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Ailbhe Malone is senior editor at the Strategist (New York Magazine). She has also worked for the Guardian, Irish Times, Wired and Nylon (US). Educated at Trinity College Dublin, Ailbhe spent summers in the west of Ireland, surrounded by the foundations of legends featured in this collection. From learning about the Salmon of Knowledge from a seanchaí to reading Sinéad de Valera’s Irish Fairy Tales under the covers at night, she gobbled up every variant of folktale she could find. Yet the women of these legends are rarely the protagonists, even in the stories named after them. Banshee asks: why not let the women lead?
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Introduction


‘Fadó, fadó’ is how Irish fairy tales begin. It’s the Irish language version of ‘once upon a time’, a way to signal to the listener (because these are stories to be told aloud, and remembered, and passed on) that they are about to go on a magical journey, full of druids and demons, fairies and fighters. But this phrase is also something of a trope – it places the telling firmly in the past, and sets up the archetypes of the tale before it even begins.


Irish mythology is a tapestry of characters and ‘cycles’ that seep into everyday life in Ireland, from the Fianna of the Fenian Cycle (a band of mighty warriors from which Fianna Fáil – one of Ireland’s main political parties – gets its name), to the mighty Cú Chulainn or Setanta of the Ulster Cycle (from which Ireland’s sports TV channel – Setanta Sports – is named), we have adopted these names into the most common cultural language. Legend is woven into the landscape and into our childhoods: away for the summer at the Gaeltacht in the Aran Islands, I sat by a Stone Age wedge, known locally as Diarmuid and Gráinne’s bed; at my Irish-language school, my brother was in a modernist musical retelling of the Táin. Despite the choices presented to these women in these stories, it seems like they are driven by the actions of the men around them and by fate – but where might they have agency too? In the stories my friends and I have learned, these women have no interiority, even though they are often the titular characters. In Banshee, I’m simply asking: why not let the women lead?


There is a long historical tradition of women writing (or rewriting) Irish fairy tales – one of the first collections of myths and legends is Lady Gregory’s 1902 collection, Gods and Fighting Men. Part of the Celtic Revival (she was a contemporary of W. B. Yeats and J. M. Synge), it was a reclamation of Irish fairy tales, albeit through an Anglo-Irish lens. Seventy years later, Sinéad de Valera (the wife of former Irish president Éamon de Valera) wrote several collections of Irish fairy tales for children, similar in style to Roger Lancelyn Green’s retellings of Greek myths. Growing up in Ireland in the ’90s, I devoured these fairy tales – and hungered for more. I can draw the cover of Sinéad de Valera’s Irish Fairy Tales without having to open my eyes, and I still feel the sparkle of the scales of the salmon of knowledge, as described by a seanchaí in Connemara National Park. And, to be frank, this is not the first time these stories have been rewritten through a new lens. While some of these tales – including sections of the Fenian Cycle – have been written down, others shared in the oral tradition were altered with the arrival of Christianity. In stories like the Children of Lir, this edit is not hard to notice – there is an abrupt moment where a monk, or Saint Patrick, appears and blesses the characters. Equally, as Irish myth is part of an oral tradition, modulations such as adding flourish and ornamentation, and changing elements to suit the circumstance or listeners, are to be expected. As part of my work researching which legends to include in this collection, I sifted through the Schools Collection (a collection of folklore compiled by Irish schoolchildren in the 1930s). The entire archive is online, and you can read scanned handwritten retellings, but I also recommend John Creedon’s Irish Folklore Treasury, in which the best are reproduced. It was fascinating to see the beats of a story rippling through the water, differing but the same (in the Merrow – which is retold by Sheila O’Flanagan, for example, the sea woman’s red cap appears each time, despite other differences in the text). Meanwhile, Credhe and Cael (The Battle of White Strand) is one of the few retellings I saw that has the same line come up again and again (‘The most deceiving woman in Ireland’); it felt only right to assign this story to a poet (Nikita Gill). Another element that’s worth knowing is the concept of dinnshenchas – the importance of how places get their names. You can see this expertly explored in Anne Griffin’s contemporary take on Clíodhna’s Wave, as well as Jess Kidd’s otherworldly version of How the Boyne Got Its Name. Some of these legends I have never known in English – when I was researching translations of Diarmuid and Gráinne, I wondered what the translation for tóraíocht (‘the hunting’) would be – ‘pursuit’ doesn’t seem to capture the terror at the heart of the legend. But Megan Nolan’s version has a beating heart of fear and dread – like a hare being chased through brambles. Other legends I know so I well I could recite by heart – yet Salma El-Wardany’s reimagining of Deirdre of the Sorrows in an Ireland ruled by the Catholic Church, rather than a pre-Christian society, surprised me with every page.


The authors in this collection represent the cream of contemporary Irish writing. There are writers I know personally, and those whose work I have grown up admiring. There are writers for whom a short story is their metier, poets who are making their short-fiction debut and novelists who were excited to test the challenges of a new format. You don’t need to be familiar with the original text to enjoy these stories – but for some context, I’ve added a line or two of précis for each retelling. I’ve kept these deliberately oblique; I’d like the stories to stand on their own – if you’d like to read more about what came before them, there’s a list of selected reference books at the end of this collection. My brief to these authors was simple: rewrite these legends so that the women are the fulcrums of the stories rather than the levers. In the Children of Lir, why must Fionnuala be both mother and sister to her siblings during the exile? Naoise Dolan revisits this story that she had grown up learning in school, and slants the narrative. The stories of a fairy snatching a young child and leaving a dupe in its place are numerous – but at the heart there is a real fear, something Jane Casey uses to sinister effect in her story. Sarah Maria Griffin grapples with how to parent an eternally reincarnated being in the Wooing of Etain, and in her take on the Labour Pains of the Ulaid, Wendy Erskine’s Belfast is both ancient and new – a strange land where curses and half-magic still exist. My goal with this collection is to loosen the ties of the past on these fierce – sometimes frightened, sometimes ferocious – women. Like all fairy tales, these myths and legends have depth and danger. In these worlds, desire and domesticity collide.


 


AILBHE MALONE, EDITOR










How the Boyne Got Its Name


Boann, a goddess, tries to use a holy well, but it goes wrong. In her attempt, she transforms into the river Boyne.


The Merrow


A man finds and catches a mermaid. He hides her red cap so that she can’t return to the sea. They live together, and have a family. She finds the hidden red cap and returns to the sea.


The Children of Lir


A powerful witch casts a spell on four siblings, as a result of which they must spend nine hundred years as swans. The swans are doomed to travel to three different locations for three hundred years at a time.


The Changeling


A fairy snatches a baby, and replaces it with a fairy child.


Credhe and Cael


(The Battle of White Strand)


The story of two lovers – one mortal, one a god – and the mortal woos the god with poetry. When the mortal dies (at the Battle of White Strand), the god’s lament rings out.


The Labour Pains of the Ulaid


A goddess seeks help when giving birth but the king refuses. She curses everyone who hears her give birth to suffer labour pains for five days and five nights. All the Ulaid are affected, and their descendants for nine generations after.


Clíodhna’s Wave


The goddess Clíodhna is killed by a wave while fleeing the sea god. She transforms into one of the three great waves of Ireland.


The Pursuit of Diarmuid and Gráinne


A doomed couple go on the run, chased by a powerful warrior.


Deirdre of the Sorrows


A young woman is prophesied to bring death to men that love her. She embarks on a doomed romance.


The Wooing of Etain


A god falls in love with a young goddess. His jealous wife turns the goddess into a bluebottle. She is then drunk by a chieftain’s wife in a glass of wine and born to that wife in a human body.










Boann


Jess Kidd


_____


How the Boyne Got Its Name


Boann wears a mantle of gold and a robe of silver. She has slippers of fine leather. Her step is light but never skittish. Her face is handsome but severe. Gems gleam in her hair, which she wears long and fair in her eternal youth, although her harsh eye belies a crone’s wisdom. Her mind is as keen as a whetted axe. But like the stabled stallion or the tethered hound, cleverness, unexercised, creates its own havoc. Queen Boann has pride of place in the mead hall and King Nechtan’s bed. To her the choicest dishes are served. To her the sweetest poetry is spoken. She takes it all as her due and without visible pleasure. She seeks no confidant and has no friends. Her enemies say she is heartless, and her supporters believe she is shrewd. It is common knowledge that if Boann had a heart she would give it to her little black dog. Dabilla the keen-sighted and sharp-eared sleeps on her pillow, eats from her plate and shadows her every step. Her serving women say that when Boann is alone she tells the dog her woes.


Chief of which is boredom.


King Nechtan’s halls are vast and beautiful, his roof high and fires bright, his floors polished and walls vivid with tapestries. His grounds are green and blooming, kept perpetually at the height of spring. Food is plentiful and servants prompt. For those that haunt these halls in this golden eternity, life is easy but dull. They must do what they can to make their own fun. While Nechtan and his men ride forth on their predictable adventures, the women, whether high ranking or low, have their deeds curtailed by the boundary wall.


The court relies on the ebb and flow of guests to enliven them. They are like deathless crabs in a rock pool sifting through the gifts of the tide. In this, Boann is no different and the court watches closely for intrigues. There are young warriors who catch the queen’s cold eye; Boann’s heroes are favoured with a rare smile but no more, much to everyone’s disappointment. Boann’s smiles are true blessings, for she never smiles unless she means it, and consequently almost never smiles. Some say Boann is too discerning. Some say it is fear of her husband that stops her. Others still, that King Nechtan is a hen to her fox. Either way, his persecuted eyes trail her about his great house. As well they might, for here is a woman who lay with the Dagda, chief of gods, time’s controller, granter of life and death by the two ends of his magic staff, owner of the plentiful cauldron. Her three serving women tell one another the story of the queen’s infidelity, whispering and laughing behind their hands. Their tattle turns circles, mouth to ear, ear to mouth, starting off lurid, ending up profane. They add scandalous embellishments: the look in the Dagda’s eye, his personal endowments, the act itself. They are less interested in the magical gestation of a poet and Boann bravely giving birth to her son alone. Then there is the delicious part about the cuckold Nechtan, sent off by the Dagda on a day-long errand. The king left in spring and couldn’t understand for the life of him where the new leaves had gone as he rode back to his halls in the depths of winter. The women take sly glimpses at their mistress. This was the woman for whom the Dagda rolled nine months up into one night. For whom he stopped the sun and halted the moon. For whom he fell, faster than a stone to the bottom of a well. They try to fathom Boann’s peculiar mystery. The spell she weaves over men. It’s something to do with her dark blue eyes, like deep water, with a coolness to them and that bit of insolence. That’s likely what drove the Dagda wild.


Boann knows what they think of her. She catches their pointed glances as they help her out of her robe and into her bath. She hears the stifled laughter as they wash her feet. Dabilla reminds her daily not to trust them. He sees them off with a nip to their ankles, or a rent to their hems, or with his sharp bark, which is pitched to shred nerves as easily as fine cloth. Dabilla is loyal like no man or woman has ever been to Boann. He would follow her through fire and water, but he valiantly keeps the king from her bed and that is enough. The little dog reserves a locked-eyed, hackles-raised, deadly antagonism towards Nechtan. Should the king dare visit his wife’s chamber, Dabilla reveals a set of surprisingly wolfish teeth. Boann laughs to think of the king usurped by a lapdog. Nechtan doesn’t share her amusement; he has long plotted to have the creature poisoned. Knowing this, Boann feeds her pet from her own plate and never lets him out of her sight.


Nechtan must resort to summoning her to his own quarters. His messengers she can ignore but the king’s own presence in the great hall is harder to slight. Deny him for too long and he becomes unbearable. Then the courtiers and the servants, the visiting heroes and venerable druids, the harpists and jesters, all become victims of the king’s louring brow and putrid temper. In low light, when his eyes are bright with mead and his paunch hidden beneath the banqueting table, Boann can trick herself into believing her husband is still desirable. When she denies him, the king shows himself to be the pettish old man he is. Then Boann cannot help but notice his thinning locks and sweaty lip, his swollen knuckles and hairy ears.


She was reared to be his wife. No one said anything about loving him.


At the start she liked him more because she knew him less, but Boann cannot contemplate their eternal future together. The thought of it fills her with a dark and swarming panic.


With the king’s displeasure in her comes a marked downturn in comfort. Milk curdles and strung instruments cannot hold a tune. Knives blunt and wine sours. The fire smokes and meat spoils. The corridors fill with whispers, the heroes ride away and the great hall becomes a morgue. Then the king’s wisest advisors visit the queen. Ancient men teetering on staffs and smelling vaguely of sulphur, the scent of difficult magic. Dabilla receives them with a low growl. Boann is icily courteous. They bow and scuttle. It is not a pleasant interview for anyone. Following this visit Boann will down enough sweet wine to drop a carthorse, lock her dog in a trunk and pay her husband the briefest of visits. Afterwards, he will call for feasting, song and perilous sports. Now Nechtan’s smiles are limitless, for his wife, his household, his guests.


Tonight is such a night. Boann catches her reflection in a polished salver. Her face, a mask. Blank and lovely. When she eats, it could be ash. When she drinks, it could be air. Her husband, teary-eyed with merriment and relief, takes her hand. He is peering at her palm, drawing a circle there, some druid trick, some fortune-telling antic from their first days together. It’s an empty, unsmiling woman he is trying to charm. He pats her hand and returns it gently to her lap. Turning to the kinsman beside him, he gives a meaty laugh.


The only thing Boann can feel is Dabilla, his small warm body against her leg like an anchor, lest she’s swept away. She sips air, eats dust and looks about her, careful not to catch anyone’s eye, for that might invite conversation. Since she first came to Nechtan’s halls as a young bride she has studied his people. Trying to understand their words and gestures. The expression on this one’s face. The promises from that one’s mouth. She has long come to realise that it is all a performance. The players are interchangeable; only some things remain constant. Druids love incantations. Poets love a lineage. Heroes love a contest. Kings love flattery. But what about a queen, what does she love?


Freedom.


Out beyond the great hall and the well-tended stables, the high stone wall and the sleeping guards. Beyond the polished floors and gold plates, strong doors and high rafters. Beyond the music and dancing, the glad eye and the stacked spears, the sheathed swords and the stories unfurling. Beyond the echoes of laughter and cursing. There is a forest and Boann slips into it, like an otter from a rock into a river, with the same fugitive bliss.


This is the reason why Boann visits Nechtan. Not to appease his wise men, nor mollify his courtiers, nor even to obey the king himself. She couldn’t care less about harps and milk and sour tempers. Tonight’s festivities will pave the way for her escape tomorrow.


For now, Boann sits by Nechtan’s side, watches and waits. The wine is drunk, and the songs are sung and the legends recited. The woodsmoke curls and mugs in the high-beamed room. The tapestries that line the walls come alive by candlelight, rich with colour, showing old conquests and half-remembered heroes. The king and the queen retire to their bedchambers before dawn, and the courtiers disappear into the shadows. Dogs and servants curl up by the fireside in the mellow warmth of the embers. The druids drift to treetop or cave to conjure and scry. Heroes slumber where they fall, lost to the green-fielded battlegrounds of their dreams. The guards, propped in alcoves, risk a doze.


Now is the time for Boann and her little dog to slip away. Her three serving women slumber on a pallet outside her door, sour-mouthed and tangle-haired, flushed and snoring. Made insensible by the drink and a draught of her own design. Outside, dawn comes light-fingered, pocketing the darkness. Dabilla trots to the door with a questioning gleam in his eyes. Boann unlocks her chest and takes out the weatherworn cloak she hides for this purpose. It covers all of her, falling to her feet, skimming the floor. She pulls the hood up over her head, disappearing into the cloth, which smells of leaf mould and the mineral wind that comes in off the far sea. She picks up her dog, drawing him under her cloak. He lets her, knowing that they cannot risk the patter of his paws rousing the king’s wolfhounds. Boann moves through wide corridors, lightly, quickly, avoiding the grand state rooms, with their polished stone floors, long feasting tables and fine wall hangings. She leaves her husband’s house by the servants’ ways, narrow, rough-hewn passageways leading to wooden outhouses. She crosses the courtyard and slips behind the stables, where the king’s fine horses sleepily swish tail and ear. Behind a bank of thorny bushes lies a forgotten gate found by Dabilla on a squirrel chase and opened by a bribed blacksmith. Boann possesses the only working key, having had the lock remade. Every time she turns the key she does so with a feeling of hot dread knowing that some day Nechtan will find her out and the gate will not open. What then? She cannot think.


Boann lets in the sunrise and a colder rush of air. Stepping out over the threshold into golden light she sets down her dog and closes the gate to Nechtan’s realm, locking it behind her. The first time she strayed beyond the wall she was struck by the seasons. How could she have forgotten them? It is Nechtan’s custom to girdle his house with soft weather, the high wall making the air in his gardens pleasant and temperate. The trees and flowers are carefully tended, the paths swept. Out beyond the wall and Nechtan’s fussy discipline, the forest grows wild. The trees intertwining, some dead and fallen, climbers winding, in the frost, rain or biting winds. Boann finds it exhilarating, clambering over the knotted tree roots, finding crops of vivid fungi like disembodied ears, discovering new routes through the chaos. That others may also walk in the forest occurs every time to her. But the paths are reassuringly overgrown and Dabilla will alert her to the presence of another.


It is late autumn and there is a brisk breeze. Boann revels in the changing colours of the leaves. The sun is honeyed through the tree canopy, the trunks and branches silhouetted. The moss on the ground green yet springy underfoot. Dabilla runs into view, his mouth open in a white-toothed smile, one ear up and the other down, so comical in his joy that Boann laughs too. It is during moments like these that she considers never going back. Moments of dizzy fancy before she returns to her right senses. Boann is no fool, well she knows Nechtan’s reach. She might dream of living secretly, deep in the forest, as a doe, a bird, a woodcutter. She would need strong charms indeed to hide herself from Nechtan. For the king, she knows, will never let her go. Not because he loves her, but rather because she belongs to him, like a jewelled sword, or a gold shield, something rare and precious, which serves no purpose other than to make its owner seem more important. She shudders to think of the king and his men issuing out from the gates, some mounted, others on foot with sticks and traps. Druids following, holding keen-eyed hawks and muttering incantations to undo the canniest witchcraft. Nechtan would turn every leaf, poke every burrow, interrogate every caught creature. He would tirelessly track his vanished queen, fearing bewitchment, betrayal – theft! Would it even occur to him that she might leave of her own volition? Boann cannot bear the thought of being hunted down, of this quiet place being invaded, branches broken, mud churned underfoot, the shouts of armed men. Besides, she has been reared for a noble life, to take a throne and hold it, not to run away like some wounded creature.


Dabilla bolts out of the undergrowth. He digs, raining soil. He jumps onto a log and runs lightly along it. Suddenly, he stiffens. He’s harking to a noise, ears pricked, turning to face the threat. He gives a low warning growl. Boann looks through the trees. Someone approaches. Grabbing Dabilla and bundling him inside her cloak, she ducks behind the log.


The man is old, thin, dressed in the simple tunic of a servant, but the cloth is finely woven. His beard is brushed but his feet are bare. His bearing, upright. A nobleman then? He moves with steady grace through the forest, holding a wooden cup carefully with both hands, like a child. Boann need not have hidden, for the man’s eyes are riveted to the contents of this cup. His expression is one of concentration; he must not spill a drop. As he advances, the trees draw back their branches and retract their roots. Moss flattens and stones skid away. The forest clears a path before him.


Boann has never seen this man before but instantly knows who he is. He is a servant of King Nechtan’s well. So the myth is true. The king has never divulged its location, let alone confirmed its existence. And knowing the propensity for magical wells to disappear and relocate at the slightest provocation, Boann has never asked, assuming that since the king made no reference to it, the well had long ago taken umbrage and disappeared.


Boann feels a sudden thrill, low down, at the base of her spine. A flame kindles, the same bone-deep excitement she felt when she lay with the Dagda. She is in the presence of an old and powerful enchantment. A force with the power to bend reality, far beyond her own witcheries. A force that cannot be held or harnessed by kings, queens or druids.


Whispering words to blunt her beauty, Boann sets down her dog and follows. Now her lush golden hair grows sparse and ashy, her smooth skin pocks, her teeth fur and rot, her spine twists, her legs buckle and ankles bloat. The dog at her heels, which makes her so recognisable, has transformed too, into an old bedraggled hare. Now for all the world Boann is a crone with her familiar, her hand outstretched in an attitude of begging. As such, she is dangerous to bait and impossible to deny.


‘I am lost in the forest.’ Her voice, although croaky, is commanding.


The cup-bearer stops, glances over his shoulder and frowns.


‘I am a stranger in need of sustenance.’ Boann continues. ‘Whose lands are these?’


Reluctantly, the man turns to face her. He knows better than to ignore an alms-seeking witch. ‘You have strayed onto King Nechtan’s land, Old Mother. Continue up to the high wall and the guard will help you.’


‘I have a great thirst,’ answers Boann. ‘What is in your cup?’


The cup-bearer throws her a look of panic. ‘This water is not for drinking.’


‘Indeed? Why else would you fill a cup?’


The man bites his lip. Narrows his eyes. Here’s a quandary. It may be a hag standing before him, or a goddess. It may even be Nechtan himself, testing the loyalty of his most secret of servants.


‘I am Flesc, servant of the king’s well.’


Boann smiles. ‘The king’s well, is it, Flesc? Doesn’t a well belong only to itself?’


Flesc hesitates. ‘The king tends the well. Three noblemen he employs, to draw off the water for purposes obscure.’


Boann fixes him with her cold crone’s eye. ‘Does the king visit his well often?’


Flesc’s pale eyes are wary. ‘Rarely.’


‘You take that cup to the king?’


‘To his druids.’ Flesc sniffs. ‘It is not for me to fathom why.’


‘The ways of druids are puzzling indeed,’ Boann says. ‘I should like to visit this well. Show me the way.’


Flesc frowns. ‘It is forbidden. Only King Nechtan and his three servants may approach it.’


‘Will you refuse a stranger’s request?’


Flesc studies her for a moment, weighing up the risks. Then he nods with determination. ‘I will. For your own good, Old Mother.’


‘Then let me peer into your cup.’


He looks at her in dismay. ‘I cannot—’


Boann holds up her hand. ‘Then tell me more about the well, or risk my wrath.’


Flesc reddens, contemplating the vessel in his hands as if awaiting further orders. Boann waits, hoping her charm will hold. Dabilla the hare sits back on his long haunches, watching the cup-bearer through prominent amber eyes.


Flesc raises his gaze and lowers his voice. ‘The well is tricky.’


‘Like all wells.’ Boann nods.


‘It is a terrible, cursed variety of place. The well itself is stone-built, inauspicious-looking, set in a shady clearing, unremarkable, so that you’d pass it by. A dank hole it is, surrounded by nine overgrown hazel trees that overhang a circle of water, black as pitch. Now and again these trees drop their ripe fruit. Pat, pat, pat, onto the water.’ He shudders. ‘Within moments ancient malevolent salmon come to feed on the nuts. The water roiling as they fight for their food, silver bellies flashing. Each speckle on the back of these dreadful fish marks a fallen fruit from the trees consumed. As they eat, they grow long and fat with wisdom, their scales dented, their fins tattered.’


‘The well has great power?’


‘Of a villainous kind.’ He glances fearfully at the cup, his voice no more than a whisper now. ‘I approach it with caution and do not look long into its dark heart, however much it goads me.’


‘The well goads you?’


Flesc’s face takes on a harrowed, gaunt aspect. ‘Awake or sleeping – I cannot escape it. The burble and hiss of it. It is a cauldron of bitter curses.’


‘What would I see if I looked into the well?’


The cup-bearer brightens, finding firmer ground. ‘If you looked into the well, there would be a terrible price to pay.’


Boann feels that burning thrill again, flaring up from the root of her spine, firing her heart, setting it pounding. ‘Tell me: what price?’


‘You would gain an unstoppable flood of wisdom. A torrent of truth. A deluge of secrets. It would knock the sense from your mind and burst the eyes in your head. It would blast your soul and dismantle your body. Even the king himself will risk only the smallest of glances into the water.’


Boann nods. ‘A great price indeed.’


The cup-bearer raises his haunted eyes. He looks at her intently before returning his gaze to his cup. ‘Whatever you are, that well would alter you in ways you cannot imagine.’


 


Boann wraps herself in her cloak and sits down on a log, her form returning with the departure of the well’s servant. Her hair falls about her shoulders, gold again, the skin on her face and hands smooths and her back straightens. Dabilla has no trace of hare about him. Now he is prick-eared, sturdy, ebony-furred. He lies at her feet crunching sticks, no worse for his mistress’s witchery. Boann has half a mind to wait for the man’s return so that she may follow him to the well. For such is the curiosity growing inside her.


Dabilla looks up from his stick, the low growl again. Boann hardly has the words of her charm said before a second man comes into the clearing. He goes barefoot, wearing the same finely made servant’s garb as his precursor. Gaunt of face and thin of limb, this man holds a silver cup. He is younger than Flesc but with the first frost of age on his hair and beard. He steps lightly and the forest makes way for him.


Boann positions herself in his path. Dabilla, long of ear now and reddish brown, sits on scrawny haunches at her swollen ankles. When the cup-bearer is nearly upon her, he looks up. His eyes are kindly, warmed by some private joy.


‘Old Mother, are you lost?’


‘I was, until I met your fellow cup-bearer.’


‘Flesc, was it? I am Lam.’


Boann gives a creaky bow. ‘He told me of the well you tend. That it is a woeful place. Dark and dank.’


Lam smiles. ‘Each to their own. I see only beauty there.’


‘The water doesn’t goad you?’


Lam laughs. ‘Not at all. It lulls.’


‘I would look upon it.’ Boann throws him a wry look. ‘If not for the bursting of the eyes and all the rest.’


‘It’s a deterrent.’


‘Then how do you see the well?’


‘As a perfect circle of shining water, a mirror for the sun and moon.’


‘Is that right? And there are nine hazel trees?’


‘As ancient and twisted as your good self. Dropping their fruit into the water, a gentle sound like the patter of raindrops, down into the well where the salmon dance.’


‘Flashes of silver from their bellies as they turn?’


Lam’s eyes are lit. ‘The brightest you’ve ever seen, set against the deep black water.’


‘Flesc says the well is malevolent.’


‘Benevolent, I’d say.’


‘That it brews evil secrets?’


‘If it does, it hasn’t made me privy to them,’ says Lam evenly. ‘I hear only its song.’


 


When the third cup-bearer approaches, Boann is ready, knuckles gnarled and hair thinning and her growling companion a raddled hare again. Unlike the well’s previous servants, this man is armed with a scabbard and sword. He carries a golden cup with martial pride. The forest seems to shrink back from him. Boann sees he is much younger than the first two, sturdier and quicker to react.


He casts a suspicious glance over her. ‘Old Mother, for what reason do you haunt King Nechtan’s forest?’


‘Alms, son.’ Boann feels her charm waver under his shrewd eye; she must be direct. ‘I have met your fellow cup-bearers—’


‘You no doubt kept them talking half the day in the manner of all old crones. Don’t try that trick on me.’


‘They told me about the king’s well.’


‘They shouldn’t have.’


Boann watches him closely. ‘Do you fear the well like Flesc, or love it like Lam?’


The young man is piqued by the question. Boann sees the swell of pride in his chest. She wonders how many eternities it will take for him to become weary like Flesc, or generous like Lam.


‘I neither fear nor love the well. It is my duty to tend it, no more.’


‘You are a loyal servant to the king. I will commend you to him.’


The cup-bearer’s laughter is cynical. ‘Be sure to praise Luam when you beg for scraps at the back door, old woman.’


‘Tell me something,’ says Boann, her tone beguiling. ‘Must you be brave to tend to the well?’


Luam glances down into his cup. ‘Not brave, only wary. It is an angry bull. An unbroken horse. Only approach it clockwise, stop your ears against its nonsense and don’t look it directly in the eye.’


Dabilla-as-hare gives a sharp bark and dives into the nearby bushes.


Startled, Luam drops his cup. It lands on the forest floor.


He watches with horror as water snakes from the vessel and undulates over the ground. Lengthening to a glossy whip, encircling Boann, before bursting apart into a mist of bright raindrops. In panic, Luam scrabbles after the bright pearls. Boann stoops to pick up the cup as a crone, straightening as a queen. She hands it to the scarlet-faced bearer.


‘I will not speak of this to the king,’ she says, ‘if you take me to the well.’


 


Luam is surly, pursed-mouthed, resentful. He will not permit her beyond this point, but this is enough, she knows the way now. Twin silver birches mark the entrance to the clearing. Now and again, Dabilla can be heard barrelling through the undergrowth, giving chase to some forest creature. Barking with glee. Luam must return to the well, he says, to fill the cup to the brim for, despite his best efforts, water was lost.


On parting, he turns to Boann, narrowing his eyes. ‘Queen or goddess, mother or hag, you women are one and the same. Only an exceptional fool would disobey a cup-bearer’s warning.’


Boann watches him as he walks away. When he is through the trees, she unfurls her fist. She smiles. There, in her palm, a perfect bright jewel of water.


 


It behaves like no other droplet she’s ever seen. There’s a weight to it, a sheen. Back in her chamber, it hangs from her fingertip as she gazes into it, trying to divine its secrets. She sees her face reflected. A girl again, eyes bright, peering, curious. She shuts the droplet in a box and locks it in her trunk. But then finds she cannot bear to be away from it. She takes it out and circles it with gold thread and fastens it around her neck. It rests next to her skin, where she feels it throb in answer to her heart. Dabilla watches her with his tail low and his ears down. He does not like it when she’s distracted.


Boann visits the well nightly in her dreams. She sees it from above. A raven-eyed view. A shining circle lit by the full moon. A fierce blue mirror by midday. She witnesses the hazelnut trees dropping their small bounties, the fish revolving below the overhanging branches, breaching the bright skin of the water. In her dreams she walks around the well widdershins, trailing her hand along the stone wall of it. Dabilla follows her steps, tail wagging serenely, eyes soft, as beguiled as she is. The cup-bearers stand by, offering no challenge, their heads bowed. Boann stops. Planting her two palms on the wall, she leans over to look into the water. A sudden rush of breeze, bringing with it the scent of autumn woods, rich loam and fresh soil and the faintest mineral smell of the faraway sea.


Awake, Boann imagines that she sees the well everywhere. In her goblet of wine, wise salmon circle. In her bathwater, arcane secrets swirl. She hears the rippling call of the well from afar. It sets the droplet at her heart eagerly echoing its correspondence. Soon enough Boann learns the well’s watery language. The urgent drips, the sudden, joyful bubbles, the persistent eddies, and she understands: a bottomless love is waiting for her. A love that is transforming.


Dabilla stays closer than ever; sometimes he paws her, often he whines.


 


Boann visits her husband. Nechtan is surprised to see her, for the milk is not sour and the harpists are playing in tune. They sit together by the open window. He takes her hand gently and she lets him. He traces a circle on her palm. Now she understands it is the sign of the well. She does not take it as his tacit permission. Nechtan would give her anything she asks for, but never the thing she truly wants.
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