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

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

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

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

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

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

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










  
  

Chapter one

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“May I?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Then we bid you farewell.”

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Cathal went pale.

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

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

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

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

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








  
  

Chapter two

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Eunan stood rigid in the centre of the room.

“Come here, boy,” she ordered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She thrust her face forward and gritted her teeth.

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

Eunan ran for the door.

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Show me, boy!”

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

“Yes?”

“Watch me snap it!”

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

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

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

“Can I come with you?”

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

The boy’s disappointment made the soldier smile.

“Show me where you live.”

“Do I have to go home?”

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

“They won’t!”

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

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

“Are you Galloglass?”

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

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

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

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

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

The Galloglass pointed his axe at the villagers.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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








  
  

Chapter three

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

One morning, the call came.

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

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

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

“Boats to shore! Boats to shore!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Cathal’s resistance finally broke.

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

Donal laughed.

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

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

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

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

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

“I am a loyal servant of the Maguire.”

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Cathal shook his head.

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

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

“Five, including yours,” he said eventually.

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

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

“Cathal?” called Donal across the circle.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“He is the real boy!” said Cathal.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Cathal threw his arms up in despair.

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

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

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

“Take the boy and leave!” Cathal said.

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

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

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

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

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

“The boy is his?” he said.

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

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

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








  
  

Chapter four

Rounding the edges on the ego of a chieftain’s son


[image: ]




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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Arthur turned to Eunan.

“The master is coming.”

Eunan did not reply.

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

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

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

“Don’t do—”

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

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

“Arthur, is it time to eat?”

“Soon, master.”

Desmond MacCabe eyed the boy.

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

Arthur turned and looked up from his kitchen chores.

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

Desmond rubbed his brow. 

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

“Nothing,” said Eunan.

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

“What do you mean ‘what can I do’?”

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

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

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

Desmond crossed his arms and sighed. 

“Arthur, I think this piece of babysitting is going to be rather tedious,” he said. “Give him my weapons to clean and show him the stables. What a way to earn the pennies of pension from the Maguire!”

Arthur produced a bowl of stew, gave it to his master, and Eunan was forgotten, both in mind and stew distribution. Eunan sat and watched Desmond shovel food into his face, but said nothing for fear of insulting his host.

Arthur led the hungry and disappointed Eunan out of the house and to the shore of the lake. He directed him to sit on a couple of tree stumps that looked like the perfect place to look out over the lake and ponder on the mysteries of the world. Eunan sat down. He looked across the water, and every lap of the waves whispered to him of home. Dark clouds blurred the reflections on the lake. White horses energised the waves. Meanwhile, Arthur had fetched an eclectic collection of weapons.

“He likes to see his face in the blade when you’re finished,” he said. “Oh, and if you want to gain favour with him, stand up and present the weapons as if you were a warrior saluting his lord.”

Arthur left Eunan sitting amongst a pile of dirty weapons. He sat alone by the lake. Anti-climax hung heavy on his shoulders. Time passed slowly, and Arthur did not come back, so he cleaned the weapons.

Several polished weapons later, Eunan looked around for he was bored. The oranges and purples glistening on the shimmering surface of the lake made his eyes moist again. Desmond emerged from the house and strolled over and sat on the free tree stump. It was the first time Eunan noticed his limp, which led Eunan to wonder how he got it. There were two piles of weapons, those loosely acquainted with Eunan’s cleaning cloths, and those that were not. Desmond picked one from the smaller collection and inspected it. The curl of his lip told Eunan that Desmond was not impressed.

“Is this supposed to be clean?” he asked.

“Yes, lord,” said Eunan.

“I don’t know if this is laziness, inexperience, or both. Either way, it won’t do.” Desmond dropped the sword.

The weapon clanged as it clashed with the other supposedly clean weapons, and Eunan’s heart dropped with it. Desmond got up and turned towards the house.

“Arthur.”

Arthur came running out of the house.

“What is it, master?”

“Get the boy to clean out the stables. He’s terrible at cleaning weapons.”

“Yes, master. Come here, boy.”

Eunan obeyed, and Arthur led him to the stables.

“I tried to tell you. I tried to give you a chance. Now you are a stable boy and will have to do well at this to dig yourself out of the repercussions after your performance of the previous chore!”

Arthur brought him inside the stables, and Eunan baulked at the smell.

“That’s your first job,” said Arthur, using his hand for a fan. “We haven’t had a stable boy in a while. Get to know the horses, so when the master comes down to take them out, they’ll be well behaved. Then he may let you clean his weapons again!”

The veins in Eunan's neck bulged.

“I am a chieftain’s son!” he said. “My father is a great man in the Maguire court!”

“Don’t speak like that in front of the master,” said Arthur. “You wouldn’t be here if your father were such a great man. Be quiet, follow my advice, and all will be well. The shovel is over there, and there is plenty of water in the lake. I will return before sundown to inspect your work. I would advise you to deal with the smell first, or else it will be difficult for you to sleep out here.”

“What! I should sleep in the house like a chieftain’s son and not be out in the yard like a dog.”

But he was protesting to Arthur’s back.

“You will find it more comfortable if you first deal with the smell," said Arthur over his shoulder. "I would get on with it as you have until sundown.” He went back to the house and closed the front door to signal to Eunan he would not be allowed back in until his chores were done.

Eunan picked up the shovel once he realised Arthur meant what he said, that he was sleeping out here. All the stables had been cleaned out by the time Arthur returned. Eunan had created a pile of manure, downwind from them. 

“Half a job well done,” was the limit of Arthur's praise.

Eunan's knuckles whitened as he made a fist.

“Half a job?!” 

“You’ve got to spread the manure evenly over the fields,” said Arthur, “not shove it into a pile. But we can leave that until tomorrow. Here is your dinner.” He handed Eunan a hunk of bread. “You can have a proper meal when your chores are done, by order of Desmond.”

Eunan cursed Arthur after he left and thought of even more vicious curses for Desmond. He sat in the stable and stared at the house until he realised they were serious about not letting him in. Eunan prepared his bed but had to take straw from the horses, for there was nothing else for him to use. He lay his head down and felt the bad blood surge through his body. Surely he deserved this. Was this the culmination of his parent’s revenge upon him? That he ended up a friendless stable boy in the middle of nowhere, good for nothing but shovelling horse manure? He settled down for an awful night’s sleep.








  
  

Chapter five

“With brush and shovel, I dub thee Sir Horse Boy”
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Eunan spent the next couple of weeks cleaning the stables, distributing the manure across the fields, and waiting for Desmond to treat him like a chieftain’s son. Desmond ignored him, and Eunan kept shovelling. Eunan’s anger rebounded off the walls of his manure prison, producing an endless stream of curses and tantrums, and making it hard for him to sleep, no matter how exhausted he was. Finally, after asking every day for two weeks, Arthur invited Eunan back into the house. 

Eunan forgave the mess of the house, for the stables had considerably lowered his standards. But the fire warming his bones immediately lifted his mood and his anger dissipated somewhat. Desmond stomped down the stairs and with each step Eunan's resentment rose once again. 

Arthur had learned long ago to be punctual with dinner and he went to the stove and ladled out three bowls of broth. Desmond got the biggest bowl and Eunan the smallest.

“You’re a better shit-shoveller than weapons cleaner,” said Desmond. He shoved another spoonful of broth into his mouth. Jest danced upon his face and he took his freshly cleaned spoon and pointed it at one of Eunan’s shoulders and then the other. “With brush and shovel, I dub thee, Sir Horse Boy.”

Eunan exploded from his chair.

“Horse Boy? Horse Boy! I am the son of a chieftain! Yet you tie me to your stables to tend to your horses. I should be treated with the respect I deserve!”

Desmond just laughed.

“Boy, you are. They would split your head in two on the battlefield by now, with a temper like that. You have to earn respect, and shovelling shit only deserves a modicum. You can come and stay in the house when you earn it and are more useful to me.”

“When will that be? What do I have to do?” said Eunan.

“You will find out when you are ready,” said Desmond. “Anyway, I called you in, for I need to go to Enniskillen to consult with the Maguire. Instead of leaving you here, I thought you could come with me. Then we can see if this ‘chieftain’s son’ has any uses.”

“I would like that.” Eunan calmed down, sat down, and ate his broth.

“Good. We will set forth after this meal. But first, a surprise inspection of the stables.”
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Desmond donned a serious air for his inspection. He patted the horses and looked for signs of mistreatment. Eunan was lucky he had fed the horses and cleaned the sheds just before he was called to the house, so the horses were content and had little time to make a mess.

“You are getting better, boy,” said Desmond. “You always need to look after the horses, for you have no better friend in a fight.”

Eunan nodded and absorbed his praise without exchanging it for emotion. Desmond turned to him.

“My usual horse, please, and gather the weapons. There are still bandits in this county, despite my best efforts.”

Arthur had instructed Eunan thoroughly about Desmond’s likes and dislikes about horses and weapons. Eunan had memorised his instructions, for sometimes there was little to do between horse defecations.

Desmond looked rather pleased with Eunan as he mounted his horse and tied his scabbarded sword around his waist. Arthur fetched his own horse and allocated to Eunan a far less impressive mount than either of the others. Then they set off for Enniskillen.

Eunan enjoyed the wind on his face, being out in the fields and the forest once more and especially being on the way to Enniskillen with a mission. He hid his new-found excitement from Desmond, whose horse trotted a few yards ahead. Arthur took no notice of either of them, but kept watch at the rear for bandits.

Desmond slowed down before they got very far and allowed Eunan to catch him up. Eunan smiled at him and was glad he looked like he wanted to make conversation. If he befriended him, there was less chance of him remaining a horse boy.

“Do you know who I am, boy?” Desmond said.

Eunan shivered and looked him up and down. He contemplated his answer, for he could not yet read Desmond and did not want to get sent home for insulting him.

“I assume you mean in the past, for I know what you do now,” he said.

“I can still muster days with shades of my past glories,” said Desmond. He shook his cocked head at such insinuations that his best days were behind him. Eunan thought a guess would more than likely lead to insult, so a new strategy was required.

“No, I don’t know who you are, but I can smell a tale or two from someone with such a prestigious standing in Enniskillen.” 

Desmond smiled. “Good answer,” he said. He pointed at Eunan. “I knew you’d be all right once you settled in.”

Desmond looked at Eunan to see if he was ready for his revelation. He decided he was, for he would find out for himself soon enough.

“I am one of the Maguire’s key advisors on military and political matters,” said Desmond.

Eunan looked somewhat confused. How could this old, fat man with a limp have such knowledge of military matters and other such complicated worldly things? But Desmond could read his reactions like a book.

“I know I may not look it now, but I used to be the head of the MacCabe clan, the main Galloglass family of the Maguires. That is until I got wounded and could no longer fight.”

Eunan looked behind at Arthur for reassurance, and Arthur nodded with such enthusiasm that he believed him. Excitement swelled in Eunan’s chest as he recognised his opportunity.

“Can you teach me to be a Galloglass?” his mouth asked, and his eyes begged.

“I can train you if you show yourself worthy of my time,” said Desmond. “Then you can do with your skills as you wish. Become a Galloglass, remain a chieftain’s son, fight for the Maguire, follow your father. All choices.”

Eunan only heard Galloglass and ignored the wisdom.

“I would like that. May we start training when we return?”  

But Desmond wished to cap this new-found well of enthusiasm.

“Let’s see how we get on together on our trip first, shall we?” said Desmond. He rode ahead once more, leaving Eunan to dream of being a Galloglass and riding all over Fermanagh to slay the enemies of the Maguire. Then he would return home in triumph to claim his father’s position of chieftain from him.

They made considerable progress on their journey before Desmond wished to converse again and slowed his horse down.

“So why do you want to become a Galloglass?” he said. “Why not become a chieftain like your father, or is being a Galloglass part of the plan to become a chieftain?”

Eunan was not expecting this question and did not have the guile to deflect it.

“I want to get as far away from my father and his village as possible,” he said.

“I see,” said Desmond. “There are chieftains, and then there are chieftains. You’re here because the Maguire considers your father to be disloyal. Too quick to turn his head for the English shilling. Every Maguire has a duty to his clan, to the clan leader and to the Gaelic ways of life. But some clan leaders need to take the boys of wayward chieftains as hostages to remind them where their loyalties should lie, all for the good of the clan, of course!”

The prick of the needle penetrated Eunan’s skin.

“I know where my loyalties lie. I want to be part of the Maguire Galloglass and rid these lands of all that are disloyal!”

“How much do you know about the Galloglass?” said Desmond, probing further.

“They are heroic warriors from the isles of Scotland that came to Ireland many centuries ago,” said Eunan, his face lighting up at his dreamy tale. “They found themselves in the employment of kings, clan chiefs and chieftains and they fight for them and ensure the freedom of the people.”

Desmond roared with laughter.

“I should employ you as my balladeer and get you to write some ditties about my exploits! It won’t take long for those illusions to be shattered, boy, given that the north is in an almost perpetual state of war. You’ll soon change your mind once you experience actual war. I’m going to Enniskillen because there is a power struggle in the O’Neill clan, and, just as your village is subservient to the Maguire, the Maguire is subservient to the O’Neill. That is, once we are sure which O’Neill it is we are subservient to. Then there is the question of the English garrison in Enniskillen. When these issues seek their resolution in blood, then you will see who the Galloglass are.”

“But you led the Galloglass?!” said Eunan.

“So I should know, shouldn’t I?” said Desmond. “Anyway, I have no intention of shattering all your illusions in one afternoon. I still want you to do some work and not mope around with an air of despondency. Just watch and learn and receive the education worthy of a chieftain’s son.”


      [image: ]They arrived at the bridge to Enniskillen town, beyond which lay the castle. Desmond led him through the busy town with its market stalls and bustling crowds and straight to the castle. They passed back through the gate which Eunan had previously followed Arthur through to start his big adventure. The guard came and greeted Desmond by name, impressing Eunan. He was now more sure of himself, for he believed Desmond was who he said he was and was not trying to show off or lie to him about his past. He looked around at the imposing stone walls which protected a large central tower, which was the home of the Maguire. All very impressive to a boy who had seldom travelled beyond the upper lough or the rim of hills around his village. 

The courtyard was full of important men dismounting their horses and greeting their clansmen, for there had been a general summoning of the Maguire nobility. Most had brought the hostages they hosted on behalf of the Maguire to show that they were being well looked after, and the Maguire had nothing to fear. Eunan tied the horses in the stables and went to find the boys from his village. They warmly embraced him, even those who he had previously not been friends with. The boys told him they had been well treated and exchanged many tales, but the dynamic had changed. They now looked to him for protection.

They soon found themselves in the fields surrounding the town, wielding weapons, and training with other boys, who had also become reluctant guests of the Maguire. Eunan was delighted since Donal MacCabe himself was giving the lessons and he excelled under Donal’s tutelage. Arthur stayed on the periphery of the fields and kept a close eye on Eunan, for he knew his master would summon him once he was needed.

The heady days whizzed by until Eunan had spent a week in Enniskillen, mainly undertaking military training with the other boys and sleeping under the stars. He did not see Desmond even once. But all good things had to end, and Arthur came to fetch him.

“Come now, it is time to go home,” said Arthur. He stood on the side of the training field, like an impatient parent wishing to go home.

“But I don’t want to go back to my father, anything rather than that,” said Eunan. He played the petulant child, retreating further into the field to make himself harder to retrieve.

“Lucky for you that’s not the home I meant,” said Arthur. “Hurry along now. Desmond is waiting for us in the castle.”

Arthur didn’t recognise Eunan as he ran towards him sporting such a broad smile.

“Can I continue with my training when we return home?” Eunan said.

“If you have earned yourself enough of the master’s time, you can,” said Arthur. “Now come on.”

They rode to the castle to wait for Desmond, who soon emerged. The ashen-faced master called for his horse and rode ahead of them after the most cursory of pleasantries. Desmond was silent most of the way home, and Arthur told Eunan to hang back. The boy had never seen Desmond look so troubled. In fact, he was so distracted, he even allowed Eunan to sleep in the house.


      [image: ]The next day Eunan was up early and exploring along the lakeside, counting the islands and imagining all the treasures the Maguire could have hidden among them. Some men arrived to wake Desmond and Arthur. Eunan could hear them talking in the distance and realised they were young men from the village. Indeed, they looked only a couple of years older than him. Then he realised why they were there.

“If he’s going to train them, then he can train me!” and he rushed over to join the group before Desmond could separate him. Too late!

“Eunan!” said Desmond. “Stand over there. These boys are going to be horse boys, and I need to train them so. It’s no role for you. Arthur will give you some jobs to do!”

Desmond waved at him to stand aside. Eunan refused to move and let his wooden sword drop to the ground in order to argue.

“You promised me training, so when is my training to begin?” said Eunan.

“This is no time to debate!” said Desmond. He was determined not to give in to the insolent boy. But Eunan’s face got redder and redder as angry words tumbled out of his mouth. Desmond threw his hands in the air in despair, for he knew Eunan would just argue on until he got his own way. It was just not worth fighting about. “Oh, just get in there!” Desmond said.

Eunan’s training began, to his delight. He relished every swing of the axe, each parry against his foe, all the swordplay, and every moment of target practice with the bow. He excelled over the other boys, for he seemed to have a natural skill in fighting. He also stood apart from them, for he was a chieftain’s son, and they were merely common boys from the local village. But they all felt war was coming, and the army would need every man and boy it could get.

Desmond admired Eunan’s aptitude for fighting and because of this, Eunan and Desmond soon became firm friends, and Desmond placed much reliance upon him. They would walk together every evening by the lake shore and Eunan would request stories from Desmond’s seemingly endless stock of tales. However, as time wore on, Desmond spent more time in the house with his papers that a steady stream of messengers brought from Enniskillen.

Desmond returned to Enniskillen several more times and left with the escort the Maguire sent him, leaving Eunan and Arthur behind. He told Eunan that he did not want to burden him with the Maguire’s problems and that he should enjoy what little remained of his youth. Each time Desmond would return several days later in a black mood and take to sitting by the lake on his own, saying he himself wished to clear his mind of the issues and not talk about them. But Eunan thought Enniskillen was where his destiny lay and was determined to offer his services to Desmond and to make himself known to the Maguire.








  
  

Chapter six

Fire and shadow
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Eunan enjoyed living with Desmond and Arthur far more than he did living with his parents. Desmond was nothing like the surly, grumpy goat he first met when Desmond came down to the kitchen after his prize grass. That is not that Desmond did not possess any of the traits he displayed on that first day. He could be lazy, but Eunan could break any resistance to Desmond not wanting to do something or help him by constant badgering until Desmond gave in, which was normally quickly. He was moody, especially in the morning, but Eunan learned to read his face and he copied Arthur when he would either ignore Desmond or counter his unsociable behaviour with some wit. There was that special face, where both the snarl and the horns of Desmond the goat appeared especially pointy, the face and brain in tetchy unison when both Arthur and Eunan would steer well clear until he had at least eaten and even then they would approach with caution. But today would be different. 

This morning was disturbed by riders coming from Enniskillen and pounding their fists on the door and demanding to see Desmond. Arthur knew he could not refuse and went to wake his master. Eunan slept near the door so when he was woken by the sound of hooves he hid in the house so he could listen in to the conversations. He could not make out much except that the English, the O’Neills and the O’Donnells were all pressuring the Maguire to do what they wanted them to do. The Maguire seemed to be pressuring Desmond into giving him advice on the right thing to do and who to side with. It had all become substantially more serious since the Maguire had forced the English garrison off his lands. Desmond stumbled to the door and cursed at the men. They told him the Maguire needed a quick decision on the papers they gave him and they would leave some soldiers to protect Desmond as he decided. Desmond took the papers and wished them a pleasant trip back to Enniskillen and then retreated to his room, only appearing for meals.

Eunan was concerned for his friend but followed Arthur’s advice to leave him alone.

“We have more pressing issues to be concerned about,” he said. He signalled to Eunan to follow him and they both snuck out of the house and to the stables. “We must stop the soldiers from leaving,” said Arthur as he selected two horses. “I fear he is in more danger than he lets on. He thinks he is a young champion and can beat anyone with a sword or an axe, but we both know he is a fat old man.”

Eunan sniggered as he mounted his horse.

They rode swiftly and soon caught up with the soldiers, who had not broken out of a slow trot. Arthur rode up to the captain.

“Forgive my master, for he is a fool. We would like to take you up on your offer of protection.”

The Galloglass constable raised his hand to bring his men to a stop.

“Does your master know you are here?” he said, as he smirked at Arthur.

“You can be the guardian angel he never sees,” said Arthur. Eunan nodded in agreement behind him.

“Desmond is a powerful man, despite his humble abode,” said the captain. “I wouldn’t want to get in trouble for disobeying his orders.”

“Would posting a couple of men nearby so they could monitor the house be disobeying his orders? Surely the Maguire would be disappointed if you left nobody to guard his key advisor?”

The constable scowled, as he knew he could not wriggle out of Arthur’s trap.

“See that hill over there?” The constable pointed to a hill about half a mile from Desmond’s house. “I’ll leave three men beneath that hill, and you can fetch or signal to them if you need their help.”

“The boy and I are grateful the Maguire employs such a wise constable.” Arthur bowed his head.

“Ride back to your master, and I’ll check back with you in a week.”
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Then one day, as he was exchanging practice swings with his friends, he noticed strangers enter the village. Such was the distraction of these armed men being offered hospitality by the villagers that he lost his concentration and received a blow to the side of the head for his troubles. His friends gathered around him and brought him to one of their parent’s houses where his head was treated with a wet cloth.

As Eunan came to his senses, he remembered the men who had captured his attention. He turned to the woman who nursed his wound.

“Where are the men that came today?” he said.

She smiled down at him.

“Shh now, don’t trouble your injured head on them,” she said. “We have many a Galloglass wander up from down south looking for employment, forced up by the English, who make their masters abandon them. We give them bread and ale so they won’t steal from us and send them on their way. Some want directions to the Maguire, but most head north to the O’Neills or the O’Donnells, whoever is hiring at the time.”

“Where did they go?” said Eunan.

“To the O’Donnells,” she said. “Now don’t you be thinking of following them. You have your work cut out for you looking after your master.”

Eunan nodded, and he smiled gratefully at the woman for all her kindness.

“My boy will bring you home,” she said. “Now let that be a lesson to you not to get distracted when you have a staff in your hand.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Eunan, and he lay back to enjoy being attended to.


      [image: ]They escorted Eunan home that evening and he received a scolding from Arthur for allowing himself to be injured when he had so much more ability than that. He retired to his bed to dream of the woman attending to him and pretending that she was his mother instead of his actual mother. It was no good. He could feel the bad blood pulsing through his veins. The memories of his mother were the volcano that pumped the bad blood around his body, leaving in its wake his black heart. He did not deserve his mother’s love for scraping out her womb and leaving her broken, like the Viking raider she always accused him of being. He felt for his axe. A boy with a black heart like him could always find solace in an axe, the way to express to the world the bad blood in him. He drifted slowly to sleep all his bad thoughts and dreams succumbing to his injury and other exhaustion of the day.

He slipped from darkened room to darkened dreams until he heard a noise coming from the front door. His head hurt and in his dazed state, he was unsure if he was awake or in a dream. He picked up his axe and tested its weight in his hand. He hid behind the door.

“Where is he?” came a voice from the kitchens.

“We don’t need him,” came another voice. “We just need his papers the Maguire sent to him.” There followed a confused shuffling of feet and a sudden crash as Desmond’s dirty dishes hit the floor.

“I thought you knew where everything was?” said the first voice.

A flaming torch appeared in the room, casting everything in fire and shadow. Eunan sprung from behind the door and propelled his axe downwards with all his strength. He caught a hand. Its owner shrieked. The hand hit the table, and the axe lodged itself in it. The arm fell away spraying blood in every direction. The fire torch hit the ground and illuminated two bearded men in capes.

“Run!” said the uninjured man. The injured man stuffed his bleeding stump in his left armpit in the vain hope of stopping the bleeding. They bundled towards the door as Eunan struggled to free his axe from the table. The room caught fire. First, the table went up and then the various clothes and other combustible materials followed. The flames illuminated Arthur’s panicked face.

“Eunan! Eunan! Are you all right?” he said.

Eunan let go of the shaft of the axe.

“I’ll live,” he said. “Where’s Desmond?”

“I’m over here!” Desmond’s voice sounded distant and was punctuated by coughs resulting from smoke inhalation. The flames were spreading fast, and the room was almost overwhelmed by smoke and flame. Then Eunan glimpsed Desmond trapped on the other side of the room by the flames, holding up his arms to shield himself. Eunan knew he had to save him, and it was now or never. He gripped the shaft of the axe and pulled it free. Then, taking hold of the table, he flipped it over, creating a bridge over the flames. He knocked the legs off the table with a couple of swift blows and then held out the blade to Desmond.

“Grab on, and I’ll drag you across,” he said. Desmond instinctively grabbed beneath the blade, and Eunan hauled him over, then bundled him out the door. Desmond screamed, for the bottom of his shirt was on fire. Arthur dosed him with a bucket of water he had fetched to fight the flames. Desmond collapsed to the ground, exhausted. Eunan went to help Arthur put out the fire, but it was too late. By the time the guards the Maguire had sent had arrived, the house was irretrievably ablaze.








  
  

Chapter seven

Poking the fire stokes the stories
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Desmond lay on the ground unconscious, and Arthur knelt beside him and lifted the tattered remains of his tunic. He recoiled at the extent of the burns on Desmond’s midriff. 

“He needs to be brought to the islands at once,” Arthur said. “You,” he said to the guard standing nearest to him. “Go to Enniskillen at once and tell the Maguire there has been an attempt on Desmond’s life. Bring bodyguards and arrange for Desmond to be brought to the islands to recuperate.” Arthur turned his attention to the other guards. “We need to bring him to the village nearby, but I need your vigilance, for Desmond is not safe until more Galloglass arrive.” Arthur turned to Eunan. “You know the villagers. Bring a cart to transport Desmond and find out who the local healer is, and make sure they are free to look after Desmond. I will stay here and attend to him.” They all nodded acceptance of their instructions, and Eunan and the guard set off on their missions.

Eunan returned several hours later with a cart and several adults from the village who appeared to be trustworthy. They loaded the barely conscious Desmond onto the cart and set off for the village. The woman who had previously nursed Eunan’s head injury was also the local healer, so Desmond took up residence in her house.

The next day, Desmond was feeling considerably better and could sit up and receive visitors. He requested to see Eunan alone, and Arthur went to fetch him. Eunan entered the modest house made up of a single room with space for the occupant’s two cows and several chickens who made their homes on some hay spread on the floor in one corner. The room smelt of smoke and cow faeces, but Desmond looked content sitting beside the fire. Eunan gazed upon him.

”Desmond, I am so glad you appear well,” he said, shaky with relief.

Desmond gave a weak smile. “Looks can deceive,” he said. “I could show you my wounds, but Máiréad has done such a fine job of tending me and bandaging me up, it would be a shame to undo her work. The Maguire should employ her to look after his wounded men. She would be a fine addition to his physicians. But before you get overexcited, look at the awkward way I sit in front of the fire. I cannot expose my wounds to the additional heat, for the wound burns again as if it had unfinished business.”

Eunan smiled at the memory of the tender care she gave to him. “I am familiar with her work,” he said, pointing to the lump on his head. “We are planning to move you to the islands where you can recuperate. I have sent a messenger to the Maguire to send men to protect you.”

The visit of his young apprentice heartened Desmond. “Come sit beside me,” he said and patted the other end of the bench he was perched upon by the fire. Eunan leapt at the invitation and beamed at Desmond from the other end of the bench.

“I’m glad you can still smile after all we’ve been through,” said Desmond. “The politics of the north seem determined to wrench you from your youth.”

“The sooner you consider me a boy no more, the better,” said Eunan. He sat up ramrod straight as if to enforce his earnestness.

“No one makes the most of their youth and I fear yours is already gone,” said Desmond.

“That was not what I was looking for, but I accept it all the same,” said Eunan. “Now, who were those men that tried to kill us the other night? You owe me an explanation for that, at least.”

Desmond laughed. “For a man you think of as a grumpy old goat, someone I had to convince you the Maguire held in such esteem, I have so many enemies I could not name their master for fear of a grave error. Let me just say that despite appearances, Fermanagh is the most stable of the northern clans. The O’Neills and the O’Donnells are both fighting succession wars. The various factions in each clan lay claim to the overlordship of Fermanagh. The Maguire is old and has not long to live. Those that think they can succeed the Maguire seek outside help to enhance their bid for the title, including going to the English. Any of them would like to see the Maguire’s key advisor dead, for it would destabilise the clan and potentially bring forward the battle for succession.”

“And who do you hope will be the new Maguire?”

“I wish long life and happiness to the current one, for there is no candidate that is a patch on him for his wisdom and political cunning. Half the rest would deliver us into the hands of the English and most of what is left would bring us down in the internal wars of the O’Neills or the O’Donnells. But who would I support? For all his hotheadedness and other faults, the Maguire’s son Hugh is the most likely to keep the Maguires independent while we wait for a leader to emerge that is equal to Cúchonnacht. You never know, responsibility may mature young Hugh and he could develop into a fine leader, though he would still not be his father.”

Eunan’s head dropped at father/son comparisons.

“Do not despair, young man,” said Desmond, leaning over to stroke Eunan’s cheek. “Like it or not, we all get compared to our fathers and we do most of the comparing ourselves. Soon you will be a man, and you can put your youthful insecurities behind you.”

Eunan sighed, and Desmond saw that his display of affection had not worked. It was time for a change of tack.

“Do you want to know why I do what I do? And before you get confused, I mean acting as the Maguire’s advisor.”

Eunan paused and thought better of the answers that immediately came into his head. “Please tell me.”

“Now would appear to be as good a time as any,” said Desmond. “I once had a son, a lot like you. In fact, I think you’d be of a similar age if he were still here.”

“Where is he?” said Eunan, his face a picture of confusion and concern.

“I had a wife as well, bless her. She was such a beauty when she was young. I thought I was the king of the world when she agreed to marry me. I thought our happiness would never end.”

Desmond became almost tearful as he stared into the fire.

“She bore me three children. The eldest was my son, and he had two little sisters. Adorable little angels they were.”

“You keep saying were,” said Eunan with growing concern.

“You think the head of the Galloglass is a powerful man, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I felt totally helpless when they took my family away from me,” said Desmond. He stared at the flames and his mind followed the smoke until it dissipated on the ceiling and the remains straddled along until it reached the corners of the room and became an odour. It was Eunan’s turn to advance towards him, and Eunan placed his hand gently on Desmond’s shoulder.

“What happened?”

“I was head of the MacCabes until barely a year ago, when I could take it no more, the death of my family,” said Desmond. “I had given up active service in the field several years earlier. My injuries, though not life threatening, had accumulated to such a degree that I could no longer fight to an adequate standard. It was deemed I posed a threat to my men for if I fell in battle, it could cause them to lose. So I retired to Enniskillen to concentrate on advising the Maguire and training new Galloglass. My retreat from active duty left a vacuum that my underlings were eager to fill. The factionalism in the clan was getting worse and Cúchonnacht, in his wisdom, thought it was better that the MacCabes reflected the composition of the clan, to act as a catalyst to bring the clan back together rather than become his personal bodyguard.

“This brought in the disparate factions in the clan and many of the old-school MacCabes who had been previously ejected from the Maguire’s Galloglass as they had sided with the claim of Connor Roe Maguire from the senior branch of the Maguire clan. This led the once united MacCabes to become fractured along factional lines like the rest of the clan. Violence erupted when Turlough O’Neill came down with his men to enforce his claim over the loyalty of Fermanagh and the raiders struck around the outskirts of Enniskillen. They slew my whole family as I was in Enniskillen castle negotiating with Turlough’s men.”

Desmond’s head bowed, and the ground beneath his eyes bore his tears. He sniffled and wiped his nose.

“I know I was betrayed! I know it but cannot prove it!” His face went red, spittle flew, and he shook until he twisted his burn in such a way that he had to sit and recuperate.

Eunan put his hand on Desmond’s shoulder to reassure him.

“If you place your faith in me and give me the skills,” said Eunan, “I will get you your revenge.”

Desmond looked deep into his eyes, and Eunan did not flinch.

“I believe you, boy,” said Desmond. “Arthur will teach you to read and write, and I will teach you the skills to be a warrior. And if you listen, I’ll put wisdom in your head. I will bring you to court and you can go places I cannot, for everyone will consider you a foolish boy. We shall find out who killed my family and get my revenge. Then you must return home to your parents and reconcile with your past.”

Eunan flinched and tried to pull away.

“The bravest thing you can do, boy,” said Desmond, “is to face the fears in your own head. By the time I have finished, you’ll be ready. Now go get some sleep for I feel reinvigorated and can feel a new plan coming on. Call in on me as soon as you wake.”

Eunan got up and smiled, for he was reinvigorated as well.








  
  

Chapter eight

“Devils fly within them veins”
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Eunan returned to the house where Desmond was staying as soon as he rose the next day. The Galloglass guards had come from Enniskillen and surrounded the house. After Desmond’s story last night, he did not know whether he could trust these men, for he could not tell what faction they supported. He nodded as he tried to pass them by. 

“Who are you, boy?” said a Galloglass standing directly in Eunan’s way.

“Let the boy in,” said Desmond from inside the house. “He is my assistant, and you are preventing him from assisting me.”

The guard noted the cheeky grin Eunan gave him as he walked in.

Desmond was in bed with the healer attending to his wounds and Arthur was seated nearby, looking anxious.

“Arthur,” said Desmond. “I have appointed Eunan as my assistant in matters of the Maguire court. You are to take it upon yourself to teach the boy to read and write sufficiently so he may be of use to me in his new role.”

Eunan beamed, and the incredulity almost fell off Arthur’s face.

“How am I supposed to teach the boy matters that take years rather than weeks in something the boy has shown little aptitude for?” said Arthur.

“Just as I have found a way to bear the pain of these burns, you’ll find a way to teach the boy,” said Desmond. “Just as once I dreaded the moment you would step into the kitchen, now it is the highlight of my day. We’ll make him a chieftain in the court of the Maguire yet.”

Arthur shook his head and went outside to curse. Eunan went over and sat beside Desmond.

“He’ll come round,” said Desmond. “He just needs a little time.”

He smiled at Eunan, who smiled back.

“It’ll be a couple of weeks until I am well,” he said. “I will ask the captain of the guards to train you and follow up with Arthur.” Desmond leaned over to whisper in Eunan’s ear. “Fortify yourself. There are some grim times ahead. Enjoy these couple of weeks.”


      [image: ]It was several weeks until Desmond could physically comply with the many summonses the Maguire had sent for him. He wrote to the Maguire, and each time told him he was incapacitated and that he should send him detailed updates and he would advise as best he could based on them. After a week, Desmond could sit up at the table in the healer’s house and read the letters sent by the Maguire’s secretary. Eunan would attend to him as long as he agreed not to disturb Desmond as he worked. Eunan stayed in the shadows and made sure Desmond’s letters were organised, his cup was full, and was on hand to deal with any ad hoc requests. Desmond proved to be quite the awkward and grumpy goat to work for, but once Eunan got used to his habits, he was easy to read.

But as the weeks wore on, Desmond seemed to fall more and more into despair. He refused to discuss why with Eunan, telling him it was not the secretary’s place to question the master. In the meantime, Desmond would get up and every day leave the house under escort and walk around the perimeter of the village. Gradually he managed to complete the course without a pained expression on his face, and he got faster and faster. One day, he called Eunan in to see him.

“Prepare my papers and my quill,” he said. He turned around from his seat to face Eunan. “It is time I returned to Enniskillen, for the Maguire urgently needs my face-to-face advice.”

Eunan frowned.

“Why now?” he said. “If the Maguire has made do with your advice through your correspondence until now, why do you have to return when you are still poorly?”

Desmond’s face tensed, and he stroked his chin to use up his agitated energy.

“We had a conversation some weeks ago about a story I seldom tell,” said Desmond. “It is in their memories that I not only seek revenge against the perpetrators but also seek the pre-eminence of the Maguire and the end to all of this factionalism.”

Desmond reached down to the table and picked up some of his recent letters.

“What they suggest in here may be viewed by some as pragmatism in a weak position, but if Cúchonnacht agrees, then he may well be the last Maguire and my family’s death will have been for nothing.”

“And if you go to Enniskillen, will it change the Maguire’s mind?” asked Eunan.

“Not even I am so arrogant to think that. Let us continue your lessons. Now, this is one of those situations where I need to use my guile. What unites the Maguires, the north, and most of Ireland together?”

Eunan looked up and to the side as if searching for the answer.

“I don’t know. Cows?”

“Not a bad guess, but we’d need to round up all the cows in Ulster to assemble enough for the Maguire to bribe his way out of his predicament. The answer is religion, or more precisely, the Catholic church. Therefore, prepare yourself, for we are off to the islands to seek our answer.”


      [image: ]They set forth the next day in a small boat with two bodyguards to Devenish Island. Eunan was excited for Devenish Island featured in many a story of a Maguire boy. It was the main sanctuary of the Maguire in Lower Lough Erne, the traditional burial ground for the Maguire and the main monastery of the chain of churches spread all over the islands of the lough. Eunan sat up in the boat’s bow so he could get the best view.

The island was rimmed with a thick blanket of reeds which acted as a protective impenetrable perimeter for any boat. Two hills protruded from the island base, one covered in forest and one crowned by a lookout tower constructed by the monks who lived there. The reeds were cut away, and a jetty jutted out into the lake, inviting visitors in. Galloglass stood on the quay to ensure that any visitors seeking to land on the island were friendly. Indeed, they were the friendly ones when Eunan’s boat pulled up alongside, for they knew Desmond by name and greeted him warmly.

“I’m here to see the archbishop,” said Desmond to the lead Galloglass.

The Galloglass frowned.

“Only you, the rest, stay here,” he said.

“Agreed, but please show them your best hospitality,” said Desmond.

The Galloglass nodded. “This way.”

Eunan idled away for a couple of hours waiting for Desmond, watching the monks at work in the fields of the island or observing the birds in the reeds and on the lake. He felt a little homesick for the first time since he left. Sure, he spent many a night wishing his dog Artair was with him and dreamed of returning to the village with the sole purpose of kidnapping his dog. Those dreams would normally be ruined by his father, the ogre, or his mother screaming at him about his bad blood. But observing the birds made him feel nostalgic for the times he used to hide in his reed fort with Artair and listen to the birdsong.

Eventually, Desmond returned with a monk.

“Come on, we must depart, for we must make it to the island of the Seer.” Desmond signalled for everyone to board the boat.

Eunan's mouth slackened at the announcement of the destination. Desmond slapped him on the shoulder.

“Don’t look so shocked. The Vikings have been evicted from the island long ago. It just still bears the name. We are going to see a Catholic priest who can physically see evil and lives on the island to battle the spirits of the pagan Viking past. I think he is the key to resolving our problems.”

Eunan was not so sure. His bad blood itched in his arm.


      [image: ]They rowed for many hours, for the island was at the far end of the Lower Lough. By the time the monk pointed out the island, the sun was setting, and the Galloglass exerted the last of their energies to get the boat to the shore before darkness fully set in. They had to row around the island before they could find a gap between the reeds which led into a mini cove which was large enough to land upon. The Galloglass helped Desmond off the boat and onto the shore.

“Set up camp and light a fire,” said Desmond. “Then see what you can find to eat." Desmond looked at his companions and could not see a cook amongst them. "Oh, Arthur, where are you now? You can work magic with rat, rabbit, or fish.”

“Are we going to seek the priest?” said Eunan.

“It is not a large island, so come with me and the monk will show us the way,” said Desmond. “I urgently need to be in Enniskillen, so we should be gone by sunrise.”

“He lives in a small hut on the other side of the island,” said the monk. “The woods may be dense, but the island is small. I will lead the way, for he is blind and will know me by my sound and smell. He does not get many visitors here and seldom leaves the island except to visit Devenish Island on holy days.”

Desmond nodded. “We’ll follow you, for we don’t want to frighten the poor man. He may be more receptive to our proposal if it comes from you.”

They lit some fire torches and set off into the woods.

“Be careful with your torch, Eunan,” said Desmond. “Much like Ireland, this island is like a tinderbox. There’s so much dead wood lying around.”

Eunan took heed and held his fire torch straight up in the air.

They came upon an old stone hut whose stones must have been brought to the island, for Eunan had not noticed any exposed rock from where the stone could have been mined. A lone light flickered within the hut.

“Father Aibhistín,” called the monk towards the door of the house. “It is Brother Ross from Devenish Island. I have some men with me who need your unique spiritual skills.”

Banging and clattering came from the house as Father Aibhistín found his bearings. The door creaked open and a mass of white hair emerged.

“My curse is indeed unique and I pray each night in my selfish torment that it be removed from me in reward for my service to God and placed upon the shoulders of an enemy of both mine and his. Yet, within my soul, it remains, and I have been assigned the task of channelling it to do good. I hope it is in the completion of this task that these men are here to assist me?”

“They serve the Maguire, who protects you and these holy islands. They do God’s work. Will you see them?”

Father Aibhistín paused and looked upwards as if receiving instructions from a higher power. He nodded and out from behind the door came a guide stick. He emerged from his hut and Eunan saw his matted white hair and beard and an old monk’s habit that was torn and covered in mud. What Eunan could see of his face was a windswept red and his eyes were glowing white balls.

“Do you need me to cut your hair and get you some new clothes, Father Aibhistín?” said the monk.

The priest exploded, and his arms gesticulated in the air as if caught in a storm of evil. The night air was filled with electric energy.

“I have no time for such vanities. I have demons to fight. The devil comes to me every night with such temptations, but every night I cast him back to hell.”

The veins in his neck bulged as his face went red as if he truly were holding back the demons at the gates of hell.

Desmond was both taken aback and impressed by this display but hesitated; if he showed him his documents, there was every chance the priest may have a heart attack. But Desmond decided that if this was the daily torment the priest went through, he might be better off dead.

“Father, may I be so rude as to interrupt you?” said Desmond. He paused and waited expectantly.

“Who are these outsiders you have brought to my island?” the priest said to the monk. “I am not a performing dog for their amusement. You know I cannot walk amongst men not dedicated to the faith, for all I see is their evil, and their evil seeps into me.”

“You know I would not do this lightly, Father, but there is a grave threat to the islands. The heretics grow stronger by the day and foolish men cast in their lot with them and seek to benefit from our beloved lands falling to them.”

The priest pushed his face into that of the monk until the monk could see the liquid coating on the priest’s bulbous, white eyes.

“I am merely the instrument of the hand of God. If he so wishes, he will see that I help these men, even though it may cast me into a pit of sin.”

The monk stepped back and appeared to shrink into himself.

“Then may they show you their documents?” the monk said.

“Have them laid out so I may see them,” the priest said.

Desmond clicked his fingers at Eunan, and Eunan scurried past the priest to pick up a small rickety table which he stood between Desmond and the priest. Desmond then took the documents out of his satchel and placed them on the table. The priest loomed over the table, his long white hair hanging over the sides. His eyes bulged as if the words said something to him that no one else could see.

“He’s not really reading that, is he?” said Eunan in a hushed voice.

“Shut up!” said Desmond.

They all waited on tenterhooks for the priest’s reaction to the papers. The priest bent his head into his inner elbow and began to vibrate. The vibrations became more and more violent until he exploded in a sea of flailing arms and a rain of spittle.

“Lies! I see the demons dance upon the words as their lies are woven into them. Cast these papers into the fire, for all they bring is despair. Not one word will remain intact on these pages that will not be possessed by the devil and his little demons.”

Desmond smiled to himself.

“He’s way better than I thought,” he said, turning to Eunan. It was only then that he noticed Eunan was rigid as a post and white as a sheet.

Desmond tapped the monk on the shoulder.

“I think we should end the demonstration here and Eunan should collect the papers,” he said.

The monk nodded, and Desmond snapped his fingers at Eunan again.

Eunan crept over towards the table, fire torch in hand, so that he would not disturb the priest, who seemed now to be experiencing convulsions that followed on from his vision of evil. Eunan picked up the papers, delicately pinching the corners with two fingers so as not to alert the priest to his presence.

“YOU!” said the priest. He threw an accusatory finger at Eunan and as Eunan followed the finger up the arm, the white eyes strained to get out of their sockets. Eunan flew backwards and fell to the ground and his fire torch hurtled into a dead dry bush, which immediately caught fire.

“Devils fly within them veins,” the priest said, his nostrils flaring and his own veins popping from his neck. “I can see them crawl around your face. They climb out of a black hole in your heart and rummage around your brain, causing their mischief and taking hold of your mind. You have bad blood, boy. You have bad blood.”

Desmond threw himself between the boy and the priest.

“Why not let the brother take you back into the house for a drink and I’ll take care of the boy and the fire?” Desmond said to the priest as he smiled and held out his arms to calm him down.

“The demons have come for me, the demons have come for me,” said the priest, as he became more and more agitated. “The boy has come with the demons in his veins and they have brought the fires of hell with him.”

The monk came from behind the priest and put his arm around his waist to reassure him and bring him back to his hut. The priest did not see who was behind him and turned and elbowed the monk in the nose. Blood streamed down the monk’s face. The priest panicked and tried to run away.

“Get him,” Desmond ordered his Galloglass. They ran towards the priest, but the fires had spread fast and they were all encircled. The priest’s house caught fire. The priest threw his arms to heaven.

“Have you finally come to take me, Lord?” he cried to the skies. “If you are here to do that, take me now, take me now!”

One of the Galloglass dived for him and knocked him to the ground.

“Show him some respect,” hollered Desmond at him. Desmond saw that Eunan was cowering in the bushes and thrust out his hand to pull him out. The flames raged as they climbed the trees, and the little group were now trapped. The smoke was overwhelming, and they all coughed and spluttered. Desmond waved to his men to gather by the shore. The reeds made a thick, almost impenetrable wall between the land and the sea. Desmond called out into the blackness of the night sky on the lake for his men on the other side of the island to come and rescue them. The monk came down to the shore holding his still bleeding nose in his habit. Suddenly, the priest broke free and tried to run back into the forest. The monk went after him. He grabbed the priest by the elbow.

“Come, we need to leave the island before we all get burned alive,” he said.

“You brought the demons here!” said the priest. “Leave me be to live in peace.”

He shoved the monk and ran down towards the shore. The monk fell backwards, tripped over a branch and fell to the ground. The sleeve of his habit caught fire. He leapt off the ground, screaming. His habit went up quicker than the dead dry trees. He became a pillar of flames running around the small circle that was still spared the flames screaming like a banshee. The Galloglass who were left at the campsite had taken to the lake to find their commander after they heard him call for them. They saw the pillar of fire and immediately rowed towards it. They soon ran into the reeds. Eunan and one of the Galloglass began hacking at the reeds from their side and the men in the boat cut from theirs. The other Galloglass held the priest while Desmond tried to corner the monk and force him to jump into the lake to put out the flames. But the flames quickly overwhelmed the monk, and he fell to his knees, then to the ground, where he ceased to move. Desmond turned away and bit his lip.

The men in the boat created a wedge in the remaining reeds and held the ends of their oars out to help those on the island onto the boat. Eunan found himself at the back of the boat, terrified at having been forced to sit beside the wailing priest. No matter how fast they rowed, the burning island loomed in the distance.








  
  

Chapter nine

Caging the ferret
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Desmond immediately regretted taking the priest from his island, for he proved to be the most feral of ferrets he could have captured. He almost capsized the boat several times such was his wriggling, shouting and general hysterics. Desmond and Eunan had to take over the rowing, for the two Galloglass had to hold down and subdue the priest. He became so unmanageable that they could not complete the trip to Enniskillen. They stopped off at Devenish Island at the dawn of the next day. They left Eunan to guard the boat as they dragged the priest onto the island and Desmond went in search of a safe house for him. Eunan waited until midday before gaining sight of Desmond again. His belly began to gurgle, for he had been faithful to Desmond and had not abandoned his post to go in search of food. 

Desmond walked down the hill with his shoulders hunched, as if he was carrying the weight of the world upon them.

“Get the boat ready,” he ordered Eunan, “for we need to set off at once.”

Eunan frowned. “Are we going to bring the priest?”

“He is in no fit state to travel,” said Desmond. “The holy men of the island will calm him down and my two Galloglass will make sure he does not run away. Things are too urgent in Enniskillen to wait. I will come for him when the time is right.”

Eunan nodded and went to prepare the boat.


      [image: ]They pulled up at a quay below the castle. Galloglass patrolled the quays, and several came to greet Desmond and help him out of the boat. But where there was once a welcoming hand extended, there was a suspicious one, and where once there was a warm welcome, there were now only questions. Sighs and slumped shoulders escorted Desmond to the castle gates and his former comrades wished him good luck in the viper pit they were escorting him to. Eunan followed in Desmond’s footsteps, not wishing to interrupt the men’s conversations and hoping he could overhear. But he could not follow what they were discussing, for the news tumbled out of the men’s mouths as fast as they could tell it. What he could discern was that they told Desmond they had a plethora of enemies and the clan was so divided that the only people they would end up fighting would be themselves. Desmond nodded along and listened intently. They reached the gates, and Eunan stood behind Desmond as they waited for them to open.

The gate seemed more intimidating now, as if the apprehension of the men waiting for it to open had given it some kind of evil spirited possession. The gate creaked open, and a well-dressed middle-aged man with a neatly shaped beard, well-maintained hair, a wiry body and otherwise pleasant features stood there with open arms and the most insincere smile Eunan had ever witnessed.

“Welcome back, Desmond,” he said. “I thought you had retired to the islands? It seems such a shame that you had to bother yourself to come all the way here.”

Desmond walked straight past and did not look the man in the face.

“Hello, Donnacha,” he said from the side of his mouth. “You really shouldn’t have bothered to come and greet me. I know the way.”

Donnacha skipped in front of Desmond so that he could not ignore him.

“On the contrary, I could not miss the opportunity to enlighten the misinformed. The Maguire is old and frail enough without having you add to his confusion.”

“I have no intention of confusing the Maguire,” said Desmond. “Quite the opposite, in fact. I am here to ensure the Maguire makes an informed choice over the most important decision for the clan in generations. Now get out of my way.”

“I am here to help you. I wouldn’t want you to make a fool of yourself and anger the Maguire and lose your pension on the islands. But if you don’t want my help, then so be it.”

Donnacha raised his hands in reluctant acceptance and skipped off ahead and up the tower that was the main body of the castle.

“Who was that?” said Eunan.

“You’ll soon see,” said Desmond.
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“The session has not started, Lord,” said one. “The Maguire will be down soon to begin the next one.”

“How is the Maguire doing?” Desmond said.

The guard shook his head. “He’ll be the better for your advice, but I fear his days may be numbered.”

Desmond placed his hand on the man’s shoulder. “Thank you for your honesty. I hope you’ll heed the call if the Maguire needs you?”

“I will, Lord. Even if it leads to both his and my demise.”

Desmond nodded his appreciation and went through the door. He trudged reluctantly towards his place at the table of the Maguire. However, the awe of the great hall absorbed Eunan’s attention. Huge tapestries adorned the walls, depicting the great myths and battles of the Maguire clan. The battle standards, the flags and emblems of the Maguire and the different septs that comprised the clan Maguire gave the impression of their greatness and long history without even a nod to their status in the real world. The stories and tales of those who inherited their legacy who wanted to impress those that did not, perpetuated the exaltation. Such emblems were bittersweet for the youthful Eunan. The men of his village would gather fireside and tell tales of old times. The exploits of the Maguire. Glorious battles. Saint Colmcille. However, Eunan would be on the periphery, for his father made him look after his mother, and he could only overhear. He longed to show them how worthy he was of their respect, and if he was as successful as the Maguires of old were on their tapestries, he could have his own tapestries and then those who once despised him would tell tapestry tales about him too.

Desmond clicked his fingers at him and he snapped to. The Maguire’s servants had brought Desmond some books and paper that Desmond had requested, and it was Eunan’s job to organise them. Desmond shook his head at the boy’s dreamy admiration for his surroundings. The great hall created no such illusions for Desmond. He had been in many a great hall up and down the land and found nothing great about them. Their size, construction or how they were adorned may or may not have been more impressive than that of the Maguire’s, but they were all brought low by the words and deeds of the men who occupied these halls and put themselves forward as being so grand, so wise, so benevolent while being really no such thing. These were the halls for clever words, setting legal traps and concealing one’s intentions. Desmond expected a masterclass today.

The room filled with the important men of the Maguire clan. The faces of the men reflected their resigned and sombre mood as they shuffled in and stuck to the walls. Desmond was standing near the door and a mixture of landed gentry and hardened warriors alike embraced Desmond warmly as they entered. Eunan gave a shy smile to all those who acknowledged him as Desmond’s servant, and he was proud to be in service to such a well-respected man. The men of the Maguire then spread throughout the room and whispered rumours to each other as they waited for the Maguire. Finally, Cúchonnacht and Hugh Maguire entered the room, and their faces fuelled the flames of an already tense atmosphere. They took the two seats at the head of the table and whispered between themselves whilst their advisors stood behind them and looked at the ground.

Cúchonnacht was old and frail; his long white hair and beard showed his wisdom but his bony hands and sunken eyes betrayed an illness. However, his mind was as sharp as ever. The reverence that surrounded him rivalled that of the tapestries, for just as the colour and stitching of the thread in the tapestries gave form and meaning to the scenes they portrayed, he was the stitching that held the Maguire clan together. The greatest Maguire in living memory kept the Maguires relevant in an ever-turbulent world, no matter who tried to invade and control them. However, there was an underlying apprehension in the air that soon Cúchonnacht and the tapestries would be as one in reflecting the past and the greatness of the Maguires squandered by youth, and the illusion of the tapestries would be broken.

Hugh Maguire was several years older than Eunan, but was being groomed by his father to be his replacement. He was handsome with his ink-black hair and youthful beard. He had obviously honed his physique on the training ground. His restless energy did little to hide his ambition to lead. Kind words said about Hugh Maguire were that he was a warrior, had a considerable level of skill, and showed good aptitude on the battlefield. However, many of the nobles had a different assessment of the aspiring leader. Hugh Maguire lacked his father’s diplomatic skills, was arrogant and held the belief that the Maguires could win their way out of the bind they found themselves in if only they could show enough aggression. They thought he spent far too much time on the training ground and far too little with them, the Maguire nobility, learning the art of politics. They thought his recklessness was likely to extinguish the Maguire flame in pursuit of glory, when defeat was the only certainty. The youth of Eunan yearned for glory and recognition and did not want his ambitions doused by frightened old men, so he reserved his judgement no matter what Desmond said.

Cúchonnacht also had a younger son, named after himself, who was around Eunan’s age. He was more thoughtful and circumspect than his brother, for they did not expect him to lead. His father was aware of his son Hugh’s deficiencies and he had ensured that the two brothers were close and that his youngest son could support his brother. Therefore, Cúchonnacht the younger also occupied the shadows alongside Eunan and learned his court skills by assisting the head of the Maguire court, Donnacha O’Cassidy Maguire.

The various factions previously mentioned by Desmond were not discernible to the inexperienced eyes of Eunan. But everyone noticed the absence of the most obvious dissenter, Connor Roe Maguire. Another sphere of influence gravitated around Edmund Magauran; a senior member of the clergy, friend of the Maguire, and the primary Maguire contact with the Spanish throne from his contacts built during his training in the religious colleges of Spain. He stood in the opposite corner of the room, attended by a secretary.

The Maguire arrived to silence, and beneath the silence, tension grew. Desmond fiddled with his belt to burn off his nervous energy in anticipation of an awkward meeting. Eunan stood at the edge of the room in the shadows, waiting if Desmond needed him.

Cúchonnacht lifted himself out of his seat with straining sinews and an intake of breath. A sea of eager faces looked to him.

“Fellow Maguires, I have nothing but grim news for you, and I don’t know where to start. We are under grave threat. But this time it is not the war of the O’Neills, but the English!”

The room went quiet, for Fermanagh had been awash with rumours, and refugees had taken to wandering into its forests, often leading to violence. Many a roaming band of Galloglass had heard of the growing tension and entered Fermanagh to offer their services to find the coffers of the Maguire empty.

“The MacMahons of Monaghan and O’Hanlons of Orior have both been shired. They renounced tanistry for hereditary titles because of the pressures exerted by the Crown.”

There were only low-level murmurs in the hall, for most already knew.

“Does the O’Neill know of this?” said one chieftain.

“MacMahon and O’Hanlon owed their allegiance to Hugh O’Neill, and O’Neill has brought his protests to the Irish Council and the English Privy Council. He is demanding compensation and the reinstatement of his traditional rights. However, now the English demand the same from us. They have a treaty of surrender and regrant for us, the price of which is very expensive indeed.”

“Let them present us with a treaty,” said one of the lesser chieftains. “We’ll pay them off and they will be gone and we can carry on as before.”

“I’m glad you view the diminishment and impoverishment of the Maguire clan as being nothing. The Crown means to divide up the clans into their rival parties, thereby destroying the clan structure and their strength. Thus, nothing truly does become nothing.

“Hugh O’Neill’s fight in the Irish Council and the English Privy Council is like attaching a giant leech to clan Maguire. To get anything done, you need to bribe everyone with cattle and coin, and they do not come cheap. Everything Hugh O’Neill achieves comes at a price to us. We also have to pay Turlough Luineach while he plays the opposite game and tries to win favour with the English as the block to Hugh O’Neill becoming the master of Ulster.

“But the English are more serious about Monaghan than they were last year with us. The MacMahons would not accept a sheriff, so Bagenal, the English lieutenant of Tyrone, invaded and imposed one upon them. That, my fellow Maguires, is the fate that awaits us.”

The room was silent.

“Where is Connor Roe? Why is he not here?” said one chieftain.

“I may be old and frail, but I can still hold the Maguires together. My best Galloglass are upon his lands, ensuring his loyalty and guarding the borders against incursions from the MacMahons.”

“This indeed is tragic news,” said another chieftain.

“Tragic though it may be, it is not the worst of my news.”

Desmond bowed his head, for he knew what was coming.

“The English have kidnapped Hugh Roe O’Donnell, the obvious successor for the O’Donnell clan!”

There were audible groans around the hall.

“The O’Donnells are now preparing for another war of succession. The Maguire will stay neutral, as before, while the O'Donnells and the O’Neills fight it out!”

“Have we ever been in such a precarious position?” said one chieftain. “Our allies disintegrate before our eyes, and the English surround us and destroy our brethren one by one.”

“The Maguires are still here. We still have our lands, and we can fight,” said Cúchonnacht. “Therefore, we have been in worse positions. We need to stick together and bide our time.”

“Half the O’Donnells have sided with Turlough and half with Hugh O’Neill, all to gain the upper hand.” said another.

“Bide our time for what?” said a third chieftain. “We are going to get swallowed up by someone. We may as well pick a side and join the fight.”

“That is only an excellent strategy if you can pick the winner,” said Desmond. “Otherwise, we’ll just be one casualty on the roadside the winner steps over.”

The room broke into factions where most picked one of the O’Neill septs, and others sided with the O’Donnells. They argued furiously while the Maguire sat and caught his breath. The arguing soon got too much for him, and he rose again to rebuke his followers.

“We will remain united, or you will suffer my Galloglass. Now get out, all of you!”

Cúchonnacht collapsed into his chair, the meeting having visibly drained him.

The MacCabe Galloglass moved in and cleared the room. Desmond lingered in the shadows until it was safe to approach Cúchonnacht.

“I fear the worst. I feel we may perish soon,” said Desmond.

“Indeed, destiny will have us die, but the Maguire must live on through my son Hugh,” said Cúchonnacht. “A little rash and quick-tempered he may be, but he is an outstanding warrior and can lead. If Connor Roe becomes the Maguire, then we are doomed.”

“If we are to be doomed, would it not be better to surrender now and spare the lives of our people?” said Desmond.

“There is some hope. The Pope has made Edmund Magauran, a good friend of the Maguires, archbishop of Armagh,” replied Cúchonnacht. “That gives us better standing with the King of Spain, a man of the true faith. Edmund can persuade him of the righteousness of our cause, and the King will send aid.”

“I hope you are right, Lord,” said Desmond. “I hope you are right! But we need to unite the clan in the same direction if we are to fight. Let us discuss the surrender and regrant bill tomorrow in the court and bring the actual document they are asking you to sign. Send word to everyone who attended today to return. I will unite them all against the agreement and then the Maguires will stand together again.”

“I hope you are correct,” said Cúchonnacht. “I will pray this evening that everyone else accepts your wise council.”

Desmond bowed and clicked his fingers at Eunan to follow him as he hurried towards the exit. He expected some difficulties in getting the priest to Enniskillen Castle.








  
  

Chapter ten

Reading, writing and the devils that dance above them
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Desmond hurried to the great hall early the next day, barking orders at all that would take them. Eunan looked slightly fresher, but that was because his youth had a better capacity to absorb such stresses and he recovered quicker. The guest they brought had proved so troublesome they had to put him in the cells beneath the castle so his shouting and cursing could be passed off as that of an insane prisoner. They had had little sleep, for they had to resort to kidnapping in order to get the priest safely into the castle before the light of day. Desmond hoped all he had been told about the priest would be true and that when the time came for him to go to the great hall, he would prove to be too distracted by the proposed treaty to tell the Maguire how Desmond had treated him. 

Eunan laid out the books and papers the way he thought Desmond liked them, but the grumpy goat seemed exceptionally agitated today as he changed the order of the books or opened one and closed another with seemingly the sole purpose of showing Eunan he was wrong. The room filled and there were fewer warm greetings for Desmond than the day before, for the new factional divisions had been given time to stew and ferment. A fissure appeared within the room as it split down the middle between those who supported the O’Neills and those who supported the O’Donnells. There were varying levels of loyalty and loathing for the English, ranging from those who wanted the surrender and regrant deal and saw it as progress, to those who wanted to tear down the tapestries, fly them as a flag and die on the last square foot of land the Maguires could declare their own. Desmond would have naturally gravitated towards the O’Donnells, but with the kidnapping of Red Hugh O’Donnell and the senility of his father, he knew their troubles were just beginning. He saw Donnacha had been whispering in the ears of those who leaned towards the O’Neill and also Connor Roe Maguire, the most eligible male from the senior branch who appeared rarely in Enniskillen. He was also using Cúchonnacht Óg to whisper in the ear of his brother, Hugh.

The Maguire entered and sat with his son Hugh at the top table. Donnacha approached them and leaned in to whisper to them. The Maguire stood and cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention.

“I have called you here today for a very serious matter, that of the English offer of a treaty of surrender and regrant where I am supposed to give up my title of ‘the Maguire’. While I am loath to do this, I feel I must make my clansmen aware of the offer and the potential road ahead.”

The door opened and several MacCabe Galloglass entered the room. Their constable went and whispered in the Maguire’s ear. The Maguire’s face went ashen. He summoned both Desmond and Donnacha to come and speak with him. They bent down so he could whisper in their ears.

“Eoghan McToole O’Gallagher has arrived,” said the Maguire. “He claims that Inion Dubh sent him on behalf of Turlough O’Neill. O’Gallagher has turned up with a contingent of mercenaries. He says that he will not interfere with what decision we make regarding surrender and regrant, but that he will assert Turlough O’Neill’s rights.”

Donnacha bit his lip.

“So how do you want to proceed, Lord?” he asked. “I am in the middle of negotiations with Hugh O’Neill, but if they learn of these discussions, they may not be best pleased.”

Desmond leaned forward. “Leave it to me, Lord,” he said. “My plan will both unite the Maguires and rid us of surrender and regrant. Once the Maguires are united, the O’Neills and O’Donnells will come to offer us treaties and not look at us as a source of tribute.”

Donnacha shook his head and smiled.

“The floor is yours, old man,” he said. “My negotiations with Hugh O’Neill will take time, so if you can delay this sufficiently to buy me some time, I’ll take my hat off to you.”

Desmond scowled at Donnacha, but looked to the Maguire for approval. The Maguire raised his bony hand in agreement. “I think we have nothing to lose. As long as O’Gallagher keeps his mercenaries on a leash, there’ll be no bloodshed this day.”

Desmond nodded and went back to his papers and Donnacha returned to his. Desmond saw a window nearby that looked out onto the courtyard. When the Maguire spoke, he edged towards the window to see O’Gallagher and his men arguing with the MacCabes guarding the tower door. It was getting heated, and Desmond considered alerting the Maguire to the fracas outside. However, among the mercenaries, he saw a face from the past. Desmond squinted to make sure it was who he thought he saw. But he would recognise that face anywhere. It was Seamus MacSheehy, the notorious Galloglass mercenary.

“I haven’t seen you since the Netherlands,” Desmond said to himself. But Eunan came and nudged him because the Maguire was looking at his back.

“May I continue?” said the Maguire.

“Sorry, Lord,” and the crimson-cheeked Desmond bowed in apology.

“Now, as I was saying,” said the Maguire, “we must discuss the terms we are presented with for surrender and regrant.”

Desmond grabbed Eunan by the shoulder. “Fetch the priest,” he said. “We need him up here now.”

Eunan froze. “But he is like a wild animal. How am I to get him up here by myself?”

Desmond looked around and behind him were two MacCabe Galloglass. Desmond clicked his fingers at them and pointed to Eunan. “They’ll help you,” said Desmond. “Now hurry.”
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“What are you doing to that priest?” O’Gallagher shouted up the stairs after Eunan. “Unhand that priest or by the hand of God, we’ll assault this door to free him.”

“The priest is here to assist the Maguire,” Eunan shouted back, for he did not want to be involved in a melee at the door, especially on account of this priest. “He is blighted by visions. We are helping him.”

With one almighty shove, Eunan got him past the bend in the stairs and out of sight of O’Gallagher and his men, who continued their arguments at the door. Eunan got the priest to the door of the great hall and realised that timing was everything with the priest’s entrance. If he had been uncontrollable on the stairs, he dreaded to think what he would be like in a room crowded with the nobility of the Maguire.

“Hide him in the stairwell whilst I listen in to the conversation,” Eunan told his MacCabe assistants. He nodded to the guards at the door, who recognised him and let him pass. Eunan put his ear to the door but could not make out what was being said because of the bulk of the door. He nodded once more to the guards and held the door ajar so he could listen. He saw Desmond was addressing the room, so he pushed his way forward through the crowd to make himself known to Desmond. Desmond looked down and signalled to him but carried on talking. Eunan went out to fetch the priest.

“We are given this treaty to sign,” said Desmond, his face and words aflame, “that will mean the end of the Maguire and all the Maguires stand for. This treaty robs us of our titles, our wealth, and our heritage. You say that we cannot stand up to the Crown, but by the grace of God I say we can. I have been to the islands, and I have brought back Father Aibhistín, who has been given special visions by God that can see in what spirit a document has been written and what its future effect could be. For those who are sceptical, I shall place the treaty here in front of the Maguire and I now call upon Father Aibhistín to give us his verdict.”

Desmond signalled to the doorway for the guards to let Eunan and the priest in. The door creaked open on a vision of Eunan in mid-wrestle with the priest as he struggled to get him to face the door. The priest pushed Eunan to the ground before he detected he had an audience. The priest froze and strained his white bulbous eyes to absorb any light they could. But all he saw was smoke, a red clouded roof and streaks of lightning. The thunder reverberated around his head.

“What pit of hell have you brought me to, boy?” he hissed at Eunan. “I can see those demons trying to rip through your veins, for they have conquered your heart and destroyed my island.”

The priest could not see, but every neck in the room craned to see the priest in the doorway. Father Aibhistín straightened up.

“Whoever has summoned me,” he said, “it is now time for me to face you. Boy, since you brought me here, it is now time to complete your devil’s work. I cast my soul into the dark abyss and pray for God’s protection.”

Eunan cowered on the floor and eyed the stairs to see if he could make his escape. His father’s beatings and his mother’s abuse never seemed so tender. Desmond made his way to the front of the crowd, scowled at the crouched Eunan, and signalled to him to take the priest’s arm and lead him into the hall. Eunan tried to crawl away, but the Galloglass at the top of the stairs responded to Desmond’s signalling and blocked the way. He turned to see a wall of eyes pressing upon him. He reluctantly took the priest’s arm.

“Your demons try to poke through your arms and possess my soul. But they will never succeed,” he hissed.

Eunan shook in every limb but tried to steady himself.

“The Maguire needs your help,” he whispered. “Help him help the priests on the islands, if nothing else.”

“I care nothing for the kingdoms of men, for as men grow with power, their soul rots from within. Only the coming of the Lord is what mere mortals should concern themselves with.”

“Step this way, Father,” Eunan invited him. “Take my arm and help to rid the world of a little of its evil.”

The priest stared down at the boy, his bulbous eyes almost popping out of his face.

“Only if you promise me, boy, that you will go to the islands to be healed of your bad blood?” he said.

Eunan saw something out of the corner of his eye. It was Desmond nodding so vigorously, Eunan thought his head might fall off.

“I will, Father,” promised Eunan. “Now follow my lead.”

Eunan stepped forward but was pulled back by the priest’s refusal to move. “Come on now, Father,” said Eunan. “Remember my promise?”

The priest took a step forward and the wall of prying eyes in the doorway parted until the way was clear to the table of the Maguire. Desmond darted in front of them and placed the pages of the surrender and regrant treaty on the table in front of the Maguire and gestured to Eunan to lead the priest to it. Desmond stepped back to the front of the onlookers. Eunan led the priest forward one step at a time. The cleric’s head lolled from side to side as if he was trapped in some demonic vision and not passing through the lines of Maguire nobility who had been transformed at the sight of the priest into so many confused, frightened boys.

Desmond stepped forward and lifted the treaty off the table to show the priest.

“Father, please use your blessings from God to review this treaty we have been offered and give us your opinion.”

Desmond bowed and reversed so he would not get in the way and interfere with the priest’s visions. Eunan led the priest by the arm until he hovered over the treaty. Catching sight of those bulbous eyes, both Cúchonnacht and his son scraped their chairs back on the floor so they could be out of range of the priest. Eunan tapped the treaty with his finger to get the priest’s focus and attention. The priest looked downwards. The men in the room held their collective breaths. The priest looked down, and he was drawn into the document. He rested his hands on either side of the document and his eyes strained as he absorbed his visions. He reeled backwards and hid his head in the crease of his elbow. Desmond crept forward from the front of the crowd.

“Do you want me to read it to you?” Desmond asked. But the priest did not hear him. He was caught amidst his swirling visions.

“Devils dance above them words,” the priest exclaimed, “no matter if you read or write them. These treaties are so full of lies, devils lie between the lines. Whoever would sign this would surely be the last Maguire.”

Desmond bounded to the centre of the room vacated by the priest and threw his hands in the air to capture everyone’s attention.

“See what the priest says?” Desmond said. “The priest has spoken. His vision from God has told him whoever signs this is the last Maguire. Who here can vote for their own demise?”

Desmond’s face and outstretched arms called on anyone out there who had the nerve to rebut him to come forward. He stared down all eyes that looked at him except one pair.

“I could go to the islands and get any priest to agree with anything I wanted them to,” said Donnacha, who pointed towards Lower Lough Erne. “Listening to this priest will not bring forward the death of the last Maguire. It will bring forward our occupation and assimilation by the English. This treaty is the chance to cement down the successions for your family and to leave behind a life of constant feuds and raiding. But this priest will unknowingly place the yoke upon your shoulders.” Donnacha’s accusing finger had set itself firmly on the priest.

The priest turned, loomed over Donnacha, grabbed his face, and stared straight into his eyes. “The devil dances upon your tongue and does his jig upon your words. He lives inside your head, nestled amongst all the lies.”

Donnacha shook him off but reeled as if the priest’s insight had wrenched out his very soul. He melted back into the crowd.

“We cannot sign such a treaty if a man of God says it is a pack of lies,” said one of the Maguire chieftains in the front row of the crowd. Desmond’s eyes lit up, for his plan was working.

“See,” and he stood out in front of everyone and pointed to the man. “He is right. How can we go against the word of God?”

Pandemonium broke out in the hall as the crowd dissolved into passionate factions arguing amongst themselves.

In amongst all the chaos, Desmond sought Eunan to return the priest to the cells as his mission had been completed. But through the swirling chaos of his mind’s eye, the priest could pick out the bad blood crawling through Eunan’s veins and the trail of pimples the demons would leave through Eunan’s arms, and he was not afraid to call it out.

“The demon boy comes for me. Are your devils boiling with fury because I exposed them to the world?”

Desmond came from behind the priest and shoved him towards the door. The priest lost his balance and fell to the ground.

Hugh Maguire sprang from his seat, his eyes ablaze with youthful zeal. “The holy father has spoken. Let us cast this treaty into the fire and free ourselves from the oppressors that wish to enslave us.” He raised his axe in the air, his blood vessels bulging in his neck. “For the Maguire.”

His father’s head dropped into his hands as his son led the youth of the room to confront the O’Donnells at the foot of the tower. Desmond bundled the priest into a room to hide out until it was safe to smuggle him back to the dungeon below.








  
  

Chapter eleven

The boundaries of vision
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The Maguires sat in silence with their advisors around the table in their great hall debating whether they should see sense and surrender. Guards stood at the doors and around the walls as Turlough O’Neill’s men and their O’Donnell allies sat outside the castle. Cúchonnacht appeared frailer now, but Desmond still sat beside him even though his fall in standing within the clan had been Icarus-like and he had yet to hit the ground. But Cúchonnacht still turned to him to ask him for advice, if not because his recent advice was poor, but because Desmond had always served him well through thick and thin. 

“Where is your priest?” Cúchonnacht said. His voice had become but a timid whisper.

“He became the priest of the clan when your son declared him the spiritual advisor for it. Therefore, he is no longer mine,” Desmond said. His stomach rumbled, for little could dissuade his appetite, not even the next round of criticism, even though it was much justified. With the enemy at the gates, all Desmond felt he had to lose was his hunger pangs.

Hugh’s face contorted, and he picked up the knife before him that was supposed to be a dinner utensil and waved it in Desmond’s direction.

“Are you criticising the future Maguire and the spiritual leader of his people?”

Desmond looked to the ceiling, for there was the only place he could find reason, as the world had tipped into madness.

“I wouldn’t dream of it, lord. But you had better remind our besiegers outside how useful you could be to them if you are to avoid the rope.”

Cúchonnacht placed his hand on his son’s arm, and Hugh sat down.

“Is the priest coming to join us?” Cúchonnacht said.

Desmond turned to the door and clicked his fingers. “Eunan, fetch the priest and make sure he is presentable as he is here to eat.” He then turned to the Maguire.

“He will be here soon, lord. Let us hope his predictions are a little more sanguine as we sit down to enjoy our meal.”

Donnacha sat at the end of the table and fidgeted, crossing and recrossing his legs as he waited for his opportunity to speak. Finally, he could wait no more. He rose and pressed his hands onto the table.

“Lord, I have some plans I have been hatching in order to free the clan of its present predicament. May we please discuss them in private, preferably not in the presence of the priest?”

The long absent smirk returned to Desmond’s face.

“Even if you sell us out to the English, they’d have to get past Turlough’s men, never mind the priest, to get to us. We’d all be long dead before you could pocket your thirty pieces of silver.”

Donnacha glared at Desmond.

“At least we’d be out from under the yoke of the ravings of a madman.”

The fury possessed Hugh Maguire once more, and he rose again to threaten with his dinner knife. “The priest comes to us with the visions of God and encourages us to fight. Is your plan to turn lions into lambs?”

Donnacha stood erect and drew a breath. “It is so that we have lands to roam in that I concern myself,” he said, “no matter what animal in your analogy you chose.”

Hugh sat down slowly with a sneer. “Words are important. You’ve got to pick the right animal.”

Desmond turned his head towards the stairs. “Speaking of animals, I have little control over the priest, but it is better that we distract him with some food rather than he come in and face an empty table and his imagination run wild. May I suggest we serve dinner first, Lord, so he may sit down and join us?”

It was the Maguire’s turn to click his fingers for his servants to ready the meal.


      [image: ]Eunan crept into the corridor of the dungeon below to seek the priest. They had offered the priest his choice of lodgings in the castle but he stayed in the dungeon, for that is where he felt safest from the demons, and to a certain extent the thick damp walls protected him from his visions. Eunan nodded to the guards at the door, who looked at each other in a silent signal. They felt sorry for Eunan for having to go through this again. Eunan could hear the mumbling of the rosary from the other side of the door. He pushed the door as quietly as he could, but nothing got past the priest.

“So they sent the devil boy to fetch me,” he said without moving from the spot where he knelt in prayer. “First, you burn down my island, then you make me into a soothsaying toy for an earthly king eager to postpone his demise. I don’t need a vision to see that one day you will bring me to my death. Is it today, perhaps?”

Eunan stood there shaking, and fought back the tears. Nothing on this earth he had met so far had terrified him as much as the priest.

“Why do you torment me so?” Eunan said. “I am just obeying my instructions.”

The priest lifted himself up off his knees. “Ah, the excuse for many a heinous crime throughout the ages.” The priest turned to the boy. “It is the bad blood in your veins that drives you here. Before you lead me to my death, promise me you’ll go to the islands and seek a cure?”

Eunan’s chin quivered as he spoke. “I will seek a cure, Father, but I am here to bring you to eat with the Maguire himself.”

The priest gave a deep, throaty laugh.

“The master wishes to tug on the chain of his caged monkey, hoping for some tricks. Nothing can stop a minnow from getting eaten when the big fish takes over the pond. He should console himself in the lies of his stories about how great his ancestors were when they were no more bound in servitude than he was. He can revel in how great his civilisation is, based as it is on a continual fight to be the top beast and stealing your neighbours’ cattle. This is what your Galloglass glory really is, what all his tapestries mean. Soon his house of lies will burn with him and his sons in it.”

Eunan turned towards the door.

“If you are going to be this disagreeable, I may as well make an excuse for you and suffer the consequence.”

“You will not suffer on my behalf, but on your own. If the master wants his monkey so he can pull his chain and wait for the tricks, then he should be careful what he wishes for. Lead the way, boy, and don’t look back.”


      [image: ]The priest walked willingly into the room, much to the relief of everyone sat waiting for him. There were no histrionics or visions and Eunan ran ahead of him to pull his seat out for him with the energy of hoping he could run back to the stairwell without being subject to the priest’s taunts. The priest sat and stared ahead as if his visions were mild and not unpleasant.

“I trust you are getting along well in your cell?” Cúchonnacht said. “Is there anything you need to make your stay more comfortable?”

“And through that comfort lies the path for the devil. You don’t realise what I did for you out on that island, keeping the devil at bay. If my knees did not hurt as I knelt to pray, the devil would have had you long ago.”

Cúchonnacht hesitated and looked at those seated around him. Most looked away, for they were at a loss as to what advice to give. The priest stared at him.

“I thank you for your efforts,” said Cúchonnacht, who nodded his head to the priest. “Both for those efforts we can see in the material world and those we can’t in the spiritual.”

The priest continued to stare.

“You have possession of wise words and the skill to weave them in a pattern to persuade men to do your will,” said the priest. “All this will die with you. You’ll not be the last Maguire, but the last the people will look up to.”

Hugh Maguire leapt from his seat. “You talk in riddles, priest. There is no point in passing off wisdom if no one understands what you say.”

“Sit down, boy,” said Cúchonnacht. “The priest is a guest in our house, even if you find some of his words disagreeable.” He looked over and he could see his son turn another shade of red. “Let us sit and eat together and see if we can find a solution to the world’s woes as we break bread.”

Desmond saw the bait cast into the water and the priest was about to make his bite. He thrust his hand into his pocket and picked out a coin and flicked it in the air. The priest recoiled at the sight of the coin, and Desmond picked it up from where it landed with a satisfied smile. The priest could be controlled, after all. The table was silent as they waited for their food whilst the priest lolled around in his chair, trapped in some personal vision. In the meantime, Donnacha called one of his assistants and handed him a piece of paper.

The meals the Maguire’s servants brought in were modest by their usual standard. Their brief siege had deprived them of venison and reduced them to eating pig. The pig’s heads were placed in the centre of the table, and they were accompanied by assorted meat pies. The servants presented the priest with a much simpler meal of rabbit, some vegetables, a hunk of bread, and some berries. The serving boy placed the plate in front of the priest and Desmond signalled to him to get out of range in case the priest took a dislike to it. The priest lowered his head to contemplate what they had placed in front of him. Desmond leaned over and smiled.

“It’s all as plain as you’d get on your island,” he said. “Nothing to distract you from fighting devils or paying attention to the Lord.”

The priest followed the voice. “I sustain myself to carry out the Lord’s work and to fight against purveyors of lies, like you.”

Desmond withdrew to his seat, for this was as well as he could have expected the priest to behave given he was in company and company that practised politics. “Well,” said Desmond. “I hope you enjoy your meal, anyway.”

The others at the table sliced up the pies and chewed on their bread. The priest looked a little lost as his head lolled from side to side. “Here, Father.” Eunan came up from behind and placed the knife and fork in the priest’s hands. “Eat the food the Lord has provided.”

“I will only thank the heavenly Lord, for it is through his goodness the earth provides.”

Eunan smiled. “You thank whoever you wish, as long as you enjoy your meal.” Eunan placed his hands on top of the priest’s and guided him towards the plate. Once the priest could navigate where his food was, Eunan withdrew.

The priest cut some of the rabbit and took some vegetables and placed them in his mouth and chewed. Everyone felt a sense of relief and talked more freely amongst themselves. The priest made gagging sounds and everyone ignored him, for they all thought it was the inevitable vision for the rabbit proving too decadent in either the sauce where it lay in its deceased state or over burrowing when it was alive. The priest grabbed for his neck whilst his hands and face went pale and no one moved. They all stared, waiting for the priest to jump up and accuse them of being agents of the devil. The priest fell off his stool, grabbing his neck and slapped the ground to help him breathe. Eunan rushed over. “I think this is real.” He knelt down beside the priest as he writhed, gasping for air. A white foam dribbled down the side of his mouth. The slapping ceased, his jaw loosened, his face went red. He did not move. Desmond knelt down beside him, and he touched the priest’s hand and face, checking for signs of life. Everyone by now made a circle and stared down at the priest.

“I think he’s dead,” said Desmond as he looked around to see everyone’s face in a frozen sweep of denial. Everyone, that was, except Donnacha, who remained seated at the table finishing his food. Now everyone looked accusingly at Donnacha.

“He can’t have been that holy,” he said as he threw down his napkin, “if he couldn’t see the poison. Surely that is evil? A little devil would love to do a jig upon that.”

Donnacha stood up from his seat and walked over to the Maguire. “Now Desmond’s political parody is over, may I suggest, lord, that we discuss serious business?”

The Maguire rose and fell back into his seat, his lower jaw yet to be united with his upper since the priest had died.

“Lord, my sources tell me the English have crossed the border commanded by the Lord Deputy himself and they mean to force you to sign the surrender and regrant treaty if you will not do so willingly. May I suggest that we firstly let Turlough O’Neill’s men in and let the sight of the English drive them away rather than anything we have done to upset them? Then you should sign the English treaty, for I fear that if you don’t, they will make an example out of you for the other northern lords. But fear not, lord, the plan I present to you is not one of submission but one to buy you time. I have sounded out Hugh O’Neill, and he will allow his daughter to marry your son. Once we have worked our way through our immediate problems, there is light ahead.”

Desmond rose from beside the priest, his face alight, his veins bulging.

“He was a good man, that priest, and you murdered him.” Desmond’s accusatory finger poked into Donnacha’s chest. Donnacha looked unmoved.

“Oh really? Was it my plan to manipulate the man and his fire and brimstone speeches and use him for your own gain until you found you could not control him? Was it an extension of your plot to blame his death upon me? Was it not you who everyone witnessed select his food and your servant boy who made him eat? It is not my place to say, it is up to the judgement of the Maguire to untangle this knot. But step aside, for your plan is a clear failure, and it is up to the Maguire’s trusted advisors to clean up your mess.”

The Maguire nodded to Donnacha. “Make good on your plan and leave me here with Desmond.”

Desmond looked at the face of the Maguire and saw him shake his head. He knew he was finished.








  
  

Chapter twelve

A smile, a toast, a salute
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Eunan’s eyes were like saucers. He was a poor country boy who seldom saw over the small hills surrounding his village or further than the lake that lapped upon the village shore. Now he found himself in Enniskillen a couple of steps behind his master Desmond at the most prestigious wedding the Maguires had thrown in at least a decade. Desmond was quieter with his eyes towards the ground, his head buzzing as all the latest politics and the permutations ricocheted around inside it. 

The Maguire had spared no expense in arranging the most lavish wedding he could for his son to the daughter of Hugh O’Neill. He may have lost half his cattle herd as payment in the surrender and regrant settlement and been in dispute about the full payment since two hundred of the seven hundred cattle agreed upon went missing, but he saw this wedding as the best way to escape his woes. No more could he settle for trying to play the O’Neills, the O’Donnells, and the English against each other. He had to pick a side and Hugh O’Neill appeared to be the rising power. As for Desmond, his failure with the priest and the subsequent signing of the treaty of surrender and regrant hung heavy on his shoulders. He trembled at the thought that in the past couple of years his reward for years of faithful service was to lose both his family and his status. But Donnacha had arranged this marriage, and he was the principal advisor now.

Eunan and Desmond walked through the carnival that had assembled to celebrate the wedding as the Maguire had announced his son’s marriage far and wide. They picked their way through the various carts and tents of the entertainers, poets and bards that had flocked from all over the north to congregate in Enniskillen. The carts created a temporary small town beside Enniskillen itself, and anyone who wished to enter the castle had to pass through it.

“Hurry, Eunan. Come on,” Desmond said as he shuffled through the crowd. The boy was stopping at every stall, staring at every performer and conversing with every tradesperson that wished him to stick his hand in his pocket, though they would end up disappointed for all there was at the bottom of Eunan’s pockets were his own fingers protruding through the holes.

Desmond caught sight of the gates of the castle.

“Come on, boy, we are nearly—.” He looked behind him, but the boy was gone.


      [image: ]Eunan had been dawdling behind Desmond, looking at a particular stall that had caught his eye. A voice came from behind a cartwheel. “I know your mother.”

Eunan looked around to locate the voice, partly to assure himself it was not in his head. A chaffed and dirty index finger came from behind the wheel and enticed him to follow it. Eunan turned to see where Desmond was, but could only see his back disappearing into the crowd. A gang of hands reached out from behind the wheel and dragged him in.

Eunan tumbled to the ground and saw he was surrounded by agitated men with their faces hidden under hoods.

“Is this him?” said the owner of the dirty index finger. The man emitted a peculiar growl and Eunan could not work out whether it was supposed to intimidate him, or his companions, or to cover up the man’s own nerves. An old woman emerged from behind another wheel in a tattered monk’s habit, her white hair flowing wildly behind her, and with rosary beads wrapped so tightly around her hands her knuckles were white. She bent over Eunan as the men held him down.

“I can see the bad blood in his veins. He is clearly marked.”

“That’ll be the mother then,” said Index Finger, determined to attribute blame. “This is for my old master,” and he threw the first in what became an avalanche of fists and kicks.


      [image: ]Desmond bit into his leg of lamb. Sure, they cooked it well with the meat falling off the bone. He washed it down with the finest imported wine from Spain, a gift from whoever was the dominant O’Donnell. He stared over at Donnacha at the top table with the Maguire, the groom, the great Hugh O’Neill himself, and various dignitaries from the various factions of the O’Donnells. O’Neill had taken up residence in Enniskillen at the invitation of Cúchonnacht. O’Neill was keen to cement the new alliance with the Maguires, and the local lords came and paid homage and pledged allegiance. Every time he greeted someone new, Donnacha was skulking in the background. If circumstances had been different, it could have been him.

He received a hefty slap on the back. He looked up and saw it was the grinning face of some new Galloglass recruited from Lisnaskea. “Where’s your priest friend?” he said. His voice was full of the melody of laughter. “I heard he’s not coming because he didn’t survive the last feast you brought him to?”

Desmond sprang from his chair and went for his dagger. The Galloglass only laughed again. “Easy there, old man. I don’t want you to get a heart attack or anything like that.”

Desmond pointed his dagger. “Don’t you insult an advisor to the Maguire like that or I’ll have you thrown out of the MacCabes so quick you won’t know what hit you!”

“Sit down, ghost of Galloglass past!” said the man. “It must be handy having the Maguire for a friend to get you off being in front of the Brehon for murder.”

“Take that back or I’ll stick this in your chest.” Desmond waved his knife, but it was hard to tell if he was red-faced due to anger or his exertions. Someone took his arm.

“Easy there, Seamus.” It was Donnacha. “We all know what happened, but the Maguire’s absolution won’t convince everyone. I’ll get the constables to have a word with the boys, and they’ll leave you alone.”

“But they did not absolve me!” However, the noise in the hall drowned out his protests as the Galloglass, still laughing, returned to his seat. Desmond sat down again too, but he had lost his appetite.

Someone slapped him on the arm.

“Desmond?” said one of the MacCabe guards.

“What?” Desmond grunted, for he did not want his melancholy disturbed.

“There’s some kid at the gate who claims he’s your servant. He looks pretty roughed up so we didn’t let him in.”

Desmond threw his leg of lamb into his bowl. He rose after being deprived of his only source of enjoyment.

“My boy did indeed go missing, but I would be surprised if he was in the state you claim, for he can handle himself.”

“This way,” said the guard. “You can identify him yourself.”

Desmond walked out to the gate through the drunken revellers and the bards who entertained them. Then he set eyes upon Eunan.

“Hells bells, I would not have recognised you if the guard hadn’t told me it was you.”

Eunan curled the side of his lip, for he knew he was in a state. He could only see his torn shirt and bruises on his body and arms but he felt the black eye and lump on his head.

“I’m still owed a couple of favours around here,” said Desmond. “So I’ll get you a change of clothes, and in the meantime, you can invent a story where the other fella got it a lot worse than you.”

Eunan bit his lip and yelped when it reminded him where it was split.

Desmond and Eunan were back in the hall within the hour, once Eunan had been sufficiently patched up to be seen in respectable company.

They found the main meal was still in full swing, so they sat at a table to the side of the great hall.

“Sit and eat,” Desmond said. “You may not get as good a meal for a while yet.”

Eunan wondered at such a morose statement and if Desmond knew something he did not. Still, the lavish feast soon captured his attention and filled his belly.

Eunan knew few people at the feast for the hall was full of dignitaries and invited guests, but those he knew were from the Maguire family's inner circle. Even Connor Roe was in attendance, apparently at the insistence of O’Neill, who said there was enough division in the north already and he wished to be allied with a united clan. Those from the clan who were less important enjoyed the feast sitting at tables in the courtyard. But as Eunan ate, Desmond seemed to have lost his appetite and was staring across the room. He cracked his knuckles, a habit Eunan had not witnessed before, and when the anger swelled in his face and erupted with Desmond stabbing the table with his knife, Eunan had to interject.

“What is the matter, master?”

Desmond ground his teeth, and as he stroked his beard, Eunan could feel his spine twitch with the abrasion. Eunan reached out and placed his arm around his master’s shoulders.

“Is there anything I can do to help, master?”

Desmond wrenched his knife out of the table and pointed at a group of Galloglass eating and drinking as they sat at a table across the hall.

“Yes, there is. You can come of age and kill that man over there. Remember his name, Aonghas O’Braoin.”

Eunan followed the tip of the blade to a boisterous old Galloglass with tied-back red hair and a fiery beard. He looked like a man you would not want to take on if you could avoid it based on his size alone, but Eunan had opened the door to confrontation with his offer.
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