How did you say it, Greesha?”

“I just said it. It was in no particular way.”

“And it was just that one word?”

“Yes, just that one word. I leaned over my uncle as he slept. I put my lips close to his ear. Very quietly, I said the word.”

Her grandmother thought for a long while before speaking again.

“Be warned, my sweet child. People fear what they do not understand. You must hide your talent. You must shield it from discovery.”

“My talent?”

“Yes, your talent,” her grandmother replied, “For this gift you possess is a blessing not a burden.”

“A blessing?” Greesha laughed, “It feels nothing like a blessing to me and every bit like a burden.”

“The gift you have is precious.”

Greesha grimaced, clearly unconvinced.

“Precious is not the word that I would use to describe it.”

“Greesha, there are those who wield ‘forces beyond this world’ who would stop at nothing to have what you have.”

“I would gladly give it to them.”

“No! Greesha! Do not say that! Not even as a joke!” Her grandmother scolded, “In their hands it would doom the whole world. It would be abused. It would be a catastrophe.”

Greesha closed her eyes and thought about the word ‘catastrophe’. It was a grown up word, not one that a child might understand. Its meaning mysteriously floated into her mind.

“They could steal my ‘gift’ to bring about this catastrophe?” she asked.

“No, they could not steal it, but – because of that – they would do anything within their power to control you.”

“Control me?”

“Yes, control you. They will seek to harness you and have you use your gift to slay their foes.”

“Bad people?”

“If they are good people, their foes will be the bad.”

Greesha sensed a question hanging in the air.

“But?” she enquired.

“But if they are bad people, their foes will be the good.”

“How will I know the difference?”

“You will know, Greesha. You will sense it,” her grandmother assured, but then paused and added: “Usually.”

“Usually? That is no reassurance.”

“Those who practise evil can fool everybody but ‘the chosen ones’, for they will see through them.”

“They will?”

“They will see a glint, a shimmer, a flash. It will betray the evil ones and reveal them.”

“You said ‘usually’.”

“You will have to be vigilant against the ‘undead’.”

Greesha raised her eyebrows.

“The ‘undead’,” her grandmother explained, “Are those who have thwarted the grave and for whom the end of life is not the end of all life.”

“I am just a little girl,” Greesha protested, “Yet you never cease to terrify me.”

“You are young in age and yet you are no age at all. For you, this agelessness is something as pure as light, as pure as gold and as pure as diamonds, but – for them – it comes at a price.”

“What kind of a price?”

“Blood.”

Greesha closed her eyes and concentrated, drawing in a knowledge and inspiration that lay beyond the mortal world.

“Vampires,” she said.

Her grandmother nodded solemnly.

“Do you feel them, Greesha?”

“Yes, they are near. My uncle must have met them to have become infected by them. He had a poorly leg and never walked for more than half an hour in any direction.”

“They will be desperate to protect themselves from what you can do.”

“And how will I protect myself from them?”

“They join forces with darkness. You must join forces with the light.”

“How?”

“You must seek out those who serve the light.”

“Seek them out?”

“Yes, Greesha, you must reach out to them.”

Greesha looked confused. Her grandmother adopted a milder tone.

“Tell me, Greesha, do you dream?”

“Yes, of course I dream. Surely everybody dreams.”

“Are some of your dreams different to the others?”

Greesha looked at her grandmother with caution, as if she were a stinging insect that might spring at her.

“Yes, they are. Some feel almost real.”

Her grandmother laughed, but not unkindly. Greesha looked a little offended.

“Why do you laugh at me?” she asked.

“Because, my little princess, you are yet unaware of why they feel so real.”

“Why do they feel so real?”

“It is because the power that is growing and flourishing within you is beginning to blur the boundaries between what is real and what only seems to be real.”

Greesha closed her eyes and drew in the meaning of the grown-up words her grandmother had just used. Within a second, she was able to make perfect sense of the sentence.

“Are you saying that I...?” Greesha began.

Her grandmother raised a finger to her lips and smiled.

“You will discover the answer for yourself, very soon. It is only a matter of time. And I sense that it will not be long.”

Greesha shrugged her shoulders and pursed her lips. She was unhappy with the answer, but she knew that it would be a waste of time if she tried to probe for anything more.

“Greesha," said her grandmother, soothingly, “How do you think it is that you can see me and speak to me?”

“I just can. I don’t know how.”

“Yet I died within a week of your birth.”

“I saw you before I could speak or walk or make any sense of the world.”

“Your gifts, your powers, your blessings, Greesha, will reveal themselves to you when you need them. You will understand things when you need to understand them. One moment something will totally confuse you. The next moment, you will know everything about it.”

Her grandmother half-turned and appeared to be looking back over her shoulder.

“I must go. I am needed,” she announced.

Greesha bowed her head in respect and, when she raised it, her grandmother had vanished.
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“Little girl,” whispered the man, “Are you there?”

There was a long silence, during which he hoped with all his heart that she would reply.

“I’m here,” Greesha answered.

The man gave a sigh of relief.

“I thought you had gone,” he said.

Greesha sighed, but it was not like his sigh. It was a long, dismal sigh. It was the sigh of a grown woman, well in advance of her few years of life. The man looked worried.

Cautiously, she looked around to see if there were anybody nearby who could overhear her. She was reluctant to have a conversation with a voice in her head if anybody might be listening. She was alone. 

“I am sorry to trouble you,” the man apologised, “But I am desperate.”

She thought about the word ‘desperate’. She had never heard it before. As she thought about it, its meaning came to her, all by itself.

“It means...” he began.

“I know what it means!” she snapped, cutting him off.

She looked around warily, just as she had done when they had first spoken to each other, three long days ago.

“I will try to help you,” she promised, “I believe it may be my fault that you have become aware of me. I think I may have reached out to you.”

There was a pause as he appeared to think about his reply.

“Reached out?” he asked, unsure if he had misheard her.

Greesha looked around and took in the meadow where she was sitting. She began to hear the birds twittering in the trees and the bleating of the sheep. She stood up and wiped grass seeds from her shabby, tattered clothing. She looked up at the bright sun and it dazzled her. She screwed up her eyes and wrinkled her nose.

“There are good people in this world,” she told the man, “And there are bad people in this world. I was reaching out for those who are good and I found you.”

“You did?”

At that moment, the sound of her father’s voice drifted to her ears on the wind. She stiffened. She was very much afraid of her father. She had seen him carrying a scythe, that morning, and he was busy down the hill in the big meadow, cutting grass for the landowner. She cupped both her hands to her ear, like a funnel, and listened intently, but – unable to hear the rhythmic swishing of his blade – she was relieved to realise that she was out of earshot from him.

She clenched her jaw and pushed her tongue against the back of her front teeth to stop it from moving. Then, thinking instead of saying, she put the following words into her mind: ‘You can hear me just as well when I think in my head as when I speak?’

She didn’t understand how she could know this, but she instinctively did know it. It was just another one of the many things that she did not understand about herself. It was just another thing that she would have to keep quiet about to her parents, if she wanted to avoid another beating for being ‘strange’ and ‘not like other children.’  Most seriously of all, and something that chilled her blood to think about it, she must avoid being called a witch. There was only one consequence of such an accusation, she knew, and that was death.

“Yes, I can hear you,” the man replied.

She thought about it and a feeling of panic hit her.

“What is wrong?” the man asked, sensing that all was not right.

“Am I a witch?” she asked, her voice wavering.

“No, you’re not.”

“How can you be sure?”

“There isn’t really any such thing as a witch. It’s something made up to scare people. It’s a name invented by certain kinds of women to scare off people who might want to harm them. When those people hear the word ‘witch’, it makes them think twice about their actions.”

“I often know what is going to happen before it happens.”

“That doesn’t make you a witch, either.”

“I can hear....” she hesitated, worrying about what she was about to say, “I can hear the... the ‘Others’.”

“The others?”

“Yes.”

“Who are the Others?”

This time, it was her turn to be silent for a while.

“The Fynodderys,” she replied, at last.

“Who or what are they?”

“They are the tiny people in the forest. The faerie folk,” she said, surprised that he did not know of them, “I have actually seen them.”

“I don’t think even that makes you a witch.”

“Yes, but the Fynodderys are the good faeries who are kind to people, but it isn’t just them that I have seen,” she cautioned, “I have also seen the Boggaiynes.”

“The Boggaiynes?”

“Yes. They are the bad faeries. They are completely wicked.”

The little girl rubbed her shoulder and winced with pain.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“I hurt,” she said, “I hurt from a beating that my father gave me. He beat me for talking about the Boggaiynes.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“He had beaten me when I had talked about the Fynodderys, a while back, but nowhere near as badly as for talking about the Boggaiynes. He said the Boggaiynes were evil. He said that to even mention them would bring bad luck.”

“You talk of faeries that I know nothing about. Where are you?”

“Where am I?”

“Yes.”

“You don’t know?”

“No.”

“I don’t understand. How could you not know? You are talking to me. I thought you would be able to tell where I am?”

“Do you know where I am, little girl?”

“No.”

“But you are talking to me.”

“We talk to each other aloud and we talk to each other in a whisper, all the time without me being able to see you. We talk to each other with your voice inside my head and, still, you are invisible to me. How would I ever know where you are if I cannot see you?”

“I don’t understand it, either.”

The man rested his head against the damp wall of his prison cell and closed his eyes in concentration, trying to make sense of everything. He had become aware of this little girl three days previously. He had sensed her presence. She was standing in his cell, always in the same corner, watching him. He couldn’t properly see her, but he knew that she was there.

“It was you who came to me,” he told her.

“Yes, I dreamed an inexplicable dream and you were in it.”

“You really don’t talk like a little girl!” he exclaimed, laughing.

“Nor, often, do I think like a little girl or act like a little girl, either, as far as I can tell.”

“How old are you?”

“I don’t know. How would I know?” she asked, “I’m a little girl. I can’t count.”

“You have no idea?”

“I don’t have much use for counting. I feed the pigs and the hens, I milk the goats, I gather up all the filth from the floor of the animal sheds, I make a pile of it in the yard and, then, I put down clean rushes across the floor. If I do it well, the owner gives my father enough coins that he doesn’t feel the need to beat me. If I don’t do it to his satisfaction, my father gets fewer coins and I get a strap or a rod across my hands, my legs or my back and I go to sleep with nothing in my belly.”

“I am sorry that your life is not better.”

“There may be another beating waiting for me. I am meant to be looking for a stray hen. It is what I was sent to do. Instead,” she said, defiantly, “I am sitting here enjoying the sun. I have looked for that hen everywhere and I haven’t found it. That will surely merit a beating. When I have been away too long, my father will search for me and I will hear him calling. When I hear him, I will run up and across into the woods and come out, further down, as if I had been in there all the while.” 

“Where are you, little girl? Where do you live?” the man asked, tactfully changing the subject, “I, myself, am in Scotland.”

She allowed her thoughts to dwell on the word ‘Scotland’ and it blossomed in her mind, like a flower, and she understood it. She had never questioned where she lived and nobody had ever asked her, so she began to think about it, deliberately concentrating, and the answer seemed to float into her mind.

“I am on an island called Ellan Vannin,” she answered, “In a tiny little place called Baldhoon.”

She thought about it some more.

“My island is in the sea between Ireland and Scotland. It’s half a day’s sailing out from England.”

“For a little girl who doesn’t know her numbers, you know a lot of everything else.”

“I don’t think I have always been a little girl,” she replied, the words coming out of nowhere and leaving her with no idea what was meant by them.

“I am a prisoner,” he said, “I am in a prison that looks like a castle.”

“And you are in almost complete darkness and there is a smell of smoke and bad water.”

“Yes!” he gasped, taken aback by her uncanny accuracy, “You are exactly right!”

“I think I may have dreamed about you.”

“Dreamed about me?”

“Yes, but not ordinary dreams, not like the kind of dreams that come on most nights. These dreams are special dreams.”

“What kind of dreams are they?”

“They are the kind of dreams....” she began, weighing up what she was about to say and whether he could be trusted to hear it. She decided that he could, “They are dreams that feel real. Dreams of either things that are already or of things that will be.”

A few days earlier, the man – Balgair McRory – would, without hesitation, have laughed at such an absurd notion. That was before, several nights in a row, he had begun to feel her presence.

A butterfly, fluttering across the grassy meadow, changed direction and landed on the little girl’s nose. She didn’t try to brush it away, but lowered herself backwards until her head was resting on the ground. Squinting up at it, she saw the creature start to slowly lower and raise its wings. As she watched, her eyelids seemed to become heavier and heavier. Within moments, she had fallen asleep.

Balgair McRory strained his eyes to peer into the darkness. As he looked, he began to discern the vaguest and most tentative shape of a little girl standing in the corner of his cell. Looking directly at her, he could make out only the most blurry hint of her, but casting his eyes to look either to the left or right of her, he was convinced that he could make out her form in the edge of his vision.

“I am asleep,” she told him.

“Deeply asleep?”

“I will be, soon.”

He waited and then he gave a little cry as she seemed to emerge out of the air and take form.

“I mean this kind of a dream,” she said.

“This is...”

“Impossible?”

“Yes!”

“I agree, but I seem to be here and so do you.”

“This cannot be real.”

“I have long since given up the futility of trying to determine what is and what isn’t real!”

The expression on his face told her that the words she had just spoken were absurdly too adult for her.

“You can only be five or six years old!” he gasped, “Perhaps seven at the very most!” 

“Yes, true!” she agreed, looking down at herself and sharing his bafflement, “That would, indeed, appear to be the age of this body.”

He continued to gawp at her.

“Would you like me to go?” she asked, mischievously.

“No!” he cried, “Please stay!”

She smiled and nodded her agreement.

“You said, earlier, that you are desperate.”

“Yes, I am. I am desperate to escape.”

“Why are you in this prison?” asked the little girl, the thought only just occurring to her.

“I was accused of killing somebody.”

“It was a crime you did not commit,” she said, making it a statement rather than a question.

“Yes. That’s correct. How do you know?”

“I know many things.”

“How is that possible?”

“I don’t know. It is just how it is,” she assured him.

Balgair McRory nodded as if he understood.

“And now,” she said, “You are going to be hanged.”

“Yes, I am. In a few days.”

“You told them that you are innocent.” 

“Yes, but they did not believe me.”

“Because your accuser had given money to people to come and tell lies about you.”

“Yes.”

“Tell me,” she asked, slightly distracted, “How is it that I am going to help you escape?”

The man looked at her calmly And put the tips of my thumbs on my lower lids and with no trace of worry or distraction, “It will happen,” he said with the most serene of smiles on his lips.

“It will?”

“Yes. This time it is I who am able to say that I don’t know how and that it is just how it is.”

She nodded, knowing that he was quoting her own words. She was all too familiar with the feeling he was describing. Suddenly, she jolted as if she had been stung and stood bolt upright. The man looked worried.

“What is it?” he asked, his panic undisguised.

“My father is calling me.”

“What will you do?”

“I must wake up.”

“How?”

“If I raise my fingers to my eyes,” she said, demonstrating the motion, “And put the tips of my thumbs on my lower lids and the tips of my longest fingers on my upper lids, and deliberately part them, then they will open in real life and I will...”

She did not finish her sentence, leaving the end of it unspoken, as – in an instant – she vanished completely, disappearing back into thin air from whence she had come.
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Greesha gave a little cry as the brightness of the sun pained her eyes. She took stock of herself and found that she was on the ground, on her back, with her face to a brilliant, cloudless sky and her fingers frozen in the pose of forcing open her eyes.

It had worked! She had brought herself back from her dream. A dream that was real, wherever she had been. How had she known what to do? How, she asked herself, did she ever know what to do? She just knew.

The birds were still singing in the field at the top of the tiny dirt track with the grand name of Brech Woorlach Road. Greesha presumed that they had not stopped while she had been away.

“Greesha!” called her father, clearly becoming angry at her lack of reply, “Greesha! Where are you?”

She sprang to her feet and ran, as fast as her legs would carry her, to the top of the rise, across the ridge and into the woods. There, she dodged and weaved down through the trees until she reached the halfway point. Gathering her courage, she leapt out.

“Greesha!” bellowed her father, “Come here! Come here, this very moment!”

“I’m here!” she shouted, “I’m here! I’ve been chasing the hen in the woods, but it got away from me!”

“It got away from you?” he growled, rushing to her and sweeping her into the air by one of her arms, “Well you won’t get away from me and your back and your tush won’t get away from my strap!”

He gave her a preliminary blow with the flat of his hand, landing between the backs of her legs and her buttocks.

“Dare to strike her again and I will break your arm!” boomed a very loud voice, filled with fury.

Her father dropped her to the ground and whirled about to face the source of the voice. Greesha sped off and took refuge behind a clump of brambles.

“Who is that?” her father challenged, crouching into a defensive stance.

There was no reply.

“Who is there?” her father called.

No answer.

Her father looked around, turning slowly to cover a full circle, breathing heavily, adrenaline flowing through his veins, and bared his teeth.

“I am the Warrior of the Gods!” the voice roared, now very much closer, “Harm her and I will show you their vengeance!”

Greesha’s father quaked. She had never seen him cower before, but he was definitely doing it now. She rolled to the ground, pretending to faint, terrified for what kind of lashing she might receive for witnessing this event, but she kept on listening.

In his cell, in the prison at Keel Bheir in Scotland, Balgair McRory was shaken at his own words. He had known, somehow, that the little girl was about to be beaten by her father. He had been unable to restrain his anger at it. When he had found himself shouting at the top of his lungs, he had been every bit as surprised as the girl’s father. It had been like a cannon going off. His voice had echoed off the stone walls of the prison and down the stone corridors loud enough to wake the dead. The girl’s father had heard it and, now, in the deepest recess of the prison, came the reply of the burly guard who was Balgair’s jailor. Cursing and swearing, the jailor stormed towards his cell.

“Warrior of the Gods, is it?” he cried, “I’ll give you Warrior of the Gods when I thump you in the throat with my fist!”

The prisoner began to cringe at the verbal onslaught, but then, without warning, he slumped over and started to writhe and moan as sweat poured from his body and soaked his shirt.

The guard’s approach was punctuated by a stream of angry obscenities. They ended only when he reached Balgair McRory’s cell. Pressing his face against the bars the guard jeered and snarled at the man inside.

“For your sake, I hope you’re having a nightmare,” he shouted, “Or I will flog you so hard that the stripes my whip will leave on you will make your back look like it’s been stitched with red rope!”

Grabbing a tiny, guttering candle from an alcove in the wall, the guard shielded it to prevent the draft from blowing it out. He carried it to a nearby torch and set it ablaze. Waiting until the flames began to take hold, he held it up to the bars. The light from the torch flooded the cell, illuminating the prisoner on a pile of dank straw and wood shavings, arching his back and contorting himself in pain. His shirt was almost entirely black from sweat.

“Lord save us!” beseeched the guard, making the sign of the cross with the tips of his fingers, “It’s the sewer fever!”

The jailor considered sending for a priest, but decided against it, reasoning that the prisoner might not have long enough to live to make the priest’s journey worthwhile.

Presently, beginning to regain consciousness, Balgair McRory’s eyes fluttered. Then he began to blink. The torch lit by the guard had been extinguished, but the door to a box containing a tall, slender candle had been left ajar. The orange and yellow glow from it allowed enough light for the prisoner to survey his soaking wet shirt with dismay.

“I’m sorry about that,” whispered the little girl in his ear, “But I had to do something quickly or you might have been beaten to death for your outburst.”

Balgair mumbled something semi-coherent to acknowledge her.

“Thank you,” she said, “For your intervention. Your shouting at my father prevented a sound beating of my own.”

“My intervention?”

“Yes, your intervention.”

“For such a young girl, you have a splendid vocabulary!”

Greesha thought, first, about the word ‘intervention’  and, then, about the word ‘vocabulary.’ Once their meanings had come into her mind, she gave a little laugh as she replied.

“Yes, I suppose I have,” she agreed.

“What happened after my shouting?” he enquired in a hushed voice.

“Once my father had recovered himself, he began to drag me back to our croft by my arm. After just a few steps he let go of me, thinking better of it, and gave me a half-hearted push, instead.”

“Did he seem afraid?”

“Yes, he did. He was very much afraid.”

“Good.”

“It isn’t every day that a man finds himself being shouted at by a Warrior of the Gods!”

They both started to laugh, but promptly stifled themselves, each fearing being overheard at their respective ends of their conversation.

“You said I should help you escape.”

“I did.”

“I’ve been thinking about it.”

“You have?”

“Yes. I have had an idea. Well, the beginning of one.”
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“What is your idea?” asked Balgair.

“When I am awake,” Greesha explained, “I find it very difficult to be anywhere other than where I am. It’s not like when I am asleep, when I find it much easier. So, I need to practice transporting myself to another place when I am awake.”

“You do?”

“Yes, I need to get much better at doing it when I am wakeful, so that I do not have to rely upon going to sleep to do it.”

“That is a good idea.”

“Thank you.”

“An impeccably good idea.”

She clicked her tongue with annoyance.

“I am going to stop listening to your grown-up words when you use them!” she scolded, “Because I have to pause, so that I can draw their meaning into my head, and it is...”

She hesitated, searching for the right word.

“Infuriating?” he suggested.

She made a very good approximation of the ‘Scottish noise’ – a throaty grumbling sound – to show her displeasure. He found it perturbing, coming from one so young, but made no mention of it.

After pausing to summon the meaning of the word ‘infuriating’, she gave an exasperated sigh.

“Yes. Most definitely infuriating,” she declared.

She drew in a long breath and let it out slowly, as a parent might while trying to hold their temper with an unruly child. He smiled at her bizarre maturity, but held his tongue.

“There are dogs at your prison,” she said.

“Yes, there are.”

“The dogs smell out people who are ill.”

He nodded, but then felt awkward, not knowing if she could tell that he was nodding. It appeared that she could, for she continued as if she had taken the nod into account.

“The dogs can smell things that people wouldn’t even know were there,” she said, “They can tell if people are ill in a very particular way.”

He was about to say ‘Sewer Fever’, but decided against it.

“The dogs smell for Sewer Fever,” she told him.

He felt inexplicably irked, having held back the urge to suggest the word. This did not evade her notice. He could tell.

“If one person has Sewer Fever,” she stated in a tolerant, patient, very grown up tone, “Then a lot of people can end up dying from it.”

“Yes,” he agreed, apologetically.

“I have found,” she said, with sudden glee, “That if I stare at a hen and concentrate really hard, I can make it run away from me.”

He knotted his brows in confusion.

“What I am saying,” she explained, being instantly aware of his expression, “Is that if I can do that with a hen, which has only a small head and, therefore, nothing much in it, perhaps, I could do the same thing with a dog.”

He made a noise to indicate that he was following her.

“Dogs have much bigger heads than hens, so they must have far more room inside them for brains to do a lot more thinking.”

He made the noise again.

“I hope to be able to persuade a dog to do something for me – or, more correctly, for you – if I can concentrate and think at it very strongly.”

“Do the hens come back again?”

“Yes, they do,” she laughed, “But it is a while before they dare approach me and they look a little timid when they do.”

He gave a chuckle.

“You will be kinder to the dogs?”

“Yes, I will. Dogs are good. A dog would rather die than let someone down. They have truly beautiful hearts.”

“Which creature has the most beautiful heart?” he asked, thinking – for some strange reason – that she would know.

“Horses,” she said, without hesitation.

“Not people?”

“No!” she giggled, “Most definitely not people!”

“Have you ever owned a horse?”

The stunned silence that greeted this question made him feel immediately idiotic. What could he possibly have been thinking? He tried to phrase a sufficiently abject apology, but he was not quick enough. Her reply was stinging.

“I could no more hope to own a horse than I could a mansion. I am lucky – and I mean very lucky – if I eat in a morning. I usually only get to eat when the sun is straight above us and, many times, I do not get to eat again for the rest of the day.”

“I’m...”

“Yes, I know.”

“I’m very...”

“Yes, I know.”

“I wouldn’t ever...”

“No, you wouldn’t.”

He opened his mouth to speak, again, but closed it. Words, it seemed, were entirely superfluous.

“I am able to know the sort of man that you are,” she said, kindly.

He opened his mouth to reply, but closed it.

She gave another one of her melancholy sighs and, for no reason he could grasp, he sensed that she had a tear in her eye.

“I wish you were my father,” she blurted.

He exhaled, sharply, the wind taken out of him. 

“I wish you were my daughter.” 

They both shed a tear and he wasn’t the slightest bit embarrassed. 

“I won’t spy into your past,” she said, “I will leave that private.” 

“Thank you. I am grateful.” 

“You have endured a lot,” she told him. 

He took a deep breath and fought to control his emotions. 

“Not like you, I haven’t.” 

“That’s kind of you to say.” 

This time, he resisted the urge to open his mouth. She smiled. He could tell that she smiled. 

“You only need to think, you know. That is, if you think towards me,” she paused, struggling to describe what she meant, “If you think at me, I mean.” 

“Yes, I know.” 

“Yes, you do,” she said, and they both laughed. 

“This is very strange, isn’t it?” he suggested. 

“Yes, it is, but I think we’re both getting better at it.” 

“Slowly.” 

“Slowly,” she agreed. 

“Me, slower than you, little girl.” 

“I’ve been doing this kind of thing longer.” 

“You have?” 

“Yes, but I’m not referring to talking to people who aren’t there. I mean other things. Different things that get me into trouble. Things that get me...” 

“Beaten?” 

“Yes.” 

“Maybe not so much, any more.” 

“Maybe not at all, from the way my father looks at me. As long as he doesn’t beat one of my brothers or my sister, instead.” 

“That, too, might risk angering the gods.” 

“Really?” 

“Oh, I guarantee it!” 

They both laughed. He could tell that she was wiping the tears from her eyes. He did the same.

“Oh!” exclaimed Greesha, a thought having just leapt into her mind.

“What is it?” asked Balgair, his attention suddenly returning.

“It’s something you said, earlier.”

“Tell me.”

“I will own a horse, one day!” 

“You will?” 

“Yes, I will. It will be when I ride with the queen with the golden hair.” 

“When will that be?” 

“Hundreds of years from now.” 

“What!” he cried in astonishment, “How is that possible?” 

“All things are possible.” 

He knew that she was right. 

“The queen,” she told him, “Will have something in particular that she says.” 

“What will she say?” 

“Let us do this thing!” 

He screwed up his face in puzzlement. 

“You can’t tell if it’s me saying it or if I am quoting her,” she declared. 

“You’re right.” 

“Let us do this thing!” she said, again, this time sounding very grand. 

“That time it was definitely a quote!” 

They laughed.

“You have a bad habit,” she told him.

“Do I?”

“Yes.”

“What is my bad habit?”

“I am talking to you in Manx-Goídelc.”

“You are?” he exclaimed.

“Manx-Goídelc is my native language, but you...”

“But I?” he encouraged.

“But you speak Scottish Gaelic, for the most part, until you change to English, often mid-sentence.”

“Some words are better in English. Some are better in Gaelic.”

“I understand.”

“How do you know what I’m saying, if I don’t speak....”

“Manx-Goídelc,” she said, helpfully.

“Manx-Goídelc,” he agreed, “If I don’t speak in Manx-Goídelc, how do you understand what I am saying?”

“My father understood what you were saying.”

“Good Lord! So he did!”

“I think, perhaps, it’s that....”

She trailed off into a long silence and he decided not to interrupt her, in either language.

“I think, perhaps,” she resumed, “That the act of thinking is a language of its own. Perhaps, whether somebody is speaking or whether they are thinking, the thought inside their head is, in itself, something pure. Something that can be freely understood without translation.”

“Wise words for a six year old!”

She snorted. They both knew that she was of no particular age.

“If I can talk to the dog,” she advised, “I feel I can convince it to lead you to the tunnel that it uses to go outside when it needs to pass water.”

“Will I fit through that tunnel?”

“Yes, you will. I have seen it in my mind.”

“You can see the clothing I am wearing?”

“Yes, I can.”

“My own clothes were taken away from me, when I was brought here, and I was given these. Can you, maybe, get my cloak and cap, back?”

“Your things are gone.”

“Gone?”

“Yes, gone. The jailor sells the belongings of prisoners.”

The little girl could sense his indignation, so offered him an explanation.

“The dead have no need of clothing.”

He gave an involuntary shudder at her disclosure.

“You could have told me this more gently!” he protested.

“A man has no need of his worldly goods,” she said with exaggerated solemnity, “Once he is beyond the realm of worldly cares.”

Balgair McRory opened his mouth to tell her that he had been making a jest, but closed it when he heard her giggle. It was plain that she already knew.

“You will have no trouble with clothing once you are free of here,” she assured him.

“How will that be?”

“The man in whose name you were brought here will provide you with clothes.”

“Who? The king?” he asked, incredulously.

She clicked her tongue in annoyance as if she were enduring the ramblings of an idiot.

“The constable.”

“The constable?!!” he exclaimed, in the same tone as before.

She pursed her lips and gave him a stony look which, even over a distance of one hundred and thirty miles, squarely reached him.

“The constable is a good man and he is one of your people.”

“One of my people?”

“Yes. He is one of your people.”

“He is Scottish?”

“Yes, he is Scottish,” she confirmed, “But he has a whole lot about him that is English.”

“I am the same. I was schooled in England. First in Salisbury and, then, in Winchester. Is that what makes him one of my people?”

“No. He is more than that.”

“How?”

“He is of the same tribe as you.”

“The same tribe?”

He pondered her use of the word for a moment. Then, it hit him.

“You mean Clan, I think, little girl. Am I right?”

“No, I think I mean tribe.”

“Tribe? Are you sure?”

“No. Perhaps I don’t mean tribe. You are not hearing the same word that I am using in Manx-Goídelc.”

She closed her eyes and waited for inspiration.

“You and he share the same belief.”

“He believes in God?”

“No!” she snapped, evidently frustrated, “I mean yes, he believes in God, but no, that isn’t what makes him the same as you.”

He took a sharp intake of breath, suddenly afraid.

“Little girl,” he demanded, “Are you able to know everything about me?”

“No. Of course not. That isn’t how it works. I would need to behave badly to do that. I would have to be intrusive. I would have to pry. I would never do that.”

“The group to which I belong,” he told her, “There is danger in it. It could easily cost someone their life if anyone knew of it!”

“The good man is a member of your order,” she assured him, now completely certain that she had the right word.

“That is impossible!” he exclaimed.

She said nothing.

“Little girl, there could be nobody in authority, here, who is of the same order as I. Anybody who knew of my order would, very likely, want to have me killed!”

Her reply was slow and deliberate with heavy emphasis on every word.

“The good man is a member of your order,” she insisted, “You and he are members of the same order.”

He groaned, partly because he had to accept her assurance and partly because he did not want, at any cost, for her to be right.

“My order is an ancient one that dates back for longer than people have written about such things.”

She did not reply, but appeared to be slightly worried.

“My order...” he started to say, but then broke off, picking up on her anxiety, “Wait!” he said, suddenly afraid, again, “When I said or thought Scotland, what did you hear?”

She concentrated with all her might, focusing with huge effort on his words.

“I heard you say Alba,” she said.

“That hasn’t been the name of this country for a long, long while.” 

Simultaneously they both let out a loud groan. They both leaned forward and gripped their heads between their hands. They had realised the very same thing, at the very same moment.

“You say it, please,” she begged, “Say it for both of us.”

He said it.

“We have asked each other where we are. You know where I am. I know where you are.” he said, “The thing we forgot to ask is not where we are, but when we are!”
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“I am in the year 1622,” said Balgair McRory.

“That is just a number to me,” replied Greesha, “Numbers have no more meaning to me than the grunts and squeals of animals.”

“What if you were to think about the number?”

There was a pause.

“Oh!” she said, in surprise, having just done as he asked, “That, for me, is a very long time away from now.”

“How long?”

There was another pause as she thought, again.

“Around eight hundred years.”

“Eight hundred years!” he cried, “When exactly is now, for you, I wonder?”

“I am mostly a child,” she mused, “So you will have to let me close my eyes and concentrate.”

There was a much longer pause.

“It is the year 793.”

Balgair took a sharp intake of breath at this news.

“What is wrong?” she asked, sensing his shock.

“That is the year that my country was invaded by the Vikings.”

“The Vikings?”

“Yes, a fierce and merciless band of warriors who came across the sea to attack us and steal our land.”

Greesha closed her eyes and thought about the Vikings.

“Am I right in saying that the people in your country who fought the Vikings were something to do with your cult?”

“My order.”

“Call it what you will.”

“My order – if I pluck up the courage to dare speak its name – is the ‘Brydda’.”

“The ‘Brydda’?” she asked, obviously puzzled.

“Yes, The Brydda,” he confirmed, “What do you hear when I say their name?”

“I hear the word nuisance!” she laughed.

“Then that is right, for in the language of the Vikings that word means nuisance.”

“You fear to call yourself a nuisance?” she smirked.

This time, it was he who laughed.

“Yes, I do fear to call myself that, because my people – who were Picts and Scotti and Gaels – were a nuisance to the Vikings. They would attack them, over and over again, to weaken them and wear them down. They would have few big battles – though there were some – for they preferred, instead, to do their enemy the most harm they could, while risking the smallest loss of their own soldiers.”

“I have something to tell you,” she said, with a quietness and a sincerity that made him quake.

“What is it?” he asked, filled with trepidation.

His fear and unease were palpable and she shared it. When she replied, she spoke in a flat tone, without emotion.

“The time of the Viking invasion you spoke about. The time of your order. The time of the Brydda.”

“Yes?”

As if she had conjured it, the wind that had been blustering and buffeting outside the tiny window of his prison cell, suddenly erupted into a high-pitched moan. It was a sound like a spirit in torment. The dog in the jailor’s quarters threw back its head and howled.

As suddenly as it had started, the noise ended.

“Balgair,” said the little girl, addressing him for the first time by his name, one he had never told her, “The Viking invasion is happening right now, as we speak.”

At that moment, there was a clap of thunder and a brilliant flash of lightning outside the window of Balgair’s cell. It illuminated the whole of its interior for three full seconds. Balgair felt Greesha’s presence. He looked up and saw her standing in the corner of his cell, as clearly as if it were daylight. She had her hands by her side.
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